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Past Imperfect



“‘Who the hell picks up a newspaper anymore?! Nobody. That's who. Nobody!”

Celeste said to no one as she sat on the floor, against her door with the cat on her lap. Of course, it
was unfair to blame the free press for the events of the day. But everything that happened was so,
well, she didn’t quite have a word to describe what had just happened. Nevertheless, it all started with
her picking up a local newspaper on the bus. “That’s certainly the last time I pick up one of those
damned things!”

She stroked her cat’s soft fur and ran back everything she’d experienced in the longest half an hour of
her life—if for no other reason than to scrub it from her consciousness like outtakes in the movie of
her existence.

~ K~ K~ K~

Celeste sat in her living room in relative shock. It’d been less than five minutes since her guests arrived
and already she could feel this might be an unmitigated disaster. It was certainly obvious that her two
female guests (mother America and daughter Kara) were not pleased to be there. But it was too late.
There they all were and it was Celeste who had invited them.

She had no choice but to stay the course and be a good hostess now.

The man in the room, Jon, was the first boy Celeste played with—their houses shared a fence and
they met there from the moment she learned to walk. They’d grown up together, almost as extended
family, even after his parents moved to a new town. Eventually life took them on different paths and
they had not kept in touch, though there was a family connection dating back years (meaning that the
elders still exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional visit).

Today’s reunion, and introduction to his family, would give them both the opportunity to interact as
adults. They had never done that. It’d be as in the old days when their families would get together for
holiday meals, bring fancy desserts from one of the bakeries in the city, drink wine and cocktails, and
chat and laugh and shoot the breeze for hours. Today they’d reignite a tradition that had existed
between their people going back generations.

Celeste had seen her friend’s name and picture in the local paper weeks ago and immediately got in
touch. He’d been so excited to introduce her to his family. His family, the mother and daughter in her
apartment at the moment, seemed far less excited about the whole thing.

And so here they all were: sharing a little awkwardness between friends and friends-to-be.

She felt the unveiled contempt at the door when Jon introduced them and his wife’s reply to Celeste’s
greeting of “So nice to finally meet you!” was to smirk. The girl, Kara, seemed curious but stuck close
to her mother in solidarity.

Now, Jon, his daughter Kara, and Celeste sat in the living room, when they heard a small crash and
what sounded like a gasp, and a semi-muffled scream of surprise and disgust, “UGH-AAAH!” The
next sound was of a full body slam on the bathroom door, an “Oh. My. God!” and the sound of her



collection of antique perfume bottles knocking against each other, as Jon’s wife slammed against the
tiny vanity.

The gitl’s head turned towards the hallway and her eyes darted back to her father, obviously concerned.
Jon, on the other hand, was truly engaged with the platter of jalapefio poppers he found on the coffee
table. Celeste felt a pang of guilt as she snacked on a nacho and dipped it in gueso before her guest had
tasted some, especially under the circumstances.

“Oh no,” Celeste said and let out a small laugh, “I think your mom just got caught snooping.”
“My mother doesn’t do that!” Kara snapped.

“It’s okay, hon,” Celeste assured her. “It’s just human nature for people to be curious, so most find
themselves unable to help it and look in other people’s medicine cabinets... Not exactly a social
taboo.”

Jon looked up briefly and sucked his finger in absolute delight. A smile changed the stern lines of his
face—that military authoritative look—and Celeste recognized her old friend lurking behind the
playful eyes as he called out, “Meri, dear wife, are you okay in there?”

“I am fine!” was the reply from his loving wife. She sounded a little annoyed. “Childish! I hope y’all
had a good laugh about it.”

Celeste had her face in a large wine glass, trying not to laugh, and further antagonize her young guest
who’d want to defend her mothet’s honor. The truth was she felt a little embarrassed and mortified
for Jon’s wife and imagined this would do little to relax the woman. Though, it seemed to Celeste, that
someone named America ought not to find herself in such a ridiculous and undignified predicament.

“My old college friends are idiots and they keep rotating the places where they leave that giant plastic
roach,” she told them as much to explain herself as to help her guest save face. “My friend Rob is
particularly fond of leaving that damned thing in medicine cabinets, and sometimes I find the stupid
thing weeks after a visit. They’re just being silly...” Celeste caught Jon’s eye and added, in a softer
tone and almost a whisper, “But it is hell on guests who aren’t expecting it and go snooping against
their better judgement.”

The two old friends burst into laughter, no doubt picturing the horror in Meri’s face as she found
herself face to face with a mutant roach falling out of the medicine cabinet she was about to secretly
explore and silently judge. They tried to contain their laughter, but they exchanged a glance and lost
their composure, giggling like little kids. Kara watched her father with a combination of disbelief and
amazement, and a little resentment. She eyed Celeste with curiosity and maybe a little hostility.

“My mother doesn’t snoop on people’s bathroom cabinets,” the gitl repeated. “Mommy says only low
class people do that kind of thing. We are not low class pegple.”

Jon sneered and said loud enough so that his wife heard behind the closed door in the bathroom,
“Nobody cares, Meri. Just come out. We can all pretend we don’t see the sun when the sky’s not
cloudy.”



The girl looked embarrassed, but then who wants to have their parents’ bad marriage show its
imperfections in front of witnesses? The girl sat slightly hunched, as if trying to escape physically onto
herself, her eyes mostly cast down—though her curiosity betrayed her and Celeste caught her quietly
observing everything and Celeste in particular, with her large, sad eyes.

America came back with a look that combined seething hatred and sheepishness. Celeste was afraid
to approach her but these people were her guests. She had invited them all hoping to forge new
friendships with her oldest friend’s most important people.

“I’'m so sorry. It’s a silly tradition,” Celeste said. “College friends still acting in a sophomoric fashion.”

Jon had not looked up to acknowledge his wife’s return. He’d commandeered the jalapefio poppers
and that held his full attention. Meri had a manic look on her face and Celeste swore she saw a little
malice in her grin as she said, “Well, it should do your heart good to know that all the men who pass
through here are emotional eunuchs just like you, so obviously she has a type...”

Celeste was fairly sure there was a dig at her in the statement, but there was just a little more venom
there for Jon and perhaps it was best not to get involved. So she let it pass. Clearly, this woman did
not want to be here and was forced to accept the lunch invitation because her husband imposed it.
Celeste should have realized this when they were introduced at the door and Meri stared her down,
would not shake her hand, and pushed past her as she muttered, “Oh for god’s sake, let’s just get this
over with already.”

The contemptuous wife’s attitude was countered by Jon’s embrace, something Celeste had not
experienced since she was seventeen. And it was genuinely lovely to see him again after so many years
apart. And she had to admit she felt a bittersweet pleasure in the feel of his arms around her. But she
ignored the pleasure and the regret, and instead focused on the fact that he was back in her life and
their friendship could grow to another level of chosen family.

It was obvious that Jon and America were having issues, but it was unlikely to be related to their lunch
date, and Celeste was determined to be a good hostess. It was important to her that this was a
successful event.

“May I offer you something to drink?” Celeste hoped pumping Meri full of alcohol might loosen her
up a bit. “I have sangria, wine, beer...”

“We don’t drink.”

Obviously, Celeste thought, she meant the royal we as just then Jon chugged his beer. His wife, visibly
offended by the vulgar sound was further humiliated by the sheer defiance and for his showing her
up as a liar.

Meri sighed, heavily and loudly. It was so melodramatic that Celeste had to fight the urge to laugh at
her.



“I” she emphasized, “I do not drink. The last time alcohol touched my lips I ended up with #haz.” She
pointed to their daughter and the poor child tried to compress her tall, lanky frame into a tiny, invisible
spot on the wall.

“You know that’s not how you get pregnant, right?”” Celeste joked, trying to change the subject quickly.

Jon and Kara laughed, despite the open hostility in the room. Perhaps they laughed precisely because
of it. It was more nervous laughter than the natural reaction to her wit.

“Don’t be crass,” America admonished.

“You brought it up,” Celeste replied. “Besides, if a touch of alcohol brought you this beauty, I'd build
an altar to Bacchus or the party demi-god of your choice. We should all be so lucky.”

The teenager was now paying attention, her own hostility momentarily forgotten. She was still trying
to blend into the background, but she was more alert. She allowed herself to sit straight up, and push
her hair back, away from her face. And Celeste could swear she could read both shock and delight in
the girl’s expression.

“Beauty?” her mother said and cackled. “Look at her. She looks just like her father!”
“Yes, I know,” Celeste said. “She’s gorgeous.”

“If you used your eyes rather than your nether regions, you’d see that is not a look that works for a
female. She looks like a girlie man with a horse face and long hair.”

Celeste turned to the girl, and again Kara was trying to make herself invisible and her eyes were
beginning to glisten as she fought against them welling up. It looked to Celeste that the child had
deflated and flattened and was now willing herself to fold into an infinitesimal smallness until she
reached near nothingness.

“Don’t listen to that,” Celeste said to the kid. “You are beautiful now, and in the next year or two, as
your face and body begin to change and soften and fill out, you’ll become an exotic beauty! Men,
women, and even pets will turn their heads when you walk into a room and you will take their breath
away. Trust me. You are halfway there now. Trust me you are going to be spectacular. Victoria’s Secret
Angels will be jealous of you!”

Her father looked on Kara with a wistful smile and winked at her, “See? I keep telling you to just
wait...” The girl blushed but was visibly pleased. This was not a child used to getting compliments.
Her mother, as expected, was not happy.

“Better she be smart.” America broke the magic of the moment and her daughter caught herself in a
confusing moment. Poor Kara looked like a deer caught in the lights.

“Women are disadvantaged enough, better she have both beauty and brains!” Celeste replied and
turned back to the girl. “Of course, beauty is fleeting and your true value as a person is not your outer
beauty but what is in your heart and soul.” Kara nodded in agreement. “But a beautiful soul does make



the outer shell that much more attractive,” Celeste said and smiled at the girl. “Anyways, are you going
to attend school on base or will you go to St. Xavier’s Academy just right off base, do you know yet?”

Before the girl could fully articulate that she did not know her mother chimed in that she’d be going
to school in the base like the rest of the military children. “Of course,” she added as if Celeste was a
mentally defective child.

“Well, the problem is that the base is already half empty and most of the troop resources have begun
to run their budgetary course,” Celeste said. “Everybody knows that Jon’s job is to close down the
base and hand it over to the local government for civilian use.”

America’s head snapped toward her husband and her eyes told a story of betrayal.

“It isn’t exactly a secret. This has been the news story for the last eighteen months around here, and
it was finally confirmed when Jon was assigned as the officer who’d close the base. It was in the paper
and all the local television stations.”

“No shop talk,” Jon said. “Today is strictly pleasure.”

“No shop,” Celeste agreed. “But the girl’s future is of critical importance and, if you can afford it, you
ought to send her to the Academy. They have a 98% graduation rate or something ridiculously high.
Their senior classes tend to be about 90% college-bound with almost half doing the Ivy League circuit
— with partial to full scholarships. A smart girl would be a very successful student at the Academy and
beyond. Plus, she’ll have a bigger canvas to play with. You know how you military types tend get a
little provincial when you congregate.”

Jon and the Kara were all ears and this disturbed America a great deal.
“It is not your call. You don’t tell me how to parent my child,” America said.

“Nobody should!” Celeste was quick to add. “Just giving you options -- you are moving to my neck
of the woods, and I may be privy to some information you could use.” Sensing her words were falling
on deaf ears, Celeste turned to her childhood friend and continued, “Plus I know after-school activities
at the base are limited right now and will be fewer yet by the time you are done, Jon. At the Academy,

Kara can have her choice of daily extracurricular activities—from sports to social, academic and career
clubs.”

“She doesn’t need more things to do,” America said. “She needs to be home doing her homework
and chores!”

“But scholarships are attached to extracurricular activities,” Celeste said. “And colleges will be looking
at how well-rounded her academic career was. They won’t take into consideration whether she took
out the garbage every Tuesday night... Her grades will be matched to involvement in her community,
and that’s what extracurricular activities are for!”



A small conversation between father and daughter left America silent for a moment, and this made
her turn her attention to Celeste and as the two women looked each other in the eye, one thing was
undeniable: one of them detested the other with a passion.

“Are we going to be eating anytime soon?”

Celeste had to give the woman credit; she certainly knew how to kill joy the moment she encountered
any.

Jon and Kara had not noticed the exchange, happily chatting about high school, when Celeste gently
nudged them towards the dining room.

“Let’s move on to the table,” she said pointing to the open room behind them. “I have a lovely little
feast prepared in your honor.”

Celeste felt the harrumph escape Meri and travel the length of distance between them to vibrate her
whole body. That woman was actively trying to start something and Celeste would not allow it. Not
in her house. No# today!

She sat Kara and her father at the head of the table opposite each other, and Celeste and Meri would
be facing each other in the middle. This idea now seemed less than ideal, but she had decorated a
cookie with everyone’s first name and used it as a placeholder. It would be peculiar if she tried to
change their sitting arrangement now.

The table contained a pitcher of milk, a bottle of vodka, and tiny caddy with several bottles of hot
sauce.

“If you like hot sauce, help yourselves. The ones at this end are mild, the middle are spicy to hot, and
the ones at the other end will kill you. The ghost pepper one don’t even open because it might take
your eyebrows right off just from the fumes! But if you end up with something spicier than you
intended, you can drink milk (or vodka for the adults) to cleanse your palate.”

She tried to sound enthusiastic but was becoming hopeless quickly. Her centerpiece was the piéce de
résistance and she was so proud of it. It was the tackiest thing she owned. An oil and vinegar set. The
cruet was shaped like the body of a bull (with long wiry hair), a small tail, and the holder plastic horns
covered in beige felt. The bottles were shaped like a red flamenco dancer’s dress, and a matadot’s suit
of lights (complete with embedded sequins). Their most bizarre feature was that they had hands and
painted feet but both were headless. She thought it’d be a great conversation starter, but now she
thought it might just become a weapon.

When Celeste returned, her tray contained personal ramekins with pico de gallo, guacamole, and crema. Her
next trip, on a small cart, she’d stacked four wooden place settings containing a taco holder with three
tacos each, and a small tray with additional condiments, veggies, cheeses (each tray personalized for
the specific diner).



Her phone conversation with Jon led Celeste to discover that America was perpetually on one diet or
another. Meri was off meat this month. Kara was toying with vegetarianism — more a response to her
mother’s horrendous cooking — but she loved fish and seafood. Jon was an avowed carnivore.

There was an exquisite amalgamation of fragrances from the escabeche (pickled) red onions to the
Mesquite rub on the steak, from the sweet tartness of fresh lime juice to the briny grilled garlic shrimp.

The way it worked out Jon got two steak and one chicken taco; America got three grilled vegetable
tacos (two zucchini/pepper/onion, and one mixed mushrooms); Kara got two battered snapper and
one grilled garlic shrimp; and Celeste got one steak, one fish, and one chicken. Both Jon and Celeste
got a serving spoon, one of those with the flat bottom to sit comfortably on the board and included
a bit of grilled shrimp.

Jon went on the attack almost immediately, loading his tacos. America scrutinized the offerings before
her and found it lacking,.

“What are these?” she said and laughed. “Are these from the dollar store? They’re not even round
they’re oddly shaped!” She laughed louder and harder, but her family was busy, happily putting
together their tacos.

“I made everything by hand,” Celeste said. “I was more interested in taste than perfect circles. But I
assure you they will hold the food safely.”

The glare America trained on Celeste could have easily stripped the veneer off the wood floors in the
whole apartment, but again, her family was happily engaged with their own tacos. Intent on not being
ignored, America grabbed the hot sauce caddy, opened a bottle and started dashing hot sauce over
Kara’s tacos.

“Nol! Stop!!” Celeste yelled as she jumped up and grabbed the kid and pulled her away from the table.
Kara screamed and tensed up in place as Celeste pulled her along with her chair with extraordinary
upper body strength. “Goddamn it, woman, did I not just finish telling you that was made out of ghost
pepper chilies? If your child tries to eat that, she will burn her lips, her mouth and her esophagus. Her
whole face will probably blow up like a pufferfish, and she won’t be able to breathe. She’ll pass out.
There will be paramedics and police complete with a trip to the hospital for her and an arrest for you
for assault and child abuse.”

Kara was hanging desperately from Celeste’s arm and Celeste held the gitl’s chair on its back legs at
least twice her arm’s length. Jon had not spoken a single word.

“The likelihood is that the police will call family services and possibly remove the girl from your
immediate custody. There will be a scandal, of course. Whatever issues you have with your husband,
perhaps it is best to keep it in the bedroom and try not to expose it here today, shall we?”

She restored the chair to the upright position and took the girl by the hand and sent her ahead to the
kitchen. As Kara left the dining room Celeste whispered to Meri, “You are a fucking menace!” She

grabbed the entire serving plank and took it away. She also wrestled the hot sauce bottle away from
Meri.



In the kitchen, Kara stood quietly awaiting further instruction. Celeste wasn’t sure she could make the
gitl relax, but she would try. She owed Jon that much. She had to try!

“I just want to make sure you didn’t get any of the hot sauce on you,” Celeste said as she examined
clothes, skin and hair.

The girl assured her she was okay.
“I’ll make you fresh tacos and you can share my condiments. It'll be plenty for both of us.”

The girl watched as Celeste danced around the kitchen, like a practiced ballerina. She went in the fridge
and in a matter of minutes she’d made new taco shells as the fish deep fried. Then Kara watched as
she filled the taco shells with shredded lettuce, and fish, and pickled onions, and somehow made it
look exciting.

“I don’t think that’s about either one of us, so I wouldn’t worry about it,” Celeste said as they headed
back to the dining room.

“Oh, it’s about you,” Kara said and shrugged. “She’s been mad at you since you ruined their wedding.”

Celeste was puzzled by the statement but the girl was already headed back to the dining room. What
in the world does that mean?
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