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SUMMARY

After a brief introduction to stereotypicabnceptions of the Western wéiiale traveler,
the narrator explains how his academic succes
dependent upon endless knowledge productiorgaedts for sealled truths.Upon his first trip
to Latin America, he found an escape framlsa system and proceeded to travel in the region
for many years. One such trip to San MigdelAllende Mexi co resul ted i n th
traumatic brain injury (TBI) leaving him unable to recall the circumstances of the injury or much
of his subsequertivo weeks in the hospital. The narrator insists that the injury is somehow his
own fault, but cannot explain why.

Part | begins in Houston, two days after the narrator has been released from the Mexican
hospital to his sister and brotherlaw. The mrrator visitsheemergency room, where he
learns the full extent of his injuries. The remainder of Part | depicts how the narrator copes with
his injuries, while also sporadically recalling moments of his hospital stay. He vows to work
diligently at rerembering and reconstructing his time in Mexicanhospital.

Part 11 reconstructs the trip to San Migue
injured: waking up five days later in a hospital bed. This part of the story alternates back and
fothbet ween the narratoro6é6s growing friendship wi
his childhood and various trips to Latin America, as the narrator attempts to both remember and
make sense of what happened to him in Mexico.

In Part Il the narrator agrees to a neuropsychological evaluation based on a recent MRI

showing brain damage from the injury in San Miguel. This Part depicts the many challenges



faced by the narrator and how he eventually comésrmas with the injury in San Miguel and

the recent demise of hiemanticrelationship.



Introduction

Everyone knows about the traveling Westernméhe 6 s whi t e, as am |,
world the way he wants to. He tames the land, educates the masses, and begets children with
native women. Such is the history of much of the Western Hemespgearticularly Latin
America. This is the destiny of thieaveling Western man, where the historical legacy of
colonization positions him a certain way. | was poised to take my place in such a world, a
tightly-wound, obedient young man who prided himself on a stable work ethic that had earned
him a scholarshipo a fancy university on the East Coast. There | immersed myself in
knowledge productionandsoa |l | ed Atrut hso that would orient
and diplomat. In such a world | was stable and composed. Properly oriented. But sidéhe in
| was crumbling.

| could take no more.

| first traveled to Latin America at 2@ young man noticeable by my heavy leatherette
suitcasggleaming gold in the sun and tblearming belief some might say naiveiythat |
would someday find a man whoves me.l 6 d ¢ 0 mewedk summex largguage program in
Guatemala, but | was shocked by the attention
noticed me. Some laughed, others waved, but together we smiled. They recognized something
inme,ash and studious boy, wMyiocrhalstelbatedipusbust o s ee
trips made comfortable by men resting their legs over mine, or muscular taxi drivers making sure
| was safe, comforting me with light touches to the back of my nkeekiended that trip another

six months, writing each day in my journal, where | memorialized my fascination with

Guatemala, Colombian, or Peruvian meGradually, often imperceptibly, my emotional core



softened. | permittedthers to take care of md.wrote of secret crushes. | wanted out of the
orientation upon Cauditravél releaSedme liramethre rigidiswbjean position
|l 6d inherited as an educated white mal e?

Soon, however, | bottled myself back ugpon returning to my undergraduate life, or
later as a law student and lawyer back in the United States, | quickly retuthedigdity |
thought | had left behindMuch of this text depicts the struggle to free myself from the
repressive American ra@ge of endless selmprovement and career advancemeit.too often
|l 6d emerge exhausted and al one, counting the
Riveror to the Spaniskpeaking CaribbearEventually the unrequited love depicted in my
journals turned sexual, and | spent a number of years negotiating how this love might look or
what | expected to findThe man | am today is built from these erotic contact zones, or
reciprocal zones of identity and influence inherent in the travelingiexpe.

But what happens when things veer off course?

| amno longer the inviolable male | once imagined, the whole body progalesire on
my trips abroad. My journal,April 7,2009 | 6ve been broken ,Whatid I don
the embodied naator stumbles and falls? What gets written? How does one write it out? What
happens if the narrator stutters, never gets to the point?

Yet no one knows what happened in Guanajuato that. nigtet night | stumbled.

Not even me.

This book revisits that night i8an Miguel de AllendegGuanajuatopr more specifically
its aftermath, the days in the hospital after the injury and the years since working through my
recovery. | write with several goals in mindFirst, | want to figue out what the hell happened

on the streets of San Miguel. Yet just as important is my desire to understand my fascination



with Latin America and Latin American men; | want to explain a world, to those unfamiliar,

where men are free to show their affegtiof or ot her men. ltos a worl
neighborhoods or a gay identity to reach a homoeroticism between men. | know because | was
there. Finally, | want to save my relationship with my boyfriend George, as the lasting effects of

my injury i both physical and psychologidathreaten to tear wmpart Much of my struggle |

keep from Georgea former sempro soccer playehecause higiperforming athletes like him

have little tolerance for excuses. Men like George assign fault, attbltarme.

Maybe heds right.

For years | 6ve assumed the injury was Sso0me
building up ever since Iwas alittte bojpl t hough | 6ve pieced my body
sometimes if own body might have played a rolemineventual undoing. After all, it was in
those contact zones where | experienced bmtha ecstasy and abject shame:

| do not know that | am worthy. | do not know that | deserve better than the smelly
crackhead, yesterday, waiting outside my car widl can smell him on my

body. I smell him in my bed. He is on my hands; he has seeped through to my
soul. And every time, | say it will not happen again. Every time. So when | am in
my bed, postponing my disgust, raging inside at myself instead oSti@am

my bed, | want to look away and weep. | want to cry the greatest river, engender
the most massive flow. If someone knew this sendatioina shallow crevice, but

the deepest chasm. This crevice is broken. My fucking ass crevice is split in two.
And t h a grdssi Jynei29,t2004

| rely on journal entries extensively in this text, as it helps to supplement my imperfect
memory. Perhaps | might uncoverwhy was even there in the first
want to knowabout the typeofrv el er |1 6d become? Had | steppe

traveling Western man | so vehemently opposed? And how damaged was | still, six years after

my undoing on the streets of San Miguel?



Answering these questions requires going back to my first meafi@ythe acciderit
Hospital de la Fe UCI Intermedio y Privado 4 and an orderly named Manuel, wappeared
asamythical figure, an angel who urged me to shastory | never knew | had. Only by
reliving those 12 days in the hospital can | reimagine my stdgyold, well-worn journals
equally provide a frame of reference to anchortexy But | begin, instead, with the aftermath,

or the wreckage of a mgmunch drunk on the streelay he ever be seliminous.



Part |- The Aftermath

Chapter 1

Pond after pond. We had walked around so many ponds that my body leaned toward
the water as if pulled by a cord. | squeezed my eyelids against the angry sun. | crushed fallen
acorns from the Willow Oak trees, digging broken shells into gravel unsfisdtiwith the
wreckage.My mouth cracked on the humid, salty air, and | asked my sister one more time if
wedd be going ho-m&awRobestnwi f tMyy btrworthed hi s head
already complained enough: if | wanted to go to the ban that was up to me. They intended
to stay at the nature center until they were good and ready to leave. Mgparstdooked at
her husband, then back at merhapsinsure which side she was on. She lowered her
sunglasses from the top of her heaad returned her gaze to the loose hustle of waibr.
young niece reached out her hand, pink Ms. Kitty watchband in full view, and upturned her
greenolive eyes toward mine. | lowered my hand until she grabbed ahold of my thumb, my
final surrender.

AThebs a bench, 0 she poi nt eidMa yrbaei syionug cnayn F
over there. o | s h u dgrdss, finidhing theefinal fbwstepg bn nyowh, y el |
and lowered myself on a small wooden bench without a blaskt upright and @aged at the
crowd of people walkinground and around the waterhdard a baby cry. Several yards away
my sister and brothen-law whispered conspiratorially, looking not at each other, but over at

the water and then at me. Beside me a little bgyegeht something in the wateeven turtles

perched atop a log like sisters.



Sarah and Robemmsisted | accompanty hem t o Houstonds Arboretu

Center because | needed inganygetterjustfyihgthere,e couch.
Roberthad told me.l needed somesun.t 6 s a natur al cur e, hedd sa
me back together again. Theydd retrieved me

the plane ride back to Texastarted tdhurt again. Perhaps the paiiides had worn off. My
head still ached, although my sister kept tel

placed inside a can and crushed.

AThe dacdoyoudl | be fine, the Bevioualy.lr epeat ed
di dnodot r ednoecmiboerrs tthed | i ng me 1 6d be fine. Or
All lTlknewwasl was mawandli Wle dndét know why. I | ook

right hand above my eyes to shield me from the sun. She stood with a heavy posture, perhaps
sersing that her favorite uncle was not who he used to be. | gripped the bench beneath me and
rocked my feet back and forth as if | were a chiltiltedmy head back and opened my mouth

to the sky. An older man approachedyey-haired man withhick glasses and hair that

sprouted off his heaith spurts. Hesmiled and lowered himself next to me with an exaggerated
exhale, his buttocks skimming the surfaten collapsing on the bencH.tired when | saw

the man sit downlt seemed like such an efforHe crossed one ankle over his knee and

fidgeted with his glassedll | wanted to do was sleep. | nodded politely at him insttéah

stood up andtepped away from the water and the bench. | fell to my knees orotivegr
spreading my body forward on the cold grass umyilchestouched the surface and I rolled

over onto one sidel curled my legdgoward my body untimy knees faced ynforehead,

hugging myself tstay warm.| glimpsed towardhe pond and saw thdtd sister turtles had

abandoned their log. | felt the same way about my body. It had abandoned me.



| awoke when | felt my niecEmerson placinfjowers in my hairandl overeard my
brotherin-law ask my sister what was wrong with me.

AHe wasné&t alti Réhet wedding, 0 he sai d.

My sister uttered a sound that was neither agreement nor dissent, but a primitive hitch
and stop | strangely understood. |turned my head to smile at my niece, but when | tried to
stand up, the waves rolled through my bodg awen the tree trunks began to move. | waited in
place as if | were one of the trees, holding
stopped.My niece tilted her head towards mevh at 6 s w rCaris?y kedpingherdips
parted just longmough to shove the Eucharist inside. No one took notice when we walked
hand in hand through the grass and back to the gravel path where my family waited. To
everyone elsé was a beautiful spring dayerhaps my brothen-law was right.

Back at the hase | returned to the tan couch that had become my sanctuary. | still wore

the same sweatpants and grey hodmim the park. My sister stood a few feet away making

sandwiches in the kitchen. | could feel her looking at me.

3t

Youbre gust so

AWhat P interrupted.

Al medan, so

AWhat do you mean?o

She walked arounthe side of the couch and pivoted her body toward mine, the
strawberry red of eczema on her right tearing. My brown blanket layalfway over my legs
and the other half on the flo@he knelt down and flung the lower half of the blanket back on
to the couch, startlinthe cat, who quickly scurried under the table. My niece walked

cautiously behind henotherholding a slice of turkey breast in her fingers.



AYour f ace, & esnhded ncgo mtviemued, get a cl oser |
dondét unde&d stand how

| reached for the blanket and pulled it closer to my chest.

Altdéds cold. o | said. Al d6m freezing. o | |c

My sistercrossed er ar ms and remained still. AHol d

AMy what ?o0

ASo skinny. o0 She | ooked behindSdhegmaltl my r

My niece chewed on her turkey breast and bent her knees awkwardly together,

SkyPants nuzzling againser legs. She made eye contact with me and returned her gaze to the

floor.
Al want to see, 0 mMy sister continued, Al v
My brotherin-law chimed in from the kitchefit Yeah, Chri s, come on,
| turned around to seerh walking toward my sister and the couch. All eyes were on

me.

| lifted up theblanket and held my arms high in the air as if | were revealing some
grotesque abdominal scar.

ARSee, 0 my sister said, pointing aohter my ar ms
piece of turkey to my niece.

Al dondt get your face, 0 my sister contint

AWhat 6s wrong with my face?0o0

| reached up to feel the side of my face, rubbing my palm in circles over my skin.

Al mean . . . nothing, 0 helre glaea®ek e d ane . Rdible

point. o



| let out an exasperated sigh and slouched lower into the couch cushions.

ANo, 0 Sarah continued, her voice rising ar
foot and lost a piece dfirkeyt o t he cat deliosw.f i mer.our f a

| felt my face again.

ANot fine, 0 Robert said behind her. A Wi | |

My sister turned to face me.

AHIi s face is I ong and gaunt, 0 Robert addec

ABut &0 mean

ALong and gaunt . 0o

AWhat | mean is, 0 my ¢ amnsdadangdoemddheroomh er Vv o
AWhat | mean i si etchea.t Hitsd sf aaclel iisn iooneoN®e piece
scratches. No cut s. No bruises. 0

AThereds one, 0 my ni ece,pbimingatrmyforgiteadd . A Up t

My siste moved closer to inspect my forehead.

AMaybe, § diHe neeatindt.hat .just seems | ike he s
looked back at her daughter.

ALi ke you do, Emerson. o

My niece looked at me then back at her mom. Her face seemed troubleddnyith
scene. She twisted her body behind my brothedaw.

Al 6 m jnugs, to snayy isi st effl & ajru £td wugpyiamgEitnhat vy
She stopped and looked at her hushand e s, t hi n and gaunt or what
Butitlooks | i ke nothing happened to you. o

Robert crossed his arms and raised his eyes at my sister.



Alt must have been a fall, 0 she continued.
| was less convinced.
Ails there even a scar?0 she asked.

| exhaled loudly, thefelt above my right ear, the tips of my index and pointing fiager
edging into a small crevice and over a smooth hump like a desert sandldune.e al i zed t h.
never actually seen the damage to my hé&dthas they expected sething more. Perhaps |
did, too. It was as if some imaginary force had landed on my head and sucked the life out of
me. At least the aliens left rows of bent corn.

Al 6m j ust glnaydistefoi unbirseh eodk.ay ,ioRi ght , Robert?
husband.

Robert shrugged his shoulders and returned to the kitchen.

AJust gl ad yrepaabedreheravkyebgck to theskhchen.

| closed my eyes and pulled the blanket ov
around me.

AYoudbdraggt o Isad, tiliyelegfrom thenkiichenBeside me | felt my
ni eceods h ansbouldems!turnedwmgself tawsrd the back of the couch, away from
the television.She askedlme mot her f or potato eatnalgay,| r emi nd
was just too tired to care.

By midnight | had finally broken. The resc
back to Houston had dissolved. | sat upright on the coucbemddy bodyat the waistoward
the floor. My head felt likecracked walnuts. Despite coverintyself in two layers of clothes,

| still could notkeepwarm. | awoke my sister and told her | needed to go to the hospital.

10



ARIi ght now?0 she said, bl ottimgtothebed.eyes ¢

ACadt it wait unt i-ihlandamnatstmg? o My br ot her
ANo, 060 | answered. Al need to go now. 0
The cat crawled over Robertds | egs and cl c
ARi ght now. 0O

| stood motionless by the side of the bed, puzzled how they stedp in shortand a
t-shit.t 1 6d never been so col d.
The emergency room was equally freezimgt,| bundled myself in a blanket from my
s i st e tsatghere shivering and curled up in a ball, yet unlike the other patients coughing
phlegm, crying, or bleedingdm various wombs, | had already leakédd m not sur e t he
knew what to do with me.l made enough of a fuss to éscorted to an examination room by a
kind black nurse with a Caribbean accent, who pulled severatlosepunter pills from her
podket and put me to sleep. It wa8@ the next morning before a doctor saw me.
AHebbesen i njured, 06 my sister told the young
AUhuh, 06 she said approaching my bed.
AThat 68 0i n MeXx
Al 6m familiar , o,turnng lerattentpr tewdrd iméh 8o dwlta o r
happened?0 she said in a voice as calm as wat
| grabbed myheadii | t | ust h answesedrsnoing myrgliit haad over my
head and down the side of my face.
ASo you iwerMexhiuccaaii bsshbasacdrrect ?0 She |

sister and I, but her Indianr Pakistaniaccented English comforted mktrusted her.

11



ADoes he have any madeRganth eacking &razxerpeed my si s
tablet in her Bg and placing it on the table next to the bed.

| laid down on my left sideeaching up my right hand above mght ear.

AHer e, 0 | poilhdactdeirvoice§ but theysouad wasemuffled and the
voices indistinct.Was it the same way in &kico? Another soundsome humming or hissing,
|l wasnodticsaummee fwhoant t he same earThi § Andi s$éi wo B
away. o0

The doctor picked up her tablet and began to review, | assumed, the story my sister had
told at the checlin desk, the story about tlseu p p doall.é bturréd over on my back so |
could hear them again.

AThis noise, 0 she asked my sister, HfAhad he

fnBefore when?o

ABefhegomur t , 0 s hcalmly, kesvoicersaftardl cleaBhe wore aed
cardiganunder her whi t e doc erleapsGtsvass aldtoherinathed |1 | i ke
hospital as itwasot me . |  di d oofddin SandMaweel ak | whsan Hougtobads

my hospital rom in Mexico have air conditioning too? The dod¢twk her instruments out of

her coat pocket and inspected my eyes, ears, and throat. She felt my neck with cold hands.
ASo this noise, 0 she | ooked at me. fADoes i
To answer had to take a step out of my own body, to disassociate myself from the pain

and objectivelyconsider thesound.

AA ringing, 0 the doctor repeated. dAls it c

| stayed silent and foll owedn hhey patghto fe at

said, cupping my hands over my ear. I 1l ister

12



conch shell to gbar, edaand VY o ttletwbvesickshingdo can h

somewhere far away. o0

Al see, 0 she said.
AExcept that it never seems to stop, you Kk
After that | noticed a grim |l ook on the dc

and begaro write. My sister asked her what she thotiglas wrong.

Al 6m noots hseurseai d, Aunt il |l get a CT scan. o
atme.il & m ordering one now. 0

It felt good to be cared for by this doctor, especiallyaefirmationthat something
might be wrong.Maybe now my sister and brothiexlaw would believe me.

AWe have somet hi ng backShalookedhtene dndhelsiber 6 my
hands apartaswideasthexays shed6éd been given at the hosp
youd 0
ANo need, 0 interr upintdtoptohher peh@radretumedittoShe p L
her pocket. AWe can get everything we need. ¢
snow than the dazzling monsoons of Calcutta. At least when the water washas kadey
things leftfor deadmight bloom again.

During the CT scan | had a vision. 't 6s &
wasnot | ndi.a@OnevenadoBtark i smagi ned a man in nursedo
down at me from outsi de t hemyepepandaenihem, except

hedéd alternate between bei ngraybmachiney Hespaketo and I

me in Spani sh, |l 6m sure he spoke to me in Spe

13



pulsating sensation in my palms, which pué , |l think, to sleep. Wa s
| 6d cr os smack cantmeum.t Was kin Houston or San Miguel de Allende?
| awoke a few hours latewaiting for what | was sure to be positive newdy head no

longer hurt, although the sod in my ear remainedPerhaps the doctors in Mexico were right
and everything passesThe doctor returned and brought a colleague with her, an older white
man with doud and confident voice.

Al'tdés | ooks as i f youod wan, hsandial gmileindigingdgon a c c i
me that all was okay.| answered meekly and attempted a4safile. Above me he hung a
series of xrays.

AYour temporglbaneisfat ur ed, 0 began ndtheexraypal e doct o

indicate a pooling of bloochi t he f r o ntThedtheryactorrstodd elasalto kim but
remained silentHe said the temporal bone is one of the hardestin the humanbaidyd had t o
have taken quite a blow to my head.

AWhat ki nd o fohesaskedslavangndavn and srushing the bottom of his
goatee, which clung to his chin under Jesus blue eyes. He lowered his voice and asked again.
Al dondt know, o6 | said bluntly. The doctor

Al think it wa srossingfherbring and ksap add, Sleevgnations u n ¢
with her face as if she were poppingharead r ums . A Not hngrgwietl s eh isne,edns
concluded, crossing her arms again.

| turned my head back toward the doctor, who | noticed hadieéédimples dotting his
cheeks.Heturned around to the doctor behind him.

ADBiIi mini, did you say Christopher was havi

14



She took a step backwards and cleared herthin&t.ct ual | y, he report e

seashell noise in his right ear. o
AThe injured one, correct?o0
AYes, doctor. o

With that the doctor approached me and put one hand atop my left ear as if calming a
babybds stomach.

Altds the other ear, 0 | wbnoahirdtheled sweatea nsur e v
couldno6t be in charge.

He pressed down on my antgreswith his index fingeijust above the ear lobahd
continuedo talk. | heard muffled soundsit could discern nothing els&lothing through my
other ear, the right one.

When he removed his hand, he cont.Hsued to
voice sounded hard again, although not as loud as when he first entered the room.

AChrhet op he haetpediitdkedyouWear ?0

| sat in stunned silencd. 6 d under s trasedmyieft drrh and ginthed shut
my left ear just as the doctor had donkasked them to talk.

Nothing.

Say Something!

Nothing.

My ear drum was not perforated, the doctor explainedmyutochlea no longer
wor k e d. hearihgpirdmylrightsearHe d i d n 6 t" ndrve was Hamagged, Elid
not display any obvious facial tics.

ASo he candét hefaM®®odny tsolsd eus atstkatd.. 0

15



ANot through his right ear. o

Als that permanent?0 she asked.
ATol d you where?o

| listenedto them but stared straight ahead at the black televissozes on the wall.
AAt the hospital in Mexico.o

The doctor shrugged his shoulders.

AAnd it wondt come back?o0

AMoskely not, o0 said the doctor. AAl t hougt
AWel | dmaybe

ABut itds highly unlikely. o

| looked at my sister, whesmouth had closed in despair.
Dr. Bimini approached her and told my sister not to worry. Many people, she said, lead
perfectly normal lives with SSD.

ASSD?0 asked my sister.

3t

Oh, yes, sorry, of course, 0 cocedherdghted t he
hand over her mout hs.i defdS Sdle asftnaensdss. of or si ngl e
| nodded my head in her direction.
AAnd itds more common than you might think
| nodded once again.
Thomas Edison.
Foxy Brown.
Lou Ferrigno.

AHuh?o0 regdgliinad, yuni mpr essed Jiged deafmessi Wh o 06 s

16



AOh, 6 chimed in the other doctor, waving &
It appears your vestibular tubes are compr omi
yourbal ance. 0O

I instantly felt relief, this confirmatior
ponds, as | was starting to beli é@éwhateveryt si st er
wasidi dndét amount to much.

AThat somet i MmeBd ,Ma hpee red dierd . a

The other doctor, the nice one, quickly interpreted.

ATBI , 0 she said, inching her body away frc
AStands for traumatic brain injury.o
Al éd&m sorry?0 | interrupted. fAWhatods a TBI

AUhuh, 0 a otdretdningiher gaze toward me.

Al dondt think, o0 | began, addpbessing both
AYes, Mr. Girman, 0 answered the | arger doc
closer to my bed. AYou have alhtlkatdatraumaticlgami f i cant
i njury, THBlle fsaropsphedr tf.odr my reacti on. AnAnd n
series of complications. Do you wunderstand?o

The coarseness of his beard suddenly fright

ATr atuintca brain i njury, o0 repeated my sister.
could see the tears in her eyes.

Al told him,0 she continued, Al told himt

The doctors turned toward her.

17



Al told him to gatitou8dn Miguekyersbbdoabd
Chris. o She brushed her hand under her nose

was so pretty there, you know, the buildingsdrd

ANo. No. No, o Dr. Bi mi ni sister and wavinogthére d s huf |
finger back and forth in the air. Al't 1 s no
vol ume raised. Alt 1 s just something that he

AYeah, 0 | echoed, shaking my head. AThi s c

A B utobld you to g& 0

ANo. o0 | interrupted. Al wanted to go becal
anywheepeated llooking at the male doctor to my I

put myself in posé 0
| stopped myself before | finished the sentence, although | knew I could have easily
been hurt before. I had put myself in this g
previously hurtBut | wasnodt about t o stér.aljustwanteddhermuch o
to know that nothing was her fault, and how grateful | was that she and Robert came to San
Miguel to pick me up.
Robert seemed | ess impressed by the news.
air conditioning at night evenaligh | had complained about the noise and the temperdture.
wore shorts and two pairs of sweatpants to bed, but my legs were always cold. | took 30
minute showers, about which | could hear Robert complain. |took whatever blue pills the
doctors prescbied, and at least | could sleep during the day. By my third day, however, |
began to wonder whatad happened to me. | called my sister into the living room.

AEverything alright?0 she asked.
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She wore her usual Houston Texans shirt, which hung low tmithdle of her thighs.

She grabbed a handf ul of M&MO6s out of the bov

=]

Do you know . . . what might have happene
whil e popping M&M6s in my mout h.

AWhat do you mean?o

AAt thelhosdi said. ADid they tell you som
me ? 0

She looked surprised and brushed her hair out of her eyes while straightening her
posture.

ALi ke what ?o0

Al dondt know, 0 | hesitabtedmetilngpugdbudant
telling me. o The cat crawled out from bet wee

ANo, 06 she began, | ooking at the cat then g
chocolate. Al really think you fell .o

AReal | y?o

AYeah, Il mean maybe you were jogging or sc

AUhuh. o

A

But you dondét remember ?0

St

| shook my head.

AHow el se might you get hurt?o

AUm . . . I dondt know, maybe a car or sor
ALIi ke you got hit by a car?o0
AOr ran into one. o0
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She considered my question and qahiged. Al

her leg.
AMaybe someone hit me. o
ALi ke punched you?o
AMaybe. 0
ABut youdd have some other marks, 0 she sai

be more there.o
AMaybe they hit me over the head with a bc

You think?0o0

ot

AMaybe, 0 lidgaingsvithehe grohgs hanging from my sweatshirt hood.

ABut they didnét tel | nfyMauy baen ytthhe ndgo cetl osres, 200 |
ANo, 0 she responded quickly. ANothing. TF
your skull, | mean, yourbramr what ever, got fractured. That

weeks or so. o0
| asked her again.
Al swear, | dondt know anything. o

The cat crawled back on my lap and instantly began to purr. | stroked his black fur.

Al never noticedtihng twhidepatdh safi dwhiptoe no
AMaybe you can ask the guy from the embass
AWho. o

AThe embassy guy. o

AWho?o

ADi dndét you talk to someone from the U.S.
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he | ooked at the cat. AOh, thatds SkyPant
belly. AAl ways wants that attention. o

AWhy do you mean about the embassy?o0

AWell, you know how everybody was speakincg
Mexico, rightd

AUhuh. o

Awell this one | ady, I 6m not sure if you r
someone from the embassy came théreeally nice lady, Nurse, um, | think it was Garcla.

thinkher shirt sad d O6Nurse Garcia.©o6

ATo the hospital ?0

3t

|l guesl mean | dondt know, but | guess th

accidents. o

3t

No. O

3t

Il think she even said you talked with hir

AWi th who?o

AThe embassy guy. o

ANO. |l didnodot talk with anyone. Ihmene an, ma
Nope. o

AWell, maybe he just popped his head in tfF

AAnd you dondét know anything?0 | demanded

ANo, 0 she answered. Al swear it. You wer €

a giant st one a Bhesniiledlatlthe end of feosentende.e ad . 0
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| repeatedly stroked theat, unsure if | had wanted bad news from my sister or whether
her igNinance was preferabld. guess she didndt kndwhet he way
couch | 6d cl ose amdoutefcensciowsnmess, ssung oatampain pills, trying
to reach a relaxed state of mind in which memories might em@&igestories behind the story
behind thestory] f i xated on the wooden beam above my
forsomé¢ hi ng | didndét remember. Or perhaps the
while traveling recalibrated toward this dramatic retributi®erhapst was better not to know.
If I called it a fall, as my sister had, perhaps everything else rgaghtvay with it. No one gets
bl amed for a fall; accidents are no oneds f at
A few days later | was still in pain. The pills helped tame the headaches, but my entire
body refused to move. On Saturday Sarah and Robert asked if | would babysit Enfelson w
they went to a party. Emer son applauded the
playing tea party and her new favorite board gdrfe, | could take on little responsibility
beyond staring at the television screen or sleeping, b@ister and her husband left anyway,
waving goodbye dramatically as if heading to a beauty pageant.
My niece, like all nineyear olds,isahandful. coul dnét cook the mac
liked it. | fell asleep duringach and Cody | ] utsldrate@moindr gamé dife; my
own life had already overwhelmed me. |looked over at her from the couch and saw tears
running down her face. |l dondot recall yellir
tell my sister. She said shewathtet o go t o bed, but sflkaddi dnodt
asked. I just remember her looking back at me in her blue and yellow nightgown on her way to
her room, face flushed and confused;zagging steps, and | realized that | had frightened my

adordle niece. | felt awful.
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The next morning Robert woke me with the vacuum cleaner. He was cleaning the
dining room floor a few yards away from me, but it sounded as if he was suctioning a
Volkswagen through a straw. | waited for him so stop, but herneve i d . | 6d never
noise so loud! | was relieved when the noise finally stopped, but then Robert called me into the
kitchen.

Buoto |

3t

ANo really, 0 he said. ACome here. o
| lifted myself from the couch and walked toward the kitchen. He and ey sisre

standing over a plastic container in the sink.

AYeah, o | said. AWhat is it?09

Robert I ifted the container from the sink.
Al 6m sdédory, but

ANo, i1tds okay, we just want to know if yc
llookedatSar ah, whose expression wasnodot cl ear.i

flush white in the face.
Al did,o | said.
AWel | . : : , 0 Robert began, Awhy dondt yol
| did as he asked.
ANot hing. O
ANot hing?o

No smell ?

St

| smelled agm. i Nope. 0
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He and my sister looked at each other, Robert breaking into a devious smile like a kid

whooéd just found his fatherdos dirty magazi ne.
AYou see, Chris, this is some old soup wec
ASo itds bad?o0
AWel |l , maylee,id altd ngaiach,d H ooki ng at my si s

here up front this morning, so | took a look, and then | smelled it, and it has the most noxious
scentl have ever smelledN o x i oHed$ookéd at my sistei Ri ght , Sar ah?2o

She nodded.

| stepped toward the sink and smelled again.

Nothing.

This, of course, set in a mipianic, and | hurried to their master bedroom, where |
sprayed perfume and cologne all over my wrists until my forearm was like the posters of the
cow divided intocutsofde f : f i |l et mignon, brisket, fl ank,
for me: | couldndét smell a thing.

AAnd you never noticed?0 my sistefrHoaw ked,

could you not have noticed?o0

It was a valid question forwhicchhad no answer . Al dondt eve
| said. il 6ve got Dbigger things to worry abc
She | ooked at Robert, and collectively the

resumed vacuuming shortly afterwards, andh@yend of the hour | had reserved a flight back
to McAllen. My sister drove me to the airport, looking awkwardly out the window as |

retrieved my bag from the backseat and walked toward the double doors. | did not even say
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goodbye. ShewouldcrytoRoer t | ater that night, who told

that the brother she knew might be gone forever and this nasty imposter in his place.
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Chapter 2

|l knew | couldndt go back to teaching midc
figured | could finish up the last three weeks of my graduate classes at The University of Texas
ParAmerican in nearby Edinburg. How hard could it be? | remember sitticigss not
saying much. | 6d hand my peers copies of my
classes, and then | 6d say a few words in cl as
however, | seethed to myself during class. If | hathaged to get myself out of bed to attend
night classes, | reasoned, the least the professor could do was teach me something. Not stand
up there and give random tidbits of writing advice while vamping around the classroom like he
worked for QVC. | wasven more derisive toward my classmatebley were the worst!
Theseonce apabl e writers who | 6d professionally ¢
readshit shit shit. How much fucking longer did | have to wade through the nonsense of
Mexicans tying to write in English?Evensec al | e d A n aspeiakers like $herig | i s h
GonzalezoBr i an Gutierrez didndédt understand the fi
simplest of grammatical rules. | decided it was up to me to set them strilglathger was so
fierce, and salearly directed toward my classmates of Latin American origin (almost
exclusively Mexican), that | wonder now how much of this resentment was simmering below
the surface all along. Had my pleasant diversalang the bordebeen more about
romanticizing and eroticizing the Anativeso t
Was | jealous that |1 6d always be an outsider 7

| continued taking pain pills for a month, although efprt to dissociate myself from

the injury was so formidable thatInes\eot her ed t o fi gure out what
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taken pills of any type before, so | was relieved that the pain was still gone once the pills ran

out. | was weak, however, anouihd myself all too often on the couch. Fortunately, m

drastic weight loss had given me the permission to eat whatever | liked, however, so most

evenings | stopped at nearby drtveough restaurantsl 6 d buy chi cken nugget
cheeseburger, drfrenchf r i es from Wendyds, then turn | eft
and finally an M&M McFlurry from McDonaldsThen | 6d watch televisi ol
after a few hours, heat up microwave popcofther than my college classes two nights

week, | rarely lefthe house or saw my friendsremained vague when, noticing my drastic

-2

weight | oss, they asked me what was wrong.
was it. | remained cloistered in my apartment watching telev@isleeping.Although |
missed the last 2 %2 months of the school year, | was able to take advantage of the district
emergency fund, which | had been donating sick days to for the previous threenears, a
received my normal salary.ike all teachers ithe district, | received a paycheck over the
summer for time already taughlf | were going to get hurt, at leasty timing was right.

Gradually as one might expectcbntinuedto improve. | moved my things into storage
and flew home to Florida fa twomonth stay with my mother and stepfather, who had
arranged for me to visit the Silverstein Institute, a skathwn outpatient facility two hours
away from their home that specialized in ear
reminding me of Star Trek as | leaned, spun, and rotated around a central axis to test the density
of my bilateral vestibular system. | failed miserably, as | had expected, the things in my field
of vision moving well after the chair had stopped. | left vaifbrotocol of exercises designed
to balance those, including myself, without the benefit of the vestibular apparatus, the organ of

balance in the inner eafl.he goal was to train the brain to use other senses, such as the vision
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and somatosensory (bodynse e) senses, to substitute for th
wal k up and down my motherd6s gated community
right and [ eft. |l 6d fixate on a distant obj e
s de to side. | 6d wal k barefoot on dirty pav
My father told me not to do that in his neighborhood. He said maybe the rich people in
the gated communitigspeople like my mother and stepfatfianight understand, bunot in
his part of town.
AYou never should have been travéloing in t
ATol d me what?d6 | interrupted.
| stood outside the kitchen as he walked out the sliding glass door onto the front lanai. He

brushed dry twgatio chairs and hung the towel over the grill to dry.

AYou had to be dAlfwfagrse icth,e ckiichrgdétouytou e wunk
AChecking out what?0 | asked.
Al dondt know what busi iwWbhat ybushadss youbo

As he taked, my father shuffled his feet back and forth over the lanai, bending over
occasionally angicking weeds from the rocks.

Al dondt knowddowvhat you did to

AWhat 20 | i nter rwha?toed. AWhat | did to

| stood over the frame of the open door space and watched my fatieeman |
remembered as strong and fearless looked old now, hisaomgle thighs thinning out and
looking lighter than | had remembered. He looked so small to me, not only becacsealig a
wassmallia mer e 505 ¢ o mp a b tthe wapin whigh hé mdved fivasaan e

anxious and furious. It occurred to be then that perhaps my father had a form of ADHD well
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before the diagnoses had become routine. | was interrupted byuitnedo of my nephe wo s

Jack had awoken and called for my father.

=]

You see that, o my dad snapped, tossing a
woke up Jack. o Hedd ignored my question.

ABut BOodi dnot

AYour sister, 0 h dacestreifrahtyard anthedthergidesoftleu nd t o
fence. fAiYour sister didn6t come home | ast nic
AWher @owas

ot

Who knows,htoe dh.e ifinltéem r<iagp Hé stopped himgelf shiort ko f
and shook hi sf ihveea dy.e afirlsd no Isdi.xot y
| followed himtovar d t he stairs. Aildm too old to b
trailing off as he went up the stairs. NnToo
| stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked up towards my father. A few seconds later
he emerged with Jack in his arms. My hey had grown since | last saw him. He was nearly
two and his hair had picked up the same blond color as mine when | was younger. My father
smiled at Jack as he carried him down the stairs.
Altdéds okay, o0 he said. AYour Uncle Chris i
Jack turnedo look at me, but showed no signs of recognition. He rubbed his eyes and
yawned. | 6d forgotten the boy had dark browr
AYou want a donut, o my father said, bounci
capture my slaegaeapintg omephwehwdésnow | ay on the co

donut ?0
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Jack nodded his head through his slumber, emitting a flat smile, and as | looked again at
my father | noti ced he-fiveyedr oldman. aHp ®ctarmsaverbasd | y f
immense as | remembered and his back still showed signs of thesgaetecollege athlete in
Indiana all those years agd.turned toward Jack on the couch, who was now smiling. Behind

me the sliding door opened and his mother appeared, myAisjex:

3t

Mommy, 06 Jack shouted, jumping off the cotl
AWell | ook whobés homed my father predictat
My sister leaned over and hugged Jack, patting him on his diapered butt.
Angie, like my father, was short and sqeampared to my taller, leaner fransbared
by my mother and older sister.
AUncl e Chris, o she said, |lifting Jack to F
again. o
My father rounded the kitchen counter and wrinkled his forehead at my sister.

AYouwk@dnehe begam. AYou knew

3t

No | didndédt, o0 she quickly interrupted.

| approached my sister and hugged her.

A Wow, arggsoku nny, 0 she said, manipul ating Jac
Her frame, too, had withered, the effects stibborndrugadii ¢ t i mever been ehtidely
certain when or how the addiction started, as my family refused to talk about certain things. |
backed away from our hug and noticed how skeletal her face had become. Her eyes resembled
hollow sockets and her chin hacche me poi nti er as her cheeks def
to look so bad. Her voice was fast, as it had been for the previous ten years, although she spoke

clearly and coherently this time.
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AHow | ong artkenoshbomsek &€dy hesideheramdy Jack doc
heading for the stairs.

Jack, predictably, began to cry.

AOh, i1ités okay, 0 she s hfoMua-raud juststaped bynta | f wa y
pick up some cl othes. 0

| hoped my father hadndot heard.

Jack ran by me toward the stairs, hisdmalhand gr abbing the raild.@
mummum you promi sed. 0

| stayed down below to help my father unload the dishwasher. A few minutes later
Angie emerged with clothes draped over her shoulder and a pair of sneakers in her hands. She
held Jack between it all. My father turned from the sink toward the front patio. | approached
the sliding door and met my sister.

AWher e dodoywdadbedai nk

Jack was surprisingly quiet, but he twistesllegs and arched his back as my sister
attempted to hand him over to me.

AMar c 6 s Angeisrtappedat, my father, her necklace swinging over her face as
she turned toward the door. My father opetiedrefrigerator door, looked inside, and kicked
it shut with his foot. | was, quitetdirally, caught in the middlel.refused to take sides,
however. | carried Jack to the kitchen for a chocolate dotiwtas she, after all, who had

saved me. Thdtad to count for something.

That night in front of my mother&és house | we

minutes. | was beginning to see progress. The time it took for my head to stop moving and
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then the world to stop moving was gettismaller each day. | was making less progress,

however, when it came to the noise in my ear. At times it might sound like a ring, as the

doctors predicted, but usually it remained the same seashell noise | had experienced earlier. In

the larger worldf tinnitusrelated sounds, some of which are so debilitating the individual can

no | onger work, | was probably faring quite v
getting used to the noise seemed as accurate a prediction as that the wairld Edpt a mere

two to three hours a night, instead fixated on the noise. The doctor had suggested that | make
playlist of soothing songs that might take the focus of the tinnitus, so | dutifully prepared a

medley of Enya, Sade, and Billie Holiday.otNing worked.

My mot her said | | ooked fine to her. Per f
but the Atinnituso | complained of was probat
Altdéds [ oud in the guest room, 0 Shhsook xpl air

armscrossed in the hallway, her eyes darting around the room, perhaps searching for some
point of focus to understand how her only son had arrived in such a position. Perhaps her
dismissal was strategic.
My interest in getting betteand getting out of delsuperseded any interest | had in how
| had gotten hurt. After eight weeks living for free back in Florida, | received a statement from
Visa confirming | had paid off my $3,452 credit card charge for my Mexican hospital stay. |
sati n the glorious humidity just outside my mo
statements, proud that | was now debt free. | kicked my legs up on the gazebo, as pleased by
the orange and pink hibiscus as | was of myself. Yet just as | wastableave the patio for
the arctic chill inside, | noticed two mysterious charigelslexicol hadnét seen befo

and $11.23.The first was for Pueblo Viejo Restaurant, and the other was for La Azteca. Both
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noted March 21thesamenight | had beemjured. A quick Google Map search revealed that

La Azteca is atop Pueblo Viejd.paused with the bill in my hands. Certain moments came to

mind. | remembered eating dinner at the corner of a downstairs bar with colorful ceramic tiles

on the walls. Wo servers in black and red costuriieme a man, the other a woniatalked

to me whenever they retrieved their drinks at the service bar. | thought the man was cute, but |
couldndét recall what he | ooked | i taeonhis | r emer
tray. The woman laughed a lot and wore bright red lipstick. | closed my eyes and tried to

remember more. Upstairs a younger crowd lounged around cool couches and patio tables.

These were Mexicans, not tourists like me. Yet nothing wasebntiertain. My memories

were as vague as those in the hospital.

Despite such uncertainty, however, the investigator in me had arisen. | took a sip of
my iced tea.Perhaps | was prepared to face an uncertain truth in which | was somehow
complicit inmy own undoing, as my father seemed to suggest. | sentnail exquiry two
days later to the consulate offices in Mexico City and San Miguel de Allende in case my sister
was right about someone from the embdssying visitedmy hospital room. | wasl@ased to
receive a reply several days later:

Hi Chris,

| was notified by the Hospital General here in San Miguel that there was an
American in the hospital, about a day after you had been admittbdhk it was

a Sunday nightThe nurse told me thgbu had been found unconscious by the
city police in the street, and the police brought you to the hosphtdirst they
thought it was a case of too much alcohol, or possibly some kind of drug, but
when you didn't get better after two days, they thotlgit might not be the

case. The hospital ordered a test, possibly a CT scan and saw that you had a
bruise on the back of your head, and a pooling of liquid on the front, where the
forehead is.This could have been the result of a blow, but also ccane been
the result of a fall. | visited you twice and both times we had lengthy

conversations; it is funny you don't remember because you were lucid at the
time. i Thomas ClancefClancey personalcommunication, 2009)
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| tried to imagine this man, theonsular officer for the United States abroad. Was he
white like me?! r eal i zed, too, that this should have
previously, right after law school, as a Foreign Service Officer by the US State Department.

But during thebackground check, | admitted to therapy, two years of intermittent counseling to
under st aneder vath ayboyfriendl and always seemed anxiBashapst wassome

form of seltsabotage Apparently howevero ur gover nment doesnodot tak:
and they didndot take kindly to me. After f ol
innumerable invasive personal questions, | was dumped. This other man must have taken my

place, this Thomas Clancy. lesd | was out wandering the streets of San Miguel doing God

knows what with God knows whom, while this Thomas Clancey drank margaritas and chewed
delicious Spanistapasalong some rooftop balcony with his successful and eccentric friends.

Perhaps we creed paths at La Azteca.

Fuck Thomas Clancey and his bedside mannéfisat did he know about lucidity?

It did help to knowthough t hat 1 6d received a CT scan i
figured that out, | realized, as theays my sister had been given in Mexico had to come from
somewher e. Yet |1 still wasndét sure where the
during my Hbuston CT scan. Who was that nice man? And who was this other man |
remembered from the hospital? Anurse perhaps@ d spoken to him many t
i mage came to mind. Hedd feed me, | knew, ar
in its square plastic bowl and jiggle his bod:
things Id o r éetc a | dvenbegun to Gemiember conversations with hitmemembehim

sitting therequietly and listeningo me | must have been talkinguite a lot, because
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someti mes his Dlhhaey e @c 6hawme vieo r Wwayput and c
floors to clean.

| left the gazeb@at my mo t that aftérisoontkmowisgehat it might be possible
to resurrect my story or at least accassnall part of it. The-mail from Thomas Clancy
clarified for me t ha Hospital GenbrahmedriheHospitatdelaaFdr 0 s pi t &
Even if | had no memories of the first hospital, including my conversations with Mr. Clancey,
at least | realled the CT scan, or some part of it. | also had a clear picture of my room at the

Hospital de La Fe.

On the plane ride back to McAlldnr om my mot her ddecigedl lmeededa n F 1| or i
betterunderstanding of my injurieR?erhaps hearing and balance were not the only things |
had lost.

| started with smell. My research confirmed that 10% of patients with temporal lobe
damage loss their sense of smell, a condition called anosmia. Damage to limbic components
near the temgral lobe are the primary culprit, as they have connection to the primary olfactory
structures of the brain. Additionally, the underside of the frontal lobe lies directly on the
olfactory nerve. | wanted to know if Nurse Bimini knew of any famous peuitih®ut a sense
of smell as she did those who sufférfrom singlesided deafnes$:needed to compare my
experiences. Without smell things tend to flatten. | no longer enjoyed my favorite scent,
vanilla bean, nor the head rush provoked by the scent¢sif brewed coffee and chocolate chip
cookies. Perhaps losing my sense of smell hindered my ability to remember events from the
night I was injured or my time in the hospital. More pragmatically, body odor became

negligible, as did the horror of passiggs under the covers in be@®oth paranoia and
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complacently set in.l repeatedly sprayed myself with adolescent Axe body spray, while |
sometimes showered five times a dayscrubbednyselfobsessively. Conversely, | wore the
same San Antonio Spgrey shirt for 30 consecutive days after | returned to Texas. | did not
wash my sheets for months.
Bymids ummer |1 06d realized my most pressing co

apartment. In an effort to ween myself from fast food, | begare#&b hareboiled eggs.l 6 d

boil eggs several times a week, and at | east
on the stove. | 6d drop the eggs in a pot of
el s e. driVehaway tolsahamr the store, wherever else | had to go (I was finally

| eaving the house!), and I 6d come home to a &
and ceiling as if ejected from a rotating sprinklead.1 t seems | coul dndt sm

pot, norcould | remember | had even placed eggs on the stove.
| thenswitched my focusunderstandablyp my faulty memory. Memory is a complex
apparatus, and | was surprised that no one at the hospitals explained to me how a traumatic
brain injury affectsa@r son6s memory. One website compar e
the middle of the brain is where information flows before branching out like a tree to other
areas.The middle brain is like the filtering system deciding what goes where. When the brain
is injured, the middle areas get pressed upon because of the swiellmlgermore, the middle
brain rests on the bone of the skull, so when the brain moves forward and backward rapidly
as it does during an accidénthese middle sectigget sheeredrdorn. Memory loss occurs
because the brain canodét process this | arge an

sheared away.
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But what about individual memories? Neurologists have divided memories into three
categories: immediate, shderm, aml long term. Immediate memory is something you spit
back, as in someone saying ipwongtermsnemaiesd Yy o u
have to do with things we recall after a few days, months, years, or decade. Our childhood lies
in our longterm memory, as does my ability to explain the origin of Tort law irtUthiead
States, as boring as thaty be. Most injuries to the head, however, involve the loss of short
term memories.This refers to the time immediately after the accident, upverabeweeks
beyond, but more importantly points to a habitual pattern of forgetting things minutes and
hours after supposedly storing them to memory. My exploding eggs incident is an example of
this shortterm memory loss, while my inability to recall tbiecumstance of the injury or much
of the time in the hospital afterwards is also categorized astelnerimemory loss.
A few weeks later | agreed to have lunch with mynarker Amy, who had driven me to
the McAllen bus station to begin my trip to Sdiguel de Allende. She came back to our
booth at Coffee Zone with two mugs of tea and a cinnamon roll to share.
ASo, 0 she began, Al guess you missed the r
| placed both hands around my glass and took afdiea.
ADefinitely not,o | answered. fdDefinitely
She reached for the cinnamon roll and broke off a piece for each of us, reaching over and

putting a piece on my porcelain plate.

Al | i ke coffee, o0 | said,e swiptphi nngy ntyi ntneaamo n
AOh . . . | 6 m sodoor r vy, I . . . um, l o1l | get
AOh no, thatdés fine, o0 |I interrupted. Al wa

She smiled and took a bite of her cinnamon roll. | sliced mine with a knife and fork.
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AThdtudhsny, 0 Amy sai d. Al 6ve never seen you

hands.
ADo what?060 | said, following her gaze to m
AEat it with a fork and knife. You know, 0
wi th her ifnigngehre. cfiSilniacmon r ol | t {smileanvay . 0 I

slipped another piece of sticky roll in my mouth.
After some time we ate the entire roll.
ASo, 06 Amy said, spreading her arms and s mi
| should havenade up a story since no one would know the difference, but instead |
rambledondl dondt remember exactly what | said ex:
her best to politely nod. | know | kept talking because the waitress must hiled mfrtea
cups five times.| picture myself rambling and rambling and rambling. | talked so much that
Amy would later tell a cavorker that | seemed sad and terrified at the same time, as if | was
trying to figure it all out myself. At one moment | lookedamq saw an expression on her face
|l hadndt seen before: not quite terrified as
with just enough room for intermittent puffs of air to escape. | saw myself as she must have
seen me. | was embarrassed fosaif.
ASo you remember nothing?06 she finally asfk
finger. ANot how you got hurt or anything?o
Long pause, then lengthy chatter.
ANot at the hospital, either?o0
Continued chatter.

AThey didndét tkeBUlIt Y0u how you got
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|l answered that question unequivocally: AT
ANoO?O
ANo, 06 | echoed, but | st inalwasvarooviague.s 0 S uUTr €
A blow or a fall
What was it about that explanation tiall left me unsatisfied?Andwhyc oul dnot |
remember anything from the hospital@r before the accident itself? Was | forgetting more
than just the eggs? | stopped talking long enough for Amy to give me a hug good bye and wish
me well on trying to make it back to teaching by the ehdlugust.
Later that week | returned to my research on membigarned about two different
types of memory | oss, both classifiedf as fAamr
memories prior to an accident. This might be minutes or hoursdheind the classic example
is the moment of i mpact that <car crash victir
remembered certain things, yes, certain things the day of the accident, but not enough to get me
closer to the truth. | remembered a Bougdie bush and planks of wood, but also the distinct
images of several carved wooden doors | had noticed after my arrival in San Mgtél.
didndét know what to make of such i mages, and
me any closer tthe truth? | needed to remember some moment of impact.
The second type of amnesia, anterograde amnesia, refers to the lost mafieiaes
accident. As time goes on, brain chemistry normalizes and many of the memories return. No
magic formula exist to ascertain how many minutes, hours, days, or months the patient must
wait until certain memories return. Research and anecdotal evidence confirms how common it
is for TBI sufferers who have spent several days or weeks in the hospital to onlyhetadk t

of their days, such as had happened to me, explaining why | had no memory of the first
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hospital, including my Al uci dButwha abguethes at i ons
second hospital®hen did my memories return®ad they, in fact, even returned at all? And
what should | make of all the talkingTBI sufferers are known to get isolated or depressed as
they struggle with their new realities, and | certainly followed that pattern, but what might
explain my rambligs to Amy? And to random people | would meet at the grocery store or
elsewhere?Was this connected to the brain as well?
Surprisingly, however, this new information did not propel me into a more
contemplative mood. The journal entries | had cultivatest the previous 15 years stopped at
the time of the accident and never resumed. | have no record of how | was dealing with the
stressors of recovery. | do think, though, that had | been able to contemplate my condition
more rigorously, | would have wi@n about it in my journal. The fact that | never even bought
a new journal tells me something else was going on: | wanted to pretend it never happened and
get back to life. |1 needed one more year to graduate with AyAMegree in creative writing,
andl planned on applying to FD. programs in the fall. | needed to gain weight and get my
body back in shape. I'f |1 didndét plan | essons

nowhere to live.
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Chapter 3

My return to B.L. Garza Middle School wkss than exhilarating, but at least it felt
goodto have a routine again. Teachers greeted me with hugs, and former students wondered
where | had been and what had happened to my robust, healthy body. Most of the kids asked
about my facewhat happenedtyour face, sir?They were referring to how skinny | had
become, and the joke was that Mr. Girman had
but probably because thirteen yeéds need more titillation than a unit of the Alamo might
provide.

My hearing loss had become anissueearly i n t he semester, as |
student was speaking and from where. | learned to distinguish voice®easly at least |
coul d guess t hmkmafrwamsek emistock pmuileeriatb@ys for girls, which
the students always laughed at. They also liked to sneak around to my right side and whisper,
just to be sure | wasndét |Iying and | coul dnot
science teacher on my team, who insigieidence evidence evideratdeast ten times a day.

Besides the classroom difficulty, my orcemfortable lunches in the severgtade
teacherdés planning |l ounge became a cacophony
right side, | used to have g hearing, or sound localization on the horizontal plane that all
dualsidedhearers enjoyThis means if the sound is coming from the left side of the head, it
will actually stimulate the left ear just a few microseconds ahead of the right sidapaad t
timing differences can be figured out by the braiinose with singlesided deafness, however,
no longer possess this spatial hearing, thus making it nearly impossible to tieapiesence

of background noiseThe combinationofhmyd s | ower fr egMe.ncAr mambd s r
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science squeal s, and mdantlcold harelgh@a thdparson hegttoe g u f
me talking in tilha ntsedd smlcdaruéad Ilyod mgpe&k.ed at peop
would take a lot rare practice.My solution was to isolate myself in my classroom at the far
end of the seventgrade hall. | ate lunch alone, and this further isolated myself from other
members of the staff. | could have used the comfort of mgttheol camaraderie.

On top of that, | was prone to outbursts. In one such incident I locked my classroom to
prevent tardy students from entering. Moments later | heard the principal, a dashingly
handsome yet equaliyenacing CrossFit guru, wailing on my door and demandieigthe
students in.I calmly opened the door and told him that had he or hispriceipals given a
shit about tardiness, theydd be in tWenlhalls
used the word fAshit, 06 demwadas hiefd Had d deadmtids
woman. | then began yelling so loudly, Amy told me, that teachers down the hall congregated
around the corner to sefat was going on.l imagined Ms. Arronasmiling with one hand
over her mouth, perched low aroune ttorner like a giddy teenager sneaking into her
boyfriendods bMydelfaghteousrangerdvasveo palpable that | heard myself
breathing heavy nearly 20 minutes after Mr. Gorena, the principal, had left.

But what the hell did I need themfdr? only had a year | eft to ¢
way to a dissertation program somewhere far, far away from the border. | would spread my
seed wide like a senitonors student and apply to w@ifferent creative writing programs. |
sent out an-enai requesting a letter of recommendation from several professors, most notably
Jose Skinner, the man | studied under for both cldasBeson writing i the previous spring.
My letter request, however, did not go exactly as planned:

You may put me dowrs a reference, though you should remember that | am
mostly familiar with your posaccident work, which at times got a little
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incoherent, and | might have to say that. Of course, if your thesis reveals your
former lucidity, then | can forgo mention of thhaimporary crisis (which also, as
you may remember, resulted in somelass outbursts which | welcomed until
they became repetitious). But you're an excellent writer and, except for that lapse,
which | trust was temporary, a very valuable asset to thescbom. J$Skinrer
2009 unpublished communication)

Apparently | had not kept my mouth as shut as | had imagi¥et! now needed to keep

myself in the goodraces of Jose and others who would serve on my thesis committee.

Still on my agenda, however, was some way to deal with the crippling tinnitus noise
that, despite what | was told, had never abatdzkgan popping zinc pills after | read how zinc
is essential for the bodyo6s liaddedwing&o bdopastda e m anc
increase blood flow to the periphery of my body, while B12 deficiencies were found in a
number of tinnitus sufferers, so | added about 2000 milligrams a day in tiny blueTiéis.
only thing this helped, however, was in turning mine a psychedelic yellow.

Tinnitus is the perception of sound in the absence of an external source, and it has many
causes. While itdéds often referred to as a #fr
of sounds, including clicking, hissing; whispering. Some report their sound resembles the
whistle a coach blows in PE class {ehothers, like me, describe it, in addition to a wavelike
sensationas a MAwhoosho nsoundaplane rekeseasibtdxis dogn theh e
runway. Such noises have been reported for thousands of years and across many théures.
Assyrians poured rose extract into the ear through a bronze tube in order to reach the sound,
while medieval Welsh physicians recommended increasing perspiration nearstiwy eutting
a hot loaf of bread in half and tying a piece over each ear.

But where does the sound come from? | would have insisted it came from my ear, as |

asserted o t he veterinarian that the clummwtof <cat

urine, yet recent researclassifies it as ringing across the brain. The American Tinnitus
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Associationdés (ATA) website explains how sour
nerve hairs in the inner ear to vibrate, sending electric sigtalg the auditory nerve to the
brain. Specific neurons in the auditory cortex process specific signals, yet when the injured
nerve cells no longer send signals, such as what happened to me when my cochlea was
damaged, the neur oneirreighdarst Theydire in eeaponsestalatherp 0 o n
frequencies and even fire withaartyincoming signals.Such a process ends up in aself
sustaining |l oop as the brainbés feedback meche
there is no cure for tintus, and instead of risky surgeries, for example, they urge that tinnitus
suffers monitor their diet, avoiding alcohol, caffeiaad sodium, and keegear of stressful
situations, as these have been shown to increase the volume and frequency oéthe nois
Because | taught middle school, avoiding stress was not an optonld, however, avoid
coffee and packaged food containing sodium (especially soup!). As for drinking, | had not
touched alcohol since my injury.

The same goes for sex. No more&ithg across the border at 3 a.m. and searching for a
man to love me. No more pulling over in downtown McAllen, too drunk to drive, and
wandering the streets until |l 6d be noticed.
Simply put, | was afraidfesex. Beyond that | felt awkward about my new, thinner body, still
twenty pounds under my pigjury weight and stripped of all muscle. My body, it seemed,
could not put on any weight. Who might want a man as skinny as me? | was embarrassed at
myownappearance. | decided, instead, that 106d
a harmless way to pass the time when going ac
the boys since 16d never | earupasdwdsmooaching wher €

middle school sports or continuingmy®MA.pr ogram, just as | was fto
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school . |l 6d never dated a man for more than
start. | even isolated myself from friends Gaeladind Sergio, as it exhausted me to hold
conversations over the crash and clamor of restaurants or bars. As for meeting in quieter
locations, such as my house of coffee shops, | was too tired after a long day or week of
teaching and thesis writing to daything other than watch television. The energy required to
drown out distant conversation control my balance used up whatever reserves | had left.
Besides that, the tinnitus prevented me from
plain tred.

Although my sleep was disrupted, cutting out sex and sodium, as well as caffeine and
alcohol, helped me to keep the tinnitus noise manageable on most days. Yet | still longed for
an easier and more effect i venddiscdvared anariicleon | r et
Abone conduction surgery, 0 a procedure shown
titanium screw into the bone behind the ear and attach an electronic sound processor to the tip
of the screw, which transmits sound wa\across the bones in our skudl process known as
bone conductioin to the cochlea on the opposite side of the skiilsounded like magic to
me! The next day | researched the procedure more extensively in my classroom during lunch,
eventually making an appointment for the following week in Houston, the closest place that
performed such a surgery.

In Houston lexplamd t o Dr . Maxwel |l t hatHerdodddd r ecent |
and explained to me that his own technicians would be the judge of that. He never asked why
or how this had happened, but simply looked up and peered into my ear with his otoscope.

A U-huhuhrhuh, 06 he began. AYes, what do we hav:

wiped the end with his fingerfThen he sniffed his finger.
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Al wasdd n Mex
ALooks | i ke you have a | ot of earwax, 0 he
AEarwax?0 | repeated.

ALot s Thdn hdimhmersed himself in my other ear, punctuating his squinting
expressions with guttural noises indicating, | guessed, that he had begun to connect the dots.
When he had finished cleaning this other ear, he dramatically shookHtislbgw and
resumed his inspection of my injured right ear. After a few minutes he pulled his body up from
his squatting position and gave me the news.

ANot hing, 06 he said. AEntirely healthy. o

ifYeah?0

3t

Yes sir. o He | eane-thdba&k agAndsyothet s nt

3t

Nope. O

ANot hing?o

3t

Not out of this ear, o0 | answered, pointir
AThen | etds get you tested, 0 he said, star
The tests confirmed my singgded deafness, and an hour later | was baéki

Maxwel |l 6s office. | sat on the chair wonder.

of fice in one of Houstonds most modern skyscr

contraption resembling something Brittany Spears straps over heatheaaterts.

ASo what the hell happened?0 he asked, sit
thing in front of him.

Al 6

ANYoudbre not sure?o
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No one knows. 0O

=]

AfYou donot remember ?20

=]

Nope. o

=]

Did you get in a figltoa nWer ¢ eyn@unbekemr Prok ?

| shrugged my shoulders. Al donét. o

He responded with an extended Ahmm, 0 a gr.i
I i ps. suspiGoae ;ms me . O He rose from his desk and
as i f | 0 dtsgmethiny ous of theystoyieHer e, 6 he continued, ap
behind and placing the device from his desk over my head. It ran the length of my head like
old-fashioned headphones, but with an arm attached for what appeared to be a microphone.
Once | was suited up, he dumped his skepticism and smiled like a giddy teenager.

ACl ose your eyes, 0 instructed the doctor.

| did as he asked, but not before | saw him lean over my right ear.

AThis is what it wiAWisbubnhtel deej ceheé whi s

| squinted open my right eye to see if he were stillthtveaes t hi s possi bl e?
whispering and | can still hear him?

Then he started whispering nonsensical stuff about Shakesgdeme he moved on to
Tiger Woods. Then potassium. When he was done | repeated what he had said.

ASo 1itds |like, 0 he concluded, dAitds | i ke s
boneanchored aid out there. o

iBaj a?o

AYeah, but swietad ard Aathgygd. HéaminB. & n d . 0O He | i ft .

device from my head and returned behind his desk.

47



ABut will it help my tinnitus?06 | asked hi

ivy hanging over his desk.

AWell , itdso not designe
Altdéds just always there, o | interrupted, c
He remained standing but continuedtostdffd. t coul d, 0 he finally

take the focus off the noise. o

ifYeah?0

Alcould 6 he repeated, trapping his fingers to

That 6s al |l | needed to hear.

| stood up and shook the doctords hand ovVe
obsessing over the noise. On my way out of I

skyline and imagined would would be like to hear properlyagaih.6 d j ust recei ved
acceptance letter toumiversityin Chicago, and | was knogke-off-my-feet happy with the
thought of leaving the children behind for alPhprogram in the city. Half my face reflected

inthe window, and | was surprised to notice a
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Chapter 4

My coll ege students ask about the screw st
of titanium, and like Superman it enhances my hearing and gieesuperhuman strength. It
hasbeen five years since the Baja susitygoéry, and
lllinois at Chicago. | teach freshman English as part of myRIprogram. The sound
transmitter works nothing like the futuiistontraption Dr. Maxwell laced over my head in
Houston. Instead it amplifies sounds several feet or yards away, making it difficult toheear t
voice rightinfrontofmeThe screw sits just over my right
w h e n lobkihgrhneaeon into the mirror. Yet my hair no longer grows in a-ormeh radius
from the center point of the screw, so itds ¢
Il 1T ook | i ke that thaspeeh shaved foasery.d todldsgroivmyhaie f t er i
longer to partiallyclose inandaroundscrew, or even the entire sound transmitter that snaps
into the screw, as many females do, but then
would know anything is wrong.

| t 6 ®rtamt fapme that people know something is wrong. | am wrong. The screw
serves as a place marker, some physical resnitichit other people cansde.6 d been wr ong
before the injuryas well fiow many thirty fiveyearold lawyers have never hadayfriend,
teach middle school instead of practicing law, or screw themselves out ofaski€loreign
Servie job by visiting a therapistB)ut | had no ot her way of mar Kk
away, nstead, to act out my miseryA | t h o u g hurrenhtly kearnvélltor smell, no one
looking at me knows this or has any reasonable explanation for why | might sometimes veer

into a wall. At least the screw serves notice.
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Students in my cramped 8 a.m. composition class used to place bets on howmaany t
|l 6d | ose my balance and back into the handi ce

One morning | opened the door seven times.

AYour butt, 0o Ankit Padamar noted, dis feel
But it ha st dhe ddeter evas rightl aboutliny body getting used to the noise
in my head. |l hardly notice it all anymore,

the same seashore sound as before, although occasionally it escalates to-ihre glameay

vibration if | forget to ask for decaffeinated expresso in my morning Americano. Such round
theclockt i nni t us, |l 6ve since |l earned, is manageat
intermittent ringing. George rarely asks about the screw. Hatdagks like an eapiercing

in my skull and makes me logexy. | think he looks sexyWhen he smiles, which he often

does, | see a world of gooelss spreading across his ligsmong all the other me, Il 6 m
shocked heds jpisdk e&dytodeckithismp. g o i

| began my PID. caree with the best of intentiond.e ven went t o the schc

center, on the advice of a random woman | met
screw, to document any challenges | expected todadeanysec al | ed fAaccommodat.i
need to facilitate my | earning. The truth i s
some type of recognition that | wasndét quite

someone had taken a bite.

At the office a spikyhaired young blond woman named Deborah explained all the
challenges singlsided deaf people encounter. Did | need a note takien® time on my
exams?She spoke softly to me and explained that being newly disabled can be daunting.

nodded my head but felt like an imposter. It reminded me of a boy in law school, Matthew
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Simpson, who typed his exams in class and turned in papers late. He was an amiable young
man, hard to feel any anger toward, but | never understood the nahisellmiess. He drank
with us at the bars and crammed for tests. Sc
and come back stoic and pensive. Or perhaps merely quiet. | never knew what t inake
But me? Accommodations®@n my way ouDeborahhopped away from the door and allowed
me to pass, but in doing so handed me a pamphlet about traumatic bras.imjur d on 6t r ec a
if | read the pamphlet; if | had, perhaps | would have understood better the challenges | faced.
TBIlI 6s ar e derstanll, althdughn lefithatwoffice unsure that | mattered despite
Deborahds efforts to gently nudge me into tak
Il nstead, | was determined to break away fr
Texas. | decided | could do everyigl In addition to my graduate instruction, | critiqued
essays ofline for one of the giant education corporations. In one half hour, | was expected to
read an essay, some more than 10 pages, and make five substantive comment along with a page
ofrecomme ndati ons. Essays wer e t i nmmeatsndaifyilgimee, and
of my average time and threatening job suspension if | did not lower my numbers. 1 also found
a job tutoring rich kids in their homes for their ACT and SAT college entrexenms. While
the job paid $35 an hour, between the time spent driving to the home and preparing for the
session, | made closer to $8 or $9 an hour, barely complementing my $12 Hioer gnading
salary. The tutoringompany, however, charged $135 anrhand for my most of my time
tutoring | felt like a fraud. No way was | worth $135 an hour.
In class | was exhausted and unsure of myself around brilliant 2®lgkso adept at

cultural critique. | resisted their academic nhomenclature as merecaréfind madémited
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friends. A few outbursts returned, and before long | felt likgeasora non grataaround
departmental and campus events.

But then | met George. He wore a black Texas Longhorns cap that framed his dark eyes
and round face. Beneath his wide nose rest a smile so symmetrical and sincere, a smile so
unlike my own, that it surged off his face like high tide. His thick bodydamkl skin reminded
me of several middle school students | had taught down in South Texas, and although George
was Mexican, he spoke with no accent, except perhaps with a Texas drawl. Every so often
George would smile and make me wonder what it wouldkeetd kiss his full red lips.

Soon we began dating, but | lacked a reference point for what dating might be like. 1
wor ked hard and played har dyyh dr htadantéd s ftpH ea yset
threeyears. There was some truththefi wo r k  h ar d 0, apnayrfour,academiove v e r
degrees and counting ., M.A., M.F.A., JD., PhD.?) had taken most of my time, I told him,
so when the semesters ended or during breaks | was off alone to Latin America.

He asked me if | preferred Mexican men.

Il told him I di dndédt know.

We spent the next several weekends in my small apartment watching television and
pl aying games. He | oved sports al most as muc
planstospendnl y one ni ght together, but then neit}t
cook him breakfast and lovingly watch him eat. He fixed things around my apartment. On
Monday morning |1 o6d drive him to workherand | 06c
again.

After two months we stil!/ hadndét had sex,

the truth of why | waited so long. Perhaps | was nervous after three yearsiofmedéd
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celibacy, a clone of my younger self too nervous and lackingetfreonfidence to approach

men who might rejectmeY et | knew George woul dndot reject
experiences had occurred while drunk, and perhaps | feared how the experience might feel

when | was sober. | 0 dtwithesdmeasne to @hom swas<aftracted. c o u r
And then there awvalsi tGeloe gfefolso avtoyi coen t he cadenc
before,the gay voicéoaded with pronounceB6s and a n @®Osthdcbnyrart adence.
was attractetb strong men witdeepvoicesl associ ated Georgeds Vvoic

being gay, and not having one meant that | was somehow above at least one othar tireup o

social (gay) hierarchy. Busale fromthisc ondescensi on, I wasnodot sur
perform Coul d | mai ntain an erection? And what
that with any degree of clarity, instead pret
that | wasnodot as stabl e or c ooutghe aceidentewald! mi gt

force me to think about a story better off ignored. My stoBpmething, | was sure, that had
to do with sex.Whatever story left a man alone and hurting in the middle of Mexico
| told George, instead, simply that | was damagedeé held my hand and told me he
was damaged too. His parents had disowned him after coming out as gay, and in place of the
hurt he became promiscuoud.e 6 d s |dezpnis and dozeld men just to feel better
about himself. In the layered world sgéxual dysfunction, it seemed | had nothing to worry
about. He was far worse off than me.
Soon after wedd begun making | ove, however
sexual disposition. While | was still feeling my way through sober sex, he rpdeck in the
bedroom as if he were on a horse. He devour e

mouth wrapped around my body without the least bit of shame. It got me to thinking about all
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the other men hedd been \tiorced me tod to thiakvabout mgpni g h t
own sexual storyHow did | end up nearly forty and single®/hy was | so terrified, disgusted

even, to eat his ass for the firsttiméPa d né6t | Acome outo nearly 15
| been?

Over time | became comfortable making love to George. | learned to enjoy hils &s8. s
the strongest, mtschedpérfettnash | agedevbirm gt
know i tds becaube $omevways$ isthanrosh of fdienatinren ag a
and the surprise of how marvelous it feels toc
making up for lost time.

But | know our relationship might soonbeovéro6 ve begun | eaving the
George sawnwg hedsigbt a candle one night and
hardboiled eggs all over agairlhe other night he awoke to a burning pan on the stove.
Moments go by when | candét remember why 1 06ve
bas ¢ i nternet passcodes. | r elpsk the sameythéng | f s o
twice. Then again.l ramble. | stutter. | veer off in unanticipated directions. Against a wall.

Across context.George must be sick of me. Worst of all, the outbursts have returned, usually
fueled by alcohol . One minute |1 0m playing Je
yelling at him for joining another soccer league or texting his sister so nhudhealous of a

friend named Steve Mulac, and | justcanstbp. c an 6t s tellhin henyas aewhdre

beforeand hedél |l be one again.
| 6m not sure how consistently |1 6d exhibite
however, becaugeout waistnhdtanhyaonge ni n Chi cago be

stuttering al l lefatheovergon beforen\hr things like/drinkibgdand
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relationship jealously, | had no reference point. hadndét drank in years a
boyfriend to be jealous about.

Yet | know | might never finish my dissertationifIéahn  get mysel dts or gani
line the walls above my computer like drooping palm fronds and stacks-ai@nbinders pile
up on the windowsills. | have so many doents and folders on my computer labeled
Adi ssertationo that | can barely find what | ¢
end of next semester, and | 6m nlwscmawit®t what |
minimal issue, | ssumd should be abléo finish my dissertation to®n top of all this,
George hasnot initiated sex i n months. Li kev
making 65K a year (nearly 3 times my salary!) although he only finished his undetgradua
degree with a few ehine courses last semester. While | work hard teaching college and
struggling to finish my dissertation, he checks his Facebook and sends his friends cutesy Snap
Chat s. I 6 m -cplledasticoeasspartictilarhy in com@m to my many years on the
stationary bike.

| told this all to Dr. Linda one day during therapy. She seemed most concerned, like
George, about me blowing myself up. She recommended | get an MRI for my head.

ATo see about any ilnijnugreyr,ion gs heef fseucgtgse sotfe dy. o L

| scoffed, told her that was five years ago.

She pulled out a pamphlet for traumatic brain injuries, the same pamphlet | remembered
Deborah giving me years earlier. This time | promised to read it.

| fixated on fhiepyverdsosdfidsheaaho ot o describ
delicate brain tissue as it bangs against the skull. According to the pamphlet, unprovoked

aggression, memory loss, and mood swings are the most frequent symptoms of those with
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temporal brain injuries. Brnt al | obe i njuries, meanwhil e, pr
change as well as the persistence of a single thought. That last point about obsessive thoughts
sounded like an exaggerated version of how tinnitus makes people focus on a single song so
much that days | ater the mel ody r emyyi ns. I 6cC
obsession with Steve Mulat.ooking at the pamphlet was like looking in a mirror, in some

sense, yet | wasnot certain i f drad drelcy mef tae It
uncovered what to look forAf t er all, who hasndét been aggres
times? We all have our mood swings, and forgetting is a simple human fault. No one likes to

hear about their partnerds previous promiscui

AJust take the MRI, 0 Linda urged after our
Altds not the harm, o0 | said. Altdéds the f ol
AWhat ?0

ASuppose they find somethingés wrong, 0 | s

Linda looked puzzled.

Als there anytthimgl laskend.do about i
AWell , 0 she began, tossing up he®ohands tc
Al mean . . . what am | supposed to do?o0
AWhat you can do, 0 she said, putting her F

yourself and sl lbevr dgane 0on Sine moxedi ntentl y.

youdbre having such a hard time of it, 0 she cc
| was in no position to forgive myself, as the constant stress of tBe [tbgram and

keeping tabs on my socibltterfly boyfriend were exhesting. Besides thafGeorgeclearly

wasnodét attracted to my body anyattempedto or el se
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remedy that by joining an intense CrossFit regimen, but atenanths | injured my right hip,
yet another MRI revealing arn labrum, bone spurs, and an impossibly small joint space
pointing toward arthritis.| could not be gentle on myseif, seemedbecause deep inside |
suspected 1 6d been the culprit all along, as
tosuggest . No damage to my head was ever going
My body told me as much.
| agreed to take the test anywapweverand as | crossed my arms over my chest on my
slide into the MRI machine, the technician told ima thick Eastern European accent that |
ought not to worry.
AYou just relax, 0 she said, and for a mome
rubbing vodka on my lkee after falling from a treeThe technician added that the brain is a
hard, yet deliate, apparatus and the more we know, the better the doctor might be able to help
us.
| nodded from beneath the machine that | imagined as the top bun of a submarine
sandwich. Inside the noise was deafening, and | noted the irony of the techniciargihsise¢
ear plugs even in my ear that didndt functior
AOh you be quiet and put these in, o0 she se
| did as | was told and, as | expected, the ear plug fell out of my functioning ear but
stayed lodged like a cork in my malfunctioning rightear. Irwast s ur pri sed. Il ns
wondered what result | expect. What result did | wantWas it like going to the doctor for a
horrendous cold and emerging with nothing more than instructions to eat chicken soup and get
lots of rest? Like most patients, | wad to be told that something specific is wrong and given

a remedy.Or at least an explanation for whatever it is that ails me. All | knew was that
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meeting George and his many friends had enabled me to get out of the house and outside of my
head. Ididdot want to screw that up. And most <cert
me why.

In the dressing room mirror afterwards, | paused to look at my body, something | rarely
do. | wore a pair of blue and white halfjandex, half cotton underwehat rode up my thighs
as | sat on the small bench, so my legs looked much bigger and stronger than | had ever
noticed. The top muscles of my abdominals were visible, and what | thought were love handles
appeared more like natural curvatures complemeriia thickness of my thighs. My chest
surged from the halbpen robe like Superman. My hair had flattened, and together with my
closedmout h demeanor, | appeared part | awyer, pa
associated with myself despitey law degree and former athletic physique. George and | even
made | ove in the dark! | stared into the mir
myself enough credit. | took a selfie, actually two. One with my robe covering my sides, the
otherwithout. | wanted to memorialize this moment, as it had been some time since | felt this

good about myself.

Turns out Dr. Linda was right. My temporal and frontal lobes still gusignificant damage.

| 6d need to schedul anarfeevweekspsychol ogi cal testi
Al suspected it,o Linda told me in her off
AYou did?o

For some ti me. 0

St

1

But yoéov never
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iYfounever , 0 sheYonteeveptedl.d me about what
Mexi co. 0O

Yeah, uono . ) ) [ di

=]

=]

No, 0 she barkean d&dAdil dgmtu ismi Mde wiaso. O

| t was. 0

=]

ABut never about the severity.o

When she mentioned fAiseverity, o tears f or me

forgotten.
Al mean, Chris, your brain is compromised.
worse,butfo t he | ast few year s y o uAdgvaei nbsete ny ofuirg hbtoid

| told her about the picture | took in the dressing room.

AYes, of course, thatods great. | 6ve al ways
that. But from what | gather, yp6 ve al ways been t hAns Iwaryi gbhutt? on e

| nodded, tears welling up in my eyes, although not yet dropping to my cheeks.

AChris, are you okay?o0

AMy body, o0 | said. Alt took so |l ong to get

Linda reached across and handed mesadis

ABut you got it back, 0 she said. AYou got

| bit my lower lip and nodded.

Al'tés about more than your body, 06 she cont

heart.il t 6 s about what 6s in here. o

This time Linda handed me the entire bdxissue.
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AYoubve got to stop blaming yourself, o Lir
my knee, then placed her entire hand atop my
strugglers in this program, for whatever el se

| wiped teas from my face and looked at Linda.

Altdéds not your fault, o she said. fAWhatever

>
w
c
x
~—+
(@Y

Alt doesndt matter what you say, 0 she cont
three times until | calmed down.

| left the office wondering if | should tell Georg# | told him about my MRI results, |
might have to tell him about the accident. And was | prepared to relive the accideaty
just wanted him to teldl me e Mamteg some exaisewa s 0 k ¢
clarify my outbursts or unexplainable bouts c

Later that night | sat next to George on the couch, at least three feet between us. | had
ordered in my mind the way | wanted to tieiln about the MRI. Instead | unleashed a hedge
podge of di sconnected thoughts that I still
talking, just as | had with my teacher friend Amy at Coffee Zone. He listened quietly while |
explained.

Alt olsi meotthis is that bad, o | said. AThel
no way of knowing. O

George stared at me from the other side of the couch.

AWhat causes what, no way to teldl . . . n

h ap p Batlked o
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ASo what you@whaR ot &ebrgg ameked, a stil!] e X [
movement in his body.

Al dOm saying . . . l' i ke Dr . Linda told me
PhD. program and dealing with all this, sdike, she actually said | deserve some
congratul ation. o

ACongratul ations?0 He said it wugly with a

raising his back off the couch and twisting to face straight ankadave you even sct

dissertationdat y et ? Do you even think youb6re going
ANo, I me an, not congratul ations, d éim back
wor king hard, you know?0d00!l paused. AANnd my

ASo why havendt you t antedupteddifting offitre coudh.u f f b e
AAbout any of this?o0

Al didndt know, 0 sit ooai di.p fahhaln & oto.kd a st ep
know what was going on.o

George walked toward the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water.

AThereds yvooamdetehinmg telling me, 0 he said.

AWhat do you mean?0 16d followed him into

St
3t

About this.o He drank from his gl ass.
hands toward the ro&merfiAboong. pyour accident.

[ dondtdor emember

St

Afpare me, 0 he interrupted. AYou remember
want to say. o

AWhy wodal d |

61



AfBeats me. Why would you start Hymalusked, ng at
leaned back againstthe sinlkkDo you have @0 answer for that

| didnot .

I f | am going to make any progress with Ge
honest. | 6d hesitated on the couch before, &
affirmationfrom him| so desperately neeetlhaveasmeh i nterest i n fineur
testingo as a | iloéhm wloiuk el a Irietftrliggelbb@ay olrast i n
to reaffirm mysel f. The truth is that 106ve L
stay for some time nowperhaps a few years, particularly a series of conversations | had with
an orderly named Manuel. He was interested, as is George, in my story.h€balthe one
to help clear my good namerhat night | watched George harden his eyes into mine and dump
therest of his water in the sinkde approached the door, anxious to leave me for yet another of
his soccer leagues, this ohef course where he and Steve Mulac played defense together. |
stood in the middle of the kitchen, my tongue snug agdiestaof of my mouth, watching

George slam the door and | eave. What | stildl
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Part II- San Miguel de Allende

Day 1

| think my sister exaggerates.

ACobblestone streets wi buldingsiekpledingwithpent s be
color, o0 she said, nearly breathl esoss. HAAI I ber

AReal |l y?0 | asked into the phone. AYou ceé

AYes, 0O she insisted.

ASarah?o

AYou have t o sheeontindedfi Tierldn nreaiylosu,6d | see th

|l told her yes, 106d certaommnbyl seeofheouabek
the iron rails. She pointed me toward some plaza, a picturesque plaza with children singing and
thick milky drinks, andestaurant balconies covered in purple bougainvillea. And beneath the
bougainvillesai I hoped, f ori moreiros ails with sotne sermbdakce of a story.
Why else might rails excite her if not for the story they te¥®s, | assured hérom my
comfortable couch in McAlled, 6d vi sit the plaza and | ook for
and pulpy face.

| set off three weeklsom the McAllen bus station, dropped off by the same Ms. Perez
(a.k.a. Amy) whood | aglefromthe oths at CaffeekZona,but me b e v
who for the moment wished me luck with a pleasant hug and instructiotes cwhe back fat
or married. | bought my ticket inside the station and boarded a bus going south across the
border to MonterreyMexico. 16 d made that trip at | east a har
|l 6d fallen fast asl eep, awoken only by the bu
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wares to the passengers waiting in line on the other side of the bridge, the orgeheatinto
the United States.On my side, however, no one seemed to care about my trip into Mexico,
and that was perfectly fine by me. | wanted a quiet trip so | could finish my fiction portfolio
and maybe some time to decompress after a long semester wstvengthg r ader s . | 6d
made it to Spring Break!
In Monterrey | switched busses for the lengthy trip to San Luis Potosi and then onward
to San Miguel de Allende.No one sat beside me on the Inesn Monterrey but across the
aisle sat a little gi with neatlybraided black hair pinched in ribbons. She curved her tiny hand
like a claw and ran it down the length of her ha®utside, he skirpeel of flat desert stretched
for miles. The man beside the little girl sat low in an oversized hoaines crossed, his head
covered in patches of black hair, which ran sporadically down the sides of his neck. They
obviously di dn debsoregbit thia yas Mexigoemndrareything cduld happen.
| fell asleep thinking how odd that the coldsbon intheil t t | e Ybabylblaeés hai r
matched the mandés shoel aces, the only thing &
| awoke to the bus driverodos deep voice as
stopping for ten minutes.
AAnd notte al omgeir , 0 he added, before climbi
of the other passengers outside in front of a whitece® church trimmed in pinkBehind the
church appeared several blacmlored buildings atop a steep inclindow long had | been
aslee® The man and little girl, | noticed, were no longer on the seats across from me. |
returned my attention otihe window, where a woman on horseback approached the bus.

AdJugg she said, pointing at Diezpesosc ker basket
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Plastic bags of canaigolored juice est peacefully in the baskenside the bus | felt
the breath of an old woman in a broWimged shawl as she leaned past me over the window
and handed the woman a shiny silver coin. A baggie of juice floweebr them, the two
women exchanging easy, familiar smiles. 1 snuck glances at the two of them as if they were
bathing nude in a river, and la little boy in the middle of Mexicbd was waiting patiently for
his cousins to dry themselves in the sunnd Avhere, this boy wondered, was the little btack
haired girl with babyblue ribbons in her haira wanted to buy her a baggie of juice. Yet
when the bus roared over gravel on its way out of town, neither the man nor girl remained.

The road to San Migl spit orange sand, thick particles | could feel in my lungs. |
pulled my shirt up to cover my mouth and lowered my body so my knees rest high against the
seat in front of me. | took deep breaths. | sat this way over the spawgdroadfrom San
Luis to San Miguelble Allendeuntil the bumps become more frequent. Vehicles rattled. Feet
shuffled. Voices converged. The bus circled a plaza, around the plaza circled the bus, and
boys played tag beneath a bushy Sycamore tree. Buildings glistendgthkeflies of my
youthful summers in Indiana. Along the plazeo greyhaired ladies walked arm and arm,
pausing once to face each other and sniileey clinked purses like champagne flutes and
kissed each other goodbye. Beyond the plaza | sawe afliparked busses, where | assumed
we might disembark. | lifted my large canvas bag from the overhead compartment and
prepared for arrivall looked around and checked my pockets. Besidenm&bman in the
brown shawpushed her thin fingers into naym and smiled, wishing me a pleasant tiip.
nodded slightly, smiled back, and moved one foot forward toward the front of the bus. My

fingers expanded over niyonely Planeguide book, and like a silver coin flicked in the air, |
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stepped off the bus andward the scent of freshlyaked bread and cinnamon. My marvelous
week had begun!
The next thing | remember is a giant wooden beam. The smoothest mahogany beam |
had ever touched! | made it off the bus to the youth hostel recommendedUonety Plaret
guidebook, and it was there that | fingered the giant wooden beam on my way up the stairs. |
followed a wrinkled old woman thisindigenal 6 | | c a li Who Bpwereg imyaarmafrom
the shoulder and took her hand in mine. She led me to a roomlobéds and dusty window
sills. An elaborate pumpkieolored backpack rest atop a lower bunk. Without letting go of
my hand, she pointed her finger at the top bunk, the one above the backpae&nadder
wrinkled face towarau.mi ne: Al 6l take care of
Then $ie walked me down the stairs, below the mahogany bétow. could | keep my
fingers from reaching up and caressing the be&uéh an exquisite beamAt the bottoml
gave her myaptopcomputer and the key to my room, as is customary in Latin America, this
trust 1 6d come to savor. SBimmerigbloegwalktwitre k ey an
dried flowers draped upside down as if from a lover,tatddme not to worry as she glanced a
my computerinherhandil 61 | take care of your @adnputer, O
instead the same refrain:6 | | t ak eEpiaphea md iymsui.sted | take a
famous doors in the morning. The doors, she said, that opernumgxpected stories, perhaps
our deepest desires. | placed two shiny silver coins in her outstretched hand and wondered
about the threshold of desire. What might it feel like to cross those doors? | thanked Epiphana
and pinched the receipt into myailet.
The rest | hardly recall. But | can tell you what the bougainvillea saw later that night,

the bloody tamarind bougai nevirémerabaritasssonmeofLa Azt
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us recall our earliest childhood memorigésvas eating fishacos with slivers of purple

cabbagevhenl noticed the beautiful bloody bougainvillea spread across the balconySails.

beautiful. So natural. | approached the bush, rubbed my fingers across the iflbeersould

| stop myself2 and then it pricked pricked, we pricked. | turned around, but my tacos were

gone. Instead | saw a Jagermeister machine behind tihehmakind where you tip the bottle

upside down and waitand | wondered at the oddity of a pricked finger atop a béwein

Mexican sate ofGuanajuato staring at an upsidewn bottle of JagermeisteA thin rivulet of

blood wound down the side of my hand. Then | remembered the doors, the carved, the
wooden, the painted doors, and | <couldndt stoc
surrounded by doors. | removed the receipt from my wallet, caressed its smooth Stntace.

door s, the door s, the door s. I wondered abc
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I donot k novd omhbeer &k now wher e
me duele la cabeza

please se quebrda cabeza

EI DOLOR! EI DOLOR! EIDOLOR! EIDOLOR!
No sé. ..

El DOLOR! (The Pain!)

El DOLOR! (The Pain!)

El DOLOR! (The Pain!)

El DOLOR!

El DOLOR!

El DOLOR!
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Day 5

| awoke in a narrow hospital bed with cold silver raileextended my arms into spgc
unsure if they were mineMy forearms looked frail, the rounded end of bone visible beneath
the skin of my wrists. | felt the bristle of facial hair against my fingertibsw long had |
been there A man and woman, botearing white, stood above me and spoke in quiet tones.
| discerned nothing from their facial expressions norithgdd movement of their lipsThe
man looked at the woman, down at me, then pointed at something behind my bed, his cruel
white skin laugling beneattthe dense black hair dns arms.He walked toward the door and
left me with this thirlipped woman who had no story to tell, but insteraxthed closer and
lifted my arm. She poked a needle beneath the skin and held my armtkgllair. She did
not smile. | felt her circle me as the seagulls circle bread from the fingers of my younger self
until the pressure loosened from the side of my head and | wateh@tbman carry bloody
gauze out of the hospital room as if she were flying a Kitgished for the strength to stop her.
To ask her who she wa$Vhere | was.But all | did was stare

Outside the door | saw a maste hombre que me salthais man in white who
hovered over the speckled floor and circled n
off the bed in his arms.

Se quebro la cabeza.

| know, he said.

Then | felt the strength of his forearm push against my armpit sgrtkeme onto a
plastic chair in the bathroonte placed a towel over my shoulder and lowered my head

backwards until | felt ta back of my head on the sinkwanted this man to cut my hair.
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First came a steady stream of water cascading over myi Heaghgine it now coming
out of a porcelain gravy bowland settling, | could feel, in the space between the white towel
and my neck. | turned my head to the left. In the sink | saw a sliced gallon jug of pink powder.
The man dipped his fingers in thay, thenrubbed my hair. He rubbed and rubbed and rubbed
some more so thafelt my heavy bodyfloating in the air.| becameQuetzalcoatkoaring
through the skies. Haore his fingers into my scalp, this modelay Huitzilopochtl, my
Aztec god of warlowering himself into me with the crescent crook of his arm. | saw my Gods
asdark, freckled men with wide foreheads and-stidped ars curved like cantaloupe rinds.
This man whose name | did not know touched my hair and swirled my hair and loved my ha
until I cried.

| know, he said.

Then he reached over my head and down my facedged tears with his fingertips,
until I settled in his arms the way pink powder nestles against the banks of galloMjugs.
mucus rest transparently across his fitigsr his fingertips, across his fingertifdee bark
settling into tree.For a momenthe painwithdrew. | wonder now about the man who may
have harmed me, if he looked the same as this man, or if | felt as comfortable in his arms.

If Iwerewholel6d genufl ect for you my story the
Book in front of thevicar. The way | did for Father Gainer, who never even glanced down at
the Bible nor sideways towardsmé.ou 6d bl ess me. That | expect
arother man is no surprisel stuff my face with soil so degrate for something to grow.
have a good vocabulary and bad joiatsloctor once told méut what | really want is for

fingertips to stitch me whole agaidgain whole me stitch.
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My father wasnodot drmtvier eall wawrsormge:en f aEachi nat ed

month my mother paid $4.99 at our local Winn Dikithe home of cheap groceries and the
ear | y 1 9b&®polgestdr anifoym my older sister would one day wear at her first jo
for one volume of a complete encyclopedia $gtadually the books accumulated on our
mahogany shelf above the television. | fingered their glossy spines whenever my older sister
took a book off the shelf and headed to the dining room table. | wsisfascinated by various
black-andwhite photos of people and objsthat looked so strange to nmeor hours | flipped
through photos of African musical instruments, poisonous snakes of the Amazon, and women
in Polish Czapka or English Pageboy hatst Bul coul dnét wait wunti |l my
final volume (VaZz) and the fabulous colored globe would be mine! Several globes sat high
atop the encyclopedia display at the store, &
The gold base andwrapr ound copper arm sparkled even in
lighting, and | could see the state of Florida colored brown, an obviously misaligned color for
the peach and violet hues | was used to offcamaldock in tiny Cape CoralFinally the dg
came when the manager climbed atop the elaboratedyged volumelgaid out like a house of
cards and handed me one of the beautiful spherésok hold of the object as if it were a
pirate treasure.

| 6d already | ear n e (ditalg, $oéwabBostsntriguedeogwHatch d t h e i
beyond. So much dhe earth was covered by watéien | wrote down the name of each
country and its corresponding capital. | had so much to learn! If | saw an object in the
encyclopedial qui ckly turned to my globe to spot it
my eyes and lightly place my finger on top of the globe while | spun it around with the other

hand.Colors swirled before my eye&Vhen the rotating ceasedd,6 d | oo&nmyown up
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finger, which pointed me toward my new homemagined myself high in the Himalayan
Mountains or in a purpleolored country in the middle of Africa. Sometimes | ended up in the
ocean and moved my finger to the closest chain of islands. | fikagining my life in another
place,far from our chaotic housaith its incessant quarrelirend filled instead with these
strangesounding, friendly people who ate new things and welcomed me with their odd hats
and pretty music.

During summer hurricane s&n | tracked the storms meticulously. Winn Dixie printed
maps of the Gulf of Mexico and Caribbean Sea on the back of its paper grocery bags
complete with longitude and latitude markérso concerned adults and excited little boys like
me could imaginand track the massive stormisenvied their ease of movement. | stuck
pushpins into my globe to mark the athportant eye of the storni.looked longingly into my
paperbag maps wondering about the mysterious Gulf of Mexico so near our home. On the
globe it looked like a ring of water surrounded by land. Did New Orleans or Houston on the
other side of the water share our swampy topography? What about this giant island called
Hispariola or the other islands | saw on my globe? Did the palm trees ihiggh in the air or
the water reach unimaginable depth¥he Western Hemisphere became ingrained in my soul.
| saw cities like Tampico anderacruz on the Mexican coast. Geography, it seemed, contained
few boundariesMy tiny thumb could even toudGape CorglHavana, and Cancun at the same
time!

But | was just a kid, and so so far away. Just a skinny blbagted boy with farmer
tanned arms wrapped around the globe as if it could point me to my future. Perhaps my
mistake was coming inland, tbe dry air and sandy mountains of Guanajuato. | should have

trusted my tiny thumb. Perhaps I f | stayed
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A-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h! O-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W-W!

Porque nadie

| donot A-h-h-h-h-h-h-h

Alguien me dice me dice Alguien me dice me dice

WHY THE FUCK WONO6T SOMEBODY TELL ME WHATOG6S GC

ow!

Oow!

ow!

ow!
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Day 6

AWhat they say is true then, o0 said Manuel,
day. t hieWhatol d us from the other hospital IS
hand pressed atop my knee, which rest beneatt

Then | remembered screaming. Screaming so loudly I hardly recognized my own

voice.

Screaming!

Screaming!

Screaming!

He told me | hadndét spoken anything but Srg
angry.

AAnd you are angry often, 0 he added. AprL

English.iYou dondét s oiuman, d klkee asnaiAdnerl etti ng go o
ANot | i ke al/l the old Americans, anyway. o0 H e
j umb | e We aomtinuéd to speak in Spanish, as we would during my entire stay in the
hospital.

He toldme his job was to keep the hospital clean and help out where he could.

AThe nurse didndét want to deal with you ar
door, which | assumed opened directly to the
had sen on televisiomany times in the United States u i e Gar ci a, 0 Manuel

AShe samddnohghdo
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|l |l ooked at him but said nothing, unaccust

even know who Nurse Garcia was. Didnodét he kr
AYeah, you pissed her off, 0 he continued,
real di sappoint ment . AScreaming and such. 0
Al w@ade not
AMade her so mad | finally volunteered. o

looked me directly in the eg.
AHow | ong have | been here?060 | asked, my v
AHush, 06 Manuel answered.
ABut you saiddlo6d been to another
AVol unteered to | ook after you. o
He pushed two fingers over my lips.
ABa b
AYoubve got to t el Ilgthmehjtedshebteown inomenyfeeignd e d, ¢
of f the bed, fAbefore you piss all over your se
| peered down at my nowisible hospital gown, which looked neither dirty nor wet.
di dndt s meTldordmffeebitower my badinaed thereforedin 6t r eal i ze |
covered in piss just |like I hadnodot realized I
Manuel had used to yank away the blanket propelled me into the back of an ambulance, which |
remembered being roughly loaded into from agital bed and driven off to-pays. Perhaps to
the CT scanl now realizementioned by the consular officer. | recall the excruciating pain,
like biting threads of metal. Accompanying me was a slender man in bright bluepdrts

mismatchd navy sirttit hat man | 6d | a ti emo pusmed hgsithaimeb inton Ho u st
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the palm of my hand and told me | 06d be okay.
wi th me. Then he pressed his nail firmly int
quieted down. Perhaps, then, | passed out. How long, | wonderéd,someone endure such
pain?

Back in the hospital, Manuel turned me to the side and lifted my dressing gown over my
face. |lay sideways like a mummy, feeling a towel along my itimghs, then pressure
against the back of my legs and ass. | struggled to uncover my face. Manuel turned me toward
him as if rotating a hot dog on the giilby this time he was sitting on the bed, my body draped
halfway over hi§ and dropped a smatbwel over my crotch. | felt like a baby in his arms.

ADry yourself, o Manuel said, picking up ar
more.

| tried to speak, butdi dndt know what to say. We r emai
seconds. Finally Manuelaehed down and pressed his hand over the towel, drying my
genitals with a firm press of his hand.

ALIi ft up your arms, 0 he said, backing away
motion by lifting his arms in the air. | did the same, my gown still tigéttoer over the back
of my neck and draped up over my shoulder like curtains, towel covering my exposed genitals.
| closed my eyes as Manuel lifted the dressing gown over my head, and kept them suspended in
the air until I f e | back Miagclwsad niy iewfgowm.gAs hedifted upo u n d
the towel and lowered the gown over my body, he asked how a man ends up alone in the
middle of Mexico. Then he looked me in the eyes again and he repeated his question.

All alone in the middle of Mexico. .
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|l tés then I saw his eyes as dark as tamar.i
remembered the bougainvillea and the Jagermeister machine, some touchstones to grab,
something tangible upon which to weave my story.

ADo you know wameliaterrypted, dis viceaquick and sharp like the

uncorking of a wine bottle.

| reached up to touch my I|lips, feel their
AYou are, 0 he responded. AAnd can you tel
| coul dnodt. Yhe s$it usstrangbt twhichMgnuehraudtdave noticed.

The wooden beams?

AWhat is it?0 he asked, inching closer to
Al oo . . |

AWhat is it?0 He sat on the bed next to r
ANot hing, o0 | answered. Al remember nothing
ABut nypwow where you are, no?o0

AYes. O

ASo you remember something?o

AYes. O

ABut not, 0 he continued, fAabout how you gc

San Miguel ?0 He di d n ot-lippedoukse, buimmstead staréed me , a s
intently, leaning his body forward and extending his face toward me as if it were a serving
platter.

If I blinked or stared straight ahead | do not know. What mattered is that this man see

something in me other than this dressing gown. Without thesespoolarms.No piss
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running down my leg. If | could just remember, he urged, if | could just remember something

about myself. That way there might be somebody to call. Somebody to take care of me.

Oonmy mo t H'éirthday, my @andmother clipped off her fapearl earringand told her
daughter Janie she needed to get a job. She shoved my mother on the South Shore Train Line
west to downtown Chicago. Six hours later my mother returned to Hammond, ladthra
new receptionist for the Wrigley CorporatioHer job would pay her more in two weeks than
my grandfather made in a month as a carpenter. My grandmother quickly began siphoning most
of Janiedbs earnings through Arento deducti ons
my mother never fully elzorated. Aside from a limousine ride with Phyllis Dilldrdvho
smelled atrocious, my mother séiany mother shared little of her time in the world of
Wrigley, except that she was forced to quit, a few years later, when she married my father.
| know nothingof their early marriage, but | assume it resembled the marriage | did
know, that of a belligerent and drunken mahol loved dearlymarried to a timid woman
unsure of herself or her place in the world. He called my mbthreible namesyet the one
that stuck out the most was when he said she looked fike & h 0 o | tSkeedookkdedown 0
at little boy me with such horror that | expected her fragile face to break into a million tiny
pieces. Then my grandparents came to visit us indeloMy grandfather said my dad was a
bad man, but my grandmother said Janie had me
My mother did end up in a bed, at the Charter Glades Memorial Hospitabeteik anyone
understood the intricacies obpipartum depression and how a bad man throwing insults and
the occasional lit cigarette might cause a person, now patient, to lose her mind. | knew it

wasndét a nor mal hospital because at wesnthool we

78



Mymomwasnot crazy, Il knew, but maybe just a |
had whitened andithered But the men who give things names never bother to tell a child
what 6s going on. Those rich, dmpamothei and pov
did not matter to them. But it mattered to mfechild knows.

Still, my grandmother refused to allow Janie to return home to Indiana with her three
kids in tow, so the five of us settled into some strange accord. My mother remaineddatmfin
her bedroom on most days, barehiysdhawhemg myheya
sisterAngeand | woul d visit her room. When she dic
on bathing suit for hours, staring at herself in the mimakr iacessantly combing her hair. My
older sister locked herself in her bedroom. My yousgger bounced between us ails for
my father, hedd usuvually come home just after
would share a pieceofhissalar i ne sandwi ch with me. On most
strip down to his underwear and rest on the couch. | stayed on the floor so it was easier to
change the television channels for hirhle looked so strong and muscular bacathand |
wanted s badly to lienext to him on the couch. A father and his son.

Like the doctors, my father told me nothir
everything else he knew, and told me so. His truth was THE truth. Cars should be hand
washed, the Soviets areipid, andBarney MillerandMASHare the best shows on television.
| imagined an extra encyclopedia volume for the letter B, his name: Bill. Together with the
other volumes, these books could answer all my questiims world andts secrets were
knoweable and mapable, just as my cherished golden globe could attest with its distinct set of
boundaries and colorsSuch an incredible burden fon &@anocent boy like me who longéal

speak his owtanguage in this world, but hadready been oriented a aart way
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After my story Manuel suggested | make a chart of all the people | knew who might be able to
retrieve me from the hospital. Il told him tfF
perfectly capable of managing myself from the hospia to wherever else | might want to
go. He looked at me skeptically, walked out the door, and returned with a green meal tray. He
handed me a piece of praam®r ampga &whi ch he had wr
Al take it theyo6re still alive, o0 he asked.
| nodded.
He added their namé&sJane and Bill and drew dappy face next to each one.
AAnd what about your sisters?o0
The younger one, | said, uses drugs.dl har dl'y known where she
ABesauof your parents?0 he asked.

AMy what ?o0

3t

Your parents?0o9

| paused|ooked puzzled toward Manuel.

ADIi dndtdoyou tel]l

AYes, yes, 0 | quickly agreed, my head shak

| blamed my parents fokngieb s pr ob |l e ms. On his weekends
leave my 8yearold youngersister alone at the apartment while he crossed the street to the bar.
Somet hing was never right ablbuds has ioh Shaedsah
been rubbed off the apple, the plunge from the front overturniece &§d r et ur n gr easy
sawage.

AAnyone el se?0 Manuel continued, his hand
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Al guess Sarah, o | said. AMy ol der sister
should come here to San Miguel . 0

Manuel leaned from his chair over the bed, our forehednse enough to touch, and
quickly drew elaborate lines of long vertical length, curled up at the ends, and scrambled
horizontal lines like the rungs of a ladder. A closer look revealed a hasty, but rather impressive
picture of a girl with flowing darkair and a hump at the bridge of her nose.

AThe | ips are too small, o0 | corrected, my

felt cracked and frayed like rope.

Manuel leaned back into his chair and shrugged his shoulders. He looked momentarily a

the door.
AYou can draw?0 | asked.
AOf course | can, 0 he answered, a surprisi

| shook my head.

Seeing this, he backed out of his chair and stood up, rolling up the sleeves of his white
uniform. On his arm rest a simple blaaked bird, its beak extending down and to the right.
Above its head two wings soared toward the sky, each extendingenpibirgs like a crown.

Altoés from Chipas, o0 he said, rolling up hi

| inspected the bird.

AFrom my peopl e. O

| rubbed my fingers along Manuel 6s forearm

tattoo appared.
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AUhuh. o
Al drew it myself. o
| |l ooked up at Manuel and smiled. fAltoés vVve

He stared some more at his homemade tattoo, kwesdf his arm up and outward,

rolling downthe sleeve to cover hisrearm | 6 d to€hiapas, bui lhadrecognized

Manuel 6s i ndigenous f edoredskiaandhigh aneekbdoreesi | ar | 'y hi
ni bbling at the corners of his flat eyes. H e
forced to recover withthetypenofan |1 6d f al | en Thoer tiynp et hoef fmarns tl

longed for in Guatemala all those years aghort, dark, and stockymen who looked like
my father when | was a |ittle boy. Per haps
requesté r my f atherdéds phone number with the sile

hand that takes to mallet. Nothing, | recall, came to mind.

While a boy expects his mother to take care of him, what he craves the most is a father who
showshimwhat t 6s | i ke t o be a ma-forwardtype di mam.dBoyshr o wn
aspire to be | oved and respected by their fat
American culture expects between men.

| first started throwing the baseball likegirl when | was 12. My dad would yell at me
to extend my arms and pivot more fromthewaist. t ri ed, but | di dndét wun
he meant. At school Peter Johnson said | walked lif@asyo | stopped carrying my books
in both hands inrbnt of me and instead folded them in my arms along my side. But Peter still
accused me of doing something wrongery wrong. He said my tall skinny legs madne

l ook |i ke a stork. He al so sai d esesamditvemen | i s
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| remember oncevhen my dad called mefpussy when | changed the television channel
during a timeout from a football gaméwanted to see a video by Swingout Sister, a British
group with a | ead singer |li nlibkedhftoaoteallli,pstto
| was sick of hearing about his damn Chicago Bears and Jim McM&han.would have
done anything to be like either McMahon or my father. | wanted hair on my body like | saw on
my dad and his muscles totn the shower his penis looked so big to my little boy eyes!
wanted to grow up to be a man Peter Johmmsony dadwould never make fun of.
For as |l ong as | <can r e meefdresschpll madetlee | i ved
beds, cleaned tHetchen, andconfirmedthe towels were straight in the bathroom just in case
the realtor showed the house during the day. When my older sister moved out with my dad, the
child support went with her, and the bank began foreclosure proceedings on ouAhgisse.
and | stayed with our mother, wMyollersitee kend vi
ended up at the University of Florida to be a marine biologist. Or a television producer. Today
she runs the media department for the Houston Independent Sx$iniat.
In high school most of the kidscluding my older sistedrove to the edge of the
swamp and had bonfires on the weekend. | never attehdeds t ead, | wor ked at
Lodgeit he bi ggest EI| kdnSaturdayhighds. Ehold Ideiesomoulddi@ess
up in bright colors while their husbands, the generation of older men who fought in WW I,
hi ked up their pants and danced in slick whit
silver jewelry, it was hard to imagine them lamgliat Normandy or surviving the Bataan Death
March, as did my history teacher, Mr. Leavitt, minus all the bracelets and chains. He told us a
story of surburning his butt whehe and aroup of his platoon buddies sunbathed naked atop

a roof in Saigon. Bere the North Vietnamese took ovdrimagined this 7§/earold man
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young and fit, horselaying with his friends days before his life would take such a dramatic

turn.

By the end of high school | 6d beenniscr ownec
champi on, and a National Merit Finalist. Anc
Succeedodo in my high school yearbook. Shanti

of leaning books in our hands. Yetthmat yearbook another picture atbout: a head shot of me
staring straight into space as i f the camer a
and my eyes | arge and unfocused. The captior
heart. No time for distractions. Wlelse would meekngie at the front door after school with
her favorite juice and two cinnamon Pop Tarts? | can still see her long blonde hair and the way
her cheeks turned red when she gotexcitedd do anyt hing for her.

| received a scholarship Tthe George Washington University, continuing my academic
success with straight Ads my first two years
blocks from the State Department and White House! | even studied for my economics tests on
the coll marble steps of the Federal Reserve, obtaining inspirasopplosefrom a certain
amount of penancd.took copious notes at the Smithsonian museamdeven spent my
Saturday evenings studying history in thel@r study lounge. No one prepatechsef
better for his futurel worked hard to orient myself toward what was expected of a bright boy
like me.

In two years | put on 40 pounds of musclevorked out all the time. Me and the
weights. My nexdoor neighbor told me that people in themitory talked abat my chest.
AHow def i nsad fingering the dediree between the two halves of my chest. Yet |

never understood what he meant. Nor his other intentions. Mga@®tiousness continued. |
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never even looked at myself iretimirror. Not since a bad Prom photo in which Sarah Hill and

| looked like Beauty and the Bead#ly braces had just come off, and perhaps | had forgotten
how to smile.l st i | | dondt know how. So when every
class o waiting in lines for croissants and coffee from Au Bon Pain, mytpad job, | made

sure to keep myself guarded. |l coul dndét smil
they expect me to be.

Yet even with my contained disposition, Istilot i ced t he | ooks 1 6d r
customers at the bakertWhat di d t hey see? They didnodét kn:q
mani festation of some emotional armor, the fnC¢t
always talked aboutAs in the emotionabaggage SHIT, she would always say. | cringed
when | heard a curse wordlcould never say thatCould 1? No, | was far too obedient. |
remained a melancholy young man floating through campus as if looking for my soul. | may
have memorized facts amtastered monetary policy, but | never acquired a voice of my own.

So | had this great big hunky badyut Id i d @ave & clue whattodowithit. 6d | ook i n t
mirror and not see whatever it was that others daswembodiment.A word | learnedater in
graduate school. Like the ghosts or something. If | knew what those othetsragit have
known what to do with that body. But | never ditdt least not back then.
Yet something changed thast week of spring semestay sophomore yearhvenl
overheard two college studeiithappycollege students, unlike nietalking on the train about
coffee cooperatives, Central American dictators, and the Dole Corporation pillaging
Guatemalarcountryside.l had head about American exploitationvboh a d?), But
somethingar more importangjrabbedmy attention. The girl on the right spoke in a thick

Boston acent about some language program she had been to in Guaténaldest
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experience of mandwhief mightthave tamed nty ayds tavard the, girl, |

was far too shy to interrupt their conversation. Shortly | returned my stare back to my

economics book, much as | had done for most of my life, this bookish child studying at the

kitchen table. When they stood up to ledwayever, | felt words pressed into my tongue, and

| moved to stand up. Instead the words tottered over the seashore of my mouth, and | stood
motionless as the three girls exited the trdinlosed my mouth over thisexplicable sense of

yearning;l imagined my return to something or someplace or someone | had never Known.
couldno6t get that encounter off my mind as |
My normal academic disciplingadsuccumbed to daydreams of this other place.slwadt s ur e
what was going on, but for once in my life | wanted to do something abdutith adn o6t f el t

way in years, not since | last saw my father sleeping naked on the living room floor.

| 61 | never remember @ xetanlynothingvab@ut mydkedfatherid t o Me
but | imagine it was scattered and disconnected, as had become the norm in my-ife, post

injury, this penchant for the winding roads and digressions through wieicecover the past

and piece our thinking selves back together again. Manuel thought it odd that | went to a

college named after our first president. He said he knew about George Washington because a
street in his hometown of San Cristobal was namiedl bim. He called it aravenida | knew
aboutavenidas as | had spent much time along the Avenida George Washington in Santo

Domingo in the Dominican Republic, but when Manuel saidAvenida George Washington

T 1 thought it was the funniest thindhad ever heardAvenida George Washington | coul di
stop laughing, and Manuel laughed with me until Nurse -Lipis appeared out of nowhere

and told him he needed to go. FIl oors needed
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as i f vsentetthingdvoomgea look so full of judgment | remembered it long after she had
left the room. She pushed more tiny orange pills into my hand and demanded me to swallow
them in a voice so harsh | expected my ears to crumble. On his way out Manuehgtered

with a resolve so strorigtight jaw, fixed eye$ | thought her hair might burst into flames, the

same look my mother gave the day she announced she was divorcing my father.

After hearing the girlsdéd conversation on the
spring semester and into my summer break in Florida, where | was reassembling displays at
Eckerd Drug Stores. One afternoon my high school newspaper sgdnsoCraig, came into
the Immokalee store with her Panamanian niece, who was visiting her for the summer. Ana
and | became fast friends, and before long she had invited me to stay with her and hen family
Panamavhen she returned at the end of Julgleclined her offer at first, bahen |
remembered the gidn the trairtalking about Guatemalas if she were explaining what it felt
like to fall in love for the firsttimel 6 d vi si t A n hdedded, befar@mom@gorCi t vy ,
with her to her homtown of Santiago, three hours awtnen take a bus north to
Quet zal tenango i n @asxXweeklangumge pragnaenrare bd bactinb e g i
time for the fall semester.

In Panama everything changed. | tripped the light fantastic as the skiy logllgn
loosened and | returned to the same vulnerable, gregarious little boy | usediteehBmenez
family home in Santiago offered a sanctuary | had never experienced. They accepted me as one
of their own. We visited cousins in Colon, Santiago, Bauid; floated down the Cricamola
River; toured the Panama Canal Zone; and brunched fribgSheraton Hotel in Panama

City for three dollars and twenfjve cents.] 6 d n @ @ table ofsfraiteso opulent!

87



laughed together with Ana and her frismwh the nearby Isla del R&gthe tide trapped us on
an inlet. Another timétold Sr. Jimenez that Ana had certainbyt stayed with me and other
male cousins in an apartmentdawntownPanama Cityalthough she certainly had! Her
brother Tito ad Ilied to protect her hondHe, a seminary student studying to become a
priest!). I n return Ana told me that the teece
behind the kitchen, was the son of ehpoyedf at her
fifteen years earlierDrama and intrigueLove and loyalty. | was finally part of a real family.
|l 61l never forget the Orange Crush Julio b

game. That quarter was reserved for him, but it went tmstead. He looked up at me,
shielding his eyes from the sun, told me it was a good time, | was good, and he wanted to give
me hissodal 6 d n e vfeurteersyeamold bog so nicé this Jamaon, as they called him
alwaysplaying with the neighborlad kids like a bigorother. He looked up at me with his soft
brown eyes, a look of admiration | recalled from my younger sister, pleased to have an older
playmate who, unlike the othersddot judge him or his motheihis Cristébal of the blonde
hairand funny American accent.

In those two short weeks in Panarhegalized that people liked mét did not matter
how | looked, what grades | earned in college, or how carefully | swallowed my emdtions.
was expected as a guest that | would interaetly with the extended Jimenez family. It
seemed | had no other choice. Yet what mattered most is the way this exchamggfeltal
In my journals | calledt a imutual recognitiora | felt cared for, especially by men, which
made it easier to retu such generosity. | had reoriented myself. What emerged was a young
man looking forwad to extending himself in space, as | hinted at in the following poem,

ACanal Zone, 0 written in my journal in Jul vy,
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AAre you an Amer i ¢ Amd3od unbuttoned

| askal the fairskinned man his shirt, pressed hard against
only a few years older myself. his inflated chest, toakotice
He turned around, of his stern demeanor,
unconsciously flexing his biceps, and began, for the first time,
rubbed a hand across is short to make love to my country.
blonde hair,andsaidy es, | am. o
|l didndét want to | eave Panamétlalsmygareedi al | y

to use this new emotional repertoire. The American soldier | imagined in Panama was a lot like
me: short blonde hair, inflated chest, stern demeanor. Perhaps | had begun the process of
loving myself. 1 finally understood and acknodded my sexual attraction to men. Yet the
sexual took a backseat to appreciating how these men cared for me on a physical and emotional
level. While such interaction among family or friends may have been commonpkace 0 s
cousinsDavid or Juan Carlost was new to mel was sad to leave all the people | had,met
these family members | spoke of in my journaha, Vicente, Yanelly, Aa, Tito, Fely, Daw,
Juan Carlos, Louisa, Era, Sr. Jimenez, Mam@, Damarisa (maid in Panamd), Maruja (my
favorite), Abmham (guy who owned the apt. in Panama City), Mercedes, Jasmine, and so many
more. | shouldry to make one of those falyitrees of the Jimenez family, | wrote in my
journal , | at er lotd@ tinee omilieus toguatedada. h a v e

Onthebust hought of Anads cousin DavzMy, an ent
Lover on his Horse. o0 Yet he was gone, and |
For all my attractions i n Panama, noneeof t he
with David is feel his hand on my ass as he helped me mount his horse. Juan Carlos may have
given me a hug as he left the bus station in Santiago.

That soon changed, however, three days later on the bus from Guatemala City to

Quetzaltenango, whereitdt experienced that tangible touching of bodies. | met a young man
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name Wily, who was about my age and wore black Rebooks and Ocean Pacific jeans. Wily

was about 5 feet tall, | told Manuel that afternoon, and reminded me of him.

AMe? 0 he ngsurpdse, hi$ hand gverihis chest.
AYes, you, o0 | smiled.
AYou should tell me about him, 0 he answer e

know everything about me.

Manuel 6s cheekbones rose and set as he tal
copper skin tone so different from my own. £
silver cross worn by Manuel. Il told Manuel t
(as the locals called Quetzaltenango), and how | sat there fumitng ®us, my knees pressed
against the side of the seat, my head broken against the bus window. | nodded as Wily sat
down next to me, and although | may have attempted some conversation, the thing | remember
most is Wi lyds wi deagncepvehaeleftshestdtienandwd@e f or e | onc
maneuvering our way through the city, | felt
my body, his tiny hands resting over my chest.

It was then that Manuel imagined me young and strong, taking hold of my a&fno u
had mus edide ss uéieezi ng my ar m. ADi dndét you?o0

Al didndt | ook dadllakeddotvn at mylmmnjvamderng Where thane
muscles hagone.

ANo, no, 0 Ma,waving afingertinefrontiawu pmhee.d A Tel | me abou
The boy on the bus. 0

| remember that boy because | associate him with two Mariah Cargyrhits d o n 6 t

Want to Cryo anidwo8ovgs sontmually pldyindfrona myoValkman
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cassette player on the bus from Panama City to Quetzaltenango. oDattgsihear the songs

again, and I 0Om instantly transported to the r
body against my own. | wanted to stay that way forever, | told Manuel, who nodded silently

and continued r ub b imngtsureonbw ifd everdinisieed thersyory, ot atn .

least | have the journal entry to substantiate my feelings:

He i sndt much more than five feet tall,
Reeboks and even had Ocean Pacific jeans. We talked dhoes p should see

in the country, as well as music, our families, and my trip so far. Although | only
understood about one half of our conversation, | could sense his sincerity and

genuine interest. What | remember most is that he fell asleep on myeshauld

was as if he was telling me | was welcome here. | should not be afraid to touch

and be touched. With him on my shoulders, the soft sounds of music on my

Wal kman, and the beautiful, rising pine
of my busitket. | just wanted to stay like | was for the next four hour8ugust
9, 1993

| understand now that/ily was an omenHe forced me to loosen up my hard body so he could
more comfortably relax. His small hands felt nice resting on my thighs. | remember the way his
hair tickled the side of my neck.

Others touched me in Guatemala, too, especially my host family and a German | called by
his Spanish name, EstébaBarlos and Chiqui were a young married couple with two children,
Hans, and Wilheim (Billy). The kidewere named fo€Chiqgu 6 s Ge r mtherfamiyj ydte o f
theboys looked like their father Carlos, light skuith pointed chins. Both were skinny,
particularly fivey ear ol d Bi |l | y. | 6d pick him up to |I|i
like lifting a blanket, the way he nearly flemat of my hands. Nothing but bonasd that
brown striped shirt. | remembeoW his parets would yell at him in SpanisiiCéme Billy,
céme Billy. Cémie 0 Eat Billy; Eat Billy; Eat! But he
soggy corn flakes thumh the opening blocked only by his one front tooth. During lunch and

dinner the family and | talked about what happened during the day or what was going on the
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next day. They talked sl owly and enunciated ¢
word, they wouldalwaysstop and askEven the kids did their best to tadlowly.
As in Panama, | was expected to become part of the family. Most mornings | took
Billy up Calle Rodolfoto thenearbysports complex to meet his dad and play gamwi#shis
f at her & sThedndiandveman Isehind the coungedid not yet know the troubled
hi story of the word Alndiano asmdedanher ef or e us
affectionate smile and laughed a little as she gave us two cupdikgs.ed me through a dirt
road surounded by a small corn field, which these Indigen and wometendedwith hoes
andrakesl t ook Billydés free hand (the other bein
street, reprising my role of big brother | hatt ehind in Florida.We played three innings of
baebal |l with Car |Ibatth@stancestrasembladisemeabeutit@ssvat flies.
| inched the boys into proper position, and a few of them even made contact with the ball.
Together we cheered
The boys were better at soccer, but not ne
seen or the boys back in the United Stateésme of these childran Xelawore homemade
shoes.They played with such joy, seemingly disinterested in the competitve s | 6iml not i C
Panama and in the United States. | wonder now about their Indgs) that sense of
community growing from the economic and political displacement suffered by Indians in
Central America and Southern MexicHigh cheekbonesDark skn. Full lips. Not Indians,
but indigenous men like Manuel and Wily. Short dark men with brown eyes like my father.
Not me, whose | ean body and f-Rolishansektry, nnlikee s e mb |

my fatherds mor e s umfs.elrcthe erliwe all wddkedshante togetherk i s h r
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Carlos, Hans, Billy and I, Billy nervously telling me not to tell his father about the cupcake. |
told little Billy not to worry. It was our little secret!
The first time | fell in lovewas with a Germaguy traveling through Guatemala
Estéban. Estéban wore his bangs so long that he pushed them aside and over his forehead. In
his bulky traveling backpack he saved space for a hairdHemvore glasses, but on him they
looked sexy and sophisticatexs | wote in my journalThe glasses that rest like a foggy
daybreak and the lips that part in a puffle taught me how to drink tequila and roll the letter
Aro off my tongue as if flicking a pair of di
we weke both far too drunk to leave each other, | would pull the wool blanket over our heads in
the bed we sharednd we would talk half the nightile 6 d e endw nhedd been to
fallenin love with mulatto women. How every time he sips a cup of coffee it reminds him of
Agata. | liked hearing about the women he loved. It meant he could feel love, and maybe one
day he could feel it for me too. The last time | saw him was out a buswimalside
Tegucigalpa, he waving and smiling, his bangs hanging over the side of his face. | remember
how he hoisted his drooping backpack atop his shoulders and threw his lit cigarette into the
street. A small boy behind him tugged at his backpackhleatthe bus turned the corner and

Estéban was gone.
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Stop the  stop
¢quees ese ruido?
Por favor  the noise the noise

Deja de hacer ese ruido!

FUCK FUCK FUCK ME

EL RUIDO(The noise!)

EL RUIDO(The noise!)

EL RUIDO(The noise!)

EL RUIDO

EL RUIDO

EL RUIDO
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Day 7

The next morning | awoke to Nurse THiips standingover my bed with another man
in black, thickrimmed eyeglasses wearing a stethoscope around his neck. The two of them
spokein whispers, and ¢ouldt e | | by t h-eontamadlipssandtfixedjdxpressyon that
thiswasprobably the annoykdoctor Manuel had warned me abolitmight even have been
the same man standing over rhHispubfye ftbsted greyrhairl 6 d or
looked like something Farah Fawcett mightwea€ h a r | i e .0He walkedgreuhdsthe
back of my bed toward the-days hanging darkly in the corner, while the nurse wheeled a large
metal apparatus in front of me. She looked at the doctor, who was wiiagl us with a
large xray in his hand, and then flipped up a metal switch that lit up the plastic screen atop the
machi ne. |l was hoping, instead, theyodod tell
all the beeping around me. Everything stechso loud! The doctor moved to her side and
placed the xay on top of the lightWhi I e | woul dndét <call the move
orchestrated enough so neither lost a step nor wasted any physical or emotional energy. |
returned my gaze tothelightn f ront of me and the profile of
mine.

fMA's you thadoctos egan io English, pointing at the xa y .ou havié ¥ large

f r act urHe mdved higpedtoward a grey object somewimetiee back of this
disembodiedgkull. Idi dndt see what focesdmstend opthexmeme ng at ,
whiteness of the bone, not simply a light color against the dark background, but a brilliant
crayon white. The wholeness impressed me,thisay 6 s abi | i tthewhite f i | t er

noisei the tendons, ligaments and cartilage, all that fleahd get to the center of things.
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ADo you s ee sdidtp@iniingtdaie. dfiolxot oyrou 0see t he crac

He slid the entire apparatus closer to me and asked again.

| reached out to touch theray, its surface smooth against my hand in contrast to the
hitch and stop of flesh.

A And heesaigtakiog down the profile-xay and remcing it with a hea@n view.
AYbu can see we hav e Hapanedto the frongof myf heayty actudl | oo d . 0
head, the tip of his pegrazingmy forehead

| looked past him at thgiant white mass of brain on the screen in front of me.

AThese are f r oani tae rc otuhpel ei nojfetumhyagyis gazes cont i n
thexr ay. AThat the blood was still there is qui

AA couple of days?090

AYes. O

A SA00

Al wa s nHodpitalaGenergllbe he qui c kloy liénm enrortu pstuerde. wh
them so |l ong. 0O

ASo | ong?o

ATor &ky you. O

| stared at the-xay, and for the first time tonsideedthe gravity of what might have
happened Il knew | hurt, obvi oudewentomtatelmelthehadndt

temporal bone is the hardest bone in the human body.

AUhuh, o | sai d,adt.apfipdpnghemye.foor ehe
fiwe | | . . . no, um, -mpwih thehsele veew, touchediks r ep | ac e
surface, and returned his visiontonieHer e, 0 he conti nued, reachin
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pointing at the side of my hea@hen he ran his finger in futircles and up and done the
length of my head. He paused before backing away from the bed and continuing his
assessment.

If my injury had been a little more to the right, he said, my brain could have been

damaged. ALi ke Aar outrr sAddl,dads hmi qaldtd eldave been ¢

3t

As i n slpeaaskkiendg,? 0i magi ni ng my friendds men

3t

Speakingsaydsttihte aloxd otrhe fidBci al nerve.o

nFaci al nerve?o0

ot

Y e #edtiffened his posture and simulatdiacial tic by stretching his jaw and
quickly jutting out his head to the sid&here he stood with elongated face and neck craning
like an aquatic bird, telling mlecouldhave suffered partial facial paralysis.

Wo w. O

3t

AStill sai ght, 0 he

| jerked my jaw from side to side and touched the bristly facial hair along my chin. |
asked him again why it took so long to get amay.

ASo | ong?o

iYesYou said a couple of days. o0

He switched off the machine and tucked his pen back into his white coa& pock fi A h ,
yes, 0 he said, but fi Motempgral bonesfractueesikvele c ar ef ul | vy
simultaneous nt r acr ani al i njuries. o

| stayed motionless because | had no idea what he was talking about. My head shook
slightly, which he must have noticed.

AWat this means, 0 the doctor began, remov
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they probably had to worry about ot hHer st uff

poked at the front of my head with lgse n . iYou aradded; moddingdndicky, 0 h
saying the same to the nurse in Spanish unti/l
Lucky? | certainly didnot feel l ucky.
Al f everyt hinghei swhfaitnées, ot hli sasnkoeidse i n my e

Without hesitatings, @ hte dlhegd omeamd wietr ewda $ Y
keep me quiet at the San Miguel General Hospital. He must have been thinking about someone
el se, |l reasoned, the flashbacks so amor phous
been a burden on anyone.

AScreami ng abnoduts ctrheea npianign aor ot her nonsens
continued, peering ovatthe nurse, then backatm@.Even t he public hospit
y o u k me chuckied as he said it, although this tieseThin-Lipsd i dndét mi rr or |
reaction.

| wondered about this man of whom they spoke. What did he have to do with me?

AJudhte worst | ittle trouble maker, 0 contini

smiled at the nurse, whose freckled face registered erflegtnpered smirk. All the while the

beeping from outsidethedobo r i nsi de, | r e’dedmedtecbe geltiolgn 6t t el
louder.
AThat noise, 0 | tsoavad,d 4 hief tdbotlog . myi Whady s t
APayment , 0 inter wepteemdtt lsg edadkd tnagr. a i Wef slit
this matter of the bill .o
Al have the money, o0 | shouted in Spanish.
ANo ne@ed to
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Ail. Have. The. Money. 0
Nurse ThinLips had changed from fidgeting with the bed to standing side by side with

the doctor, an allegiance | found distasteful.

AYes, 0O began the doctor. nWe have your cr
appeared to |l augh agadmn. Alf we could just at
ANo, 06 | interrupted, sitting up and shovir

me about t hi sljekadmykarmfagwan evierstreough no oheld me back.
ATell me why the beeps and butt oauglocwer@n so | oL
you tell me that?9

The doctor backed away from my bed, but the nurse ctoser as ithe were aboub
slapme.l 61 | s | aAp | rdgexdrthe haise graw!louder in my ear.

Al just want tsaeargedpullingthetgown Strapgs evereny toet|
free myself.i Can s ome o notheg@edt me out

The annoyed expression never | eft the nur s
enough for the doctor to inch closer and extend a hand across my shastldsrl hadisen
out of my bed

AWe went over t hYos hatedofbereleasedto someobdarig an 6t
just wal k out. o He | e amerid Spanish asifd iod tdhte nur s e,
understandi But youdére not wanted here. o

| 6d nerveerbeerf ol ooked at | i ke that. Il i mag
expression held more disgust than fear. Exhausted, | cradled my face into my hands and sat
down on the edge of the bed.stayedthat way until lheat Manuel 6s simasmshi ng v

over my shoulders.

99



AHere, here, Crist-bal, o he began. Al tos

my folded arms | watched him nod at both the doctor and nurse, who left after Manuel told

them to print out my hospital bill. He waited urtkiey both had left before shutting the door.

ANeontaki ng many friends, are you?o
ANo, 0 | said, a sur pr i asillaygow bnd gr&bbdde f al | i n ¢
back of my head. Alt hurts again. o

Manuel reached his hand toward my head but sthppe

ACome to the bathroom, 0 he said, wiping

your Heaisto@od bet ween me and the bathroom doo

you. 0

| waitedfor him to help me off my bed, bueld i dmogetany closer.

A C o miee repeated, his brown eyes looking earnest and serious.
A Budto |
Al know how mhbeghd bggay mdvingktavard the bathroom, but

|l ooking back wasmeyodwhbkair. o

Right he was, but stubborn was I. | hesitated beforing out of bed and placirgne
foot on the floor.

AYou c aManuklcheeréd, adew steps ahead offim€.o me . 0

| slid both feet off the bed and ggpdthe railings. The bathroonwasonly a few yards
away, but it might have beeniles. [took a step forward and surprisenyself by not falling
down. | repeadthe process until | reaeldthe bathroom.

AS i ™Manael finally said once | had arrived. Not everyone has the

room. O
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| looked at the red plastic chairthatMmo not i ced was c¢cracked and
0l uxurydé |ike | should be so excited, o0 | resrtg
tme.AiHave you seen me?o0

A Oh, |l 6ve seen y.ou,ol 6Maen used e nanysome raendd hear
your di ck. seehybovue. odef i nitely

Al di dndd mean to

AShush. o

From his uniform he pulled out a purple bottle of shampoo with pink lettering and a

photo of a smiling blonde woman wipipg her hair evey whichway.n An ol d | ady | ef
|l ast week, 0 he said, wetting my hair with a ¢
ABut | dondt think 16d | ike my wife as a bl or

woman on the bottle. We made eymtact as | leaned my head back in the chair.
ANever imagined |1 6d be wusing it on you, 0 F
through my hair. He continued speaking, but | could not hear. The noise had overtaken my
every waking thought, and | was nyamonths away from describing it as something as soft as
a seashore or visualizing my nephew in the sand lapping guava paste from my fingertips. The

noise! The noise! The noise!

|l knew bad things would happen tishedwashingn MeXx i ¢
my hair, the day | hit a red Vol kswagen in Re
reminded him, saying it twice because it felt so nice to say it in Spdtasima es una mierda.

Karma es una mierdal eased myself from his grip arountdy waist and into the red plastic
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chair hedd moved from the bathroom into the ¢
sheets while | told him some version of this story:
A young womarwith gorgeous blonde curls hoppedt of herPassatand rushd to the
back of her car, distressed, nearly catching her long straight pants in her heels. Probably on her
way to work. Her cheekserepolished over witlpink rouge, and she pacbdck and forth,
back and forth, with a dazed expression on her face. | ddterenavy blue blouse with dear
lace around the collar. | exiteady car, which was behind hdtassatand nearly converge
with her as she beoter to look at her rear burapand back tire. Under different
circumstances we might be friends.
| waved my hand toward a small side street ahead of us.
Altdéds better i fodivertahkSpapershhefnAwayl fr on
| pointedat the street agairShe noddd, and | drog to the corner and wed. | knev
thatin Mexico they sometimes impound cars after traffic acciddbid.my insurance cover
damage over the border? A few more secondspdad® my right an old woman shufflda
with a cane and tiny pugs Itook another sip of my beer. Whabuld | tell the nicelycurled
young woman once she roundéé corner? Whawould | do?
| drove away.
| staried slowly, as ipulling into a parking space, but then | tedleft at the next street
and sgd throgh a neighborhood. A kaleidoscope of colors wiiidzy me, painted homes
with iron bars, corners stores with chipped paint and fading signs, pay phones covered in
graffiti. | obsessively cheddmy rearview mirror.Someonavas coming to get me!
Finally I mace it back to the main road and the morning rush of cars waiting to cross into

Texas. Each speed bump remindeel of my transgressior.checledbehind me. Along the
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sidewalks merchants hae#tcarved figurines ankbather belts. A woman carriedarge metal
board with fruitshaped magnets attached. Rows of watermelons and tiny peaches stare
accusingly into my car windowA man selling plater green iguanas smiled grakbed25
pesos from my glove compartment and prepang exit tax. | 6 m the mdn | appeadto be.
My legs trembéd The coins teetedin my hand. When | approaeti the booth, the man
barely lookedup at me.l had fooled him. He handede a receipt and a five peso coin. |
cros®dthe bridge into the United Statellore cars. More speed bumps.

The guard on the American side of the brittd me my license had expire®id |
have any other form of identification?ook at me] said | 6 mAngerscan as apple piel
starel at my reflectionini e guar dos s Ditlhhave aothar forgilofa s s e s
identification? No. And suddenly | imagirtemyself trapped inthishmma n6s | and,
between who | imaged myself to be and what | hedcome.Perhaps the young woman with
the perfect curls called the policecould n gotback.

Just look at mel repeaed

The border officetook off his sunglasses. His eyegre brown as old pennies. He rest
one arm againsty rolleddown window and peered inside my car. His eyes pausedhwver
empty beer cans and bottleRriesidentdorandyin my backseatBeside me, several women
carriedbags of stuffed animals through the pedestrian entrance. A yBll@et Bird hit the
pavement. | wagdfor the women to turn around. The officealkedback to his booth.
A few momants latether et uned, handed me my | beerense,
drinking.

fil, uh . .. came to see a movie and
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He interruptednet ol d meche edi dMmdust aSsciltoinzge na so yhoeu
said

Of cour se

=]

ABut wdtoaodh tdhwet cops i nasBlowdyroledup mpveindavo nt i nu e
AThey can be a bitch. o
Behind methe calm Rio Grande River fadedthe distance. A young woman with
beautiful curlgells her parents about the American man who hit her car ané dnway. Her
father will smooth her hair and make things right because he knows how these things work
karmads a bitch and t he nramorrowihi$ daugigter willpwlh at 6 s
those curls tighter than normal and curse the drunken mapmhosed her something and

left.

ASo | think that girl did this to me, o0 | toloc
my b o d ythist ofi lnied 0

| waited for some burst of wisdom, but instead he askedima¢ | was doing on the

border.
Atltd6s where | l'ive, o | said.
Al n Reynosa?
AOn the other side, in McAIIlen. o
ASo youdre a Tejahojppheagaonsivetbd | ast of

have known. 0
| smiled from myseat in thelastic chaibeneath the hangingrays.

AA T ewitremeralle y es . 0
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It felt nice to hear something good about
grown to trust and depend on. 't might even

been mistaken for a Texddexican.

=]

Yess,a0i d. AEmMerald eyes. 0

=]

So you think that gir/l had something to c

3t

My what ?0

AYour wunr avel jtunngtowaldene.answer ed

ANot her. The way | handled her. o

AHandl ed her ?o0

AWhat | dansweredo her , 0 |

Manuelwipedd own t he mattress with his riaasd. il
act with wus. o He unfolded a new sfhiladopeg i n hi s
you | i ke orangk,bdbhbegbti gou could use some mc

AThamk Wanuel . o

A

AYouknow...hat 6s the first ti ncentinpeduwdappingthes ed my
sheets around the bed and smoothing out the créases.used t o wo-stffe i n an A
retirement ho.me, Alhle tchoen ta Indbenklitseofrourhemlidsare t a ki ng
system. We makeay, a few bucks an hour comparedabatin the United Stateg? He

lookedat me for an answer.

St

Morguockly responded, embarrassed by my ¢
my own.l oti more. o
AAndcwean their beds and rub their | egs an

practiced Engl i slones 6 G8Jlongssnilbig ofd ibat wife giggle and
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giggle at these people, thdsed Mexicans who real ly just amBsmel t he b,
oh my goodnes$et me buy you a few drink®Jr-whateveryour-nameis, for happy lour, yes

afew happy hourdrink, he si est as you Mehahadhahabasidiajre, s o |
ja jajaja jas and then | go back to my cement and bridkelihouse with bars on the windows

and dogs on the roof and women hawking chicken eggs tdtfegahildren or sewing buttons

for nextto nothing for rich old American women with stiff cardigans and-Bgrr ay hai r . 0

| figured it wasbest to let Manudinish. | 6d never seen him so ani

ASo | know why you didndot stop and tell he
stopped and Il eft, and you know why it is?0
ABecause | bldreecdodttmuch lauder and quicker than | expected. d

becone the American | was warned abodt.| di dnot care about t he Me

A Wh at ? 0 shethackguckly, juttingouthis headin an awkward motion, then

offering me his hantb leadme back i nto bed. ANow thatos fu
ABut ydoou sai d
AYou ditdywydd he continued, pulling back t he
scared. Because you didndét know what the fuc

and maybe embarrassed. o
AYeah, e mbagreed a bistied after my téoot trek ofshuffledsteps back
into bed. ABut not by my driving. o
iNo, 0 he &adgoeebdy vyouedaqdet.i B uynwhdieveris wasthana i n
droveyou there in the firstplacdnd | et me tell you, it wasnot
ANot a c ad,tpodired tdullyenmgaga, but aware how Manuel was connecting

dots 1 6d only recently realized were even on
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No one moves to the border undnehsisway hey dr e

to somewhere el se. o

ABut dolived

AYou wer e goiynYouéended upwgoirpo g wa

AThey thael 6Riito Grande Valley, 6 | i nterrupt
AYou can change the name all you want, 0 he

river from the Rio Bravo to the Rio Grande if you wahtd m n ot ofthraoymay.Bltle n
know for some reason you crossed the river tfF
Val feyé probably the same reason. o0

Miguel gatheregbhlegm with a lengthy hock ithe back of his throat and sgatrcefully
into the knedengh trashcan next to the doot.remember because some of it landed on the
wall.

AAnd i fr ey oauu tf ivghuy t h aiping hislipsawithithe sideiofrhis s h e d
white sl eeve, yo hdavihé fuckyowodoteheré awhdt ihegfuck g weres t

doing. o

Manuel was right. | 6d never been called out
happened between my idealistic comwofeage crushes in the Central American Highlands to a

man sipping beer and brandy tucked inside the borderdaringght a. m. rush hour
leave a pretty young women to fend for herself with a bent back fender dripping indigo in the

middle ofAlvaro Obregorstreet. Yet | wanted Manuel to like me. | needed him to understand

that | wasndét such a bad guy.
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So | was happy later that morning when Manuel entered my room and asked about
Estében, the German | had fallen in love with in Guatemala.
ASo you cared very much for this, uh, this

| shifted gelatin in my mouth as if gargling tapioca pearl

AAnd the other boy, too, tyhaNMamwnel oOxn @grhaeb ik
guestions.
AYes, | did|l okéedsahdm both very much. o

Manuel nodded and soped me another spoonful of red gelatin.
| 6d been thinkinghabdetxawhyolr dmovedh rte@spor
observatonsThen | realized 106d been finding a way

the United States since the moment | stepped foot on Panamanian soil.

After the language school in Guatemala, deaghe return trek south to Panama and bordered a
plane to Cartagena, Colombia, where | began my 3 months traveling through South America. |
dropped off the golden yell ow suitcase | 06d us
purchased a backpacksimar t o t he ones |1 6d seen the Europ
their Aholidayo t rMyv eunsi vienr sGetnyt raag r efentde rtioc an.f r
for a semester, and my father agreed to continue paying me the $300 a month he had sent my
first two years of college.

Like most travelers, | experienced the highs and lowops$tant arrival. In Cartagena,
street vendors cut and squeezed oranges into bowls before funneling the juice into plastic
baggies punctuated with colorful straws. | neded at their efficiency and beauty. Moments

later | exchanged dollars for Colombian pesos with a man in a back alley instead of at the bank,

108



as myLonely Planeguide book warned maeverto do, and as vigilant as | imagined myself to
be, the man slippeahd folded purple Columbian pesos bills so quickly that | emerged happily,
then horrified, down the street not with the
Colombian money. | narrowly missed bus hijackings in Cali, but arrived on a fadgyl&y
morning on a pilgrimage to the Santuario de las Lajas, tharespé&ing cathedral spanning the
distance between two mountains and over thaitata River. My nineteeyearold self could
barely contain his excitement:
The road from Ipiales to @antuario de las Lajas provides a most curious sight:
a seemingly countless number of people running or jogging along the
mountainside, and through the valley to the cathedral. They looked like they were
running from an erupting earthquake! The churcklitss simply astonishingy
Gothic in design and nestled above a deep valley betm&etowering green
mountains.Inside the church is a giant rock, the side of the mountain really,
which is said to have contained an image of the Virgen Mary. The sifilggdg
the valley with holiness and only a devilish soul could not feel the presence of
God. Needless to say, the inhabitants of Ipiales are physically fit, and it was hard
to keep my eyes off such nice legs. Outside the church, nailed or stuck dotaped
the rocks were thousands of plaques and signs thankingrdren Mary for some
type of miracle. It was truly a holy Sunday morning that will remain in my
memory forevefi. October 18, 1993
Ecuador brought the runs at a sigp bathroom, my legs filyrplanted in the cement
footprints and my buttocks hovering over the hole in the ground astiweiling feces
collected around my ankles and vomit leaked violently, then casually, from my mouth and
forward onto my body. Outside the stall the bus dnvaited, asking if | needed anything and
passing me a bottle of water under the bathroom stall.
AFor your mouth and your shoes, 0 he | augh:i
agreed to wait.

As in Guatemala, people went out of their way to help hstayed in a private home in

Trujillo, Peru, invited by a Chilean man | had met on the bus on his way home from Quito. As
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| traveled further south in Peru to Lima, the men became darker, shorter, and more muscular. |
noted this in my journals, partiarly their friendly dispositions:

Men bond very easily in these countries with a high indigenous population. On

the bus from Quito | sat next to a man a few years older than myself; he was well
dressed and wore a gold watch and rings. Since the seatswersall, it was

almost impossible not to touch each other in some way or another. There are
those types of people who become sheerly [sic] terrified in these types of
situations. They tighten up, squeeze their legs together, have trouble breathing
and albgether become a lump of trembling fear. | used to be that way. This was,
however, not the case this ti me. I dono
but there was a type of friendliness in the way we each allowed our legs and arms
to touch other withat the least bit of conflict or nervousness. Again, it was as if

he was welcoming me to Ecuador by allowing me to unite with its people. He
made a point to say goodbye, nod his head, and smile. That unspoken tenderness
was there and it felt truly genuinBomémes | really need that. October22,

1993

In Lima, taxi drivers became the object of my erotic fantasies, and | was pleased to receive a
handsome driverds strong hands oskimnedmaryons houl c
long bus trips asdd happened in Ecuador. In Arequipa, Peru | was shown to my hotel room

by a stout young indigenous man with dimples and robust black hair, a man | consciously

realized my attraction to as he sat on the bed and talked with me about the city:

In Arequipa, | stayed at the Hotel Ejercito, appropriately named since the place
was filled with young, virulent, browskinned men. One of the inhabitants was a
shy indigenous youth, about my age, that seemed to take an interest in my travels.
He had the=xact indigenous attributes that | had come to adingky, humble
countenance; wide smile; short, but perfectly proportioned body; and a chest of
liquid gold. He told me | should rest a bit since | seemed tired, and that we would
talk again later. Onceg@ain | decided this was going to be the night, and |
prepared myself ostensibly for the symphony, but in reality for him. My
willingness is beginning to become more than a little apparent, like when |
touched his stomach, although | made it seem mora likendly gesture than an
invitation. Unfortunately when I returned from the symphony, he was nowhere to
be seen, and | was just too tired to continue waiting. | left the light on while |
slept, so he would know | was inside. But it made no differénis®vember 12,

1993
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After 16d arrived i n btotmvehfor hneemontles anthel f
limited income my father providedf | were ever to get laid,realized,| owed it to my father.
My hotel rooms were more like boarding housasst costing less than five dollars a night. |
tried staying in youth hostels, as Estéban had introduced to me, but | preferred to be closer to
these men | found so attractive, and not the European travelers smoking weed (as they all
seemed to be doinghdoliday. My rooms, therefore, were located on the seedier parts of
town: Bosa in Bogotd, for example, or Comayaguela instead of Tegucigalpa. | became the
atypical tourist, as | figured out local public transit systems or ate from street vendors for as
little as 50 cents a meal. | ate Ceviche along the norfPeruvian coast with a group of
primary school children after we finished tmg the Chan Chan ruins and sat, a month later,

on brick streets with other Uruguayans warming our hands around afrmage in the

gL

traditional calabash gourd and silverstra. dondét know i f | appreciat

privileged | was to take such a journey, as my youthfulesselfsense of adventure contrasted
with older, more financialhsecure tourists, abowthom much of the touristic literature speaks
and against which |1 6d begun to measure my

At the time, however, | knew little of that and merely wanted to 1. Find a cheap hotel 2. Eat a

e X [

me al t hatakenegitkédnd8.tGettai.t 6s hard to feel dAprivil

scraping oats out of a tin cup wi taddayyoodir f
all owance without eating any egg®egyor a th
Mc | n t iavssibl®knapsek, where white privilege is supposedly contained.

After Peru | continued south to Chile and across to Argentina, two-mocé
expensive countries. | paid $18 a night for a bed and breakfast in Santiago, Chile, after nearly

collapsing in Santiago from what | assumed was altiindaced asthma. My webeing was
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supervised by a teenage girl, the daughter of the bed and breakfast owners, who made me bread
and coffee each morning, taking the time to spread jam on the breadxamy coffee exactly
as | likedit before bringing up the tray to mmpom. Soon | traveled to Florianopolis, Brazil,
where | met a young Brazilian who took me to
apartment, where we shared a bed for tights. | still have the pictures | took along the
beach, and | am shocked by the amount of weight | lost along the way. A photo of me standing
bel ow and mimicking Rio de Janeir-tod&l Chri st t
cement Jesus standsyes spread, 2400 feet into the air atop Corcovado Mountain, reveals just
howthin | had become, my arms like toothpicks and the outline of my ribs visible beneath my
shirt. ltds a position | hoped nechédy to rev
but returned to later in San Miguel de Allende, my arms on most days palms up and spread
wide against the bed rails.

| continued my trip with stays in Paraguay and Bolivia, surprised by the number of
Koreans in Asuncion and the relative easwliich | approached and entered the presidential
palace. In Bolivid acquired my fondness for celeart kebabs topped with a broilgotato
and the delicacy dfrenchfries covered in mayonnaise, the latter of which I still enjoy.

| returned througiBolivia to Lima, where | met a group of friends, including two
Peruvian girl s, Mi a and Mari a. |l was surrour
sculptor who now lives in Paris, an indigenous guitar player, and a cesraffieg painter.
Joining his group was Maria, my initial friend Mia, and a few other Peruvians. The rest of the
world was represented by a Swiss mechanic, a German tourist, and two more Americans
besides myself, one a woman from California who made strange faces. Maria aned bond

instantly as we passed the night danBoihng t o &

112



her and Mi a ( fA-skinred, darkaire@, cedsrniling goddess of ¢harity,
chastity, and style, 0 as | wrcertwhichiprobabtyy j our ne
owed itself to my lugubrious mental state. For once | was drunk! Maria and | lockedsarms

we moved along, about 1:301a, to a reggae club down the street. Then someone knocked on

the bathroom door. | opened it and gaid momernito, 6 or just a minut e.

He knocked again, so | opened the door and let him in. | opened the door for my
lover and he invited me to share a beer with he and his friends. Although he was
noticeably drunk, something about the way he stared at me told mehavo
intentions. | understood nothing he said, save his eyes and that occasional smile. |
can still feel his strong hands around the back of my neck, bringing my head
forward to speak into my earHis fingers are forever rustlg against the end of

my hair. | remember thinking that if | died in this position, my head like a

football in his arms, | would be content. But | had to return to Maria, although

the dancing had become unbearabl e. I di
leaving. | saidfique I1& i t iBotadedded to go also, or at least | wanted too
[ sic]. The others were suspicious of hi

| went outside, and they soon followed. A group of new friends wondering my
intentions, concerned with my safety.

ADo you | ove him?0 one of my new friend
the corner of her eye, waiting for my r
drunk, while drunk, especially when he could even be trying to rob me. He
certainly looked lile the suspicious type but a night in his arms would have been
wonderful, might have given me something to fantasize about until | break down
again and search for a quiet refuge with a soft chest and stdatiperate thighs,
like his. i November 9, 1993
| rely on such journals now to substantiate what | remembered feeling all those years ago. My
journal entries confirm my innocence and earnestness, my fragile longing to weave intimate
with a man | found attractive. | became more and more vulneratite & continued,
willing to put myself in nearly any position for the possibility of intimaay restlessness is so
encompassing that | actually wandered aroundd@egerousstreets of Palmo looking for

someone to tal k t o snolockonmyahatel roanodooshe Idtle girlimg t her

blue wanderedn yesterday asking if | could give herany clothésé m a | i ttl e worri
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someone might enter my room this evening. Although, depending on who it is, | might not ask
them toleave

| wanted Manuel to know | was poor like him, staying in fetid hostels intrstside
of town, wherany own security was threatened both inside private quarters and outside in the
streets. | wanted him to know | was no wafll tourist. | thought he nght like my younger
self.

| piece together my story today just as | attempted to do in San Miguel. | wish | could
have shown Manuel my journal entries; then 1¢
honored the emotions of which | wrote. Butetken, at nineteen, | recognized the fragility of
my own dreamsHappiness is ephemeral, that fleeting moment when a flower arranges itself to
the sun as in a painting, a glance at the stranger who disappearsitial burst of chocolate.
Happiness isoon overcome by a cold Ecuadorian wind that sérglicing in all directions.
The remaining task is to pick up all the salvageable pieces

In any event] returned homae virginin Januaryhaving lost 30 pounds, but gaining an
experience that would chge my life forever, and set in motion a life that pointed me towards
the hospital bed in San Migu¢l,lh e pl ace | 6d b eEseminthelmstyiunionsgl t o e
and departures of travel, | learned to talk freely with strangers and consume eactamihiite
were our last. Many of my most memorable friendships on my travels lasted merely a day or
two, yet these souls have not gone forgotten. Likewise, no longerphgsitallyguarded;
instead, | welcomed a tired thigh against my legs oraharelsoma b dr i ver 6s roug|
my shailders. | wanted more, however, and as | practiced falling in love with men, particularly
in my journals, | was preparing myself for the romanticized and eroticized mutual recognition

that | craved.The teenage boyho became numb as a way to preserve his own emotional
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well-being had opened up. A crack had surfaced; no longer was | so stable and composed.

AThe sl eep had | asted for c en thabookdwasadihg wr ot €

by the famoug-ilipino patriotJ o s e  Rut aneaday, the thbnderbolt stry@nd in striking,

infused lifed
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¢Por qué los susuriss?

Siempre los susursd

sSusurros . . .
Sussuros . ..
Sussuros . ..

Stop the gossip!

SUSURRO®Whispers!)
SUSSURO@Nhispers!)
SUSSURO@Nhispers!)
Ay!

Ay!

A good man

| am
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Day 8

However the thunderbolt had previously infused me with life, it was now siphoning that
same | ife out of me after more than a week ir
Nurse ThinLips dropped my dry toast and jelly on the table next to me as if | were a
contemptible French revolutionary off to the
solemnity. | reached over for the bread but noticed the pain in my wrist was ingrségave
up trying to spread the jelly across the toast, which | noticed was Rye for the first time, and
broke off a piece of bread, which | matted in the plate of jelly and shoved into my mouth. |
hadnoét eaten much on myhagewch tasteya situdtiodmostn y t hi n ¢
likely attributed to my inability to smellwh i ch | st i I butehuallyd owdibhgton ot i c e d
the very exhaustion of chewing. | was hardly the prodigal son or daughter down in the
Lowcountry for a feast. Ilwaswoerid, t oo, that | couldndét quite
Manuel about that fir st jodrmalstpaidnyreSbeationintiemer i c e
hospital bed, so God only knows what came out of my mduthly know | wanted him to
like me  a ssaid ntamydimesandperhaps | emphasized my enthusiasm for the Andean
countries too much after hearing Manuel was from Chiapas, a place | had never been to, but
whose people, primarily indigenous like Manuel, were looked down upon with the same
contempt e Peruvians of Spanish heritage reserved for their indigenous Quechuans. |
wondered how Manuel made it north to San Miguel in the first place.

Around noon Manuel arrived in his street c
without his white unifom. He wore blue jeans and a white tank top under a blacksleeged

shirt rolled up at the wrists. His shirt collar hung loosely around his neck, his silver cross
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nestled beneath the delicate cartilage of his neck. Behind it a larger, thick stklecagest

along the shores of his clavicle. He reached over and took a piece of toast.

=]

Ay, Cristobal, 0 he began, engulfing the &
AWhat have we here? Not eating today?0o
Al was . . .0

But before | could answer heped something, probably grape jelly, from the corner of

my mouth.

Al take that back, 0 he continued, sucking

ASo youdre not working today?0o

Al am, 0 he said, turning ar chueldwcufaiBor t of .
and held it open to the side of the window.
could use some | ight. o Hi s wvsorigx &d vnatised loyo r e  me
the uneven hair around his neck and face thatdethét s haved, whi ch made

exceptionally large for some reason, emerging as it seemed from a cave or deep slumber. His
teeth protruded more than 16d noticed before
was in a good mood by the swaggn his step and the carefree way he had snatched up my

toast. | wanted to tell him one more story, an important story. | trusted Manuel with stories |

thought he might understand.

Fuck, it wascad! Along the shores of Lake Alan, two hoursouthfrom the language school
in Xela, | lay huddlean a dirt floor with my new friend Estéba@ur teenage guide Pedro
t ol d u s eepirgdhere foredhe sight. | was so in love with Batél countédthe

number of ti mas & nwdrodrale 33l iinkesnty\MBgn he looked at with
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his blue eyed, sawthe same softnesslac saw i n Wil ybanaarkl eyees .

hungover his forehad and into his eyedde carrieda small hairdryer in his backpack, the
enormous backpacks witll the pockets, the kind all the Europeansycat, on the other

hand, carried my little golden suitcase around Guatemala as if | were some innocent abroad in
the 19" Century. Estédantook a few minutes every morning to tip his head upside down and
cover it in sticky gel.l wore shortsthat night on Lake Atitlain fucking pasteicolored plaid

shortsi thatthat made me look ridiculous.

We hadmet twelveyear old Pedro after his oldersie r Gr aci el a i nvited

a real Indian familyo in SantbaeCédvoaritmari s Bl

|l ooking behind her at PdWMWe] @g¢cvel §goul ggrogpa @ut c

piled into the back of aigk-up truck with a dozen indigenous women wearing the same purple
skirt and blue denim blouses. Each had a blue ribbon tied in her h@oked at Esteban, and

he looked at me. We smiled@hen we drove over mountain roads so treacherous neither of us
wanted to look outsidatthe mass the bodies in the truck. Our bodies careened together, but

no one said a word. | felt Pedro put his small hand on my knee and direct my gaze toward the

mountains in the distance. toa\Weupofbuldingss ng t her e

halfway up a green mountain across a wide valley flbt&.pointed left toward a road that zig
zagged througthe valley and along the ladt®re. Then | looked up and saw rings of clouds
surrounding the distant mountaif®dro snted at me, then at Edian, and | knew something
special had happenedifelt like Wily had guided us.

But then we ended up on that dirt fl oor

freezeto death.

AWe shoul d dansaidsigingdpei Too Etshie® ot her house.
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| turnedtoward EstebamfWh er e ? 0

=]

The place where we first got here.o

That we ate at?

=]

AUhuh. o

But | 6 Monot sur e

=]

3t

That 6s probably where they sl eep. o

3t

l snét tdnaight?tWhere we ate befote?

ot

Y e p ,agreedh e i MWthemom was cookingandstufVi t h t he stove. 0
The truth is, yes, I was cold, but | didn¢
Estédan on the buthere from Xelasitting close enough so our legs touched.
Al t hink wesaghoimadywatr any each ot her wup. 0O
Estéban looked dowiThen hdifted his head so fast his hair swung over his eyes, and
before | knew it he was standing by the hanging blanket covering the entrance.
Al 611 be swiarhourhdke toh dHedobkedareundandcentimied:i d
AJust dondt endwapshwkat t tHe ldtedopais blankeand
ducked outowardthe main house down the street, the place the mother had prepared our
dinner a few hours ago with the rest of the family. Tlaeg@pwhere Pedro and Graciela
probably slept, | imagined. | was left alone, and | remember thinking that at least the mummies
had someone to care for them after death. So fucking cold . . .
| stayed that way all nightfreezing and frustrateduntil light finally made its way
into the room, and | realized that someone had covered me during the night with a heavy

blanket. Behind me | felt a body. Back on back. | turned around to see the black mane of

Pedrods hair spi ki ng woealized cofered us bothb Ittaneckaeound wh i c
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so he was curled up in front of me, and | reached out my long arm and pulled myself closer to
him. He either sl elkeptnoyrarmsaroumphimyanddsmedled dis musty v e .
hair. His shoulders rosend fell with each breath, and | could have stayed like that forever.
But then | heard a voice.
A P e d someomne yelled.
|l turned around and saw how the roomds <cir
us from the cold, damp air. Furthermore, bkenket hanging over the front opening did little
to keep the warmth inside. Graciela stood at the doorway, hdftgrigrown blanket to the
side,so the sun coverdtie cinder blocks with a be@ful saffron hue.Pedro uncurlethimself
from the folded kankets and raiselgis head toward me without opening his eyes.
A Wa k e Gragela warned
The boyturnedtoward his sister.
A Y o wo lobkvike a pile of dead fishshe said.
| reacled from my blankets and tightened my arm around Pedro like a tigfecpng
its cub.
APedr o! 0 saba:. Whenrthe hayied do rise | broughthim down with my
long arm like captured prey.
ARnGet up! o Gr etelup!mvepeated. i
NRnGet out ! gellddback. br ot her
Gracielastoodthere with both hands resting bar hips.iJust | i ke boys, 0 s
AYoawol ook | i ke two whores from Panajachel . 0
She saigputaloudly.

fiFestivalwh or es, 0 she reiterated.
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| laughed, unexpectedly, @& r a c ifueyl Pedrcsslipped from my grip and sat up
beside me fiBuenos dias bsaid to Graciela, turning toward Pedro and then back at his sister
in front of me.
AWedbre sl eeping, 0o Pedro yelled beside me.
Gracielalookedat me. A And Crist-bal ?0
| lookedat Graciela then at Pedro in his olive military jacket, then at my @nange
and yellow plaid shorts, the stringtied in front and dangling.
fiBuenos lrepéadds , © Hoovakiela, 0
When | smilel, she smiledoo, andshe gavene a sweet look as if | were running water.
Then I remembe&dho w s he 6 d b en&stdan dnd metthe prgviows iday. | ledk
downand noticet hat | 6d taken off my Thih desptetlse@alde t i me

AMam8 says to btodlgPedradome eggs, 0 she

AEgQgs?0
AYes, eggs. Are you sl eeping or deaf ?0
Pedrofelback down to the floor next to me: A Sl

AMam8 says you canbtongde thel Pamrsajodueipe It hief t
Graciela say, but | was too builigking Pedro in the ear.l flicked. He laughed.Graciela
hollered.
T h at énsGraasid¢ldbent down to the floor, her knees close together, slightly bent, like
a debutante at her first cotillion, and emerged with something metal in her hands that she threw
towards Pedro. His beloved headphone radio exploded loud against thébmokevalls.
flLoca @edro screamed, scrambling out from the floor next to me.

Al'tés not yours, o0 his sistettpsesl Seflobathkh, H
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AShe gave it to me. o
ANo, she didnoét. o
AYes, she did!o

ADi d not lsoeanikd, aer face hsalistorted as a carnival nindko u 6 r e no't
goingt o Panajachel . 0 She was so hysterical It
started to cry. Tears fell quickly down her cheeks. She dried the tears with the back of her
hand, then looked directly at me before turning her attention to Pedro, who looked amused by
the entire scene. She began to fidget with the blue ribbons in her hair.

AwWatch your stuff, o0 she warned, | owering F
mouth.i My br ot her has thiefds hands. 0

Pedrostoodin front of his sister anteld his hands in the air, palms facing his face,
then at her.

ATheydre t he ¢nanEtiBiododf God, 0 he

On her way ouGraciela threvan empy plastic bottle at us and yankddwn the

blanket covering the front entrance. Shepteigh over some metal cans and stumbiatcthe

door.

Pedro quickly turned to me and called her
it, though, | fixated drm tylma wloi thees haefr hius btae
smirking now |ike a teenager boy. Il 6m not s

mahogany skin, beautiful mahogany like the carvings | had sdesmiajachel. Only now I,
too, felt like | wasmade of wod. Then | noticd the bruise above his right eye.
A P a p 8said poihtiag at his eye.

| lightly touched the purple lesioh.Your f at her ?0
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Yes. 0O

=]

AButodwhy

=]

Qui et, 0 he said, hoHadsgcomieng.itnhger to hi
Andres enterethe room with his longleeved shirt unbuttoned to the navel.
AQuetzal s, 0 he said, walking towards me wi
who looked at me. His fatherrepeatedi You owe me quetzals. o
| opered my wallet, my side eye glancing tasd Pedro, who putis hand to his mouth
and pretendetb drink. Of course! Andres walked toward me and resthand on my
shoulder, our faces as close as tortillas onctireal He flashed me a crooked, drunken smile,
my eyes fixating on the sinistgap between his teethl. took one step to # side and towards
him, then extended my arm over his shoulder, pivoting aroundisklyjumoved behind him,
hugginghim and running my chin along the back of his nelckeldhim in myarms much like
| hadheld his son earlier that morning. His breath smelled like stale vomit.
AAyfiors,e0 he said.
Pedro tapped me on the arm and moutbade, in Englishino pay hi m. 0 Hi
turnedhis head toward me andobbledin my grip. Iwasclose @ough tonibble on his ear. If
he was drunk on corn liquor, | was drunk on power, and as | imagine it now, | licked the side of
his leathery, russetolored face with a long vertical motion as if Pedro had disappeared. In real
time, however, | took a step backwaras the man leanedt of my grip and nearleel to the
floor.
Al 6l 1 pay yimallytold o as deregained his balance and turned toward

me. Pedro looked at me, then nodt®aadard his father.
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A My wo anaweredndres, thrusting his dried fingear the air. He looketh the
direction of the otherhomdi To o many women. 0

| learedforward as Pedro moved to the door, slowly following the boyafiihe
spaceleavinghis father staggering around tre®m and] could hear, mumbling to himself in
a language neither Spanish nor English.

A few feet down the gravel path, Pedro told me Estéban had slept, as | had thought, at
the familyds other home.

AHe sl ept as warm as a b abgldinghishamesin mot her ¢
front of him and mimicking the rocking motion of a mother and child. Then | remembered my
new German friend Estébahg one | was so in love withefore last night. |1 wondered how he
slept, warm together with the women rolled up Bkalks of corn. Yet all | could think about
while kicking gravel down the path was hgwod it felt to holdyoung Pedro in my arms, the
smell of his hair a tremble in my heart, its perfection radiating over hardened wounds like some

chronology of water.

When 1 6d finishedhManude&lm rmemi rddwacuhvweppingany mor
gauze from the side of my head, making sounds to himself suggesting he liked the way my
head was healing, when he stoppede atnad stpak.eo

ABut olo pai d

AWebre not a fucking orphanage, 0 he interrtr
of my head or, from the sound of it, no | onge
happened.

| slouched and angled my back away frioim.
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ACome, 0 AWNE seaied .l felt dis Haradlover. my shoulder, the loose touch of
unraveled fabric against my neck.

| turned and offered him as close to a desttire as | could manage in my weakened
state. His fingers slid down my back.

fGo where?09

3t

Dondét worry, o0 he answered, Ajust down the
| hadn downtbechadn bfief or e, and | hwadmndtd. sunde wala

sure if | wanted to go, but then Manuel reached for me again, his fingers touching my lower

back the way wings invert the wind.

AYou see that, o he said, moving next to me
moving acrossmyao men. fAYou can move just fine.o He
suffused with a pregnant pause, then swiveled his head back to the door, in front of which stood
a nur se | h aThe $pecksofeher hips osdorned mto a-bhdtlied sme, and |
noticed her unexpected green eyes, emerald like mine. She backed up a step and let us out the
door. On the way out | felt her hair, a beautiful auburn color spun from a web, caress against
my upper arm, which leaned in for more as if an imkesumbilical cord were about to be
severed. Perhaps | hadndét realized how | ong

Manuel, meanwhile, let go of my waist and walked beside me as we turned left out the
door and down a short corridor. | shuffled ovglyuvhite linoleum tiles and gregainted
walls so crisp | leaned over to smell the paint. | remember because | leaned over too far and hit
my forehead against the wall, after which Manuel returned his hand to my waist and led me

straight again.
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ACaulefo he said, but when he tightened his
matching his voicefi Wai t her e. 0

Manuel opened a closet door and wheeled out an orange bucket. With the other hand, he
held a blackhandled mop. He leaned over and begdiil tine bucket with water, careful not

to dirty his clothes.

3t

So Idm going to wash the floors?o06 | joked
AExactly, 0 he said, not a hint of irony or
bucket and gripped the black handle while pushing baotiari the end of the hall. | slowly
followed, shuffling my feet and taking care not to stop too long in front of the occupied rooms.
| recall an old man lying in a bed, not moving but not attached to anything either, his open
mouth visible from the halk pair of white socks shuffled low around his ankles and
discernible from the end of his bed. In another room a woman with blotchy skin and glasses
moaned quietly, yet steadily. | noticed Manuel watching me as | peered into the other rooms.
What was hérying to tell me?
At the end of the hallway Manuel pushed down the mop fully into the water and bent
over the bucketThen he began to mop the floor. | backed up along with him for several
minutes until he stopped and turned to me.
ASo, 0 ,dgecezsngxiceds water off the mop withmaetal deviceneheldin his
hand. ADid you touch that boy?0
AWhat ?0
He looked up at me from his squatting position and askedgainf Di d you t ouch

hi m?0o Hghtly ol tlee mpta&l, goressing grey watdf the mop and into the bucket.
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fiCristéba] 0 camtsmued | ooki ng at me from his squatting
touch that boy?0o0

| turned to look toward my room, which we had just passed by. In the other direction |
saw a few nursecongregating arourslcounted pr esumed was a nur seods
had imagined it to be. Manuel stood up and ledmedop against the wall next to me, which
smacked against my arm as itfelltotheflog&x. cl ust er of overanslebs eyes
throughme
Al dondt know,wlye.ndi ng dolwnb edpanrbett rkineovve t |
what you mean by 0

Altdéds okay, 0 ,Makmgtevhrdthemurges anditipeh & d stairwell
between us and them.

So much between us anceth.

AYou c apdhetcantinlledhed | dsayittwarm and gracusly but staredt me

with eyes like dayld bread. | stoodeak against the wall, unsure what to say.

NfnAnd the other one, wh at was his name?0o0
Aot weatt 0
il n Guatemal a. o

fAtthel anguage school ?0
iOn the bus. o

AiThe bus?0o0
AYeah, 0ot he bus.

AEst ®ban?o0

AnNo. O
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iNot the Ger man?o
ANo. O

AThe kid. o
AWi | y?0
AYeahhi m. o

AWhat about hi m?o0

AYou toucked hi m, t oo

ot

The one wlkoofemion®®d® m

AThe one with the Reebokds. 0

AWIi | y?0o

AYadwuched him, too, didndt you?o

ANot | i Ké keno, .not |l meandamot | ike that, i/

You don &de ot hMantkuuekéd his hands firmly against his hidsoticed

his silver belt buckle in the shape of a cowboy fiaty o u tdloink | see what vyo
ADoi ng? lwhak e&Mydgdpontge wall slippedagai nst Manuel 6s a«
Al wdomgadnty t h Mynbgeattdturned heavy and uneven. My sides itched. |

wanted to hurbver the freshiymopped floors.I refrained, of course, but not before | became a

little angry.lIs that what he thinks of e

AOh, youodr eMasuel cantmuedgammingtthe mop into the bucket difty

water . AAnd wedre just persons in your drar
Al n my what?o0
AThos e bochasactasireyourfiys t el enovel a. o He stood

leaning against the mop handle and passing me a dirty look. The nurses stared at us. His
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speech wasnbending, unambiguouthe words of a mano longer as contemtith my story as
| hadimagined. My timidity returned, my body collapsing inward léd@oardertbentover on

thebasement stairs.

ilt 6s . . . ., 0 | stuttered, iitods . . . no
um, a littled o
AWhat 20 Manuel lemhatBaver e d. AnA | itt

| placed my hands on my knees and leaned forward. | glanced at the nurses, who
quickly averted their eyes, except for Nurse Thips, who seemed to be staring at us, past us,
in the distance.

AAffection, 0 | f i na ledthyi Vhnastwoesr ewdr, 0 nnge awiltyh ow
little affection?o

Manuel looked both ways down the hallway and came closer, extending his elbow out
toward me, which | grabbed.

AYou donoét t hvienrky lodrvee onfo ttihceend ies | dikki an?0
me ? Kde turned me around and motioned at my door with his hand.

AWhat 6s so wrong alilem Waaddephgtweaose one t o

reaching the door of my room.

ANot hidnog, but
A B what? 0 | ed hotdieg his aypstin mine.
AYoerw young, 0O he says. AVery young | tal

| let go of his elbow and rest my body against the wall in my room.
AA man so Vyourcaiinhed s riése ds,adookedlewh between He

his legs and back at me.
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fiBut there wasl naontshwenrge ds.e xfulals,wear it . o

ASo anythihgvexbeanmusti dental , 0 he answer
crease in his voice.

| stopped to catch my breath.

ALIi sten t ohisme|] ¢ eh & o KRanmemberithdittye boy J@sis in

Perud
AThe orphan?o
AYes, him.o
A And ever lbad sexual feelings for him?

Aln an orphanage?0o0

ANo feelings?o0

AAn orphan?o

AUhuh. o

AOf course, ofcteel ings, but not

Really? Is that what he thinks of fne
AYoubr e cr az wWhypwolldyouthindionued. f
A Or ot h éaansweregvgalRing with me toward the bed.
Clearly |1 had mentioned to him, even if |
Peru. If only he could have read my journal, the innocence in these words:
These kids definitely hawgtistic capability, especially my precious Jesus. He

colored good, but he also traced and cut a Christmas tree. | remember, too, when
he played the flute. His small hands covered the holes, and for a moment he could

have been the Cuban Arturo Sandoval, Blough | & m not sure if
played the flute. JesWso6s head | ooked |
curious as to why, but it doesndt matte
t he worl d, | 6ve yet afimedayal thelboys eunningp i m.

and jumping on me, grabbing my legs, sitting on my lap and touching my chest.
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|l t6s true that children are a good r eme
felt so good in my lap, squeezing my ears and playitigmy lair, especially
Jesusli 12 de Noviembrel994 (translated from Spanish)
ANa hoer boys i nhetatided. ble tpghed onang elbdow as he asked it,
pulling me somewhere |, surprisingly, had wanted td ¢gald him alout another orphan with
one legi an older teen whose nanedl f ofa@gmd tlkeomw t his boyds face
atop a firm reed of forgiveness.
ABut htinkvamaybe kaldMmMAnd 8, obdrely even talk
Silence.
Al mewme his face was cute, you know, defi
Brutal and complete.

ABut |1 6m not saying I . . . uh . . . no

the usual. He was like a saint with that missing leg and always séniiing

AUhuh. o
AGul dndét figure out, I mean, I couldnodot fii
ALook, 06 Manuel said, sitting downnovat t he €

rest in,sheetpulledup over my chesti A mant odgd hreeeds t o have sex
moving one hand over my covered legs.

| took a deep, cleansing breath.felt good to have Manuel touch me, even if it was
through a sheet and in the midst of his tirade.

AAffecti on, yé&udsed ohoe. oc ohistidrah hdaeedomver rigg.
AYou must have ,lMsdbddylsamirg,towvarchneine,ahid e dlose to me. |
wanted to answer, but | was surprised when he deftly took my leg and raised it toward my head,
the sheet falling over asimilamaenenthe preveodsdlays ur pr i s

but now | understood his intention: someone was coming our way. This time the squeaky
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shoes came from Nurse THifps, who interrupted our feigned stretching session with guttural
protests and a voice so fast | missed whatnshes s ayi ng. Manuel respon
to the floors later, definitely soon, but first he had to ask me something. He was stretching me,
he said, so heould better ask me something. t hought hedd already ask
After nodding Tin-Lips out the door, and even, | think, smiling at her, he twisted my
foot in the crook of his arm.
AQuch, 0 nbtsohalrlde d, A

AQuch, 0o eldeimefEeaagtd i sh, one of thwWhyewoti me:

saguhob
Al t 64y 6Ok dnede® xmpeal i zing |1 6d regi stered my p
Hetoldme t hat 6s a good sign: my brain must b
ABut | 6m Bepposetdchiong. y8poshepcoaoamphakedi

A Whadto i s
AMore tests costednonefyAmd htehéyntecomdutp want
ABut | 6m@dogood for
fi | &tratchingy ou because they sai d éRsB-EFRdoo e s nHet scloi
his hands from my &g up to the back of my knees, a gesture | might have wasted dozens of
pageson in previous journals. He leaned his knee onto the bed between my legs and moved
one hand atop my chest, the other remaining on the back of my kieteut a lengthy sigh.
A Loguerg 0 h,eshiftth@go e could place his chest directly against the back of
mylegil t 6s a private hospi traJer liecosts monbyeypu canot Kk

know. O
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AFi ne, 0 .I falnéslWe pleeda vper.e0s sur e agai nst Manuel
laughed.

Al can p adglsadhpacingny aresyn the metal bed rails and trying to rise.
Al told them | can pay!o

Al know, I know, 06 Manuel answerYodhavemy out s
credit card.l think they charged you alrdg. But listen: you have no cash, you have no
clothes, you donét remember whwponbappeoaldlto
gently loweredny | eg. Al f it wer e nbacktothepubliethespitalnButy 6 d t |
| cdan ot

AC a n »ar ow

The trut h waisagihehngdelf dlonecagait.! ddniddtn 6t want Manue
me.

ALoohksali Youbve got to remember somet hing.
you remember something??o

I still dondt know réanemwmbered all domg bobaghosechumberr i f
poppednto my brain as fast as a batsnapping off a shirt: 2389381798

Manuel pulleda pen from his pocketi Ar e you sur e?o0

| repeagd the numbers in English, and repedtein again and again and agairilun
Manuelwrotethem down on a pink sheet of pafrem his walletandtold me Icould stop. He
patted my head as if | were a child.
Al should talk to the nurse, o0 he said, tur

number where my father stillsleep nhaked across the | iving room

exactly sure about anything anymore.
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Manuel 6s accusations devastated me, but the t
common in male travel narratives. | was, after all, a travelling American male expressing

interest in native bodies. From the edriveling accounts of Gilgamesh and Odysseus, male

travelers have moved freely about space, turning their traveling narrative into what some call

Amal e potencies, 0 or these emancipatory and/ c
inhabitants are oveome by the traveling white malélad my narrative voice become

authoritative? Is that why Manuel expected himself to listen to my stories? If male travel

narratives are marked by metaphors of penetration and conquest, what does that say about me?

Wasl any different just because | was young ar
Was my goal al | along to fAovercomeo these nat
attractive?

|l tds easy to see how Manuel kidshRelatigisof | mi gt

unequal power often become sexualizddepreserdgd the Westerrmasculine conception of
power heltbent on knowledge production, narratives of progress, and teleological quests for
so-calledtruths. Like the old men Manuel had pieusly complained about. We take, abuse.
Manipulate. Scorn.l 6 d been napve when | | at erD.expl ai ne
program how my FirsWorld introspection was so different, how my innocent journal entries
set me apart from exploitativerderican travelers.
AYoubre a danger, o0 | was told by a c¢cl assme
AYoubre better than that, o offered another
Starbucks Frozen Frappuccino.

I real i zed, t hen Butwhywduldthey darelawtheWhitetan o wn .

gone abroad?Vhy would they give two shits about the emotional awakening of a privileged
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white male crybaby out of touch with the workings of a systematic oppression that had stacked
the world his way?

Two Western writers have writtespecifically about this fascination with foreign boys,
both based on theiravelingexperiencesThe firsttime IreadA n d r ® The Ichracdadist
(1902), Il wast unned at the narratorod6s enthusiastic
n ak e d rf grespsb@scent Algerian boys climbing pollard palms or herding goats in the
North African pl ains. T hpd emadri rdd tyo rt ,andNhi@cdh eple,a
authentic, naked flesh of | ocal bogaydsurag@ mer gi nc
(55). Years later William Burroughs penn€iieer(1958, his own novel of sensual abandon,
whose narrator Lee shares Michel 6s infatuatic
Al saw some beauti ful b oy syswfh Suclhteethwsach er f r ont .
smiles.Youg boys vi br @8).iMag hwil t, h Gli idienélEmanaéist r at or i n
reaches an epiphany after some time in a Tunisian village when he finally realizes the analytic
tendencies of his academic job have prés@mim from enjoying the same sensual experiences
of the golden boys around hi m: Al was seizec
imperiousthanlhad ver f el t befloeae,: Buwr rldwghsdd s 2rbar.r at ¢
through Latin Ameria, shares Michel 6s | onging for [|ife.
mind live free from the external regulation of the law in the United States, which had prevented
Burroughs from taking advantage of boys in the UnitedeStI r eal i ze dnmone t hat
in common with Gide andl wa&uwotserually ditsacted to goungl 6 d t F
boys and teenagers, no, but | did desire to escape my-oegtliated, analytic life so full of

career goals and burdens. And | did have to wonder wivasiabouPedro or little Julio in
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Peruthathadtouched me so deeply. Was my affection somehow inappropriate, as Manuel
seemed to suggest?

Idi dwaitto tell Manuel about the namdilario T tattooed across my left forearm.
H ed@sked several timgbut the story always seems pathetic to ingeem pathetic to me.
Hilario is the name of a'rgrade student | taught in south Texas. He was a tronaler, but
a bright boy with reading difficultiesHe sat in the front row of my Texas History class and
always did his work.He was a cute boy, too, | admit, the type of boy who looks like a little
man, so you can project how he mightlaeky e ar s down t he | ine, whe
appropriate age to cont@hatesome erotic longing. | looked at him the same way the other
male coaches commented on which girls on the volleyball team, for example, would be eye
turners in college. Like most kids in south Texdigario was Mexicana feature punctuated
with his darkeyes and straight white teeth that complemented his caoeed skin. His
parents had 10 children, Hilario being the oldest at 13. He wore the same clothes most days,
but wore a greyAbercrombie and Fitcfacket proudly, althoughumors spreaduickly about
whereand how and who headgotten it from. If other teachers had problems with the boy,
they would bring him down to my class, where he would spend the rest of thelelagked
about my wor kout s, skdikede. Hewaslawama ondhe fpotblali k e t
field, tracking down opponents and spearing them to the ground or throwing theiffa out
bounds. He needed football as an outlet for this aggression.

One afternoon while taking the bus horHdario was attacked by a gan§ilagh school

students and injured badly.was told Hilario had stolen somedrugeh at 6 s t he | ast
of the boy, as he was apparently sent off t
attack, | took off from my house to jogawaythe nsati on that 16d | ost
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way, | passed a church, a building | usually ignore, and walked in to pray. As soon as | was on

my knees making the sign of the cross, | began to cry. The sobs built in me like a current under

the sea. | cad for what Hilario meant to me. Other boys looked up to me as well, but Hilario

was a boy with whom | wanted to be friend$e was a younger version of so many men | had

met in Latin America, those rugged and strong men who move about the woridaglit to

bend to their will It meant so much to me that this boy liked me. | had no other man in my

life. It felt good to straighten out the-salled trouble maker, even if | only recently figured

out the void he filled in me. | emerged with his matattooed on mforearm in a moment of
wariness after 106d first mbD.preglamawhicagof Omem s o ut
afternoon, out of nowheréremembered how he made me faetl rushed to memorialize it

across my arm wanted to show thevorld thatl was not alone. By usinghairban font popular

among Latinos who have tattoos, | wantedl&ify my affection forHispanic and Latin

American culture.Perhaps I reallwasa | on e, glddudiditl 6 must candt tel]l
people,includ ng Manuel . At wor st yehegeypatbditcom& | 6m a
across as pathetidf | do tell someone about the boy, | add to the story that Hilario died. He

di d aféourse.Somet i mes | s a thetime, theughal krew dlansial wmould At
never understand why a sgame acrossimabodyvanduhHisd t at t oc
certainly wasnodét a story to share after his r
across my forearm, asking him to watch out for me tme tias | had failed to watch out for

him.

Uncovering self in the presence of so many contradictory journal eistneseasy task. Yet as

| sit crosslegged on the speckled linoleum floor, cinnamon-FPap on the paper towel next to
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me , | 6m amazed | hadnddts sae ep atthtee rpna tltéedr nc oenat ri I ni
Al ways the consummate schol ar adtaknosvonare ci ent i c
about Latin American society and engaged my first few weeks of travel with several texts |
brought from the United States and read on long bus trips through Central America. It seems |
was fascinated with the concept of machismo,orasltqe d i n my journal , ft
of behavior emphasizing male superiority, vir
with negative associations, | experienced exactly the opposite, as | was longing for male
contact on my first trip abroadnd machismd a system basically banishing women to the
private spheré cleared the way for a male public space in which virility and control seemed
more like confidence and sociabjli With machismo the assummm is that men who act and
appear likemeni in terms of voice control, disposition, and verbal attention paid to women,
among other characteristitsare presumed heterosexual and therefore enter a safe space in
which intense makenale drinking/bonding/playing are freed from the specter ofdsaxuality
and men can, quite simply, revel in the pleasure of being men. | was allowed to join the Latin
version of the figood ole boyso netavweragek preci s
masculine dispositionExcept for his voice, George alscsfit i nt o such a group.
why I find him so attractive.
While I understand now the dangers of such a system to women and sexual minorities, |

was too enthralled back then with the cult of machismo to allow any fledgling social
consciousness wampen my enthusiasm. Over and over | devoted journal entries to the
admiration of the most macho of men:

On the bus in Northern Peru looking out the window opposite the sea . . . The

young Peruvian military men are haidked in the blazing heat of thestal

desert. The big one, that large man in his underwear, is watching me watch him.
Their bodies are a little darker than the desert sand, but they are much stronger
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and smoother. As they buckle their belts and zip up their pants, | wonder how
many of hem will die in this fruitless war. How many golden brown bodies will
p ar i s5November4, 1993.

|l tds a phenomena known as eroticizing the nat
Spani sh teacher back at Getdhelgnegsefasalpdaemfgomon. Or
October of that first trip illustrates:
Four Ruminations o the Theory of Machismo
Machi smoo is merely conceptual, as e
And inert as the generalization ATHh
Until a heavy, dariheeled boot flattens
Theground and the wind becomes mute
And anticipatory, and he unleashes
A weighty thigh in a momentous fury,
Like the colt you played with as a child,

The one that lay on you like a lover
As ponderous and conciliatory as the moon.

[ i f
i rd

The quiet dignity antiquidity of nightfall,

That time of accentuation and excitement,

Like morning dew,

Refining his form, amplifying his strength, permeating
His skin, illuminating his features: the dark

Eyes like high tide, skin the color

And texture of bamboo, that darkdahollow

Being, and a smile that encompasses confidence,
Humility, strength, voluntud, decisiveness, charity,
Weakness, and desire, that smile

That was made to possess,

An amorous enlightened despot.

AMachi smoo is an ancient form of ensl av
Say the ao-feminists, an invisible vapor choking

The sisterhood, that binding amalgam

Of women, prevents them from finding

A new lover, or grabbing their breasts

On a hot summer day, or sending sticky fingers

Down an itching crotch, which, God Dammit,

Everyone shald have the right to do.

AThose bastards, 0 they say.

The yearning to submit

140



Is the basic emotion,

Which is why there is God

And his son on a cross.

But they are really no different

Than this man between my legs,

As beautiful but living, that moistens

Me with my own submissiveness,

That loves me forever with golden arms,

But would kill me in an instant

If | ever took another lover.

Yet how would | reconcile my machismo fantasies, especially this eroticization of power,

with the reality of so many nicean who used their bodies to watch over and protect me, not to
dominate or humiliate me? Most of it felt as asexual as an Easter basket. How might | explain
the friendliness of indigenous men, in partic
manymonths on busses pressed against their bodies and many nights composing journal entries
of friendship, admiration, and unrequited | ov
system such as machismo predicated on male dominance creates the cdndit®osvn
undoing. It exists as a shroud under which admiration for the ideal macho man becomes
infused with desire and a means develops in which this desire can be carried out. Unbeknownst
to me, a world of samsex erotic encounters was happenirguad me, even among the men |
assumed had no sexual desire for other men, k
mi ght work way back in 1993. | 6d have to sit
primarily indigenous inmgnng the thrush oitheo mouthsboder b o n d e c

mine.

On my lower right abdomen, not far from my genitalia, sits a tattoo of a tequila worm playing a
guitar. His nose is a giant bulbous red, while his thin mustache curls up around the edges of his

mouth likethe tail of a seahorse turned on its side. In the bathroom Manuel rubbed my chest
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and abdomen with a small washcloth dipped in an odorless liquithgserubbing alcohol, and
complenent ed t he orange and red sombrero atop th
AThat 6Is womrsmad He rest his fingers alongs
with his thumb and index finger. ANot sure F
along the surface of my skin.
AAh, that hurts,o | yelled. AnBe careful . o

He easedff the tattoo and handed me the cloth to wash my genitals.

AWhen did you get that?06 he asked.

ot

When | got back. 0

AFrom where?o0

Manuel handed me a dry towel and took the other one away from me, holding it from
his face with two fingers.

AFrom my trip,o0 | continued. Al n South An
returned to the room. Anl't was funny, you Kknc
my cloth gown back over my body and joined Manuel.

Al got t hamero chaen ss aaindd. yfoAur tequil a. o

| moved my way back into bed.

AYou know, o I finally said, once | 6d cover

heart. o

AA heart?0 He finished gathering towel s &
theminamingd, 0 he said, | ooking out the door then
i Aeallitttetheart, 0 | continued. AAnd next to i

| told him | wrote it the morning after my first sexual experience in Peru.
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APeru?0 he said. AHow6d you end up there?v

|l 6d gone back, | said, to study abroad.

=]

Sounds fancy. 0

For the first time | considered my |ife tF
an inevitability, returning to Latin America, seemed more taow like a series of choices. |
pieced together my story the best | could for Manuel, only later revisiting past journals that

both confirmed and complicated my story.

| returned to The George Washington University a changed man after my trip té\iedirca.
| would not only studyeverishly but | was ready to conquer the world! | obtained an
internship at the Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis (IFPA), a prestigious DC think tank
headed by a prominent-emilitary weapons expert. | wrote glistegincarefullycrafted 10
page policy papers outlining the proper military action to the renewed Russian threat. Yet no
one at the office seemed to care. My papers lined the bottom of desk drawers. Their only
purpose, | realized, was to pad my resumeased applied to graduate school. The office
secretary never even knew my name.
I n February | obtained a job waiting tabl e
red and white horizontaHgtriped shirt and suspenders covered in humorous Bytidnch we
call ed oRdraifrf [waasr .foun, perhaps a bit fAcampy, 0
apart from other more traditional restaurant chains of the early 1990s and their monotonous
collared polo shirts. Flair allowed us to emit a persgna®dne night | would wear a multi
colored jester hat with a bell at the top; the next shift | donned a Miami Marlins baseball hat.

Sometimes | tied a red bandana around my neck and became a Texas cowboy. Flair helped me
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to embrace different sides of ssif. My coworkers, as well, were far from homogenous.
Unlike the cookiecutter, uppexclass Anglos posting $12,000 checks for a semester of tuition,
the staff of TGI Fridays consisted of workutass black students from nearby Howard
University, Saladoran cooks, and career bartenders with little interest in foreign policy
analysis. Working together in a busy kitchen felt like those long bus rides in Latin America,
where hips encountered other hips and hands brushed bodies to prevent someonmapfer exa
from backing up in to a plate of flaming fajitas. It was a tactile explosion, and | was right in the
center!
That semester | enrolled in an advanced Spacosirse in addition to all my political

science requirements. Our Columbian instructor,os@fEcheverria, spoke proper Castilian
Spanish and demanded an impeccable grammar | had never known. My classmates, however,
had studied Spanish for several years and br e
pluscuamperfecto tense on Quixoteor managed competing clauses in paragiaply
sentences fr om Ga GieniAros deGaledaiVhat kindlafrlopealireszs,d s
wondered, could last for one hundred years? Yet | never did find out, as the books were too
long and the vocabularytsoi ch f or me to ever finish Marque
translatinguntil dawn. Likewise, Sefiora Echeverria insisted that | chonsaccent and stick
to it. She called me a costume designer. AYC
treacheous Monday mornpodge fiNotmm al hodger . o I ko

Later that week, after a busy Sksteroraleday ni

and invited me to visit heat her study abroad program in Venezuela
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AMaybenybugoaae out your accent problem ovVve
| ai d. o Perhaps 106d kill two birds with one
only onethrow. Either way, | was ready to try!

Over Spring Break | traveled tmfical Venezuela. There, in Mérida, | witnessed 12
American exchange students partying for two v
history and cultureThe students attended class in a-selitained building on the fringes of
campus, but mospent their time partying with each other and the coleged members of
their host families.| had a blastEsterlived with three brothers, all between the ages of 17 and
23, and all three treatdtsterand | like members of their own family. No onared about my
attraction to menlin fact, | shared a bed, platonically, with-28ar old Carlos my entire trip.

The brothers and | showered naked numerous times outside their ranch. Carlos pinched
Mi guel 6s naked ass, whi | tghtBbdamamal chescled.adbnd hi s har
gained back most of the weight | 06Qarldsevenr and f
dared Eduardattouch my penis, which he didjth the back of his hanénd Mguel could
barelycontain his laughteihree brothes and I, all laughing together. |1 may not have gotten
laid, but if there ever were any doubt about my sexual proclivities, they were nowAjuhe.
were all Latin men as sexually available as these three brothers seenengfty
| kissed Miguel; | kisseBduardo (on the cheek, of course). Having one brother
in each arm felt remarkable, at the bar, and | just wanted to melt into them both;
my arms felt so relaxed and warm and 120
feel to fall asleep on either one of thewaking up throughout the night,
remembering where | am, and sliding back into sledfarch 12, 1994
A few weeks after my return to Washington

three brothers here! One day at my internship, the director of l@BAyiven me his ATM

card and told me to buy him a cake. My choice. So not only had they ignored my
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meticulouslyresearched papers, but now | was being asked to run their errands. The cake was

to be -lmy digowmalke f or s o me o nvenindneyhasty, pigsedf o me wher e
condition, | wanted the anonymous recipient to likednieercake. | picked a vanilla cake

with beautiful purple flowers around the edges and tiny silver balls decorating the sides. In the

mi ddl e, I had tbemywoirteewGpodr hegk?o | t appe
and waited for the cake. A female employee asked if | wanted a donut.

No, | said, | am fine.

AWell, you dondét | ook fine, 0 she respondec

AWho?o

AThe perhseoncakre. 0 She handed me the beaut.i
sad theydre |l eaving?o0

| gave her the forty dollars. Al dm pissed

AOh, 06 she said, | owering her eyes toward t

Al &m sorry. o

Al t 6isl |vaadn

AYes, 0 | answered.

AThe cake. 0

AUhuh. o

AMaybe ido0you taste

AFor sure. o

AThe cake. 0

AUhuh. o

AYou might feel a |ittle better. o
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AYes, 1 6m sure | would, thank you. o0 | nodc
in my hands like a baby. | watready late for my night shift at TGridays.

At the office | placed the cake in the Dbre
his ATM card and the change. | told him | was in a hurry.

A But tohote cake

AWhat about iit?o0

Altdéds for you. O

AMe?0

Al snét today your | ast day?bo

| stood there staring at Jan. Hese frombehind his desk, pressed his knuckles down
over a pile of papers. He was right. My internship had ended today. | fingered the crumpled

receipt in my pocket. Tracy wandered in frime adjoining office.

ASee, herebds -blyyem.cly to say good

AYoubre | eaving?0 Tracy asked. It was the
months.

Al am. o

AThereds a cake, o0 Jan said. Aln the break

AOh, 0 answered TracyiShowkdnwgei@aat hiat ?2d i r e

AYes, of course, yes. I f you want, | mear

AYes, 0 Jan agreed. 0O

| looked at the clock. Five hi r t y. ABut | have to go. o

ANow?O

AYes, wor k, daa, l 6m | ate and
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AwWell at | east take a piece,wmHdwedasai d.
plastic knife to slice through the purple flowers. Tiny silver balls fell off the cake and sprang
onto the table.

AHere, 0 said Tracy, awkwardly folding a ne
handing it to me. | smiled to show Tragy gratitude, and then | noticed Jan stooped over the
cake cutting slices for the office. It still looked beautiful, and | thought about the well wishes |
had felt for this anonymouygersononly a few minutes earliefThis man and his journey. |
hopedhe6d travel far enough to | eave this world

Dammit, that man was me!

| turned toward the door and left. My emotions at that moment were a microcosm of
the entire semester. |  h ad Myplife has beempstaturateadlr e t har
with the exhaustion of constant activity. Classes are the major time consumers, followed by my
internship at IFPA, and, after Spring Break in Venezuela, the omnipotent TGI Fridays. At times
| work sixty hour weeks; at times I think it will never endjraes | wonder who | am and
where | am going.

The next day | walked into my school ds St
another semester working so hard. | asked whether my scholarship would apply to foreign
exchange programs. | was told it wouddf only toa few direct exchange programs, not the
cluster of Americans from different school s n
care. | just wanted out of my life back in Washington DMy choices were Spain, Chile, and
Peru, and asflngered through the brochure, my thoughts kept retgrto the indigenous men
| 6dimeter u. | 6d go back to LiYehbcravetlandoeeci de d,

permanent relationship. | would live with a host family and perfect my Sipanithe
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uni versity. No |l onger would | speak street

nail down an accerit Peruvian, presumablyinstead of mimicking the various Spanish
pronunci ati ons amthe steeetsa | woudake Sdfidrélinalkcheverrth
proud! | 6d remain in one place for an
make a group of friends insteadnd the one thing | craved most of alphysical affectiori

would no longer be limited to physicalm@act on the bus or the amorphous flirting that

sustained me on my previous trip but never materialized into something more romantic.

Maybe, asny friend Esteh ad hoped, | 6d even get | ai

Three months later | arrived in Lima utterly alone, ag fiv the morning, my arm

ent i

d!

clutching thasame goldeieweled suitcase as if it were made of gold. Yet no one greeted me

at the airport as | expected. Instead, | took a taxi to the Pueblo Libre neighborhood near the

university. As in my previous experieexin Peru, the taxi driver was both handsome and

helpful. He brought me to El Palacio hotel, where he unloaded by suitcase and bargained at the

front desk for the honeymoauite He walked me to my room and showed me the mirror on

the ceilianmgfuB8oayobuncfghitvd oynmoguro viemasm itdh at

looked at my crotch as he said it and slapped his left hand on top of his other forearm, raising

that arm toward the ceiling as if it were a mighty matrimonial penis. | wished hd Wwaug

stayed.

At the university | was told that my arrival was expected two days later, on August 15,

and that is why nobody greeted me at the airport. | should take a taxi to Miraflores the next

day. | was readyYet my excitement did not last long.

A middle-aged woman in a blue sweater and faded grey shoes greeted me at the

Miraflores house. Shexplained that my $400 rent waise on the 150of each month, and she
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expected my money tomorrow, not in American dollars, but in the Peruvian national currency.
She herself did not accompany me up the stairs, but left that to her housekeeper, a heavyset
dark woman who explained to me that b u | retturrdtdo late at night because | might wake
the other inhabitants.

After a few days | realized the home functioned as a sanctuary for invalids. The
womanos mot her, Mami, returned from the hospi
Mami 6s Ia swesg ,rewf erred to as fAla tia, o0 perpet
television. Another old man, presumably the brother of these two sisters, resided somewhere in
the home, but | only saw him when he appeared at mealtileanwhile, a youngaman of
about forty years wandered around the home, constantly being chided by the fat housekeeper
and another employee with long black hair and arms so thin | could almost see her bones. He
appeared to be mentally retarded. A fixgarold boywith congantmucushung around the
kitchen; he may have been the thin womanods soc

Fate, however, was on my sidely Peruvian friend Kerry from high school had family
in Lima, and she recommended that | visit her Aunt Julianne and two cousins. At their house |
met another sister, Maruja, who offered me a raoimer apartmenwith her and her
seventeetyearold daughterDulce. They asked fora me$200 a monthl 6 d have my ow
room and even a bathroomtoshate! di dndét even need ingoAsree t he
the welldecorated house of the invalids, | would only miss one of them, as | mentioned in my
journal:l 6 m s ad t hlatig tHe voman véha waichmeg television all day. She told me
that she didndét want ridaywih thé teecahousekdegers,candghey s h e ¢

are mean to her. They yell at her. They feed her shit during the day. She liked to tell me about
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the city and the things | should see. Sometimes she told me about her life. | feel bad about
leaving, but | need hfe too.
At my new home things were wonderful. Maruja treated me as an honored guest. In
the morning | ate fried eggs and giant bowls of papaya, bananas, and strawberries. For lunch |
returned for ham and cheese sandwiches and mixed salads of baaodcodirrots. At night we
shared some kind of meat and fried yucca, always fried yuccas. Yet my school environment
was nothing |ike my Venezuel an Spring Break f
program meant that | merely matriculatedhe tiniversity as any other Peruvian student. No
official exchange program existetldid not study with other foreign students as | had
witnessed in Mérida. Instead, | took the same classes as other Peruvians. | enrolled in Peruvian
Economic History, Caommporary Socioeconomics, American History Il, and The Religious
History of Peru. | shut the door to my bedroom after dinner and studied several hours each
night. It was exhausting. | struggled to keep up with the professors, and had little time to do
anything besidestady. | was back to the strict schedule | thought | had left behind in the
United States:
Today | had my Peruvian Economics cl ass
spent my last two hours reading the book, and then | tried to find a book in
English to help, but that was even more confusing. And he just reads out the
guestions for the quizzes right there in class, and we have to write the questions
down and then answer them, but | canot
know | have to sidy but | am always so tired here. Like my discipline is faltering.
|l 6m over whel med with work yet avoiding
spend too much of my time staring at that one guy in classuthi& ghe green
stri peB@Bxcusemercando Air ow yosir) mott etshat tld dond
under sHaaa that would be nice. The introduction of love. Although, | may
need to reviselii 10 de Septiembrd 994(translated from Spanish).

Yet my journals from Peru are also punctuated witexaggerated sense of longing. A tofie o

desperation sets in at times:
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Another night alone, walking the streets alone, looking at the couples, kissing and

touching one another, but | am alone, always alone. . . . Why dedestiict?
|l tds troeobseael wagsworst route. | O0Om dest
choose this destiny. ltés my own fault.

tired of being alone. | need someone. Such a scan@a!de Septiembret 994
(translated from Spanish)

| had entered a type of paralysis. On the one hand, | needed to do well in my classes. Yet
doing so took up much of my time. | read books in Spanish that might confound me in English:
Ma c hi aMePRrihceobrs J ur g e n The Rhilasophical Ddcoursd Modernity. |
studied all night for economics quizzes that mysteriously got cancelled. Perhaps | had
misunderstood something in class. Yet much more was going on. The combination of constant
studying, poor health, and loneliness eventually caught uprét
To escape this horrible day | listened to some Sade, the songs that make me the
saddest. As we know, that is exactly the point. The biggest problem is my health.
|l 6m sick again. | 6ve got some form of t
friendit oi | et paper. |l candét take anymor e.
too many tears, but just enough. | think | cried for three reasons. First, the
frustration, confusion, and bother of not knowing a language enough. Second, for
my poor health. Bualso, for exogenous reasons, or | mean, the very fact of my
loneliness. | think this third reason would be the same even if | were in my own
country. |1tds the | oneliness of being a
worse, more unsupportablé 28 de Septiembre, 994 (translated from Spanish
But | didnét give up. I continued studying ar
American History professor, a man who recommended that | write my papers in English after
he received my first esgaeventually congratulated me on the advance of my Spanish writing
skills. | can see my language advancement in my old journal entries, yet my progress was not
limited to improved grammar and Spanish lexi¢drhad begun to aept the young man | had
become:
ve definitely accustomed myself bette

| 0v
or that |1 6ve established any set schedu
am, nothing more or less. This means that, yes, | desire a relationship W|th
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somene; this means that | have more confidence in my ability to think and study;

this means that this house is also my house; this means that at the gymnasium |

can lift more weights; this means that | can wear whatever clothes at whatever

time in whicheverpbace; this means | have value al

myself anymord. 5 de Noviembre, 1994 (translated from Spanish)

This newfound confidence helped me to overcome my fears and accompany my friend
Maria Luz to a local orphanage. As in my earlier travels, witnessing the joy of children playing
forced me out of my seleflexive state of mind. In cramped, secdlobr accommodations,
Father Orlando of the Benedictine order cared for two dozen children as if they were his own.
With time my exaggerated sense of longing dissolved into the hearts and smiles of such
i nnocent, happy chil dr en.edménddatteriwimat Il reajized o u n d
how much | was missing by studying every afternoon and preparing for exams as if any of
them really mattered. Stable, measured success paled compared to the effervescent spirit of
these children. They demanded a more-$@rited young man, one not afraid to draw outside
the lines or dance with reckless abandon.
While | enjoyed the company of all the boys, | bonded with Jesus immediatélym

glad | told Manuel about himMuch of his scalp was covered with scabs fiepfangus that
had attacked his skire was small for his age and often overlooked. In many ways he was
my exact oppositeMy own physical presece demanded attention, elicitifigtatious stares or
respectful nods. Yet on the inside | was damageslyrerof myself and unwilling to venture
out of a restricted comfort zon®©n thecontrary) esus 6s dar k skin and du:c
have motivated pity, but his engaging smile and open heart made him so much more beautiful
than | had ever been. Despii@wing up in that orphanage, he looked at the world as his

special friend, living each day with earnest satisfactih.on 6t know howet hat b

in combination with the others at the orphanage, taught me that feeling good about yourself
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shoud be the normal state of mind, but that left alone such spirit has nowhere to go. They let
me know that | am not alone, that | have much to offer, and that human beings are meant to be
together. For that is where we draw our strength.

But enough of myentimentalisni | still needed to get laid. Ironically, outside the
orphanage is where | marveled each Saturday at a gorgeous, shirtless man (he was always
shirtless) with incredible | egs. Yet | still
appreciatiorfor physical and emotional connecteds¢o its sexual manifestation:

| candt b eilheaged Badrb Rincongsamddhe older teenager Santos,
the one with one leg. | adore Santos and admire how good he is with the boys.
But, geez, that super hotngthat is always out front. Legs like tree trunkBios
Mios! He was | ooking at me, but I édm sure h
him. What might happen if | was here Saturday night instead of the morning? The
thing is that okexualanoose todhe orphanalkedt a fangof s
the boys have lea violated before. They need a masculine figure that they can
confide in. Thank God the Father and Santos are here. But, lord, that.guy. .
de Diciembre (translated from Spanish)
| tried once again with the men from my gym:
Juan, Alberto, Roy, Wilhelm, Miguel, Carlos, Big Back, Legs, Smiley, and all the
others. | will miss them. The men from the gym. They treated me like a friend, not
a foreigner. All of them were my lovers. buc hed Juands chest;
the legs of another; I licked the Big Back. And finally, | kissed the smile of the
man with the great legs. Yes, | created my lover, in my head, but at least they
|l oved me too. So fri eredlewrnwithanlevenf t hem.
better body. One day. | am going to find my lover within the weights of thé gym.
16 de deciembre, 1994 (translated from Spanish)

But eventually | did get laid. Hisame was Victor, a small indigenous man in my
economicsclass We hadndt t,butdneudastddy bf clase he sasd heewanted
to tell me something, but he wanted to do it ivgile. Outside the park we shared a bottle of
wine later that nightl remember shaking so uncontrollably that he took aryds in his on the

park bench and brought them to his heart. il

Victor. | remember the ease of his smile in between kissemted to kiss him all night:
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| remember how we slept together. | remember gowall and rough hands. |
wanted to |ie together all night | ike t
most erect, when | realized what we had done. When | touched your skin, | felt
something spiritual and satisfying. You smiled when | touchedsjde, and then

| tried to drink that smile with kisses. You have the most beautiful smile in the

wor |l d. I wi || never forget it. | candt .
thank you. . . . I think ofvemgaod s mil e,
rhythm, and the bed was | oud, and | <cou
INCREDIBLE! Not because of the sex, or your dick. Or your body, or personality.

You | et me touch you. I got to do what
body belonged to me. If that was all, that would have been enough. | finally got to
show what |1 6d been feeling for so | ong.
their first | ove. |l 6m no di f fiegdent. Tha
diciembre, 199 (translated from Spanish).

So what am | to make of my time in Peru? To what meaning must | ascribe my story?
Despite my initial surprise at the amount of work expected of me and my lack of domestic
comrades in search of the nearest party as | hadierped in Venezueld continued the
emotional awakening | had initiated on my first trip abroad. OnXNewar 6 s Eve | r ef |

upon what Peru had taught me:
This year things have happened because of me: the desire to study in Peru, my job
at TGI ,the bottleafywine that led me to my lover. Most important is
Peru, my destiny. There, | realized that | could love someone, that | feel better
around other people. Friends. Family. Kids. Men. This could have happened
outside Peru, | suppose, but for thés transformation occurred inside, in the
heart of Peru. The heart of Peru. | will always remember Peru. | am never
|l eaving, and so | 6m noit3l dedigiembrg,1994 t i s a
(translated from Spanish).
While | was optimistic whathe future might hold, | was unsure what form this might take. |
never expected to continue my travels in Latin America. | had no idea where my transformed
self might reappear. Might something sinister be lurking behind suchey&teanticipation?
Would | continue to have sex with Latin men? Would | become the adventurouspiried

Western male traveler superimposing an ordeoral, political, scientific, and sexuialon

supposedly backwards natives? What would become of me, and how mighttmyed
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travels influence my future development? But for now I reveled in this new persona.
Everything | had felt, every place | had traveled, and everyone | had met, led me to this
moment:
|l 6m | ooking for some type Iloysellmaymaerce an

Like I said to Rosemarie, | feel as if my life has just begun. | went from an
observer to a participant. | learned to love myself, was honest to myself, and

began to | ove others. Yet at the same t
where I 6m going, or how to get there. E
| 6m happier than before, yet | dondét kn

goi ng t ol Janeaayd, 1896 . O

Manuel waited to speak until | had finished my stdryA b airnetyou got laid bBe finally
said, pulling out a pair of silver nail clippers from his pockétl 6 m gl ad you finall
sat down in the chair next to my bed.

ANot e kaaswerédy ,

Manuel reached for my rightfodi. Y o u e i tyhoewr ddii dsidputlingmyh e
foot towards him.

iThe heart was mine, but the words werenot.
the door . o

AWho?o

AThe guy | had sex with.o

ASaid what?0

AWhat | wrote i rnimy jaowgroroal ,t iankaowt ha

AOh. o

| turned my neck to see if anyone had come down the hallway.
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ADon6t Mamuel angwergd, tightening his face while he dug into my toe nails.
AShe went home for rasftew molutfésso tj usn olyiou kainde |

| told him | write things in my journal.

AYou dondt say. o

AOr | did,ldmyfmeanioa thehair as i f hedd jus
so | know that the things I fealr e r eal . 0

AToo bad you weren6t wyoitt ihnugr tanedrarelahniuneg t h e
switching to my other foot. AThen we might Kk

| told him, yesiit is too bad, but least | hadrecord of my own sincerityAbout how |
tried to drink Victoros smil e wldlkégukvamsee s . T
across my gums. I finally was able to show wt
Thanks to him my life began.

ADon6ét be so overdramatic, 06 Miguel warned.

ABut odonot

3t

Listen, |ikegolu gaitd,l] ali@mohapmayhuel answer

door.

St

But . . .0 |l began rather |l oudly. | wali
you something. o

Manuel pulled at a rogue hair on his chin and crossed his arms.

AVictor as kfetde rf édblurtedeotihte,yo a

A Vi c tManue? asked, returning to my bedside.

fiThe guy ©

NANd?0
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He said it was for a cab, so | gave him
AY®@s

ABut he asked for more. o

Manuel lowered his gaze toward the foot of my bed.

AUh-h u hhe faid, picking up a pillow and placind#neath my lower back.

AHe said thatodés how itds done there in Li
He told me 6bife here is hard. 6

AHar d?0 Manuel said i n a mocedheadandofferadc e .
one of my most f aWomeadiggsoSpani sh phrases, 0

But | wasndét in the mood to | augh.

AHe smiled and said the stuff | wrote in

fiThat you drew that heart arourad?

AYes! O

ASmi |l ed when?o
AAfter sex. o0
AOh. o

AWhen het seahidnghl just told you about. o

Remi nd me. o

St

St

It was a really good time, o0 | answered,
Manuel finally answered after standing and staring at me for what seemed like forever:
Ahe meant a | ot to you, huh?o
AThe wdkingwerldd amswered in English.

fYes, 0O he answered. Al got that earlier. o
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ABut then | had to pay him, you know??o

AY eds ?

Al had to fucking pay him. o

AUhuh. o

ADiIi ddrodut hear me?0 | asked ManuelfMwhfoi rwaats

ti me having fucil nlgad etxg opdy sfaord it . 0
AYoubre speaking English, 0 Manuel said. AT
his sleeves and moved closer to me.

AA | ot akefahkberssbns to the Wwbotbhpongse, 0

ABut it wasndét my fsamvtiherh,itgl bamckwédroe dSplamu c
first |l over .o

AWe do what we have to do. o

ABut BOodi dnot

ALi fe is hard, 6 Manuel answernred. m mMawer ilc

Al 6m t alk k ime g oMahuweeldoakeddme over. He paused so long on my face

that | wondered what | looked likd.imagined a giant scab over my face, like the one over

little JesWwsds head in the orphanage.

St

Why does it matter?o0 he finally asked.
Alt matmeyrse It told him, speaking slowly no

l &dm here. 0
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¢Porquénadie me habla? ¢Por quénadieno me hace caso?

ANSWER ME!

Ustedes estan ahi y me miran fijamente.
What did | ever do to you?

Why do you all look aime that way?

¢Por qué?
¢Por qué?

¢Por qué?

TELL ME!
TELL ME!
TELL ME!
Maybe | want out of here too.
¢Por qué?
¢JPor qué?

¢JPor qué?
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Day 9

|l 6m not surprised my f adtidgested, prabably drunb, on me.
toldme he doe sFCGKINGSPANESK! It happened the next morning in front of
therur sebs stati orFEyvwersen oNwr smee Grheeeyndd | eft a me
hadno6t c adtobddrere with théphone receiver in my hand lookma@tuwo other
nurses. | yelled into the receiver and poundédhtly onto the table. GreelByes told meo
settle dowrand to get back to my room.
AThi s osaiddoad fseHd ow nurse | di dpontnga ecogni z
me. A N o w omemeeds to relaxo
| put my hands on my hips and asked what | was supposed to do next.
ATomorrow, 06 she said, walking with me back
Lourdesd church is supposed to come and help.
AWhodés Lourdes?0o0
AWhat wmean®y ouaughEyWe &reefhen she | ooked at m
really dondt know?o
| shook my head as she told me that Lourde

this whole time.

St

Taking care?0 | asked.

St

Yes, gbryiougimeal s and such. o
Idi dnét want Manuel to get Hend $te oourbd ewh csdod
been taking care aohe certainly not Nurse Thihips, or Lourdes, or Nurse Garcia, whatever

her name wasManuel had done all the work!

161



AShebds workingphace GreenByéseomtinugdopointiag me
toward my bed. AAnd you nShgpoibtedwteher thest towatd a k e &
a very clear red pin with her namehesSa.nadr a, ¢

| stared back, spehless.

ASo in case you neverygetsti hbl davé goplkat

Had they really been wearing the name t ags
|l | owered myself back i nto bed uadnWhaelsehadler ed &
| completely misjudged or not even noticed?

A few hours later Manuel came in and sat nexttomy lfigd6 s not t hat wunus
said.

AWhat ?0

3t

Getting paid for sex. o
AYou doddt think

|l 6ve done it. o

3t

Yeah?090

3t

3t

A coupl eHedobkedoutmeapenaooi My wi fe doesnédét knov

AObviously. o

Aku to get it out of my system. o
AUhuh. o
AWhen | was younger, 0 he continued, shuttd.i

younger | got paid, you know .0 .

AFor wimtartuftea.

1

The Isgxw.t paid for the sex. 0
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AWi th men?29d

AYes. O

AAh. O

Al mean, we all did it.o

AWho?o

AAlsi ds, you know, but | ater too. 0

AfnLater 20

AAt university.o

ACol | ege?o0

ASometi mes the older men . . . | worked as
oder men would | eave a big tip.o

AA big tip her eltmylipsspreadintoadvhidex i c o ? 0 I f e

AYeah, here. Arhad haal,| vliebrdy hfauvnenyt.o do i s go
jackedoff mybe sucked a I|little. o

My sur pr i s e palpable.ot sounuah that ivlead happened, but Manhuel

had shared it with me.

il know. O
AnWhat ?20
nl ame I understand how it wor ks. o

Manuel fidgeted his shirtcollal. not i ced hngananmesag. 6t wear i

St

So youdre saying . . . O
Al 6m dawiarsq6it t hat big of a deal, 06 he ans:

him about his name tag.
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AMy what ?0

AYour nametag. o | answered, nodding towarc
ABd &

Al &m wondering WB&cause this morning

ANo, 0 uxkiyuneetrupted.il 6ve never gotten a name t

Never ?0

3t

ifiNever . o

| looked over at my thin arms outstretched before m&o t o you 1 t06s not
deal . 0

AHuUh?O

AGetting paid, o | mean.

Al &m not as | mpor t &@rktn oausg ht teo ogteht e ras ,nta nred as

Al dm tal king about sex. Or, | mean, whateyv

ATheydre nurBlkat @ndt hecwawnthings go. 0

ABut you didndét feel djoust a | ittle bit i mg

AfBecause |1 6m talking to you? Not really. ¢

A N.d mean whed 0

Ailt gets me out of work, o he continued. 4
the chair. AOr | pull the rails down, 0 he ac

bedr ai |l s, fAand sit hdrwawmthgmynbtuttyoall shbaokd
next to me and wiggled his butt.

Al 6m t aldkdi ng about
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Al know what vy o Hestoed up aavhyromntige befilMowstt . o f t he
| was disgusted. Pure di sguansinameaddw,hisf ace di
angry expressiomorphinginto a repulsion evident in his fixed eyes and mouth dragged down

at the corners.

Al di dé&adt mean

ASo the nametag, no, thatoés just the natur
wipe downthechainn t he corner of the room. |l wasnot
but | knew I 6d never wanted to anger Manuel

AAnd the doctors?o

AThe doctors what?0 Manuel answered.

ADo they have name tags, too?

Manuel stopped fidgeting, stood silent for a motmen

(@)
—
(@]

ANo, 06 he said. AActually, they doné

ANot hing?o

ANope. O

ASo then you dondédt have them, o0 | said, ext
the doctors, o0 | continued, my other hand exte

AWhat 6s your point?0o9

AMy poi ntatiesd,,0 clonhteisniuti ng, fiis that it mat

He rest his eyes along the lengthof mybodySo maybe, i n some way,

from the doctors as | thoughNo? o
| shook my head.

AAmM | ?0
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We smiled like two cornstalks in a field of many.

ABudorndt think | was disgusted, o0 | added.
Manuel scanned his eyes over my body. Al f
the door, Al dondét think youbébd be in here.o

On his way out | asked him how much longer it wdoddbefore | get a television.

His answeii you kill me Cristébali put a smile on my face, and emphasized how
much | 6d come to rely on this man, the first
the tears from my eyes. That he had received mfumeyexual favors made our arrangement

all the more intriguing, but it also might have explained how it had happened in the first place.

| 6d be | ying if | said | didndét know what | v
was exactly whereneeded to be if | were to continue getting lditdwas the ideal segender
system for a guy like me. Male sexuality oozed ywlere from bus lavatories patclesof
pl antain trees gathered at the edtingmuehd an or C
myself, nor that | couldndét as yet explain tfF
felt it like a branch leaning over the road.

Famous feminist scholar Gayle Rubin define
arrangementby which a society transforms biological sexuality into products of human
activity, and in which these transioe d s e x u a | needsTlated s atth es f fi ®&andc
way of saying that each society develops a specific arrangement in which sexual analexhe
are determined in advance based on a personaos
heterosexuality emerged from these sex/gender systems, as did a more devigeixsame

sexuality defined, determined, and regulated by individual cultures.
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The U.S. sexgender system mirrors that in other Western societies, as maleness and
heterosexuality are prized over any expressions of feminirgtther from women or meinor
deviations from heterosexuality. Maleness is conceiveddeginct set of chacteristics,
including a manoés ability to prove his physic
objectively rather thaemotionally to ignore or disguise his emotions, and to conquer women.
Only recently has the phenomena of homosexuality bemrgnized and catalogued, although
men have been having sex with other men both here and abroad for as long as history itself, as
proven by the depth of archaeological evidence representing two or more men in some form of
erotic coupling. Most boys, l&kmyself, know to keep that desire to themselves, even if studies
have shown that sarsex horseplay, including mutual masturbation and fallatio, were quite
common, even in, and throughout, twentieémtury America. Walt Whitman, as we know,
was writingabout many of the men with whom he was romarferthermoreWorld War |
saw a host of soldiers hooking up on barrbekls, ships, and submarines. After the war, as
Jeffery Chaucer points out (ay New Yorkthey headed to the cities and constructed gay
enclaves that turned into gay neighbort®aad marked the ascension of the later gay rights
and gay identity movements.

Yet the visibility of gay men, éventuallyrealized, actually decreased the amount of sex
that men who are attracted to other meuald consummate with heterosexual mémthe
United States, a man who has sex with another man (including one who receives head) is
determined to be Aigayo by our sex/ gender syst
addicts or the prison populatiamut even then these groups are |
gay. Their heterosexuality has been vanquished by the act of having sex with another men. It

does not matter who does what to whom, but more so that two men are having sex in some
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form or anoher. This allencompassing definition of homosexuality, many have argued,
prevents men from forming close, nsexual bonds with other men because of the specter of
what might appear as homosexu@ne only need look at the toufdely expressiveness of
Americanfraternity parties or anywhere else men are drinking heavily to witness men all over
each othef chest bumping, hugging, agsabbing, etci freed via alcohol from the strict self
monitoring apparent in their daily lives.

Latin America diffes from the United States in this regard, as men are steeped in a
culture of machismo, both similar and different than American heteronormative masculinity.
Machismo wears many hat$o some it is a repressive social system responsible for the
treatmenbf women as second class citizens, either mere sexual objects or Mdilenna
angels, the classicvigwh or e par adox. Mexi cods famous SO«
in a world made of mands i mage, womedi become
d e s i A 1896&thnographic study by anthropologist Matthew Gutmann divides machismo
into an authentic and false machismo. Authentic machismo is characterized by courage,
generosity, and stoicism, while false machismo is about a performance of nigsdabigned
to hide an underlying cowardice. | witnessed both kinds of machismo of my first trip to Latin
America, but the two most salient characteristics | experienced were a certain comradery
among men born out of their privileged status and an absesgh sex.

When | asked Manuel why Latin American men are so obsessed with sex, he thrust his
hand over his elbow and shot his forearm in the air to simulate a sudgteatypenis.

ABecause wedre men, 0 he anlwadedbid plagaihisc k | vy .
hand over his crotch and grab himself so his

His enthusiasm seemed genuine to me, but as noted in much of the enthusiasm for sex along
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my travels, these men appeared invested in pegformanceof masculinity. Still, a 1994 poll
mentioned by my Spanish tutor in Guatemala confirmed that over 90% of men, including
himself, admitted to having cheated multiple times on their wives.

So thatdos the envir on menotwondenthawrthpablic | was
sphere in which | traveli streets, busses, restaurants, boarding haulsess surrounded by
men. Like Wily on the bus to Quetzaltenango or my flmwer David on his horse, these men
made themselves available as headresiddlebuddies, drinking pals, bunk mates, and
Spanish tutors. Most appreciated (by me) was their desire for physical closeness, be it resting
on a bus, kissing my cheek in a bar, or rubbing my shoulders after a long day of classes. |
di dnot Kk iirshtwp thmthmamy pf these same men are also sexually available because
my definition of men who have sex with other men emerged from its monolithic representation
in the U.S. sex/gender system. That is, the men whose attention | particularly evgoged
masculine in disposition, sometimes married or having a girlfriend. That type of man, |
assumed, would not be interested in having
noted in the Uried StatesY et , a s thé sex/gendes sy@ndn,Latin America is
different, and for all the righteous criticism of the machismo heteronormative masculinity as
harming women and gays, it opens up a space for the proliferation of sexual activity between
men.

It was into this system | would fall any early trips to Latin AmericaVictor, my first
sexual partneryvas a masculine indigenous Peruvian | had thought attractive in my economics
class, but had little reason to believe might be sexually interested in me. After drinking at the
endof-cours party, he asked me what I liked about Peruvidssid the women are pretty and

the men are friendly, pointing at his arm wrapped around my shouldergpked what a
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shame it would be if | had left his country only having been with Peruvian womereaad
having seen what the mighty Peruvian dick couldldgan verga Peruanal)Wh at | di dnot
understand, however, were the actual mechanics ofthé¢acthadno6t consi dered v
what to whom, as fixated as my fantasies were on the emotiamactedness of the moment.
|l dm not sure if | ever fantasized about the &
was towards straiglg ct i ng, mascul ine men, | 06d have to u
and bottoms, two cliché cate@gs treated humorously here in the United States, but taking
more significant roles in Latin America. |t
was about the same width and | ength of my i nc
without actually having to be one. And that was perfectly fine by me.

A large and growing ethnographic literature on sexuality and gender in the Caribbean
and Latin America, and among Latino populations in the United States, verifies the cultural
pervasive e ss of t he A ac (op)weaimarcwdd engages ig inserfive anal sex
with male partners but does not identifywithoro r mat i ve categories | i ke
Ahomoseéxudle exact kinds of men Nétdedhaldn attr
not confuse tese men as harbingers ®om  Anaonrtmat i ve sexualityo: gen
strictly preserved. These men are often described in linguisticaegories, such &aigurron
andsankypankyin the Dominican RepublicBugarrénesare men who engage in active
(insertive) sex with other men in exchange for money or other matenafits, much as
Manuel had described to m&ankypanky a linguistic variation of the English harfgnky,
is a term for a particular masculine styleasated with Caribbean men in tourist towns who
hustle both ma& and female touristdn either case, these situational identities emerged

specifically from local sex/gender systems not associated with foreigalsdr tourist
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penetration, as my graduate literature would have me beli@2eminican menfor example,

participate in a sex/gender much different than that associated in #tel\Weote about my

introduction to this systemuitea few years lateonce | had better understoodiit,my journal

after a trip to the Dominican Repubilic:
And that was a ficlassico Dominican club
each other, and the flower guy brought me, everyone dancing in the center, and
that guy with the big smile stroked my dick right through my pants, and everyone
could see and he didndédt seem to even ca
but simply looked on, and some of the guys around us were getting hard, so that
the men here jugio ahead and do whatever they want and there is such an
understanding that men certainly, and definitely should, engage in a deep
physcal (and sexual) relationshif. June 15, 2001

Researchers such as Mark Pagitent out, however, that situational serrkers must take

care to retain their fAimamcwhd sleeps with meviSM)t i o n . (

Alfonso, explained that a tourist tried to give 800 to allow himself to be penetrated. Said

Al fonso, ABut | di dnmeverwaettobepenetealed. Bécausedam et r at
going to tell yomadadde { AA&Herparticipant, Julid,rmadnhsto a

say: Al consider myself a man i ndwomenofal ways
course,andmen.1.6 m not homosexual, not bisexual, not
always in sex.Always the man. Nothingmooe ( 7RB®8Br) .Padi I | a, these sex

narratives about their stronger, buffer, masculine bodies are a way to resist their economic
margnalization. Instead, they market a masculine, exclusively penetrative identity appealing to
both tourist women and men.

It is interesting to note, however, that in these accounts, the seemingly disoriented
Dominican is not so disoriented atall; hepacti pat es i n a system in whi
position in sex does not tarnish his masculine reputation. His orientation isBjeao. means

wasmy first loverVictor a sex worker, and his request for money was, he insisted, more about

171



taking a callhome than getting paid for seXet the fact that he could have sex with me at all

is a product, | believe, of the Latin American ggnder system. Once | understood that men

were available in such high numbers, it only made sense that | would retutnjwd n 6t 1t , t
Dominican Republic, Peru, MexiGoanywhere where such a system mtmseencounters

virtually inevitable?

Things didndot quite go as planned, | told Mar

AWhat do you mean?0o9

Al thought after | redlulrnle@dtloedammred. &nd aly:
l'ife. o

ABut didndt you say youdre a | awyer ?o0

AUhuh. o

ASounds | i ke a great | ife to me. o

ALots of things happened, 6 | added.

ABut i1t sounded | i ke Peru westuffyautod mé or you
about finding yourself, uh, getting your stri

Al suppose. O

ASo pessimistic you are.o

Altos different there.o

Aln the U.S. ?0

AUhuh. o

AY o u ogodtd college and be alawyer, Manuel fHfiWsabondewdl d poss

be so bad?o
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| thought at that moment how ridiculous | must seem, piecing back together a beautiful

quilt of a life | was given, but destined to tear it asunder.

| understand now how alcoholism works and the legacy it leaves on the rest of us. At the time |

d i daaréitmy father was my worldWhen | was youngirom about the ages of 115, my

father slept in his underwear on the livingroomflooro d wai t until the snor
then slideopenthe pocket door into the hallway and creep into the livingroo We didnodt
have curtains or blinds so the streetlight illuminated my father just enough so | could see if he
opened his eyes or took atheeaup.at | g mobkec
door on the opposite side of the roo@n most day | was scared and the outline of his

sleeping penis small, but I might get the nerve to tap his undeiveeagently, ever so gently

so | could tell myself | touched the outline of his testicles or the head of his gehien | 6d

exi t as deoteredarid ynasmrbatelindmy roomever told Manuel any of this in the

hospital room.

On one night, however, his penis |l ooked sc
know what else to do. What was usually small and sleeping was fat and d@anéal the side
of his underwear. It was the biggest penis | had ever seen! | slowly reentered the room,
unsure what | might do next. | moved into position right above him, and from there | could see
the outline of his penis head through his underwddy penis was hard too, but much skinnier
and less impressive than his. Because he was partially hard, | could now see the middle part of
his penis, which shocked me with its length and gittthecked the hallway behind me, then

turned to lookatmymot her 6s door . Still cl osed. For a
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hairy chest so different from my owr\nd his thighs oh my lord!i his muscular thighs were
thick like the football players on television.

| lowered myself down next to his bagdgs | had done before, but something felt
different this time.| felt no need to hurry. | moved my thumb and forefinger into position as if
holding a golf ball between them, and slowly | lowered those two fingers to the top of his penis.
| moved so slwly it felt like forever. Then | moved my two fingers down the length of his
penis in tiny hopping motiond. al t ernated my gl ance from my f
pocket door behind me, and acr oss atkadowmtp mot he
my father. |  was t Myfaurteenyegrolddick Wwasstilllinagd,so Isardp e ni s !
| thought | might burst.

Then the snoring stopped.

| remained still, my body in shorts and-shirt, bent over, my left knee between my
fatherds outstretched | egs.

But his eyes did not operHis legs did not stir. | remained still, two fingers atop my
father, hoping to God hedd not wake up.

Pleasedobnt wake up!

|l knew | should | eave, but | couldndt st or
t humb and forefinger back to the top of his g
was closed.

Stop this

Stop this
Stop this!

The top of his peis pressed against the waistband of his underwear.
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| have to. ..
have to. ..

touch it (just once)

| lifted the waistband in the air and half of his fat penis flopped out to the side. So big.

Sofat. Soheavy.So beauti ful . do. ldasdfraid to letkgoafthe wh a t o]
waistband.

| love my father.l am a good son.

Bythenl had forgotten about my motherds door
| ower my ot her han dexposedpenisl Fhemiyouched it. hitavasGas n o w
quick poke like | used to do over his underwear, but this time | wrapped my fingers around it.
There | was, frozen, one hand stil] hol di ng
lightly around his penis.

| stayed that way for a few seconds uhid left leg moved out to the side. But if | let
go, if 1 really |l et go with either hand, kr
you had to see this.

So sorry.

But then it was calm again. And again | waited.

| lowered his underwear wittmy pinkie until his entire penis popped out and stared
directly up at his face. His face! And his béllhose balls | had seen at dgeel as a little
boy in the shower his balls were as massive as | remembered. Then | formed a firm grip
withtwof i nger s and began to slowly move my finge

penis. But then | wanted to go faster.

Just a
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Little
Fasb
Movement.
His leg jerked to the side, pushing my kneeling leg on the floor. | fell forward over his
body. Father and son entangled. We quickly unraveled ourselves, both of us standing on our

knees a few feet apart from each othdy father had pushed his erect penis back into his

underwear.
AAl gebra test, o | blurted out.
My father stared.
Al havegedbmra test,o | repeated. ATomorr ow.

He leaned backwards until his butt hit the living room floor. | could still see his
erection through his underwear.
ACan you wake me wup at si x . . . tomorrow
AWhy oner e
Al was about ®©o wake you up and
fADid you touctd o
AWas shaking your arm. o
AnAt six, o0 | repeated
| |l ooked at my Heatirddéaceptlse stubbleacress his chin, theatitt
of his face that suggested hedd known the evi
awakend by them.

AOkay?0 | demanded.
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Hi s beleaguered face found a point and st
dozen times and rubbed a hand over his disheveled brown hair.

AAnd you roll ed ovieSi-clochoRotied,over meretidnt i nued.

ASi xX. O

AYeah. o

AGot jumbled up over you. o

| crawled out of the living room to the sliding door, where | stood up and walked back
to my bedroom.

Of course | didnoé6t sl eep.

In the morning dad woke me up as planned for my Algebra test. | satlatdhen
tableand turned the pages of my algebra book for almost an hour. My father, still in his
underwear, poured himself a bowl of cereal and read the paper while | wrote downpnade
numbers and parentheses onEvgiyecs®s odft emap&rd. t
pages of my book, but | c¢oul dntakeashowec bus . | we
soon he was standing behind me, towel wrapped around his waist, looking alcs@inething
| had written. But my father said nothintpat morning and never thereafter. From that point

forward, | learned to contain mysell. @ not s urleeitgb.6ve ever
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Dond6t | odkonadtt meook at
Estoy desnudo
please l 6m naked
las piernas
el culo

un nifiol am

PLEASE!
PLEASE!

Déjame ser.

Por favo000000000000000000fF . . .

Dé
Jar
Me-
Set (Leave me along!
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Day 10

| returned to The George Washington Univergity994 after my semester at Catolica

University; my confidence was at an-aithe high. | weighed a magnificent 200 pounds, as in
a few shorts months | had dropped the extra v
known, sur pas s tonngy fitstiveo yeas of nolegd. @athaps Uhad escaped my
selfi mposed rigidity since that night on the 1|1
my first trip abroad, but thistime ImeantBesi des, 1 6d certaa nly <co0me
Washington DC in the mid990s, for most gay men, was a wonderful place to be. Bill Clinton
had just been elected presiderigd inaugural poet aridrmer sex worker Maya Angelou
evoked the promise of a more tolerant graile the P street corriddeemed with shirtless men
on roller blades eating bits of grilled chicken to maintain their optimum, neakigd
physiques. The odds were in my favor! Unfortunately, | struggled to inhabit my new
disposition. | waded through the morass of idealisteatts and sweaty, neperfect bodies
from a concerned distance, munching raisins from my pocket, nearly paralyzed by the sheer
breath of possibilities on my fingertips.
DC was teeming with white guysuch like me. | had lost my edge.

| spent most of my time that summer bartending at TGI Fridays and preparing my
application for a prestigious Fulbright Schol
maintained a perfect 4.0 grade point average, h&ddniships at the prestigious Institute for
Foreign Policy Analysis and Welt Publishing, spoke Spanish with aatmairable and
consistent accent, tutored at a predominantly Afri&enerican middle school, and continued

to hol d t he un ihesNatiosal Mernt 8cholatsloip | phopaseal a thresnth
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intensive Portuguese language course in Brazil, after which time | would be ready to head out
to the streets of Florianopolis or Rio de Janeiro and become an ethnographer, chronicling the
oral life hstories of the most forgotten segments of thezliean population. In many ways |
wanted to recreate the voices that had watched over me during my own travels. In particular |
was interested in how poor people maintained the spirit and goodwill sbawa for many

months. How men and women sharing-dodar-a-night accommodations with me lived their
lives as if they were blessed. | remembered Jesus at the orphanage in Lima or Jamoén in
Panama. These children lived unselfishly and cherished eaclTHayamed streeathildren of

Rio de Janeiro remained in my consciousness long after | had left. Would be able to

listen to the ways in which they conceptualizbeir nomadic existencé.also imagined a

return to the Rio favelas, where bafeesed men withcinnamonrcolored skin almost dared me

to climb higher, confused why a white foreigner would wander alone in such a dangerous area.
Perhaps | wated to understand why those tpoor even for tirroofed shacks possessed oddly
disarming smiles ahdisplayed their strong, robusodies with neither shame rapology.

Does beauty reside, | wondered, in the most unexpetiddces? And how could | access

such a wealth of spirit when |, possessed of so many attrilvot@ls, appreciate so f&wvlf |
unbraided my hair, might | see the strands of beauty within?

For my Fulbright application essay | made up a story about my mother being a bird with
multi-colored and multhued wings who protected us within the confines of those wings, but
sometmes took us in her talon toes and soared above ocean and forest, desert and sea, so that
we might glimpse all the variety that existec
wings anew, marvel at the pastel hues or electric oranges | hadticetinmefore, and

understand that one never sees home the same marythe people in it after flying over,
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dining in, dropping by, or some way or another experiencing cultures outside our own. Sure
| 6d made it uidown 8omens ofmgirdwatoldrdd,golkadot, flowered,
flounce, and whatever other color/style of bathing suit you can think of that might be compared
to a birdbés translucent -hemnesderwayn aAsdmpwhet
wings donodot afrbucshame fkhatsamse, smy momoés cl oc
wraps, ongpiece suits, kimonos, halttrops, and even something call
AFascinating, 0 said one woman on the c¢ommi
ABrhetagdki ng, 0 another opined.
Al mpressiwk, 0 said a thi
A fourth woman was not so convinced. fAThi s

started, lifting her glasses from her nose anditapkt the committee, then me.

AYes ?0
Al dondt seem to see it here on -dabde appr oy
stack of papers to her | eft. Thenowtokan who he

breath of her own.

AChristopher, 0 said Ms. Breathtaking, Apoi

AThsacthool doesndt seeimn to be here, Christophe
| hesitated.
AOnly approved i nst iythairediwomas inihe glasséser r upt ed

Ms. Breathtalhg cast me a sympathetic eye.

ARi ght, o | began. AROf course. olshe Uni ver s

excellent in language pded
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Thegreyhai red woman interrupted, correcting n

then pulled out a sheet péper and held it in her hand.

ALanguage prepatahniuen, aniidlanguage areparatign. e at , U
AYou ar e oOtaimkdrsioge & sosrest, ri ght ?0
AUm, right, i mmersion, 0 | edlaskioenyed. A Tot al

experience at Caliéa University in Peru.

AWel | , 0 behgaainr etdh ew ogmaeny, At hatanyelassesferr si ty d
students learning Portuguesesinck e st udent s al r eShedopkeddowenaak Por t
her piece of paperargdr i t her teeth so tightly on the wor

inflamed gum line at the bottom of heouth.

Al under staodtti maedo odMHowever, it says
Buts he wasndét finished. Ailn fact, the cl as
of my applicat i olswear@ kdeard @dgasp #omesomeane at the tablé. The

grey-haired woman made eye contact with two other women on the comnivttee
Breathtaking asked me to explain

Al , uh, when | ooking for claasdfes, um, deci

ABut this other school yoman, stikshuffingpapes. s ai d
AThis Universidade Fedehisain doarRil 0 sGr@anddédedad?§
that you also propose to study at, does not even offer these courses you have here in your
application. o

All four women looked at me, waiting for an answer. Butl hadnéne.di dndét know
what to sayel IA,l wheunh 1é lwoked at the schedul e

it said something abouethnography, you know, tBeod
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ACertainly there are ethnography courses, ¢

anthropology department may not offer the specifcur ses you propose.

AThesne anthropol ogy department at Universi

haired woman, looking menacingly at Ms. Breathtakingt 6 m sur e you wunder st e

this application go t hirlookedahMswBreathtakingifar ome nc or r €

support. She looked down at her papers. | always knew | was a fraud, and now they Wid too.
never occurred to me that anyone would find out.
Alf | could d@ave some time to

fiWe dr e sorry-shareddadyi d t he gr ey

ASuch an outstanding application, 0 chi med

AA shame, 0 said anot her .

3t

3t

Wedre sorry.o

3t

So yoodo6d pick

3t

So sorry.o
ASo yooddd pick
The greyhaired lady shook her heaukxt

My universitywould not be recommending me for a Fulbright scholarship. That much

|l just wanted to be specific,o0 | pleaded.

was certain.
|l 6d relied so heavily on the Fulbright apr
postgr aduate options. After graduatioad | conti

become a source of comfort and friendship. | also earned a lot of migluef like my days

at the Elks lodge in Florida, | worked at one of the busiest TGI Fridays in the nation. Friday
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and Saturday nights were spent in the back of the kitchenin¢she r vi ce bar o where
dozens of chits emerged from the printer as if it were possessed. Simultaneous blenders
whirled crushed ice into Rum Runners or hard ice cream into the beautiful Mudslides that had
become our signature drink. | bent giamhevglasses sideways to smother the sides with layers
of Hersheyods chocol a-tamd Kdhledaced drinknsidertwirledy t he v oc
whipped cream containers in my hand like fire sticks and tossed cherries as if hand grenades
onto multiple meihg Mudslides. It was exhausting work, but walking home at four in the
morning with$200 in mypocket felt exhilaratingOn cool summer niglstlé tearscintillating
jazz emanating from open windows deélthe fatigue of a job well dond.woke up
momings at noon, went to the gym, and did it all over again. In the meantime | took the LSAT,
GRE, and GMAT exams to prepare for some unknown futuré.d t hought as much
school as an Eskimo had about mosquito repellant, but something insidegoldt hat 6 s | ust
what guys like melo.
Likewise, nice guys like me work harénd honestly. | made sure to ring each
drink on the computer. | took my pour test before each shift, turning bottles ovdiltaigi
and watching how well | poured % owés ounce, 1 % ounce, and two ounce pours into test
tubes. | assiduousbtudiedove6 00 dr i nks i n the As@lsaidirourday o s
training manual, no dr i nkning i cipesd €hen oaetaternbono m Fr
a tired busiessman with sweat dripping from his forehead ordered a Classic Golden Margarita,
our house specialty.
AAnd squeeze some | ime in there, 0 he order
| ignored his request.

ASome | i me, buddy. o
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| looked at the wire basket filled with limes that stootiMeen the two of us.
AMaybe three of them. o
| visualized the recipe in the training manual. The recipe called for 1 %4 oz. Cuervo
Gold Tequila with ¥ ounce Cointreau and % ounce Grand Marnier. Then | addeaf 1 oz
margarita mix into the silver tin and a squirt of water. | covered the tin with a plastic cup and
shook the shit out of it. The man watcheéadontemplated the limes between ttow hard
would it be, | wondered, to simply cut a lime or two in fzadfl squeeze it into his drink? He
wat ched the entire proceedings, waiting for r
red suspenders mean anything?
At that moment two girls appeared beside the man and ordered two drinks.
AA smal |l obnleondod es agidr It hoen t he | ef t . Al don
| placed down a glass in front of the man, who was now taking on his phaonened
the glass with saltThe blondegirl asked again for her drink, and | knew | should probably ask
for her ID. Shewore a reebrangdipstick that made her skin seem paler than it actually was.
She was cute, but | dlfiléedup her beex fvom thentapcahd ptadgesdne f or
it in front of her. She quickly took the beer and disappeared. Meanwtplajred the
margarita from the tin into the mands gl ass.
He asked about the lime.
AThe | i me?0
AThe | i me. o
| pretended not to heat.placed a square beverage napkin in front of him and then
placed down his drinkHe laid his gianhandson the countenext to his drink.

He looked at the imesinthebatske A Squeeze the fucking | i me
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Again | contemplated how easily | could slice open a lime, admire its effervescent
scent, and squeeze it atop his drink. Yet my younger self insisted on following the rules. |
remembered our strict training manual and something callgiFthhei d a y ®The rifda y .
looked as if he were about to leap over the barand grabalimehif@self. | coul dndt &
such a thing!l hadpositioned myself beveen the man and the limes wHesuddenly felt a
hand on my wristBehind me stood an unfamiliar woman igray blazer.In front of me |
noticed the young blonde girl had returned to the bar with her beer.

AYoubre under arrest, 0 s ailtrmedtowardhébutange wc
she manipulated my arms into handcuffs before | had a chancesiderowhat had happened.
| watched the man sip his margarita. The young girls were now smiling.

AYoudbre under arrest for serving underage

And then she hauled me to the back office and explained the procedure. | would not be

going to jail, buthe restaurant would receive$a000 fine.1 6 d | ose my | i quor | i
District of Col ombi a aAll dcouldthink abautwasshat, | 6d | o s e
margarita.l f only 1 6d squeezed the fucking | ime. W
Twoweeks | ater | |l eft for San Antoni o. | O
orange hibiscus flowers I|Iike in our backyard
purple and pink bougainvillea trees along the River Walk captured by imaginatiord | et 6 s

not forget about the men: Hispanic men wherever one lookelld never been to M
but at the time | lumped Latin American men into a single category: hot and Hisffdrhed

failed to shed my uptight, ov@rchieving demeanor in #8hington D.C., perhaps the climate in

San Antonio was more conducive to reactivating some openness to new family and friends.

Could I find that orientation which allowed me to shed boundaries and become emaotionally or
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physically intimate toward virtuatsangers on a bus or on the strest| had done in Latin
Americ&? Could | imagine there the possibility of a romantic relationship that | had denied

myself back inWashington D.C.?

Manueloften talkedabouthow easy the Americans have ithe old reirees in San Miguel sip
wine all day and converse in the streets. Americans on television are rich and belacaiful.
see his point.
Yet the truth is that Americans areidealistic bunch, and frankly it exhausts me.
While indigenous Guatemalan babfeght malnutrition and Dominican womd&and men) sll
their sexuality for a few pesos, those of us north of the Rio Graederding to folklore south
of the borderapparently lounge over colored futons, charsufing or perusing cfine
magazines, sathed securely in our chenille wraps or imported wool blankets from some third
wor |l d wome n 0 ¥et amllyp gnyeof wsit back and enjoy the privileges of first
world economic development. Americans are an odd 3dr. tireless quest for self
improvement never falters, and instead of kicking back in the comforts of a job well done, we
take seHimprovement to the extreme, filling in our cracks and fissures lest someone else in the
neighborhood surpass our physical, psychic, or monetary berchntao when we lose our
way we also lose ourselves:
When | am tired | can barely speak Spanish, like right now in San Antonio, at La
Jalisco, sitting at the black bar confusing everything, not knowing tabat
doradois or confusindortillas de arenaith tortillas de maizl know | need to go
out of the apartment for a while, alone, just to relax and catch my breath. Today
was long, it was difficult. Working so hard for 48 dollars. My eyelids are

drooping and my back is in knots. This feeling transsembgraphy. Perhaps it
is with me forevefi. November 10, 1996
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Without a car in a city as dispersed as San Antonio, | found myself waiting at bus stops

for hours contemplating what had gone wrong and how | had gottenTiezdocal TGl
Fridayodos agreed to hire me, but told me 106d F
again. | was tired, broke, and completely lost. Yet my American idealism remained.
Undaunted by my Ful bright fedAnmenCorpgsttend TGI Fri
domestic version of the Peace Coipsn hopes of assuaging my guil
already served an underage drinfeerd who knows how many mora)d lied on myFulbright
application, the least | could do was give somethiack to the undeprivileged community.
That 6s what good whi t e Iwasthapgy torhavae anathieejobsallbgtp o s e ¢
a lowpaying one AmeriCorps paids560 a month), yet | approached my new job cautiously,
aware that erstwhile dgooderssometimes get in our own way. Might | replicate colonial
discourses of the adventuseeking white man spreadingsca | | ed fAknowl edgeo t
Others? certainly was aware of such a possibility:

As for AmeriCorps, | have several thoughts. | am spiirahensive, and it seems

as if | am expecting something bad to happeam not sure what | can do for

anyone. | do not want to feel resented. As Tracy said on the phone, you have to

work with people, not above them. And certainly not on top of themelrmg

most important impact is as a friend. A true, sincere, friend that feels confidence

in his principles and will try to demonstrate this life to others. | just want to be an

example, but a human example. Perhaps | have not gone through much hardship

in life, but | do feel something that allows me to empathize. Perhaps it is my

sexual direction, maybe not. But | do know that | know what it is like to fear, to

worry, to lose a love, and most importantly, to rebound, and carry on, even thrive

again. i November 13, 1996
Il n many ways |1 6d resumed my foreign travel
involve both uncertainty and potential reinvigoration. Any hint of rupture, as | marked down in

my journal, is recast as a heroic quest to educatequer, or defy unexpected challenges.

Joining Ameri Corps gave my kooemedgea pudpidpe
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impulse of earlier travelerd. f el t confidence in my dAprincipl
them to others as if those in umpievileged communities or poor thiaorld countries
possessdno moral compass of their owihikewise, the exaggerated tone of my journal entry
above attests to the exhaustionanddetfu bt | had framed as a fdchal
overcome.Inscribe.Circumscribe. Control. Had | unwittingly assumed an orientation | knew
little about?
The first stage of acquiring an American idealism is that one actually needs to mold
oneself into some ideal. My bodyaintained its musculature, and | kept off therty extra
pounds of avocados and crema | had taken back with me from IRemsidered applying to
the Thunderbird School of Global Management in Arizona, but | had no money. Then one
afternoon | opened a manila envelope and received my LSAT scoteThére was hope for
me after all! I quickly looked up the University of Texas law school, an hour away, and
discovered their dual degree program with the Department of Latin American Stindiesr-
anda-half years | could graduate with my law degeea d a [egeedind atid American
Studies.By the time I matriculatetl 6 d be a state resident and sa
tuition. Even AmeriCorps guaranteed several thousand dollars of tuition assistance once |
completed my 1600 hours of camnity service.The hero is rebornEmancipation
commenced!
In the meantime | dedicated myself to AmeriCorpsnerican idealism can hardly be
described any better:
This is an impromptu AmeriCorps journey to California, a flight that knows
where it isgoing but refuses to say. These wings are carrying me, taking e, re
directing me to an oceaside hideaway, the soaring cliffs and falling hills of
Malibu. To the shores. | am hoping to shed my cynicism this week. For once |

would like to be inspired, teeally believe with all my heart, with full sincerity. |
hope to be overcome by an earnestness of purpose, or at least a flash of
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inspiration that takes several weeks to finally burn out. Of maybe last forever like
the famous candle in the Middle Eastaltittle more than a month, | have
travelled crosscountry, crisscrossed roads, and flown over vast stretches of
desert. | am hoping to excel, to proceed with purpose, to work diligently, to hear
about what others have done, and to learn how to serveiedigci November
19, 1996
Before long | had immersed myself completely in AmeriCorps. | responded almost
immediately to the people | met along the waey ranged from addicts to preachers to
innocent children, yet despite these differences theynigeld to the same community, one in
which | ventured to understand@heir voices mattered to me. These people reminded me of
many | had met on the streets of Latin Ameri€ame took their respective turns on the cross,
imparting to others what they h&hrned from theiexperience. Others languished.

Yet we did more than clean up neighborhoods and board up crack houses. | worked
domestic violence hotlines, accompanied police officers on Saturdag-lidegs, translated for
attorneys at San Antonioleag Ai d, ran the elevator at the <c
students to San Antonio Spurs games, babysat the children of crack addicts, and urged Victoria
Court public housing residents to plant flowers outside their ddgash project brought me
close to the community

As illuminating as these experiences were, | eventually tired. The long hours exhausted
me. Between the 50 hour weeks at AmeriCorps and waiting tables four nights a week, |
described mysefias tired as | h a bles foeavmene 30rdellaradftdr e d , wali
tutoring al |l Ye&twasanore tHan ghydical extasistiadorking in
impoverished communities proved mentally exhaustingeds

Clearly | cared about the community and its children, but the tirelesstquesre,

educate, or otherwigeorientthe huddled masses in south arestwSan Antonio depleted my

mental energy Our sponsor Ms. Jenkins pulled me aside one day and told me | looked tired.
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Al want to see yofill dosény podvo bibtw. wr g@fd.cour
right. My fellow AmeriCorps members grew up in the very communities in which they served
and therefore approached their tasks with an enviable familiarity.

AAl vin used to be my uncl e 0lgeddcmb fecesaff 0 Yol ¢
the bathroom flooin yet another crack houséler wuncl e di ed, she told n
She smiled asshe BiA|l vi nds b r ugasneader thentan pkid gogeh and past the
beatup refrigerator, upon which a cofal picture was taped of a stick figure holding a flower
beneath the sun.imagined finding that little girl who drew the picture and carrying her out to
safety.

As in Latin America, | continued my fantasidsaneeded to make up my lovers in order
tosurvive. it Al | invented | overs, o | wr ot e. AFor med
met one of my favorites, Officer Avila, at a training camp for youthful offenders on the Fort
Hood military base:

AGi ve a s os$agsithesignavhichisdacodl y what 1 6d | ik
many of them, taunt as the repelling rope in those green fatigues. You are the man
| want to be with because you are the man | want to be. But most of all Lieutenant
Avila because his walk is a rumble, a beautiful stermistthat makes water
ripple, expand symmetrically like his smile, a staggering smile that claims itself a
success. Yes he is a rousing success, just like this conference. Such a splendid
body that Lieutenant Avila, hopefully waiting to bring himself atopthopefully,
hopefully, hopefully. . . join the army family from the insideioMarch 2, 1997
| wasstill after a certain type of man, one steeped in a rugged masculinity. Yet the type of man
| wanted to be wafar from how | perceived myself:
| wish Iwere a man, | mean a classic militastyle man who looks for a good
clean fight, who lifts weights with passion, a man with a rock hard chest and
shoulders that roll from back to neck. Thighs that gallop and close in around my
head. | wish | were a manhe keeps to himself, who does his work with pride and
diligence, who loves his family more than life, a man who enjoys his free time

without thinking all the time, but is really quite intelligent. | am notrtfa |
imagine myself to be. March 1, 1997
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| idealized so many of the men | worked with during my tenure at AmeriCorps. Eventually this
attraction spread to the students at Highlands High Scheowlid no longer control myself:

|l t6s hard to be so eladskd ntoairedstghdsog hg thy s ,
S

brown bodi es trutind around the hall wa
hard to be so close when al/l Il want to
those flies and start sucking on their Latin lovemakers. No, these high gatteol

are not stupid for |l oving these guys. I
that Dbl ack | eat her-yearoldicanmgll overphe placea® s e v en
being here basically represses me even
morema | candt have, bot h -fedprocabnatiwe of a | rea

the attractioni January 27, 1997

| 6ve returned to my gdedianbecaask lsdo morecdlithe guent | y
isolation and sadness so rampant in my journiadéso hal forgotten the spirit in which |
approached the San Antonio community. Yet thankfully my journalpetipr several
months. | finished my AmeriCorps assigned 1600 hours in 9 months (overachiever, anyone?)
and moved twanda-half hours outside San Aattio to the Mexican border town of Ciudad
Acufia on the Rio Grande rivelrented a cement shack for $50 a month and attempted to
write the great Latin American nov&arciaMarquez style: political intrigue, lies, and
unadulterated passion. | woke upa.m.each morning, wrote until noon, made the same
lunchof tuna sandwiches and cdithck beans, then wrote again uBtip.m. Off to the gym at
4 dinner in town, then p.nmafterwhichl would wniteyagadma mmo c k
for a fewmorehours. | never went out.l rarely drank. Every ten days | drove to San Antonio,
where | worked three double shifts in a row,
hundred handavritten pages of that novel still remain in a black binder at tt®in of my
filing cabinet.] 6 m not sure itds worth anwhdthadg, but ¢

occupied my mind so long that | stopped writ.i
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o
—

| hate to end thisectonon an i deal i st ihatthe grédaeAmeribant | s n
spirit is all about? | believed | coulrite the great Latin Americaronel. | believed | could
change lives through my AmeriCorps community servideelieved | might one day attract
one of the many, many men | described injownals. | believed in the ideal maNet
ideal i sm i s rofentedaManydimes it [bokstback and assesses things in a positive
perspective, as inght now. | know my idealism remained despite the long hours, mental
fatigue, and unrequited love | experienced in 8atonio. | know because it lookditte this:
Gil just left, and there was something in his eyes, like he was thinking about
something; he had thatt i | | expression |ike | 6ve nev
heés wusually just joking around during
specific he wanted to talk about, but he just kind of shrugged his shoulders. But |
could see some longing thefeor what |1 6m not sur e. I re
shirt looked, and for the moment | wanted to grab the back of his head softly and
pull him close to me. It feels good th
not sure what it is. It feels good and camd warm and fresh. May 2, 1997
The lonely, but chaste gay man is hardly new, | told Manuel. Or at least in the United States it
i snot . I hadndét had sex since Victor, and I
working at AmeriCorps irban Antonio to maintain my residency before law school. Paul
Monette wrote about such chastity years agdégnoming a Mamvhen he described his own
Aobvious sensualityo nihikeetderstived, Iwrot inemyjournalars c e |
ran offto Mexico to invent stories.
Manuel asked if | had any stories of my own from the border. | toldhemanch in
which | resided in Ciudad Acufia, just minutes across the Texas border town of Del Rio, was
home to a variety of transient visitors, mostigrried men from Texas who spent evenings in

one of the ranchesdé seven cement dwellings en

women making money along the border with their bodManuel livened up when | mentioned
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thewomen.! | i ved einnt ofi Mparat modest abode |ike the o
frame and mattress, three dresser drawers, a tilted wooden desk, and an overhead light bulb

hanging from the ceilingl plugged in a minrefrigerator in the corner, atop of which | stacked

cansof black beans, Pringles potato chips, a can opener, and paper plates. | hung a hammock
across the covered parking area so that my outstretched hand swung low over loose gravel while

| paused to consider the setfisun to my west and the neadygy RioBravo behind me, a

portion of the river so low even a Chihuahua could cross without holding its breath. | wonder

now why one of the ranchoés f emalteAntgtcaearlys di d
one evening rather than bite her nails and lwvétte setting sun waiting for a ride back to Ciudad
Acufads town center.

No man was to pr oposi Theadutereusmen, hsipposeyadl 6 s wc
their own logic out along the great Rio Bravo, so far be it from me to point out the irony. The
neighbor on my right, Julio, often entertained a woman named Claudia, a-soenéghing
beauty who kept on her one pair of high heels no matter where she wandered on the premises.

One morning while taking my customary outdoor shower aside the main harsgke wove
out of the grass and nearly slid across my foot. I-8tgpped it out from behind the privacy
fence so fast that | dondét even remmmshber scr e
have, however, because dmaithd breomaigkpméeaimaedd out c
She took powerful strides in her customary black pumps and carried the broomstick like a lance
she might launch through the airstood there naked, slightly bent over, looking in the grass
for the snake.
Altés a rattlesnake, 0 said Claudia, by nov

focused my attention on the snake. The she turned her glance ouynguapo
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It was then that | realized my nakedness.
AOh, sorry, 0 | sai dhnakedddndke puntoigl I6nd fnoorr mea | 9 iyt L
avoid.

Al 6ve seen you before, o6 Claudia continued.

Al do. o

AAnd you wal k back to your room without ar
AYes. O

ACompl etely naked. 0

| looked at her shoes; she examined my body. She then said something | did not
understand and smiled. After that she looked at the ground near my feet. | thought she was
looking at my genitalia, small and shriveled from the cold showeovered my grm with my
hand.
AYour feet, 0 she continued. fAYou shoul dnot
Al Om more concerned about the snakes than
She laughed again, and | excused nfyteefiet a towel from my roontClaudia
followed a few feet behind me.
AYw sit in here al/l day, 0 she said. AWhat
Al write.o
She followed me into my room, where | grabbed a blue towel from the back of my desk
chair and wrapped it around my waist. | turned around and glanced at the stack of books on the
desk.

ATlked ory starts in a ranch, o | continued. |
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Claudia perused the room, frowned, and fingered a few pieces of loose paper on the
desk. |imagined she disapproved of writing.

AWhat | donét wunder st and, deabootaplacaliked, fAi s v
t hiShe wal ked inside the tiny bathroom and tu
o u r She walked past me out the bathroom door and flicked the water in my face. | followed

her outsidei You know, 0 algd ys aigd, esumprhiegsi ti ght ski

someti mes c-and6d et shehamdd it, she turned ur
way Dr . Evi | does in Austin Powers, which | &
Al see. O
AAnd | dvaimoabout you, you know, and he se

AMi nd what ?o0

3t

Il f you joined us. o
While | did not find the skinny, mustached Julio attractive, at least someone had noticed
me. | had tired of the nomeciprocal, asymmetric nature of my attractiorsan Antonio.
AYes, 0 | responded, unsure to which quest.:
AHe says he might try it, um, with you.o
| could not contain my smile,andf once | dAndwittothat seevgelobedt r y .

my towel and walked back teehroan. So Julio wanted to duoe. . .

A few days later Julio asked me to his room to inspect his penis.

ATel | me if it |l ooks red to you.o
ARed?o0
AYou know, | ike not right.o
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| sat on my bed while he stepped in front of me. His penis was, in fact, quiteaachal
surrounded by long and curly pubic hakte placed two fingers over the tip of his penis and
stretched it out. With the other hand he pointed at a blotchy patch of skin in the crevice just
below the penis head.

| moved my head closer to his penis.

So close | could touchit. . .

So there | was, my fingers inches away froc
lightly poke his penis with my right forefinger. Where was the ideaki$teen year oldwho
hadcrept right up to hisearlynaked fatler? What happened to the privileged youth exerting
his burgeoningnale sexualrighb n hi s own f at her? That boy wo
penis into his mouth.And suppose my father had woken up, yet remained still offivtimg
room floor. Might it have been easier for me to take up a lovde®l | developed a hard
emotional core in response to that early rejection? Was | waiting for men who might never
acknowledge my presence, sexual or otherwiga® what function does writing serve in all of
this? Why was it that | could craft crushes in my journals, yet any physical contactealthe
world threatened the immaculate, heroic im&fad ascribed to these men? There, in my tiny
room in the desert, Jul i onddslhadkoffinally ask mydelfup and

what the hell is going on?

Rather than going after Julio, | went to the dentist instead.

St

The dentist?0 asked Manuel. AWhy there?o
nltodos what I did, o | told him. il went t o

Manuel asked me to open my mouth.
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ALooks good to me, 0 he saiidtrmowgihtng alsi goh a

At the dentist office Was fine, | told Manuel. Pathetic, maybe, but fine. Every two
weeksl6 dit in a small waiting room of linoleurmd hard plastic chairs from the defunct bus
station. | nevesaw a dental assistant, nor did | everaagone behind the reception counter
either. In the lobbyit wasme and a large television propped high in the corner atop two
horizontal beams holdg a jagged piece of plywood. écdme mid afternoon, around
Telenoveldime, andusuallythe opening music fdEl Amor del Puebld single strums on a
guitar amd a deep female voideradiatedthrough the office.

In afew moments 6 d b ethelwhitadioan, @r. Silvio Flores standing over me with
an incomprehensible strengtHlis large handgelt like forceps in my mouthl 6 dsprbhwded
back on a brown leatherette chair, my body nearly supine beébeath FI| or estve | ar ge
had our routinel day on the chair and the doctor silenfigtbeside me so his shouldeas
even with my head as | ldack in the reclining chairl closed my eyes. This was a day like
all the others, and | recdiearingthe doctor fiddling witthis metal tools. Thight dimmed as
he reachethis am over my face and gently tiltedy head toward his chest felt the top of
my head resting agsst his chest, and he positioneg mouth by guiding my jaw with his
giant hands.With my eyes closedd i dhaw to worry that he is not a handsome man, but an
old man; with my eyes closedlli dhawe to worry about how this might all look.

| sawthe silver tool with a carved hook at the end, but mostly | ndsperts of silver
grey hair in the near distae and fragments of his freckled brown hand.nkker woreggloves.
His handswverealways dry, buthat dayi tastal strawberry. | suokdthe strawberry scent from
his fingers. His eyebrowserebushy too, several grey hairs squirming up like flagelilt

the weight of his strong hands. Hadnever cleaned my teeth orayed them. Hédid not
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hunt for leaky gums or gingivitisThat day, like usual, he probadound with his inspector
tool in his left handwhile his right arm alternatdzetwe@ holding my mouth open and resting
over my chest.
| wantedD r . F1 or ensng mouth somaylly that | fargto close my mouth. Nor
did he remind me. My jaw lockempen.But it wa s n OMe O&hned nbtior st t i me
panic. Instead ffelt the tips of his fingers massaging my cheekbones.

ACri st - baHeadentvaged b ai dt ress on ihiivweaydiodo i n my
scolding me.He shookhis head. But $aw him smile. He massaged my chesk# buffing a
scratch out o& car, and szn my mouth closedHe gently putis big hands under my jaw and
setit into position. hadnothing else to do on a Tuesday afternoon, and | hogeihel n 6 t
either.

But then | heat the concluding rhythm fror&l Amor del Puebloand | knew my time
had ended. Dr. Flores released my jaw and gently lowered my head onto the chaimy paid
twenty US. dollars andeft. On the way out | tastenore strawberry, not the artificial kind,
but something more genuine.

| met Joaquin shaly after Ileft the office. He wassitting atop a short wall scratclgn
off lottery tickets. He lookefored. | star@ and he noticed

AHey you, mister, what you want?0o

| did not answer.

Al got whatewad you need, 0 he

His darkeyes star@me cbwn and folloved me across the street. | sleddown so he
couldcatch up.

Marihuana

199



Cocaina
Ladies
A faded baseball cap coverkis head. His pant pocketgreripped.
Al get what you what . . . f
| told him | am lonely.
ALonel y?
Straggles of hair covered his faddis skin lookedvorn out.
AYou want girl ?0
His teethwereperfecty white.
AYou want girl ?0
AAf fectioad, 0 | answer
ACarifio? o
AYesrgpéatel A Af fection. o
He madeising eyes at me and his lips ga#ekin abundle, then sht out forward and
upwards:Oooooohhhhh, yes, | get you ladies
Me thinking: | want to rest with a man in one of these cheap hotel rooms overlooking

this dirty, nasty street and he will hold me and caress me and whisper to me and wecill wat

Telenovelasintil late into the night.

Me speaking: |l 6m attracted to men.
fiHombre® o

AYes, men. o

Hemoved closer,pulledt my shirt. AYou | i ke man,
| smiled
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Hesaidl dondot seem | i ke |aslkedhinn f whpembtipeanigltt f or s
with me.

He laughed and rubbdds chin. | touclked the lever part of his back as he maveloser
to my body.

ANo men fsad me,dlhesmiling. ABut | can get

| 6hdardthatline before.

Al dondét | i ksmdtransvestites, o |
No?

Al dondt | i ke Heminine men either.
No?

fil like real memno

ASk o

ALi ke you. o0

So then he backed up off the curb and loakedwn at hi s crotch. @AYo

He pulledat his dick through his pants.

Al woul d. o

He strokedhgain at his facial hair.

AVery much. o

| gave him twenty dollars to secure a room for the night. Mirrortherwalls. Fancy
shower. Cable €levision.

| told him | like EI Amor del Pueblo.

AANnd t hoi swskati c k ?

| picturedmy sel f i n Dr. FIl oresds chair.
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AYes, 0 that dick.
| wantedhim to want me the same way | wadhim. But | shoulchaveknown better:
on the border one canodot judge sincerity.
Idi dlet birnh get too far ahead of me on the sidewditjnside | waned to believe
he wantedne too. Bul ~wa s n dve. So whanthe stipgped into one hotel and tteexit
out another door,waswaiting for him along the opposite corner of the street.i | dwaid t
him to go. Another hotel lookediar too expensive. | entlthe lolby with him at the next
hotel,where | savhim shine those perfect white teeth, and | woadevhy the hotel clerk, a
pretty lady, refused him. As he talked to her, | could seawenty dollar bill halfway out of
his shirt pocket.The clerk didnot look him in the eye. If | were hd would havelookedthis
man in the eywhomot her s scorn and pull him close to n
| ooked at him when | | eft Dr. FIl oresds office
As Joaquin exitethe hotel (wasclose behind), $aw himwave at a man in the street
They approactd each other, butwasnot far behind. 8 i dumdetstand what thegld each
other, but the man lookdzkhind Joaquin at me. |, the impotent American. ledimy head
for something, and when | tued around Joaquin was gortée wasstanding on a moving bus.
He wadlaughing and laughing and laughing at this stupid Americanavbou | dndét mov e,
wondered later that nighift he had sperthe money on a Honduran ginl Boystownmaking

hearts in the sandith her bare footNo quieroquetevayad. dondét @ant you to

ASomet hingdbs happening, 0 Manuel told me | ater

1

The phone?

Al think they reached your sister. o
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AMYy sister?0o

AThe one with your dad. 0
AAngie? 0

Al guess. Yeah, her.o
AHow ddd t hey

3t

3t

ot

ot

ot

3t

3t

3t

3t

3t

3t

St

St

St

St

St

A

Nurse Garcia. This l|laady from her chu

ShAngiebs comi ng?o0

Not Sloenreone who speaks Spanish. o

Who?0

Does someone in your family
No. O

No? o0

Definitely not. o

She wadotalking

Who? o0

rch

C

speak Spani st

Nur se Gar ci a. oBankedneabadtoi n Spani sh t

About me ? 0

Yes. About where to come and
What ?0
What they can do to come and

Who?o

Donét know. Somet hing about

As we spoke the door fully openadd in walked Nurse Thihips.
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AWell , 0 she began. f#fAlt | ooksShwleokedhatght get
Manuel, then back at me. Manuel opened his mouth in mock smile.
ADarling, 0 he said, drawing-Lipsoffhebfeedy t o tF
Al't |l ooks | i ke someoneds coming to get yol
My first reaction, surprisingly, was one of relief. My tooth dragged over my bottom
lip, which refused to spread as it should. A misshapen smile emerged.
APerfect, 0 Mammelsichhe medi Thathod6o peghéeet PeC
Nurse ThinLips matted the back of my pillow, my cue to lift up my body.

ANo more |l unch breaksifiThisheviddi det avheer dsa sh

ot

Ay, Lourdes, jajapawajfh,ywhad el anseeewd
my bed. He placed one arm over my shoulder, then looked toward.ipgini The ever
el egant Nurse Garcia.o

| remained quiet and watched the back and
didndét | ook so thin t oedal¥ipstick;aoshagle|associatewita | ay er
Easter. Her smock matched herrbéforep ®Othe ck, a vi
front was her name sewed tnthe smock: Lourdes Garcia, L.E. |touched the top of my
grilled cheese sandwich whig®ntinuing to watclthe two of thentlirt.

~

Alf youdll excuse us, 0 Manuel co@Gdrdapnued, v

~

Awe have some catching up to do. o

She laughed.

Alf youdre not going to be here much | onge
me, Al 6d | i ke t o Hediishadhsestatemersvith aroefye tdward Nuss¢é or y . 0
Garcia.

204



She fotled her arms and nodded toward Manuel, emitting the samkpihéa smile
that had made her so memorable, but this sheewas flirting back anlgeld the smile entirely
too | ong. lon hetrifimger Getthers ewatched heritunngowarddiber, but she
whippedherback towards me just as she grabbed the door handle.

AMy friends at the church help you, 0 she :
she spoke. ARThey good Ipte owdse tamed ftiarl skt ttoi nyeo L
as anything less than matrfact, and an image came to mind of her sitting on a crimson
couch, one eye cast east on her lover skipping over paveimend on 6t know why he
skipping.

| raised my head towaidburdes

AThank you, 0 | said. AThank you very much.

She smiled at me, then at Manuel, and | knew that | had misjudged this woman.

After she left Manuel pulled up a chair next to my bed, his legs in the air and resting on
the metal rail beside me.

ASelt me about the | aw, 0 he said. AHow di

| was relieved at the opportunity.

Law school did not leave me much time to consider questions of cause and effect or search for
relevant patterns in my romantic lif8Vithin days | was backn the hot seat, immersed in

first-year Contracts and Property class, forcing me to regulate nearly every second of each day.
The orange hues of the setting Mexican sun may have served as an aesthetic inspiration from
which my novel might surface, buttheaw school 6s barren | ecture r
covered in a dull, unreflective brown finish increased my anxiety as | fell, once again, into an

ascetic and selfeflective existencesso | aw school has started and
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| forgot the clas numbers, and the schedules,ca even where | parked my
back to my old selfonscious selfl feel intimidated, scared that everyone is figuring out more
than | am. | anwithdrawn, sinking into myself.
| certainly was not thérst student intimidated by the law school environment. My initial

reaction, as recorded above, was to retreat into some primitivepsalfious version of my
younger self. | felt most comfortable at a distance, reticent to approach attractivéuahaihtss
or to form study groups with the members of my assigned small homeroom. Instead | suffered
in silence:

This all reminds me so much of high school, all thes®iEciousness and stuff

like that, and | remember thinking that if I could do it albaygi as in relive my

younger high school yearsit would be a much more enjoyable experience. Now

| have that opportunity and it seems, no matter how much | thought to the

contrary, that nothing has changed Sepember9, 1998

| had returned to thatdnk stare in my high school yearbook, unable to propel myself
into meaningful social actionWhile the rest of my classmates met for happy hour socials and
practiced for our c@d flag football team, | left campus early for my Thursday and Friday
bartend ng shi fts at TGI Fridayds inside the Radi
elaborate study outlines, the secret to succeeding in law school, while | dutifully took notes in
several coloicoded notebooks both before and after my bartending.skifisveekends | rose
at 6:00 a.m., took a break for lunch at noon, and resumed studying until | worked out at the
gym and then arrived to my 5:3¥ening bartending shiftsSound familiar?In all, | averaged
35 hours a week tending bar Thurségynday mghts during my first semester of law school.
The one time | slowed down, oddly, was during class. Once again, my unrequited

crushes emerged in my journals, which | often wrote during alé§isult to concentrate in

Criminal Law because | haveyetanber crush, and | 6m al ways st @
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his beautiful face, and dreaming about living in the country with him, enamored of his truck or
Texas accent from this Texas Tech grad, wondering what it would be like to wake up next to his
side. Likewise, as | had done in San Antonio, | created an idealized image of many of the men
with whom | attended law school. They almost read as some composite image purified in my
mind:

| 6m s ur r o urouhdedmeh with goed idtentions who soar \thin sel
confidence of birds on a Sunday afternoon, who try to improve themselves every
day and succeed. | am surrounded by men who surround themselves with good
thoughts and warm smiles, who study from armelfivation striving for

perfection, working ha and not seeming to regret a thing, poised on the cusp of
something great, of occupational specialty and a series of familial charms and
obligations. And their bodies seem pleased with what is to come; these bodies
span forth and envelop themselves,tds thing that is uniquely Christian
American, this presence that captures the outward spirit and satisfaction that is
written within these charming men who are so close to me at school, yet are
somehow in this other world Jaruary20, 1999

Yet these prified law-school deities shared space in my journals with some of myockers

at TGI Fridays. While | kept my classmates at a respectful distance, more intimate moments
surged among me and my-amrkers. The noisexual, yet reciprocal nature of theceanters
contrasted to my idealized infatuations that had previously sustained me:

Last Friday John made me feel so good, made me feel like everything | have done

i s virtuous, and that I myself am worth
Gave me bigsincere hugs at his own request, bought me drinks, just hung out

with me, took me into his house, and insisted that we sleep on the same bed

together, insisted, and not several feel away from each other, but right next to

each other, practically touchingo wonderful because there was no pressure,
because heds straight, simply because h
liked my anyway, and we almost touched, we were that close, and | woke up at

seven for class, and | looked over and imagined thatdeemy boyfriend, and it
didnét matter that he was skinny or had
that he had a beautiful smile and that he loved me for who | am, because of who |

am, and | know, from him and from that night, that | am doing songgtlght, at

least somethingi Sepember2, 1997
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Lying in bed with John reminded me of one long bus ride from Santiago, across the Andes
Mountains to Mendoza, Argentina. While his wife tended to their daughter in the seat across
from us, a large main a beautifully woven grey and brown poncho huddled in the aisle seat,
facing his wife, but his back pressed against my back as | huddled low, facing the window.
And when John pulled the sheet over our bodies that night in Austin, | remembered distinctly
the mandés wife covering us both with a purpl e
over my head. She touched the topny head and | nearly criedl missed such momentsut
| was starting to encounter a group guys, the Mexican kitcherasta@| Fridays, who shared
a similar tenderness:
| remember the blood running down my hand in constant streams, forceful and
not abating, so it wouldnét stop bl eedi
left the line and asked what happened, picked BandAid and waited, next to
me, softly pulling apart my fingers, anticipating my need for assistance, resting
his hands on mine, wiping the blood off, letting his thumb linger on the back of my
hand for longer than necessary; | remember his concesrthibughtfulness, his
physical tenderness, his motion corresponding to his voice, like he was trying to
tell me something, or show me something, moving me toward inquiry, in much the

same way as Martin when he told me about his considering strippingay a g
club, or Jeff, who casually mentioned that he had been with a man before; same

scenario with Rick, now, and I 6m just |
really, what these guys are thinking besides making me feeligdatuary 29,
1999.

Before bng | began to seek out these moments of mutual recognition as | had previously
done in Latin America. Once again, my attraction surged for short and muscular men, whom |
regularly interacted with at Rack DaBdydayobs
kitchen staff:

| remember the other guy, Alexb6s cousin
sang, stood firm with this handsome, sturdy body, and innocent, almost playful
disposition. And his cheeks were covered in lipstick, some kind loblsyand

late that evening he walked by again, and it was almost all off of his face except

for a tiny part, so | licked my fingers and held his face with my other hand, and
slowly and softly rubbed the rest of the lipstick off his cheek. And he reladked an
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softened, and just stood there so | felt | could have kissed his lips and swallowed
his tongue if | hadndét had a sip of bee
was watching me pick up Lori and put her on my lap, so that | felt safe in that he
sav me with a woman, so | could pass off my desire as mere friendliness. He was
so beautiful, with lips that leaped forward, spread out almost disconnected from
his face, so | thoudHnhe was going to swallow me even though he stood there
passively, and lookkin some other direction, enjoying my touch, | hope, as he
yearned, | wish, to escape with me somewhereielsetruary26, 1999
My success in law school was harder to judge. Without the benefit of helpful study
groups divvying up court cases likepisceof a Her sheyobés candy bar,
to pass my first semester exams. Yet my perseverance rarely fadterkdsekdiscipline . . .
eating sweet tarts one at a timBespite my mental fatigue, | found moments within which to
forgive myself:
Just kick back and enjoy life . . . . hell, t ggerything confused and wasiae
due to this confusion, oh well, so | do
looking for that man, or that combination of men that move me, yes, move me, but
the most important part is the search, the experience, the series of motions that
propel me to this end. Theobrsealhaitsd ud ei
about. So law school? Who cares, just do what | can and move on from here
i Octoberl, 1999
My journal recounts a general feeling of goodwill and sense of belorigiagvay it comforts
me that | 6ve acquired the AAustin All ergyo; i
not just an itinerant visitor.This generalized easing of tensions was reflected, as | mentioned,
in my relationship with the kitchen staff at TGl Friday@ne man, Martin, received much of
my attention. | recall him reaching around me in my car one afternoon and holding a burrito to
my mouth, his hand wrapped around the tinfoil, telling me to take a bite, holding the burrito
delicately in my mouth until | felt a slice of green onion fall to the top of my lower lip and

Martinds fingers scoop it ba atkalrecagnitonimy mout h.

craved:
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| remember that bar on the corner of Congress and Stassney, dark and spacious,
and that silly shuffleboard game, and how, when it was my turn, | boxed Martin in
the corner so we were touching and for the moment | was convineed i

something we both wantetater, as Selena sang in the background, him buying
me drinks, our legs touching under the table, the moment that reminds me now, of
Peru, years ago, when the man whispered in my ear, and | felt as if that moment
had beenfe most passionate of my lifeFebruary8, 1999

| imagined us lataight lovers, a fantasy which nearly materialized. One night he
returned to my house and walked me up to my bedrd@mthe bed he rolled atop of me and
pressed his heavy body ovemmi | remember the way his tongue ring eased in and out of my
mouth. | remember his tight black jeans and how embarrassed | felt that his penis, unlike mine,
felt soft through his jeans. It was the cocaine, he said. | could have kissed him allutight, b

my eventual frustration was palpable:

| hate not being able to consummate an image. Like what it would be like to be

with Martin.1| candét complete the i mage, | ike I
rel at i ons hi pouabbdieaadrd too bif) ttafisty eaahsother.f

Something has to give. | thought that when his hand moved down my back, that he
was feeling for a lover, across my back, up over and down the duvet, trying to

decide if it felt alright, in this very spotthe bed wrestling with thehought of

making | ove to someone al most as strong
to come over tonight, glad I édm going to
T January7, 1999

Al | 6d told Manuel in the hospital, of <cou

the kitchen staff at TGIF really turned me on. Nothing about Martin.

AWhat could make a guy so |l onely?0 Manuel i

Al 6m notdnswmroet .00. .. Il mean

AFirst the fucker who jumped on the bus, an
scholdé . ®hook his head while he spoke. i Wh at

Al didndédt say, o0 | beganwadél odi dndét say that

ANo?O
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ANope. O
AiThen how was it?0o0
AfHow was what ?0

AWhat vyou havendét said?0o0
| was tired him thinking me so pathetic. | wanted him to know about my strength. About
the way | once looked. About the turn my life took that may have led me lhared sttinaeb o u

| told him.

One night after a particularly rough week of
Martin, who was wearing the same faded black jeans as he had on the night we kissed. His ass
looked marvelous in those jeansll eveningl meandered in Martinds ar
with his friends.A | | evening | thought ab o utagetheptiweewe h ad
months agowashing the bar mats at TGI Fridaystil 3 a.m.and then eating like lovers at a
late-night rendezvos, our legs touching under the bootfet | failed a Civil Procedure exam
earlier that day and | acked dhayescmuchtoadke nce t F
you, and just want to spend more time with you when | ¥abas | considered leavirtge bar
a few minutes before lasall, my friend Jeff appeared with several shots of Jagermeister. He
gave one to me and walked toward Martin. | watched them hug on the other side of the bar.
Then they both looked my way and approached.

AfLet 6s,dosbahd Jeff, winking at me and | i fti
settled his gaze on my eyes and smiled such a disarming smile that | abandoned all
reservations and imagined my lips on hi$ie two of them walked toward the bathroom,

leaving mewith three empty shot glasses, but when they emerged a few minutes later, |
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felt Jeffds hand on the back ofhomyddeydau
like todrive us to Mexico, Chris Before | had time to answer, Martin had placed his hand
on the back of my neck and pressed a quiet, stealthy kiss behind me ear. After that | had
no choice.

Halfway to Laredo Jeff had passed out by my side, his head leaning on the window

atop a rolleeup brown jacket. Martin lay quietly across the backdestiarge hands

a

S

C

resting comfortably atop his groin, my sweat s

been roped into such a scheme, but the trust my two friends had placed in me, besides the

fact that they actuallwantedto travel with me, made nfeel special as | noticed how

Martinds Dbig, intrusi veNeobdfgrehaklédecimypeaceful |y

company so earnestly requested.

On the radio Trisha Yearwood wondered

and | imagined myself back onthea mmock i n Ciudad Acufa, where

introduced to country music by the one Englistly radio station crossing the border into
Mexico. Although my days were scripted with the solitary amusement of writing, | did
relax for two hours each nighhdahe hammock, mesmerized by the expansive sky
emblazoned with yellow and orange hues. El Diablo, a little dog with a tangled tuft of
matted black hair, would quietly approach my dangling hand and gently lick my fingers.
Just as silently he would disagpe

On the road to Laredo, headlights illuminated mesquite trees and wide stretches of
empty land.l imagined what lie beyond the highwawver and to the sidewhere

patches of light shone in the distance. | thought about exiting the highway andemieg
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down the road. What might we find Myanticipation surged the further | drove. | awoke
Jeff and Martin just before the border crossing into Nuevo Larkdweas nearly 4:30 a.m.

il dve never been to Mexico,o0 said Jef f, a s

=]

Stupid Jeff, 0 Martin said from the back s
arms as he pulled himself wupright and in betyv
yourcamn hair. o
| turned toward Martin and smiled, and when he tipped the top of my cap gently
with his hand | felt as if | had been meant to be here all aldeff.in the front seat; Martin
in the back. | watched Martin pull a hair out of his nostril and look up ahead at the road.
|l dm not sure any of us knew how wedd gotten F
across the international bridge. Jeft apright, staring intently out the window, while
Martin adjusted something near his waist. As we approached the Mexican side of the
bridge, | felt the weight of law school release. Martin rubbed my shoulder.
AYou guemdy, as k ed TMamnatrel Mexican like me to show you
where ités at. o
AOh, wedr e r e a tHglpoked aprasthe barizomtal greerf ahd red
stoplights that served as the Mexican entry checkpoint. He asked why we were stopping.
ASo we c¢an wa ihenthe grden light flashedrareddhree muscular
Mexican soldiers in black and white camouflage uniforms waved us through with their
long rifles. I noticed Martin fumbling around with something on the floor.
ACool , 0 Jeff sai d, -ydawoow bawrewinghidfirstieyy | i ke an e

riffe. AiSo fucking cool . 0 We decided to find a c¢
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Later that morning | felt Martindébk | egs

wr

needed to urinat e, b ut herbed Jefifacédtthe wadl,rat to move.

blanket awkwardly wrapped over his body the way raw dough drapes over sausage. |

remembered Martin in my bedroom several weeks eailiemembered his tongue ring

easing in and out of my mouthwished for that one moténe. | wrapped my body over

his, one step out of my journal and closerdal life. But Martin did not awakeln the

other bed Jeff shifted his position and snorBdtween the beds were a wooden night

stand and an ugly purple lamp with no lampshddeas glad to have two friends who had

dragged my off to Mexico. Maybe now they

wanted so badly for Martin to like me; | placed my face close to his and quickly fell asleep.
We were awoken soon by a knockirtgpar door. Light flooded our room as Jeff

answered the door. The same lady who had greeted us late last night now wanted to know

ColL

if web6d be staying another night. Jeff | ookec

ATell her yes, o0 | saidwn.iAduMdar tsihmklraryeluy ¢

beside me.

Jeff | ooked at his phone. @ADo you know whe

St

Nope. o

St

Twohi rty. o

I n the afternoon?bo

St

St

Yep, in the afternoon. o
Martin laughed beside meée lay on his stomach in his whitshirt, back arched
to raise his head. | thoughe looked like a manatee.

AShit, o | sai d.
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AYes, shit.o
All three of us rose from the beds and quickly prepared ourselves for a big night
out. My excitement must have been palpable by the way [ fluttered around the radbm. Je
told me to calm down, but the butterfly in me could not be contaivéelhad happened
upon this room for a reason, and Nottmsasnot abc
time. | wondered if Jeff knew the way | felt about Martin.
Of course, Bhould have known Martin brought a knif&/ho else is stupid
enough to bring a machete into Mexico? It was a large knife with a brown handle and steel
blades, big, but just small enough to fold up into itself. Although | scarcely noticed
through the mioky haze in the bar, the police had no trouble finding Martin or the knife. |
turned around to see Martin being marched out of the club by a cop with one hand on
Martinds arm and the other hand over his heac
the club together, where the cop shoved Martin towards a large blue police truck with a
bunch of men standing in the back. One of the men leaned over and pulled Martin into the
truck. Martin, meanwhile, looked around and smiled as if he wergglescortd to his
Senior Prom.Once inside thetruche | i fted two arms in the air
the world, o Martin cheered as the truck movec
We followed the truck on foot for several blocksvery so ofen the truck stopped, where
a police officer stood over one or two men sitting on the cAgsoon as they saw the
truck, the men calmly stood up and walked toward the rear of the truck. | surmised they
had done this beforeMartin remained standing imis black pants and grey shirt, his wide

smile visible to me from a few feet behind the trutle seemed to be having fun.
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Not surprisingly, Jeff di d Hewatkkedsafear e Mar t i
feet behind the truck yelling to Martin.
AU jump out. Jump. o
Martin held his arms wup higher. Al cano6t. o
Jeff waved his arms at the truck, at Martin, at the police officers coming and going,
circling the truck, just waving and waving and walking down the street in flip flops as if
we were on avhite Caribbean beach feeding the seaguls for me the scene reeked of
an erotici s m theEbuadbmal policsirvadad the Englstebar and arrested
the men who dare impersonate women on Halloween night. And as in that tale of
foolishnes, | felt equally left out hereNo one was frisking me or touching me or paying

any attention, really, and | was reddgh was | ready so | just kept looking and staring

and | ooking and staring, and Jef f ihthear ms wer €
truck, and |1 6m searching =ightdrdundmaandllobkhen an ¢
and | ook and | ook, and hedés around me, over r

me, and he takes his hand on my back and pushes me towardr@achles down, places

my hands wide on the wall and frisksmed m t her e and his hands run
down my back, over my cock, and down my leg and back up the other side and over my

cock again, and | spread my legs a little further, and th& mawes on and | am still there

and heds not touching me and my hands and | ecg
he looks at me and grabs his crotch, says something and grabs his crotch, and | grab mine,

and | grab it again, and I laughandhaughs and | | augh again, not

talking so fast, butilikeMart always dbes andthemitder and v
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ends and | am spredelggedagainst an orangeeeling wall, staring at gnats leaping from
one crevice to another.

| ran after him.

AnSir, onBical Bed, o He turned around, asked

like he had never seen me before.

AYour, eh, friend is going to the stat:i
AThe police station?o
ANo, the gas station. o

| walked to his side. So close, almost touching. Now it was my turn to place a hand
on his back.

AWhere is the station?0 | aske@CanHis
you take me Thenhe toled asfingarthroogh Risdhairemember that
specifically,before he backed up and walked away. | noticeddsea bowlegged man
kicking the dirtandmuttering something as he walked, a blmgged walk, awayThen the
truck was gone, and so was Martin, and Jeff wandered somewhdréhere | was
standing still again, standing still and missing out on somethivig.a t |, Il didnot
| was tired of missing outl could miss out no more.

We waited at the police stati (I drove)Martin and I sitting on a bench, no jail cells
in sight, finally leaving outside to smoke a cigaréts® intimate and then | realized we
hadjust walked out of the police station Just walkdout! | went back inside to speak
with one of the policeficers. Back inside, in the back of the building, behind a waist
high partition, stood another officer, this one with lighter skin, a tall man wittlolionde

short hair and a loo#éf curiosity on his facel looked outside to see if Martin had Idftt
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aguardout frontkeptlooking out the dooat him | approached the maehind the
partition, but before | got there he looked up, smileadopened his lips and tall teeth like
slivers eating me, chomping me between his teeth. | grabbed hisdwendke petition.
He allowed me to hold his hands, smiling even, the way a churchgoer gives himself over to
the priest. | asked him about Martin, pointed to Martin outside, told him | wanted Matrtin
out so we could fuck tonight. Then the man beganughaAnd he laughed and laughed
some more, and | knew he was on my side. He laughed at the image of me and Martin
fucking or maybe heTaldinglardteliiry @ich in Sganismiatkt al ki ng.
want to fuck Martin.

But then his teeth closed, ah lips pursed together, slightly upted in the center,
and he toldne Martin is scum.

AnScum. O

3t

The wor st kind. o

| 6 m Mot sur e

3t

Street trash. o

3t

But wed®d® not from

3t

Al't doesndt matter which side youdbdre on:
We continuedolding handsn the center of our bodieBut he opened the partition
doorand movechy hands over his crotch, so itdéds wup
my hand over his cockp thickandsolid. The other officer was gone, and Martin had
returned iside. Martin watched us, adjustirtgs baseball cg@and looked some more.
Then he laughedFucking guero! T h a t 6 ghe oifflter let go of mpands, placing one

of his inthe air and slidindpis fingers together in the universal sign for monktpok no
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offense; | understood. | handed him twenty dollars, which he took without lookiaig up
me Martin told me he had no monelthoughtback to the previous night and how |
wanted Martin, and the whisper in my ear, the whispgrnbw there wasore. | hanced
the officer another twenty dollanshich he put directly ito his wallet. The wallet was
brown and stuffed with tiny cards, my American dollars wedge between purple peso bills.
He walkedaway, behind the partitiobut then turned around @nvaved his hands in the
air. We could go.We left the police station for my little red car. | looked at the clock:
midnight. To the hotel we would go. Meand MartMa r t i n and | . | 6d wai t
enough.
On the dirt road backto townmy headlights illuminated swirling particles
appearing lovely in the | ight, my hmend restir
it was time, it was timel was ready.l imagined the dark room and thick blankets too hot
forthe border,and ljusti dndot want |1J edfifdntéoad bweanbtaclkef f to b
told me the police did not return his knife.
He looked restless next to me in the car. He stretched his arms and kicked his legs
out in front of him, but | was thinkinghecouldstrédt i n bed and | really h
considered the logistics of it all, as in who will do what to whom, he the passive recipient
of much today, me anxious for love or sex, love and sex.

Then it all went to hell.

ADuuuuuuude! 0 scr eamedime)apgrdachihgnyoar near |y i r
window with a giant dark bottle of beer in tfF
with it, but | was happy to see him, happy he
backseat and | eaneg, cboee toamyg: shitode aJlphf
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Martinds head rest, did iTunedandluaghed. Themr t i n t ur
they both began | aughing, and saying fAdude, 0O
naive to know what about (butaty be you do) , and then Jeff st ai
shoulders, not to relax him, but to prepare him for something, I could tell. So the two of
them were laughing, and losing me, and losing me, and no one looked my way, and then
Jef f sai d ybbtegotout,@ndadeff handedhthe top of my car, banged it and let
out a loud Texas holler, went to catch up to Martin, who wandered off, just crept away
from the car as iéntranced by the swirling dirt. Andl &heard was dude! And dude!
And dude! And dude! And dude!

| drove a few blocks to the hotel, heartbroken, and parked in the guarded parking
lot, giving my keys to the young hotel attendant. | wanted to be alone yet not by myself.
Instead of returning to the hotel room, | wandered in the dfgpdisection of where
Martin and Jeff had left my car. | thought about returning to the police station of the tall
and handsome officetAnd where was the other officer, the short and stout one with the
black curls, who frisked me so intently and staaad stared and stared.

As | walked down the street considering my renewed loneliness, several cars
slowed down, the drivers turning heads toward me and continuing on theil path.a
gringo walking down a lonely road. | wanted the attention. A leoopcars turned
around and passed by me in the other directidre more cars that passed, the more my
loneliness subsided, replaced by an unprecedented dngesed in Spanish, in English,
stomped the dirt, yanked the leaves off trees, spit mspisnore mucus, spitting and
spitting and spitting, until | hadadenough and pulled off my sweaty shirt. | walked

heavily over the hard streets. | didndt Kknov
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from, or some combination.wanted Martin, buhe would not have me. | wanted the
police officer, Ibmdgiflhad rdturmedté South Amenea, dramng
the attention of so many men. Yet the wait for my ideal lover had grown tiresome. | could
write no more about attractive lawhaml classmates. | ran my hands over my wet chest.
The young men in San Antonio t&gh me on, but rareliy neveri did we consummate that
passionNow, on a bal my May evening just south of
sat on the curb and look@to the next passing carmade eye contact with the driver. As
the car passed by, | stood up and threw my shirt over my right shouldentinued
watching the car as it passed by and continued down the roaided my hands in the air.
What youwant, baby?
My words surprised me, particularly my tonemimicked something | had heard
in the hallways while tutoring at Highlands High School. Likewise, | imagined Brian
Damen, a man who sat two rows beneath me in Torts Class, who would runéduis fing
over his biceps and continuously brush the back of his hair with the cupped palm of his
hand. | wanted Brian the same way he wanted himéelfidid my belt buckle and slowly
pulled my belt from its loops. | stood just off the roddy self-confidence surged. A
large black truck passed me on the right. A chdyred man turned his head out the
window. | heard the man whistléde stopped the trucK. hurried my gait. | arrived near
the side of the truck and opened the passenger door. The rkad Emhappy to see me.
In the truck the man stared and smile, stared and smiled, put his hand over my chest
and abdominal muscles. | relaxed, closed my eyes for a moidergoon begato suck
my nipples, the swirls of his black curly hair rubbing lightly over my chespened my

eyes and politely litgd his head off my chest.
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You are so handsome, 0 he said.

AThank you, yes. Thank you. O

Al pay. o He took out < Hevmwchivdséeworthand hel d
The man resumed touchingmychdstd d never been so desired. I
pulled out my penis. | slapped him softly over his face.

AFi ve hundred pesos, o0 | announced, but bef
the value in American dollars, the mustached man had plageg500 peso bill into
my hand | rubbed my fingers over th@ol, crisp bill, while the man resumed driving.
He looked at me and smiled, looked at me and smitdreached over to touchyrmohest,
as | had don dlistoatenivhent was palpabléd fa e, | leaned back in
my seat and closed my eydsplayed with my dick. Then | feliis hand around my cogck

and lopened my eyesHe reached around with his left hand atreked me with his hand

turned upside down. | noticed a thick gol den
So desired:
I n Mexico | was mauled, in a married ma
over and over, so it finally hurt to have my @etiouched, and | wonder how long
it has been since he has had gramde ck i n
grand® as he sucked it down, asked i f | we

and put another 300 pesos in my pants, sucked me like ssneegae who hadnod
had water for weeks. Then he wanted to hold me, surprisingly, which | could not
allow, certainly not, but at least he acknowledges he wants more in a man than a
| arge penis and hot body, al.tJamawygh t hat
18, 2000

And then it happened again.

Again.

And again:

So | called it my corner, where | balanced myself on the steps, kept my bearings
straight, a centering point, the place | most remembered, where | waited, sitting,

222



for someone to come and pick ape and it happened, smoothly and quickly, with
a |little humor, as | pretended 1|i ke
remember how excited that one guy | o
guess | 6d | et hi m s uHekimostydroeeiofttike roadhg r a
and | hope that thirty minutes will get him through another four months with his
familyi Jaruary18, 2000
| realized after the third time that one of my socks had disappeared. Perhaps it had fallen

of f i n t h e pdrhaps tslidm afimyself. dte last man kissed my thighs and

swallowed my balls and ran his hands through my hair while he licked my ¢hested my

head and exposed my neck to him, which he gnawed and gnawed so | turned my head the other

way ard that part of me belonged to hinotoWe were not isolatedo, his car window

partially open so arone walking on the sidewalk near his car might have heard it all. With the

third man | finally ejacul ated, pceuvamyinngg fis 0 mL

PAPI, AyPAPIO Isowasndt sur e whoewhatelsedoddhesamen my hand:

leaked all over his facand | rotated his fadeom side to side, just to make suneery part of

it touched the tip of my dick

A few hours later, as thpastel hues of morning overtook Nuevo Laredo, | thought about

t hat ma inthink of it reow. d sat on a curb and remembered the bend of his ears and the

tiny moles on the back of his necls he lifted his head from my lap | stared at thick pedd|

of semen like paint over his face. Somehow the semen had missed his wide nose. His cheeks

held a darker hue than the rest of his face the way a baseball glove ages unevenly, and |

wondered why he looked so thrilled to have my semen all over hisdhe.would want my

semen all over their face? Two delivery men across the street unloade@daidf a large

truck and into a storefront. So much happens in the early morning eligid me two men

lifted up a metal gate guardingpapeleria | turned towards the sound. Inside | saw long

fuzzy pencils and various jars of erasers, glue sticks, even pretty red Incaview hours
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some students might walk by. What would they think of this man on the curb? Where did he
belong?

Sweat had begum drip off my hair and down my chestrubbed my right hand over the
sweat, pushing it down toward my abdomen and into my jeans. The men continued to unload
the truck. One of them smiled at meln that smile | saw the faces of so many men | had met
in Latin America.Helping men. Friendly menElirting men. Had | finally seen what they had
all along? | rubbed my wet hand over my hair and wondered about the man across the street.
Does the outsider like myself simply call attention for other,degsial, reasons? As | stood
up several bills fell out of my pocket. What did they mean to rh&und more bills in my
back pocket.From my wallet | pulled out green 200 pesodittixed with my American
twenty-dollar bills. The dollars looked oldafling edges a testament to the ubiquity of
American money, this distinctly American viewpoirithe Mexican bills were crisp and new. |
slid one between my fingers. Another pocket held still more pesos, the crumpled up kind.

Dull. Lifeless. So what wsl to do?

| finished my story to Manuel sucking the juice out of orange quarters and throwing them in the
trash across the room. He leaned back on his chair and opened up his arms as if he wanted to
hug me.

ASo thatoés what ajyond@yv & kheerbedainng fdlilcki ng

anot her piece of orange toward the door. N Ge
Al 6m Bdot say
ANo, dondt apologi ze. |l just woul dndét hav

Al ddiodnot
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AANnd why vyou abeutpayingthandioo or i @ t ook the | ast
and walked the peel to the trash can.
It had always been that way, | told him. From my father, to the bus rides,itdlithe

Peru.

=]

Your father?0

Never mi nd. o

3t

3t

My f ather wmaswiat mefainstf utclke si ze of boul det
knew coul dndét give me money -ldrodhers andsistersl have anyt
never e \ewipedtasthands on the front of his uniform and begamfasten xays
offtheline.l wondered why |1 6d been so traumati zed
Some fathers might have hit their sons. I kr
| asked Manuel about therays.

AThe doctor tolkddme ot begahn s-tapemiapofeach i di ng
other in his hands like a giant deck of cards. Then he unfastened the cord from the wall mount
and watched it snap hard against the opposite wall.
AANd the tikdeaal et , antd giornlt iinruetdhe AVIdlek swage

AWhat about them?0 a-smaksedtheMryfoaddray,nexptdnayci ng t
bed.

Al B®bi nk

AWhat ?0

St

think | want attent illodkedatiMamelit heeu pl aces

know?o
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Manuel paused beside mycben Ay, Cr i st - bal .-rays, staringmiteek ed up
toponeil t | ooks | i ke you got quite a bit of att

|l didndt answer.

ASo much attention that you |l anded in here

Al waffedtienddo | snapped quickly. #@ANot attenti

A Uhuho

il d oeedattenton Manuel . O | f e | After bllaManuglsvass o o n a s
the one man whodod taken care of me when the c
Nothing was broken, the doctors insisted; my head was feelinglfsteould have been better
soonerReady to | eave. I trieddbdbo correct my of

ANo, no, 0 Manuel interrupted, taking his f
from the first time | washed your hair.o

| brushed my hand over nair and instinctively brought my fingers down to smell.
ANone of the women could touch you. o

No?0

3t

3t

Youbd fight them. o

AWhat ?0

St

when the nurses came tofeedarbee y ou. O

AHow da you

St

Lourdes goes toHeherch ®SanhMmgualunbd.
| was surprised that Manuel had an aunt in town.

AAnNnd my wife. o0
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AYour wife and Nurse Garcia?bo

AShedéd said a prayer, you know?bo

AFor me?o0

AYes, you. O

| was overwle | me d . Nur se Garci a, -Liphremybeacchad 6d r ef

actually said a prayer for me.
AAnd | knew something was wrong from the m
Aln the bathroom?29o
Aln the bathroom, 06 Manueol dagr eyéded dd i FdAgoy it & d
outmysecretcrushi The ot her nurses jnakcéndo yloe aoli ghit f be
Spani sh equivalent of Afaggot, 0 but more pl ay
AWhat did you think?0 | aFe&feldtthettuthar f ul f or
i N ol told them no.l know amariconwhen | see one, and this w
Relieved, | licked the dryness from my lipscould love men without beingraaricon
Al just knew you were an ananbeforewbuknow? man,
Why were you speaking Spanish? Why were you so angry? Hurt, | underBiarahgry and
more angry. | just tried to settle you down, and then you did. There you mede. we 6 r e st i |
speaking Spanish, like how many days laier?
For once | saw myself outside myself, and I
and frustrated my entire |ife, It seemed, but
teenager, but regained my enthusiasm in Latin Ametigarked so hard each gabut with

nothing to show for it. What kind of lawyer teacmeldle school?What thirty-five-yearold
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man has never had a serious relationshipfd accepted my | ove for mei
age, but what had prevented me from dating or haviray&iénd back in the United States?
| apologized again to Manuel.

Al | i ke what you told me, 0 he said, fiabout

AWhat ?0

3t

About those men paying you for sex or wha

AYouddi ke
ALI ke | youfinalygotvaid end now you tell me about hustling those old
men. 0
AThey tatoledd 60 | corrected him.
AThat 6s just how some men want it, o0 he con

But that 6s nolt diodmn dt waainn& dMahrtautedl s thoo w hl wa

AMen | i ke sex. 0
A Budto |
AAnd | guess yown aldr d itke dom youre diorty wor

fiLike dying for all the old peopleSe x f or you. 0

Yet | had waited so many years to estart having sexAnd when | finally did, | had to
payforitt1 coul dndét get Thatdgnamicofiexchaoge entereddimesaod .
my sexual transactions. 6 d pai d f or s e x Horedarsifetpathettdnd many t
ashamed, but once | figured dwdw to get the attention | craved, a certain power grew inside
me. | wanted Manuel to seethispowefow | 6d | earned a roundabout
craving for affection, to get paid for a skir

of which was both prized and rarehis white American young male bo@yn Latin America.
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Men loved what | representeelen ifnotthea ct ual man. I|aBsetediobeat 60 s oKk
not because | wanted it, but because | sometimes had to give it outinafeel like |

mattered to someone. In those men | saw my3é¢iey needed affection too. Perhaps |

received affection vicarioushP er haps t hatdés why | kept coming
Altds the power, o0 | confesseoeddet poManuéeél
AWhite men have power wherever they go, 0 h
men. 0
But | didndét want to hear another discours

suffered. | could only think of myself and how | had suffergét | was starting to eat again,
and | knew |1 6d be home soon. |l wanted Manuel
as | might look in my hospital bed. But that | was never a giant whore, either. | was of an

entirely different species unknovto even myself.

Upon my return to Austifrom my sexual foray along the borgdéwas determined to make
somet hing happen. | asked the TGI Fridayodos k
side of town. | was greeted by a wary stare ardittobe careful.l went to the clubs alone
and, predictably, felt out of place. While a lone white traveler in Latin America might garner
attention, an Anglo in Austinds eastside si mg
the evening, when tHene white male ambling around the Hispanic part of town becomes as
exotic as snowfall. | removed my shirt and took heavy steps downthelrcadl r epl i cat e
kind of men Latinos love:
The beauti ful Puerto Ricanng askngmdeétb y wha
lift up my shirt to search for weapons, and | obliged, and | obliged, gave me

twenty dollars and put it in his mouth and stopped, afraid that someone might
open the door, afraid that | might rob him. Kept driving and stopping, moving
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aroud t he neighborhood. | wish he werenot
because even if he thought | was a hustler, he could have relaxed for a few
mi nut es. Like Id6m apt to do, relax and
just sickmy dick andeel how my hands are tender, not threatening, like | have
felt so many times befarie Sepember3, 2000
Other times | played role of dominatrix, fulfilling the fantasy of married men:
Alllrememberissayng fnamd eh ® k egsti;gme,cstigame, paii,
otra vez, 0 an dike giwk himmehe dur, sd tratché veas aimost
shaking and | slapped him hard in the face, harth wy dick, and he said | was
Amuy ma ani loe,loved it so much, and he had a great jeep, and a wife and
two kids, and the money was only about $
| got off watching it, [theeum] on his face, so | saw it coming down his cheek like
a newborn breasteedingi June 10, 2001
Before | ong | 6d tlexémelified sunh rae indSangotDommngd r ol e .
Dominican Repubione evening when a young man whood d
half-dozen finally stopped and asked if | needed a ridiece | was inside, he asked how much
to suck my di c kowmueh ltdlehin but he agreedrarndetarted to drive us
both to a hotel.l refused, asked him if he knew any otherspdte i nsi st ed hedéd f e
hotel, but again | refused. | unzipped my peé
street. He knew what he was doing, but | wanted to get back to the city center to begin a night
of partying. Before | knew it, however, something poked on the passgidgeitoor, and |
opened my eyes to see a laifte pointed toward my headl'hey draged the man, literally,
out of the car, while the one near me with the gun opened the door slowly as if escorting me out
of the car. A big and loud officenterrogated the young ma@nwvhom | learned was named
Alex T while the othercalmerofficer talkedto me on the other side of the road. When it was
over, the mean officer who shaken down Alex for all his money turned his attention to me:
Sothenheturnsaround gr abs hi s absigar a nagnodc ailtldss nhe ke

whoa, how colois that because bugabn is like a Dominican word for like
masculine guys who will try to get a piece of ass from just about anyone, usually
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for money, and it was like, co@iausdike, a bugarrdn is not gay or anything,

heds just a nor mal g u yfficersyrmtdikeknnthe wed | i k
States, when Bshbdbs hl ket hhbisi mgayand |
fitting in, so there was this strange affinity for me and the other two officers,
which explains why they r.ebatltheywerdstil n 6t b
buggindé on TUUnel7,2006er guy.

e
6m

Getting paid for sex both in the US and abroad brought a surge to repsétfence. |
wrote of Abeers, beans, and bl owjobso without
noticedin a sexual way. | wanted to portray this smihfidence to Manuel and to depict my
body whole, not as | remembered it, but as | needed to represent it to him:

I have that thing, I think, which trans
liminal world of the border, where nothing surprises, a merging of the two worlds
creating something entirelynew. dondét know what some mer
assume it is submerged in the sexual because | often go overlooked by women and
men who have no interest in otlreen. The transformation | produce, then, has

much to do with desire. Perhaps | present myself with passion, with possibility,

the same way | look at other men, the possibility of something beyond the moment.
Perhaps they merely want to fuck msome meido, or | should say | fuck thein

but | feel there is something else |106ve
like that? Osiel told me he liked me betteh en | was drunk, that
so | think thereds s o mestwhen hrgax,toreefybe sai d

and let myself be free, an unraveling of everything inside into some aesthetic

presence which carries me elsewhere, a release from this prison. If | could only
transform myself the way | do these men, into believing in the gogsibiy o f | i f ¢
fulfillment. If | can see myself walking down a dark border alleyway and actually

get excited. Perhadsalready havei March 12, 2004

Yet sometimes such burgeoning sathfidence succumbed to an ambiguity, such as that

experienced my send day of a summdong trip to Cabo San Lucas:

|l think thatés what Leti (the dancer/ st
Rocavista; she said the second man 1| 6d
fr ociam ohi s peni s, sdametthil dg meb dietdb shewild
didndét seem |Ii ke a maric-n, could be a
| 6d been played by her, or hi m, but she

army underwear, she said | looked like a stripperdeed, | felt like one, this guy
looking one way and paying in the othiiMay 1, 2005
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That 16d stildl pay while inhabiting a fAstr
Rechyos GCityof Night(1©59) copmed in my 200@urnal mimicsL et i 6 s conf usi
AHe wasbua IwelmMuscul ar man in his early 300s
man would pay another male when he obviously could make it @asliynutually in any of
the barso (365).

Even if my journals, at times, recdumnarrator talking himself into confidence, so many
other entries depict a loneliness in which the lines between money spent and money received are
blurred, or not mentioned at all. Men filtered in and out of my life, some | wanted, but who |

coul dmeét And ot hers | di dnot want , but who <co

Where is Max? Again, he knows where to find me, but he is nowhere in sight.
Another Chicano man who leaves me, just as surly after he comes. And yesterday,

| saw Sisti riding hisbike n 't he nei ghbor hood. I miss h
Junior, and everything is just so lonely again. It is sad the way | feel about Junior

: : . so mad | c an épresegtedll these Mexicamniem and h
with families and suchwhol darméve either. | n,ande ad, I
last night Chris came ovend gave me head, all tattooed and smellysagl)

and then Marcos, whb 6 m al ready over, but Kirckpt Juni

that Leon and | met at the Aquarium. They arergwhere, yet nowhere. And it

all makes me so sad, and tomorrow | will drink and try to make the pain go away.
Tomorrow night | will roam the streets, drunk, on the Eastside, looking for some
man to give me at least half an hour of affectigraid or noti and then he, too,

will be gonei August 2 2006

At the identical time, then, as | was repeatedly paid for sex, | turned that same money around

and sought affection of my own:

| should have told him there in my room how lonely | was and how | needed to

spend a night with another man. How it
certainly not the money. How | wanted to be held and caressed and kiss a man
who would reciprocate. But how do you 't

you simply want nesexudintimacy?It seems so patheti@¢. Jaruary23, 2004
When | said in the introduction that being hurt in Latin America is no surprise to

me, | must not have read carefully some of my journélhat |1 6d be hurt may n
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surprise to anyone elsicluding my family and all the doctors and nurses, but it certaialy
a surprise to me:

The obvious question to think about now is why do | put myself in danger. As

mi ght be exypectietd,t Hatdomdg!|l | | ndoadbt happe
meol t coul d. I am certainly aware of th
defend myself if it does happen to me.
intuitive too. I know now that bad men

bad things, bt deep down everyone wants to be loved, respected, and treated
kindly. | should mention, though, that this only applies to Latin men, at least with
me . Not that things havendédt happened to
beat up once, robbed at gunpt almost murdered. Nothing out of the ordinary. |
know exactly what | need to do in order to survive. Always have. Ever since | was
a kid. Surviving now means showing vulnerability, asking questions, seeking
help. If  nod my head in deference, | anking a point: | cannot do this on my
own. Thatodés why | want Juan to return.
was very, very wrong1 April 15, 2006
| guess this is the privileged white male body again, the ones who comfortably roams the
streets of east Austin or sleeps naked across the living room floor. Perhaps | give myself credit
for the way the world is oriented. Slanted in a way to keep me Babn the cops watch out
forme.But suppose | wasno6t hurt by anyone at al
if it was all one giant accident, as my sister seemed to be saying about the colossal cement
stairs or uneven payment? Did | desesredit for keeping myself whole for so long? Or had |

been leaking for years, ever since | was a little boy, the leaky traveler who would have been

more successful at home?
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Soyintocable
Never happemot to me
|l 6d never

|l 6ve never

¢Quién querfa hacerme dafio?
¢Quién?

Who did this?
cud?

Who who who
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Day 11

After breakfast Manuel handed me a bag of clothes and told me we were taking a field

trip.
Al want you to see somethingget Headgdded
| opened the bag and pulled odd a pair of
AYoubve got what, another day here?0 he an
pointed, fAor better yet, just get dressed ric
| pulled out a brown-shitrand hel d it over my dohest. HAYou
AOne more time, 0 he interrupted, flicking

AThereds dtowo pairs of

Oneds for the under wear. 0

3t

| looked at a pair of grey shorts, too small for a 13yarchild. | put them on anyways
under my gown.

ASo demure, Crist-bal. How about hurrying

| pulled the gown over my head and reached for the black shortsonthe Ged.a n k y o u
for bringing the clothes. 0 The domfwar tsahb Iry .,
never imagined | could fit in a shirt so small.

Manuel walked with me toward the door, my steps measured and slow.

ADond6ét worry, o0 he began, as we moved into

We wal ked past tatonand torpetd § comar, wiseee d ssw Nurse Garcia

leave a room with empty wrappers in her hand.
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AManuel 20 she said, smiling at t hwast wo of
rare to see her smile, at least for me, but Manuel looked nsith@ised nor flustered. He
nodded at her and shuffled me along, but not
saw an old, presumably American woman struggling to breathe, her face saggy and misshapen
like old papaydallenfrom a tree. Nurse Geia made eye contact and frowned along with me,
but as she saw us leaving she wished us a good time.
ATo the old ones?0 she sadladyeoalot houngh eslea

didndt ent i OldpeppledOiddriends? it @uiddnean one or the otheOr both.

ot

Yes, yes, 0 Manuel answered quickly. AAwe
A few more slow steps and we arrived at ar
| should practice taking larger steddooked around the small hallway irofit of the elevator.
ALater, 0 he chided, turning his attention
From the el evator exited the same doctor v
looked up from his papers and inspected the two of us as if we had washed@asimisland.
He raised his glasses atop his frosted hair and extended his gaze at Manuel. His face was far
too smooth for someone his age, perhmgiga decade younger than the
in bed, ivory skin unblemished like a slab of marbBl¢hatever creases he had acquadded
interest, not age.
AAh, so youob6re still here, o he said to me,
were going soon, no?0o0
| looked toward Manuel.

ATomorr ow, 0 MafnHiesl sainsstweerr @ws. ocomi ng tomorr
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AAh, vyes, 0 he said. fABlanca, the one who s
smiled. 1 wondered how he knew about Blanca.
AMy sisterés friend, o | answered the doctoc
sisterds best friend. o
Thedoctot ook back his hand from mine and adj us
AYes, 0 | agreed. ALovely. o | turned to no
The doctor nodded toward him, then | ooked
said, surpsing me with the warmth of his voice and focused stare. | had expected weeds
instead. He returned heyesto his papers and continued down the hallway, where, | assumed,
he might run into Nurse Garcia.
Manuel and | rode the elevator down one floothi® ground level. Together we
walked out a nearby door, myself focusing on lengthening my strides. Manuel guided me
toward a bench, thankful was I that the covered-afbpoint shielded me from the sun.
Unl i ke the col oni abkwhowsanuSanyMiguedahd imagiaead fromyny f i r st
hospital bed, we appeared to be in a residential district along the highway, mounds of sand and
half-finished cinderblock buildings punctuating a rather bleak landscape. | was surprised to see
pine and oak treepunctuated with nearby flowering cacti in front of the hospital. | covered
my eyes with one hand over my forehead and stared out at the ugly highway, wondering how,
exactly, 16d made it this far away from town.
A maroon Chrysler pulled up a few minutes later, stopping in front of the bench. From
the driverbdés seat | eaned an ol d 4slangdenimho wave

shirt appeared a flat chest aded with several silver chains. He lowered pgassenger

237



window and addressed Manuel with a fierce wave. | noticed an American accent as soon as he

spoke.

AGet in, get in, o0 waved the man, his ar ms

AWedbre coming, wedbdbre coming, 0gmeashaetheed Mar
sunds intense shine. Wedd only spoken a few
remember.

Manuel seized the mands hand from the oper

passenger door.

ACrist-bal, 0 Manueli rstad dt haes diaer .us hfelréedd Im k

| looked over Jeffrey, whose green eyes reminded me of my own, and outstretched my
arm. APl ease to meet you, sir.o

AOh, sir, non.s eonlefeey, bathaatelgopdne sde df t he man, t
robustress of his voice matching his strong arms. His short white shorts, made even shorter by
his sitting position in the vehicle, revealed stbke legs covered in tiny moles. He warmly
took my hand and squeezed it lightiylanuel got into the back seatcashut the door.

ASo | heard you had quite a fall,o Jeffrey
old friend Manny here said you overgntipatted eed sor
my knee.

| had no idea where we were going, but | likedvitasy Jeffrey ignored stop signs and
blew through red lights. He had clearly been in San Miguel for some Aimé&me? | had a
feeling 16d been on this road before, but hov
sporadic trees ran along the highwagt ycould make out the hazy outlsyef mountains in

the distance Our exit from the main road put us face to face with a square church holding up a
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giant circular domelisteningpink in the daytime sun. Soon the car hobbled over cobblestone

streets Ining narrow alleyways of colorful buildings. Flowerpots camped over skinny

doorways marked above with street addrestes.f el t | i ke 1 6d wandered i
facade, Jeffrey and Manuel as my intercultural tour guides. Sidewalks sloped alodgshills

running downstairs and back upstairs, spreading out into spacioas.plaffrey pointed out

the purple blooms aspiring over churches or beside the rooftop gardens.

AfYoubve never heard of t he Jacaranda?0 Mar

My answerjn Englisht hat | 6d n e \hienbefoeew® weeks ago,rbbugbt & smile
to Jeffreyodos | ips.
AHeds got you there, o0 he said to Manuel . T

We slowed for some girls skipping along the sidewalk in theirada@iforms, the last
of which might have been the girl from the bus, the one that had disappeared. She giggled loud
enough to make us all giggle, a surprise for me since befsitelyin no mood to giggle. She
had gotten her shoe stuck within threseen cobblestone street, bamiling and whining to her
friends as her braid swung along |l i ke a hor se
APretty young girls, o Jeffrey whispered. T
We slowed down around a corner, where | noticed a oje@ning ora charming café
tables eloquently poised around a central out
had my trip gone according to plan, a casual sort of work space adorned with eclectic art or soft
electronica music, as was the style in Monterrey. My iripeems, was happening in reverse.
We turned the corner and slowed down in front of a small apartment complex,-fi®dirst

parking area big enough for four cars.
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Al think they |l eft us room, o Jeffrreey sai d,
AJust stay in the car unti |l | park. o

We did as Jeffrey instructed and soon were following him toward the apartment. At the
door he stopped Manuel to bring inside agHllon jug of water, which Manuel proudly hoisted
over his shoulder. | shuffled bield Jeffrey, unsure of my purpose. As we enteaddrge
cheer erupted for Manuel and his water jug. Around a small wooden table sat two older men
playing cards. Manuel worked his way around the table, flexing his free arm while he balanced
the water top his shoulder.

AYou know where it goes, 0Manhebemergedoutlaef fr ey
sliding patio door into the sunlight. | stood motionless beside the table.

AWhobés t he cor gaegdldermarsperasihg has cagdisom orteend of
the table.

AOh stop, 6 interr uptHkedurnadtowardreerwithrhis paunchy x t  t ¢

stomach and green cardigan matching the backs

friend, i1isndédt that righBPDI The man held out |
The other man | owered his glasses and mout
weodore all o6friendsdé6 of Manuel, arendt we, Mar
the hell did he go?o0
AOh, for heavenods s ahiseutsthetcheg arm stil wabingBi | | s h c
my hand. AYou damn fairy.o

| offered my hand to Bill.

AAnd | 6m Peter, o0 said the fairy with the

{®)

octaves. He reached for a plate of cubed cheese besidéi8ilbokedio be about seventy.
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In the kitchen a darker boy in an apron flittered behind Jeffrey, his movements like
dances around a stationary Jeffrey, who fumbled with a silver martini shaker.

ADammit, this thing, 0 cri edlhelbeyfwholowked @l c ¢
to be about my agehen | first traveled to Central America, took the martini shaker from
Jeffrey and pushed him to the side.

AMe do it, o he said in English, the fillir

Behind them emerged stdhother man, his pale legs as thin as a golf club, a New York
Knicks hat | oosely around his head. #Al dm the
way around the martini fiasco (Jeffrey had thrown the shaker in the sink) and towards me.

APl eameadt tyou, 6 | said, offering my hand.

AANnd | am Jefvédlreewsd sp anrtatamaeara,ar he conti nued,
what | presumed were invisible pearls, the ot
what 6s this | heedrdsabfoute nydo?wd ahned cMantu nued, o
time, as if displaying it for a kiss.

[ wa®oin the

3t

AOh, 06 he interrupted, | ooki Yogaredahe frignddff r ey «
Manuel? Dear, oh dear, | séyo
He was interruptetly Manuel, who had returned from outside and wore a different
shirt, a red Polavith a stripped purple collait Al way s pendejotoal Mamu el
approached Michael and placed a firm kiss across each cheek. | backed out of the way.
AManue.l i's the man who changed my | ife, 0 s

Achangedo and a throaty Kathlene Turner final
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fiPor favor, por favor 6 Manuel said, in a mixture of S
simple man with bignusculos 6 A bedléxed for the crowd.

AOh that shirt | ooks splendid on you, 0 Mic

AEh, do ®ou mind if

AYou dondét even have to ask. l'tds yours. o

3t

Bad chimed in Jeffrey from the kitchen.
ABut what?0 Michael answeredrs.@Dondt ever
Manuel smiled proudly and adjusted the collar.

AThat 6s what you get for saving my |ife,o
AThat 6s how we met , 0 a dMbeudltoak thé Hesteare off r om t |

Michaelat t he hospital .o Hebtuyoed doama?ad Manuel

Alt was nothing, 0 Manuel answered in Engl.

unwanted attention. He leaned over and whispered to me in Spanish that Michael has cancer.

i Ohadcancer, 0 he added, fAwhen | met him at the
Jeffrey yelled from the kitchethat lunch would be served in a few minutes, an

expansive collection of the finest tuna, egg, and chicken salad Pedrito could musteep.

need o urleffpeysaid, eyesrcircdlating around the room.

Pedritowhe wboeksmahere, o0 Manuel | eaned o0ovVveE

St

AfiLi ke the maid. o

AOh, heds a giant I ndian queen, bY®uIl I qui c
know | speak the Spanish, darling. o
AButododmeos

Andknowe hi s boydés a queen, o Jeffery finish:t

1
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They watched Jeffrey carry elegant bowls, then a fine crystal decanter, out from the
kitchen to what | now realized was some sort of a central patio. | followed Manuel outside,
emerging into a wide expanse of seed flowers, a veritable botanical garden, surrounding a
beautiful wooden table covered in food. Pedro, who | noticed was dressed in a black Che
Guevara-shirt, passed out small cordials for, presumably, the atdnlaned liquor inside the

decanter. Ta thought of liquor nauseated me.

AirThi s belonged to my father, o0 Jeffrey expl a

on the tablefi My d asdd evla®s n a iasked aroundHhe table if anyone warlieghdy

AThe real Roc k Hu dHe modded ay Redrq, whyp bad enengyen wrduad the

corner with glate of various breads iExcept for the cocksucking

Amy dad was definitely not one of those. 0

F

Then Jeffrey began a story ablegandldéfinitely Uncl e

knew | was gay, 0 he annofiBoefli medwwhgtt heodpdtr

his little pervert nephew watched him take a pissid it out like a hose, | tell you. And me the
8yearol d with no clue what to do. o

| laughed along with the others and waited for Jeffrey to finish. Behind him a papaya
thumped to the ground, noticeable only to me, it appeared, as | wondered how the fruit could
take such a fall without being scathddé6 d j ust sl i d snothedow imftod my
of me. When Jeffrey had finished the story about his uncle, | raised my glass for my first taste
of brandy

AMy father used to sleep naked on the |
brandyto my lips.

ACome agdilln?0 said
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Aln his underwear, | mean. o | |l ooked towe
room fl oor. o

AGood God, where was your mother?0

| turned to see Manuel 66 feguoatedn|l 6daht ohdyv
money, so why not golahe way, just as | wanted to do with my fath&ve spoke so fast in
English however] wa s n 6 tunderstede. i ffi Mye | cootihueds an&wvering
Jeffrey.i She was as/| eldopkedidown hteny slicgedcooissart.

Altdéds ahl osbaugaked Jeffrey, Il ooking at Mic

Dondét you wish, o0 Peter megamDohdtookyog wais

ot

coudhavg ust bent down and sucked his cock?0

APeter! o Michael scolded from the other si

AOh pleaskl wbkbi wkregait. o Peter paused, t
table. ARiIight?0

ASometi mes | 6d get cdntoneeé enough to touch i

Jeffrey pointed at a flower bush beside the kitchen door. A closer look revealed
hanging zucchini, ripe like mfiather.

A E x a clexclgined.

It occurred to me then these men around the table had once been as young as my father.
Perhaps they, too, slept naked on the living room floor. | felt safe telling these men about my
father, and | wdsedéensundeManartd. coWhile | wa
sel f, 0 their c¢amaDespdedhe breezyltand andesdxuatbantes, pangof t s .
these men, it seemed, were interested in me sexually. That, of course, included Manuel, who

was busy gnawm at his nails, as he had throughout much of the lunch.
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|l told them about the night | towadhed my f

gotten hard and | had jerked him off for at least 15 seconds, until he woke up.

AOh, he was slo aaiakegmwc Milchdefi ni shed.

ASo awake, 0 Bill agreed. 0

ANo . . .. um, he driomks a | ot . I forgot t
ASo what died freeysaynw2derrupted. ARnThe next
ANot a thing. o

ANot hing?o

ot

N a d BilPadded with an exaggerated accent.

| shook my head. Manuel still fidgeted with his fingernails.

For the first time since | 06d woken up in t
my seat. AfiHe just went ahead | i ke things wer

ANor mal ?0

| told them about the divorceandy f at her 6s new fancy wunderw
stomach with the door widgpen his naked ass on display in front of me.

ASounds hot, 0 says Jeffrey.

AAnd hedd wal k around the apartment in hi s

even pointdowntowad hi s crotch and tell me thatds wha

ALook forward to?0 Jeffrey asked.

ALi ke, when | got older, | guess. You knc
ball s, too someday. 0 | t was htdnéelivingreom t i me |
floor or my fatherdés tempting nudity in the n
ashamed.
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AHeb6s | i ke one of those voyeurs, o Jeffrey
AExcept heds the one that wants tdhihe watc
head and foll owed Jeffreyods approach to the t
believe itds time for dessert. o
Jeffrey laid down the tray, which was covered in white rolling paper and brownish weed
pinched and scrunched togeth&ré c|l umps of wet grass. Bill os
boy. Manuel and the other men reached into the tray, their arms stretching and retreating like
the legs oRockettes.
From the edge of the table, Pedro watched the men fumble over mgagaper, their
hands shaking like dandelions in the wind. Once the rush had cleared, he reached for the
rolling paper and the marijuana, carefully constructing his joint as methodically as an
archaeologist brushing off bone. While the others struggkegjnched weed into his paper as
if making delcate pierogis, eventually pushitige paper to his mouthfter he had finished and
slicingit horizontally across his slightlgarted lips, his tongue like a dart across the surface.
Manuel glared at Pedeond r eached for Michael 6s paper
said to Michael, who scooped the weed off the table and into his awaiting hand.
AOh gooeflfoeg, dadd. 0 AHel p us, Pedrito!

Pedro kept his eyes fixed on his joint.

AYes, ouran,iot tadedeldhdPet er, who had given u
his melting bowl of ice cream. ACome hither |
|l 6m not sure i f |1 was offended or, |l ooking

offended, but neither he nor Pedro seemed to uradhel®r care. | did wondgnowever, if

Manuel had somehoewquat ed me with these ol d men. Il s t#F
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lunch,because he thought this was the way | would end wp&s ks feeble, if not more, than
most of these men, but | neededlistance myself from them. They were not like me, |
reasoned, and | was not like them.
Manuel finally got fed up with Pedrobds i nc¢
dondét youpetdg® @ t hem,
Pedro took a giant drag from his cigarette, roseobtits chair, and handed it to Peter.
AHappy?0 he barked at Manuel, in English, on
Manuel stayed seated and rolled his joint, emerging from his fixed stare with what
looked to be the perfect joint, tight around the edges, bohftle inside. He asked if | wanted
to smoke.
Al é&m fi nlegd nleweari dsmoked before and | cert
convinced as | was that my own decadence had led me down the perilous pathafself
Besides, | associated pstoking with laziness and sloth. A distinct lack of focus. If nothing
else, | was always focused.

AOh, come on, 0 said Manuel, standing up ar

approached me from the side, the joint between his two fingers and coming nearer to my lips.

ATake some. 0 He inhaled deepl y, ketowadsmyd hi s f
i ps. ASmell it, o0 he said. Hi s | anglsvasat t hat
desperately, hopelesslylove with this marn another unrequited lovieasfranticas | 6 d been

for affection all those years ago in my jousmaDesperate aswwaswandering the streets and
looking for someone, anyon notice. Manuel reached around my body, pressing the joint to
my lips, his fingers resting across my cheeks while he waited for me to intmbsathed in so

slowly it feltlike asigh.l br eat hed again so |1 6d know that

247



| stopped after one hit, but watched the other men imbibe the smoking joints as if
nibbling chocolate truffles. After a few minutes Bill spoke, explaining how my story about my
fatheri | told Bill he and my dad shared the same namamindedhim of Americain the
1950s.1't wasndét al | t HisMNew Kagkavgs werkirigdass dtalidnewhe got d .
married and someti mes had sex witheeamemow, &l't
he added, his pinkie and ring finger stretched in the air as he tipped back another cordial of
brandy.

AOh good | ord, 06 Peter anareoenre@e@ putdownhis ng t o
drink, and with his other hand fingered his wide ferehd . AYou couldnod6t be
then. o

Bi |l |l nodded. fAWe would have torn you apart
drink.

AThe worst were the cops, 0 chimed in Jeffr

Manuel looked at me.

AThe aralelstsheanglurveill ance, 0 he continued,
exhausting. o

AHumi | i ating, 0 Peter agreed.

St

Someti mes they wanted you to suck o6em, o J
AAnd then theydd arrest you.o

Bill spoke up abouttheten hedd worked in his uncleds bal
T he thought his name was Biliythis man who washed the dishes would pay the boy a dollar
totoucht he dbygkso

AAnNnd you . . . 0 Jeffrey began.

248



ASure did, o Bill iMadleusi d&d9ti odl mpnagr ¢ dat
As the | augher trailed off, the men | ooked
father, o0 Jeffrey qumeyoonktdckdé@dPen who t he he
| smiled, but stayed silent.
ANo, really, o0 conhennusdolJeffrey. AENIIigh
| looked toward Manuel, who raised the joint again toward my mdutraited for him
to press it to my lips, but this time he lowered it toward my hand instead. | looked at him, my

face surly sagging, and parted my lips. He took a drag frengoimt and pulled on my chin

with the other hand. Then his face came towe

known what had happened, his mouth, then teet

had a chance to open my mouth. Ithappened f ast | dondt recall the
AMe next, o Bill sai d, rai sing his hand.

Manuel leaned back into his chair and passed me the joint. Then he took a bow. It was a
performance | Iokahoth@rtdrag ropcertditove @ whert b ta hal e. I O c
never even smoked a cigarette.

ABut you still havenodot answered the quest.:
the table, 0 himself puffing on the joint Pedr

AWhat say you?0 Bill agreed.

| blew smoke out oy mouth, feeling competent at the ease in which | did so, and
scanned the men around the table. Michael and Jeffrey had been a couple for 27 years, not that
manyyearsd s s t han | 6 dPetervseemedgenaimely aappy m 8an Miguel, as did

Bill . I, on the other hand, still couldnoét ex|
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ACrist-bal, o0 Manuel began, |l ooking serious
He said it excitedly suif standing at the top of a Las Vegaaps tal# with dice in his hands.

Il n my weakened state, I felt nothing 1ike
day. | felt more like the men staring back at me.

Altds true, o0 | said haltingly.

AHeds a hustler, o0 said Jeffrey.

ASo you goytouned® Redmayasked. fANow how the
him, Michael scoffed.

Were they making fun of meWas it so hard to believe anyone would pay for this body?
| | ooked down at my skinny ar ms anrdmiidedew t hat
me of my own. What was | doing here? What was | saying?

AHe was strong, 0 Manuel finally intWerrupte

locked glances.

Al just, | dondét kndoow, 0 | began. Al was t
AOh, doné6t worry. As | ong as weodore tellin
ADi d wals&tedd Pedro. @ Got paid for sex?

St

We k now, oJeffregadded. k e r ,

St

No just him,o0o Bill answered. folgeteffimr i ch g
the subways. Just threw a few bucks in my pocket and got futkeass good for it, you
know, it was the 60s, but Illwaswmanpliseemenusadto t he &
be, you knowReer H@h , ks thallald,t aykonuo ww oou I

AOht, hilnk | 6d Kk nfloWMe 6or eP estteirl Isaaldl. t he same

of meat . O

250



=]

Which reminds me, 0 said Jeffrey. AYou hav
ANewWd more Ernesto?o0
Jeffrey looked at me and explained thatla men, including his partner Michael, had
sucked off Ernesto at some point.
AHeds short, dar k, and | ovely, 0 added Pete
tryite.loOooked at me more seriously. fABelieve

AFor taebnoubtucks, 0 Mi chael added. il t hi nk |1

AThat 6s | i ke 50 bucks, 0 said his partner J

AThis one ti me, I me an . | gave jizzedall mor e . S
over my face. I felt I|Iike Marilyn Monroe. 0

A@, how Pédterc’o mrae ot e d . AYou sl ut. o

AAnd you paid him?0 | asked.

Peter answered: di Loveldr eh as e ydor maye@oang ofmlg f o

us used to get paid occasiondllp ut h a cuie haude boy tiotass machgardenefor a

ri di cul oHe stopped and leoket at Pedro, who had moved to another room off the

indoor courtyard wherewesat. They pay him, what is it, 200 o
to stay? Thatodés a | ot for an Indian | i ke him.

Al't 6s pfavaldiimge, 0 Jeffrey added. AWhen Mich
him in a nicer place, where we met Manuel. L
dollarsamontha nd wedve turned it i metatthe paorarmhdticesie . 0 |

garden art sculptures, fountains, and fruit trees, all beneath a red anddvickead patio floor
dotted with potted fl owers and ecl ectrorc cact.i

|l i ke next to nothing. o
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You mean EMrmlma sam. di d it , o

=]

Ritghafter he did us, 0 Pet eirAmd dtelde fpruae i anrg
virals, well thatodés just amazing. 0

Ailtdéds the macho Mexican thing, 0 Jefnforte y hian
what wedreoraldd | ooking f

AThis country has been so good to us, o0 Pet
safe, 0 he added, al moSheiwawp Whhapersa@xfil §mss
| 6mot dead yet . 0O

ABut didndt you evers,00 | began. ADIidndt vyo

AEver what ?0

| thought about Manuel and the gardener and disease and myself on the streets. What if |
hadndt been so ®idihatlkebpane saferen diseaded Ehoid | have been
thankful? Andnow? 6d been so wrapped up in my own pai
far, far away. Might | have been endangering the lives of these lonely men sucking on my
body as | were a pacifier, and them, in turn, bringing such contagion back to their wive$? Wa
really any better than any of these men?

AWhen 1 6d be out on that street,o | finall
|l i ke I wasnodt so |l onely so more. o

AUhuh, o Jeffrey agreed.

St

L e s s pReteraddad,inadding.

St

[ felt manke duclhnai nued.

1

Li ke your father?o0

nWhat ?20
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Like you father,o Bill repeated. o

=]

Myd é a

=]

Oh h dPeteraygroeed. AYou are so your father. o
AHow camMol be my
fiExactamente 0 Manuel shouted from hi¥owsean .t hdle
street is like your father walking around in the dpane nt . 0
A Wh aPReteroried out.iWh at ? What ? What 6s Manuel sayi ng
Manuel raised his finger | ike a professor

were doing the same thing your father did t y oHe clearlyunderstood English better than |

hadimagined Perhaps | should have told him more
he continued, al most ecstatic. AThat was you.
A Me ?

AThat 6s you on the floor waiting. o
AWaiting?o

l nchaheo

3t

i Wh at car?0o0

St

On the side of the road, just waiting.o
AFor what ?0

[ donodt know. 0 He | ooked around the tabl e

St

AWhat 20 Jeffrey asked, after 16d paused to
saying?o
AHe agr eelke trhyatf dtéohmerl .i o

AWell, of course,o Jeffrey agreed. AWe all
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ADond6t you think your father wanted affect

af fection from him?06 continued Manuel . @ADonot
|l tds something | hadndét considered. I 1 oc
father . Perhaps thatdés why Manuel brought me
alone.
AHe said hebés happy to RKRhawpys all , o0 | ans

Only recently, when looking through my old journals, | found a quotation | had copied
many years earlier that explained, Il think, v
that my father must have been awake, letting me fondle his feet, aurthdé the angrgiant
slept unaware. But what then would that father be thinking? Why would he let it go on? Was
he pleased by the compromised intimacy that could only happen insofar as both parties
pret ende dDandtichd42dndt ? 0

Yes,thae x pl ai ned my f ather. Explained it al
appearedmit ent ence to help me make sense of thing
sent there for a reason that at t hechihg me | <coc
for them, and for Manuet, or most of my adult | ife, searchi
set foot in San Miguel de Allende.

Jeffrey dropped us off back at the hospital later that afternoon, but not before hustling a
metal tin of browniento my arms, the same size and shape, | noticed, as where my
grandfather stored his precious peanut brittle when | was a little boy.pPerhal 6 d never b

al o n e alveagsimagined.
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| have this itch this itch | have

Tengo picazén
Scratch
Scratch
Scratch
Puedegasguiarme

Itch me if you can

Me voy a casa

Home

Home

Home
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Day 12

My final morning Nurse Garcia greeted me with frasfueezed orange juice and a ham

and Chi huahua cheese omel et . | t Accompamyengonl y L
herwasDrBer mudez, who 1 6d talked to outside the
AWebl | giawe ttloe y ur sTihsetyebrr, eap iphapcekvetmpped me .

by the front. o

| took another bite of ham.

AYoubre going to be just fine, o0 he said, s
AEverything wil!/ be fine. o

| 6d rddetexrhmaisted from Jeffreybs and Michael
to the air until Nursé&arciagave me pill s that put me to sl ee
the night sweating and with pain intomakeear .
some low, muffled sounds, so light that no one came to check on me. By morning the ear pain
had dulled a bit, but my head still ached.

Nurse Garcia told me my sister would be here in a few hours.

ASheds here?o0

She handed me the glass of orajugee off my tray.

AYest er Banuded nRDre.r vened. AShe and Her husba
spoke to them both. o

AShebs here in the hospital ?o0

Al spoke to them on the phone, told her yoc
this morning. o

Nurse Garcia nodded her head apologetically.
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AAfter youdd gotten some sl eep. 0

| imagined my sister and brother-law walking through those doors and rescuing me.
Taking me out wpetidd e kmetsWouldl cedly e éneh a

Manuel did no stop by that morning, and instead Nurse Garcia patted me down with

alcohol swabs and dried me with a white cloth. | felt as if she were prepping me for the prom.

AYour sister is very worried, 0 she told me
ARSlkedbeen to San Miguel. She said she | oves
appeared to | ook out the window. Al wish yol

evennostalgian That way youdd remember whnadingi t was |
toward the window, fAand not in here. o

For a moment | wish | hadndét been so hard
scowl on an otherwise pleasant, freckled face.

AAI'l done, 0 she said, ballingdbup hheel aot ¢
you dressed soon. 0

| thought about getting dressed again, unsure if | had the energy or the motivation.

Where had they put Manuel 6s cl ot hes? Nur se (
assumed it was the doctor again.

Instead mysister appeared through the kaffen door, peering in at me the way fabric
gathers, then sl owly pushing open the door.
remembered, her gregnd brownrflowered blouse hanging below her waist. Behind her
walked thedoctor, who spoke slowly to someone behind him, my breth&w Robert. He
wore shorts and a white tank top with surprising ease. Were they really treating this like some

kind of vacation?Sarah crossed her arms and approached my bed.

257



AGet nuec kt hoeutf of here, o | said, a comment
remembered, but was | ater verified by both Rc

My sister | eaned back as 1 f | hadndét met F
beneath theksn. She turned toward Robert with a concerned expression. Robert barreled
through the door and surveyed me and my bed,
contents.

My sister | eaned cl oser. A T hiedy. s afiDdo yyoouu \
remember where you were?0

AWhat 20 | responded, unsure what she meant

AThe doctor says you were at a youth hoste

youth hostel, and thatodos where you |l eft your
AMy wall et, wtaHdyd&v & dotstmynmered from my b
AWedbve got your wallet and phone, 0 my si st
held up my cloth wallet. AThe phoneds dead. ¢

Nurse Garcia, who had stayed seated beside me, rose up and walked towistdnmy
offering a hug, which my sister readily accepted. Robert smiled and told her, in Spanish, that
he was happyto meetheh,hey wer e both happy to meet her.
Spanish.l, however, was confused by the apparent joviality.

| told my sister about Asians and a backpack and bunkbeds and a hammock in the
backyard, a single hammock. A single hammock from some kind of fruit tree. She looked at
me strangely as if 106d been maki ngwaliettandal | up.
held it up behind my sister.

She |l ooked towards the doctor. AfWhat 6 s he
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| was speaking in English, so I 06m not sur e

explained.h That 6s where | was staying.o
She turned around to look at Rob t . Years | ater sheodd expl
talk so vehemently, yet so discombobulatedt 6 s | i ke | 6d thrown all t|

bathtub at once.

Finally Robert spoke wup. Al think mwe have
hedd extracted from my wallet. Al think 1 Kkr
hedd won t tsteell oAltceatyr. a zZi.Hwo

Hostel Alcatraz? Was he fuckingkiddingme ? nKil me, 0 | repeat e
ATheydre trying to kill me. o

Theentire scene was far too surreal, Sarah would one day tell me, her beloved little
brother | ooking so pale and I|ifeless. Lookir
nonsense in front of this sweet nurse whood ¢

In the corner by the door, Nurse Garcia and Robert looked together at the piece of
paper, which | recalled Oh my God, | rememberedf r om t he door tour | 6d
taken. Together they nodded heads likeeonspirators.

AWebre goingybargetsesté&,ab8atah told me, st
without the wusual wvigor in her voice. ARnThe r
moved toward the door.

| called out from my bed.

AThe plane | eaves i n a deotyoptimeto gef yourstuifr s, 0 S

and, 0 she paused, fAget your stuff and be gone

259



All four slid through the halbpen door and left me on my owmhich | actually

appreciated

Several hours later Manuel entered my room with a pair of black shorts arulealyike
sweatshirt | immediately recognized as my own. From a bag he showed me my blue tennis
shoes, socks, and a favorite pair of tight blue underwear with a baby blue waist band.
AHowodi d
AYour sister. o

Whereod di d

3t

AWhy didndéyovowetel bt mehe Al catraz?o He p
bed and dropped my cduldharegatendhem yasterdayh e st . A We

In a moment | suddenly doubted everything | claimed not to remember. Had I circled
Alcatraz in myLonely Planegui deb ook ? Had | remembered my f
Yet that entire night was vacant, after the food and before the door tour was entirely itacant.
still is. Islowly tunedto getoutofbed. di dndédt want anyonenot o help
even Manuel. | wanted out of there.

fiNowyouodre shy, o0 he said, following closely
hand. He handed me the wunder wear . APut t hes

| held onto the sink and balanced myself one leg at a time.

Al kynoouwbr e ready, 0 Manuel said. AReady to
pulled my underwear over my body. He handed me the shorts.

As | dressed, | was startled with my own bodily inadequadieser had | seen my legs

so pale and weak.ms,6 Mamou esltérso ngp ppentrd muscul ar ,
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returned to the lonely little boy with scrawny arms. |looked in the mirror at a disheveled and
emaciated face. | 6d come so far to end wup |I|i
expression on his face taking cues from the dismissive manner in which | drésseditched
me as if | were agullen,rebelliousEmoteen.
Al think youbére a fine young man, 06 Manuel
the bed. 0 Hef smepped sBhobkomy hand. AA fine
my sister waited with my laptop computer in her hand.

ASurprise, o0 she said swinging it wp towarc
She nodded toward Manuel, who stood out of the wayamelred his head as he left the room.
| sat on the bed, anxious to leave. Robert enteredodthdg the car was downstairdle 6 d b e
driven to the airport and then fly to their home in Houston.

AJust enough time for | uinrc hhher Swaaiache .safild,b
hungry for some good food. 0

| imagined a club sandwich and French fries. | also imagined myself starving, even
though | probably wasnot. |l wanted the sandyv

A few minutes later Manuel entered wahwheelchair.He wheeled the chair beside the

bed as if picking up pumpkins from a patch. | swung my legs around the side of the bed and

stood up.
Al think | can wal k. o
ANonsense, 0 answered Manuel, taking me by

wheelchair. My sister, for once, seemed unsure and out of (#eecircled Manuel and me
while my brothefin-law stepped toward the door with my bag of clothes in his handas

glad they were there.
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Manuel wheeled me down the short hallway towhelelevator. We passed a few open
doors, where random legs or arms appeared like charms on a necklace. No one lingered in the
hal |l way. Alt hough | was in the chair, Il noti
day took moreoutof methadld i magi ned. The fl oors were as
initial memoryin the hospital, and | kept my head down as if | had something to be
embarrassed aboutwondered what the doctor told my sister about ingondered how
much she knew.
When theelevator door opened, my sister moved beside Manuel to take the reins of my
chair.
ANo, no, 0 she said. AWedve got it.o
Manuel answered roughly and quickly: fADon¢
behind me, wheeling me into the elevator and t¢gninme ar ound to face the
to wash my hair all those days ago, those days that seems like months. | remembered tilting my
head back and giving myself to him. For a moment | felt intruded upon, Sarah and Robert
standing beside me, Robertkne ng f aces at something hedd not
At the entrance awaited a white Manueli van | &
wheeled me beside it and waited for my sister to get in. Robert walked around to the front of
the van and salown next to the driver. | stayed seated in the chair, unsure what to do next,
unt il I felt Manuel 6s hand reach down beneatt
smooth over haltracked china too afraid to weep. He moved with me toward thesbiping
door, his hand loweringvermy head tqrotect me from the roof ofthecar. dondét know i

ever said goodbye, my own inner grace gnawing at itself, thankful to my sister for coming so
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far to take me home. Out the window | watched the balsghrink until it finally disappeared,

caught in my throat | i ke a fish bone |16d one
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Part Ill - Reconciliation

Chapter 5

|l tds been five years since | |l eft that hos
door on my MRIresults, preferring instead to go out and play soccer with his friends. We
made up, of course, reconciledtimat flat sort of way couples do, nothing too deep below the
surface, no i ndedstodpdddéeelidgesony ipranyseélbandeblami@gorge.
None of thisis hisfaultl 6 m new to | ove, the real partner e
Mi chael. | 6d spent so much time in Latin Ame
to meet a nice man at ihsomerat Inmdam satnidl It hhaapilnc
wrong. Only then can | determine if my past had a purpose. | want to do right.

|l 6m on t he | ob -competkie ticademioyjob markehwitlyHurdreds of
applications for each @ mere dozenorsocteenorf i cti on writing positi
well, using my curriculum vitae and writing samples to secure eight semifinalist interviews, in
which a panel of committee members grill the final 15 candidates on Skype or at the national
Modern Language #sociation conference to narrow the field down to three. Unfortunately,
|l 6ve not fared well o n t oee committeemennberwased her At my
hand and aggressively asked me to stop speaki
AWith tdwesdedomgswers. o Some of the intervi e
my wrong Skype address to Franklin College (we conducted the interview over the phone
instead) or never could figure otamforR¢llies vol ume
College. | was, it appeared, horribly inept. In certain interviews, however, | was sure | had

fared well. The four female interviewers at the University of HouBtowntown could not
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stop smilingand nodding their heads$.spent the emmte weekend on a 2gage syllabus | was
sure had impressed them.

Nothing.

The same for all the others.

What, exactly, was | doing wrong®/hat if the interviews | thought went so well were
the verbal equivalent of my scatteraod disorganized dissatton, or the Postts and binders
strewn all ovemy apartment?Or the waydiscombobulated waltried to share my MRI
results with George?

Dr. Linda reminded me that I still needed to schedule my neuropsychological exam. It
would be an albay affar, she said, so | needed to cancel my Tuesday class. | wondered how
someone could be fAnevaluatedo for eight hours,
four hours a day for three successive days.
same this time.Yet what if the way | imagined myself was far from the way | appeared to
others? Was | prepared for thatAnd if what | thought was good had actually appe i
like my interviews could the inverse be true, as Manuel seemed to st®yddight | have
been exactly where | belonged? Walking down the street in some anonymous border town or
kneeling down beside my father?oWd this disoriented, ruptured, and leaky man appear to
others as an articulate, thoughtful, and handsome ckaexfar from damaged as a bug is
from a bear? | needed to find out.

My evaluatorNina, was a PhD student like me. She was tall and thin, with a
pronounced European accent that matched her ¢k
dissertation irclinical psychology in less than a monthtold her | had a few more months to

go. A handsome man in a suit joined her, who softly introduced himself as DrlL Sogéy

265



Ninef0s sup€@heysdrseen the MRI resultdme.but they
had thought the testing was about saving my relationship with my boyfriend George, I told
t hem, but | ooking back on my injury and its &
entirely whole to begin with.

Ninapointed at the screw in nhead.

ABefore that, o | <clarifiedrayiCertBMRh. @6hi ncg

| was pleased to see rangernodding his head.

Al just donotDlsnowswhemast mendPh he | i fe st
AOr what 6s oirn ithhd her @gaaesrtt 0

Now Ninanodded as well.

AWell , thendo spoke the doctor, AlodlIIl | et 'y
think this might be exactly what youdre | ooki
Nina Aheds all yours. o

Afte r  h e 6NInaexmamed,that a psychological test is a set of stimuli administered
to an individual or group. Our testing was ¢

measure my cognitive capabilities.

St

| s peci adehawdoerelationshiprsa ion she expl ai ned.

St

Yes, 0 || nodded, Abehavior and the brain.:¢c
My testing would include a series of cognitive tests measuring things like attention
span, concentration, spatial perception, abstract and organizational thinking, memory, and

social judgment.
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AWedre | ooking for your deficits, o0 she ¢
the part of the brain thatods been injured,
to move forward. o

AMove forward??o

AYes, you know,etlbbesnakiet yoam posei bhy be.
nearly choked on her own sincerity. nSo | e
the round table.

| smiled. Deficits?So once again |1 6d be searching f
Langerwas full of shit.

AReady t o NjaliRedhe talhast suefldwer in a field.

|l didndét want to dim the enthusiasm of t
circumstance might very well be my fridend,
i n Mexico. Al dm ready, 06 | volunteered, doi
me like a balloon.

| first arranged painted blocks in a series of shapes that materialized once | put the
blocks together in a prescribed order. | worketkly and efficiently, yet the final shape |
couldnét for m. | 6d not be earning a 4.00!

with the letter J: Jose Juan Joaquin Julio Jaime Jesus Jesse& Junio
AYou can say Qlinapdinteoun ames t oo, O

Jasmine Jennifer Joan Jackie Jillian Jane Joanna
Then she picked another letter and asked me to name words, except names, beginning

with that letter. | recalled doing the same thing in my fifth gigifted and talented program. |

was always a natural at it. Before long | was stacking colored wooden rings ove(lsticks
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failed the final twariesand memori zi ng shapes reminding me
could redraw them on another sheet of pape For ten minutes | <click
every time | saw the number three.

By the second hour | wondered why | was there. Why on earth would it matter how
many times | pushed down a wooden clicky thing in 20 seconds? Likewise, my lifeinyas fa
manageabl e compared to whoever couldndét recoc

colors (duh!) or that triangles, circles, and hexagons are all, as | pointed\boatexamples

of shapes. Il tds t he mor eouble suphlagtke pattarbstineny n s t
own life.
BA
MA
MFA
JD
PhD

Why might someone pursue innumerable degrees to never use them?

Venezuela

Colombia
Dominican Republic
Honduras
Mexico.

Why seeks affection so far away from home?

Estéban

Victor
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Martin
Wily
Jess
What had | sought from each man?

To know where | was going, | needed to kno
pictures from blocks would help. Besides, |¢€
concentration or atténi on span than meilwasAdddreldndét need Ad

On the next tedtlinaasked me to look at a picture and tell her what | séet.this was
not a cool 1Q test witlsurrealisimages. Insteaghe showed me a picture of a house and
waitedforme t o say fAhouse. 0l sTéhied nfetxrte evate oThen ttrf
drain pasta: a colanddyjnahad to tell me, before scribbling furiously on her legal pad.

The next test involved a more expansive vocabulary, but focused on atestresct |

defined fpalliate, 0 Ainsincere, 0 and fAongoi nc
downand responded in a monotone voice, fAdcan yo
AGet rid of. o0

ACan you say more?o0

| exhaled sharply. ATo | essen?o

She smiled and med on to another word.
| rolled my eyes, instead of providing a definition.

AYoudbdd be Nsasraprdi,sédekroaccent strong on the
tightening as if biting hard at the denti st 0s
Al njury works in a | ot of ways. o

| began to apologize.
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ANo, no, 0 she i nyoearefine Moling,. If | nhedasn ,o0b vsi hoeu ss t

Abut fine |ike you can do this. o0
AThank you. 0
fBut donot di scount, 0 she continued, idonocé

have something to gain by finishing the test.

My final test involved Istening to a series of words and repeating as many as | could
back toNina. Then she read off another list of 15 words and asked me to repeat the first list.
We did this until | was able, after 15 minutes, to name all the items on the first list. ntdesmi
me of the LSAT for law school. Yet how could | be certain if | would have remembered any
better before my injury?.ots of things had changed was older now, and tired after seven
hours of testing. It took me a few minutes to recognize the c&egy objects: fruits,
furniture, instruments. It could happen to anyone.

In the last %2 hour | answered 320 questions about how I felt, or what made me mad, or
what | thought about while driving, ol some c
though, that | was asked if it was ever appropriate to yell at people or if | get so angry | want to
drive my car into a | ake. Or a ditch. Somet

seemed to suggest, as well, that promiscuity waedirto brain injury. Certainly not in my

casel! What | really wanted was noiNinda hese obv
called them, but some guidance as to what <cor
attached to wmeadvsmolhnes fload keadrs, and | dond
brains. They were, simply, asshole€oul dnét | just be an asshol e

matter that | always feel so bad afterwards? Is that what separates an outburstdpamoaf
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After shedd checked Mnahabdedntelagranolé&Sbaramdttoldo n s F

me shed6éd be in touch. I wished her luck on |
day. Perhaps | was too tiredtabl Eaowri hot, wtk
dondt think it mattered. Perhaps the tests F

wrong. | could be the man Manuel favored, shirtless and exposed, a hot flamingo in the middle
of the park, as beféoremybngry.uOr wauld | revestdackriy teedondly,
frightened child too scared to draw outside the linds?vhich direction might my test results

point me?
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Chapter 6

A week | ater | received a call tfwhom Al ber't
invited me to join him in Las Vegas for the weekend. Albertodandtr fBert o, 0 as |
him i had lost touch, his wife Andrea preferring her husband to abandon his single friends and
embrace her welbalanced and married female friends.

Abs what couples do, 0 shedd told her husbe
|l hadndt seen Berto in six years, not sinc
of those single friends his wife had warned F
recent divorcee, and me, paeted with George fanore than thregears. It was nice to escape
the tension with George, and for once | felt like | had friends of my own. Beforethkee|t
my bag in front for the hard folder that contained my most recent cover letters faeatve
writing positions that had recently opened up, most likely the last two of the year. The
stewardess bent her body into my elbow, the third time in as many minutes, frantically
snapping closed over head Dbi ns seabaslegeatpaals senger
always did the | ast several years, because |
stacked between some body and the walls of tfF
traveled in the window seat for as far bask aould remember, a fish on the edge of a tank, a
kitten about to pounce. Where had the expectancy gone, that hope, anticipation, the first peel
of orange rind atop a Ilittle boyds fingertips
| worked diligently on my cover letters until | fell asleejppawoke over the Utah and
Arizona desert, confounded iy size, the rough gaps and surges of land quiet beneath our

cruising altitude. Reddishrown rock soared from the surface, bldigle in some places,
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skinny as phalanges in othedshoughtba k t o my Ameri Corps trip t
also flown over the desert.placed my finger on the window to follow a long crease of land
separated by rock on either side, its indentation like the space between my fingers. | stretched
out my entire Bnd, traced its outline against the window. | returned my gaze to the rocky
mountains below, contemplated their capitalized stafRecky Mountaing and smiled at

something seemingly out of my comprehension. Perhaps | was beyond my own
comprehension.

As | reread my cover letters, however, my whole life came into focus. | had practiced
law and written books and received some of the highest student evaluations in the department.
| taught Latino literature, GLBTQ history, sports writing, travel writiagd a shitload more. |
judged writing contests and refereed articles for a prominent travel journal. | adjusted my new
tendollar Walgreens reading glasseeer thebridge of my nose, and for a moment | imagined
myself a tenurdrack professor. No momaljunct scattering from school to school in a mad
hustle to supplement my meager graduate student allowance. | could do this!

On the ground, the enormity of the canygpwesway to landscape as mountains appear
to encircle the gaudy buildings along Beip. At certain angles the mountains look close
enough to touch. [ arrived on a clear day, the sky fading from a deep blue to a faint grey as it
converged with the mountains. | became a traveler again, passing along a faux Parisian
boulevardand NeWwor k ci tyscape on my way to Ball yds

| wheeled my suitcase through the lobby, right past Berto apparently, who was sitting
on a bench in front of the elevators. AHoI

around b see my friend, arms open, in front of the elevator. | was so happy I nearly kissed
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him. He had lost weight, his legs always skinner than the rest of his body, but more aligned
now, more symmetric.

A Afuckingber t o, 6 | ans wer ateerublding &airstarfy thinf ur of I
AHow the hel]l have you been?o

He placed a hand on my shoulder, his smile so pronounced | wondered why. Surly he
couldno6t be so excited to see me, could he?
nudging me into the elevator before him. Berto always knew how to take care of me

|l never mentioned Berto in my story becaus
bartended with Bertods cousin Leon in Austin,
Waco, about an howand-a-half away. Sometimes I think Leon tolerated me, thadiyhugs
and shoulder rubs 1 6d give to him amusing our
space away from the rigors of law schools and my penchant for the streets. He was easy; he
was fun. He allowed me to rest a hand on his back and wamdéhing more. Berto, in
contrast, was the more cerebral cousin. He was good with numbers and thought things through.
Li ke me he was |l ooking for | ove, and al so | ik
married a girl from San Luis Potosi for fiveotisand dollars so she could get her immigration
papers, yet he fell i n |l ove with her once t he
brother. His second wife | liked, the one who demanded his full attention, but she treated him
poorly, even condesading to his darker skin color as she herself was asighted offspring
of an Anglo father and Bolivian mother. She referred to him as swarthy, even greasy. Berto is
dark, yes, but a good man with a calm soul and loving heart. His son, neaslyases
|l ighter than his dad, adores hi m. Hebds the t

In the hotel room Berto asked about George.
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AAnot her Mexican, 0 he said. AWhy am | not
AHe doesndt o0sopeak a word of

Al elwni t! o

A S pdadn

ANot even a |lick?0

| told him George is from Dallas and speaks more in a slow Texas twang.
ANo Spanish. o
Berto shook his head again, took a sip from his purple Gatorade.
AHavendot changed, Girman. You havendt <char
| roared back in laugkr, grazing the side of my head with my hand and into the
titanium screw. | had forgotten about it, as | always did now that | never wore the attached
hearing aid. |l hadndt mentioned the accident
grasped theircumstances behind my travel and the injury itself, | realized it had become a part
of me. | also understood better the importance of friendship.
We left the hotel and became world travelers on the strip, pausing in frontAuictde
Triompheon ou way to the beautiful Italian countryside across the street at the Bellagio, the
two of us stopping at a café overlooking the beautiful inner gardens.
Al bet the pussyods hot here, 0 Berto whi spe
devilish smileabovéi s tiny cappuccino. Aln the summer:t
| agreed with a clink of my equatlyny porcelain cup. For the first time in many
months | imagined hot guys with huge backs circulating the gardens in Ewsigkshtight

and tiny swim trunks.

Al lceanyour wingman, o | said.
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Berto | aughed because we hadnodét done that

things, his attention to my car when | was
immigration case. He and Andrea sent marothe moving truck from Austin to McAllen
with explicit, handwritten instruction how to drive amibtto drive the UHaul. Berto might
have gone with me, | think, had Andrea not objected.
We emerged after dinner with two plastic Yard Dogs, twoty ounces of sugary

slick daiquiri madness, tipping them upward to our faces, staring at the surprisingly realistic

painted sky atop t istge skopping.tBerto askesl me howWigdisgy c an al

with George.

| asked him what he meant.

AYoubd abydenng, 0 he began, fAabout how he was

at all .o

| took a long sip of my Mango Yard Dog.

Al guess, o0 | said after | had finished,
condescension, you know. 0

Berto noddd.

ANot putting the dishes in the dishwasher

Berto laughed.

AWhat ?0 | smiled.
AWell you were always kind of c¢clumsy. o
AWho? | feigned surprise. fiMe?o0

AOh my God, at the bar, tihteswa s elfiokke dcem,l

funny. o He splayed out his |l eg as he turned
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No, no one cared. They were just | ike 06°F
shoul der shrug. o6 He exaggerlesddsithewereami | e anc
clown.
| smiled at his impressioin| hadndét thought of Dara in ye;
AWhat about your | eg?06 | asked, watching F

t here?090

AOld injury. Nowothat | &d&m jogging ag

Al was gdd ng to say

AThankseah, | had gained some weight in th
A U-huh, |l was going to tell you that youodr e

3t

Thanks. o0 He tipped the remainder of his ¢
exaggerated AAgh, 0 asking for another.
AlPharis, o | said. ALetds have another on t
On the way there | told Berto about Steve Mulac, the man | was convinced George was
in | ove with. ANow theydre on two sports | ee
AOh yeah, I r emember sadaswenossed tleestieet gn ohei m, 0
of the many bridges over the Las Vegas Boulevard.
AHe6d spent the entire morning yesterday t
going on this weekend. 0

Uhuh. o

St

And I 6m | i ke o6what the fuck?060

1
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AOh, b gatdi Begrto, much faster and | ouder
happened with Andrea. 0

Berto explained that he founeheails between his thewife Andrea and an older man
she worked with.

AA married man, 0 he said.

ALi ke whoat ki nd

3t

De f i nappropriatg, talking about how they were in love and how they needed to
|l eave their marriages. 0 He said she denied i

So did ©S€me cheat on

ot

AShe denies it.o
AYeah?o
A Wel | , 0 ued,gayiagfor anotimer round Bard Dogsfrom an outside baand
pausing to answer the pretty bartender. He looked happy talking to her, and | wondered how he

did so while at the same time explaining his divorce.

AShe says she waited until we were officie
ont op of the bar. ABut thatés bull shit. o

| paused for a second, then smacked my pl &
saying George is cheating. o

ANO?O

Al mean Steve is straight, or | have no r €

Berto nodded.

Al | i keudltlew,eq lacttol d hi m. Al recognize t

need more friends of my own | ike him. You knc
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AYealo but
AAnd what do | bring to the table?0 | 1inte
mass of people whodéd arrived for a Saturday n
no j ob, |l &m ol d, my hip is busted. o
AYou have a job. o
Al guess. O
AAnd your hipidsdétnhoyobusagydyou have a torn
AYeah, 0 | a gurpeisindly enthugiastco i c e
AYouol | get it fixed and get aFiptob. Done. ¢
|l told him the doctor wonot fix it. The MF
doctor wondtPldws tthteer eabs otmthe bone spur
ASecond opinion, 0 BeffSec ssrmmd dag pisrhiackn .ndg hi s
AThat youWeye, 0 | s a Hadge sippoEmyldrink tlabwent directlyo o
to my forehead.
ABRAI NFREEZE, 6 we simultaneously excl ai mec
getting the attention of an old craps dealer who covered her hair with one hand and used the
other to cover her giggling mouth.
On the golf course the next day I told Berto that George was probably at the bar crawl with
Steve Mulac.
Alt 6s nottwo uls td odbOgtnet hai ngkr.ou p . O | |l ooked e
probably there right now. 0
Al dondt know, 0 Berto said, shaking his he
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| insisted it was cool, George was only staying awhile because that night was the

national championship match fore x as Womends voll eyball team,
religiously.
AHe ol | never miss that match, o0 | said. A N e

| texted George, asked him how the day was going.
| received a text back of a bingo board. Each square was some type of challenge.
Gea ge or someone had circled t hief osrpaac ewhtihlaet! 0s
| showed Berto the text.
AWhy the fuck would he send that?0
| pretended not to care.
AFucked up. o
All I could imagine was Steve standing next to George at a bar takileg a swig of

beer and t ouchiioneghis(zandf gedwhataeaver constitutes

3t

My God, that would be Georgebés fantasy, O

3t

Probabl y. o

Alt woul d. o

Altés fucked up hedd send you tdbaut knowi nc
hi m. o

ASteveds noltt GheGeoporodd .edm.

AOh, | get it, o0 Berto fAdnsgwedr eéd,. omi ssing ar

| 6d been telling myself for nStewetishustat hat |

friend. And astraightfriend. Cue my obsessis. This is more about me than it is about him.
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| needed to control my jealousl)¥ et Bert o06s r es p o rdismeotfdelright s o met
made me even more angry.

| waited about an hour and text George to ask him if he was home yet Yailthdall

game.
HisresponseNot sure | 6m gonna watch the first p
Was he serious? The thing he had been obsessing over for weeks, his beloved

Longhorns womends volleyball team, aod he was

send more time with Steve Mul ac. | 6d had enotu

trying to sound as casual as possible, that | thought it odd that he was once so into this and now

he didndét seem t o car kddndtmetenbewe Maldtc.at odd, Il r
| was still fuming that evening at our Cirque du Soleil show. Yet the choreographed

movement of so many performers, this ebb and flow, flux and function, revived in me a

gratitude for things | could never do or explain, as had contéimplie rugged western

landscape from my plane. Come to think of it, the purplish red hue of a Las Vegas sunset over

the stripi bronzed mountains in the backgrounohatched perfectly the kaleidoscopic colors

and textures on stage and on the bodied di@aperformers. Leave George with his crush, |

reasoned, as | never feared he might cheat on me, as Andrézomianay not havé done on

Berto. For a moment | watched my jealousy banish in the thralls of artisbgly | could

approximate thissnt i ment more often, |l said to Berto,

have to put up with such passiaggressiveness from my partner. | nodded, butlstilight

the problem was, at | east partly, meont@wind my |
The next day we woke up early for massages, Berto asking me in the dry sauna

afterwards how we had become soft.
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Al thought |1 6d be partying until | ate, 0 he

seat above me. AEspecially with Girman. o
Al dondt really, o | began smiling momentar
upper body. Al dondét really party anymore. oo
AYou?0 He | eft his mouth hanging open. I r
closed.
Al &m just buslyingoandnawl, tka job stuff.o
AAnd your dissertation | bet. o
AOh shit,o | said, chuckling. @Al forgot at
ASo you don6ét go out anymore?o0
AMaybe. Just with George. We have a few dr
A We l | heds certainlythawt ngowm, liogndthilke W €

Berto had been trying to get my attention, to notice something | had already noticed, but
| 6d wanted to be the better, bigger man and ¢
Al &m just happy now, o | said, adjusting tF
happywithd 0

AWith George and the house and the cats ar

Al guess. O

ASounds to me | ike you might be done with

AWhat ?0

AThat 6s just the i mpression | get. o He st
going to the cold pool before | sweat to deat
way out. Al o611 get me a new maked anditfellikeawas t he
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gesture of gratitude to solidify our friendship, perhaps meant to propel it toward some intimacy
the way a Cirque du Soleil artist takes hold of the swinging tragreaeother performen
gesture of both trust and alliance.

Anhour | ater we waited in |Iine for the Wynn
mar bl e floors and topiary extravagance extendc
morning message and spa treatment. Flower arrangements soared thirty geatriagtpink
and white Peonies nestled with unfurling orie
Hydrangea. A column of Hibiscus flowers, pink and orange like the trees surrounding the
Florida house in which | grew up, wrapped effortlessly adoa column the way a mermaid
extends herself along the seashore. | thought of my mother, now dead for three years, and her
love of flowers. | apologized to Berto for spending his last few hours in line for a buffet that,
although succulent, was probalaolyerpriced.

Al &m having a great time, 0 he said. He | oo
which we were i mpounded. AThis is great. o

't occurred to me then that we hadnot fdApar

3t

So youbve have fun?06 | asked.
AYeauhr,e.s Havendét you?o

| told him | had, most definitely had a good time.

Altdéds just that with the divorcedoand all , o
Al really didndét know what 16d thought, to
thoughtoy ou, and how youdre always ready to get

| liked that Berto saw me the way he always had, this ephemeral spirit weaving in and out

of places like perfume.

283



Al guess | donét party as much anymore. o0
Al &m not sure you ever did, Girman. oo

ANoO?O

AYou t eleahbsuttorli eksn,ow youodve vndeawhilgaowt i ng t o

haven®t you?

AFor |l onger than | knew, 0 | answered, tryi
thatwe were only a few minutes away from being seated.

AThahgsl &@&m pi ssed youbdbre not as happy with
ad o

| placed my hand on his chest.

Al am happy. Yes, | mealn dnomrsdt owanthet @ i mak ¢
liked o

AChris, o he answered,) Icaokitrd | dywmdate mypyth
voice, your eyes, your heart. o He | ooked at r

~

I know what you mean, o | answer ed. il K n

3t

3t

You two are next, o0 interrupted a young an
fowi ng over one shoul der. Al hope youdre hung
We smiled at the girl, each of us instinctively patting out stomachs.

Altds been awhil etrdyihmpe ylstanads thoa pBeyr.t o..i kieAf

accident and stuff.o We hadnodét really talkec
hadsuf f ered, even i f hallthatonuchdndét see it on my
Al can tell, 0 he said, sheaostdsstogurtabie. f ront o

AYoubve never even brought unmpmyhead.fisWoow,hoe haed d e c
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continued, Al ook at these. 0 He pointed at a

fl owers, sunfl owe mgthfremalrtable.i si es, at armodés | e
Al can tell things are different, o he said
AWell , loocandét hear
AThatodos no biggie. | mean | candt hear tha

side | needed to talk indoo

AYeabyry about that. o

ADondét be sorry. It is what is.0 We ordere
pointed out was Hispanic |ike him. AWebre al
dondt know i f itds t he owmseemisalsetitetd now.rNo Goenmentg e or
about the waiter, o0 he paused, finone of that

It felt nice to be psychoanalyzed by my good friend. Who needed that tedious testing
when | had Berto all along?
Al dondt know,ady bhee ycooun tfionuunedd .whiiaM youdve al

You think?0

3t

AThat otheBesnhuflieis, ol dneriltwamntohednaried s ai d.
again. o

AYeah?o

ANot now, but one day. Married again. o

ASo three tikiewl? o0l i ke Ross on

He laughed.

AFuck you, Girman.o
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APl eased to meet you fucktard, o | answered
a few. o

ALet 6s do this!o he answered, following me

The buffet was even mor e uwcpeuntieynirisgrabbean | 6 d
my eye, and | followed that with thick and glazed bacon as if sliced directly from the pig out
back. Crab benedict and shristgpped cornbread completed my first plate, followed by
ANas hividdier ed 0 b efdahe bond ab sasytahaacowbdy erdressingfafter a day
on the range. We paused between courses to get drunk on our mimwsasours later,
holding onto the handrails to steady ourselves beneath the sculpted rose bush cathedral
overhead, we stumbledoutdfe Wy nn both satiated and inebri
pick up Bertods | uggag eltvastde parfechehdinly io mpedectf t o t
trip. Per haps | didndét need t®erhgpslnevbrkmewexach my i ol
what that was.

My plane,hove ver , di dndt Iheus\vaed justas| was clase th leuyinga i X
book and crouching |l ow in the one of the Bell
was in Las Vegas, Gehomeghan meandSin ity and moretlthd wemo r e ¢
usually partied in Chicago togethedbnce | had | eft, he was i mmedi
forgetting me and volleyball and whatever plans or sentiments he may have had, all for the
chance to spend more timéthvSteve.

Fuck him!

| was angry and excited atthesaréhy coul dndét | | oosen up an
George did. | bought another Yard Dog outside Paris and worked my way down to New York

New York to ride on their rollercoaster. George loved roltelacs t er s, and why cou
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braved my fear sever al mont hs earl i er at Si X
Yorkodés roll ercoaster just to show him my comr
Boulevard this time, instead of usitige overhead bridges, and enjoyed the crisp winter air
working through my short hair.
After the roller coaster, I stayed in New
a single $10 red chip into two hundred dollars! It was Sunday, right?
SPORTSBETTING!
| bought another Yard Dog on my way to the MGM Hotel, where my former TGI
Fridayodos bar manager Jeff Kowal ski cl ai med tc
the MGM and risked all two hundred dollars on the second half of the Eaatidsal football
game, which | won, and the Nuggétsrnets basketball game, which I lost. | came out ahead,
though, a full$100 ahead, and after several rum and cokes, | was drunk and back on the streets
to Ballybés to col | ecadotheminports ®idt chee pbomontdehe@ac
| ater about the syl l abi and the jobs and the
On the boulevard, however, something had h
dri ver di d hspentakathouvin thhehcgb. before I finally departed and began my
walk. | looked at my phone, and | was in danger of missing my 11:30 p.m. plane. On my
phone was a message from George, a link to a news story about a woman who had ran the
sidewalk orthe strip and mauled dozens of people, killing many, according to the initial report.
| looked up from my phone and realized the accident had occurred just a few hundred yards
from where | had stood opposite the Paris Hotel a few hours earlier. | loowedad my

phone, dazed and confused, hoping to make my plane onltieeed George that | might not
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make the plane. He responded coolly and calmly, telling me not to worry and to let him know
which plane |1 6d actual | yokdywithamppyfaddemog. ai d he v

|l 6m not sure why, but | Ireasomdadthatilenmikssedmy be an
plane, it was still my fault despite the accident. After all, | should have left the MGM sooner,
should have had a few less drinks.Parps t hen | coul d have naviga
it came to George, | al ways bl amed mysel f. \
clean the toilet to his exact specifications. After all, | had lived by myself for so many years.
Perhapd coul d try harder to str enes lHedvéenm fAproper
suggested thatwas coming across poorly during my semifinal interviews.

AYou really should have gotten one by now,
on a piece of guras hyperbolicallas a t eenage igkierlly. y ofulrt 6fsa umaots. tc

And thatdéds how my bubble burst.

|l did make my plane on time from Las Vegas
enough of his friendship with Steve Mulac. Enough texts, soccer games, bingo boards, and
who knew what else.

His answer infuriated méjuh? He said it had never ocaed to him that the Bingo

board was anything other than a funny photo.

at the time. An hour later, both of us lying on our bed as the sun rose behind our thin green

curtain, he insi sofnydccusdtians. hedd had enough
Aalf it isndt Steve, o0 he said, #Aitoll be so
| denied it.
AJust | i ke it was Max and Andy and Ray, 0 h
Al ®ever
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Al dondt have to take this, o0 hkeesdodr. graKl
from you. 0
Still drunk, I rolled into my mattress, ou

missed our kitties. | tried to think what it was about Steve Mulac that precipitated so much

jealously. Perhaps George was right: itwviasn St eve at al | . What ma-
he was | iving in the thralls of another man.
attention for so many years? Wasnot affectioc
| 6d | o sideratiomamdadfio Irso desperately craved. | fell asleep wondering about the

woman in the carWhat could make a person mad enough to roll up on the curb, over and
over, annihilating anything in her path? What could make a person so enraged?eldvenéu
was merely sad, like me, a deephasked sadness disguised as anger.

| apologized later that day, but George and | kept our distance in subsequent days. |
continued working on my syllabi on campus during the day while George worked from home.
Everings he spent with his friends playing volleyball or soccer. Instead of waiting up for him
like I usually had, | went to bed around 9 p.m., waking at 5:30 a.m. for the gym. | was sick of
the weight 1 06d gained bot h edtdnnerwithouthimaf t er L
subsisting on tuna fish sandwiches, turkey meatloaf, and-patgiulled chicken. In two
weeks | | ost five pounds and two percentage ¢
pain, too, beginning each morning on my hanas lknees on the kitchen floor, hoisting my
right |l eg in the air as a dog pissing against
and Lucky watchedIt was the best | could do.

| hadndt been this organi zbegundating®eorgey sed i r

but this ti me | wa-khedsdaysbrsittimgithromgh irredevantgeadingsion g o r
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Kar | DasKapidasas | had my first two years in the PhD program. Instead | invested

time toward my future, completing syllalvriting dissertation chapters, and preparing for a

final Skype interviewt 0 d & atOakkamd University thatmight turn my latest degree into

an actual job, unli ke anything |1 6d done after
initiatedsex, and | no longer had the excess energy to try and turn him on. Nothing he said or

did told me that it mattered.
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Chapter 7

George is goneOn Martin Luther King Jr. Day, hours before my final Skype interview,
George leaned against the couch an@@skwe could talk. | stood next to the refrigerator,
wondering what | had done wr ongnceabgain®vert i me . \
Steve MulacWe 6 d been eating at a nice Perwuvian res
Lupita and Pauland their beautiful young daughter Luna. George received a text from Steve.
When | asked about it, George said theydd bece
cousin Anthony when he visited Chicago from I[
Anthony was coming to visit.

Al'tés no big deal, 0 Georgaeymadesai d. AANnt h

I tried to bottle my anger, but it Iseeped
started an argument i n f r on friendsfandthes|sénthimends,
belligerent texts. Hebés right. I did start a
wantedi admitting his attraction to Steve Mulad l eft his friendds hou

outside.] 6 d t hr eat eenbedd rheifmu seefdt eero hcome down and h

text | wished him luck on consummating his infatuation with straight Steve.

Al dondt veateddikethgtot hebs ai d. ANot by my own

Heéd made up his miamd. i nHe® Wwas moviemg &t i
would pay his half of the bills for two more
resume the | ease by himself in April. | coul

Altods not | i ke thki £oind ithtuedf.irst ti me,

He then recounted the beginning of our relationship when | had she/&tndafter

that friend removed my phone from my jacketket at the table while | was outside feeding
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coins inparkingmeter and sent textssome funny, othensiildly appropriatelyi to both
personal and professional contacts.
ABut thatoés bull édbit, o | said. Al did whe
AAnd what about a week | ater with my cousi
t h a HeEMm@s referring to a flight attendant friend of édsisin who repeatedly took pictures
of George after | had kindly asked him not toc
phone andskthe guy to take pictures.
AAl I | did was raise my voice, 0 | counter e
Nexthebought wup our recent tubing trip to Au:
drunkenly bonded at the outside gazebo while the others prepared dinner. Later George
accused me of badmouthing his cousin Anthony. | remembered saying nothing negative about
Anthonyi nothing, | insisted and stormed out of the house for several hours in the middle of
the night, returning to sleep on the patio in the eaxdyning hours. As I recall, | was being
accused of s o mdéisfamilyvpould alwdyis comérst, | rélabized. To make
matters worse, he sahils own sister blamed herself four most recerfight on Saturday night
because she thought she texted him too much, perhaps too late.
AMy sister should never havd.tdédNwwveryoabou
| wasso stunned by his accusatidnall ofthemit hat | di dndétHadnow wha
my neuropsychological evaluation predicted such behawdeavere interrupted, however, by
an echo off the computer that sounded like a warning sirerokéd at the clock; it was an
hour before my appointed Skype interview time. George, who was closer to the desk, looked at
the computer and told me it was coming from Oakland University.

ASorry, 0 he said. Al guess 1 tds your inter
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| looked downat my chest, pleased to see | wore a collared shirt even if it was an

UnderArmour athletic blue sweatshittquickly zipped up the collar and moved toward the

computer. |l coul dndt understand why theydd &
It was minutesintd he 1 ntervi ew, after the third men
reali zed 1 6d somehow confused the abbreviatic

bothstt es had ci ti e swharatheecdlegé Ras lodatedbhe callrwas coming
from the Eastern Time Zone and, hence, an hour early. It was another of my mistakes, and |
was most embarrassed because Gewldigmabouansy t her e
other mishapsyut this time he was there to seelitould no longeride the ineptitude from
him, the same ineptitude, | reasoned, that misloaded the dishwasher, or locked my keys in the
car, or nearly blew the house apart. Perhaps the same ineptitude that yeddesids or
coul dndét remember discoysin. Pezhdgs lje wasarightvasut allhmy n g
fault? | left after my interview, and by the time | came back, George was gone.
For three days | wondered what had happened, afraid to call or text George. Finally |
composed the following-mail, including boldfaced type for emphasis, and sent it to him:

You | eaving has rocked me to theixcore.

t hings, but | didndét understand then th
away. How | expected you to love me in only the way | conceive of as love.

Please let me fix that. | know | can. The threat of losing you has awakened me. I'm

so sorry,specifically, for my jealously and insecurity over Steve Mulac, but |

know it's more than tha¥.ou should be able to do whatever you want that makes

you happyand | want to be a part of that.want you to come back soon, if you

want to, so | can begito show you that | can love you differently. Trust you.

Honor your interests. Have your backne night or more a week you go out with

your friends, do whatever until whenever. Feel comfortable texting whoever you
want.You mean too much to me to let ygo away without fighting for

youuYou really do make me happy. I mi ss vy
made you feel like you had to leave in order to be fulfilled in yourllik@ow you

need your space right now, and | respect tHalease know thaf and when you

come back, things will be different. It's not just words this time. | mean it.
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| am sorry to you, to the cats, to ever
with Dr. Linda about thisPlease allow me to earn that love and respeack |

finally understand what I'm doing and the effect this has on our relationsh@.m

just pissed it took this drastic circumstance (you leaving) to open my. &@s

mean so much to me, and | see now how m
appreci ate enough all the things you do t
hope you will give me another chance so that your love for me may blossom once

again.

His response, in typical George fashion, always less than satisfying:

Chris,
| just wanted taespond to let you know | have read and received your email.

But | suppose it was something.

My e-mail makes clear how desperate | was. From thedimay injuryto the
time | met George, my lifewasempty.6 d i sol ated mysellfforamnd wor ke
uncertain future in academid. st i | | di dtracgkjob dreveneanyBhDit enur e
never bothered to slow down and understand my
sounds, eliminate background noise, stay balanced, bypass olfaasryand tune out the

ubi quitous tinnitus.a42yeaddmaowithow & @ace?olive Soon | ¢

no money, no jobandno romantic relationshipAt | east | coul d say 16d
successful with George. | 6d made nice with F
invitations. | 6d joined my own Ilvnolelaecyhb alldld, f

improved drastically from the first wkéo the last. | became the starting short stop and
leadoff hitter in softball. In football | could run and turn my head at the same time, as one
must do to follow the balandas | had always done without thinkin@o keep up with

George | needed &tep outside my comfort zone and challengerapyuredbody.

Perhaps had done some things right. seemed foolisto go down without a fight.

Manuel would have wanted it that way.

294



A week later George returned. He took his familiar position ondbeh; myself across
the room in the cats6 favorite chair. I vi st
through which we might move forward as a couple.

ALIi sten, 0 he began.

He was unshaven, looked tired, and wore my favorite orange sweatpaatsvith

my arms crossed and legs folded. As | said in thea#, | was ready to hear what |

needed to do to make this relationskip r onger . |l 6d been lItired, to
wanted to feel l i ke my boyfltrthatthatdlerdted mee d me, nc
|l 6d spent months |icking maple syrup off the

l nstead George r eit er ldetstatdd what lesaidtbéfdres wa s n ot
and little else. His shoulders dropped and his body position becameeagsoiielding
on the couch.

| responded in a bevy of promises, as | had in the letter. 1, too, wanted to spend

time with my friends.

3t

But you barely have fiaMyy ffrriieennddss ,aor eh ey oiunrt €

said that wagnowntfueentdbat Al hhdked doi

friends, o0 | reiterated. fAWe did stuff all the
No matter what | said, he wasnodot budging.
before.
ABut thatodos odwefore | realized
AWhy should | believe you now?0 he said, F

going through the motions.
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| looked at him and saw a heavy bird who had already taken fli¢fasaid it was
against his will, that he had cried all week.
| doubted his sincent
ASee, thatds what | mean, 0 he hurried. MnAYc
Al trust you, yes. | trust you. The i ssue
friends than me. 0

He hesitated and leaned back into the couch cushion.

ot

Maybe youdre d.i gfhlt ,warte tamsbvermysel f agai

ABe yourself?o0

He stood up.

Al want t o dStnay hep momtniilngf eanrd you not mak
AButd oy ou

AAnd so what iif | come back buzzed on a Sc
AWhy woulddo | care if

Altds suchh yao u,htorhee wsiati d. Al want to do wh

AWhat are youWwWebwaysd onghabovwvo®@ want to do. o

| followed him into the kitchen.

ADo you know how many stupid fucking games
to go? And how many parties and stuff, just becayjsewa nt t o go? |1 6m behi nc

God damn dissertation because | Om so busy doi

St

And it shouldndét be that way. o
Al't shoul dndét. o

He opened the refrigerator.
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Al need t o0 Heelosédythe dopramdllobked at me, a few feet away

from hi m. AMaybe itds selfish, but | want tc

=]

Y olifie? What are you talking 0
AThat 6s it , ICGrantically searchédmy twad chest fay some way to
articulate mydnging.
But he was finished, a window wearing boards.
|l said I wouldndét cry and | didnot. Il ret
body on the armrest. George watched the cats anxiously weaving through the peanut
shaped coffee table and both our legs

Al ol | pay my half of the rent until April,

|l 1l ooked down at my feet. He knew | coul c

-
(0]
o

<
o
c

can move out by then, and 161 mo v
|l ease. 0

My eyes remained fixedn the floor.

ALi ke | said before. o

He told me | could have all the furniture.

ABut what about the stuff, o0 | raised my he

together ?0

Al dondt want it.o

AWhat dabout

ANot even the bed you wanted, that we bouc
AREspétiy the bed. o

297



| asked him about the cats.

He said | could keep them.

ABut 1 f you ever want to get rid of them c
want thentoo. 0

| watched the kittens, now cats, we had bought together from the shelter. |
rememberedhst year when Laney had mysteriously gone bliviée noticed two days
before Christmas and immediately cancelled our trips to be withGeusrge blamed me

for cleaning the bathroom and leaving the door open.

AShe probably Iicked the bleach, 0 he said.
He was cold to me for weeks, despite the v
know what had happened. Al ways my fault. L &

fighting an imaginary virus, causing her brain to swell and affect her optic nervav A fe
weeks on antibiotics and George sent me a video (I was on my delayed Christmas vacation
to Florida) of Laney following his belt as he dragged it across the fl8loe. could see!
|l 6d felt as i f WNMnessdfaschidraviow @etbmatidn endtovea gi ¢
heal ed her. |l knew that wasnodot the case, but
drip to transform into a mighty stream of love.

Drip.

Drip.
Drip.
For George, | guess, it never did.
An hour | ater | 0d werafurtive andl dismissive bstilll d . Hi s €

leaned on the edge of the couch. He had stopped looking at me. He was gone.
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Finally | rose and opened my arms.

AiCan | have a hug?0 | asked.

He rose and walked toward me, opening his arms and leaning into me. After a
gui ck moment , I coul d feel his body backing
held. | wore shorts with no underwear, and | felt my penis get hard while hugging him. |
was still in love with him.

He must have felt it too.

| backed my head off his shoulder and kissed him, quickly, as | had done so many

times before.

He told me | smelled and asked me if |1 06d s
Al . . . I . . . istn@glsd conl y 10, yeah, | s hc
Altds just gross, o0 he said, backing away f

He went into the bedroom and removed more clothes from the closet, while |
quietly reached into the drawer and pulled out another dhithe bathroom | covered

myself with body sprayl returned to the bedroom and asked if he needed any help.

AOh, 06 he said, carrying a pile of clothes
Aln an interview, iif they tell you that they
goonandonabouthowou | i ke that thing. o

It was exactly as | had expected, why | insisted George leave the apartment during
my otherSkype interview. Now he was telling me what | did wrong.

Al mean, you did great, 0 heHedropped¢thet e d . Al €
pile of clothes on the kitchen tabla.Y e a h . . . li ke you did good

It was far too late. We were over.

299



He walked out the door much as he had before, the catch of the brass door jamb
clicking like my tongue against the roof of my mouth. dsieft like an ant, breathing out
the sides of my body and even in the brightest of days seeing not fuchsia or lime, but the
saddest shades of gray.

For the next two hours | repeated over anc
was so premature and sdiprecating because | thought | was losing the only true friend |
had. | looked around the apartment, not knowing what | was going to do. My bdoks!
looked at three separate book shelves scattered around the living room. What was | going
to do with al my books? | circled the apartment like Laney around her feeding dish.

How would | afford the security deposit on a new apartment? What the fuck was | going
to do, drive for Uber?George was right. | had no friends, unlike hihhad no Christina

in my life to give me a place to stay. | had no one.
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Chapter 8

OrddlI?1 6d been alone in San Miguel, too, bu
though. | considered calling mfriend Jody in Austin.She was a great friend, yet | knew
shedd be di s apheobkedGewge and mentonedhlgow much happier |
seemed wh him. | wanted to call her, but | felt like | had let her dowimd what about
Berto?Hadno6t he al ways had my back?

| called my brotherin-law Robert instead.

AWell , Chris, 0 he #$ahadimetGedrde@dver not sur pri se
Thanksgiving a few months previously.

AYoudre not ?0

A

Donét get me wrong, you and ohbe are al ways

3t

But what ?090

3t

Al juseedygondttwo together. o
I wasndt s ur aswdbaut to receiveramihar tebuke?
Al tried to fix things,o0 | andwered. Al r e
AOh, |l 6m sure you did, 0 Rdbwicadsoams wer ed.
calm and sincereHe spoke slowly, as if he were thinking.
ABut he was jusdtusdomdeckeud lmuaowd

After a short pause, Robert continugdYou ar e one of the smarte

Chris. o

1

Re a |l tegctea

1

Oh vy erig, kompletety.
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fiYou think things through and assess your emotions, and check in with yourself to

see where you are and everything, and heos
AHeb6s what?0 | asked, obviously curious.
AHeOs gayusyos oknow. Leads with his sexualit
ALi KkmgabautsexYou guys talked about sex?0
ANo. O
ALIi ke in the Corvette, when you were ridir
ANo, not that, o0 he | aHegdtsenslikethdtypdtebehar d t c

l i ke 6o0h, I 6m mad a&ath Qveuktverydsatidof-factoHwe 6i st 6nso tov er .
going to think things Tthlat @sgh oanSeanssdbitf wh e he mh
i mmature, really. o

Part of me didndét want him speaking badly
finish college while we werdating, and mature enough to find a good job, even if | were
j eal ous of all the time hedd spend on Faceboc
supposedl y A wo rlkneamwghilef hadtorbarish myself to a coffee house to
work on my dissertatn, manage student work, and invent-egi&ching syllabi. Was
George right?Did | make him feel bad for being successful?

Al just think you deserve s-awaeastyeu as s mart
are,ChrisThat 6s all . 0

| had no idea Robert felt that way about nite acted as if | were the stable one
and George the immature twergyo met hi ng who coul dndét pull hi m

friends.

302



Alf your sister had a f ruhendt hlaitkbes tnhoatt cgouoy
Tried to make it seem |Ii ke it was no big deal
Hearing Robert talk raised me from a speck to a smudge. | felt better about myself,

even proud of the man | 6d become.

=]

And i f you ever need a place to stay, 0 Rc

AYeah, o0 | heard my sister scasaisuypur from someyv
casa O
| thanked Robéragain and hung up the phone. So much had changed since he
plucked me from my hospital room in San Miguel and offered his couch in Houston.
Pehaps thatmposter had gone.
Thenl felt a strange urge to call my younge.
| looked down at my black bracedethe had sent for George and the first thing she had
sent me in twenty years, and hoped she might answehtme pwhich she did.
She told me how sorry she was, but she dioc
AMe and Marc, you know, Jackodés dad, wedve
back t oTdisis dnean, | should point out, who has physically abused her aad on

mentioned to me in our only conversation that my sister was a prostitute.

AUmMmM,  6mMonot sur e

ATrust me, 0 she shouted into the phone. il
ANoO, |l 6m pretty sure it is.o0

A No wlaecquld bear her shaking her head.

AYeah, heds gone. 0
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AYou think that now, 0 she continued, speak
come back. I left and came back and needed space and left again and he did and left and
argued came back did the same stil]l need s o0 me
almmut how it didndét need to be this way and t &
do it again ohl 6hne 6cse rctoaminn.gd back.

She said Al dm certaino so slowly that | al
first part for the sake of contragterhaps she didBut mainly it reminded me of when she
was on drugs or the methadone to get off the drugs or anytime around and between that
time when her energy was like a rolling tumbleweed and her voice like @lseetbr. It
made no sense pointimgut how she was wr Why. coMaylmé®tshe w
George and | break up and get back together again like her and Marc? At that moment,
though, | had a vision of our breaip as actually a good thing, as would be the brga&f
Angie and Marc. Perps | was living in a similar dysfunction.

| called Berto, whose first words were the
surprised | was taking it so hard.

Al thought for sure you were going to | eav
obvious he nwa synobutr nmeeeetd s . 0

ABut maybe | was expecting him to | ove me
echoing some of the tiMaryde I[16dewrdietdt ¢ tl @t Ged
his way. o0

Berto answered quickly: A | fbe hampwl tcsnpmr mtmi s €
even a compromise, Chri¥ oudd be giving up everything you

relationship, right?o
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|l knew Berto was r i ghtltwasdantooebrly thrithhtn 6t want
Thenl called Jody, whose disappointment wasious, but who shared the
heartbreak of her first divorce and the pain after her second husband, Steven, committed
suicide two weeks after their divorce was finalized.
AUse this time t o ppecidte tlings, butomove Ofinssthh e s ai d .
your dissertation. Get a job. Stop worrying about him so much. | like hinfiubkit
GeorgerightnowRe al | y. O
Perhaps | had friends after althe prevailing message, it seemed: move on with
your life. Yet | tend to rush things, as George s&gutter around in careless circlds.
composed a message in a card, which | ©placed
mai | hedd be picking up on ltypeckisndngghonehi | e | we
obsessively checking and editing befangting it into the card. At least in a card |
couldndét ude donkddl ¢ efmemib.er , t holmgngevent, f | und:
this is what | sent:
Words can't express what you have meant to me the past 3 years. You have
touched me more thaany person in my life beforé just want to thank you for
sharing yourself, your life, your dreams with miem sad now, yes, but | am
such a better man because of you. You've taught me to relax and enjoy life, smile
more, see the positive inthingsp pr eci ate friends and si |l
watched you finish college and excel at your career, and | couldn't be more
proud. You are so special, George. | hope you know that because you are.
I'll miss hearing about your soccer games and Texas volleybesls our special
TV shows liké&scorpionand Stalker and every time | sééhe Goldberg$|l think
of you. I'll miss your help on computer stuff, and talking and watching sports with
you. I'll miss your love for ceviche. Miss that amazing snfiileniss our
moments of "sexy time" too, but mostly I'll miss you by my side at figat.
special life we shared together. Thank you for bringing so much joy into my life
(and two kittens!). I'm a much better person for having known you and loved you,
and alhough | know we will see each other again, | wanted to take this moment to

commemorate everything we shared togethvau will always have a special
place in my heart, George Saldivar. Always!
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The problem, however, is | was nowhere near actually festiofy things. The second
problem was his response, nowhere near the thoughtful draft | had imagined him tenderly
placinginsideacard nst ead it was a short text message,
read my card:

| also got the card... It made me feebspecial.. Thanks to you as well! | have

learned so much from you as well and will remember you for basketball Spurs

and GW and every time | watch the challenge or any show hehe.... You are

special and a great guy mr. Chri§&oo Spurs! (Remember itnst the

championship game, so if they lose do NOT break the TV!)

Hi s response cert aagar stleasbitsvas®Gamethimgo@rgh, but
maybe it was enough, and | should have been more appreciative. The nextndaijelde
George to ask iperhaps we could go to couples therapwo hours later he responded
that we should have done that in November, when he insists he brought it up to me. If
didndét | i st entetwbysHhouldhe listeretonmewd e wr o
| stared at my computerse e n i n di dthedne whd had browgatum 6 t

couples therapy with Dr. Linda, even though | worried he would think the idea ridiculous? And
didndét he roll hi s eyes an dlookgdmaioal my booksand Su d d e
mess of ampartment. What about the caté”uld | really get to keep the catéid | even
want them?l composed an angry mail, let him knéwat heshould have clearly explained how
he felt he was losing himself. | would have responded to thatead | had to deal with his
constant crappy attitude with me, and wonder why he was responding to me thatevay.
needed to show MBis pros and cons list and see what | say about the ddokl him he was
taking the selfish, easy way out; he owed more than that after three ye&bame on

him. To end I told him toake his fucking full self, fight for it and honor it, but he should have

done this with me, not against me.
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Idi drapdrttheema i | because i tlGeetheepdiitivanessand t oo | o
lack of organization | often see on my syllabi and in my college classroom. What did he think
of my liberal use of the bold font®ould an email like this just confirm my craziness? Was
George right to leave when he did?

George neveresponded tothatma i | , and 1 tds prietbably bett
despite my anger and momentary haze, I stillbelve i n everything | wrot
voice and asserted my s&lbrth in the letter much as | had while ambling shirtless down
the steetsof Nuevo Laredafter Martin and Jeff had left me. Some might judge me.

Perhaps | wrote too long or repeated the same message over and over, expecting a different
result. Perhaps my outbursts had gone too fRaerhaps my obsession with Steve Mulac

finally undid me. But how many ways could | continue searching for affection and still

end up on the side of the road® part of me believes | waxactly where | needed to be.

Exactly as Manuel had tried to tellem Besides, what the Iheid George know about

Oakland University, outside Detroit; perhaps they loved me.
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Chapter 9

A few days later | receivechathermanila envelope in the mail from my sister
Angie. Inside the envelope were several cadse,placed and sealed in a green envelop,
was directed to me. The cover urged me to he
inside shedd written shewdalwaysereWwbnsedbheni nki ng of
She urged me t o At akretetbahsbe misaed maand lavedtme,me . 0 St
two sentiments | hadndét heard from her i n sorn
much mysel f. The other four cards shedd spec
could send them to George as a way of agiaing Some of the envelopes were even
stamped.

For my Soulmate . . .

| Am So Much in Love with You . . .

| Thought of You Today . . .

| Hate it When We Fight . . .
't was an i mpressive collection. Ylet | Kknew
knew George was through with me. Il just didr

Oakland University, it turns out, ditbtlove me.
Thingscontinue tdfall apart. My | apt op busted and now my ca

nice routine, continuing tevake at 5 a.m. to either to do my exercises across the street at
the gym or continue my dissertation on my laptop. The cats and | had eased our way into a
comfortable rapport, they remaining off the keyboard and snuggled instead in my lap or

curled over ad around the books and scraps of paper scattered over theTthestats, |
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realized, | wanted to keep for myselfhat was easyAs for the desk angdrinter, hadnot
George said | could keep it all? Apparently¥ented no trace of meifter threeard-a
halfyearsi t 6s as i f | didnodét exi st.
| panicked the morning my computer failed to turn on. A few hours later a
technician confirmed that the hard drive was busted, its microchips and circuit board
shaken like salt and pepper.
ADo you remeombrput ¢mh f al |l i nhgiredypungman,l y?0 as ke
who seconds before had seemed so sympathetic, so accommodating, so certain he could fix
my computer.

ANo, um . . .0 | stuttered, hesitating aro

few days ago when | was loading it into my backpack.

Al &m not sure if we can save the data, 0 he
AThe data?o06 | answered, débenopmpselded KOO
God, 0 | said |l oud enough for seveirMyl workers

di ssertation. 0
The technician placed his hands in his pocket and lowered his shoulder, blowing out
air slowly enough to convey that he understoodsityation
Al 61 I do everything | can, 0 he skend, gl anc
he took my computer and scurried behind a partileeving me to wonder what else |
might lose this month.
In the meantime | sat on a nearby bench andidened taking my car to the
mechanic to replace a faulty bulb that forced my blinker to frenetically click whenever |

activated the turn signal. | was in no mood to deal with that noise, and | needed something

309



to take my mind off the computer. Whilethe | f i gur ed I|outdvhyang k t hem t
front tire was wearing out the plastic covering between the tire and the inside front bumper.
| assumed this is why my car had started shaking while | turned the wheel.
Once there | spoke with Valentino, whos®me was sewn into his jacles it was on
Nur se Gar candgpolirded domoat rky tire.
Valentino leaned down to inspect the area, returning to his standing position
moments | ater | ooking |i ke hedd seen a new S
AMan, 0 he abtegahne. heAWh did you do?o0 He | o
annoyed, his eyes set wide apart and arching at the brows. His apricot hair curled over
around his neck and laughadme i Wady a hi t ?

Al dondt know . . . maydbe, um, the pothol e

3t

Doutbéts ia pothole, 0 he interrupted.

AOr t&dos one

AGonna | oad it up, 0 he continued, pointinc
l oad it up and see. 0

He alternated his view between the car and me.

AMaybe | ran over a curbhoid &omet hidnmg, yanl
manycurbs, particularly while trying to parallel park, gaodt the previous month 6 d
driven heaebn over the low concrete barrier in front of a parking space in an attempt to
take the easy way out.

It was, of course, all my fault.

| awaited the bad news in the waiting area.
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An hour | ater Valentino informed me that I
| eaning rod, and a host ofl 6dt meredmeattall emasrtt &
tires. He estimated the damage 2@0, only a slight bit less than the car was probably
worth. | handed Valentino my credit card, unsure if the latest charge would push me over
the limit. | stared at the tiny credit card machine, wondering how something so small
could make such a diffence in my life.

ADondét | ook so sad, o0 Valentino said while
had to be done, you know. 0

| shook my head.

AWith suspension that bad you might not he
AYoubdre | ucky nydoun ofto uonntle tapped hmeoasgan dide counter
waiting for the machine to run. I, meanwhile, felt like | did when Manuel told me | was
luckyto have a private room at my private hospitakcuse me, Valentino, for my lack of
enthusiasmExcuse me George for feeling angkhat, exactly, did these people expect
me to do?

Eventually the credit card machine printed something that was long enough to be a
receipt. Valentino tore off the slip, turned it around, and placed it between us on the
counter.

We both laughed at the amount: $1,666.

ANot a good sign, 0 he said.

ATel | me about it.o

AWe make our own |l uck, you know, 0 his voic

| placed my hands in my pocket and looked up at Valentino.
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AWe do, 0 he continued. @AWe really do. o
Alf thatdéds the case, o0 | said, reaching for
Valentino held out his hand, which | gl adl
pocket, and told me heddl bdiidmgdtmymicrad sahakinmdg
despite the cost of the repair, because he was clear what he needed from me. IBésdles,
received no such receipt from Gearger did he offer angympathyabout the breakup as
Valentino had about my cat.was left $anding at the counter contemplating my luck, the
luck | apparently never made.
To make matters worse, the car Valentino pulled around the corner a few minutes
later, my black Chevrolet HHR, forward facing and poised to exit, was as dirty as a pig in
the nud. | ran my finger over the layer of dust along the car hood. | expected more for
$1, 666 . Perhaps 106d raised my service standese
a relationship once | was finally in one. | walked around my vehicle and tgavether
| ook. A year ago | 6d scraped the passenger s
garage at Whole Foods, once again myl fault,k6 &
felt the ribbed grooves of crushed metal that had sounded ékeukh of an aluminum
can from inside my car. Suddenly, instantly, inexplicably, | needed to fix that dent. Where
was Valentino?
For another $400 he said hedd fix the dent
new. o0
| gave him back my credit card.
| took a bus home and wondered what | migt

have a dissertation to write? | fumbled through my old wallet and found my Best Buy
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credit card. | later | dropped $700 on a Lenovo Yoga 770 Model, which leftirdbis
tmeif or a full protection plan that 16d renew,
another two year s. She said she didndt want
across the archipelago until I caught it with my hand and smiled back. | refese thoat
day as a spending spree with borrowed money, precipitated by my own careless driving
and needless haste after class. |look at it, instead, like a sound investment in my future.
But |1 6d have to work qui ckl yr.gelrhye, dbouctt olro df ibnee
having it soori four weeks later on February 29vhich would give me justnough time
for physical therapy before my campus health insurance discontinued, leaving me and my
hip, Dr. Marcus pointed oulipnely, pained, and in need ofexttion.
On top of all that, | needed to be out of my apartment by the first week of April,
and | wasnodét sure how to get the money togettfF
could drive for Uber. | remembered, too, my last conversation with Dicidaabout
how | 6d need somebody with me for the surger.y
ASo do nhinka beovuetn dr i vi ng yourself home, 06 he
Was he talking about Uber?
AAfter tohe surgery
ANo?O

AYoudbre going to hlecamtntedopenieglthg doorrands o meone,

turningar ound t owar d me. ARSooner or | ater you ¢cC:é
ABut |1 &m sure |
AAnd this is one of isvVoigesasfirmhasbDect®r,Bliie he i nter
Eyes in Houston trying to get it through my stubbo head t hat | 6d had a t
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injury. He left me exposed on the examination table in my paper gown, inexplicably

fed ing |i ke 1 6d dodged a bullet, but not sure

Later that week | received amaail fromNina. She and Dr. Lengenecker haddhred
evaluating my test resultd.certainly could use the good news! If anything was wrong with
me, | doubt it had anything to do with Mexico. | had more pressing concerns to worry about. |
did wonder, however, why sheanenedommemndedplposa
Was there more finger tapping and another absurdly long@st$t But | likelNinaand di dnot
mind seeing her again. Perhaps the test could tell me something about my persistent negativity.
FirstNinac ongr at ul atseudp emd oan imyt el | ectual abil it
scores onests ofnonverbal and verbal abstraeasoning, inductive and spatial reasoning, and
everything to do with verbal fluency. | smiled at her and her sidekick,dxger She did note,
howeverinot abl e i mpairments, 0 upon which they wi
could such juvenile and antiquated tests tell me anything about impairment?
| Opdrformed poorly in thregpecific areas manual dexterity and speed, memory, and
somethingc al | ed fiexecutive functions. 0 Apparently
Finger Tapping and Grooved Pegboard Test (I now had the official namesgsures of

Amanual daadthisshelped tg éxplaihfigured why | often seemed misahigd on the

o
o

volleyball court or softball field. No one would notice the differedieaelaborated b ut |
know immediately if compared to my former, pngury self. Still, | had progressed to the
starting shortstop and leadoff batter on my softbalint@nd each week | felt more comfortable

on the volleyball court. Fuck the clicky finger test!
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As for memory, it confirmed what | already knew. Dangerrecommended behavior
therapy focusing on Askill s of atytbeenttihcan 6dse rElo
can recognizéhecategories faster. He compared my memory to that which | must have
possessed in law school, surmising (incorrectly!) that earning a law degree implied superior
memory techniques avhich | no longer possessetlkept tomyself that law school required
very little memorization, and instead relied on superior organizational skills, or in my case the
ability to choose classes that required final
give you a masterpiece!

The more intriguing deficiency was in fiexe
cognitive processes such as inhibitory control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility, which
work together to monitor behavior tHatilitates the attainment of chosen goals. On this third
category of deficiencies, the suggested treatment targets skills of response modulation,
impression management, and emotion reguiaall of which | neededxplained to me.

AAnd you gfomthase Juestmris attthie edd? | Misak efdRi ght ? 0

AThat , o she replied, Aand through our <conyv

Response modulation has to do with changing behavior, including speaking behavior, by
processing peripheral cues that might let a@eiknow that something might be wrong about
what theyodre doi ng mentioneshayylassrapm outbursti mme di at el y

A E x a cNinhexclatmed. Next to her DLangernodded.

Impression management is just like it sounds, the doctor explainga, process of
establishing or maintaining impressions consistent with the perceptions the individual wants to

convey. Had George or the interviewers, as | suspected, seen something diffieretian |
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t hought | had c¢onveyplaydanincongruent bgifesentation?lhe al way s

handsome, yet lonely guyPhe consummate scholar who was silently fuming inside?

AHow much ofi nfhiry irellata®idrro | asked.

Ninar esponded that she wasndét sure what | me

AWel | |, I  mesaonme coafn tlh ehsaevet hi ngs without eve
ADono6t other people need I mpression managemen

their heads or whatever. o

They both nodded, vigorously, as if to obviate the need for furtherreatfa.

| thought of my hospital stay and how | desperately wanted to control how Manuel may
have seen meThis whole book, | realize, is an attempt at impression managehtiendight,
too, of the other hospital personnel who wanted nothingtodom&tHi j ust coul dnodt
understand what | had done or said to elicit such a respbegplained all of this tdNina.

AThat 6 sheex mlhai.med. AThat all has to do withth

The same goes, apparently, for emotion regulation, whiahtraining designed to help
initiate or inhibit emotion. |l 6d have to fig
mannered retorts of my youth served me best, or when the best response was a more assertive
disposition. | thought of my fathersleepg on t he fl oor ankhmwthnuel 0s

me on the streets of Latin America. | told the doctors, but particiNaml; about the night at

Lupitads and Paul 6s house and the totality of
br a il askead
AAll we can say is that such behavior is ¢

Dr. Langerresponded.

ABut people with no history of brain injur
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A RiI gNinai, t er r upt ed. fis@ustnot between koe snd ctlemppoale,

but you and yoursel f, before and after your i

AAnd the way you described your younger se
the things you shared to Liangea, OThéeowag. pousS
described. o

And thereitwasMy di agnosi s hinged on the way 10d
How the hell did | know what | was like?

Al n any kangerobndi DPued, Athe battery of test
could use some i mprovement. o

|l wasndt so sure.

ASo you can |ive the best possible |Iife yo
have a boyfriend. o

Damn him! Now that all made sense.

| folded the ten page report in my back pocket and thanked theftthem for their time.

Ninawal ked me out of the office, smiling and

promi sed, the most I mpressive thing I 6d heard
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Chapter 10

After a few days | realized thalinaand Dr.Langeronly had my best interest in
mi nd, and |1 6d certainly not been the first
neuropsychological tests. My results and their subsequent recommendations for treatment
seemed both sensible and feasible. At the time, thdwii had to worry about who
might pick me up from the hospital, andrly had a few weeks toige with Uber before
my surgery in order to make enough money for a security deposit on an new apartment.

sent in the paperwork and registered my €an.the phone | toldngie, who mentioned it

to my fatherHe sai d | should come home for a visit,;

admit that receiving those cards fréingie made me think of what a functional family
might look like. That family, howeer, was not my ownYet when my dad offered to buy
me a ticket to Florida in the brutal heart of the Chicago winter, | giggled sharply and
agreed.
At my fatherds house | watched banana ¢tr
cedar fence. What lookdite dense brown trunks of the banana plant were actually large
leaves closely rolled up, one over the other. | dug my thumb nail into the apparent trunk,
snagging nail over burlap until |l 6d scraped
Florida,Imagi ne my f atilawmutthesizé of twe dtatiop wagon®side by
sidei and the Florida foliage | associate with sunniersday sat at the patio tabkbe
same patio table we bought &tlger at Kmart when | was 1Q@yhile he sprayed the gohts

with a leaky brown hoseThe sides of the table had rusted auburn brown, but the chair
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cushions were new, orange stripes beneath a baby blue backghdymather said it
reminded him of thenoddédori da Gatorsodéd col ors.
My father stilllivesi n t he same condominium he moved i
divorce, except he now owns the place. The petite bougainvillea bushes are petite no
more, their scarlet and purple flowers hovering over the fence and into the patio. In the
sod along the base dfe fence sit two sago palms like dwarfs, their stout and leaning
trunks supporting olivgreen arms about three to four feet long. | remembered those
palms as rosettes of leaves coming from a stem near the ground, so small theyikeere.
the banana plas, the sago palm is not what it seems; it is not a palm tree, but a cycad, one
of the earthdés | east evolved plants, showing
had grown so much since while | was away. Only the crocus shrubs remain unchanged
their rubbery leaves broad and buttered yellow, red, and green, low to the ground and
kaleidoscopic.
AYou know your sister never came back | ast
hose up to reach the furthest cycad.
| looked up from my magazinend met his gaze. The man looked perturbed, the
skin around his cheeks sagging and puffy, the loose skin of alcohdiE®yes, as well,
remained fussy and unmoored. | closed the magazine and took a deep breath.

ADo you thinko she went with

Al Wdokbdow, 0 he interrupted. AYou never kn

My father | ooked warried, as i f he had bee
could do.

Ailrf it wasno6t for Jack . . . 0
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Al know. 0O

Alf it wasndét for him, 0 lassdoordowdardtreued, | ook
l'iving room, where Jack | ay on the couch watoc

Looking at my father, I coul dndt help but

seen on the internet, his face scratched and red, a visible bruise above s lafige
had called to tel]l me hedébd been drinking scot
a DUI, she said, and she had to call the police when he started calling her names and
physically threatening her.

AThey arrested htiverphole, ascértain mirthlindher voiee likevae r
helium ball oon. AYou can ask Marc. o

Yet the image in the picture was of a man who had been beaten, and while he wore
no bruises that day on the patio, | recognized the same look of bewilderment as hhad see
in the photo. My sister, too, had been arrested several times, once for an assault charge
t hat Marc, Jackds father, | ater idgtbpped and s
found out because Marc mentioned it in our only conversatitantold meshe vas crazy,
too. I looked online and discovered the arrests, yet | was pleased none of them mentioned
prostitution. How could a beautiful little blodwhired girl, the one | prepared for school
every morning, feel bad enough to sell her body? Aowd, hwondered, was her story any
different from my own?

But it was.

Al f 1t Jacgondonty fdard repeated, throwing down
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He stepped over and kicked the hose before retreating through the other sliding
door into the kitchen, catching himself on the vertical blinds onthewayihac k, 06 | hear
him say, probably the fiftieth time this morning. What could he possibly nded the
boy now?
| figuredAngiewasndot coming home. The previous af
phone to Marc in hushed tones, making still her voice when my father or | would
approach.My dad must have known, as did I. Later that night, after my father and Jack

had gone to bed, I turned from the prograngie and | had been watching on television

and asked her i f shedd be okay sl eeping down s

Al |l ove it, ofnsheamnwatckedTVY and . . .0 she
living room, A. . . get water if | need to, o
and smoke, you know, | smoke. 0 | 6d never got

she spoke, amilar pace on, off, and coming down from the pills, cocaine, heroin,
methadone, or whatever else she might be using. It angered me that she made me feel so
uncomfortable.

| huggedAngie before | went upstairs to bed. She told me she loved me, and that
she had a great night together. When | asked
before | had even stopped talking.

AOf course, 0 she said, her eyes scurrying
see you tomorrow.

| retreated downstai@bout a half hour later, not to check on her but to retrieve a

glass of water. | opened the refrigerator, forgetting that my father did not keep a gallon of
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cold water inside, but my annoyance quickly turned into disappointment whenAingaev
fully dressed, shoes on, and favorite olive cargo pants rolled up to her knees.

AOh, +tmh,uhust going to a friendds, you kn
bat hroom. fASheds got some problems. 0

Sheand | had spent a wondesdndthenatamearbyng wi t h
mall. She declined when | offered to buy her a red blouse she had been admiring on the
mannequin.She said maybe for Jack, definitely for Jack, that maybe | could take him to
Toys-R-US the next dayBut for her, nothing. No, sheas fine.

Al 6ve got Dado6és credit card, 0 she | aughed,
wasnoét funny at all, of cour seAngedasl my dad cal
charged hundreds of dollars on his credit card without asking.

AShkesait out of my wallet, o my father tol

It made no sense to tell either of them what | was thinkifgat use would it be to
tell my father to hide his credit card or the keys to his d&littat would be the benefit of
riskingmysi st er s angry rebut t aGertainthings, Inealizpgcd her n
were beyond my control. Perhaps my father felt guilty for neglecting her when she was
younger . Perhaps he knewsioMeaxieotllfieitasif he wasnot
were the last to knowMy father told meshewas the one that attackbaan the day he was
arrested and thrown in jail. Not the other way around, as she had insisted. His mug shot
certainly backed up his truttAnd her? Perhaps Marc saw somethimgher that made her
feel special.Perhaps freeing herself from Marc, a fellow addict living in a halfway house,
would leave her all alone. Or worse. All alone with my father. Two days of hearing him

remind and reprimand Jack, remind and reprimangie i remind, reprimand, repeat

322



had nearly drivemeto the brink of explosionHow might it be to live with such a man?
| watched him the previous night obsessively scrub the barbeque grill for twenty minutes.
Hedd asked us h oedatiehsefivemines hnd explamed theaigstof meat
as i f wedbd be given a qui z. n MaypeldatingMar c was t
him, no matter how dysfunctional, felt as good as | felt while dating Géoegest
couple of yearsPerhaps,kie me, shedd beenAsfdrmyrfaherf or f ar 1t c
maybe he was just a little bit excited to have his only son at home.

| would not ruin our day together by asserting some brotherly privilege long since
abandonedAf t er al | , cdilegeat IBtandinevér irhed baicky leaving her in
the care of two dkabsorbed and damaged soul#?vas my burden, as much as my
fathero6s. Yienom, dadtSaraghf avlals oheu®nly one who heé
her. Perhapsitwas easierd me, the one who | ived the furth
to Ilive with the chaos and | ies associated wi
and sold for parts, as shedéd done to my fat he
houseas had my older sister, only to watch her check herself out of rehab a few weeks
later and return to the same house with thédiincovering on the windows. She had
never broken intmyh o me and stol en thousands odf doll ars
done at my motherdés and stepfatherds mansi on
community. Perhaps it was easier for me to be the one person who seemed in the middle.
Al'l shedd done to me is sell a Bedrstm®&ath, anc

for crack cocaine. Or at |l east thatods how my
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After my father finished watering the plants, Jack convinced him to take us to the

small pool inside the apartment complex. Jack hurried his little feet across patking

pavement.

Ouchy ouchy ouchy.

My father told Jack he should have worn his-flil ops | i ke hedd asked.
me and shook his head: AAs dumb as your uncl €

I, of course, was hgging over parkingot pavementas was Jack, the exact
opposite of my father leisurely strolling across the pavement with a can of Bud Light.
Jack beat both of us to the gated pool area, pressing his little body against the rails
and trying to reach over and open todete | at ch.
in and play. o
|l hurried up and | et the boy i n. Mi nut es
the Frisbee, he jumping in and my father and | taking turns tossing the Nerf Frisbee that
| ooked |Ii ke one of Saturnds rings.
We continued that wafpr several minutes until Jack turned sullen and curled
himself up over a lounge chair
ACome on, Jacko | shouted, not sure what F
AJack, Jack, o my father echoed. ARLet 6s Qe
ANo, 0 Jack shouted,dshi s fhle anda nbtu rmmoendmyi.nd h i s
| looked at my father, who bopped himself up toward the stairs.
ADond6t you want to see Marshads dog?0 my f

He turned around and threw the Frismgee back i

toward me, then | owering his voice: fAYour fuc
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My father cradled Jack in a towel and sat on the chair next to him. Jack resisted
when my father tried to dry his hair.

ANoooooooo, 06 Jack shouted, pushwantg hi s har
mo mmy . Mommy said shedd be here. o Jack pust
towards the deep end of the pool. He turned away from us and folded his arms.

~ A |

ADonot et your Uncle Chris see you acting
Jack, his voice no longer sqdbssessed as | had remembered, its death a small pile of
animal meat along the poolside.
Al &m not, 0 Jack turned around and cried.
By now my dad was laughing, and | was left in the pool half covered in water, half
covered in air and sadness.
AQuit whining. o
ABut oe said
My father took short, quick strides toward Jack. | thought he might continue
yelling, but he stopped himself iestd. He turned toward me in the water and then back at
Jack. |l 6m not s ur e Hissonand gramdsenthadenpossitdey t o t ur r
demands.He was doing the best he coulde took another sip of beewhen he reached
Jack, his tone had lightened.
ALetds go get big Jake, 0 he said to Jack,
| 6d spent the | ast few moments surveying my f
subdued, strangelgontented voice age with my father, a wide grin spreading across the

b oy 6 s Hélaoked at me and asked if | was coming.

AWel | |, Il wouldnét miss it,o | said, jumpir
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ALet 6s go get big Jake, o0 mydfaablkdsrepeal d
the two of them, hand in hand, | ooking back &
|l onger full of tears and my fatherods plum eye
unlocked the metal gate from the inside and strode across pavamrienger hot beneath

the afternoon clouds, Jack tugging on both ot

Angiehad not returned by eight o0o6clock that nig
the giant plastic Dewers bottle under the sink.

AYowwknou really shouldndét | eave the bott
kitchen table. do0iYou shouldnét | eave

A Mr . Big Shot | awydHebpemwedgd. i Nboeryapbed.
me what to do?0 He clinktdghass,)cki sarbliindd | r
from the freezer a fresh glass for each new drink.

| |l ooked at his glass. fAArendét those for b

His cheeks had become lobster red, his eyes amber and sappy.

AYour fucking sister, 0 éhce tcomndo haedHe ticMhla
usual tiny steps towards the downstairs bathroom, pressing his drink on the dining room
table before unzipping andastding in front of the toiletHis urine hit the water like a fish
into sea.

Jack had gotten up from the coucdanwal ked t owards my | egs.
supposed to do?06 the boy mimicked my father,
tossing a pizza. ARI ght, papa?0 he continued,

bathroom.
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My father took his hand off hidick and impersonated his grandsénT hat 6 s ri ght ,
Jack, 0 he said, moving his hands up in the ai
done.

| did the same.

So there we were, there generations of men with our hands thrown up in the air.

Whenhed6d finished my father asked i f | wante
soon, he said. | shook my head.

ASuit yourself. o He pce aulbes dinkdd lagainss thessinkc h i n t
like maracas.

Al 6m tired, 0 J archis heachanwchlaking at my fathete pustted o
against my fatherodés legs: Al d&m tired, papa.o

Al n &o mi n

Al want to go to bed now. 0

My father dumped the glass in the sink.

fiNow, papab

My father looked at Jack, then rolled his eyes toward me. On kisomard the
bathroom he took off his shirt and shorts and placed them inside the washing machine beside
the door, leaving himself covered inapairof-bldh s hi oned whi te wunder wear
from all those years ago and never wore myself.

He pausedh front of the washing machine, contemplating, it seemed, whether or not to
begin a load.Jack was halfway up the stairs. |leaned against the kitchen table and stared at
my father. What had | seen all thogsars ago that brought me to kyees on ta living room

floor? Hewas old now, his paunchy stomach extending over his belly like a kangaroo. |
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pictured him in a belted denim kiAmgpentme | 6d s ece
length of the kimono barely covering his thighs. The thiglesriembered as strong as
porterhouse steaks had shriveled into soggy heshchest had deflated, yet instead of
hanging down, it dissolved into itself and had lightened compared to his dark arms and lower
legs. Perhaps the dark father | remembered ardg in my mind, as this man in front of me
was lighter than | remembered, his color clearly from the sun.
My father turned on the shower and reached for the water. As he held back the shower
curtain, | noticed mold between the shower tiles and a capyucsolored stain around the
bottom of the tub. The curtain, too, was ripped from several of the top rings and sagged like a
sail . This was not my fatherods bathroom.
Altdéds a mess, o0 he said, noticing my gaze,
never cl e amodhisadischntentland tufneddack to me and Jack, who had made his
way down the stairs and stood behind me. i Ok
going to get you ready for bed. 0
Jack placed his tiny hand againsy leg and pushed his head into my thigh, spinning
his blonde hair over and around my body and back out to the kitchen. He marched in place,
emitting tiny spitting sounds from his lips and smiling in between. Inside the bathroom, my
father lowered hisnderwear, stepping out of it and toward the shower, his penis not hard like |
remembered, but small, dark, and shriveled. His thighs looked delicate and white, like a table
doily, against the ndbrown of his penis and fantastic black of pubic hair. Geriee man
proud of the mound beneath the stretched fabr
di vor ce. The man whoodéd parade, nearly nude,

two of us.
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Al dondt know when youid, steppirggin® the waterando mi ng ¢
away from me. He looked so hobbled, so weak, no longer thetfastyear old canvas upon
which | anchored my longings.

AANd | d&m sorry about Geor gtemethathmeadesnai d, hi s
reaction. He rubled the bar of soap in his hands and extended his hands to his head, lathering
just as 1 06d remembered as a boy. AThat really

Twenty-five years had passed. My fathentslongerthe garbling creek upon which |
feast. | have removed him from my face, this crow hovering upon both our naked bodies. As
for me, my body is still hardlespite my injured hip, as his used to bao longer care what
had happened to me on the streets of San Miguel de Allende; so muchachbiggppened
before and since.l possesshe supple form teenagers imagine as old, but alighted against my
fatheri temple to templé& | know is as far from old as paper is from duddy father, on the
other handhad never had a girlfriend after thevalice; perhaps his sexual urges had withered
ashadhis body My imagination, it seems, may not s reliable as | had thoughtet in that
moment | wanted to |l ay aside my | adybug shell

would be alright.Even we might be alright.
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Epilogue

Wal king on crutches is harder than |1 06d i ms
ice. A student named Juan Carlos told me | was doing it wrong, how | should glide instead
of hop. He helped me to lower myutches and watched me glide away. Another student,
this one a stranger from India, took my heavy
until | was safely at my destination. My university is full of darker skinned, foreign
bodies. They smile so beadully, gulping down air in perfecthtimed lunges of their
throats. | still exist in the thrall of dadskinned ma.

|l wondt know how successful the surgery Wwe
labrum was only frayed, not torn, but Dr. Marcus said stgagbwn the bone spurs and
opening the joint space might relieve some of
relieve some of this pain.

|l 6m off to Pittsburgh in a couple of weeks
i nt er vi ew. urreimanmng acandidates fbr a treative nonfiction writing position,
and | still have much to do. l 6m not sure wk
less redundant®ere my answers more concisdnd | more accurately explain my
strengths and aaknesses?

True stories well told.

Thatos how | define cr gsdyP? Hewwelositf i ct i on.
told? Is that how | earned a campus visit, because | turned myself into a true story well

told?
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Ot hers tel]l me i t 6s Themistdb meeandme intothem. of t he r
Trading words | i ke speci al things. Thereds r
yourself. Move on. Apply all over again.

My father sent me a $1000 check wragjre copy paper and folded up in a blank
card. On the outside of the card is a cute beagleitsittead on the carpet and the words

AThi nki ng of Y dtshead.sHe saiddtohuse dhe mdney vogut down a

security deposit on a new apartmera. | | put the check on the refr
forget to cash it, as |l ove often done with hi
dondét know what to do with his money. | 6d me

before my surgeryl 6 noudoto have been sssertive.Perhaps | wilbuy myself a gift.

| 0 alveays wanted a@dmpurpedic mattress. Maybesactionalcouch. My father wants

to make sure | 6ve been taken care of, and t he

Inafewmoraveeks 1 611 defend my dissertation an
track job. M@Bdudts |adrme a( 7r5%,l iisnt .fact) | o611 be h
year . Theyoll cal l me an adjunct professor

extra cash. First | need a summer job, however, and it might be back to tutenhgps |
can bartend again. It feels so nice to be liked.

Il wondot know wher e hearback fpm thewugpivetsioyinl i ve unt il

Pittsburgh. If the answerisino, 6 1 611 scramble to find a yea
current apartment . Or perhaps 10l move to Vv
a roommate and not al ways be so alone. When
| 6 m daeong Iseach volleyball for the summdr.6 ve al most made it thr ol
times, and | think I 6ve fared pretty wel/l. I
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work on interpersonal relationshipsandcsa | | ed Aprobl em s@gryvi ng. o

dissertation while driving for Uber, managing hip surgery, applying for temack jobs,

and | ooking for an apartment 1is pretty good r
Thinking through my storys another attempt at problem solving, angais made me

more appreciative. It took five years for me to realize what Manuel had done for me, to

understand what he was trying to do in that hospital room. This is the way | choose to

remember. It allows me to recognize the moments for what they were, wetsrgfupon

which 16d been spun. I appreciate, too, my t

letteri | meant every word of it. | am a better man today because of my time with him

yesterday. As for my father and younger sigtegie, | am lucky b have them in my life.

|l 6ve no need to be embarrassed at my actions

way, my father already understood the direction my life would take. It is, surprisingly,

somewhat like his own, this cartography of ruptuRerhaps he, too, can be put back

together again.
It felt good when Manuel congratulated me on my sexual exploits. He loved it when

|l got | aid. To him I 6d been injured because

brought me to that positionptv | had ended up on my knees. iavittingly took me

back to a place where my selfnfidence surged, a sid theroad fury of teeth and

knees. It some ways, however, such-asurance forced me to forget or abandon how

innocent | had been, how earnestly | craved |dvem still innocent andagnestand for

thatlamproudPer haps 1 6m not a realist after al/l
The story I tell is that | could have only found the attention and affection | craved in

Latin America, among Latin AWhathappeaed, me n . Ik
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instead, wag chance encounter on a bus with a girl | nevewknghen | ended up in a
place where my masculine disposition and skin color became instant enticements.
enjoyed the desire | provoked in others. But

Instead | want to pluck a nearby peach, feel the fuzz on my fingertips. Eat the yellow sun.
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