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Broken Chain
by Gary Soto

Alfonso sat on the porch trying to push his crooked teeth to where he thought they belonged. He hated the way
he looked. Last week he did fifty sit-ups a day, thinking that he would burn those already apparent ripples on his
stomach to even deeper ripples, dark ones, so when he went swimming at the canal next summer, girls in cut-offs
would notice. And the guys would think he was tough, someone who could take a punch and give it back. He
wanted “cuts” like those he had seen on a calendar of an Aztec warrior standing on a pyramid with a woman in
his arms. (Even she had cuts he could see beneath her thin dress.) The calendar hung above the cash register at
La Plaza. Orsua, the owner, said Alfonso could have the calendar at the end of the year if the waitress, Yolanda,
didn’t take it first.

Alfonso studied the magazine pictures of rock stars for a hairstyle. He liked the way Prince looked—and the
bass player from Los Lobos. Alfonso thought he would look cool with his hair razored into a V in the back and
streaked purple. But he knew his mother wouldn’t go for it. And his father, who was puro Mexicano, would sit
m his chair after work, sullen as a toad, and call him “sissy.”

Alfonso didn’t dare color his hair. But one day he had had it butched on the top, like in the magazines. His father
had come home that evening from a softball game, happy that his team had drilled four homers i a thirteen-to-
five bashing of Color Tile. He’d swaggered mto the living room but had stopped cold when he saw Alfonso and
asked, not joking but with real concern, “Did you hurt your head at school? ;Qué pas6?”’

Alfonso had pretended not to hear his father and had gone to his room, where he studied his hair from all angles
m the mirror. He liked what he saw until he smiled and realized for the first time that his teeth were crooked, like
a pile of wrecked cars. He grew depressed and turned away from the mirror. He sat on his bed and leafed
through the rock magazine until he came to the rock star with the butched top. His mouth was closed, but
Alfonso was sure his teeth weren’t crooked.

Alfonso didn’t want to be the handsomest kid at school, but he was determined to be better looking than
average. The next day he spent his lawn-mowing money on a new shirt and, with a pocketknife, scooped the
moons of dirt from under his fingernails.

He spent hours in front of the mirror trying to herd his teeth into place with his thumb. He asked his mother if he
could have braces, like Frankie Molina, her godson, but he asked at the wrong time. She was at the kitchen
table licking the envelope to the house payment. She glared up at him. “Do you think money grows on trees?”

His mother clipped coupons from magazines and newspapers, kept a vegetable garden in the summer, and
shopped at Penney’s and K-Mart. Their family ate a lot of frijoles, which was OK because nothing else tasted
so good, though one time Alfonso had had Chinese pot stickers and thought they were the next best food in the
world.

He didn’t ask his mother for braces again, even when she was in a better mood. He decided to fix his teeth by
pushing on them with his thumbs. After breakfast that Saturday he went to his room, closed the door quietly,
turned the radio on, and pushed for three hours straight.
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He pushed for ten minutes, rested for five, and every half hour, during a radio commercial, checked to see if his
smile had improved. It hadn’t.

Eventually he grew bored and went outside with an old gym sock to wipe down his bike, a ten-speed from
Montgomery Ward. His thumbs were tired and wrinkled and pink, the way they got when he stayed in the
bathtub too long.

Alfonso’s older brother, Ernie, rode up on his Montgomery Ward bicycle looking depressed. He parked his
bike against the peach tree and sat on the back steps, keeping his head down and stepping on ants that came too
close.

Alfonso knew better than to say anything when Ernie looked mad. He turned his bike over, balancing it on the
handlebars and seat, and flossed the spokes with the sock. When he was finished, he pressed a knuckle to his
teeth until they tingled.

Ernie groaned and said, “Ah, man.”

Alfonso waited a few minutes before asking, “What’s the matter?”” He pretended not to be too interested. He
picked up a wad of steel wool and continued cleaning the spokes.

Ernie hesitated, not sure if Alfonso would laugh. But it came out. “Those girls didn’t show up. And you better not

laugh.”

“What girls?”

Click here to navigate through the story: page 1, page 2, page 3, Homework.
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