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Conchoidal Fractures 

 

 

 Conchita sat on her back step before school, watching her father in his lawn chair, 

smoking one of those thin cigarettes she usually associated with her mother. She tied on a 

sandal and smoothed the thin cotton of her summer skirt. Her mother hated the color of it, 

a bright blue unlike water. It was closer to the clear sky and Conchita loved it. She felt as 

if she’d been dipped in heaven and hung out to dry. Her mother would tell her to wear a 

slip, if she hadn’t already gone to work for the Mitchell’s in their big white house. 

Conchita’s house was big too, but gone a dirty gray with dust. It was also right next to the 

freeway. At night, Conchita could hear the sounds of cars passing outside her window. 

She liked to play a game with herself, imagining she could tell where the cars were going 

just by the rhythm of their wheels. That one, she would say to the wall above her head, is 

heading for Los Angeles, and that one, which sounds like a convertible, is going north to 

San Francisco, where the air is cooler.  

 Conchita’s father was out of work, like so many other older men in town, so he 

could loll all day in the tatty orange and yellow plastic lawn chair, his feet up on a tree 

stump. She wondered if he minded the way the cars passed him there, if he ever felt 

embarrassed.  
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 “Chi-chi,” he said, lighting another slim cigarette and then coughing. 

 “What?” she said. 

 “How old will your sister be tomorrow?” 

 Conchita frowned. “You mean you don’t know?” 

 “Come on Chi-Chi, I’m old. My mind is going. I can’t help it.” 

 She smiled then, and darted across the dry dirt of their yard to kiss him on the 

cheek. Quickly, so passing drivers would be left wondering what they had seen. 

 “She’ll be eleven.” 

 “Ah. . . so old, your sister. How old are you? Ten? You’re still young. She’s an 

old maid.” 

 Conchita giggled. 

 “I’m nine, Daddy.” 

 “Of course you are.” 

 “I’ve got to go to school, now.” 

 “Ok. Kiss your ancient father again before you go off.” 

 She obliged him, pressing her lips to his warm, stubbled cheek before dashing to 

the front door. 

 Eduardo was there first today, wearing shorts and a dirty t-shirt. 

 “You wore that yesterday,” she said, shouldering her new pink backpack. 

 “I know. My mom didn’t do any laundry this week. I don’t have anything else.” 

 She shrugged. 

 “No one will notice anyway. I only do ‘cause I see you every day.” 

 “Yeah,” he said. They passed the corner liquor store and stood waiting for the 

light to change. Cars rushed along the road, most of them turning up the on-ramp to the 

freeway. In a few moments, Conchita thought, they would pass her father. 
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 The light turned and they crossed together, Eduardo walking with his school 

swagger, which he always adopted right about here so that the tough boys who patrolled 

their neighborhood wouldn’t beat him up. Sometimes they did anyway, but mostly they 

just ignored him, with his skinny legs and bucked teeth. 

 “Something weird happened to me this morning,” Conchita said. “It was like I 

was hit with something, like the whole universe or something.” 

 “When?” Eduardo asked, without sounding surprised. 

 “When I got up. I was standing at the window, you know, the one that looks out at 

the freeway, and then I felt it.” 

 “It happens to my sister all the time,” Eduardo said. “It’s just part of being a girl.” 

 “No stupid,” she said, hitting him on the arm. His small muscles were hard and 

stringy under his sleeve. “Not that.  I mean, something else. Like a shot, here.” She 

pointed to her abdomen. 

 Eduardo glanced at her stomach, but said nothing. 

 “My father had to ask how old my sister was today,” she said, to change the 

subject. 

 “Didn’t he know?” Eduardo asked. 

 “Uh uh.” 

 “How old is she, again?” Eduardo said casually. 

 “Eleven,” she said, kicking at him, but not very hard. 

 “That’s what I thought.” 

 “I think sometimes that everyone else is forgetting things and that it’s my duty to 

remember them,” Conchita mused as they walked past the Starlight Motel, which was 

painted Barbie-doll pink, a color Conchita found to be very unlike any star light she had 

ever seen. “Yesterday my mother and I went shopping at Lucky’s and she almost forgot 
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to get milk. I had to remind her. Then last night she forgot to close the back door and I 

woke up because the dog had come in. I mean, I shouldn’t have to remember everything 

for everyone.” 

 “Well, I haven’t forgotten anything,” Eduardo said. 

 “Except how old Eleana is.” 

 “I knew. I just wasn’t positive.” 

 “Sure,” she said. 

 Conchita reached around her back and pulled her bag forward. Digging into it, 

she searched for a rubber band. Eduardo turned up the path that led to the big estate 

houses. Technically, they could walk on the sidewalk below, but this diversion for the 

rich fascinated them. Imagine, Conchita thought, building your houses up away from the 

street, on their own little hill. Away from the sound of the cars. The freeway didn’t pass 

by these houses, having veered off toward the desert after her house. 

 Conchita pulled her hair back, straining it up into a high pony-tail that bobbed 

when she walked. Her mother hated it when she wore her hair that way. She said that 

only rich white girls wore their hair up. Conchita thought that was a wonderful reason to 

wear it that way. Besides, she had better hair than those rich white girls, long and black. 

She washed it every night in the sink with shampoo and then soaked it in mayonnaise 

until when she rinsed the thick white away her hair shimmered like obsidian. She had 

learned about obsidian in school. She could remember it best because when it broke, its 

fractures moved out in ever-increasing circles, like ripples on the surface of a puddle. 

These were called conchoidal fractures, and she had liked the word conchoidal. It 

sounded a bit like her own name. 

 “You know what, Eduardo?” she said as they walked past a massive yellow 

house, the date 1873 carved into its lintel. 
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 “What?” 

 “My house it as old as that one.” 

 “Really?” Eduardo said. “It sure looks its age,” he said, and they giggled. 

 “Do you want to stop in at Smiley’s?” Eduardo asked her. 

 “Sure,” she said. “Do you have money this time?” 

 “Yeah,” Eduardo said. “I’ve been doing my brother’s paper route.” 

 “Why doesn’t your brother do it?” 

 “He forgets and sleeps through his alarm.” 

 Conchita took this as more proof that the world was fast becoming the 

responsibility of the wrong people. Off of the shoulders of those who should be taking 

care of her and her friends, and onto Eduardo’s slim frame. It frightened her, and she was 

sure that it had something to do with the feeling she had that morning, looking out at the 

thousands of cars winding their way to work. 

 “So how much do you make?” she asked. 

 “Fifteen bucks. He gives me three-quarters of it.” 

 “What?” She was indignant. “That’s ridiculous. You should get your own route 

and do it yourself. Then you’d make all the money.” 

 “He does weekends, though,” Eduardo said. “And besides, Mama wouldn’t let me 

do it on Sundays. Not till my Confirmation is done.” 

 “Oh,” she said, and turned with him into Smiley’s, the local mini-mart. They 

checked out the candy shelves, each bright with rows of neatly stacked chocolate bars 

and rolls of sweets. 

 “What are you getting?” Eduardo asked her.  

 “I don’t know, maybe a Violet Crumble.” 

 “Yuck,” Eduardo said. 



 

6 

 Conchita loved Violet Crumbles, mostly because they were from Australia, and 

that sounded exciting. She was fairly sure that she would never go to Arizona, much less 

Australia. At home they had a world map that she had gotten out of an issue of National 

Geographic. Her mother had helped her pin it up on her bedroom wall, right next to the 

pictures of Johnny Depp and the current members of Menudo. She liked to stand and 

look at it, after she had washed her hair and was waiting for the hot air of her room to dry 

it. The dampness left a pleasant cool streak down her back through her cotton nightie. 

She could see how far away Australia was. Tracing her finger down the map, she tried to 

count out the number of miles from Southern California to Sydney, but she could never 

seem to get it right. Because of that map, Conchita got an “A+” in Geography. The plus 

was for the bonus questions, finding New Zealand and “What country is Lake Baikal in?” 

 Her mother stood behind her, sometimes, when she wasn’t too tired from work, 

and pointed out places in Mexico where Conchita’s family still lived. Her mother’s 

brother lived in Oaxaca, where the local Indians had built grand temples and cities, all 

buried under mountains of soil. Once, when she was about seven, her mother had taken 

her and her sister to see their uncle. He had stood them up on top of a hill, looked out 

across the plain and pointed out the thousands of hills dotting the landscape. 

 “Do you see all those hills?” Uncle Max had said. “Each one of those is a temple, 

or a house, or a marketplace. All of them are buried there, like graves, see?” 

 “Why don’t they dig them up?” Conchita had asked. She had been very impressed 

by the ruins, particularly when told that the Indians had built one of the first toilets there. 

She had thought that was much better than the rock-crystal goblets or the chief’s green-

feather headdresses. 
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 “The government doesn’t have the money,” Uncle Max had told her. “The 

government of the U.S.A. has destroyed our economy to help their own. We have no 

more money to dig with.” 

 “You mean Mexicans are poor here too?” she had said in horror. She had hoped 

that somewhere there was a reason to be proud. 

 Eduardo paid for her candy bar, when he found out she was going to use her lunch 

money. The man who ran the store knew them by now and didn’t follow them around 

with his eyes while they made their choices. 

 “Hola, Eduardo,” he said. “Are you buying for the little Mrs.?” 

 Eduardo blushed and Conchita laughed.  

 “He wishes,” she said. 

 She had never told anyone, but she was fairly sure she would marry Eduardo one 

day, when they were old enough. She had known him her whole life. Their mothers had 

sat talking on her porch when they were both pregnant, so Conchita supposed that they 

had even known each other before they were born. Eduardo wasn’t as good looking as 

some of the tough boys, but Conchita didn’t value bravado. The tough boys frightened 

her, though not in an immediate way. In her mind she could see them in ten years, 

lounging like young panthers, their hair slicked back and secured by a black hair net, 

their hands contorted into strange shapes by years of posturing. She knew the girls who 

hung around them, wearing gang jackets and tight skirts. But she had also seen them 

lying in pools of their own blood, heads crushed by the force of their bodies’ hitting the 

pavement, bullet holes pock-marking their skin. Before the gun battles, she and Eduardo 

had liked to walk home from school past the high school, its streams of students like 

fantasies to them, ideal pages from Seventeen Magazine. Now they walked the long way 

around, and Conchita dreamed of gunfire like rain. 
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 Outside, they were joined by two other girls, Sarita and Sarah, who were in 

Conchita’s class. They talked brightly of new clothes for the new year, and Conchita held 

her backpack close. It was the only new thing she had been able to buy and only because 

her old one had finally broken beyond her mother’s stitched repairs. 

 “Conchita,” Sarah said. “Has your father gone back to work yet?” 

 She sounded like she meant to be nice, but Conchita hated her anyway. 

 “No. But he’s still looking.” 

 “I’m sure he’ll find something soon,” Sarah said. 

 “Yeah,” Conchita said. 

 “There must be something he can do,” Sarita said, smacking her gum. 

 Eduardo stopped to tie his shoe. 

 “You two go on ahead,” Conchita said. Then she knelt beside Eduardo. “Thanks.” 

 “No problem,” he said, retying the lace. “I hate them too.” 

 “He’s not looking, you know,” she said. 

 “I know,” Eduardo said. 

 “Maybe we could get a paper route together,” she said. “My mom doesn’t care if I 

work on the weekends. I’m not getting confirmed.” 

 “Eleana was,” Eduardo said, straightening up. 

 “I know. We can’t afford it though. Mom says I was baptized, that ought to be 

enough for God.” 

 What she really said had more to do with God finding her husband a job before 

she would dedicate any more of her kids to Him, but Conchita had had enough Sunday 

school to know blasphemy when she heard it. 

 “Well, maybe,” Eduardo said. “It’d be fun to do it together. But I wouldn’t like 

you going around on your own on the weekends. It’s not light yet at four in the morning.” 
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 “I’d be fine,” Conchita said. 

 Up ahead they could see their school, its tanned walls surrounded by a high fence. 

There hadn’t been a fence until a man with a machine gun had walked onto a playground 

in Stockton and started shooting. She had been interested in the Stockton massacre. Other 

kids had told her that the kids in Stockton wouldn’t go out onto the playground 

afterwards. They had said it was haunted. The school had tried to talk to them about it, 

had tried bringing in psychologists and doctors, had even tried talking to their parents, 

but nothing worked. Then someone at the school council had suggested an exorcism, but 

none of the local churches would do one. They offered counselors instead, but the 

children had already talked to hundreds of counselors. At last they found an ancient 

Buddhist priest who had been willing to come. The children had assembled out on the 

playground and watched as the old man, resplendent in his orange robe and clicking 

beads, as familiar as their own rosaries, had wandered around the sight of the massacre 

saying prayers and sprinkling everything with the scent of incense and saffron. The 

ghosts had gone, he had said to the children. They were at rest now, no longer afraid of a 

violent heaven. The children had stopped seeing spirits. Conchita wished the priest would 

come to the high school. Then she and Eduardo could walk past it again, and she could 

stop dreaming of falling bullets. 

 At the school gates she could see them, the tough kids, standing in tight groups, 

their hands buried in their pockets. They wore L.A. Raiders baseball caps and long-

sleeved shirts to hide their bruises, some self-inflicted, most not. Eduardo stiffened 

beside her, and arranged his books in his hands so that they could be swung-out with 

force if necessary. 

 One of the boys began the chant. It was like a ritual, now. Some days that ritual 

ended with a push, some days with a punch. Conchita readied herself to ignore him. 



 

10 

 “Conchita Banana, Conchita Banana. Who’s yellow, Banana Baby? Conchita 

Banana? Come here and sit on my face, little Banana, I’ll peel you good!” 

 She knew that the taunt was not really aimed at her. Eduardo shouted at them. 

 “Shut up, you stupid niggers!” 

 It was a terrible insult, since they weren’t black. He would never have called a 

black boy that name. But to these boys, the name raged and stuck. 

 The biggest boy sauntered over to Eduardo, casually glancing back at his friends 

as if to say, look, no big deal, this one. 

 Eduardo dropped his books. 

 “Okay, stupid, okay,” the bigger boy said. 

 “Leave him alone,” Conchita said. She could tell, already, that this was not a 

pushing day. The pit of her stomach burned. 

 “What, little Banana? Come over here, little baby and let me kiss your ass.” 

 “Or somewhere else,” one of the others yelled. 

 Eduardo charged, snorting like a small terrier, worrying the bigger boy with his 

fists. But he was no match and Conchita saw him fall to them, kicked viciously in the 

stomach as he lay groaning on the cement. Out of one of the classrooms, she saw a 

teacher watching, a pale face just behind the curtain. Loathing filled Conchita, knocking 

the pain from her stomach and forcing a scream of pure rage and frustration from her 

mouth. The noise was so loud that the boy stopped kicking Eduardo and stared. 

 “Something wrong, banana-breath?” 

 She dived for him, the force of her body knocking him backwards like a bullet. 

He reached for her long hair, to pull her off of him, but it slipped from his fingers like 

water. She hit him then, smashing his face with her fist, remembering to leave her thumbs 
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out so they wouldn’t break, just like her father had told her when her mother wasn’t 

listening. 

 “You leave my friend alone,” she cried. “Don’t you ever touch him again, do you 

hear?” Then she broke his nose. 

 “Get off me!” he yelled, scrabbling at her and spraying blood across her blue 

skirt, but she wasn’t moving off of him yet. 

 “Conchita! Conchita!” She heard her name being called in the background, an 

adult’s call. So now you come, she thought. 

 Slowly, she stood, holding his body between her feet until she was up. He curled 

when she released him, like an armadillo, protecting his delicate stomach. She took a step 

backwards, aware that other kids were gathered now, holding the rest of the tough boys 

back, anxious for her to win. She lifted one foot and kicked his head, hard, just like she 

kicked the big red rubber balls in gym class. Through the thin toe of last year’s shoes she 

could feel the bone of his skull as she connected. She thought she could feel it crack. 

 Later, in the principal’s office, seated next to Eduardo and feeling her own bruises 

carefully, she heard that the other boy would be fine, that she had not broken his skull. Of 

course it made sense. Bone was hard, like stone, and her foot was small still. But 

someday she would be bigger. 

 “It’s such a shame when children like her turn violent,” the principal said to her 

mother, who looked confused and tired in her maid’s uniform. Her mother understood so 

little English. 

 “She’s a good girl,” her mother said. 

 “I’m sure she is, usually.” The principal shifted his stacks of paper and smiled at 

Conchita. “She’s sure tough. She’s going to need that, living here. People think I’m 

foolish, that just because I’m an old man I don’t know what it’s like out there. But 
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they’re mistaken, Mrs. Lopez. I do know. I’ve been waiting for that kid to pull something 

like this for months. He’s certainly been asking for it. I’m willing to overlook this 

incident, to an extent, because your daughter is usually so well-behaved. And I’ll tell you 

something, Mrs. Lopez, I’m not willing to lose any more good kids. I lose so many. So 

I’m giving her a week’s suspension and at the end of the year, if she’s good, I’ll take it 

off her record. Ok?” 

 Her mother nodded. Conchita knew she would have to explain it all later. 

 “Ok, Mrs. Lopez, you can take her home now. I’ll send Eduardo by with her 

homework later.” 

 Conchita rose with her mother and took her hand as they left. Her mother’s skin 

was dry and cracked from washing other people’s dishes and mopping other families’ 

floors. 

 “Little one,” her mother said in Spanish as they stepped out into the day’s heat, 

“What did you do?” 

 “I hit a boy who was beating up Eduardo,” she said. 

 “That’s not a good thing to do,” her mother said. “You should let Eduardo fight 

his own battles.” 

 “He couldn’t,” she said. “I had to do it for him.” 

 “Yes,” her mother sighed. “That day comes eventually. But I had hoped you 

would be older before it did.” 

 Conchita didn’t understand.  

 “I’m going to have you confirmed,” her mother said, after a moment. “I don’t care 

how much it costs.” 

 “Are you sure?” Conchita said. “I thought God wasn’t getting any more of your 

kids.” 
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 Her mother laughed and kissed the top of Conchita’s head. “Somebody’s got to 

look after you when I’m not around,” she said. 

 Conchita felt a sense of relief. “You mean God will take care of me?” 

 “In one way or another,” her mother said, stroking Conchita’s hair. 

 Conchita nodded and thought of the old Buddhist. “Like an exorcism,” she said. 

  

  

  

  

  


