








and the shadows took him 

rhey stopped walking and stared at Vero. They looked liked they 

wanted [Q bear her up. 

" Le I'S go." William said, honking the horn at Vero. 

"Dour. Dad : joey said. 

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

of the car, 

She was dressed in a snug red blouse and black polyester p;lnts, 

black car-eye sunglasses. and her blond hair was up in a bouffant. She 

looked like an incogn ito movie star. The cholm. pointing at her, 

started laughing. and even though Joq didn 't know why thq 

laughed . he didn't like it. 

" Le t'S go, Dad : Joey said. 

"We'n= going. you little shit," William said. "Have some paeieece." 

Inside was narrow like a rivet, and there was only one occupied booth 

in the back, a bald man and a teenage girl. She had a gift in frOnt of 

her. a box wrapped in silver paper and a bright red bow. which she 

looked at as if afraid to sec what it might contai n. The waitress, who 

walked across the shiny floors with a handful of menus , wore a light 

blue waitress's dress with a white apro n, her hair in a bun like a TV 

mother from the past. Her name tag read ALlCE. 

"Good evening. folks. Can I stan you off with something to 

drink?" 

The boys yelled for Cokes . 

"How much are they!" William asked. 

The waitress sighed. "Fifty cents: she said. 

"All right," he said, but after she left the table, he shook his head 

in disbelief. "You guys benet suck slow on those things. You're only 

getti ng one." 

On rhe men u Joey found the hamburger section. 
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Daniel Chac6n 

"T his 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 ." 

"Wi lliam. let them enjoy them selves," Rachel said . 

"I just don 't want them to think they're the royal family." 

Vera 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 mon ey." 

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

hands. "Can 1 have the keys? I'll wait in the car." 

"Sit down, Veronica ," Rachel said. "You can order whatever you 

want ." 

"Axe you paying for it?" 

"If I have to, yes," she said. 

"Horseshit." 

"Ca n I have a cheeseburger and fries?" Billy said. 

"Me too ," Joey said. 

William looked up cheeseburger and fries on the menu and said, 

"Why do you want cheese? You could have brought some from the 

house." 

"W illiam." 

"All right . Have what you want . We're here to have fun , right ~ To 

celebrate. " H e looked up at Vera. "Sit down. Order whatever you 

want ." 

Joey pUt down the slick menu and was so excited that he rubbed 

his hands eogerher 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 th e: shadows took h im 

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

The waitress came back with old-fashioned soda founta in glasses, 

and she placed the sparkling drinks in front of them. I could stay here 

forever, J~ thought. 

AJice flipped open her order book and said to J~. "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 Car­

cia came over him like strong wind, but when he tried to speak, no 

words came our, 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 beld her pen point ro 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 

(WO kinds of cheese and stacked with strips ofcrispy hickory bacon." 

Or "Prime Rib Sandwich: A fat slab of roasted prime rib ofbecf." And 

he hoped it wasn't just the language that made them sound good and 

that the words actually meant what they evoked . 

"Wem" Alice said . 

''I'm not ready yet," he said. 

"Let 's start with you , then ," she said to Vern. 

"Me either." she said. 

Alice flipped dosed 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 th inking?" she asked Vera. 

~ I was think ing of the club sandwich," she said. 

She leaned over Vero's menu, touchin g her shoulde r with a hand, 

and said, ~Wh ere is it?" Vero pointed to the club. 
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D aniel Chaco n 

"Oh, that does sound good. What about you, vitjo?" 

"I don't know. I can't find the chik verde con arroz J tortillas. N 

Vera laughed. 

Willi am, surprised and pleased that she laughed, continued . "Ni 

~l mrnudo ni pozole. " 

"T h is ain't no Mexican restaurant ," said Billy. 

"It ain't?" he said, feigning surprise. "I thought th is was Sambas. " 

"It's Sambas," Billy said. 

"You guys of course know that ain't does not exist as a word ," 

Joey said. 

"Oh. shut up," said Vero. 

" I want a cheeseburger," said Billy. 

"Maybe I'll have," said Rachel, looking intently at the menu, 

"the chef's salad. O r maybe the soup and sandw ich." 

Alice came to the table with her pad already flipped open. "O kay, 

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." 

T hen the waitress looked at Rachel, who said, "O h my! " hand 

over her mouth as if she were maki ng the most important decision of 

her life. "I guess I'll have"- and she dosed 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 I have 

mashed potatoes?" 

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

"Then it wouldn't be fish and chips, mensa," the dad said. "It'd be 

fish and mush." He laughed and looked at Vera (0 see if she was 

laugh ing, hut she wasn't, so he frowned and read the men u. 

"What about you kids?" asked Alice. 
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and rhe shadows rook him 

"I want a cheeseburger and frio!" Billy said. 

"How do you want it cooked?" Alice asked. 

" H uh? What do you mean?" Billy asked. 

Rachel answered for him. "Wdl done." 

Then she looked at joey, but he was thinking thai maybe he 

should Iry some thing different and new because when: he was now he 

would be forever. he would never forger rhis day, he would live it over 

and over again. 

"Can you ask me last ?" he asked 

"What do you want?" she asked William. 

"Lee me have the Salisbury steak with mashed poraroes." 

"Soup or salad?" 

"Uh. I don't know. Does it cost mon:?" 

Alice rolled her ern when she said, "Ir's included with all the 

d inners." 

" I want [he soup!" said Billy. 

.. 'ot [he burgers. just the dinners," said Alice. 

Billy deflated. "O h." 

"This i.J dinner," he wh ispered to joey. 

"What kind of soup is it?" asked William. 

Alice lowe-red he-r pad as if it were too heavy to ho ld, and her 

shoulders slumped. "Vegetable beefor crea m of broccoli." 

"Try the vegetable beef viq o•• Rachel said. "You' ll like that." 

"All right. " he said . An d then, as if maki ng a proclamation: "The­

vegetabl e beef " 

"You got it ." She wrote it down. "Wd l, sugar," she said to Joey. 
"You're the last one." She pressed her red ballpo int pen to her pad. 

H e felt everyo ne's eyes on him and (hat thrilllike wind , like go­

ing over a small h ill in a f;1.\ [ car, his stomach falling, and he blurted 

out, "Primeribsanduncb. " 

19 



Da niel C hacon 

"Good choice," said Alice. 

"What?" the dad said, opening up the menu. "What the bell!" 

"I want to try som ething new," 

"That's two dollars more than a hamburger," he said . 

"Wi lliam!" 

"You bener eat every bit of it," he said . 

"How do you want your prime rib cooked?" Alice' asked , and he 

looked at his mom because he didn't understand me qu estion. 

"Well do ne," she said. 

The family kept looking at joey after the wait ress left. "You're 

stupid," Billy said. 

"No, he's not. It's good [ 0 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 kno w what prime rib is," Billy said. 

Which was true, but he pictured lV ribs like Fred gets on the 

credits of Th~ Hintstones. a slab of meat so big that his car tips over 

when the carho p sets it on the tray. \Vith 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 raking us Out to dinner?" 
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