














Daniel Chacén

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

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

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

Vero slammed down her menu.

“What's wrong with you?” he asked.

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

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

She stood up, put on her dark chola sunglasses, and held out her

hands. “Can I have the keys? I'll wait in the car.”
' “Sit down, Veronica,” Rachel said. “You can order whatever you
want.”

“Are you paying for it?”

“If I have to, yes,” she said.

“Horseshit.”

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

“Me 100,” Joey said.

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

“William.”

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

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

and frowned until Rachel whispered to her and she took them off.

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

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

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

“Well2” Alice said.

“I'm not ready yet,” he said.

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

“Me either,” she said.

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

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

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

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

She leaned over Vero’'s menu, touching her shoulder with a hand,
and said, “Where is it?” Vero pointed to the club.
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“Oh, that i i good. What about you, viejo?”

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

Vero laughed.

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

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

“Ivain’t?” he said, feigning surprise. “T thought this was Sambés.”

“It’s Sambos,” Billy said.

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

“Oh, shut up,” said Vero.

“I want a cheeseburger,” said Billy.

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

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

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

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

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

“All right, I'll take that. But instead of the fries, can 1 have
mashed poraroes?”

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

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

“What abourt you kids?” asked Alice.
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“I want a cheeseburger and fries!” Billy said.

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

“Huh? What do you mean?” Billy asked.

Rachel answered for him. “Well done.”

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

“Can you ask me last?” he asked

“What do you want?” she asked William.

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

“Soup or salad?”

“Uh, I don't know. Does it cost more2”

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

“I want the soup!” said Billy.

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

Billy deflated. “Oh.”

“This #s dinner,” he whispered to Joey.

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

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

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

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

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

He felt everyones eyes on him and that thrill like wind, like go-
ing over a small hill in a fast car, his stomach falling, and he blurted
out, “Primeribsandwich.”
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“Good choice,” said Alice.

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

“I want to try something new.”

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

“William!”

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

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

“Well done,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





