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Kevin Gonzdles
Loteria

In 1946 my grandfather won the first big lottery
drawn in Puerto Rico. La primera loteria extrordinaria—

my father recalled, as we shared my first beer
in a nowhere-bar. —That’s why I'm a lousy father.

I was fourteen. He was seven when the lottery hit.
I didn’t understand. The big lottery. How big?

I asked, nursing a bottle, green
as my grandfather’s luck. Green as all the bills

rolling from his hand half a century ago.
Big enough for a year long Europe tour

for a Cadillac and a mistress
for a beachfront condo for the mistress

for a Cuban gambling slant—he recited
like a child repeating a mother’s plaint.

They stayed home, him and my grandmother.
And my father’s gift, a dog named Loteria.

It was all he got, and it didn’t last long.
The mistress killed herself in the condo—

another story, saved for the next beer.
I learned from the worst, he said,

please be better than me. 1 promised
not to tell my mother about the beer,
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TFA: In the Tsil Café, the cook, Robert Hingler, refuses to
cook with anything except ingredients that existed in the
western hemisphere before Columbus. That makes it a
pre-Columbian restaurant in its ingredients—it’s an
invented cuisine, an invented culture. No single culture
would have combined yellow potatoes, green chilé, shaved
turkey liver, and turkey broth. But all of those things were
indigenous to the New World. So it’s New World food cooked
New Mexico style. Robert’s goal is to introduce Kansas
City to the taste of the Americas before Columbus and
particularly to chilés: Secrets of the Tsil Café actually starts
with a menu. The first thing you see in it is the menu.
Then you get into the guts of the book, the copyright pages,
the dedication pages. The menu serves in some way as a
table of contents. There are twenty-six recipes printed in
the book, most of them from that menu, though not all of
them. There are also footnotes to many of the New World
ingredients—if you're interested in the origins of maple as
a sweetener, you can read the footnotes. It’s sort of a
multimedia book. (Laughs) You can read it, you can cook
it.

DJ: What is the importance of food in your novel? You
talk about pleasure; do you think it’s a representation of
pleasure? Food is important in a lot of novels, and poetry
too. I wonder what is the connection between human and
food.

TFA: In some ways, The Tsil Cafe was, if not easy to write,
at least full of the many possibilities that presented
themselves to me, because food is such a ubiquitous
metaphor in language and in human life, from the land of
milk and honey to mother’s milk. Milk and honey are the
only two foods that are naturally produced to be food;
everything else is corrupted. We have to kill something to
get it. Everything from that to the way food is involved
with the sacred, with initiations, with death and funeral
banquets, with contests and challenges, with
sophistication and innocence. It’s like the innocence of
Adam and Eve before they ate the fruit of knowledge. It’s
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Alkie was the company dog, arguably the toughest
dog on the Nha Trang airbase—and she certainly earned
her keep. She was always sure money in a dogfight, but
more importantly, she just loved to kill rats. Alkie was
big and broad-shouldered with short caramel hair. Her
neck was thick and she was powerful, and when she
walked she strutted with a swaying stiff-legged gait.

He remembered one night during the monsoon
season; a large rat had fallen from a beam crossing the
middle of the hooch and landed on the floor, scurrying
about until finally lodging itself behind a sheet of plywood
nailed to the screening of the wall. The startled men
jumped up on their bunks in a fright, grabbing their
weapons, wanting to shoot at the rat until they realized
the damage that a ricocheting round glancing off the
concrete floor could do.

“No! Don’t shoot!” one soldier cried out. Finally,
one of the men ran outside yelling, “Rat, Alkie, rat!” The
door was held open. Alkie suddenly appeared out of the
darkness, strutting wide-legged and wild-eyed with spittle
already running from the corners of her mouth. Her eyes
were bulging and searching, and she suddenly started
whining loudly in a rising and falling wail. She could
hear the rat crawling and tearing at the wood and screen.
She knew it was trapped, but she couldn’t get to it. She
started whining and wailing, higher and higher in
frustration, and when the rat heard her cries, it started
clawing and scraping about in a panicked frenzy.

The men, still standing on their bunks, started
egging her on. “Rat, Alkie, rat...get him, Alkie, get him!”
they screamed. Alkie started rearing up, whining, and
clawing at the piece of plywood, trying to pull it off the
wall. Suddenly, she leaped up, sinking her upper canines
into the top edge of the wood, and in one swift motion,
she jerked her massive head and body backwards,
wrenching the plywood from the wall. It crashed to the
ground with a swift thud, and Alkie was on the rat in an
instant, biting it right across its big body. She shook it
three times; each time crushing shut her muscular jaws.
Then she turned toward the men with the rat in her mouth
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