Squatters

For two dollars, the wrinkled lady will sell you grilled beef rolls from her box
kitchen, squatted between dumpsters from handbag stores and dressmakers. For
two dollars, we hefted plastic stools off her grease-lined tables and shoved them
together under blinking streetlights, counting one two three four nieces who sat on
our laps, crinkling our flea market jeans. We didn’t pay

the twenty cents for more iced tea. Those bills laid thick in our pockets as we
sucked on ice cubes melting with the sweat and laughter of summer nights. We
blew air onto charred bits of fat, our mothers pulling splinters from chopsticks,
feasting until salt stained our fingers and nothing remained but thin strips of bone.
For two dollars, we stood with toothpicks between our teeth, arguing over
smudged receipts as though we could afford to argue.

In a week,

I come back to watch the department store shutters flutter open, streets long
cleared of our oily napkins and chewed mint leaves. Those plastic tables pinned
back to their shadows, replaced by tags made for denim. I search for crushed soda
cans and sun-colored plates, and instead find pavement, eaten away by calfskin
soles still crackling with shoeshine. The streets are scrubbed of grill smoke, and
for two dollars, I purchase a bottle of soda and read the cap promising me
fortune as though I can buy it all back.



