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For Cleve

We feel safe

Oh, my we’re safe

Safe in those arms.

On my first day of work at Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In I take the bus and get off 200 meters from the restaurant, which is on the highway, and walk across to the other side of the ditch where it’s safe, away from the speeding traffic. Cars end up in the ditch regularly because there isn’t much of a shoulder beside the highway and people have their noses pointed to the cellphones between their knees. Anyway, this is what my mother says. It’s why she won’t let me get a cellphone, even though I am the only one in my eighth grade class without one. I tell people that I leave it at home. My best friends, Cecilia and Marty, know I am lying.
Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In has a big blue neon sign with a gold saucer around the R. The saucer gets caught on the skirt of the R. It looks like something you could climb, like the Eiffel Tower except not so elegant. This morning there are a bunch of seagulls cleaning up the parking lot.
When I get to Robi’s, I can see the lights on in the kitchen. Mrs. Imbeault is already there. I met her two weeks ago when my parents brought Lily and me over to see the place for the first time. We met the staff: Mrs. Imbeault, the cook; Ronnie, the vegetable peeler; Carmen and Monique, the waitresses. Everybody was happy to meet us. Lily and I ate burgers and fries and generally had a good time. 

I open the front door and hear somebody talking. I look up and it is Mrs. Imbeault on the phone, her back to me. Her voice is calm and quiet and soft. She is talking to her teenage son, Henri, I hear his name. My friend Cecilia has a teenage brother, Anthony, and he is always doing outrageous stuff and their mother, who is rough in her language, lets him get away with murder. They’re Italian though.
Mrs. Imbeault sounds a little different, like she has work to do and Henri gets it. Anyways, it’s all in French so I’m guessing. She is tiny and wears a full outfit of white dress, white sailor-type hat made out of cardboard which looks a little bit like a boat, and black serviceable shoes. 
*      *      *      *
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My parents bought this restaurant this past summer, while my sister Lily and I were staying at our Aunt Arrosa and Uncle Eddy’s house across town. Lily and I went there while my mother and father finished their degrees, my mother’s in Interpretive Literature and my father’s in Geology. We understood that when this was done, we would be like a regular family. They would get regular jobs and we would have time together. For the last few years my sister and I have been shuffled from one house to another in the summer. In the winter, we often had only one parent or another with us while the other one went to school. In the summers, my sister and I stayed with relatives and once we stayed with complete strangers. Luckily, they were nice. My sister Lily is eight and I am almost fourteen and Antoninio is our city.
When my parents weren’t going to school, we usually had Sundays all together and my mom and dad would drive us around to look at new houses being constructed. Sometimes we would get out and look at a newly framed house and if nobody was around, we would walk around inside. I would go upstairs to one of the smaller bedrooms and pretend it was mine. I liked the smell of plywood and sawdust. There was so much promise in those rooms.
When my dad picked us up at the end of the summer from our aunt and uncle’s house, he said he had news for us. I was hoping for a dog or a fish but the news was that he and Mom had bought a drive-in restaurant. The previous owners had lost money so it was a “real steal.”
“Wait till you see it, Saffron. Full of glass, and we have our own chicken rotisserie machine. You know, the ones with the see-through front? You can watch the chickens while they cook! We’ll make loads of money and we can get you and your sister that dog you have always wanted, maybe a horse too. ”
“Are you and Mom going to work at the restaurant?” I asked. I pictured my mom behind a stainless steel counter, sweating over a grill and wiping her face with her arm. It didn’t look real. My mother didn’t like housework unless she was angry and then she vacuumed around you and made you move your feet up so that she could vacuum exactly where you were sitting. We always had a maid or a cleaner. Would Dad be serving customers? I needed clarification. How was this going to work? Were Lily and I going to boarding school?
“Oh, no. I am just going to run the restaurant. Your mom and I are going to keep our jobs. Oh yes. Mrs. Imbeault, the cook, keeps Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In in tip-top shape and I will just do the ordering for her and do the banking. Your mom can probably help Mrs. Imbeault in the kitchen now and then.” My dad started whistling and kept driving.
Both Lily and I sat grumpily in the backseat and I stopped wondering what fabulous dinner of celebration we were all going to have for our homecoming. We were probably having chicken. There wasn’t going to be any extra family time. School would start in two weeks. I would soon be fourteen and going into grade nine and my sister Lily was eight and going into grade two. I talked my mom into letting me work part time at the restaurant because I’d rather do that than stay home and take care of Lily. My mom hired a babysitter.
*      *      *      *
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Today, Mrs. Imbeault is talking in the back of the restaurant so I put on my apron and find the order pads and pencils. The lights don’t go on until ten so I turn on the radio and fine-tune it in the dark. I will be alone at the front of the restaurant until Carmen the waitress shows up. She should be here any minute now.
Carmen is a really pretty girl from the suburbs of Antoninio. Her hair is black, short, and curvy around her ears, and she has tiny bones. Her face is all big brown eyes and eyelashes with kohl rims. Her skin glows. Her tongue jingles over letters because she has a space between her front teeth. Her parents are from Pakistan.
The phone rings loudly. I grab it.
It’s Carmen. “I’m going to be late. Who’s this?” She is panting. She sounds like she just ran a marathon.
“It’s Saffron. You know, the owner’s daughter.” 
“Oh, hm.”
“Don’t worry. Mrs. Imbeault’s here and it’s Sunday. How busy could it be?” Mrs. Imbeault has turned on the fryer and I can hear the oil spitting. 
“What time do you think you’ll be here?” I say.
“Oh, around eleven, I guess. I need a shower.”
“Okay.” 
“See you, Saf,” she says and hangs up the phone.
A car drives into the lot. It’s an old one with the top down. Mrs. Imbeault looks up from her grill.
“I’ll get that,” I say. My first customer.
She nods.
I walk outside to take my first order. Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In is a gem because customers don’t have to get out of their cars. It’s better than a drive-through because you get real service and you don’t get rushed. This car is close to the front doors so I don’t have to walk far.
As I walk beside the car, I read the silver writing on the side, Eldorado. 
Part of my job is to walk out to cars and take their order. When I get to the window it comes down, which is kind of weird because there is no top on the car. A middle-aged bald man looks up but the sun is right behind him and so I can see his face is pink but I can’t see the features of his face very well. 
“Strawberry milkshake.”
“Anything else?” I ask.
He shakes his head.
“Right away, sir.” He puts his window back up. I go in and looked around for cups.
Carmen had shown me how to use the machine: It is stainless steel and you put ice cream and milk in a cup, then add a squirt of the flavor from a row of plastic containers on the wall. You put the cup under the spigot, you push a button, and wham—a delicious, frothy milkshake. I grab a brown plastic tray, put the cup on it, and walk out. The doors can be pushed open both ways so I use my back to get outside. I carry the tray to the car. The sun is warm and shiny and the air smells dry and clean.
The man rolls down his window again and I put the tray on it.
“Two-fifty please, sir,” I say.
His hands go to his pockets and slowly his pants come down. He pulls them all the way down to his knees and there is a long pink penis. I stop breathing. Somehow I get the money, and I get the tray back into the restaurant. I drop the tray or set it down, I’m not sure which, and sit. Mrs. Imbeault looks up.
The black Cadillac is slowly backing out and drives to the exit. The sky is so pale blue. I just sit there.
I should call the cops. They would come, I guess. If I had written down his license plate, that would have been good. I don’t remember his face. He was bald. I was worried that he had taken off with the milkshake cup, which was odd because he was supposed to. 
I pour a cup of coffee and add three tablespoons of sugar.
Mrs. Imbeault came around the corner, out of the kitchen, with her tray of raw chickens and put them on the counter. They looked cold. 
She bent over and looked at me.
“Do you want some breakfast, honey?” she asked.
I shook my head. “No.”
She went back to work. I watched while she pushed them on their skewers, her little hat down. There was a large amber bulb on the top of the chicken rotisserie machine my dad had told us about. It seemed way too large for an “on” button and when it flashed it looked like it belonged on an emergency vehicle. I drifted, thinking it was like a warning of an entrance to a beehive or something. 
“Let me make you something, honey?” Mrs. Imbeault asked. She had put her arm on my shoulder and she smelled nice, like rose water. She closed the rotisserie door and the chickens started moving.
I nodded. Mrs. Imbeault made me a chicken on a bun, which the restaurant was famous for. There was already some cooked chicken in the fridge from the last rotisserie batch. I dipped my chicken-on-a-bun sandwich in the barbeque sauce and sat numbly on a stool, eating. Mrs. Imbeault pulled out a stool and we watched the seagulls fly around.
––––––––
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Another car came in, a woman with kids in the back, and I got off my stool, grabbed the order pad and a napkin for my mouth, and went out while Mrs. Imbeault wiped the counter and took my plate and went back into the kitchen.
I walked to the car. It was really noisy when the mother rolled down the window. “Six cheeseburgers, six fries,” she yelled.
“I want soda!” yelled one kid.
“Wanna Coke!”
“I need a Sprite!” 
Everybody was yelling. 
These kids were thirsty.
“What’s older, Sprite or Coke?” I heard from one of the windows. One of the kids had lowered his window and was asking me. His face was round with long, black, curly hair around it.
“I’m not sure,” I said.
The mother raised his window back up from her control center.
Okay. That was it. I sprinted back inside to call the order out to Mrs. Imbeault because another car had driven in. It was a white sports car with a couple of teenagers in it. They had parked under the Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In sign. I went up to them.
The driver rolled down his window. He had long bangs and a beard. “Hiya. Give us a couple of Cokes and burgers, two large fries.” His friend was banging his head to something in his headphones, a wool cap on his head, though it was really warm today.
“Yes,” I said and hurried across the parking lot. I pushed through the door and pinned up the orders.
Mrs. Imbeault looked at them over her glasses. She went to the walk-in fridge and took out a box of hamburger patties, holding the door open with her leg. She opened the box on the huge wood cutting board and then tossed eight patties onto the grill, one at a time. They zinged across the griddle, then stopped with a smack. She smiled at me again. There was this twinkle beside her or around her.
French fries went from a bowl of water (they were kept in water to suck out some of the starch and make them crispier) into the fryer.
“I see the weather changing again,” she said. I didn’t see anything different out the windows but I nodded. Then I heard a crackle from the sky. How did she see that coming from inside the kitchen? 
The burgers were sizzling now and Mrs. Imbeault scraped them up with her flipper and turned them over. Then she took eight buns from a cart full of buns in plastic bags. In the early morning, the bakery delivered bags of hot dog and hamburger buns. They went on a tall cart with wheels that sat beside the back door. When Mrs. Imbeault came in in the morning, she wheeled the cart into the kitchen, near the huge island in the middle of the room, where they were handy. She took hot dog wieners out of the freezer to thaw, turned on the hot grease fryers for the French fries and onion rings and the frozen shrimp for shrimp dinners. I hadn’t tried the shrimp dinner yet but it was on my list of things to do. I set up a tray with napkins and ketchup and then made six little cups of water with lids and straws. Mrs. Imbeault threw cheese slices on six of the meat patties and they softened immediately but the patties were scooped up before any cheese hit the grill and slid onto a bun. She wrapped each one in foil paper decorated with the regal R for Robi’s in gold. The burgers came up under the warming lights on the shelf between Mrs. Imbeault and me. I laid them on a tray, balanced the fries on the other side, and put the cups in the middle. The tray was very full and I needed both hands to carry it. The food was hot and I was trained to bring it out fast because nobody likes soggy fries. That was what Carmen had said.
The sky had changed. Steel blue clouds were zipping into the saucer sign, the seagulls had vanished, and empty white containers flipped across the parking lot at record speed, picked up out of the trash cans by the wind.
The mother quickly lowered her window and looked surprised to see the paper cups of water.
“Thanks!” she said. 
“Twenty-six fifty please.” My first real customer.
“Thanks.” She handed over thirty bucks. “You keep the change.”
“Wonderful,” I said and meant it.
She started tossing burgers into the back seat.
Another car had driven up and I ran in to get the two burgers and fries for the white car. Mrs. Imbeault had come around, through the kitchen door, to the counter and had started to put the burgers and fries on a tray. She was just finishing the fountain Cokes, both her hands holding cups, and I put on the plastic lids and poked straws through the holes when she put them down on the counter.
“Thanks,” I said and she nodded before going back into the kitchen. I ran out again, with the tray for the white car. I almost stumbled on the sidewalk—there was a little crack in the concrete—and I held the tray firmly. The guy with the beard gave me a twenty and I gave him change quickly, not looking up, and he gave me a dollar. I grabbed the pad out of my apron pocket. 
“Thanks.” I was getting lots of help today. 
Three more cars came in and Mrs. Imbeault and I were busy. By ten forty-five the cars were gone. 
I went out with the garbage pick and ran after the napkins blowing around the lot. The land was flat and peaceful. Behind the restaurant, the field of tall yellow grass blew gently. There were dark clouds sitting way beyond, behind the black hills on the horizon. The weather seemed to be holding off.
––––––––
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Carmen came in at eleven, just like she’d said she would, looking really hot. She was wearing black tights under a fitted white shirt and she had dyed part of her hair pink. She had false eyelashes on, the kind you have to put on one at a time, each lash one by one. I wondered what they felt like, touching the top of her eyelid.
"Hey, Saffron."
"Hi, Carmen."
"Why don't I serve and you work the counter?" She was smacking her gum and looking right at me.
“Sounds good.” 
She threw her leopard bag on the counter and pulled out a phone. She spent about five minutes on it, talking in Pakistani. Somebody was interrupting her on the other end. She shook her head when she was finished and her beaded earrings were tossed around.
A rush started when four cars pulled in, one after another. I stayed behind the counter where the cash register was for making change. Carmen carried an iPhone that had a payment app for credit and debit cards. The rest of the time I ran around behind the counter, putting napkins and cutlery on trays and making the drinks. Carmen would run around the counter to put her orders up, but usually I had it coordinated so that when she came in, panting, I grabbed the order from her and pinned it up for Mrs. Imbeault.
The trays were stacked under the window so you could just put the food right on the top tray. I always started with the drinks and waited for the smells of the cooking food to hit me. When the food for an order was ready, I lined up the burgers or hot dogs and set the fries or the onion rings. Sometimes I placed dinners in larger cardboard containers covered in gold Rs. All the condiments were in plastic bottles that had to be washed at the end of each shift so they didn’t get hard plastic-looking edges on the rims. Ketchup, mustard and relish went out on each tray with hot dogs or burgers. Hot barbeque sauce for the chicken dinners was put in small cardboard cups. Onions, hot peppers and fried mushrooms were put on in the kitchen.
Some of the orders called for extra pickles, which I got from the big steel fridge in the kitchen. It was close to the doorway so I didn’t get in Mrs. Imbeault’s way. Once I discovered where they were I would steal some in a bowl for myself. No one said anything. The lot was full of cars by noon and we didn’t stop running. 
Carmen ran this way and that, usually slowing down when she was carrying a tray of food. She would swear now and then, when she forgot something or when a ketchup bottle fell on the floor. 
There was an order for a vanload of students from the driving school which included twenty-one foot-long hot dogs and fries, twenty-one drinks (six of them milkshakes) and four butterscotch sundaes, and it took a few trips to carry it all. Mrs. Imbeault’s grill was completely full and she had to scrape the grease off between batches. Fries were cooked in stainless steel baskets. Mrs. Imbeault dumped them into a tray under a yellow heat lamp, threw salt over them, then scooped them into cardboard cups, also decorated but these with “Robi’s” in script across the front. There were little stripes on the cups that made them look old, and the cups came in three sizes. The small ones were for the barbeque sauce that went with all the dinners, which included fries.
“Where’s Ronnie?” Carmen asked breathlessly on her way outside.
“He comes in at two p.m. dear. He’s taking a class to get his food handling certificate, in the mornings,” said Mrs. Imbeault, from the kitchen. She seemed to know everything, was very good with details, and I thought how lucky my dad was to have her working there as the cook. 
Carmen taught me how to stay cool. “Even if you are sweating, stay composed at the window when you take the order,” she said. “You’ll get more tips that way.” Carmen used her hands to pat down the air beside her, demonstrating how she did it, and I tried it too. It made me feel much older and sophisticated.
––––––––
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Carmen put the tips in a glass jar on the counter. At the end of my shift she emptied it and made two piles.
“Here you go,” she said. “I put in your share from this.” Carmen held up her iPhone.
There was $24.50 in my pile. Cool.
––––––––
[image: ]

It was two o’clock. I called my father.
“Hi, Dad. Are you coming?”
“Sure. I’ll be there in half an hour. I have to pick up the cash as well.”
“Okay,” I said. I went to the back where Ronnie had arrived. He was the kid who washed the pots and peeled potatoes. Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In had real homemade fries, which I loved. Ronnie sat on an upside-down white pail and peeled, headphones on, bobbing his head to some music. He lived in a boys’ home. I watched him get up to start his lunch. We were allowed a free lunch and he concocted a foot-long hot dog extraordinaire. He put on white chicken breast, onion rings, a hot dog wiener, mustard, and ketchup, and then he dipped the whole thing in Mrs. Imbeault’s barbeque sauce. Mrs. Imbeault’s sauce was so good that my mother tried to freeze some and keep it at home but it separated and looked and tasted horrible when it was defrosted. The sauce could only be eaten fresh. It came from the drippings of the rotisserie’s chickens. The stuff was famous in Antoninio. Mrs. Imbeault watched Ronnie make his creation, then made him some fresh fries to go with it. Ronnie ate the hot dog in about three bites. She sat with him while he ate his fries. Mrs. Imbeault chatted away to Ronnie and I could hear him laugh, which made me happy. He laughs like an opera singer, really high and loud, and when we hear him, Mrs. Imbeault and I laugh too.

Mrs. Imbeault, the Short Order Cook
Mrs. Imbeault speaks French. She is from a part of the city called the Flour Mill, a historic flour area, and she is really nice. She works really hard. Her mop comes out at least twice a day. It moves quickly. Her son Henri has a heart condition and stays at home, so the world comes to him. Henri is one year younger than me, thirteen. Mrs. Imbeault is in at eight to prep and leaves at four when she is replaced by one of the part-time cooks. Ronnie is in training to be one of those. If I had to guess, I would say that Mrs. Imbeault is somewhere between forty and sixty. Mrs. Imbeault is one of those people that makes you think the world is really all right. No matter how much sludge and shit you see, you know that there are people like Mrs. Imbeault peppering the planet. 
*      *      *      *
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Yves St. Laurent
When I worked at Robi’s I must have had the metabolism of a rabbit—a skinny rabbit, not one of those overfed ones—because I ate a lot of fried foods and never topped one hundred and twenty pounds. Maybe it was all that running around. It could have just been hormones. 
The restaurant building is old-fashioned, full of glass. You can see everything that goes on inside from your car. The glass lets the light in.
––––––––
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The waitress, Monique, never puts onions on her hamburger. 
“Why?” I ask. 
“Because Phil doesn’t like onions,” Monique says.
I look at her.
I look at him.
Phil is leaning against the counter, looking at his phone. Then he checked his nails.
“My breath,” she says. 
“It’s for necking.” Carmen comes by and winks at me.
“Gross. Sorry.” I don’t know what else to say. Phil looks really old and he hasn’t been doing any extreme sports. He doesn’t seem to have a spark in him and I can’t imagine touching his lips, period.
Monique has a smile on her lips as she walks past me carrying her tray of chicken-on-a-bun dinners. One of the red plastic containers of ketchup on the tray is about to fall over so I set it right.
“Ug,” I say respectfully as she passes. I like Monique.
Phil is fascinated with the crossword in the newspaper and looks into the sky as though the answers are written there. He must work a night shift. He spends the whole day standing at the counter while Monique works. I don’t know what his voice sounds like.
Monique is sturdy and she wears her long dark hair in a ponytail. She gives the orders to Mrs. Imbeault in French, and she says merde once in a while. Her skin is darker than mine but it is hard to tell what nationality she is and she hasn’t offered to say. Monique is twenty-five, which is very old, but not as old as Mrs. Imbeault, whose age is difficult to tell. 
Carmen is a former model. She worked in Paris. I don’t have the full story but it sounds like her aunt made her go there to study modeling. Her aunt lives there and thought Carmen had potential. Carmen says she couldn’t have cared less, but she was young and so she went. One night, on her way to the cinema, in the rain, an older gentleman almost fell on her. He must have slipped on the wet cobblestones, she told us. When he got up he said, “Pardon, Mademoiselle!” She saw that he was a famous fashion designer named Yves St. Laurent and he too was on the way to the cinema. They walked together in the rain, her arm on his elbow, and when he learned that she was studying modeling, he offered her a part in his fashion show. She became the bride for the show.
“It was the most important role,” she told me with a French-Pakistani accent. The accents sounded good together.
“The bride always goes last to close the show. I walked alone, dressed in a sheath of lace.” She said this and moved her hands over her hips, her long red nails feeling them. I almost couldn’t pull my eyes away.
“Then I was followed by Monsieur St. Laurent and there was lots of clapping.” She clapped her little hands.
“Why didn’t you stay and work there more?” I asked her.
“I don’t like the city,” she said. “I don’t love Paris. I like the small town where I will have a family and raise two adorable children.” She was crazy but I was very jealous because I already wanted to go to Paris myself. I love its history, the storming of the Bastille, the fashion, the Champs-Élysées, and the Eiffel Tower. Where else would a hungry mob kill the head of the prison only to set free a few pickpockets? I imagined myself on the Left Bank, drinking expensive coffee and eating pastries.  
*      *      *      *
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When Ronnie had finished eating I grabbed my knapsack and pushed open the back door. I figured my Dad would be there any minute.
“Goodbye,” I said to Ronnie and Mrs. Imbeault. The dark clouds had taken over the sky. 
I went over to the staff picnic table where all the empty, washed-out buckets and garbage cans sit and watched the seagulls fly around and drop guano everywhere. My friend Marty has a joke. “Q. What’s guano? A. Private Business.”
When my dad came, he parked his new red van and got out. I could tell he liked it, the way he looked at it. It wasn’t the kind with plush seating for twelve. It was the model with two seats in front and room in the back for lots of boxes of pickles and propane tanks. I liked sitting up front with him and putting my feet on the dash and reading my book, 
Forever Amber. I had found this book on the shelf in my parents’ bedroom and was reading it when my mother wasn’t looking. She had proclaimed the book “not for children” which I guess I still was. My dad didn’t really notice what I was reading, so long as I was quiet.
“Hi, honey! I have to take the money and change the drawer in the cash register,” my dad said.
I didn’t say anything to him about the big pink penis. If my parents found out it would be the end of Robi’s for me. I was having too much fun, even though I wasn’t too excited about working alone. I would just have to plan better. I would wear sunglasses.
Things were looking up. Monique and Carmen didn’t talk down to me or treat me like a kid or anything like that. I don’t know why. It was like they came from another galaxy of people who spoke French at home and whom I would never meet if I didn’t work here at the drive-in with them. Their lives were mysterious to me and I liked watching them. I thought it was a completely wonderful place to work. I hoped never to see Mr. Strawberry Milkshake again.
“How was your first day of work?” Dad said.
“It was good,” I said. My dad didn’t talk a lot and didn’t ask a lot of questions. He liked quiet, so the rest of us had to like it too. 
We pulled out of the parking lot and I noticed a big truck coming in the other driveway to the restaurant with trailers covered in fuchsia and lime green plastic. A carnival showed up every fall in this part of the city, but this was the first time I had ever seen evidence of its arrival. Over my shoulder I could see Mrs. Imbeault through the glass, taking cooked chickens off skewers. The amber bulb was flashing happily. Grey-blue clouds covered the sky.
The land behind the restaurant seemed to go on forever. I looked past the lot where the carnival would set up, past the field of tall yellow grass to the shallow black hills on the horizon. They used to have trees on them until smog from the refinery killed them all. Now they are all black. 
We had come to the carnival every year for as long as I can remember.
The carnival went up overnight. It reminded me of what it would have been like to live a long time ago. The people and the equipment looked really old, just like Robi’s did. Robi’s wasn’t a new building like the other fast food restaurants. It was built like a glass box, like an old diner.
There was a Ferris wheel, small it is true, but real enough. 
Once, when we were little my dad drove up with my sister and me and the three of us walked in.
*      *      *      *
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Is This a Carnival?
It was dusty, like a cowboy town, and there was a booth where if you threw three rings around little glass bottles you could win a toy. I really wanted the big pink elephant on top so I started throwing rings. The rings kept falling off. My sister Lily bumped me as I threw and one of the rings fell onto a glass bottle. I slowed my throw. A second ring hugged the edge and dropped onto a bottle. 
One more, that’s all I ask.
I tossed with my thumb and forefinger, gently. The ring tumbled through the sky and fell, skidded over the next bottle, and dropped. 
The elephant was big but clean and I pushed him under my arm and walked behind my dad and Lily. I named the elephant Ella, one of those exotic names I wish I had been named. Like Eve or Jasmine or Lavinia. These names evoked people who were vivacious, which I was not, but I planned to become.
I had the blockbuster name Saffron that did not suit me at all. My mother had named me after a spice. When she was young, her mother had sent her to the store with a lot of money, about thirty-five dollars, to get some saffron for the rice she was cooking. My
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