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The Sugar Eater 
 

he met up with him straight from the airport on the sidewalk 

outside Hotel El Patio, but even though they had planned it that 

way, she was surprised to see him, surprised he had found her and 

she him, surprised by the planet shrinking down to just one square 

of concrete on which the two of them converged, like time and 

space, especially because he had used to become lost so easily, like 

when he was a child walking home from a friend’s down the street, 

he went right instead of straight then left and left again until at last 

she’d caught sight of him walking past where she stood on the front 

stoop worrying, coming from a different, more distant direction than 

the place he’d left behind. Later she regarded this as practice for the 

way they might confound each other whenever they first laid eyes on 

each other, a moment of fantastical clarity mixed with utter 

incredulity, like walking itself, walking being nothing but controlled 

falling, the body tipping itself forward in order to be granted the 

perpetual opportunity of righting itself. His beard required a 

trimming, his t-shirt fresh but of course too big on him, and she 

could smell the body odor wafting out from under it, revealing to 

her that in order to preserve the assortment of modest resources 

afforded him by his job at a travelers’ clubhouse around the corner 

there in Lima, sometimes he bathed but put on the same clothes, 

while at other times he laundered but didn’t bathe. Embarrassed to 

stand embracing with his mother in front of the driver, he placed a 

gentle wet kiss on her forehead, being taller by just enough inches to 

do so, then allowed her to plaster her arms around him and feel 

how scrawny he was though not at his scariest vanishing point. The 

driver, whose name was Attilo, who was studying engineering, who 

missed his family, who performed all his own car maintenance, who 

knew some people in Chicago, waved and drove off, leaving the 

sidewalk too darkly quiet for not yet midnight in a metropolis. The 
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son led her past a heavy ironwork gate, which he unlocked 

anachronistically by sliding a card, into an inner garden lit as if by a 

flicker of candles borne aloft by nuns, monks, orphans, and other 

penitents like in the churchyards where feral cats gathered, but 

which turned out to be moonlight plashing through leaves. Amid 

fluttering blossoms fell the call of a bird, the domed tops of some 

birdcages sketched white against the murk. After finding her a place 

to sit on the terrace, he needed to run downstairs again along the 

thumping wooden stairway to borrow a wine bottle opener from the 

office and two glasses from the kitchen. 

 “Real goblets,” she remarked, managing to stop short of her 

usual exclamation point. Nor did she make the mistake of 

complimenting his fitness, which would be too like asking after his 

health. Instead she silently noted, “Looks okay. More brawn than 

prawn,” and reasoned that his mumbling was more than made up 

for by his being eloquent in other languages. They sat until dawn, 

exchanging more thoughts than during the last full year he had lived 

with her at home, when he had held his cards so close to the chest, 

it was impossible to know if he was keeping his thoughts a secret 

from her or keeping secret that he had none. It hardly mattered 

what they spoke of, she felt so fortunate merely to encounter him 

here in this new, pungent, humid atmosphere, like a potted plant for 

which all of her efforts at home in Wisconsin must have been in 

order for him to reinvent himself in this more fecund climate a 

whole continent away from the one she lived on. His tiny apartment 

in the clubhouse he worked at, they talked about, and her job in the 

States and books they both hated and the question he asked her 

when he was a toddler, When am I going to have my adventure? 

Also her treasured recipe for frozen birthday cake, and the time he 

was mugged in D.C. and what he did on weekends and Grandma 

and Grandpa’s stolen money, feral dogs, jungle fauna, and their 

upcoming trip itinerary, which he’d planned with the help of her 

Visa miles. He was adding a detour to see the condors flying back 

and forth in Colca Canyon, he said. Or rather, he made an 
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assortment of intonations in his throat that sounded like that—mute 

echoes that sounded like men spelunking.  

 “How do we know the birds’ll be there?” she asked.  

 “Well, they do get paid,” he said. Tonight he would be taking 

her to dinner at some people’s apartment. A friend of his was 

cooking. “Not guinea pigs,” he said. “She knows you won’t eat 

guinea pigs,” his way of revealing there was a girlfriend.  

 

Leonora was possessed of an understated mirth that made her eyes 

go dark whenever she smiled at his deadpan jokes, but she also had 

a wary, heedful reserve like in the Tracy Chapman song about 

saving a little love for yourself for when things turn bad. There was 

an Englishman, Scott, and his wife, Karen, who was Leonora’s 

cousin, both young women’s faces showing threads of a not so 

distant Chinese ancestry, that once the mother had spent two weeks 

in Peru no longer surprised her. Dinner was pepper steak, rice, and 

foil-wrapped chocolates. They all tried their best to be funny and 

kind to each other from over and under the language barrier, but 

nobody advised her not to flush the toilet paper, either there in the 

apartment or anywhere else, so it wasn’t until in one of the hotel 

bathrooms there appeared a written notice on ruled paper pleading 

Please Don’t Flush The Toilet Paper: Please Deposit All Paper In 

The Covered Trashcan Next To The Toilet, that she learned she 

might have mucked up Scott and Karen’s plumbing. Much as she 

liked Leonora—liked her modesty, her figure, her practicality on 

blotting some wine she’d spilled but then her pretense of drinking it 

out of the napkin so quietly no one might notice, liked her air of 

smart mockery when they sat playing chess in the rain one day at an 

outdoor table in Mira Florez—she was glad it would be only she and 

her son setting off into the rainforest to see the scarlet macaws, and 

then to Machu Picchu, which was built six hundred years ago but 

whether for pleasure or punishment no historian could say, an 
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enigma the same as for motherhood, since who could say where 

torment ended and delight began. 

   

Back in Lima, it was clear Leonora was ending the relationship. 

Only grudgingly did she agree to meet them for supper, and when 

she finally arrived, it was to order a lackluster sandwich, converse 

too politely, raise a glass of tepid water to a safe flight home to 

Wisconsin, and turn down their invitation to join them for wine on 

the terrace at Hotel El Patio. Their cab passed Leonora by as she 

walked along the overpass, her sexy pigeon-toed gait as steadfast as if 

she might walk as far as Santa Eulalia. When months later the 

mother asked him, “Whatever happened with Leonora that week?” 

he blushed with fury, knowing she had waited to pose this question 

until he and she were seated outside his doctor’s office, which 

appointment was why he was visiting home. He didn’t like being 

pestered about his health, and by asking about Leonora instead, she 

wasn’t.  

 “She has a baby daughter,” he confessed.  

 “Leonora does? Why didn’t I meet her?! Why didn’t you say?”   

 He stammered and blushed, the uncut beard bristles fending 

her off. The vast, carpeted, underused clinic featured a waiting area 

larger than most of the world’s hospitals, but they sat in it shoulder 

to shoulder as if confined within a space capsule. His grandfather, a 

gastroenterologist, had been agog, once, on accompanying her past 

the player piano. I thought this was the Hilton, the old man had 

exclaimed.  

 “You thought I would be put off,” she guessed. “For the same 

reason you didn’t tell me not to flush the toilet paper you didn’t tell 

me your girlfriend has a baby. What kind of a person do you think I 

am?” 

 He indicated she was a perfectly okay person. Most of his signals 

were readable to her—not by her eyes necessarily but by sly 

readjustments in the atmosphere. When she was finished scolding 

him—“Leonora has depth, but even a vamp would have left you for 
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dissing her daughter”—she drew herself up, remembering how she’d 

overplayed her own maternity that first dinner in Lima by 

exaggerating, if such a thing were possible, her earned indulgence of 

her son, her privileged enactment of motherhood, like by grabbing 

his fork to play at cutting up his steak lest he still be as clumsy 

wielding a knife as when he was a child, which he actually did turn 

out to be. In Romania a woman would confess to incinerating 

hundreds of millions of dollars worth of paintings by Picasso, 

Monet, Matisse, and Gauguin in a wood-burning stove, all to protect 

her twenty-eight year old son from arrest for having stolen them, and 

had that woman sat beside her, they would have both met their 

equals. 

 “What’s Leonora’s daughter’s favorite toy?” she asked. Will you 

tell me what the doctor has to say about your levels and what about 

your heart rate has it gone down? was the unspoken question. 

 “Anything Hello Kitty,” he said. “And it’s Lorena, not Leonora,” 

he added, having reached his limit. “Lo-rain-yah.” 

 She repeated the much more graceful name, tasting the bright 

lamentation it made.  

 “But is the daughter your daughter?” she suddenly asked. 

“You’ll tell me when I’m a grandmother, yes? You won’t keep that a 

secret from me.” 

 He rolled his eyes. Finally the nurses called his name.  

 

When the son at nineteen was first treated for his illness, he’d likely 

had it for years already, which explained the long winter of bingeing 

on orange juice while moping over BBC broadcasts between bouts 

of anger she mustered the temerity to ask if they resulted from not 

enough sex. He flew back to school with a medication cooler 

crammed with insulin pens, and she flew to New York to pay a visit 

with a colleague she hardly knew, another single-mom professor 

with whom she’d once walked past rural cemeteries while chatting 

about dating, teaching, babies, health insurance, child support, and 
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gym memberships. Not wanting to be seen as begging for sympathy, 

she didn’t say why she’d be paying a visit, only that she’d be there at 

ten a.m., but she was in full weeping mode when the massive 

wooden door swung open to greet her, the colleague vividly 

crestfallen, wondering what she was getting into. “My son might die,” 

the mother confessed, her helplessness to put a stop to mortality 

necessarily implicated, as all mothers’ was.  

 “My son might die, too,” the colleague offered. Together they 

huddled on a glossy window seat near a sparsely stocked butler’s 

pantry overlooking the river. Which river, the mother didn’t know, 

but they did not, in sitting within view of it, advance their friendship, 

instead they stalled mid-commiseration, forgetting for the second 

time each other’s sons’ names. Why cry on my shoulder, the friend 

didn’t ask, smart enough to see that their shared, neutral territory as 

single-mom professors, along with the whitewashed butler’s pantry, 

made for a kind of blank page on which the mother, without 

needing to deliver a lecture about it, might be able to hash things out 

like with God or Henry James or someone and then be able to walk 

out of there and visit Times Square, where a man her son’s age 

attempted to terrify her by backing her up against the wall of a 

building. Not an inch from her he stood, his pals guffawing, first at 

her, then at him, since as it turned out, she wasn’t the least afraid of 

him. Sure, she was white and he was black, she short and he tall… 

but she found she regarded him as if she were his mother and he 

her son. His belligerence astonished her, filled her with pride. What 

a fine thing it was to have a tall, healthy son whose fitness was so 

evident but whose face, now, grew puzzled by the fondness she 

aimed in his direction, her gratitude for his health, the forbearance 

she allowed for his poor behavior. She might even have spoken 

these words aloud, “I love you so much, my handsome son.” He 

backed away from her, mortified, except she wouldn’t let him go, 

kept gazing at him as he joked she was insane, he had picked on her 

in error, confusing a psychopath for a soccer mom. She imagined he 

would never try to frighten another person again, but in fact, her 
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terror of all of the awful eventualities that might befall all sons 

everywhere (but mostly her own) would always be with her after that, 

for by proxy the young man had played the role of its antagonist, 

and it had won.  

 

Then came the mother’s second visit to the son, and to meet her he 

bused eleven hours to Lima from where he now worked in a 

northern coastal city. Because El Patio was full, he’d booked them 

another $35 a night room in Hotel El Tiki, where in the lobby the 

desk clerk lay asleep on an orange vinyl couch when she arrived 

from her red eye. Attilo wheeled in her luggage; she’d saved his card 

all this time in the zippered belt pack where she kept her passport. 

But the desk clerk, frantic, refused to send her upstairs, instead 

spending an inordinate number of minutes riffling through files, and 

then more minutes sorting through keys, switching them around and 

hanging them back up again, revealing that the room keys were all 

interchangeable. In vivid consternation he phoned the room to 

warn, “Your ma’s here,” and down the son clanged along an open 

metal stairway. The floors were corrugated metal, and at the top, in 

the narrow room in which the same colorfully woven blanket as was 

featured on the hotel webpage had been pulled across the rumpled 

sheets, sat a new, surprise girlfriend, the hastily dressed Juanita, 

wearing dented purple flats and the skinny jeans with which the 

mother would forever associate her.  

 After, whenever the mother spoke of this trip, it would be as if 

the hilarious episode with the ill-fated skinny jeans never came to 

pass, because first she described the awful life and death episode 

endured by the son on the island near Bolivia where he and she 

homestayed. And then, when she did flash back to the girl, it was to 

remember that  Juanita  was nothing like Lorena, for she had none 

of Lorena’s womanliness but instead the bland airs of a well-

behaved Catholic schoolgirl sporting high arches, from which the 

shoes slipped off as she perched on the bed. Spying a coaster on the 
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nearby dresser, the mother plunked down a water bottle, except it 

wasn’t a coaster, it was Juanita’s bra, the black eyelet cups nested. 

Outside on the rooftop was a swing with a rusted awning of the sort 

you might find at yard sales in Kansas, on which they all three sat 

amid the grind of disco music from a neighboring club, to share the 

customary first-night bottle of cheap red wine. When the bottle was 

empty, Juanita, cooing, tucked the mother in bed, then climbed into 

the other bed alongside the son. It wasn’t part of the plan to have a 

girl in their room, but it was better than needing to play twenty 

questions in hopes of getting half an answer from him about his love 

life. Plus, this was his way of making clear to his mother he 

understood how much she’d worried he might never have sex, for 

he’d been such a weird kid, eager to sit in rooms with maps. Really 

she’d feared it from the day he was born, feared he’d never get laid, 

feared it irrationally even into his twenties, like in Montreal once, on 

Saint Catherine Street, where she spotted a man in a spinster apron 

whose mother must be heartbroken, she had longed to buy the man 

a prettier spinster dress, something not with faded threads trailing 

off a ruined hem. So the sight of this Juanita person sharing their 

hotel room didn’t trouble her the way it did the desk clerk, who still 

wouldn’t meet her eye on check-out day. They were off for 

Arequipa, mother and son, the glittering white volcanic city with the 

famous ancient convent just off the square. After their tour of the 

convent she said, “So tell me what there is, exactly, between you and 

Juanita,” knowing the only way she might get a real answer would be 

to ask a leading question.  

 “Julianna,” he corrected. “It’s not serious.” Anyway he lived in 

Lima and she in Chiclayo, so they hardly ever saw each other. 

 They were sharing a hookah pipe for lunch in a garden, the 

indigo dye from the walls of the convent staining the pad of her 

index finger. Such stains had been promised by the convent guide 

who led them through the passageways. It used to be young girls 

were placed in the convent if their families couldn’t feed them, the 

guide explained, showing off the stony cubbies where the girls once 
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slept, the potty a tin pot under a chair. A courtyard fitted up with 

washing troughs provided the sole respite from service, since the 

girls weren’t permitted to leave the grounds, not even to visit their 

families.  

 “Not serious to her or to you?” she asked. To which he said that 

in Chiclayo he had met his favorite person on earth at a party, and 

he showed her a photo of a doll sort of person posing on a love seat 

as if, bendable, being a doll, that was what you did.     

 “Any news of Lorena?” she wondered. 

 “Lorena got married.” He took a drag of the apple flavored 

tobacco, deciding he’d end it with Julianna before heading home to 

his new friend in Chiclayo, with whom he hadn’t slept yet since 

they’d only had one date together. She was a student. On their first 

date he’d joined her at one of her classes and then he walked her 

back home to the house her parents built with money from a candy 

stall or a stand in a market or people selling candy off trays on street 

corners, it wasn’t clear. But they’d hardly even made out. He 

blushed at this part, not because of the sex but because he was 

speaking so openly. 

  

For a gift to the family hosting their homestay on the island of 

Amantani near the border with Bolivia, they bought a three liter 

bottle of corn oil, a five pound rice sack, flour, potatoes, powdered 

milk, two tins of coffee and one of salt, the purchase overseen by the 

woman of the household, whose name was Sonya. It was clear from 

the start that the families who rented their rooms to tourists were in 

a predicament. The more money they took in by putting up tourists, 

the more improvements they were able to make to their houses, but 

the more improvements they made to their houses, the less 

appealing those houses would be to tourists, who liked staying a 

night in a place with no sink and where the kids learned to read by 

spelling out words on the cellophane backs of Ramen noodle 

packaging. To get around this problem, Sonya’s family had installed 
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solar paneling above a lean-to kitchen, so they had electric lights but 

still knelt at a hearth to stir the soup in a kettle, and balanced their 

bowls on their knees to eat. There was Sonya, a son, Franklin, a 

daughter, Rose, their grandmother, and Sonya’s husband, who 

dropped in for only a minute or two and didn’t join them for the 

dance and beer at Town Hall.  

 She didn’t drink much, the mother. She was what was known 

back home in the midwest as a Cheap Date. Once, sober, she 

mistook a carpenter she was dating for a spinster aunt. She asked 

herself, “Who is that odd, muscular woman with the silver ponytail 

playing Nintendo with the kids?” which explained why a beer might 

be seen as redundant. So after midnight it was impossible to tell, at 

first, where everybody had gone in Sonya’s house, an assortment of 

structures and small walled spaces so quiet, except for the noises the 

guinea pigs made, that if she tilted her ear she could hear the surf 

breaking a half mile away, and a resonant echo like in the spirals of 

a conch shell that seemed to come from the purity of the air.  

 There was a loft to one side of the lean-to kitchen, and a room 

at the top of some ladder-like steps, and it was up these steps she 

raced, screaming the only two words she had learned by heart from 

the Spanish language tape she had studied for a week before taking 

her trip. 

  “Emergencia! Emergencia! Doctore!” she yelled, but there was 

only a sputter of insects striking the lamps along the path to the 

harbor. The path was steep rock, the lake dotted with other black, 

domed islands. There might be a clinic—hadn’t she noticed a Red 

Cross sign near the wheeling, spinning blur of the dance at Town 

Hall?—but then she remembered some chocolate bars mixed in with 

a boxful of knitted hats, clumsily made by the daughter, Rose, that 

Sonya had offered to sell her earlier. But she had already bought 

three hats already, from the ladies at Colca Canyon where the 

condors flew, so the box was secreted away somewhere, past the sill 

where the family’s row of five toothbrushes stood in cups.  
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  “Emergencia!” she screamed, because the son was in the kitchen 

where she had led him a few minutes earlier, shivering, dressed only 

in briefs, clawing sugar from a pudding dish into his mouth. “It’s not 

going to be enough,” he said. At last the door at the top of the steps 

creaked open, and out stepped Sonya, cinching a red polyester 

robe.  

 “Necessito chocolate! Diabetes!” she yelled at Sonya’s 

confusion, reliving the day a fire alarm went off in her purse on a 

busy street corner. And then “Sick! Doctore! Help! Not good!”   

 Sonya shrugged and fetched the box. “280 Sol,” she said, and 

held aloft two Nestlé’s chocolate bars, just as she’d held up her 

daughter’s scorned hats.  

 In the kitchen the son stood grimy with sweat, his eyes 

bloodshot with roads, knotted pathways, long journeys he’d already 

travelled without her. The illness owns him, she thought, his blood 

is his parent, no it isn’t, shut up, he owns himself, and together they 

unwrapped the chocolate bars, the littered paper joining up with the 

other reading lessons on a corner of the hearth for Sonya’s envious 

children to read aloud from next morning at breakfast time.     

  “American Boy!” the mother teased him on the boat back to 

Puno, seagulls flapping around. It amazed her she’d had him of all 

possible people, as if birth were a grab bag of chance reunions, like 

when, if she was driving her car and caught sight of a person she 

didn’t know very well passing her by in the other direction, she 

remarked to herself, What a coincidence! Although of course it 

wasn’t.  

 “American boy wakes up in the middle of the night, complains 

he’ll drop dead if he can’t have chocolate. But tell me how are you? 

No, I won’t ask. I got up three times to make sure you were 

breathing, after that. And one time, I swear it,” she told him, “you 

weren’t.”  

 He swatted at her, his fingers all but skeletal. Next evening in 

Lima, when Julianna took a seat with him again on the swing with 
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the awning, she found she liked it better if, from her same narrow 

bed in the room they’d shared before, eavesdropping on them even 

though they spoke Spanish, she thought of them as kids, kids whose 

break-up, twice aborted and three times postponed within the space 

of an hour, soon deposited them chaste in their kid-bed again in the 

bed next to hers, where they’d await her morning flight and then 

make love properly and say goodbye. The mother’s bag half packed, 

she had smoothed her travel clothing over a chair. At the appointed 

hour she rose, splashed her face, zipped up her bag in the pitch 

black room, met Attilo downstairs and took the same route in the 

reverse direction past stray dogs combing a derelict beach. 

Departure was always anxiety producing. She worried she might 

bypass the departure tax booth and be fined and/or interrogated, 

have no time for shopping for last minute gifts of earrings and leg-

warmers at the souvenir shops in the terminal, lose her way to the 

gate, produce last month’s boarding pass, misconstrue another 

flight’s gate change announcement, and confuse which lot she’d 

parked in at the airport in Milwaukee only to discover she had 

crossed the wrong time/space continuum and was matched with 

some other mom’s son on the wrong square of sidewalk…but Attilo 

said his mom, who never left home, was the same way.  

 Picturing the bracelet made of hammered squares of silver 

strung on filaments of leather that they’d chosen together for the 

son’s new love in Chiclayo, the mother did just as she always did on 

at last reaching home. First, showered, and then before napping 

unpacked her bag, so when she woke hours later the trip would be 

half a mirage already. Most of the clothing she threw in the wash, 

but then her hand closed around an extra, unrecognized item to be 

scrutinized under the reading lamp. It was Julianna’s skinny jeans. 

The girl must have dropped them on the bag in the night and later 

woke in Hotel El Tiki with nothing to wear.   

 Finally she rolled up the skinny jeans and put them not in the 

laundry but amid some ragged workout clothes and scrappy pajamas 

in a white wicker dresser. Then she knelt on the floor to nose the 
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dog’s feet where he lay on his back with his paws in the air. 

Whenever she chanced on the jeans again, like while feeling around 

for her swimsuit or finding, once, some toddler suspenders with 

overall buckles and green alligators, she only rolled them more 

deeply onto the shelf or made a pretence of being truly cavalier 

about them before covering them up with a troublesome pair of torn 

fishnet stockings that made her burst into tears, fishnets, since she’d 

wished, once, she was more of a hippie, although now if she looked 

at photos of people in communes like in the Dennis Stock book, 

she saw how unhappy and mean and unfair and filthy it was and 

how lucky she was to have been unsuccessful in that endeavor. For 

instance the son was married by now to the girl in Chiclayo, who 

wasn’t to know that the jeans existed, and if there was a problem 

with keeping them here in Wisconsin forever, nobody said. 
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