When We Were Boys
after Justin Torres
—we spent afternoons beneath the high golden sun, wiping its yolk off our summer-burnt backs.
We walked along the wide, lawless Lubbock streets in a pack, heading nowhere, talking everything. We walked and we begged for a breeze, cursing the sky until we accepted the passing cars' gusty offerings as prayers answered. We passed Dominoes, and Christ the King, and the skating rink where my parents met as kids, and the library where Grandma got those slow-talking cassette tapes, and Church of Christ, and the gleaming lemon-shaped Taco Bueno sign, where we debated going inside, then decided against it. We had no money; the oldest amongst us was my eleven-year-old brother. 
We walked until our palms slicked over, my thighs burned in the middle, and my feet grew itchy inside my pink Converse high tops. They were shoes that released a small damp burp with every step I took. This sound, and its color, drew unwanted attention amongst the boys; I adjusted my walk, fell to the back of the group, and focused my gaze in front of me. Stop sweating, my head told my feet. Stop that right now.
The backs of the boys were made up of skinny ankles, curved calves, bony ribs, and probably, eventually, clothes-hanger shoulders. Their sanded jean shorts were loose and sagged; their baggy t-shirts had been kissed on the front with shiny silver graffiti symbols that sometimes got them sent home from fifth grade homeroom. Their navy and heather Hanes unlayered themselves, poking out at the butt. All the mothers of the world hated this about the boys.
I loved it. We kept going.
///
When we were boys, there were four of us. 
Mookie spiked his black hair with a plastic comb and clear blue gel. (Mom spiked his black hair with a plastic comb and clear blue gel.) He had a polka-dot blood clot birthmark on his spine, the greenest veins I’d ever seen, and hot skin that grew terra-cotta in the summer, khaki in the winter. He was quiet and always leading us somewhere. 
	Rhino, who was the exact age between me and Mookie, wore puffy skater sneakers that made his feet look like they belonged to a cartoon character. He had a furrowed brow, buzz-cut temples dripping sweat, and a heart bigger than the people in Grandma’s soaps. He cried once a day, sometimes before breakfast, and quoted Dumb and Dumber all childhood long. This boy was the softest of us. 
With the exception of me and his brother, who were also the kind of soft that melts under touch. Matteo was the baby and my best friend. Together, we laid on the carpet beneath Grandma’s piano, traced our fingers over cracked-paint canvases in guest bedroom closets, and played hushed games of House when the older boys grew tired of us. We filled the roles of husband and wife, even when the older boys told us that it was weird, because that was the only way we knew how to play it. Matteo was small, glossy-eyed, soft-palmed, babyfat-bellied, and had a high-pitched voice that followed me everywhere, all the time: CC, CC, CC.
These boys had skin that went from cinnamon to umber between seasons, darker than mine and Mookie’s. This both did and did not mean anything to all of us. We knew that Mookie and I were white Mexican, and Rhino and Matteo were Mexican Mexican. Mostly: our grandma and their Papo—the flower shop man—were married, or something like it, and so we all belonged to Grandma and to each other. 
These were the first boys I ever learned to love. And, like teeth, like scabs, like flowers, we grew instinctively into this boyhood. 
///
When we were tired, thirsty, and homesick—after we’d worn our route and popped by the droughted greenwater lake to poke the sun dried fish carcasses with sticks—we went home, to Grandma’s, where Rhino and Matteo sometimes lived. Inside, we chugged warm-clouded-icy Lipton tea. We nudged Grandma, with her smooth skin and round hips pushed up against the counter, asking her what are you doing, what’s that, but why until she sighed, turned to us, and said, Why don’t y’all go play out back? 
	Grandma had a face that time could not catch. Poreless drugstore skin, gorgeous penciled brows, and lashes that never held mascara the way she wanted, but didn’t really need to. Her eyes, I’d learn, were my eyes: crinkle-edged and fire brown in the light. Grandma’s hair grew and grew, movie star sized, holding all the family’s secret poker chips. These secrets made her curls dance when she walked, bouncing against her shoulders and back up towards the sky. Grandma knew where she was headed next. The world saw her coming—five-feet and not to be messed with. She cooked with her hands, seasoning her fists. Our whole childhood, she never once sat down to rest. She was a woman you listened to.
And so, we ran out to the back, until the blue-skied stars came out and we were purple-faced, gasping from laughter. When we were here, we were all the boys at once. We were our dads—soldiers, crawling on the floor, throwing sock grenades. We were the Grim Reaper and Ed, Edd, n Eddy, plus one. We were running back into the kitchen, crying for being excluded. We were Grandma’s entertainment, all crowded in one stucco-walled room, with her clapping and announcing our names onto the stage: Now presenting… Mookie, Rhino, Matteo, and CC! We were a mariachi band and a traveling circus and a comedy club and an arm-wrestling arena all at once. We were manly men, made of bones and scars and glory, until Grandma took us down by the knees and tickled us silly. 
///
Or, we were at the big lake far from home, buried in the dusty canyons, watching the water sparkle and the Lubbock-rich people ride their boats across the sage shores. The canyon was like an unthawed ice cream scoop removed from the earth. Grandma parked at the top and we all shuffled down. Raucous land: yucca and cholla out to get you. Beer cans tinkered across the dirt, here and everywhere. Inside the gross gross water, the fish screamed. It was the best we could ask for in a place like ours. 
We lived like boys. We climbed into the caves, up and up, back into the darkness, deciphering the graffiti—the boys knew this language—until Grandma called from behind her sunglasses down below, Everything okay up there? We squirmed down, our hearts missing her, and held hands with the stickered earth as we scooted. We laid our bellies on the pier and stuck our bare arms in the water, daring a monster to grab us. We were Ready, we told the man with whiskers under his bucket hat later, as he knotted pink worms on our hooks. We threw our lines in and waited for a pull; we waited longer, because Grandma had paid for this. It was the kiddy lake, where a reel was guaranteed. 
Halfway through the afternoon, I was the last one left. I felt the tug and out of the water came the biggest fish any of us boys had ever seen. It was iridescent silver and so ugly; it was bigger than my face and forearm combined. CC, oh my god, grab it! the boys said, Just grab it! But it was too ugly and slimed and skittish. I’d never expected this to happen. It swung from my pole, threatening everyone in our circumference. I held the pole out even further; I wanted to throw the whole thing clean into the water, pole and worm and fish and all. It was the captain now. 
The boys kicked concrete, pointing at me, howling. Grandma laughed from ten feet’s distance. I screamed. I begged the whisker man to get its flopping body away from me. He sighed, made me hold the pole steady and watch. He had severe hands. It was all too close: the paperclip punctured hole in its tiny fish lips and the fear in its fish eyes. The man threw my fish and its fear right back in for another go.
On the walk home, my heart was waterlogged. I couldn’t help but to feel I’d witnessed something that the boys and Grandma hadn’t. I was sitting inside this, inside those fear-shocked opal eyes, when the boys started crossing a lost piece of plywood. One by one, they held their arms out like butterflies, steadying their balance. Careful, Grandma said from up ahead.We hadn’t made it far from the water. We knooow, we sang back.
Just as it was my turn to step up, to cross the beam last, Matteo stepped too far ahead. We mistimed ourselves, us babies. The beam raised, then came down in place, onto my big toe. Matteo tumbled, I bayed. I fell to the dirt and untied my shoe, peeled off my sock. Like a hookfish through skin, the nail cracked in half and gushed blood. It hurt worse upon sight and burned evil against the air. Grandma sucked her teeth. What did I say?
We bowed our heads. The boys picked me up and draped my arms over their shoulders until we made it to the car. They sat me in the center. I didn’t realize I’d been crying until it became hard to breathe. The boys curled around me, all three of them holding my hands and forearms. It was an hour-long car ride that’d leave the suede smelling of sour for weeks. When I kept crying, they poked their funny faces at me, telling me it’s okay CC, it’s okay, it’s okay, did you know that was the biggest fish we’ve ever seen? That any of us will ever see? That we would’ve been scared too? Grandma kept her honey-colored face straight ahead, right on the road, hands choking the wheel, racing to get me to my parents.
	At home, the boys kissed my wet cheeks on the porch. Mom drew me a bath. I laid inside, my body a thing full of fear. My foot was pushed up against the wall, out of the water. I was scared of the pain of submersion. When I looked at it there, yellowed nail ripped in half like a canyon, leaking red into the water, throbbing hot, maimed and disgusting, attached to that hairy legged calf, I thought: who could possibly want to touch this fish now?
///
When we were boys—no. When the boys were boys, I had a body, too. 
The doctor told me I had a body too young for the changes happening to it. What happened to me: I was born a girl but became a bull. I tried to pretend it wasn’t happening—a bad habit I’d develop for myself. I’d never seen anyone turn into a bull before. I’d look down at myself every few weeks, in hotel sheets or a best friend’s bathroom mirror, and find some new horror: tapeworm-rivers stretched across my muffin-topped hips, flaps of pink and burly hair between my legs, flinty skin of a face that couldn’t remember how to stretch, to smile. The bull’s belly filled until I couldn’t see my feet, and from Grandma’s living room MTV told it: yo mama so fat _____! Yo mama so ugly _____!
And the boys howled. They became wolves. They grew slender and tall and stealthy. They ricocheted down every hall; they got sent to detention; they wanted to be seen and heard and made strong. I traced their shadow yowls with my feet. Stop that right now, my head said, when they all sensed me and looked back. 
I never knew how to fit inside that body, but baby, I tried. I closed my eyes and laid my neck against the bathtub porcelain; I didn’t look at it, the mangled toe. I worried this wouldn’t stop happening to me, like Michael in “Thriller.” It thrashed inside me at night—fists enclosed around my tendons and bones, shocking muscles, screams pistol whipping me from my dreams. My body was like a bad summer night—silent, waiting for something to break, to bleed. 
Something different was coming for me. The boys couldn’t keep me.
///
In those final days as boys, when it grew dark at Grandma’s, dark enough for her to finally shut the garage and close the blinds, she made us quesadillas with sodas on the side. She tickled our backs with her pink-polished fingers. She watched us brush our teeth side by side by side in the foggy bathroom mirror. We all shared a room, us boys. Once there, she kissed our cheeks—all eight of them—and then the cavernous house went quiet. 
Once we knew she was asleep, we turned down the TV and flipped on Nightmare on Elm Street, Friday the 13th, and Bride of Chucky. We debated which monster was the scariest, then made fun of each other’s answers. Chucky isn’t scary, CC. That’s not the point of him. The wolves and I never agreed. They said their monsters were scarier than mine; I believed them. 
It was around this time that men began jumping Grandma’s fence to steal her bamboo. She had a backyard like a small greenhouse—thorny grape vineyards, tangles of green suffocating—held apart from the living room by a sliding pane of glass. At night, the carpet showed its age spots; the two hallways turned frigid; the sixties kitchen exhaled its breath. The neighborhood wasn’t like it used to be. She couldn’t stay here. We all felt something was about to happen to us. The croak of what the world required from each of us moaned louder, but we couldn’t make out what it was saying.
For now, us boys crowded onto the two twin sized beds the way we’d always done: sweaty and sleepy-eyed. Eventually, the TV turned off and we listened to each other breathe in the dark, protecting one another with our warmth. We believed in the ghost at the end of the hall, watching us. We clawed our covers tighter, kicked each other’s calves. We didn’t know it, but this is how we built our bravery: by reminding ourselves that we weren’t scared alone. 
Always, the sun rose. We woke and Grandma let us poke her fresh tortilla dough with our index fingers, then watch it exhale back into place. We sat on the bricked patio, kicking our veiny feet beneath the table, brushing shoulders, waiting for our burritos. My toe was healing. We held onto this. We did everything all again, for as long as we could.
///
Years later, at the start of middle school, after the boys had truly stopped hanging out with me and Grandma had moved houses, the girls would sometimes slam shut their lockers and turn their heads towards me. They knew something about me. Even though my boyhood had gone stale, the girls could smell it leaking from my skin, the way Grandma’s garlic does to Dad.
I bet you’ve never had anything bad happen to you in your whole sweet life, huh, Ciara? Yas said, two lockers down, her eyes narrowed at me. She was half-and-half like me; our skin had warmed to the color of cumin from the drills we’d been running under the sun. She raised a leg to tie her shoe. That’s why you’re always so… happy. The stacks of tiny black hair ties looped around her wrist quaked there.
I’d been in my corner, locker number 3, shimmying out of my shorts. Trying not to cause trouble, I said ya, I guess so. Or, I said no, actually. It doesn’t matter. Her words would become a refrain of my life, taunting me and the smile I’d finally figured out for a long while. But here, we were girls holding secrets, a fish carcass lake between us, both talking about something else.
What I think she meant was that she could sense I’d been loved; that she needed a love like the kind leaking from my skin to believe in. She needed it to be possible for a girl to be loved like a boy.
What she failed to see was that I no longer belonged to the boys and I was not a girl. I was a bloodbath. 
///
Today, the boys ask me when I’m coming home next before I’ve even left. They tell me, Be careful up there, even when they’re not sure where I’m moving to next. They linger in Grandma’s living room, kitchen, front lawn, and doorway to ask me how I’m doing. We’re always catching up, never quite there. We don’t talk about where our blood has been, but we know. We can imagine. It’s still Grandma’s favorite song, listening to us.
Some of the boys have chased the sky down for their lovers. Some of them have babies. All of us have had that waterlogged thing in our chest punctured, hooked, and set back in for another go around. Sometimes, we remember something great: the sticky of the dollar theater floor, the nectared taste of Grandma’s backyard grapes, the way that fish almost took out someone’s eye.
I watch their smiles pulse. When we hug, I feel their hearts in their chests: candlelit, graffiti walled caverns, pumping fresh hot blood that’s been places. 
It’s enough—knowing I’d once belonged there, too.
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