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CHAPTER 1

 


The one and only bathroom at Mama’s had been
occupied for nearly thirty minutes. Suzanne Kim checked her watch.
She needed to throw up her breakfast and she needed to do it
now.

She could envision the calories from her meal
(four buttermilk pancakes, a side of bacon, two biscuits covered in
gravy, a heaping mound of grits and a Danish) rushing into her body
like a S.W.A.T team trying to find little crevices in which to set
up camp. They would have riot gear, they would have shields, and
she would never be able to get them out. She squeezed the tops of
her thighs like bags of white bread hoping nothing was getting
absorbed.

She turned in her seat to see if the bathroom
was still occupied. It was. A line was starting to form outside the
door.

She had been a steady regular for the last
three years and had heard about Mama’s from a friend whose parents
had a liquor store down the street. Suzanne had been born and bred
in L.A. and even though she had been to this particular part of
Hollywood many times, she had never noticed the restaurant. When
she was first brought here for lunch, her initial instinct was to
turn around and walk out. It looked liked a complete dump; there
were bars on all the windows and the décor could best be described
as dingy. But after only one forkful of the garlic-mashed potatoes,
all of her concerns had fled. From that moment on, she could not
resist anything on the menu. Three years later and she still felt
right at home.

Suzanne got up and went back to the bathroom.
She put her ear up against its heavy door and held her breath,
straining to catch any noises coming from inside. It was quiet. She
knocked. She was going to be late for work. It was almost ten and
it would take her at least forty-five minutes to get to
Melrose.

She kicked the door. It did nothing but hurt
her foot. She looked down and saw a dull, chalky imprint on the tip
of her new Jimmy Choo suede boots that had cost her over two weeks
worth of pay. Suzanne bent over and desperately rubbed at the mark
with the tips of her fingers, being careful not to scratch her
manicure.

Just then she heard a moan coming from inside
the bathroom.

Desperate for help, she rushed into the
kitchen. The staff stopped their work and stared.

“Can someone get T? I need to talk to him.
It’s an emergency.”

A prep cook with a missing front tooth and a
red scar down the side of his face nodded, and went into the
back.

A few moments later a towering black man with
sweat circles leaking out from under the armpits of his polyester
shirt stood wheezing, as if the walk from his office to the kitchen
was the cardiovascular equivalent of running a 10K race.

“Yes?” asked the manager.

“Someone’s hogging the bathroom, T,” said
Suzanne.

“And?”

“And I need to use it!”

“Well, I don’t--.”

“They’ve been in there for over a half an
hour! There’s already a line.” Suzanne knew T wouldn’t take action
unless the situation was dire, “There’re about five old people
who’ve been drinking, like, Metamucil and coffee all morning. And
they look like they’re gonna explode!”

“Have you knocked?” T asked.

“Yes, I’ve knocked. Several
times.”

“Are you sure there’s even anyone
inside?”

“Do I look like an idiot?”

T kept silent.

“Look,” she poked her finger at him. He
smelled like body odor and onion rings. “I’ve tried the door. I’ve
knocked. I’ve waited. There’s someone inside, I heard them. And if
I don’t get into the bathroom in like five minutes, I’m going to
pee all over your floor.”

“Okay, okay. Just calm down. Let’s see what
we can do.”

T eyed the busboy/dishwasher—the lowest man
in the hierarchy of the kitchen. He had been hired a month ago.

“Rodri!”

The dishwasher quickly wiped his hands on a
rag and turned around.

“Yes?”

“I need you to take care of the
bathroom.”

“What?”

T let out a big, dramatic sigh. “The
bathroom. Someone’s holed themselves in it and I need you to get
them out.”

Rodri mumbled an ‘okay’ and left the
kitchen.

“Do it fast!” T said, retreating back
to his office. “And make sure there’s no commotion.”

The first thing Rodri did was knock.

“That’s not going to work,” said Suzanne.

“Why not?”

“I’ve already knocked like a million times. I
think you’re going to have to take the door down.”

Rodri looked at the woman shadowing him and
grunted. He walked past her to the utility closet.

There were three people in line. Two were
geriatric and looked uncomfortable, shifting uneasily in their
beige old people shoes. The other looked like a Rock-n-Roll washout
with tight pants and greasy hair.

But it was still fairly quiet in the
restaurant and no one seemed to know that there was a problem.
Rodri was determined to fix the bathroom situation as best he
could, and as swiftly as he could. However, as soon as he left the
utility closet, the people in line swarmed around him and began
shouting. Their voices caught the attention of the other customers,
who began to look his way and whisper.

He could see Suzanne checking her watch and
rolling her eyes. A woman came over and said her three-year old son
desperately needed to use the bathroom. Then one of the waitresses
came over and told him he was causing a disturbance. One by one
people started accosting him.

Rodri tried to discreetly field their
questions but they were all talking at the same time and were
getting pushy. He told them there was a lavatory across the street
at the McDonald’s and that someone had accidentally locked this
door. He told them he was working on it, he
even swung his arms around for emphasis but they wouldn’t listen.
He kept on glancing back towards the kitchen, afraid T would hear
their shouting.

“Enough!” he screamed.

For one beautiful moment everything was
quiet.

And then the diner broke out into complete
chaos.

He pushed his way past the crowd, got down on
his knees and started working on loosening the hinges, silently
praying things wouldn’t get any crazier.

Joey was in the bathroom curled into a fetal
position. The Special K was starting to wear off and all he wanted
was to crawl back into oblivion. But he was too paranoid. He had
stuffed some rubber cement into the lock and shoved a spare chair
under the doorknob. But he wasn’t sure if it would hold. He could
hear someone pounding on the door again. It had been going on for a
while. He tried to reach out but his arms were too heavy to lift.
The pounding came again.

He had wanted to make himself forget. He
wanted to dissolve whole chunks of his life. But somehow, through
it all, he still vaguely remembered. And as he came down from the
far reaches of his high, he began to recall more and more. Work. .
.his mother…his car.

He had started out with meth, his usual
thing. But that led to a few hits of ecstasy and Viagra and then
some cocaine and the coke led to a little MDA and the MDA led to
something he couldn’t even remember. All Joey wanted now was to
sleep. He couldn’t remember the last time he slept. His eyes
burned. He had started doing downers a while back but by that time
he had done so much cocaine and speed that nothing could bring him
down but time. He ground his teeth together, his jaw muscles
working uncontrollably.

He closed his eyes and concentrated on his
high. His mind began to wander around the bathroom. He looked down
on himself, imaging it was like an outer body experience. He could
see his greasy bleached hair and him in his black spandex t-shirt
so tight it showed the outlines of his nipple rings. He saw the
rest of his tranquilizers and the tiny trail of drool pooling under
his mouth as he rocked back and forth on the floor. He felt small
and worthless and pathetic. He curled up into a tighter ball,
wrapping his arms more securely around his knees.

Joey knew he should get up and get the hell
out of the bathroom. People were probably waiting but he couldn’t
make himself do it. He was afraid. Outside was L.A., and his life
and his job. While inside was the bathroom with nothing but pink
walls and gleaming porcelain. No one judged him in there. The
toilet didn’t expect him to wear designer jeans. The full-length
mirrors didn’t expect him to workout every day. And the sink didn’t
care what kind of car he drove.

But he couldn’t get comfortable. The
increasing paranoia kept him from dropping back into his withering
high. Every couple of minutes he would peek over his shoulder at
the door to make sure no one had broken in. Then just when he would
settle back into himself, he would hear something else that would
make him twist his head back around. It went on like this for
several minutes.

Joey felt like his mind was shattering into a
million different pieces and each one of them could go anywhere,
all over the world and yet nowhere at all.

The original owner of Mama’s, Gil Schwartz,
had moved to Los Angeles from Brooklyn, New York. When he bought
the restaurant in 1954, it was nothing but an ordinary sandwich
shop. But he had a vision. He transformed it into the kind of place
that made you feel like you were sitting in a friend’s kitchen
being served a good home-cooked meal. But not just any meal—soul
food. The most comforting cuisine in the world.

For the last five decades Mama’s had survived
in a city that valued health food, the latest fad diets and gourmet
cuisine made by chefs with hard to pronounce names. It subsisted
year after year like those resilient urban trees whose roots grew
straight through concrete sidewalks.

Despite being a hole in the wall in an
unassuming neighborhood in Hollywood brimming with taquerias, head
shops, check cash places, fast food joints and large numbers of
people who seemed to have no where to go and nothing to do, the
restaurant had a steady group of regulars that served as its life
support. They kept Mama’s faux-wood paneled walls, its Formica
counters and its black and white checkered linoleum floors alive.
While tourists and locals walked straight past its steel-gated
facade completely unaware of its secret inner delights, the
regulars smiled with satisfaction knowing that their little
discovery was being well-preserved.

While the rest of Los Angeles were wearing
designer outfits, driving around in fancy European cars and
chatting on their cell phones about lunch dates, personal training
appointments and spa treatments, Mama’s inhabitants were
contemplating mashed potatoes and childcare, part-time jobs and
grits. In a city where good looks and material success—of finally
making “it”—were of the utmost importance, the regulars were
nothing but tiny blips on the radar. But at least at Mama’s they
were alive. There was no place better to contemplate life, no place
with better fried chicken and no other place better to get away
from all that was life in Los Angeles.

It all came down to the soul food. The food
made customers feel good about themselves even when they were at an
all time low. Gil sincerely believed that pain could be eased
through an order of buttermilk pancakes and happiness could be
found with some grits and buttered greens. There was, of course,
speculation as to where he—a Jewish man from New York—had gotten
the ideas for all his dishes. Rumor had it that he had taken great
pains to create the menu from a collection of recipes that were
obtained through mysterious means. Regulars had periodically
questioned him about this but they never received straight answers,
which only served to increase their curiosity.

However, after Gil died, most people stopped
wondering about the food and the mystery and just enjoyed the
restaurant for what it was. There were some, however, that knew
Mama’s was still special.

When Gil passed away his eldest son Saul
inherited Mama’s. Like his father, he was there six days a week, 10
hours a day. However, on Sundays he did not work. He was enjoying a
game of golf with his wife when T called telling him about the
situation with the bathroom and urging him to come as soon as he
could.

Saul reluctantly cut off his game and, after
leaving his wife with their golfing partners, headed back to
Mama’s. He should have been used to having his life revolve around
the business by now but at moments like this he couldn’t help but
feel a little bitter. But, he sighed, Saul had promised his father
that he would keep the place running as he had done so himself. As
he got on the highway heading towards Hollywood, he recalled the
last promise he had ever made to his father.

While all the paperwork had already been
drawn up and transferred into Saul’s name, Gil had kept the most
important information to himself until he lay wasting away on his
death bed.

“Saul, where’s Saul!”

“I’m right here papa,” Saul sat on the edge
of the bed and grasped his father’s flailing hand, steadying it.
“Easy now, I’m right here.”

“I need to talk to you,” Gil’s breath was
labored and every word took all of his will to formulate. “About
the restaurant. Very important.”

Saul looked at his father, once a big man who
was now reduced to nothing. He had been unable to keep down food
and had to be spoon-fed liquefied cereal. You could see the stains
of where it had dropped on the blanket. The stuffy room smelled
like decaying flesh and camphor. It assaulted your senses when you
walked in so that you had to breathe through your mouth. His mother
sat in a chair on the other side of the bed with her head in her
hands.

Gil moved his head so that he could look
directly into his son’s eyes, “The restaurant- never sell it. Never
let it go, ever.”

Saul didn’t know what to say.

“Promise! Tell me you’ll never sell it. Say
it. Say it as my eldest son that you will keep it in the family.
Forever.” He started hacking and his wife had to get up and pour
some water down his mouth to soothe the dryness.

Saul would have done anything for his beloved
father. He would have agreed to move to the middle of an African
jungle and live out his days eating ants if it was asked of him.
“Yes. Of course. I swear it.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise you—I’ll never sell the
restaurant.” He knew full well what Mama’s meant to his father. A
majority of his time was spent at the diner; sometimes it seemed as
if it took priority over his own family. Even then, a part of Saul
had been disappointed that this was the reason why he was
called in by his father, to talk about Mama’s instead of something
more intimate or tender.

“Good. Good,” Gil tried to smile through his
cracked lips. “Now, tell your mother to please leave.”

“Papa?” he hesitated.

“Tell her…,” he tried pointing at the
door.

Saul escorted his mother out and turned back
to his father, alarmed. “Okay, she’s gone. What is it?”

“Now that the restaurant is in your hands, I
need to tell you something.”

“What, what is it?” He held his breath.

“I know you’ve. . .that you’ve
probably…wondered all these years why I opened a soul food
restaurant. Why was I there so much? How I got all those recipes…,”
Gil tried laughing but it came out as an abrasive scratchy
noise.

Saul wondered if his father even knew what he
was saying or if it was the morphine talking.

“Well, I’ve never told anyone. Not even your
mother. Especially your mother. But I feel
as Mama’s new proprietor that you have a right to know. Come here,
Saul.”

He moved closer to his father who clung onto
his shoulders with a sudden, fierce strength that was frightening.
He was guided even closer, right up to his father’s mouth where his
deathly breath washed over him. His father started whispering his
secrets to him, letting them pour out of him one after the other
until he was emptied. The strength had then left his arms and his
father fell back into the bedding, his soft head looking like a
prune against the white pillows.

Shortly after that, his father had stopped
breathing.

Saul downshifted and drove as fast as he
could towards the restaurant hoping the place wasn’t a complete
disaster.

Rodri was still trying to get the bathroom
door off. He was sweating profusely, his lips set in a thin line of
grim determination. The wrench had been useless so he had found an
electric driver buried in the back of the utility closet. It
worked, but it was going to take a while before he could undo all
the hinges.

The other guys in the kitchen, having heard
the shouting out in front, stopped their work and came out to
watch. They made no move to help. Several of them leaned against
the service counter with their arms crossed over their chests and
looked on, amused as if they were watching a comedy act. The head
cook, Carlos, started heckling him. And though it was mostly good
natured, it made Rodri want to throw the wrench at his head.

T also heard the commotion but refused to
come out of his office, preferring the less physical path of
calling the phone at the front counter and having one of the
waitresses tell Rodri that if he didn’t solve the problem in five
minutes he was going to call the cops and then fire him. The rest
of the customers were watching the bathroom with eagerness, craning
their necks for better views. Who was inside? What
would happen next? It was like a movie.

Suzanne eagerly watched as Rodri loosened the
last hinge. She could already feel her stomach churning in
anticipation; her breakfast was ready to make its reappearance.

Inside the bathroom, Joey heard a loud noise.
Is this it, he thought. Am I dead? He
thought of his mother and going to heaven without having said
goodbye. Joey crawled under the counter of the sink and huddled
against the pipes. He closed his eyes tightly as if that would
block out the noise.

The hinges protested as the door was wrangled
off the frame. It shook the bathroom with such force that Joey was
compelled to re-open his eyes. He watched in muted horror as a
brown head popped through the gaping hole. Jesus? No, it was the
new dishwasher—Rodri. Joey was flooded with both relief and
disappointment. The two men locked eyes.

“What the hell are
you doing?” asked Rodri.

“I don’t know…,” mumbled Joey, blinking as
Rodri switched on the light.

“You lost it or something? You gotta get up,
man!”

“What—.” Joey wanted to tell him to get the
hell out and leave him alone, but he couldn’t get the words
out.

Rodri stepped further into the bathroom and
looked around. It was a mess. There was toilet tissue and a powdery
substance scattered all over the floor, and it smelled sweetly
chemical like burning plastic. It would take him an hour just to
clean it all.

The phone at the front counter started
ringing and both men jumped. The sound pierced through the
bathroom. To Rodri each ring felt like a countdown heralding the
end of his job, which may or may not have already been lost. He
gritted his teeth in frustration. He had to get Joey the hell out
of there. Rodri grabbed Joey from under his arms, much like he did
to his four-year old son when he wasn’t listening, forcefully
dragged him out onto the middle of floor and placed him unsteadily
onto his feet.

Joey’s high was nearly gone. All he wanted to
do was dip his nose back into thick lines of Ketamine. He tried
getting back under the sink. But Rodri held onto him.

“What’re you on? You
gotta get out or T’s gonna call the cops!” Rodri shook him by the
shoulders.

Joey looked at Rodri as if for the first
time, and then looked out the door, straight into the crowd
surrounding the bathroom. They were all giving him curious,
inquisitive looks, except Suzanne, another regular, who glared at
him like he was a spoilt child whom she was itching to spank. He
felt Rodri put an arm around his waist and another over his
shoulders. He didn’t try running, it was no use.

The entire restaurant stood at the entrance,
rubber-necking at the spectacle. Rodri was struggling to hold him
up and Suzanne joined in to help. Together they took him out of the
only place he felt safe and loved in the entire Los Angeles
Metropolitan Area.

So this is goodbye.

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


After Suzanne helped Rodri get Joey out of
the bathroom, she had Angel and Jesus, another kitchen worker, put
the door back on. They were reluctant at first but when she
threatened to get T involved, they got moving. When they finished,
the entire restaurant clapped.

As Suzanne had been the first in line, she
immediately jumped inside. She locked the door, turned on the
faucets in the sink full blast and vomited up her breakfast. What
was left of it at least. Satisfied that she had finally completed
her morning ritual, she left Mama’s and made her way through
rush-hour traffic to Sham, the boutique in
Melrose Heights where she worked.

Suzanne’s boss, Ashley, was smoking just to
the right of the entrance. She was wearing an orange halter-top and
a scowl on her impeccably done up face. Her perfectly arched
eyebrows were knotted in disapproval.

“You’re late. Again.”

“I know. I’m sorry…there was a lot of
traffic,” said Suzanne.

“That has got to be the lamest excuse I’ve
ever heard,” Ashley said, tight-lipped. “But it’s true.”

“This is the third time this month. Do it
again and you’re fired.” Ashley stubbed out her cigarette and
sauntered into the store.

Suzanne wanted to quit right then and there,
but financial necessity prevented her from doing so. She sighed.
Being a struggling screenwriter didn’t exactly pay the bills. Not
that she had any real bills as she still lived with her parents and
used her dad’s credit card. And she wasn’t technically a writer yet
either as she hadn’t ever published anything and had been working
on her screenplay for the last three years.

Suzanne then did what she usually did when
she started thinking about the patheticness that was her life—she
lit a cigarette. She watched shoppers stroll down Melrose Avenue
holding big, glossy bags in one hand and extra-large to-go coffee
cups in the other. It was barely noon and yet there were people who
had already spent more than some countries’ GDPs. Trendy and
high-end boutiques lined the street. If Rodeo Drive was for the
ultra-rich, Melrose Heights, running from Fairfax Avenue to Santa
Monica Boulevard, was for the ultra-fashionable. Plebians and
celebrities alike mingled over racks of ruffled shirt dresses and
skinny jeans. They fought over the perfect patent leather ankle
boots and $350 custom silk-screened throw pillows for their vintage
couches. The crowds were perfectly constructed to look carelessly
hip and they sashayed down the sidewalks as if they were
runways.

Suzanne flicked her cigarette stub out onto
the street and gathered up the stamina for another day at work.
Loud electro-clash blared through the speakers while customers
milled about looking at the merchandise, all of which was in
varying shades of orange—declared as “this season’s new pink” by
one of Paris’ most important haute designers.

As she made her way into the back, all she
could hear were the sharp, artificial beats of the music as the two
singers’ voices droned on about parties and boys. The music drilled
itself into Suzanne’s head. As soon as she reached the employees’
area, she turned to the full-length mirror attached to the
wall.

Her eyes roved over her curves with a plastic
surgeon’s sharp scrutiny. Her black shirt clung tightly to her
body; the unforgiving poly-spandex blend exposed the flabbiness of
her stomach. You could see the soft bulges of her tummy and the
subterranean dip of her belly button through the material. She
pinched her sides roughly; she wanted to carve her love handles out
with a scalpel, leaving behind nothing but chiseled hips. It made
her sick with want.

She pulled the black top over her head,
opened her locker and pulled out her fat shirt. The boxy,
loose-fitting cotton garment was like a fabric hug; it was
self-affirmation through material.

However, the joy was fleeting as Suzanne’s
eyes roamed down to her legs. She lifted her turquoise skirt up to
the edges of her floral print cotton panties. Her thighs bulged at
the tops. When she shook her legs, the cellulite undulated like a
vat of marshmallow fluff. She dropped the skirt in disgust. All she
wanted to do right now was stuff her face with Hostess Cup
Cakes.

Suzanne brought her head back and launched a
wad of spit at her reflection. A glob of saliva masked her face in
the glass. She watched as the spittle dripped down the mirror,
creating a bubbly, wet trail through her likeness.

She looked up at the clock on the wall; she
was wasting time, trying to avoid going out on the floor. She
carefully wiped down the mirror, stuffed her belongings into her
locker and turned to leave. She sucked in her stomach and walked
out onto the floor with her head held high.

When Saul finally arrived at Mama’s, he was
met with a hearty, excited welcome. Before he could even sit down,
regulars and staff started recounting the adventure from that
morning. Joey was cast as the bad guy, Rodri the unlikely hero and
Suzanne as the heroine. Saul wanted to smile and joke along with
them but he didn’t think the situation was very funny, which was
exactly what he told T when they later met in his office.

Saul stayed in there, going over the details
of the incident, for over an hour.

“But why did he do it in our bathroom?” asked Saul.

“I don’t know,” T shrugged his hulking
shoulders. “Maybe, because this is his hangout and he’s a
regular?”

Saul continued, unfazed. “And I don’t like
the fact that he was doing so many drugs in there. He could have
died!”

“Nah, he’s fine. I got Rodri to take him in a
cab to the hospital. Got his stomach pumped. All in all, it wasn’t
a big deal,” said T.

“How you do you know Joey isn’t going to
sue?”

“Sue? Why would he
sue us? And besides, Saul, this is Joey
we’re talking about. He’s not exactly the sharpest tool in the
shed. He can barely pay his bill much less get it together to sue
us.”

“We can never be too sure…”

T gave him a searching look, “You okay?”

“Yes. Of course. What do you mean?”

“Nothing. It’s just that…well, lately, you’ve
been acting differently.”

Saul sighed. “I’m fine T. I just want to go
home.”

“Yeah—not something you really want to deal
with on your day off, is it? Sorry about calling you in, but I
thought that you would have wanted to know.”

“No apologies necessary, T. It’s my place.
I’m responsible.”

Saul got up, not bothering to even say
goodbye, and left.

T watched him leave and shook his head. While
his father Gil might have thought the situation was hilarious, Saul
was obviously different. T recalled a particularly bizarre incident
from 1973 that illustrated this contrast perfectly.

This was not the first time something like
this had happened. In 1973 the bathroom was occupied for the entire
day. A group of hippies, who practically had their butts imprinted
into the seats of table number five, went crazy.

The group drank cup after cup of coffee,
their gestures becoming more and more animated with each sip. As
the caffeine swam through the hippies’ bloodstreams, they became
infused with delusions of grandeur. They were nothing but
patchouli-infused slackers with no real prospects, but as they sat
under the fluorescent lights, they fancied themselves activists.
They had wanted to bring about change in a revolutionary manner. So
they had decided to barricade themselves inside the bathroom.

As they rose from table five, the leader of
the pack and official spokesperson Mbuke Kawele, formerly known up
until that very moment as Carl Johnson, announced to the diner that
they were staging a protest. No one paid any attention to them,
that is, until a line began forming outside the bathroom. ‘What the
hell are they doing in there, and why the hell won’t they come
out?!’ the other patrons asked themselves, wishing they had
listened to the afroed hippy when he was making his speech.

Gil was immediately alerted. He sent out T,
then only assistant manager, to deal with them with specific
instructions not to kick the protestors out
and not to call the police. The protestors
slid under the door a long list full of items, which they had
written on the back of a napkin: 1.Get our troops out of Vietnam;
2.Get recycled toilet tissue; 3.End U.S. imperialism in the Third
World, i.e. increase wages for Mexican and Chinese staff; 4.Bring
an end to capitalist oppression, i.e. coffee refills should be free
and I.O.U.s should be accepted in cases where there was a lack of
dough; 5.End gender bias - the waitresses should be able to wear
pants; and 6. Stop animal cruelty by ending the raging consumption
of slaughtered flesh. Mbuke shouted through the door that they
would come out only after their demands were met.

T looked over the list.

“No meat?” he asked.

“Now that’s just plain foolishness,” added
Leroy, one of the regulars. “You gonna starve me out.”

“If we don’t get what we want, we won’t come
out!” said Mbuke. “Ever,” he added with bravado.

“Listen up, boy,” said Leroy. “I’m gonna come
in there and whoop your silly, brown ‘Mbuke’ ass if you don’t stop
this nonsense!”

The bathroom was silent.

“And how the hell are we gonna end the war?” T asked. “And do you have any
idea how expensive re-cycled toilet tissue is? Plus, the only place
they sell it at is all the way in some hippy store in the
Palisades.”

“There is no damn way I’m wiping my butt with
used toilet tissue. I can afford to buy me some fresh kind,” said
Leroy.

Frustrated that the regulars and management
were not feeling the revolution, Mbuke “Carl Johnson” Kawele was
faced with a dilemma. They had overestimated their power of
persuasion and the level of awareness among of the populace of
their fav hangout. They needed to reconsider and reformulate their
platform of demands.

It was a difficult task, but in the end,
after enormous amounts of ardent discussion, the group came to a
decision: they would hold out for the coffee refills, uniforms and
wages. And—in a last ditch effort—would try garnering more
vegetarian options out of the chef. They began negotiations.

By this time Gil had arrived but instead of
intervening, he sat at the counter and looked on at the whole
ordeal with an amused expression. T wondered why this didn’t bother
him more. He would have thought that a bunch of rabid hippies holed
up in the diner’s only bathroom would have worried him. But,
instead, Gil seemed to think it was funny. T rolled his eyes with
exasperation. He wanted to end this.

“What d’you think we should do boss?”

“Looks like they’re having a good time in
there, huh?”

“What?”

“The kids. Can you believe they locked
themselves up in the bathroom of all places?” He laughed.

T and Leroy exchanged bewildered glances.

“I mean why didn’t they take over the kitchen
or…or hold the whole restaurant hostage? Why did they take over the
bathroom?”

“Is that a trick question?” asked T.

“Look Gil,” said Leroy. “I don’t know why
and, honestly, I don’t really care right now. But what I do know is
that I have to go do my business and am sure as hell tired having
to go over to the Chinese place next door to do it!”

“Okay, okay…here’s what we can do,” he
said.

After a short round of negotiations, both
parties came to a deal and the activists finally emerged. Coffee
refills became free, the staffs’ wages were increased by twenty
cents and the activists were allowed to hang anti-war posters.
Vegetarian options were gradually introduced into the menu, but it
would be nearly twenty years till they started serving veggie
burgers.

The hippie protest was a milestone in Mama’s
history, and it was the perfect example of Gil’s management style.
He knew people loved the place and he let them be. He didn’t sweat
the little stuff or worry about getting sued. He just wasn’t the
type. Where Saul would be stressed, Gil would have been amused.

And currently Saul was very stressed.

Harsh sunlight streamed through the windows
straight into Joey’s eyes, waking him. Where was
he? Then it hit him: the smell of ammonia, the tubes stuck
in his arm, the incessant beeping of machines, the frigid air. He
was in the hospital.

He made a mental check of all his limbs, and
lifted the blanket to look down at his crotch—everything was
intact. He opened and closed his mouth trying to loosen the
muscles. His jaw was sore and his teeth felt like they had been
ground into chalk.

“You’re finally awake.”

He turned to see a large black woman wearing
magenta scrubs with little teddy bears printed all over them.

“Headache?”

Joey nodded absently.

“Here,” the nurse handed him a plastic cup
full of water and two Tylenols. “You’re lucky. There’re usually
three or four people in this room. But today you got it all to
yourself.”

“How did I get here?” He was tired and his
southern twang was out in full force.

“You were brought in last night.”

“Why?”

“Why?” She wrapped a
girdle around his right arm and took his blood pressure then stuck
a plastic cone into his ear to get his temperature. She was quick
and efficient, as if she had to do this kind of thing a hundred
times a day. “Don’t you remember a thing?”

“Not really. What are these in my arms?”

“They’re just saline solutions and a nutrient
drip—you were pretty dehydrated when they brought you in.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“That I can’t tell you. Say, where’re you
from?”

“Tennessee,” Joey sighed.

“Yeah? Your accent’s real thick. My people
are from Alabama.”

“Oh…” he said absentmindedly, still trying to
remember who had brought him in.

“Well, anyway…We can transfer you to a
portable system, if you like.”

He looked at her questioningly.

“It’s so you can get up and move around.”

He nodded. She switched the bags of liquid to
a stand with wheels and reattached several of the nodes stuck all
over his chest to what looked like the world’s biggest walkmen.

“You got insurance?” she asked.

“No.” He tried sitting up but managed to only
sink further back into the spongy mattress.

She gave him a knowing look, and he felt
compelled to explain his situation.

“I’m a freelance make-up artist. I’ve been
trying to find a plan but I’ve been really busy…”

She grunted and walked out, coming back with
a clipboard and several forms. “You need to fill these out.” She
dropped the board into his lap.

Joey could barely get his eyes to focus and
didn’t even know what day it was.

“Do I have to do this now?”

She handed him a ballpoint pen, “It’s
policy.”

His hand was shaking and he couldn’t get a
proper grip on the barrel. It dropped with a light clink onto the
linoleum floor. The nurse sighed, bent over to retrieve it, and
this time placed the pen directly into his palm before manually
closing his trembling fingers over it. She left her hand over his
for a few moments steadying it. Joey felt like he was three-years
old.

“You got it now?” she asked.

He nodded meekly.

She went back out into the hallway.

Joey stared at the forms. They were five
sheets and double-sided. He tried writing his name. The letters
were all wobbly and shaky, as if he were using his left hand. He
tried putting more pressure on the board and wrote in his address.
It looked worse. He flipped through the pages, columned with ‘yes’
or ‘no’ questions asking about his medical history. He made a mark
trailing down each page cutting through the ‘no’ squares, went to
the very last page, signed and then threw the pen and board across
the room. The clipboard hit the far wall and fell into heap on the
floor.

He stared absently at a water stain in the
corner. Memories started drifting back into Joey’s head. He
remembered Mama’s. He remembered the bathroom. He blanched.

“You okay?” The nurse returned and put
her palm down on his forehead. Her hand was soft and cool. “You
done with those forms?”

Joey looked guilty.

She glanced about the room and noticed the
board and pen on the floor. She went over and picked them up, “You
drop these?” She flipped through the pages, looked back at him and
shook her head.

“You should probably get some rest. Psych
will be down here in a few hours.”

“Psych?”

“Yeah—a counselor. It’s mandatory for drug-.”
She stopped herself. “Patients who have been brought into the
emergency room in a fragile state. They’ll explain it all to
you.”

She smiled, but it seemed forced like it was
just another one of her duties, and left.

Rodri was unloading the dishwasher. He was
tossing out plates and hurtling them onto dish racks. They
clattered against one another without breaking or chipping; it was
a skill he was proud of.

It was the breakfast rush and the line cooks
were pressuring him to pick up the pace.

“I’m running out of dishes here Rodri!”
Angel, a seasoned cook who had been at Mama’s for four years,
called out in Spanish.

He had just filled up two racks right in
front of Angel’s mise en place.

Another cook, Diego, held up a sparkling
clean plate, “Yeah—and this one has some stuff stuck on it. You
gotta be more thorough man!”

Rodri only grunted and continued with his
work. Them railing on him was nothing new.

A dish dropped onto the floor and shattered.
Bits and pieces of white porcelain went flying across the floor.
Angel and Diego hooted with laughter.

“Take it easy!” Diego said while patting
Rodri on the shoulder.

“Will one of you get this shit cleaned up –
I’m trying to cook here,” said Carlos. “And leave Rodri alone.”

Angel grunted in displeasure but went to the
utility closet to get a broom.

He was sweeping up the mess when Saul walked
into the kitchen.

The kitchen staff paused.

“Rodri – good job yesterday with Joey.”

Diego looked at Angel and rolled his
eyes.

“Thank you, sir,” replied Rodri.

“Can I speak with you alone? You can spare
him for a few minutes can’t you Carlos?”

Carlos only nodded and watched, along with
the rest of the staff, as Saul led him across the room without
giving any one of them a second glance.

Rodri was just as surprised as his coworkers.
He braced himself for bad news. In his experience, it was never
good when the boss wanted to speak with you alone. But then the
words “thank you” slipped through Saul’s mouth and Rodri felt a
rush of relief.

Before he knew it, Saul was telling him how
he had been up all night worrying over the whole Joey
situation.

“You don’t think he would sue over this would
he?” Saul asked.

“Sue?”

“You know—take me to court, try to get some
money?”

“Oh,” Rodri paused to think it over. “I’d be
surprised if he even remembered what happened. He was pretty out of
it.”

“You think? Because I really don’t want to get sued over this,” said
Saul.

“It’s not your fault,” Rodri assured.

“Mama’s could be held negligible.”

Rodri shrugged.

Saul lowered his voice. “Thank God you got
him out before the cops showed up.”

“It was no problem.” Rodri swelled with
pride.

Rodri felt like he had transcended his lowly
position as dishwasher. He felt like he did when he had worked as a
teller in the bank back in Mexico and the manager would ask him for
his opinion or for his assistance on particularly delicate matters.
For the first time since he had come to L.A., he felt like he
mattered.

He could feel the other guys staring at him;
when he glanced in their direction, Angel made a show of spitting
in his sink.

“T said you recovered the stuff?”

“Stuff?”

“You know—the drugs…”

“Oh, yeah. It’s all in this make-up
case.”

“A make-up case?”

“There’s all his make-up—for his job. And the
stuff is in there with it.”

“Oh, God… what if the police come by to
investigate?”

Without warning, Saul pulled him into the
hallway leading to the back entrance, and lowered his voice into an
urgent whisper, “I need you to get rid of it.”

“What?”

“Get rid of it!” he hissed. “All of it. Even
the make-up.”

“How?”

“I don’t care. Flush it down the toilet. Sell
it. Do it. Just get rid of it.”

“But --.” Some of the stuff looked pretty
fancy.

“Listen, can I trust you with this or not?
Please tell me I can trust you,” pleaded Saul.

Rodri said nothing for a few moments. He
looked down at his hands. They were raw and chapped from the harsh
soap and scalding water. Even though he wore heavy rubber gloves,
they still managed to get soaked inside. He rubbed them down with
petroleum jelly every night but they never healed. He was tired of
suffering.

He took a deep breath. “Yes—you can trust
me.”

“Great!” said Saul. “Oh, and one other
thing...”

“Yes?”

“I need you to check up on Joey. Make sure
he’s okay, and then find out if he remembers anything.”

“Of course, Mr. Schwartz.”

“Please, call me Saul,” he patted Rodri
on the back and handed him cab fare.

Suzanne made her way to her first station of
the day: the lingerie section. It was a mess, a volcanic explosion
of panties and bras. She immediately went to work folding the piles
of thongs, lacy underwire bras and boy shorts, all in varying
shades of orange. She worked slowly and quietly.

The other girls at the store, and Ashley
only hired twenty-something women, were
either folding clothes at the various stations, pretending to know
how to count at the cash register, or telling customers that
whatever it was they were trying on looked “hot” and “fabulous”.
Out of the corner of her eye she watched the girls working the
jeans section. The women Ashley assigned to this particular section
were always the most beautiful with the most incredible bodies. She
felt like she was two-sizes bigger than most of the women in L.A.
and about three times bigger than the jeans girls.

During her almost two years at Sham Suzanne had developed a theory: the fashion world
followed the Darwinian principle of “survival of the fittest”. If
your body looked a certain way (i.e. you were bigger than a size 4)
you were automatically barred from certain types of clothes, and
the more stylish they were, the smaller you had to be in order to
wear them. If you could not fit into the right clothes, you could
not survive—at least not in L.A. and definitely not in the bubble
that was Melrose Avenue. Unfortunately, the right clothes at the moment consisted of the tightest
jeans on the planet.

It was store policy that you had to wear at
least one piece of Sham merchandise at
work, and the jeans girls wore their merchandise with relish. The
denim looked like it was suction-packed onto their legs like
saran-wrap with their sharp hipbones showcased like trophies.
Suzanne didn’t even own a pair of the jeans Sham sold; she couldn’t own
them as she couldn’t even get a pair over her knees. With the aid
of a tube of Vaseline, she might have been able to yank them up
mid-thigh but there was no way those pants could make it over her
child-bearing hips. The jeans section was her no man’s land of
fashion. And all her co-workers knew it. Especially the jeans
girls.

She could feel two of them right now, Heather
and Mica, checking out her outfit and noting her “fat shirt” with
secret little smiles. Suzanne ignored them and busied herself with
rearranging a shipment of flimsy bras onto hangers.

“I like your shirt, Suzanne,” Heather called
over the racks.

“Yeah—it looks really cute on you,” chimed in
Mica. “Where did you get it?”

Suzanne kept silent.

“It’s very flattering,” continued Heather.
“But you know what would look really good
on you?”

“A pair of these jeans.” Mica lifted up a
pair of pants that looked like they would cut the circulation off a
twelve-year old. “These are, like, really
hot right now. Totally fab.”

Heather sauntered her way over to the
lingerie section. She held out the jeans like they were a cattle
prod. “You should really try these on. They would really compliment
your. . .curves.”

“What’s your size?” asked Mica.

Suzanne rolled her eyes, “I can’t really
right now…” She lifted a lace bra, sagging limply in her hand, “I
have to get these done.”

“Oh, we can cover your station for you. No
worries!”

“Yeah—come on, it’ll be fun.”

Heather and Mica exchanged knowing
glances.

Suzanne’s self-esteem started pressing a
panic button.

“I have to warn you though, this company cuts
their stuff a little small.” Heather made a
gesture with her thumb and forefinger to emphasize the ‘little’
part.

A blush crept up Suzanne’s cheeks. She turned
away from them, the thongs suddenly needing her utmost
attention.

“Okay…then,” said Heather, trying to keep the
laughter out of her voice. “We were only, like, trying to help.
But, whatever, forget it.”

“Yeah—maybe later then.” Mica giggled.

They went back to the jeans section with a
triumphant swing in their hips.

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


 


Joey was becoming stir-crazy. The psych
consult still hadn’t come down and the hospital food was making him
desperate. He felt like he had been there for years instead of only
two days. He tried turning on the TV but the remote control was
broken. After staring at the wall and listening to people squeak up
and down the hall with their rubber-soled shoes, he decided to get
cleaned up. He rolled over to his side and started to ease himself
off the bed. He was light-headed but managed to stand up. After a
bit more struggle, and the aid of a sturdy I.V. stand, he made it
to the bathroom. He turned on the light and faced the mirror over
the sink.

His blonde hair was plastered to his scalp
and his roots looked like a smear of dirt had been planted onto his
head. His smooth, soft lips were chapped, he had gray circles under
his eyes and the red, distended nose of an alcoholic who had been
on a three-week binge. And then there were the vague,
harrowing-looking bruises that seem to cover his entire pale body.
But, worst of all, was his skin. His usually clear, tight skin was
pocked with acne. Raw pimples in varying stages of growth—heavy
with puss, on the verge of volcanic explosion, barely formed—dotted
the expanse of his face and neck. He caught himself scratching at a
patch below his ear. The reflection in the mirror didn’t even seem
like it was him.

He had to get out of the hospital and go
home. He went back into the room and spotted a white garbage bag
slumped on a chair in the corner, which must have been his things.
He opened the bag and was met with an intense stench. Joey gagged.
His clothes and belongings were stuffed inside, simmering in vomit.
He held his breath and shook the bag around. Where
was his make-up case? He always had it with him.

Joey felt a well of panic rise within
him.

When his shift ended Rodri hauled Joey’s
make-up kit out of his locker and stuffed it into his backpack. He
then discreetly took it into the bathroom. Once inside, he laid the
heavy, silver aluminum case out on the counter.

Rodri undid the latch on the front and opened
the case, which consisted of numerous tiered trays that were
stacked one on top of the other. He lifted up the trays so that the
entire case was exposed. Rodri was impressed—everything was
meticulously organized and it all looked very expensive. He ran his
fingers over a tray laden with an assortment of brushes, wondering
what they were all for. One tray consisted only of small triangular
sponges and white padded discs with brownish stains. He lifted out
a compact and turned it around in his hands: eye shadow, it said on
the bottom, in a shade called “Lola”. There were dozens and dozens
of the eye shadows, along with nail polishes, lipsticks, colored
pencils for lining the eyes and the lips. There were rows of liquid
bottles in various skin-colored tones, and the bottom of the case
had things for hair, it even fit a hair dryer.

It must have taken years for Joey to amass
such a collection.

It seemed like such a waste to throw it all
away. Rodri stepped back and stared at the case, laid out on the
counter as if it was a patient going through open heart surgery.
Could he really destroy something so
important?

Then he saw the drugs stashed into the
trays.

He quickly started tossing out all the
make-up that looked overly used. He would give the whole thing to
his wife Rosario as a gift. She actually didn’t wear too many
cosmetics but, he reasoned, all women loved surprise gifts. Joey
would just have to buy more make-up once he sobered up.

He rifled through the trays and picked out
the drugs. Rodri pulled out pills and little, clear baggies full of
white powder. He unraveled a small wad of plastic twisted into a
knot, and when an off-white powder spilled out, he removed all of
those as well; there were a lot. He placed all the items on the
counter along with two syringes, alcohol swabs, pipes and a few
apparatus that Rodri had never seen. He was shocked at the amount
of drugs Joey was carrying around; it could have easily killed
him.

He scooped everything into his hands and
chucked them into the toilet. While the drugs were all gone, he
didn’t know what to do about the other things. So he bundled them
up in paper napkins and dumped them into the garbage bin along with
the rest of the used make-up. He stuffed the case into his backpack
and left the bathroom.

It was time to visit Joey.

Suzanne went over to her parents’ convenience
store in South Los Angeles right after work. She tried going over a
few days a week to help them out. Normally, the time passed quietly
but tonight her mother was in rare form.

“I no understand why you don’t apply medical
school,” her mother lectured.

“Ama, I’ve told you this a thousand times—I
hate science.”

Suzanne was labeling a shipment of
Rice-a-Roni boxes with a pricing gun while her mother was busy
working the cash register and suspiciously eying the mostly African
American customers over the rim of her bi-focals.

Her mother was about to continue but just
then a group of teenagers walked in making the sensory chime at the
entrance go off repeatedly. They sauntered down the cramped aisles
grabbing soda and candy and chips as her mother closely watched
them. ‘These kids are all thieves,’ she whispered to her in Korean.
Suzanne rolled her eyes and carried the box of Rice-a-Ronis to the
backroom where her father was registering their daily shipments.
She put the box on a shelf and kissed her father on the cheek.

He smiled, “The beef jerky is ready.”

“Okay, Apa.”

“You good girl Chan-sook.”

She laughed. Chan-sook, only her parents called her by her
embarrassingly weird Korean name. Even her two older brothers
called her ‘Suzanne’.

As she took the box of beef jerky out to the
front she remembered how she would help her father in the stockroom
every summer. She would be suffocating and whining about wanting to
go back home. He was always patient with her and gave her extra
treats.

When she put the box down on the counter, the
teenagers were all gone and her mother was waiting for her.

“You ‘hate science’? What this mean? What
science?”

“Because,” Suzanne sighed. “You have to take
like a million science classes just to be pre-med.”

“So? Take classes!”

“Ama. I took chemistry and biology freshman
year and barely passed.”

Suzanne’s mother made a dismissive grunt,
“You Korean. We are good at maths and sciences. Your father can do
all in his head. No even need a calculator. Still! Apa?” she called
out to Suzanne’s father, calling him ‘daddy’ just as Suzanne
did.

“Ye?”

“What 137 multiply by 4?”

“548,” he replied a moment later.

“See? You just no trying hard enough!” her
mother said.

Suzanne rolled her eyes again, “I never even
got above a C in any of my math or science classes in high school.
Besides, I don’t want to be a doctor. “

“Why not? What wrong with being doctor? Both
your brothers are doctor. Is a good job. You’ll have a career.”

“I already have a career—I’m a writer,
remember?” she said waving the pricing gun around.

“You call that career? That hobby! You work
in that store. And we give you moneys!”

“Only until I sell my screenplay,” Suzanne
protested.

Her mother grunted, “But, you haven’t
finished it!”

“I will. I’m almost done.”

“Done? Where? When?”

“I am.”

“Chan-Sook, why don’t you listen me. You need
career. Real career. Not some…some…fantasy.
Your father and I work so hard to send you to school. All that
money, and what you do with it?”

Suzanne looked at her mother and contemplated
suicide, or fratricide. She sighed and put down the pricing
gun.

“Look, all I saying is medical school still
an option.”

Suzanne looked over the packages of beef
jerky and glared at her mother with exasperation.

“And...” her mother paused. “If you don’t
want to be doctor, at least marry one.”

“What!”

“Your father and I getting old.” She raised
her voice. “Aren’t we Apa?” she called out to the backroom. Then
she turned back to Suzanne, “And you not getting any younger.”

“I’m only 24!”

“Your age I was married.”

“That was thirty years ago! In Korea!”

“Your brothers already married, and you are
only one left. Why no you wear the cute little sweater I give for
Christmas?”

“Mom, that thing is like a size zero.”

“So? Lose little weight.”

Suzanne gasped, “Are you saying I’m fat?” Her
hand automatically cupped the crest of her tummy.

“No. Just chunky.”

“Chunky!” She picked
up the box of beef jerky and brought it back to the storeroom.

“And you walk like man!” her mother yelled
after her. A customer walked in and she switched back into speaking
in Korean. “Try to be more feminine. Korean man like nice, pretty
girls.”

Suzanne shoved the box on the nearest shelf,
grabbed her purse and gave a hasty goodbye to her father. Suddenly
she was starving.

“Where you going? We talking!” her mother
called after her.

Without replying, Suzanne left her parents’
convenience store and headed over to Mama’s.

She was going to devour everything on the
menu. And then vomit it all back up.

****

Saul knew Mama’s neighborhood like the back
of his hand. Maybe even better. He practically grew up there. He
could close his eyes and describe it to you in detail:

As soon as you walk out the door of the
restaurant there are two alcoholic vets huddled against the wall
asking for change; they have been there for over thirty years.
There is always a long line of cars inching along Hollywood
Boulevard filled with tourists looking for Ming’s Chinese Theater.
And there is always traffic, even at two o’clock in the morning.
It’s too far inland to get any of the cool, cleansing breezes up
from the ocean so the air is stagnant, thick and full of gas fumes.
But there is also a lot of music playing. If it’s not coming from
the cars, it’s coming from the various storefronts.

On the right side of the block there are two
taquerias, one check cash place, one obvious sex shop with the
letters XXX lit up in bright red neon colors, one not so obvious
sex shop for middle-aged married men from the suburbs too
embarrassed to walk into the other one, two liquor stores, a dusty
old santeria botanica where you can buy candles and incense run by
an equally old and dusty lady whose grandson actually uses the
place to run drugs, a shop selling cheap plastic goods from China,
one Chinese restaurant, and two abandoned buildings with landlords
that live in posh houses out by the beach who are sitting on the
properties waiting to either burn them down to the ground and
collect the insurance money or sell them when their market value
skyrockets.

The left side of the street looks pretty much
the same except it also has an underground arts space featuring
plays and visual art on obscure subjects, a record store run by
punk rockers, a Jack in the Box and a donut shop. On both sides are
a whole lot of people hanging around that have nothing better to
do.

A block down and you’ll find the same exact
things only there are two Chinese restaurants instead of one, the
candle shop is replaced by a dusty old grocery store with expired
canned food run by another unaware old lady with another
enterprising grandson and a record store that sells reggae. A block
down on the right looks pretty much the same.

But only two streets north you cross an
imaginary barrier. Instead of sex shops and greasy fast food
joints, there are fancy lounges, boutique hotels and exclusive
restaurants. The streets are cleaner and no one asks you for
change. The only people hanging around outside are valets and
tourists hoping to catch a glimpse of some celebrities. They,
however, still have to breathe in the same smoggy and polluted air
as everyone else.

Four miles east down the road from Mama’s is
the nearest entrance to the highway. Five miles west down the road
is the nearest entrance to the other highway. And if you take the
street going north into the ritzy neighborhoods, you’ll hit the
entrance ramp for the freeway. The same goes for going south.

It was this freeway that Saul took to go
home. When he was younger he used to feel like it was the
opposite—that Mama’s was actually “home” and where he lived
was…something else all together. Over the years, however, this
feeling had receded. Home was a haven, a paradise and place full of
happiness and Mama’s was just work.

For as long as he could remember, Saul used
to love the neighborhood and think it was special, but now he
wanted to get as far away from it as he possibly could. Just once,
he wanted to get through the day without having to smell urine or
exhaust fumes.

Maybe T had been right, maybe he wasn’t
okay.

 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


 


Joey turned over in his hospital bed, and
immediately shrieked. Standing two feet away from him was Rodri,
the dishwasher from Mama’s. For a second he felt like he was still
in the bathroom.
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