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Part One

“En Colombia, nunca te vas de la casa.”
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Divide and Conquer

December 28, 1995

Gadsden, Alabama

She couldn’t hear the cars.

Her eyes focused on the ceiling above her. Stains glossed its beige surface; pale light

echoed against the surface. She blinked. The right side of her skull was pounding. She could feel

it in her teeth.

She held her breath.

She still couldn’t hear them.

Not a single car.

She became aware of the body next to her like an afterthought – like a reminder. His

breaths were jutting outwards aggressively. The snores were loudly reverberating against their

mattress. Her gaze shifted from the light, and to his face.

His rumbles gave a momentary pause.

She craned her ear towards the window, but no whispers of life approached her.

The snoring erupted against the silence once more.

She exhaled, and pulled her body into a seated position.

As she stood up, a spiral of light reflected from the window. She walked to it, watching

the cars tread onward slowly. She leaned forward to hear them, but the rustling of leaves and

chirping of birds seemed to be all the world had to offer her.

It was almost as if the cars were being muted by the windowpane.

Maybe the cars here are built differently, she thought.
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She spared another glance at the man sleeping, this time studying him.

She looked at his thin frame, black hair; his pale skin was swallowed by the beige wall.

Her feet carried her into the other room, and the emptiness of it twisted her throat into a

knot. None of it had really given her a moment’s doubt; a hesitating step.

But she was looking at a barren room and couldn’t hear the cars and the man who was

sleeping was a stranger to her. Doubt started building a home within her.

He knew she was watching him.

He was a light sleeper and felt her move from the mattress. He felt her stand near the

window; felt her pausing. When he felt her leave the room, he squinted until his eyes adjusted to

the light.

He blinked.

He exhaled.

He felt his stomach groan.

The aching increased as he sat up; as he stretched. It had been his plan but the rumbling

of his stomach was seeping regret through him; he could be eating his father’s arepas right now.

There was nothing in this room, save a window and a bathroom. Their suitcases were laying in

the corner. His guitar was propped against the wall.

If he squinted, it looked like another person.

He heard his wife making noises in the other room.

Wife.
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The word rang both hollow and true; he hadn’t even known her two months ago. He

sighed, craving scrambled eggs; craving anything to fill his stomach. He felt his dry lips, and

realized he was equally parched. His body was practically empty.

She heard him stand from the mattress; watched him approach tentatively from the other

room, eyes red from the traveling. He seated himself next to her on the carpet. He blinked,

noticing the small paper in front of her. She was working on a list. He rubbed his eyelids,

yawning. She could hear his stomach grumbling.

“Buenos días, Pato,” he said groggily.

Pato smiled, “Buenos días, Gabo.”

The list was split up into multiple categories.

Pato guided her husband through their necessities slowly, pointing to each item with a

small pencil. Gabo could only blink and listen; in his mind, he was still dreaming.

Platos, Cubiertos, Mesa, Carro, Ollas, Mantel, Sofá, Sábanas, Cama, Cojines, Cobijas, Tapete,

Cosas de Limpieza, Champú / Acondicionador, Jabón,

Plátanos, Queso, Arroz, Huevos, Maicena, Jugo de Naranja, Leche, Café…

Ay carajo, Gabo thought.
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Pato and Gabo walked inside of the store, the air conditioning spreading chills across

their skin. Pato rubbed her arms, grabbing a cart from the side and pushing forward. A woman

smiled at them from the counter. Gabo nodded, catching up with his wife as she pulled out her

list.

The two had never been to a Goodwill before in their lives.

The entrance alone held endless racks of clothing; the shoes had an entire section to

themselves. To the right, they could see the home goods portion of the store. Reused books and

vinyls and even curtains were shoved together, as though they made up a category.

Gabo gulped at the sheer amount of things. His eyes could barely keep up with it all.

The closest thing to it in Bogotá were the markets of “La Pulga,” and that was ordinarily

outside in makeshift tents with local jewelry and pottery. Local vendors would come and sell

fruits and handmade ceramics and it was nothing like this ventilated recycling store.

Pato and Gabo gazed at their task with fearful determination.

They decided to divide and conquer.

Pato tackled the larger items. She took on the table, the carpet, the couch; she even found

them a lamp. She didn’t know many words in English, but the little knowledge she possessed

seemed to be enough. Pato pointed the items out to the person behind the counter, and he grunted

as the items were lifted. Biting the eraser-end of the pencil, she would cross things off or add

them whenever she remembered something else. She scrambled back and forth between the

items and the cart, where Gabo was compiling his own items.

She gazed at her notepad, frowning. An essential item was missing. As she looked

around, gazing beneath picture frames and behind stained armchairs, she spotted it hidden near



6

the back. Pulling it out with a grunt, she blinked at the foldable table. It was dark blue and

seemed good enough for their space.

Gabo searched for the silverware, the table cloths, and the blankets. He wandered down

the aisles that smelled vaguely of old soap. He came upon the home section, where old silver

spoons and forks lay collecting dust in a glass container. Scooping them into his arms, without

checking the price, he hurried back to his wife.

She nodded in approval at the sight of the silverware, so he gently dropped them into

their cart.

Little by little, they began collecting small pieces of recycled memories for their new life.

It did not fail to escape Gabo how strange it was to hold cups that were not his mother’s, or

tablecloths without her embroidered flowers. Even the napkins seemed wrong; they were too

flimsy. Items he had grown up with his entire life were now suddenly missing and though he

knew it was silly, purchasing new silverware was strange to him.

Pato felt the pang in her chest at the sight of the thin table being placed in the backseat of

their car – her mother’s table was wooden and proud. She had not anticipated missing something

so trivial. Her eyes welled with tears; she quickly dismissed the thoughts and pulled out the list

again.

As they drove through Gadsden, their eyes peaked in interest.

The town was outstretched with old buildings and shops and restaurants. Gabo sat up

straight in his seat, interested in the different stores. He gaped at the endless array of Chinese

restaurants, the outlet malls and small coffee shops.

Pato pointed out a pizza place, called Pizza Hut, and they went inside.
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After eating a month’s share of food, they set off to their apartment.

Their new belongings clattered in the trunk.

“Todavía necesitamos….” Pato began, looking through the trunk as her husband nearly

missed a stop sign.

“¿Falta más?” he groaned.

“Pues, si no quieres un sofá, está bien-”

“No seas así,” he muttered, turning left.

“¡Era para la derecha!” Pato shouted, pointing to the turn they missed.

He whirled towards her incredulously. “¡No me dijiste a tiempo!! ¿Cómo se supone que

debo saber eso?”

“Pues no puedo hacer todo yo, Gabo,” Pato sighed loudly, searching for another way to

turn around.

“¿Tú quieres manejar?” he snapped, pulling into an outlet mall.

Pato glared at him, opening the car door and peering up at the foreign stores around them.

She blinked.

Gabo climbed out as well, crossing his arms; he waited for her rebuttal.

“Mira,” she pointed at a large store in front of them.

They stared curiously, watching a family bring out carts loaded with household items.

Gabo closed his car door.

“¿Qué es Walmart?”
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“Okay,” Pato groaned as she lifted the table from the trunk. “No podemos invitar a gente

a nuestro apartamento.”

Gabo frowned, “Por qué?”

“Por seguridad. No podemos confiar en nadie, ¿okay?”

His quizzical look intensified. “¿Seguridad de que?”

She closed the trunk, crossing her arms.

“Somos Colombianos, y estamos en los Estados Unidos, Gabo. Si alguien trae droga, o

algo, nos podrían regresar a Colombia. Puede ser peligroso, ¿entiendes?”

Gabo glared at his feet as he slipped cup after cup into his open arms. He silently

followed her up the stairs of the small apartment complex.

The whole of it was surrounded by a black gate, and even that was a generous word for

the unsturdy fence. They passed a neighbor, who smiled at them as he lit a cigarette. Pato kicked

the door open, and they nearly dropped all of their new belongings on the stained carpet.

They started with the table.

After propping it in the center and covering it with a thin tablecloth, they began

unpacking the silverware. Pato washed the forks and knives as Gabo tried to maneuver the couch

through the door frame. He hummed a song to himself as he slipped their cleaning products

under the sink; Pato tapped her foot as she organized the fridge.

The empty space soon began to flesh itself out into an apartment.

Gabo brought out his camera and began taking pictures, asking his wife to pose with the

table and in the kitchen. She laughed, smiling widely as he turned on the flash.
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After the couch was placed in front of the table, Gabo began humming a song again. He

spotted the list, with most of the items crossed off, and grabbed it. Pato watched as he jotted

something at the bottom.

He went into the kitchen for an orange juice, and she peered at the piece of paper.

A drawing of a snail looked up at her.
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Twelve Grapes

December 1995

Gadsden, Alabama

Gabo reached for the pre-cooked ham, aiming to throw it into the cart from where he was

standing.

“¡Oh!” He shouted in excitement as it soared through the air.

Pato watched him with silent impatience as the can ricocheted against the cart and flew

through the aisle. It nearly hit a toddler who was ogling at the grown man; she watched her

husband glow red and chuckle nervously.

He ran to the fallen delicacy, hands wrapping around the injured can, and rushed it back

towards Pato. She had already begun moving on, snatching a can of mashed potatoes and another

can of sweet beans. He reordered them by height, nodding in approval. She chuckled, pushing

the cart forward.

They continued aisle after aisle, musing silently over the items and checking their prices

one time; four times. Gabo was growing bored with the whole affair, so he brought out his

camera and told his wife to smile next to the frozen section. It was then that he spotted a few

festive paper hats hanging near the produce.

He pointed to them,” ¿Qué te parece?”

Pato smiled, “Bueno, rico.”

Gabo tossed them, along with a few red balloons that would go nicely taped to the wall.

Maybe he would even hang some from the ceiling.
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His eyes studied the brand names around him, sounding out the syllables in his mouth.

The words felt heavy and fat. Almost like he was chewing on too much gum; it was a sticky

sensation. He still felt at a loss with the conversations echoing and bouncing around him. He

leaned into it, trying to hear it and understand it. Any of it at all. But the words were not words at

all and so he focused on the letters on the cans and the products.

At least that was something familiar he could cling to.

He paused. There was an entire aisle dedicated to candies and chocolate. Gabo wondered

how much fatter he would be if he had grown up here.

Pato felt her mouth water at the chocolates and sweets, the little cookies and packaged

cakes with sugar creme fillings. Her mother would have been shocked by the sight of it. Her

brothers would have gotten sick stuffing themselves full with handfuls of it. She sighed; she

would return and buy some chocolates later.

The two of them crossed through the aisle known as the International Aisle.

Gabo quizzically studied the various kinds of noodles, while Pato blinked curiously at

something called kimchi. Not moments later, they both came across the Goya section.

“Chiquis, ¡mira!” he shouted, pointing at the arepa maizena.

It was in a yellow bag with a woman’s face printed on the front. It was stuffed tightly

between Jumex cans of mango juice and tortillas. Gabo excitedly noticed the bag was not terribly

expensive; his stomach almost rumbled in anticipation. He had not eaten an arepa in a few days,

and his belly was beginning to notice.
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“Compremos de una vez, ¿no? Puedo hacerlas mañana si quieres,” Pato exclaimed,

equally excited. She grabbed a bag and placed it gingerly within their cart. Gabo propped the

cans around it, almost protectively.

As they were checking out, the cashier said something to them and they nodded and

smiled. Nodded and smiled.

Gabo’s leg was bouncing as he waited for his wife to finish getting changed. He was

wearing his best clothes; an oversized suit and tie. His shoes were freshly polished and hair

lightly oiled; he slicked it back and placed a party hat over the curls.

His wife walked out of the bathroom, smiling timidly; she was wearing a cream-colored

sweater and dress pants.

“Te ves muy bonita,” he smiled.

“Tu más,” she laughed. As Pato walked over to the kitchen, Gabo brought out the camera

and snapped a few pictures. She giggled at him, their wedding photo just barely making it in the

frame. It was propped against the counter.

He took a few more and handed her a party hat. She threw it on as he grabbed the forks

and knives. He placed the plastic utensils over the napkins; forks on the left, knives on the right.

Just like his mother taught him.

Gabo brought out small streamers and threw them over the table. With a fearful inhale, he

blew up the balloons, praying that they wouldn’t pop in his face.
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Meanwhile, Pato took the ham out of the oven and began opening the cans of mashed

potatoes. She scooped the mush into a pan and started heating it up, listening to her husband

retell an old story. She nodded in remembrance, pouring some soda for herself and taking a sip.

A loud popping sound interrupted his words sharply.

“PUTA!” Gabo screamed.

Pato turned, yelping in fear; he was hovering over an overinflated balloon. His fingers

trembled as he picked it up, tossing it into the garbage.

“¿Qué te pasa?” she half-shouted, clutching her chest. “Pensé que algo te pasó.”

“Me dan miedo los globos,” he murmured, looking at the only two remaining balloons.

They were taped against the wall. It’s missing something, he thought. Gabo scooped one of his

pens and began decorating the napkins; he drew little faces, a small snail. He colored flowers on

one, and hills on the other.

He sketched a mouse on a spare napkin, placed in the center of the table. That did little to

fix the grim setup, but it would have to do.

“¿Me ayudas, porfa?” Pato called.

Gabo nodded, stepping towards her; on the countertop, the premade meals had been

heated and were steaming. He poured the canned beans over a small bowl. The premade mashed

potatoes were scooped into other bowls, while the premade ham was dropped on a Walmart

plate. They carried their New Year's feast toward the table, where the mouse napkin had fallen to

the carpet.
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Pato sat across from him with a sheepish grin cornering her features. Gabo chuckled as

they served themselves small portions, taking tentative bites. Pato frowned at the texture of the

ham, and Gabo choked on the sour beans.

They glanced at each other.

“Feliz Año Nuevo,” Gabo said with a chuckle.

Pato laughed along with him, nodding, “Feliz Año Nuevo.”

They poured out champagne and dropped their twelve grapes inside, just like they always

did. They wrote a list of resolutions on a small piece of paper.

Pato wondered if the people in her neighborhood back home were walking around the

block, suitcase in hand. She wondered if her sister had finally worn the yellow underwear. She

wondered what her mother had cooked. Oh, if only she had her mother’s cooking now. Pato

sighed and it echoed through her chest. Nothing could have prepared her for the absence of her

mother’s food.

Gabo tried picturing his neighbors clutching onto their cash as they celebrated the

upcoming year. His mind sketched a portrait of his shy sister, of his brother’s rowdy jokes; he

thought of the farmers that were almost his family. What were they doing now, he wondered.

The two took pictures of one another and chewed on the champagne-covered grapes. Pato

screamed in laughter as Gabo tried catching them with his open mouth; he rarely caught one.

In the small silences, they thought and remembered.

They thought of Bogotá, and how the streets seemed to tremble as the clock struck

twelve. How the houses boomed as families wept and family members drunkenly kissed one

another.
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The apartment complex was silent as 1995 ended, and a new dawn began to gently

surface through their windowpane.
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R-ah-s

March 1996

Gadsden, Alabama

“No me jodas estos gringos mamones como tragan-”

“Hey, can we get some more chips over here?”

“Coming!”

His body was a flurry of motion, white shirt tucked into oversized jeans. Greasy black

hair whipped through the kitchen and out again without a second to pause; thin arms carried a

tray of plates and drinks. Hot salsa fell on his skin and he did not flinch, because the table of fat

Americans were waiting for their Jarritos. His hands tossed out small bowls of guacamole, plates

of steaming chimichangas and melted queso. A few minor setbacks along the way included

dropping a few chips on a toddler’s head and nearly slamming headfirst into Alejandro, but that

was the worst of it.

Table Six is in need of a refill, he thought, eyes scanning the orange room.

The colorful cut out streamers hung too close to his eyelids.

He often thought about tearing them down.

Table One was nearly finished, which was good.

Table Four was taking twenty goddamn years to pick something.

They’ll end up choosing steak, he thought – most of the inexperienced customers picked

something universally similar to what they knew.
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“Excuse me!”

He whirled around, propping open his dazzling smile and approaching Table Three,

whom he had unwittingly neglected.

The woman, who he had nicknamed ostrich, gazed at him expectantly.

“We were just wonderin’ if you could tell us what sou-paw-pill-uh is!”

Her children looked like even smaller ostriches.

One of them had the bluest eyes Gabo had ever seen.

“Ah, yes, so…paipilla,” he murmured, racking his brain for an answer; his eyes searched

the menu for the usual descriptions, but there was nothing.

Fuck.

“Well…it is a sort of….one moment, please.”

He walked toward Daisy, who was busy yelling at one of the cooks from the outside of

the kitchen.

“¿Qué es una sopaipilla?” he asked her, ignoring the snickers coming from the cooks.

She gave him a look. “Ay Gabo. Es como un postre que es… Bueno, diles como: ‘A fried

pastry.’”

Gabo nodded, “Fried….okay okay, gracias.”

The table of ostriches were waiting with surprising patience, and he cleared his throat.

“It is a fried pastry.”

The woman nodded, “I see, I see. And would you recommend it?”

He had never eaten a sopaipilla in his entire life. “Yes, yes, very very good!”

The woman smiled.
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Gabo relayed the order in the kitchen, leaning against the countertop. Far ahead, on the

other side, he watched his wife speak to a new incoming couple. She was laughing loudly. He

sighed, stretching his aching arms.

“Pinche débil,” one of the cooks laughed at him.

He scoffed, rolling his eyes at them.

“Ya vete a llevarles esto, cabrón. Pa la mesa cinco,” another gruffed, jutting his chin

toward the tray. It held five plates. Gabo did not have time to muster another sigh and clumsily

shuffled the tray over his shoulder. With a grunt, he managed to stand upright and exited the

kitchen, exhaling through his mouth. The tray wobbled slightly, and he cursed under his breath as

he reached the table.

If the family noticed his struggling, they did not reveal it.

“Here….” Gabo trembled, lowering the tray over the table. It settled gently atop the

plastic tablecloths. Unable to wipe the sweat from his brow, he handed them their dishes. Ending

with a quick “Enjoy!” he began heading back towards the kitchen.

“Excuse me!”

Table Four. Finally.

“Yes, hello! What can I get for you?” His breathing was winded.

The man cleared his throat, “Would y'all be able to fix me up a nice salad?”

Gabo blinked. The customer continued to smile unwaveringly.

He looked up, searching for Pato, but she was speaking to someone. Daisy was nowhere

to be seen. Frantic, he brought out his notepad and wrote down fix up salad.

“Yes, yes,” he nodded, unsure of what that was or how to do it.
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“Great,” the man smiled. He was red in the cheeks.

“And, could I have some quesadillas,” the man’s wife chirped.

“Okay…” Gabo scribbled away.

“Could I also have some r-ah-s?”

He blinked. “What?”

“R-ah-s.”

“Okay, of course, of course,” Gabo nodded, jotting down r-ah-s.

As he returned toward the kitchen, he saw Daisy headed for the other side of the room.

“Oye!” he half-whispered, but she continued forward.

“Que onda, Gabo,” Rigoberto shouted from the kitchen. The burly man flung a towel

over his shoulder, crossing his arms.

“¿Qué significan estas cosas?” Gabo asked, handing him his notepad.

The owner squinted at the paper in slight confusion.

“Rass? Fix?”

Gabo nodded, heaving a sigh of relief as Daisy noticed their mirrored glances of

confusion.

“¿Qué les pasa?” she asked, smiling at a few customers.

“Ni idea qué quieren,” Gabo repeated, showing his notepad.

Daisy grabbed him by the arm, hauling the thin man toward Table Four once more. The

customers glanced up at them in surprise.

“Hi, sorry, could you repeat the order for me please?” Daisy asked warmly.
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“Sure,” the woman said. “My husband ordered a salad, and I ordered some quesadillas

with a side of r-ah-s.”

“Okay, great, thank you!” Daisy said, leading Gabo back toward the kitchen.

Gabo watched her features form into a gentle smile.

Daisy sighed, “Pidieron arroz, Gabo.”

“¿Qué?”

“Rice. Es que es por el acento, no te preocupes. Yo sé que puede ser difícil de entender.”

Gabo’s ears brimmed with red, “Y ¿qué significa fix a salad?”

“Significa hacer una ensalada. Make a salad. Fix es como make, ¿sabes?”

She left him with a pat on the back, and he leaned against the wall.

His wife was squinting at him from across the room.

She waved. He waved back.

Gabo glanced at the clock; it was only noon. Six hours to go.

Months earlier, the two had gone to Villa Fiesta for lunch.

The exterior was painted orange, which caught their attention.

They were ravenous.

They had been seated by a friendly woman; their table was settled comfortably in the

middle of the room. Pato’s fingers glossed over the plastic menus, which were the large kind that

split open in the middle and stretched further than the table did.
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The food was foreign to both of their stomachs: burritos, pollo oaxaca, enchiladas

chipotle, fajitas. Pato, too hungry to ask what everything was, ordered the Burrito Cancún, which

was only $9.00. Gabo ordered a Burrito Mexicana; that was $7.00.

“Okay,” Pato began, pulling out a small journal.

Gabo straightened his spine as their table was quickly garnished with a hefty bowl of

tortilla chips and guacamole and salsa. He instantly dipped a chip into the sauces, flinging it into

his mouth and crunching loudly.

Pato bit the end of her pencil, a narrow shadow forming between her brows.

“¿En dónde pensabas buscar trabajo?” she asked.

Gabo cleared his throat, “Pues no sé, porqué tiene que tener horas flexibles. ¿En el centro

comercial? ¿Has visto si tienen trabajos en la iglesia?”

“Pues, no creo que tengan algo ahí, gordo,” she murmured, frowning at their lack of

funds. The number underlined at the bottom of the page blocked her senses so strongly that she

did not notice the heaping plate of food being settled before her.

It was only as Gabo was nudging her with his elbow that she looked up at him.

“Está bien, Chiquis. Lo vamos a averiguar,” he said in what he thought was a reassuring

voice.

She watched him as he calculated how to best eat the Burrito Mexicana, which was,

objectively, much too big. It was dipped in green sauce, overflowing in thinly sliced pieces of

jalapeño, melted cheese, rice, beans, tomatoes, lettuce, and beef.

She thought it was too much.

And then she noticed her own plate.
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The Burrito Cancún was slathered in dark red sauce, stuffed with carne asada and

decorated with a heavy drizzle of sour cream.

Pato suddenly forgot the numbers on the paper and grabbed her fork.

It was only when the two had worked their way through the first half of each respective

burrito that they heard the accents. They were lingering voices, carrying through from the other

end of the room. Pato heard them first. Her spine straightened, she turned in her seat; her eyes

wandered until she spotted the culprits.

“Gabo,” she poked his leg.

“No me hagas eso,” he muttered, eyes solely on the food.

“Mira.”

He looked up to where his wife was pointing to, her lips pursed. The accents rang loudly

as their chismes were aired around for the entire restaurant to hear. A stout woman walked to

them and scolded the two; they instantly silenced, but not without a final giggle.

“Son colombianas,” Pato said.

“Pues sí, eso veo,” Gabo replied, unimpressed.

Sighing, she turned back to her food and the underlined number on the paper caught her

attention.

She glanced back up at the Colombians.

Almost instantaneously, Gabo came to the same realization.

“¿Y si trabajamos aquí?”
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The nine hour shifts were not every day. But the thought of seating herself in the

classroom tomorrow, trying to continue improving her English, didn’t leave Pato with anything

to look forward to. She smiled as customers passed her; she nodded as they left the restaurant

without another word. Sighing, she leaned against the stand; her lower back was prickling

angrily.

Behind her, Pato watched her husband’s frenzied movements trailing a heavy wind. She

liked seeing him work, because he never looked at her when he did it. He was on his own,

talking to strangers and making use of his blessed extroverted nature. She liked it when he

played the guitar for guests, because they always made extra tips that way. Or when their

regulars would show up and Gabo would laugh at their jokes, though Pato knew he didn’t

understand a thing.

She played a part in it, too.

Pato was a good hostess.

She made sure Gabo got the best customers. She sometimes analyzed their shoes and

their watches. Sometimes their bags, only those were hard to spot; fake bags were difficult to tell

apart from the rest.

If it meant he had to run around a little more, that was fine with her. He was good at

getting them extra tips.

She smiled and welcomed another family that came in. After returning to her spot, she

stretched her back some more. Pato hated it when those skinny blonde white women came by,

asking for “Gaw-bow” as their waiter. They tipped well, but she loathed their smug grins as he

played guitar for them.
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It didn’t entirely matter, though, because they rarely came by anymore and Pato had

bigger things to worry about.

Like what would happen if the Migra came by and saw them working illegally.

The door opened.

Pato smiled.
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Arepas

May 1996

Gadsden, Alabama

He had never said it aloud, but his father’s tasted differently. They were made thin and

left on the burner for half an hour, the cheese melting once they were done cooking. They were

crispy near the edges, but softer once his teeth sunk into the middle parts. The good parts. Fresh

eggs and steaming hot chocolate with a piece of bread would be placed on the side; he used to

drop pieces of cheese into the steaming mug. It tasted better that way, his father always said. The

man was right, of course. Sometimes he would drink orange juice if he was craving it. But most

often it was hot chocolate. And the arepas. The steaming, hot, arepas. He could always taste his

father’s cooking if he tried remembering hard enough.

She made them how her mother had taught her: a bowl of warm water, generous amounts

of salt tossed within. The flour (de la marca “PAN”) was tossed gently until it dissolved to create

a soft dough, wet to the touch. She shredded cheese and mixed it into the cornmeal until it was

practically a part of the dough. Her hands would knead the mixture until the butter was sizzling.

As the cornmeal touched the pan, the smell of her mother’s arepas would return her home. For a

brief moment, and then the feeling would be gone. Because try as she might, the taste was never

the same. She would flip them over the butter, watching the dough begin to cook into a dark

yellow; a light orange from the melted cheese. She would serve them with scrambled eggs and

orange juice and with every bite, she would feel disappointment. And she would feel home.

The smell of every morning was the smell of arepas.
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So, naturally, she made them most days for her and her husband.

Before their English classes at Gadsden Community College, after their fights, before

their shifts at Villa Fiesta.

As they took their first bites every day, staring at the carpet and the walls of their small

apartment, the reminders of familiarity would burn their fingers from the butter that was still

sizzling on the flour. She would wrap one in a napkin and walk to the stove and watch the other

two that were still cooking above the medium flame.

And she would wait.

No matter how many times he watched her do it, he could not mimic her method. As he

copied her, wrapping his own too-hot arepa in a paper napkin, he would watch her study the ones

cooking. He often found that he could not stay still, watching in dreaded anticipation as the fire

sputtered beneath the premature arepas. His fingers would twitch at his side. He would stand,

trying to flip them because he had already finished the first one and he was hungry for god’s

sake.

Leave them alone she would say, chuckling.

He would sigh – he hated disappointing her.

He always flipped them early. The top would be a raw, doughy mass of white. Not even a

crust would be formed around the exterior.

And so, he forced his method to change. For the sake of their breakfasts.

One morning, it dawned on him that he could simply turn up the heat. In his groggy,

half-awake mind, he found this logic to be somewhat understandable: more heat meant halving

the time of arepas cooking. Which meant more time for more arepas.
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So, he turned up the heat to the highest temperature the stove provided. Tapping his foot

in excitement at his new discovery, he would take the spatula, and peek underneath to check the

progress. And, distracted by his efforts to secure a single arepa to impress his wife, he would

wander around their small apartment to do a routine inspection.

He would check the time, change his shoes, add more gel to his hair. Sometimes, he

would rearrange a few things in the refrigerator, or even start drawing on the napkins over the

countertop.

It was only the smell of burnt butter that jolted him toward the burner, cursing profusely.

He would flip the arepa over; the black, burnt flour made his eyes water. His wife would emerge

from their bedroom, hand outstretched to take the spatula from him. He would shake his head,

telling her to stay away, that he would take care of breakfast; that he absolutely, for whatever

reason, did not need her help.

No, he most certainly did not.

Today, the cycle was repeating itself.

Gabo’s mouth exhaled dozens of curses, filling up the empty apartment with more life

than it had carried in the last couple of days. In the last couple of weeks.

He raked a hand through his black hair, glaring at the stupid stubborn thing on the pan. It

looked at him almost mockingly, not cooking fast enough. Sighing, he rolled another piece of

dough through his fingertips, shaping the premature arepa into a flatlike disc. Mixing too much

cheese into it, Gabo lay his second attempt gently over the burner. The cheese began to turn

brown almost instantly.

He sniffed the air.
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The butter had burnt again.

A small plume of smoke had begun to slowly rise from beneath both arepas. With a start,

Gabo lowered the heat in hopes that their breakfast could be salvaged. He did not stop cursing as

he slid a spatula beneath the charred dough; did not stop as he flipped it to the other side.

Pato, keeping herself hidden to avoid humiliating her husband further, sat shuddering on

their bed. She covered her mouth, silent laughter bringing tears to her eyes. He screamed

“JUEMADRE” and a snort escaped her; he softly murmured “puta madre” and she clamped her

hands tighter. Pato wished that she could see what he could be doing to cause such a great

commotion.

To be fair, it could be pretty much anything.

After a moment, the noise halted altogether and was replaced by a silence that suddenly

worried her. She stood from the bed, slowly pulling the doorknob; Pato’s head peaked out from

within their room. She watched in silence.

He crossed his arms, glaring at the burnt arepas on the stove.

They were better than the ones he usually made, but that was not saying anything at all.

Gabo knew that if he presented nothing for breakfast, Pato would take it upon herself to make

something for the two of them. Something edible.

The four burnt arepas lay on two separate plates.

Pathetic, he thought.

He wondered what he could do to hide his shameful creations.

Pacing to the fridge, he quickly grabbed the last two eggs remaining in the carton and

cracked them over the pan. They began to sizzle almost instantly; the burnt butter’s stench
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revisited the apartment. In a panic, Gabo cut a second slice of butter. Running it over the

scramble that had begun to spread outward, he began to stir the yellow mess together.

They were cooking quicker than he wanted.

He ran his fingers through the cabinets, searching for the small ceramic bowl.

He sighed, cursed, then cleared his throat. “¿Bebe?”

A beat, then a slightly muffled, “Sí, ¿bebe? ¿Te ayudo con algo?”

“¿En dónde está la sal?”

He knew she was holding in her laughter as she said with a strangled voice, “On the

fridge.”

Fridge.

It was one of the damned words he never remembered, and she knew it.

He sighed, then shouted “¿En dónde?”

Pato put her notecards aside for a moment, looking at the window in front of their bed.

Outside, she could just barely hear the cars. They were so soft from inside her bedroom. Her

husband cleared his throat once more. She knew that she was aggravating him, but if he could

remember English words like fridge during a moment of crisis, then maybe they were not

completely lost.

“Encima…del…fridge,” she said, slowly.

She heard a muffled curse from the other room.

“Pato, no me jodas, ayúdame porfa.”

Pato sighed, defeated; “Refrigerator.”
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“Ahhh jes jes, refree-jer-ei-torr,” Gabo mumbled to himself, locating the small container

and sprinkling too much salt over the overcooked eggs. Turning off the burner, he slid the pale

scramble over each plate.

Something was missing.

Pato, growing bored, continued to sort through her flashcards.

Enthusiasm. “Entusiasmo,” she murmured to herself, nodding in satisfaction when the

answer was correct. It usually was, but she still liked the surprise of it.

Proud. “Orgulloso.”

Happiness. “Felicidad.”

Disappointment. “D….”

Her voice trailed off, eyeing the word in annoyance. There were too many letters in it. It

was a big one. She squinted, wondering if this would reveal the definition in a special secret ink

that only gringos could see. Her stomach groaned.

She suddenly heard her husband walking toward the room.

Finally.

The door opened. “Ya está listo el desayuno,” Gabo said, studying Pato’s face as she

climbed from the bed and walked past him.

The foldout table was covered with their beige tablecloth; two paper plates with steaming

eggs hid the little doughy arepas beneath it. Pato could smell their burnt skin from the doorway.

In front of the plate, a small menu had been scribbled out on a piece of paper. His illegible

handwriting signaled their fine dining was to commence with the greatest and most

mouth-watering arepas in the world.
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At the bottom of the paper, the drawing of a snail holding a flower lay tucked gently.

Gabo thought it was quite endearing.

Pato turned to his hopeful eyes, unable to keep a giggle hidden as she gave him a quick

kiss on the cheek. Almost immediately after praising his drawing, she walked to the fridge and

grabbed the carton of orange juice. She swiftly tucked two cups beneath her arm, and her free

hand carried forks. As she settled the items on the table, Gabo sat down and waited.

After she had seated herself, they said a quick prayer and began to eat.

He frowned at the eggs. They’re too dry, he thought.

She sat across from him, taking a forkful of egg and chucking it into her mouth. They

could have been dirt filled with worms and she would have praised him, so when she said they

were good, he did not trust a word from her mouth.

But he appreciated her attempts at swallowing the cardboard-like-overly-salty scramble.

Pato had done well to hide her amusement, she really had.

It was not until they reached the burnt arepas hidden beneath the eggs that she dropped

her fork on the table, bending over in heaps of booming laughter. She leaned back, then to the

side, then back again. Her laughter trembled through her, through the apartment, and so she

could not help but move with it.

The pieces of dough were uneven; some sides more burnt than others. He had forgotten to

salt the water, so they were tasteless. She bit the side of the arepa, her laughs increasing in

weight and volume as she forced the bite down her throat.

Gabo buried his face into his hands, his own yips of hilarity mere hiccups when placed

next to her eruption of voice.
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“Yaaa Pato,” he chuckled, watching tears reach her eyes as she picked up the burnt arepa.

“Ay no Gabo no puedo no puedo, ow ow,” she held her stomach.

A knock raptured their laughter into quiet chuckles.

Gabo took another bite of his burnt arepa, thick brows turning downwards at the flavor;

the second knock made him flinch.

They silenced almost instantly.

They never invited people over to their apartment.

It was one of their rules they had continuously enforced.

Pato shrugged at the question forming on his face; she knew as little as he did.

She forced down another hard piece of dough, drowning it in orange juice as a voice

emerged from the other end of their front door.

“I know y’all are in there, I can smell something burning!”

“Ay no,” Gabo whispered.

Pato would have laughed in a normal circumstance, but the voice was familiar enough to

warrant a deeper and more terrified silence.

It was Martha.

Months ago, when they had moved into the apartment and they had just begun their

English classes, they met Martha. Her southern accent had taken time to decipher, but Pato had

slowly managed to understand the woman. They were continuously invited to attend her Baptist

Church; both of them being Catholic, they had been hesitant.

But after the services, churchgoers were rewarded with free food.

Free, delicious, mouth-watering food.
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And so, every Sunday, Gabo and Pato would take the bus and sit in front of the cross and

eat plate after plate of endless southern delicacies.

But today, neither of them felt like attending.

“¿Qué hacemos?” Gabo asked, fearful as the knocks grew louder.

“Cálmate,” Pato hissed, growing impatient with his loud outbursts.

Gabo glared at her, “¿Por qué me tienes que hablar así?”

“Gabo, solo cállate,” Pato murmured offhandedly; she couldn’t think when he was

speaking.

His mouth popped open, “Que te pasa-“

“Gabo, no empieces-“

“¿En serio?-“

The knocking increased and they both gasped. She stood, pointing to their bedroom.

Silently, the two crept to the other room and sat on the bed.

Gabo was glaring at his hands.

Pato was waiting cautiously.

The knocks slowly diminished, until the apartment was quiet once more.

“Perdón por hablarte así,” she murmured, not as sorry as she sounded.

Her husband shrugged.

Their Saturday shift from the night before usually ended at around 9:00; Pato’s hair

always smelled like cheese. She would spend hours in the shower, scrubbing in an anguished sort

of frenzy. No matter how hard she tried, the restaurant clung to her nape and cheeks and hair.
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This morning, as they finished eating the burnt arepas, Pato noticed the lingering scent

deep in her black curls. She pushed her hair back self consciously as her husband finished his

coffee, wiping his mouth with the palm of his hand.

“¿Qué tenemos que hacer hoy?” Gabo asked her out of habit. Their earlier days had

required many schedules and lists; there was always something to do.

“In English,” she murmured, watching his face contort in silent discomfort.

“Pero-”

“English!” She exclaimed, turning on the shower.

He huffed, “What we do today?”

“Supermarket and laundry .”

They had meant to leave the apartment two hours ago, but Gabo could not find his good

pants. He insisted they were his good pants because they were loose and the perfect length to

cuff at the bottom. He liked it when people could see his socks. They were often blue.

“¿Por qué importa? Tenemos mucho que hacer, gordo, de verdad,” Pato threw her arms to

the side, pacing the expanse of the kitchen. A curse emerged in the other room, and her husband

walked into the kitchen wearing the same pair of pants from the day before. His work pants. She

could smell the cheese from where she stood. It was his only other pair at the moment.

“No importa,” she murmured as he frowned in helpless anguish.

The door slammed behind them as they carried their laundry down the steps to the first

floor. The apartment complex was quiet, as it was only half past nine on a Sunday. The structure

was old and deteriorating beneath the humid summer air.
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The humidity was new for them. They had only ever really felt it in the coastal regions of

Colombia: Barranquilla, Cartagena, San Andrés. The beaches there were always accompanied by

arroz de coco and arepa de huevo; being outside of Bogotá had always felt like a blessing. Pato

had adored the warmth when she went on her class trip in college, and Gabo’s pale skin burnt as

he lay against the sand; just as he liked it.

But this was not the beach, and their skin did not smell like sunscreen.

Alabamian heat brought mosquitos the size of their thumbs and wasps that hid in the

corner of every wall. The black ones trickled shivers down Gabo’s spine; he wasn’t used to

seeing such wretched insects.

Gringo-insectos, he thought, popping the trunk of the car.

They drove off to do their errands.

The laundromat was nearly full.

Gabo groaned.

The two piled in load after load, shoving quarters into the machine until it started. They

waited in the car with the windows kept open. Pato stuck her legs out, fanning her face with an

old newspaper they had forgotten to throw out. Gabo took a nap.

And then, it was time for the dryers.

As they headed back home, Gabo spotted a Starbucks on the side of the road. He pulled

over, sweeping a hand through his curls before turning to his wife.

“¿Quieres algo?”

She nodded, “Sí, vamos.”
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Inside, the smell of coffee was coated in heavy notes of sugar and cinnamon. Pink

pastries gathered dust behind the glass counter and workers with blonde hair and pursed lips

watched them in great boredom.

Gabo squinted at the large menu on the wall, but knew he wanted a cappuccino.

His wife was watching him, eyeing him in that way she did when she was studying

something. He pretended to look through the options, then nodded as his eyes spotted what he

knew he wanted. He hoped she was impressed.

“¿Te pido un cappuccino, entonces?” she asked.

He nodded, “Sí, pero bebe, ¿me dejas decirles algo?”

She blinked, surprised. Impressed. “Bueno, ¿qué quieres decir?”

“Le digo que gracias, ¿no?”

She smiled, “Okay. Acuérdate, se dice Thank you.”

He rolled his eyes, “I know that.”

“Okay, okay,” Pato shrugged.

“Th…..”

He hated the language more than he knew how to express it. Deep in his gut, which he

liked to believe was always right, he found nothing more degrading than juggling foreign letters

in front of strangers. Strangers that, the minute he opened his mouth, simply knew he was not

one of them. And he didn’t want to be clumped into their mass. But he had not anticipated the

difficulty of elongating his vowels, of making himself understood.

He hadn’t anticipated any of that, really.

“Th…”
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Fuck.

The sound was unnatural against his tongue and teeth; he broke into a sweat. He knew the

words; he wasn’t an idiot. But the th sound was ruining everything for him. It was too late to

back out now.

He followed his wife through the line until they reached a woman by the name of Brenda.

She nicely took their orders, horrible slabs of red stuck to her nails making Gabo’s spine erupt

into chills. They were very bright. The lights above him emitted white fluorescence that made his

skin feel too hot. He felt the woman’s eyes upon him.

“Th…ank you,” he practiced under his breath as Pato paid.

That sounded okay.

“Th…th…” he whispered as she received change.

“Th….” he stammered as she was handed their receipt.

Pato began to walk to the other end of the aisle. Her shoes squeaked and he knew it was

time. Gabo took a deep breath as Brenda peered at him, waiting.

He cleared his throat, and exclaimed: “Thecond!”

Brenda frowned, and Gabo burst into the deepest shade of red.

“I mean, thank you. Thank you,” he said a few times, walking to his wife who was

watching him with a glance of pity.

“Gabo-”

“Ya déjame,” he murmured, feeling defeated as they waited for their coffees.

He knew the words. He knew them.

They were there, just waiting to be comprehended; waiting to be spoken.
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Pato kept silent as they waited.

She could see him overthinking in that fuming way of his; in that stubborn way. She

knew he was learning, and he was trying; he tried harder than anyone she knew. Pato wrapped

her hand around his arm, and he did not pull away. Instead, he gave her a grim smile.

We’ll laugh about this someday, she thought.

When they parked in the apartment complex, it was nearly dark. They began unloading

their laundry baskets when a sound stopped them.

Pato glanced up, forcing her features into a smile as Martha gazed at them from the steps.

Gabo noticed his wife had stilled; he followed her stare, then cursed under his breath.

God might be able to forgive them, but who knew if Martha the Baptist would.

The woman gave a dramatic shake of the head, exclaiming, “I am very disappointed in

you!”

Pato heard the word and recognized it, but she was tired and a headache had been

blossoming all afternoon.

Gabo glanced at her, to see if recognition would spark behind her eyes.

Instead, his wife turned to Martha, and, in mild confusion, shouted, “Thank you!”

Gabo followed suit, nodding and smiling.

Martha frowned deeply.
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Supersalad

August 1996

Gadsden, Alabama

Jacksonville State University did not pause for them.

Unlike the quiet comforts of Gadsden Community College, where their English lessons

had been geared directly towards international students, Jacksonville State moved with

unwavering stamina. Its professors carried the streams of conversation at a quickened pace,

forcing the two to stumble to keep up.

Learning English, the two had decided, couldn’t be enough for them.

And so, they moved forward and entered the world of business and economics.

Pato knew the content. She understood the mechanics of logical thinking, of numbers and

graphs and charts. She felt her mind often worked in a similar way, with a ticking that articulated

facts and ran on lists. The content was no more difficult than the classes she had taken in

Colombia, and even though it was in a different language, she found she could keep up now.

Most of the time.

But she couldn’t, for the life of her, decode her professor’s accent.

Pato would lean forward on her desk, watch the graphs and draw them with careful

precision. Next to her, Gabo would color-code and make little descriptions at the bottom of every

drawing.

The two would spend sleepless nights decoding the lessons, discussing the marketing

strategies the professor had outlined the day before.


