
Amy Gonzales 

You Are Here 

You want a bite to eat before you meet Karen and 
Donald in Westwood. The nice thing about your neigh
borhood is that there are so many fast food places within 
walking distance. Your mother always laughs at you for 
calling this a neighborhood. No place in  LA is a neigh
borhood like the one you grew u p  in, where you knew all 
the neighbors. Here, you know all the kids who work at 
McDonald's, Taco Bel l ,  Burger K ing and Hot Diggity 
Dog. 

So you walk to Taco Bell, only superficially noting the 
group of people clustered together under one of the 
orange metal umbrellas, clustered around a round, rust
ed white table, at the edge of the outdoor dining area. Ten 
or twelve people sitting and staring at the service win
dows of the Taco Bell. 

You ignore them and walk to the order window, think
ingonlyofa Macho Burrito and a Diet Pepsi. A t each of the 
four windows, a young employee stands, staring out at 
you. I n  their plaid uniforms and name tags with the chip
per message, ''Try Taco Light!" they look like the goofy 
painted ducks at a shooting gallery, set up straight and 
even and identical. They al l  stare at you and a voice from 
behind you, from the crushed group of people, is going 
"psst, psst." You approach the window and the girl be
hind the counter, you know her as Suzie, is very slightly, 
almost imperceptibly shaking her head no. As you get 
nearer, you see her eyes are damp. Big brown eyes and 
full of tears . . .  a tear slides down her cheek as you open 
your mouth to order. 

A motion catches your eye in  the back of the Taco Bell. 
A red knit hat . . .  no, a ski mask. You forget about ordering 
and realize that there is a man in a red ski mask holding a 
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gun agai n st the h ead of a tee n age, ski n ny, p laid- c lad boy 
who is franti cal ly  try ing  to stuff d o l l ar b i l l s  i nto a wh ite 
Taco B e l l  paper bag. Ever so s lowly you back u p. The s ki
m as k  man is not loo ki ng toward the wi n dow and you i n ch 
bac kward u nt i l you b e co m e  part of t h e  gro u p  at t h e  
tab l e. 

A h eavy- set woman i n  a p u rp l e  f loral polyeste r b l ouse 
wh i s p e rs at  you. 

I t 's  a sti ck- u p." 
Th is you know. Th i s  yo u fi na l ly  f igured out. You watch 

th e stand,  gap i n g  at the b right i nterior, as fasc inated with 
th e scene as the ten o r  twelve peo p l e  aro u n d  you. Fas
c inated to see t.v. - l i ke action right h e re i n  real l ife. The 
Taco Bel l  k ids  u p  i n  the front stare back at  yo u, m ute fear 
in t h e i r  faces, yet they look so perky in t h e i r  u n iforms,  it  is 
hard to co n n ect t h e m  with the strange d rama beh i n d  
the m .  

T h e  boy o p e n s  a n oth e r  d o o r, s h akes h i s  h ead a n d  
closes it. T h e  s ki- mask man shakes t h e  boy' s s h o u l d e r, 
waves h i s  gu n as if he is u n h appy. The boy' s m o uth fo rms 
an " 0" and even from this  d i stance, you can al l see h i s  d i s
tress. I t  is obvious h e  i s  p l ead i n g. Perhaps t h e re i s  no m o re 
mon ey. Perh aps there is a safe h e  can n ot o pe n .  W hateve r 
it is ,  the s ki- m ask m an is angry and the boy i s  vis i b l y  
sh aki ng. 

P u rp l e- Polyest e r  says to yo u ,  " T h e re' s  s o m eth i n g  
wron g." 

" H e looks m ad," says a ve ry b l o n d e  gi rl, peer ing ove r 
you r  s h o u l d e r. 

H e r boyfrie n d, fash ionably c rew- c utted and d ressed i n  
b right s u rf s h o rts, p uts h i s  arm aro u n d  h e r  s h o u l d e rs and 
says, " H ow m uc h  money did h e  t h i n k  there' d be at a 
Taco Be l l ?"  

A man i n  a grey b u s i n ess s u it says, " I f h e  wanted a lot of 
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" I  th ink  . . .  " you start to speak but there is a loud 
explosive noise and you see the young boy's face disap
pear into a mass of red, just before he slips out of your 
sight to the floor. Purple-Polyester grabs your right hand. 
Blondie gasps in your ear and puts her hand on your 
shoulder. You reach to the side and grasp the elbow of the 
business man and feel the deep trembling that started in 
you is also shaking through him. There is a general com
pression of the ten or twelve bodies around the white 
table as everyone pulls in trying to make contact, get 
reassurance, share fear. 

The ski-mask man turns to look at the service windows. 
He holds up his gun and fires. One of the boys facing out
ward drops. He fires again and Suzie, the girl with tears in  
her eyes, the girl who warned you away, she drops and 
you cry out, " No!" The gun turns so that you can look right 
down its barrel, though you are maybe fifty feet away. As a 
group, as a mass of skin, bones, breath and fear, every
body falls to their knees at exactly the same second that 
the gun fires inside the Taco Bel l  and mil l iseconds later, 
you hear an odd metallic noise and you realize the orange 
umbrella is quivering, reverberating, shaking the pole 
and shaking the white table that all of you are clinging to, 
and the reverberations go right through your a lready 
trembling bodies. 

The metallic ringing noise is drowned out by distant 
sirens that hurry nearer. You huddle together, until the 
business man strains his neck and looks, then stands 
up. 

" H e's gone," the business man says, and slowly, help
ing each other, the rest of the group stands up. Purple
Polyester is still clutching your hand, and you pat it. 

The two remaining Taco Bell employees are hysterical. 
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O n e  is scream i n g i n  s ho rt b u rsts, echoi n g  the s i re n  that 
you can hear i n  the d i stan ce. The oth e r  is d raped across 
the co u nter, her body s haki ng as she c ries.  

You and the oth e rs move forward to t h e  w i n dows. Yo u 
see ove r the cou nter a n d  rea l ize  that t h e  b rown and red 
th i n g  on t h e  f loor is  the g i r l  you h ad a l m ost s poken to. You 
back u p  a few ste ps.  

In  n o  t i m e, the po l i ce are j u m p i n g  out of b l ac k  and 
wh ite cars and ru n ni n g  past yo u. They swarm aro u n d  th e 
taco stand,  so m e  ru n n i n g  down the a l l ey, oth e rs gather
i n g  i n s i d e  and hove r ing  over the k ids  on the f loor. 

O n e  off icer comes to you r  gro u p  and asks if you wi l l  a l l  
stay f o r  a few m i n utes so they c a n  take re ports. You say 
yes. 

You go back and sit at the wh ite tab l e. P u r p l e- Polyester, 
B l o n d i e  and h e r  boyfri e n d  sit aro u n d  it with you. 

" I  can' t b e l i eve it ," says B l o n d i e, s haki ng her h ead and 
cryi n g  s i l e ntly. 

" H e j u st b l ew ' e m  away, bang, bang, bang, j ust l i ke 
that," says h e r  boyfri e n d .  H i s  face i s  wh ite and s hoc ked 
and he looks as he m u st have looked w h e n  he was ten 
years o ld .  A c h i ld ,  rea l ly, not a grown- u p  at al l. 

" Wh y  ki l l  those k ids ,  why?" says P u r p l e. " I t' s n ot t h e i r  
fau lt, it' s n o t  t h e i r  b u s i n ess.  They can't h e l p  it  i f  there i s n't  
any m o n ey." 

You all agree. Purp le  h o l d s  you r h a n d  on to p of the 
tab le,  and B lon d i e  takes you r oth e r  hand.  H e r boyfrie n d  
i s  w ra p p e d  t i gh t l y  a ro u n d  h e r, h i s  h ead agai n st h e r  
s h o u l d e r. 

The pol i ce are b usy a n d  you tal k q u i etly with these 
three people for about ha l f  an hour. You re- l ive it  ove r and 
ove r. B lo n d i e  says, " I  can sti l l  see the k id,  shaking h is  
h ead." Yo u say, I cou l d  t e l l  h e  was apologi z i n g, that h e  
was p l ead i n g. "  Th e boyfrie n d  says, " T h e  way h e  raised h i s  
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gu n ." P u r p l e  says, "The way the u m b re l l a  s h ook when t h e  
b u l let  h it it." You a l l  agree that wh e n  he tu rned the gun 
toward you r  gro u p, you each thought you wou l d  d i e. You 
swear that you loo ked down the barrel, that yo u knew it  
was poi nted at you, that you cou l d  see the b u l let  i n  the 
cham ber, the f i n ge r  tighte n i n g, the s low cruel  h e artbeat 
i n  the chest beh i n d  the hand b e h i n d  the g u n .  You knew 
yo u were d ead. " I f you guys h ad n' t p u l l ed m e  down with 
yo u . . .  " you shake you r  h ead, and the h an d s  hol d i n g  
you rs squeeze a n d  console.  

T h e  p o l i ce f i n a l l y  tal k to yo u .  They tal k to you a l l  
together, then tal k b rief ly to you a lone. F i n al ly, they say 
you can l eave. You go ove r  and h u g  P u r p l e- Po lyeste r. You 
h u g  B l o n d i e  and h e r  boyfri e n d  toget h e r  as if they were 
one person. You wal k up the street, head i ng back to you r  
apartm e nt. T h e  last t h i n g  you need i s  a m ovie, s o  you cal l 
Karen an d beg off. I n stead of the m ovie, you s p e n d  the 
n ight watch i n g  stu pid  sit- co m s  on tv. You l o n g  fo r t h e  
com pany o f  P u r p l e, or B lon d i e  and the boyfrie n d. You 
want to d iscuss t h i s  one m o re t i m e. You've shared som e
th i n g  with them that you n ever sh ared with Kare n and 
Donald ,  a n d  even though they are you r best  fri e n d s ,  they 
can' t poss i b l y  know you o r  h e l p  you l i ke P u r p l e  and B lo n
d i e  a n d  boyfri e n d. You th i n k, "This  m u st be what it' s  l i ke 
i n  war, th i s  m u st be what it' s l i ke after a p l an e  crash." 
S l e e p  ove rcomes need, and you toss fitfu l l y  the whole 
n ight o n  the couch. 

Two wee ks late r you wal k  past the Taco Bel l. A heavy
set woman i n  red pants a n d  a b l u e  sweatsh i rt is at the 
w h i t e  tab l e, l o o k i n g  at yo u from u n d e r  the o ra n ge 
u m b re l l a. S h e  eats a taco, h o l d i n g  it  caref u l l y i n  two 
hands.  You wo n d e r, " I s  that Purp le?"  But her face i s  n ot 
cl ear i n  you r  m e m o ry and you wal k on past. 
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