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  The Storage Unit

  
  






Mara paired her jeans with her “Cyndi Lauper” shoes for a brilliant look for the flight from Texas to Florida. After landing in Miami, they proceeded from the airport to a storage unit. Mara still wore the warm clothes she had on when she boarded the flight from Texas, where an atypical chill gripped the air. Hence, the warm “Cyndi Lauper” shoes. That year, the couple, married for 3 years, were in Miami to get an original copy of Chris’s birth certificate. They needed it for Mara’s upcoming interview with immigration officials concerning her impending US citizenship quest. What they were finding instead were forgotten treasures of Chris’s youth. Never comfortable discussing his childhood or anything in the past tense, Chris tried to redirect Mara to the task at hand, to find the birth certificate. 

“Mara- eyes on the prize, focus… let’s find the birth certificate first, then we can look for other stuff,” Chris said. Mara ignored him. Chris remained patient, in part, because he knew his wife was curious about how her husband came to be. 

In the storage building on US 1 near Ponce De Leon Blvd, the musty smell surrounded them, old memories lingering in the air like ghosts from the past. Hoping to introduce some light to the space, Chris propped the door open with some boxes. He found one heavy box that would keep the door from closing. With a playful smile, she nudged her husband, her voice laced with excitement. “¡Ay!” Mara wrinkled her nose, swiping a finger across a box to reveal a layer of grime underneath. She chuckled, her Venezuelan  accent seasoning the air as she cried, “Ay, Dios mío, ¿qué tenemos aquí? Dusting it off, she was surprised and excitedly said, “Mira, check this out.” Chris knelt, eyes glued to the phone. The device seemed like a relic from a distant past. Its sturdy frame and coiled cord whisper tales of long-forgotten conversations. The faint light enhanced her beauty and highlighted her curious look. Chris felt a surge of affection for her, grateful for her unwavering interest in his past. He cradled the worn edges of the phone, a flood of memories washing over him.  

Chris: “This phone is older than I am.”  

Mara: “Ha ha…. it is old, we had one like it in our house in Venezuela.”  

Chris: “I am not exaggerating; I think this phone is older than me. Chris said, “I think about the calls made on that phone.” The receiver’s color was no longer white, but yellow. Then it hit him; he remembered a particular phone call he made in 10th grade. The memory brought a hint of a smile to his face. Mara knew her husband and recognized the beginnings of that smile. She also knew there was no chance he would volunteer what had brought that smile, so she playfully asked him.  

“Cuentame!!!! Tell me, tell me the phone calls you made with this phone. Maybe you called muchas chicas??” 

His face, red with embarrassment, said. “OK, one story, that’s all you’re gonna get.” 


*** 


Grace was more than just a crush. She wasn’t the typical Catholic schoolgirl giggling through adolescent braces. She seemed more controlled, graceful, and mature. She certainly caught my attention. I was way behind my classmates in most things social. Especially girls. 

My romantic awakening followed the same delayed timeline. My all-boys Catholic high school didn’t make things happen any faster. Though not the monastery-like prison outsiders might imagine, it shielded me from certain realities. The way I imagined teenage boys transforming into peacocks the moment girls enter the room. Without “hens” in our henhouse, we had no reason to fluff our feathers or crow at dawn. I’d estimate that about 90% of adolescent male foolishness exists to capture female attention.  

Jesuit Prep and its sister school, St. Mary’s Academy, often collaborated on events. Once a month, the two schools would have special masses together. The only thing I liked about the combined mass was hearing the cello. I loved the sweet yet haunting sounds of those strings filling the walls and rafters of St. Francis of Assisi, the church that hosted our combined mass and one of the two churches that shaped my young life. With my Jesuit Prep brethren on one side of the church, while the St. Mary’s girls occupied the other side of the central aisle. Blazers and ties lined the left section, while plaid skirts and high socks filled the section to the right.  

And in the middle sits the cello, its beautiful sounds, welcoming the blazers and plaid skirts in the church. My focus centered on the cello. I’m no fan of classical music, but the cello transfixed me. But in actuality it wasn’t the cello it was the CELLIST that transfixed me. 

I knew her name was Grace, I knew this because whenever the priest began Mass, he also said,  

“Thank you, Grace…… as always- beautiful.”  

To which I always agreed. Grace was a petite girl. Dark blonde hair and brown eyes, a contrast from what I was accustomed to seeing among the daughters of the Cuban-American upper crust of Miami society. On occasion, I would see someone with blonde hair and blue eyes. Or brown eyes with black hair, or another dark color. The combination of blonde hair/brown eyes was unique. The contrast looked good on her.  

I wanted to approach Grace, speak to her. But insecurities and doubts held me back, chaining me to my seat in the sea of blazers and ties. What could I, a shy and awkward boy, offer someone as enchanting as her? However, luck was on my side. She knew who I was, sort of.  

The two schools shared other activities, including after-school ventures such as sports, cheerleading, and other extracurricular activities. The Jesuit brothers and Dominican nuns sought chances for students from each school to meet. St. Mary’s girls were cheerleaders for the sports of both schools, and the two schools also had a combined marching band. I’m told the trips the marching band took were legendary.  

Grace played in the marching band, and I played on Jesuit’s football team; therefore, she knew me. Sports provided me with my only authentic social outlet. I wasn’t a star on the football team, but I was a skillful player and as a recognized athlete she knew who I was, and that was my “in”. I could never just go up to a girl and start talking; I couldn’t go in “cold.” So at least we did have some common ground. But I needed to act. Luckily for me, as the school year progressed, my courage grew as well. Well, progression is a relative term. My progression consisted of smiling and nodding at her from my seat during Mass. I always waited until between songs to smile at the blond-haired, brown-eyed cellist. 

From there, I would progress to saying hello. It was not just a usual hello; it was a hello that only I could deliver. An individual with both shyness and cowardice could perform this action. You see, a typical high school junior, who was my age, would say hello differently. They could approach a high school junior, Grace’s age, and say, “Hi, Grace, how are you?” Another approach common for the adolescent male may be to say hello by flirting and drawing attention to themselves. I did not, and I could not subscribe to either approach. My approach was different, sadder, desperate.  

I would synchronize my exit from  St. Francis of Assisi’s foyer with hers. After mass ended, everyone gathered to board their school’s buses back to their campuses. This procession, as judged by the blazer/ ties and plaid skirts/ white socks, was the best and most worthwhile section of the mass. It was all because it was a chance to interact with students of the opposite sex. Even if it lasted only 10 minutes. I’m sure those 10 minutes would form suitable content for early nature programs on cable television. “The courting rituals of young humans” 

For the first time in my life, I would become part of this timeless courting ritual; all I had to do was execute perfect timing. Even if it meant waiting until the entire church emptied, my aim was to create a “bump in” or chance meeting. A meeting where we both occupied the same space. Brilliant approach, pathetic too. But as an 11th grader, pathetic was my middle name. So, in these “bump-ins”, I still didn’t progress much past the smile at her stage. I did, however, summon the courage to say, albeit clumsily, “hello”… not “Hello Grace, my name is Chris” or even a simple “Hi Grace”…. I just uttered “hello.” Smooth.

Slow and sure wins the race. Well, in my case, I hadn’t even gotten that far. After post-mass bump-ins and post-cello solo smiles, I was still waiting for my moment, perhaps Christmas vacation. I had plenty of time. Haha… At this pace, I will have the courage to approach her around my 40th birthday. Procrastination was also my middle name.  

However, Catholic school intervened; was it divine intervention? Someone had to intervene; it would not be me. Haha. Father Ramirez, St. Francis’s head priest, approached me after one mass and asked me if I could do some of the mass’s scripture readings. We always alternated a Jesuit Prep boy and a St. Mary’s girl for the readings. Father Ramirez’s request surprised me. Me, doing the scripture readings during Mass? It seemed like a divine intervention, a push in the right direction. Maybe this was the nudge I needed to break my shell and talk to Grace.


TThe following Wednesday, I stood at the lectern, scanning the pews for Grace’s familiar face. As I read the scripture, my voice wavered, but I pushed through, determined to make an impression. After the Mass ended, Father Ramirez congratulated me on a job well done.


Heart pounding in my chest, I gathered my courage and made my way towards Grace. That was it, that precise instant I had expected. I walked towards her, and she faced me with a warm smile. “Hi,” her eyes lit up in recognition. But I still lacked the courage to follow up. I scurried to my bus to take me back to school. I considered that a significant
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