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lami's youngest sister—my tia Yrma—finally
made it to the United States that year. She and tio
Miguel got themselves an apartment in the Bronx, off
the Grand Concourse and everybody decided that we

should have a party. Actually, my pops decided, but
everybody—meaning Mami, tia Yrma, tio Miguel and

their neighbors—thought it a dope idea. On the after-
noon of the party Papi came back from work around
six. Right on time. We were all dressed by then, which
Wasa smart move on our part. If Papi had walked in and
caught us lounging around in our underwear, he would
have kicked our asses something serious.

He didn’t say nothing to nobody, not even my
Moms. He just pushed past her, held up his hand when
she tried ¢, talk to him and headed right into the
Shower, Raf, gave me the look and I gave it back to him;
Ve both kney Papi had been with that Puerto Rican

Womap he Was seeing and wanted to wash off the evi-
dence quick,
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Mami looked really nice that day. The United Stateg
t on her; she was no longer the
had finally put some mf:a of
same flaca who had arrived here threfc years before. She
had cut her hair short and W-as wearing tons of cheap-
ass jewelry which on her dldrf’t look too lousy. She
smelled like herself, like the wind thro'ugh a tree. She
always waited until the last possible minute to put on
her perfume because she said it was a waste to spray it
on early and then have to spray it on again once you
got to the party.

We—meaning me, my brother, my little sister and
Mami—waited for Papi to finish his shower. Mami
seemed anxious, in her usual dispassionate way. Her
hands adjusted the buckle of her belt over and over
again. That morning, when she had gotten us up for
school, Mami told us that she wanted to have a good
time at the party. I want to dance, she said, but now,

with the sun sliding out of the sky like spit off a wall,
she seemed ready just to get this over with.

Play;

hing tng with the local kids,

hey were doing. By the



sounds of the shouting, we both knew the game was
close, either of us could have made a difference. Rafa
frowned and when I frowned back, he put up his fist.
Don’t you mirror me, he said.

Don’t you mirror me, I said.

He punched me—I would have hit him back byt
Papi marched into the living room with his towel
around his waist, looking a lot smaller than he did when
he was dressed. He had a few strands of hair around his
nipples and a surly closed-mouth expression, like
maybe he’d scalded his tongue or something,

Have they eaten? he asked Mami.

She nodded. I made you something.

You didn’t let him eat, did you?

Ay, Dios mio, she said, letting her arms fall to her
side. |

Ay, Dios mio is right, Papi said.

I was never supposed to eat before our car trips, but
earlier, when she had put out our dinner of rice, beans
and sweet platanos, guess who had been the first one
to clean his plate? You couldn’t blame Mami really,
she had been busy—cooking, getting ready, dressing
my sister Madai. I should have reminded her not to feed
me but I wasn’t that sort of son.

Papi turned to me. Cofio, muchacho, why did you
eat? '

Rafa had already started inching away from n.1e. Id
once told him I considered him a low-down chicken-
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26 DROWN
way every time Papi was

hit for moving out of the

oing to smack me- . .
; Cillateral damage, Rafa had said. Ever heard of it?

No.

Look it up-

Chickenshit or 00t 1 didn’t dare glance at him. Papi
ted your undivided atten-

J-fashioned; he expec
etting your ass whupped. You

he eye either—that wasn’t al-
his belly button, which was
late. Papi pulled me to my

was ol
tion when you Were g
couldn’t look him 1n t
lowed. Better to stare at
perfectly round and immacu

feet by my ear.
If you throw up—
[ won’t, I cried, tears in my eyes, more ou

than pain.
Ya, R,amén, ya. It’s not his fault, Mami said.
The)‘r ve known about this party forever. How did
they think we were going to get there? Fly?
MI(;IC- finally let go of my ear and I sat back down.
: a -allwas too scared to open her eyes. Being around
We:il aﬁi hef life had turned her into a major-league
i st.)l. nytime Papi raised his voice her lip would start
mbling, like some specialized tunj
tended that he had kn gECoRs NatpE
i) uckles to crack and when I shoved
: » he gave me a Don’t start look. B e
it of recognition made me feel b TR
I was the one wh ik
ow -
dad. It was like my GOdf‘SialwaYs in trouble with my
given duty to piss him off, to

t of reflex




do everything the way he hated. Our fights didn’t
bother me too much. I still wanted him to love me
something that never seemed strange or contradictor}:
until years later, when he was out of our lives.

By the time my ear stopped stinging Papi was
dressed and Mami was crossing each one of us,
solemnly, like we were heading off to war. We said, in
turn, Bendicién, Mami, and she poked us in our five
cardinal spots while saying, Que Dios te bendiga.

This was how all our trips began, the words that fol-
lowed me every time I left the house.

None of us spoke until we were inside Papi’s Volks-

wagen van. Brand-new, lime-green and bought to im- .

press. Oh, we were impressed, but me, every time I was
in that VW and Papi went above twenty miles an hour,
I vomited. I’d never had trouble with cars before—that
van was like my curse. Mami suspected it was the up-
holstery. In her mind, American things—appliances,
mouthwash, funny-looking upholstery—all seemed to
have an intrinsic badness about them. Papi was careful
about taking me anywhere in the VW, but when he
had to, I rode up frontin Mami’s usual seat so I could
throw up out a window.

¢Cémo te sientes? Mami asked over my shoulder
when Papi pulled onto the turnpike. She had her hand
on the base of my neck. One thing about Mami, her

Palms never sweated.

I'm OK, I said, keeping my eyes straight ahead. I

Fiesta, 1980
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o trade glances with Papi. He

definitely didn’t want t
that always left me

had this one look, furious and sharp,

feeling bruised.
Toma. Mami
thrown three out her win

trip, an offering to Eshu; t

I took oneand sucked it slowly,
We passed Newark Airport with-

dai had been awake she would
se to the cars.

handed me four mentas. She had
dow at the beginning of our
he rest were for me.

my tongue knocking

itup against my teeth.
out any incident. If Ma
have cried because the planes flew so clo

How’s he feeling? Papi asked.
Fine, I said. I glanced back at Rafa and he pretended

like he didn’t see me. That was the way he was, at
school and at home. When I was in trouble, he didn’t
know me. Madai was solidly asleep, but even with her
face all wrinkled up and drooling she looked cute, her
hair all separated into twists.

[ turned around and concentrated on the candy. Pap1
even started to joke that we might not have to scrub the
van out tonight. He was beginning to loosen up, not
checking his watch too much. Maybe he was thinking
about that Puerto Rican woman or maybe he was just
happy that we were all together. I could never tell. At
the toll, he was feeling positive enough to actually get
out of the van and search around under the basket for
dropped coins. It was something he had once done to
;muse Mac{ai, but now it was habit. Cars behind us
dj(:;;lf:fa;l:;; Zzﬁeznbi CIkslid down in my seat. Rafa

; at the other cars and waved.



His actual job was to make sure no cops were coming
Mami shook Madai awake and as soon as she saw Pap1:
stooping for a couple of quarters she let out this screech
of delight that almost took off the top of my head.
That was the end of the good times. Just outside the
Washington Bridge, I started feeling woozy. The smell
of the upholstery got all up inside my head and I found
myself with a mouthful of saliva. Mami’s hand tensed

on my shoulder and when I caught Papi’s eye, he was
like, No way. Don’t do it.

The first time I got sick in the van Papi was taking me
to the library. Rafa was with us and he couldn’t believe
I threw up. I was famous for my steel-lined stomach.
A third-world childhood could give you that. Papi was
worried enough that just as quick as Rafa could drop
off the books we were on our way home. Mami fixed
me one of her honey-and-onion concoctions and that
made my stomach feel better. A week later we tried the
library again and on this go-around I couldn’t get the
window open in time. When Papi got me home, he
went and cleaned out the van himself, an expression of
askho on his face. This was a big deal, since Papi almost
never cleaned anything himself. He came back inside
and found me sitting on the couch feeling like hell.
It’s the car, he said to Mami. It’s making him sick.

This time the damage was pretty minimal, nothing Pap
couldn’t wash off the door with a blast of the hose. He
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was pissed, though; he jammed his finger into my
cheek, a nice solid thrust. That was the way he was
with his punishments: imaginative. Earlier that year I'd
written an essay 10 school called “My Father the Tor-

turer,” but the teacher made me write a new onc. She

thought I was kidding.

We drove the rest of the w
We only stopped once, SO
Mami had brought along my't
toothpaste and while every car
us she stood outside with me s0

ay to the Bronx in silence.
I could brush my teeth.
oothbrush and a tube of
known to man sped by
I wouldn’t feel alone.

Jbout seven feet tall and had his hair
nto a demi-fro. He gave me and

Rafa big spleen—crushing hugs and then kissed Mami
and finally ended up with Madai on his shoulder. The
last time I’d seen Tio was at the airport, his first day 1n
the United States. [ remembered how he hadn’t seemed
a1l that troubled to be in another country.

He looked down at me. Carajo, Yunior, you look
horrible!

He threw up, my brother explained.

I pushed Rafa. Thanks a lot, ass-face.

Hey, he said. Tio asked.

Tio clapped a bricklayer’s hand on my shoulder.
Everybody gets sick sometimes, he said. You should
have seen me on the plane over here. Dios mio! He
:)lled his A31a.n—looking eyes for emphasis. I thought

e were all going to die.

Tio Miguel was

combed up and out, 1



Everybody could tell he was lying. I smiled like he
was making me feel better.

Do you want me to get you a drink? Tio asked. We
got beer and rum.

Miguel, Mami said. He’s young,.

Young? Back in Santo Domingo, he’d be getting laid
by now.

Mami thinned her lips, which took some doing.

Well, it’s true, Tio said.

So, Mami, I said. When do I get to go visit the D.R.?

That’s enough, Yunior.

It’s the only pussy you’ll ever get, Rafa said to me in
English.

Not counting your girlfriend, of course.

Rafa smiled. He had to give me that one.

Papi came in from parkingnthe van. He and Miguel
gave each other the sort of handshakes that would have
turned my fingers into Wonder bread.

Cofio, compa’i, ¢cémo va todo? they said to each
other.

Tfa came out then, with an apron on and maybe the
longest Lee Press-On Nails I've ever seen in my life.
There was this one guru motherfucker in the Guinness
Book of World Records who had longer nails, but I tell
you, it was close. She gave everybody kisses, told me and
Rafa how guapo we were—Rafa, of course, believed
her—told Madai how bella she was, but when she got
to Papi, she froze a little, like maybe she’d seen a wasp
on the tip of his nose, but then kissed him all the same.
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32 DROWKR
s tojoln the other kids in the living room,
.1 want to show you the apart-

ment. I was glad Tia said, Hold on, because from what
I’d seen so far, the place had been furnished in Con-
an Tacky. The less I saw, the bet-
ter. I mean, I liked plastic sofa covers but damn, Tio and
Tia had taken it to another level. They had a disco ball
hanging in the living room and the type of stucco ceil-
ings that looked like stalactite heaven. The sofas all had
golden tassels dangling from their edges. Tia came out

of the kitchen with some people I didn’t know and by

the time she got done introducing everybody, only Papi
tour of the four-room

Mami told u
Tio said, Wait a minute

temporary Dominic

and Mami were given the guided
third-floor apartment. Me and Rafa joined the kids in

the living room. They’d already started eating. We were
ne of the girls explained, a pastelito in hand.

hungry, o
the

The boy was about three years younger than me but
girl who’d spoken, Leti, was my age. She and another
girl were on thesofa together and they were cute as hell.
Leti introduced them: the boy was her brother
Wilquins and the other girl was her neighbor Mari. Leti
had some serious tetas and I could tell that my brother
was going to gun for her. His taste in girls was pre-
dictable. He sat down right between Leti and Mari and
by the way they were smiling at him I knew he’d do
fine. Neither of the girls gave me more than a cursory
one-two, which didn’t bother me. Sure, I liked girls but
I was always too terrified to speak to them unless we
were arguing or I was calling them stupidos, which was



one of my favorite words that

Wilquins and asked him what ther

here. Mari, who had

said, He can’t speak.
What does that mean?
He’s mute.

year. I turned to

€ was to do around
the lowest voice I'd ever heard,

I looked at Wilquins incredulously. He smiled and
nodded, as if he’d won a prize or something,

Does he understand? I asked.
Of course he understands, Rafa said. He’s not dumb.
I could tell Rafa had said that Just to score points

with the girls. Both of them nodded. Low-voice Mari
said, He’s the best student in his grade.

I thought, Not bad for a mute. I sat next to Wilquins.
After about two seconds of TV Wilquins whipped out
- abag of dominos and motioned to me. Did want to
play? Sure. Me and him played Rafa and Leti and we
whupped their collective asses twice, which put Rafain
areal bad mood. He looked at me like maybe he wanted
to take a swing, just one to make him feel better. Let;
kept whispering into Rafa’s ear, telling him it was OK.
In the kitchen I could hear my parents slipping into
their usual modes. Papi’s voice was loud and argu-
mentative; you didn’t have to be anywhere near him to
catch his drift, And Mami, you had to put cups to your
€ars to hear hers. I went into the kitchen a few times—
once so the tios could show off how much bullshit I'd
been able to cram in my head the last few years; another
time for a bucket-sized cup of soda. Mami and Tia were
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frying tostones and the last of the pastelitos. She ap-
peared happier now and the way her hands worked on
our dinner you would think she had a life somewhere
else making rare and precious things. She nudged Tia
every now and then, shit they must have been doing all
their lives. As soon as Mami saw me though, she gave
me the eye. Don’t stay long, that eye said. Don’t piss
your old man off.

Papi was too busy arguing about Elvis to notice me.
Then somebody mentioned Maria Montez and Papi
barked, Maria Montez? Let me tell yox about Maria
Montez, compa’l.

Maybe I was used to him. His voice—louder than
most adults’—didn’t bother me none, though the other
kids shifted uneasily in their seats. Wilquins was about
to raise the volume on the TV, but Rafa said, I wouldn’t
do that. Muteboy had balls, though. He did it anyway
and then sat down. Wilquins’s pop came into the liv-
ing room a second later, a bottle of Presidente in hand.
That dude must have had Spider-senses or something.
'Did you raise that? he asked Wilquins and Wilquins

nodded.

Is this your house? his pops asked. He looked ready
to beat Wilquins silly but he lowered the volume in-
stead.

See, Rafa said. You nearly got your ass kicked.

I met the Puerto Rican woman right after Papi had got-
ten the van. He was taking me on short trips, trying to



of my vomiting. It wasn’t really working but
forward to our trips, even though at the end
ne Id be sick. These were the only times me
did anything together. When we were alone

cure M¢
I Jooked
of each 0
and PaP i
he treated
something-‘

Before each

Bendicion, Mami, I’d say.

She’d kiss my forehead. Que Dios te bendiga. And
then she would give me a handful of mentas because she
wanted me to be OK. Mami didn’t think these excur-
sions would cure anything, but the one time she had
brought it up to Papi he had told her to shut up, what
did she know about anything anyway?

Me and Papi didn’t talk much. We just drove around
our neighborhood. Occasionally he’d ask, How is 1t?

And I’d nod, no matter how I felt.

One day I was sick outside of Perth Amboy. In-
stead of taking me home he went the other way on In-
dustrial Avenue, stopping a few minutes later in front
of alight blue house I didn’t recognize. It reminded me
of the Easter eggs we colored at school, the ones we
threw out the bus windows at other cars.

The Puerto Rican woman was there and she helped
me clean up. She had dry papery hands and when she
rubbed the towel on my chest, she did it hard, like I'was
zl:llzlper she was waxing. She was very thin and had a

of brown hair rising above her narrow face and

the :
SharPlESt blackest eyes you’ve ever seen.

me much better, like maybe I was his son or

drive Mami would cross me.

Fiesta,

1980 35

L



36 DROWN

He’s cute, she said to Papi.
Not when he’s throwing up, Papi said.
What’s your name? she asked me. Are you Rafa?

I shook my head.

Then it’s Yunior, right?

I nodded.

You’re the smart one, she said, suddenly happy with
herself. Maybe you want to see my books?

They weren’t hers. I recognized them as ones my fa-

ther must have left in her house. Papi was a voracious

reader, couldn’t even go cheating without a paperback

in his pocket.
Why don’t you go watch TV? Papi suggested. He

was looking at her like she was the last piece of chicken

on earth. _
We got plenty of channels, she said. Use the remote

if you want.

The two of them went upstairs and I was too scared
of what was happening to poke around. I just sat there,
ashamed, expecting something big and fiery to crash
down on our heads. I watched a whole hour of the
news before Papi came downstairs and said, Let’s go-

About two hours later the women laid out the food and
like always nobody but the kids thanked them. It must
be some Dominican tradition or something. There was
everything I liked—chicharrones, fried chicken, tos-
tones, sancocho, rice, fried cheese, yuca, avocado,
potato salad, a meteor-sized hunk of pernil, even a



wossed salad which T could do withoy__
o ned the other kids around the servin
«aid, Oh no you don’t, and took the pape
Y hand. His fingers weren’t gentle,

What’s wrong now? I1a asked, handing me another
Plate.

He ain’t eating, Papi said. Mami Pretendéd to help
Rafa with the pernil.

Why can’t he eat?

Because I said so.

The adults who didn’t know us made like they
hadn’t heard a thing and Tio just smiled sheepishly and
told everybody to go ahead and eat. All the kids—
about ten of them now—trooped back into the living
room with their plates a-heaping and all the adults
ducked into the kitchen and the dining room, where the
radio was playing loud-ass bachatas. I was the only one
without a plate. Papi stopped me before I could get

but when I
g table, Papj
r plate oyt of

away from him. He kept his voice nice and low so no-
body else could hear him. ‘

If you eat anything, I’'m going to beat you. ¢Entien-
des?

Inodded.

And if your brother gives you any food, I’ll beat him
too. Right here in front of everybody. ¢Entiendes?

I'nodded again. I wanted to kill him and he must
have sensed i because he gave my head 2 lictle shove..

All the kids watched me come in and sit down 1n
front of the TV.

piesta, 1980 37



38 DROWN

What’s wrong with your dad? Leti asked.

He’s a dick, I said.
Rafa shook his head. Don’t say that shit in front of

people.

Easy for you to be nice when you’re eating, I said.

Hey, if I was a pukey little baby, I wouldn’t get no
food either.

I almost said something back but I concentrated on
the TV. I wasn’t going to start it. NoO fucking way. So
[ watched Bruce Lee beat Chuck Norris into the floor
of the Colosseum and tried to pretend that there was
no food anywhere in the house. It was Tia who finally
saved me. She came into the living room and said, Since
you ain’t eating, Yunior, you can at least help me get

some ice. i
I didn’t want to, but she mistook my reluctance for

something else.
I already asked your father. |
She held my hand while we walked; Tfa didn’t have

any kids but I could tell she wanted them. She was the
sort of relative who always remembered your birthday
but who you only went to visit because you had to. We
didn’t get past the first-floor landing before she opened
her pocketbook and handed me the first of three
~ pastelitos she had smuggled out of the apartment.

Go ahead, she said. And as soon as you get inside
make sure you brush your teeth.

Thanks a lot, Tf1a, I said.

Those pastelitos didn’t stand a chance.



She sat next to me on the stajrg and s
srette. All the way down on the firg; flo
ctill hear the music and the adults ang ¢
looked 2 ton like Mami; the two of
short and light-skinned. Tfa smiled 5
what set them apart the most,

How is it at home, Yunior?

What do you mean?

moked he, cig-
Or and we could
he television, Tia
them were both
lot and thye was

How’s it going in the apartment? Are you kids QK ?

[ knew an interrogation when I heard one, no mat-
ter how sugar-coated it was. I didn’t say anything,
Don’t get me wrong, I loved my tia, but something
told me to keep my mouth shut. Maybe it was family
loyalty, maybe I just wanted to protect Mami or I was
afraid that Papi would find out—it could have been
anything really. ‘

Is your mom all right?

I'shrugged.

Have there been lots of fights?

None, I said. Too many shrugs would have been
Stas bad as an answer. Papi’s at work too much.

Work) Tfa S
didn’y like,

ju

aid, like it was somebody’s name she

.e and Rafa, we didn’t talk much about the Puerto
“AN Woman, When we ate dinner at her house, the
-V times Papi had taken us over there, we still acted
e HOthing Was out of the ordinary. Pass the ketchup,
- No SWeat, bro, The affair was like a hole in our
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living room floor, one we’d gotten so used to circum-

navigating that we sometimes forgot it was there.

By midnight all the adults were crazy dancixllg. I was sit-
ting outside Tia’s bedroom——wherfe Madai was sleep-
ing—trying not to attract attention. Rafa had me
guarding the door; he and Leti were in there too, with
some of the other kids, getting busy no doubt. Wilquins
had gone across the hall to bed so I had me and the
roaches to mess around with.

Whenever I peered into the main room I saw about
twenty moms and dads dancing and drinking beers.
Every now and then somebody yelled, iQuisqueya!
And then everybody else would yell and stomp their
feet. From what I could see my parents seemed to be
enjoying themselves.

Mami and Tfa spent a lot of time side by side, whis-

. pering, and I kept expecting something to come of this,
a brawl maybe. I'd never once been out with my fam-
ily when it hadn’t turned to shit. We weren’t even the-

a-trical or straight crazy like other families. We fought
like sixth-graders, withou

whole night I’d been waiti



The two of them danced every now ang ¢
never lasted more than a song before M,
again in Whatever.conversation they wer

I tried to imagine Mami before Papi. Maybe 1 was
ired, or just sad, thinking about the way my farnily
was. Maybe L already knew how it would all end up in
2 few years, Mami without Papi, and that wag why I did
it, Picturing her alone wasn’t easy. It seemed Jike Papi
had always been with her, even when we were Waiting
in Santo Domingo for him to send for us.

The only photograph our family had of Mami as 4
young woman, before she married Papi, was the one
that somebody took of her at an election party that I
found one day while rummaging for money to go to the
arcade. Mami had it tucked into her immigration pa-
pers. In the photo, she’s surrounded by laughing
cousins I will never meet, who are all shiny from danc-
ing, whose clothes are rumpled and loose. You can tell
it’s night and hot and that the mosquitos have been bit-
ing. She sits straight and even in a crowd she stands out,
smiling quietly like maybe she’s the one everybody’s
Celebrating. You can’t see her hands but I imagined
they’re knotting a straw or a bit of thread. This was the
¥oman my father met a year later on the Malecdn, the
Woman Mami thought she’d always be.

Mami muygt have caught me studying her becal,]se
she Stopped what she was doing and gave me 2 sl
Maybe her first one of the night. Suddenly I wanted tz
BO over and hug her, for no other reason than I love

hen but they
mi joined Ty,
e having,

1
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even fat jiggling bodies be-

her, but there were about el | .
cwieen us. So1isap downon the tiled floor and waited.

I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I
knew Rafa was kicking me and saying, Let’s go. He
looked like he’d been hitting those girls off; he was all
smiles. I got to my feet in time to kiss Tia and Tio

good-bye. Mami was holding the serving dish she had

brought with her.

Where’s Papi? I asked.

He’s downstairs, bringing t
leaned down to kiss me.

You were good today, she said.

And then Papi burst in and told us to
pendejo cop gave him a ticket.

he van around. Mami

get the hell

downstairs before some
More kisses, more handshakes and then we were gone.

I don’t remember being out of sorts after I met the
Puerto Rican woman, but I must have been because
Mami only asked me questions when she thought
spmething was wrong in my life. It took her about ten -
passes but finally she cornered me one afternoon when
we were alone in the apartment. Our upstairs neighbors
were beating the crap out of their kids, and me and her
had bieen listening to it all afternoon. She put her hand
on mine and said, Is everything OK, Yunior? Have
ym;/I beendﬁghting with your brother?

e and Rafa had ' ’ :
basement, where ouri}z:gz; f:ﬂ:fj . ’wl:e iy e
S gy n’t hear us. He told

yeah, he knew about her.



Papi’s taken me there twice now

Why didn’t you tell me? | asked.

What the hell was I 8oIng to say? f7 €9 Yunior, gyes
what happened yesterday? I pe; Papi’s sycig
I didn’t say anything to Mamj either, She watched
me, very very closely. Later | would think, maybe if |
had told her, she would have confronted him, would
have done something, but whg can know thege things?
Isaid Id been having troub]e i school and like thy¢
everything was back to norma] be

tween us. She put her
hand on my shoulder and Squeezed and that was that,

’ he said.

We were on the turnpike, just past Exit 11, when I
started feeling it again. I sat up from leaning against
Rafa. His fingers smelled and he’d gone to sleep almost
3s soon as he got into the van. Madaj was out too but
at least she wasn’t snoring.

In the darkness, I saw that Papi had a hand on

Mami’s knee and that the two of them were quiet and

still. They weren’t slumped back or anything; they were
b

oth wide awake, bolted into their seats. I couldn’t see
either of thejr faces and no matter how hard I tried I
could net Imagine their expressions. Neither of them
moved, Every now and then the van was filled with the
bright rush of somebody else’s headlights. Finally I

.Said’ Mami, and they both looked back, already know-
'Ng what wag happening,
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I lived without a father for the first nine years of
my life. He was in the States, working, and the only
way I knew him was through the photographs my
moms kept in a plastic sandwich bag under her bed.
Since our zinc roof leaked, almost everything we owned
was water-stained: our clothes, Mami’s Bible, her
makeup, whatever food we had, Abuelo’s tools, our
cheap wooden furniture. It was only because of that
plastic bag that any pictures of my father survived.
When I thought of Papi I thought of one shot specif-
ically, Taken days before the U.S. invasion: 1965. I
Wasn’t even alive then; Mami had been pregnant with
my first never-born brother and Abuelo could still see
well enough to hold a job. You know the sort of pho-
tograph I’'m talking about. Scalloped edges, mostly
fOWn in color. On the back my moms’s crarnped
handWriting——the date, his name, even the street, one
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se. He was dressed in his Guardia
le on his shaved head, an
his lips. His dark

over from our hou
uniform, his tan cap at an ang
unlit Constitucién squ eezed between

unsmiling eyes were my O

I did not think of him o

wi.
fren. He had left for Nueva -

York when I was four but since I couldn’t remember a
him I excused him from all nine
he days I had to imagine him—

not often, since Mami didn’t much speak of him any-
more—he was the soldier in the photo. He was a cloud
of cigar smoke, the traces of which could still be found
on the uniforms he’d left behind. He was pieces of my
friends’ fathers, of the domino players on the corner,
pieces of Mami and Abuelo. I didn’t know him at all. I
didn’t know that he’d abandoned us. That this waiting

for him was all a sham.

single moment with
years of my life. On't

We lived south of the Cementerio Nacional ina wood-
frame house with three rooms. We were poor. The only
way we could have been poorer was to have lived in the
campo or to have been Haitian immigrants, and Mami
regularly offered these to us as brutal consolation.

At least you’re not in the campo. You’d eat rocks
then.

Wedidn’te idn’

- at rocks b.ut we didn’t eat meat or beans,
either. Almost everything on our plates was boiled:
b01.led yuca, boiled platano, boiled guineo, maybe with
a piece of cheese or a shred of bacalao. On the best days
th '

e cheese and the platanos were fried. When me and



Rafa caught our amolual case of wormg i Was only by,
ckimping on our d.mners that Mamj could afford ¢,
purchase the Verminox. [ can’F remember h
vmes I crouched over our latrine, my teeth
watching long gray parasites slide oyt from b
legs. |
AtMauricio Baez, our school, the kids didn’t boher
us too much, even though we couldn’t afford the uni-
forms or proper mascotas. The uniformsg Mami could
do nothing about but with the mascotas she impro-
vised, sewing together sheets of loose paper she had col.
lected from her friends. We each had one pencil and if
we lost that pencil, like I did once, we had to stay home
from school until Mami could borrow another one for
us. Our profesor had us share school books with some
of the other kids and these kids wouldn’t look at us,
tried to hold thejy breath when we were close to them.
Mami worked at Embajador Chocolate, putting in
0, twelve-hour shifs for almost no money at all. She
Woke up every morning at seven and I got up with her
because 1 could never sleep late, and while she drew the
W.ater outof our steel drum I brought the soap from the
tchen, There were always leaves and spiders in the
Water byg Mami could draw a clean bucket better than

a L]
ong woman and in the water closet

Sh? looked ven smaller, her skin dark and her hair sur-
Pr lSingl

s y Straight and across her stomach and back the
Carg fr

N om the ¢ ocket attack she’d survived in 1965.
One of the scars i

0“’Hmny
Clenched,

tween my

She was 3 tlny

owed when she wore clothes,
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though if you embraced her you’d feel them hard under
your wrist, against the soft part of your Palm. |

Abuelo was supposed to watch us whll? Mflml was
at work but usually he was visiting with his friends or
out with his trap. A few years back, when the rat prob-
lem in the barrio had gotten out of hand (Those
malditos were running off with kids, Abuelo told me),
he had built himself a trap. A destroyer. He never
charged anyone for using it, something Mami would
have done; his only commission was that he be the one
to arm the steel bar. I've seen this thing chop off fin-
gers, he explained to the borrowers but in truth he just
liked having something to do, a job of some kind. In our
house alone Abuelo had killed a dozen rats and in one
house on Tunti, forty of these motherfuckers were
killed during a two-night massacre. He spent both
nights with the Tunti people, resetting the trap and
burning the blood and when he came back he was grin-
ning and tired, his white hair everywhere, and my
mother had said, You look like you’ve been out getting
ass.

Without Abuelo around, me and Rafa did anything
we wanted. Mostly Rafa hung out with his friends and
I played with our neighbor Wilfredo. Sometimes I
climbed trees. There wasn’t a tree in the barrio I
couldn"t climb and on some days I spent entire after-
flo0ns In our trees, watching the barrio i :
R el e
about the good old days, when a man could still make




from his finca, when the United States wagn’y

iy folks planned on.

\ami came home after sunset, just when the day’s

orth of drinking was sltarting to turn some of the
neighbors wild. Our barrio was not the safest of places
,nd Mami usually asked one of her co-workers to ac-
company her home. These men were young, and some
of them were unmarried. Mami let them walk her but
she never invited them into the house. She barred the
door with her arm while she said good-bye, just to
show them that nobody was getting in. Mami might
have been skinny, a bad thing on the Island, but she was
smart and funny and that’s hard to find anywhere. Men
were drawn to her. From my perch I’d watched more
than one of these Porfirio Rubirosas say, See you to-
morrow, and then park his ass across the street just to
see if she was playing hard to get. Mami never knew
these men were there and after about fifteen minutes of
staring expectantly at the front of our house even the
loneliest of these fulanos put their hats on and went
home,

We could never get Mami to do anything after work,
°¥en cook dinner, if she didn’t first sit awhile in her
focking chair. She didn’t want to hear nothing about
::Lroiz ‘i):lell:ls, the ,scr'fztches we’d put %nto.our knees,
disdad anz’lalt. Sh? d sit on the back [?atlo with her eyes
ad Jegg_ g ok t}.1e bugs l.alte mountains ?nto her armj
Whey sh.e ’:l)metlmes I climbed the guanabar.l:fl tree an

open her eyes and catch me smiling down
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on her, she’d close them again and I would drop twigs

onto her until she laughed.

2

When times were real flojo, when the last colored bill
flew out Mami’s purse, she packed us off to our rela-
tives. She’d use Wilfredo’s father’s phone and make the
calls early in the morning. Lying next to Rafa, I’d lis-
ten to her soft unhurried requests and pray for the day
that our relatives would tell her to vete pa’l carajo but
that never happened in Santo Domingo.

Usually Rafa stayed with our tios in Ocoa and I
went to tia Miranda’s in Boca Chica. Sometimes we
both went to Ocoa. Neither Boca Chica nor Ocoa were
far but I never wanted to go and it normally took hours
of cajoling before I agreed to climb on the autobus.

How long? I asked Mami truculently,

Not long, she promised me, examining the scabs on

the back of my shaved head. A week. Two at the most.
How many days is that?

Ten, twenty.
You’ll be fine, Rafa told me, s

pitting into the gutter.
How do you know? You 3

rujo?



Everybody needs a vacation, Abuelo explained hap-
pily. Enjoy yourself. You’ll be down by the water. And
just think about all the food you’ll eat.

I never wanted to be away from the family. Inty-
itively, I knew how easily distances could harden and
become permanent. On the ride to Boca Chica [ was al-
ways too depressed to notice the ocean, the young boys
fishing and selling cocos by the side of the road, the surf
exploding into the air like a cloud of shredded silver.

Tia Miranda had a nice block house, with a shingled
roof and a tiled floor that her cats had trouble negoti-
ating. She had a set of matching furniture and a televi-
sion and faucets that worked. All her neighbors were
administrators and hombres de negocios and you had
to walk three blocks to find any sort of colmado. It was
that sort of neighborhood. The ocean was never far
away and most of the time I was down by the beach
playing with the local kids, turning black in the sun.

Tia wasn’t really related to Mami; she was my ma-
drina, which was why she took me and my brother in
every now and then. No money, thougl’l. She never
loaned money to anyone, even to her drunkard of an
ex-husband, and Mami must have known because she
never asked. Tia was about fifty and rail-thin and

couldn’t put anything in her hair to make 1t forget it-
self; her perms never lasted more thana week before the
enthusiasm of her kink returned. She had two kids of
her own, Yennifer and Bienvenido, but she didn’t dote
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on them the way she doted on me. Her lips were always
on me and during meals she watched me like she was
waiting for the poison to take effect. _

I bet this isn’t something you’ve eaten lately, she’d
say.

Id shake my head and Yennifer, who was eighteen
and bleached her hair, would say, Leave him alone,
Mama. .

Tia also had a penchant for uttering cryptic one-
liners about my father, usually after she’d downed a
couple of shots of Brugal.

He took too much.

If only your mother could have noticed his true na-
ture earlier. |

He should see how he has left you.

The weeks couldn’t pass quickly enough. At night I
went down by the water to be alone but that wasn’t
possible. Not with the tourists making apes out of

- themselves, and with the tigueres waiting to rob them.

Las Tres Marias, I pointed out to myself in the sky.
They were the only stars I knew.

But then one day I'd walk into the house from swim-
ming and Mami and Rafa would be in the living room,
holding glasses of sweet lemon-milk.

You're back, Id say, trying to hide the excitement
In my voice.

I hope he behaved himself, Mami would be saying
to Tia. Her hair would be cut, her nails painted; she’d




Se

The year Papi came for us, the year I was nine, we ex-
pected nothing. There were no signs to speak of. Do-
minican chocolate was not especially in demand that
season and the Puerto Rican owners laid off the ma-
jority of the employees for a couple of months. Good
for the owners, un desastre for us. After that, Mami was
around the house all the time. Unlike Rafa, who hid his
shit well, I was always in trouble. From punching out
Wilfredo to chasing somebody’s chickens until they
Passed out from exhaustion. Mami wasn’t a hitter; she
preferred having me kneel on pebbles with my face
against a wall. On the afternoon that the letter arnvc.ed,
she caught me: trying to stab our mango tree with
Abuelo’s machete. Back to the corner. Abuelo was sup-
Posed to make sure I served my ten minutes but he was
t00 busy whittling to bother. He let me up :jtfter thrfee
minutes and I hid in the bedroom until he said, OK, in
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d hear. Then I went to the

a voice that Mami coul
and Mami looked up

smokehouse, rubbing my knees,

from peeling platanos.
You better learn, muc

the rest of your life.

[ watched the rain that
I won’t, I told her.

You talking back to me?

She whacked me on the nalgas
look for Wilfredo. I found him un

se, the wind throwing pieces of rain 0
s elaborately. I called him

neeling

hacho, or you’ll be k

had been falling all day. No,

and I ran outside to
der the eaves of his

hou nto his dark-

dark face. We shook hand
Muhammad Ali and he calle
our Northamerican names. We were
disintegrating pair of sandals clung to his toes.

What you got? I asked him.

Boats, he said, holding up the paper wedges his fa-
ther had folded for us. This one’s mine.

What does the winner get?

A gold trophy, about this big.

OK, cabrén, I’'m in. Don’t let go before me.

OK, he said, stepping to the other side of the gutter.
We had a clear run down to the street corner. No cars
were parked on our side, except for a drowned
Monarch and there was plenty of room between its
tires and the curb for us to navigate through.

We completed five runs before I noticed that some-
body had parked their battered motorcycle in front of

my house.

d me Sinbad; these were
both in shorts; a



boat into the water again.
I don’t know, I said.
Go find out.

I'was already on my way. The motorcycle driver
came out bc.efore I could reach our front door. He
mounted quickly and was gone in a cloud of exhaust.

Mami and Abuelo were on the back patio, conver-
sating. Abuelo was angry and his cane-cutter’s hands
were clenched. I hadn’t seen Abuelo bravo in a long
time, not since his produce truck had been stolen by
two of his old employees.

Go outside, Mami told me.

Who was that?

Did I tell you something?

Was that somebody we know?

Outside, Mami said, her voice a murder about to
happen.

What’s wrong? Wilfredo asked me when I rejoined
him. His nose was starting to run.

I don’t know, I said.

When Rafa showed himself an hour later, swagger-
ing in from a game of pool, I'd already tried to speak
to Mami and Abuelo like five times. The last time,
Mami had landed a slap on my neck and Wilfredo told
me that he could see the imprints of her fingers on my

skin. I told it all to Rafa.

That doesn’t sound good. He threw out his gutter-
und the back

iﬂg Cigarette. You wait here. He went aro
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and I heard his voice and then Mami’s. No yelling, no

argument. | i
Come on, he said. She wants us to waitin our room.

Why?

That’s what she said. You want me to tell her no?

Not while she’s mad.

Exactly.

I slapped Wilfredo’s hand and walked in the front
door with Rafa. What’s going on?

She got a letter from Papi.

Really? Is there money?

No.

What does it say?

How should I know? ,

He sat down on his side of the bed and produced a
pack of cigarettes. I watched him go through the elab-
orate ritual of lighting up—the flip of the thin cigarrillo

into his lips and then the spark, a single practiced snap
of the thumb.

Where’d you get that lighter?
Mi novia gave it to me.
Tell her to give me one.

Here. He tossed it to me. You can have it if you
shut up.

Yeah?
See. He reached to take it. You already lost it.

I shut my mouth and he settled back down on the
bed.



‘

Hey, Sinbad, Wilfredo said, his head appearing in
our window. What’s going on? ¥

My father wrote us 3 letter!

I’ll chop your fucking head off.

I tried to wait it out. Qur room was nothing more
than a section of the house that Abuelo had partitioned
off with planks of wood. In one corner Mami kept an
altar with candles and a cigar in a stone mortar and a
glass of water and two toy soldiers we could not touch
ever and above the bed hung our mosquito netting,
poised to drop on us like a net. I lay back and listened
to the rain brushing back and forth across our zinc
roof.

Mami served dinner, watched as we ate it, and then
ordered us back into our room. I’d never seen her so
blank-faced, so stiff, and when I tried to hug her she
pushed me away. Back to bed, she said. Back to listen-
ing to the rain. I must have fallen asleep because :when
I woke up Rafa was looking at me pensively and it was
dark outside and nobody else in the house was awjva.ke.

I read the letter, he told me quietly. He WapSIing
cross-legged on the bed, his ribs laddering his chest in
shadows, Papi says he’s coming.

Really?
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Don’t believe it.

Why?

[t 2in’t the first time he’s made

Oh, I said. o

Outside Sefiora Tejada started singin
badly.

Rafa?

Yeah?

I didn’t know you could read.

I was nine and couldn’t even write my own name.

Yeah, he said quietly. Something I picked up. Now
go to bed.

that promise, Yunior.

g to herself,

4o

Rafa was right. It wasn’t the first time. Two years after
he left, Papi wrote her saying he was coming for us and
like an innocent Mami believed him. After being alone
for two years she was ready to believe anything. She
showed everybody his letter and even spoke to him on
the phone. He wasn’t an easy man to reach but on this
occasion she got through and he reassured her that yes,
he was coming. His word was his bond. He even spoke
to us, something that Rafa vaguely remembers, a lot of

crap about how much he loved us and that we should
take care of Mami.

She prepared a party,
there for the slaughtering,
clothes and when he did

even lined up to have g goat

She bought me and Raf, new
n’t show she sent everybody



home, sold the goat back to jts owner and then almost

lost her mind. I remember the heaviness of that month
)

thicker than almost anything. When Abuelo tried to
reach our father at the phone numbers he’d left none

of the men who’d lived with him knew anything about
where he had gone.

It didn’t help matters that me and Rafa

kept asking
her when we were leaving for the

States, when Papi was
coming. I am told that I wanted to see his picture al-

most every day. It’s hard for me to imagine myself this
way, crazy about Papi. When she refused to show me
the photos I threw myself about like I was on fire. And
I'screamed. Even as a boy my voice carried farther than
a man’s, turned heads on the street.

First Mami tried slapping me quiet but that did lit-
tle. Then she locked me in my room where my brother
told me to cool it but I shook my head and screamed
louder. I was inconsolable. I learned to tear my clothes
because this was the one thing I had whose destruction
hurt my mother. She took all my shirts from my room,
left me only with shorts which were hard to damage
with bare fingers. I pulled a nail from our wall and
punched a dozen holes in each pair, until Rafa cuffed
me and said, Enough, you little puto.

Mami spent a lot of time out of the house, at work
or down by the Malecén, where she could watch the
waves shred themselves against the rocks, where men
offered cigarettes that she smoked quietly. I don’t know
how long this went on. Months, maybe three. Then,
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when the amapolas were
I woke up and found

one morning in early spring,
flushed with their flame leaves,
Abuelo alone in the house. |

She’s gone, he said. So cry all you want, rnalcrlad-o.

I learned later from Rafa that she was in Ocoa with
our tios.

Mami’s time away was never discussed, then or now.
When she returned to us, five weeks later, she was thin-
ner and darker and her hands were heavy with calluses.
She looked younger, like the girl who had arrived in
Santo Domingo fifteen years before, burning to be mar-
ried. Her friends came and $at and talked and When
Papi’s name was mentioned her eyes dimmed and when
his name left, the darkness of her ojos returned and she
would laugh, a small personal thunder that cleared the
air.

She didn’t treat me badly on her return but we were
no longer as close; she did not call me her Prieto or
bring me chocolates from her work. That seemed to suit
her fine. And I was young enough to grow out of her
rejection. I still had baseball and my brother. I still had
trees to climb and lizards to tear apart.

5.

The week after the letter came I watched her from my
trees. She ironed cheese sandwiches in paper bags for
our lunch, boiled platanos for our dinner. Our dirty
clothes were pounded clean in the concrete trough on



to the ground. You ain’t ISp'
said, rapping the top of my h
the afternoons that Wilfred
dominos and talk politics, s

ead with her knuckles. On
o’s father came over o play

he sat with him and Abuelo
and laughed at their campo stories, She seemed more

normal to me but I was careful not to provoke her.
There was still something volcanic about the way she
held herself.

On Saturday a late hurricane passed close to the
Capital and the next day folks were talking about how
high the waves were down by the Malecén. Some chil-
dren had been lost, swept out to sea and Abuelo shook
his head when he heard the news. You’d think the sea
would be sick of us by now, he said.

That Sunday Mami gathered us on the back patio.
We’'re taking a day off, she announced. A day for us as
a family.

We don’t need a day off, I said and Rafa hit me
harder than normal.

Shut up, OK?

I tried to hit him back but Abuelo grabbed us both
by the arm. Don’t make me have to crack your heads
open, he said. .

She dressed and put her hair up and even paid fora
concho instead of crowding us into an autobus. T%le
driver actually wiped the seats down with a t.owel while
we waited and I said to him, It don’t look dirty, and he
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said, Believe me, muchacho, it is. Mami looked beauti-
ful and many of the men she passed wanted to know
where she was heading. We couldn’t afford it but she
paid for a movie anyway. The Five Deadly Venoms.
Kung fu movies were the only ones the theaters played
in those days. I sat between Mami and Abuelo. Rafa
moved to the back, joining a group of boys who were
smoking, and arguing with them about some baseball
player on Licey.

After the show Mami bought us flavored ices and
while we ate them we watched the salamanders crawl-
ing around on the sea rocks. The waves were tremendous
and some parts of George Washington were flooded
and cars were churning through the water slowly.

A manin ared guayabera stopped by us. He lit a cig-

arette and turned to my mother, his collar turned up by
the wind. So where are you from?

Santiago, she answered.

Rafa snorted.

You must be visiting relatives then.

Yes, she said. My husband’s family.

He nodded. He was dark-skinned, with light-
colored spots about his neck and hands. His fingers
trembled slightly as he worked the cigarette to his lips.
I hoped he’d drop his cigarette, just so I could see what
the ocean would do to it. We had to wajt almost a full
minute before he said buenos dias and walked away.,

What a crazy, Abuelo said.
Rafa lifted up his fist. You should have given me the



signal. I would have kung-fu- -punched him in the head.
Your father came at me better than that, Mami said.
Abuelo stared down at the back of his hands, at the

long white hairs that covered them. He looked embar-
rassed.

Your father asked me if I wanted a cigarette and then

he gave me the whole pack to show me that he was a
big man.

I held on to the rail. Here?

Oh no, she said. She turned around and looked out
over the traffic. That part of the city isn’t here anymore.

6-

Rafa used to think that he’d come in the night, like
Jesus, that one morning we’d find him at our breakfast
table, unshaven and smiling. Too real to be believed.
He’ll be taller, Rafa predicted. Northamerican food
makes people that way. He’d surprise Mami on her
way back from work, pick her up in a German car. Say
nothing to the man walking her home. She would not
know what to say and neither would he. They’d drive
down to the Malecén and he’d take her to see a movie,
because that’s how they met and that’s how he’d want
to start 1t again.

I would see him coming from my trees. A man with
swinging hands and eyes like mine. He’d have gold on
his fingers, cologne on his neck, a silk shirt, good leather
shoes. The whole barrio would come out to greet him.
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He’d kiss Mami and Rafa and shake Abuelo’s reluctant

hand and then he’d see me behind everyoneé else. What's
wrong with that one? he’d 25k and Mami would say, He
doesn’t know you. Squatting down sO that his pale yel-
low dress socks showed, he’d trace the scars on my
arms and on my head. Yunior, he’d finally say, his stub-
bled face in front of mine, his thumb tracing a circle on

my cheek.
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Wait for your brother and your‘ mother to leave the
apartment. You’ve already told them that you’re feel-
ing too sick to go to Union City to visit that tfa who
likes to squeeze your nuts. (He’s gotten big, she’ll say.)
And even though your moms knows you ain’t sick you
stuck to your story until finally she said, Go ahead and
stay, malcriado.

Clear the government cheese from the refrigerator.
If the girl’s from the Terrace stack the boxes behind the
milk. If she’s from the Park or Society Hill hide the
cheese in the cabinet above the oven, way up where
she’ll never see. Leave yourself a reminder to get it out
before morning or your moms will kick your ass. Take
down any embarrassing photos of your family in the
€ampo, especially the one with the half-naked kids
dragging a goat on a rope leash. The kids are your
€ousins and by now they’re old enough to understand
Why you’re doing what you’re doing. Hide the pictur £
of yourself with an Afro. Make sure the bathroom 1s
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the basket with all the crapped-on to;.

table. Put -
presen he sink. Spray the bucket with Lyso],

let paper under t

then close the cabinet.
Shower, comb, dress. Sit on the couch and watch TV,
b ]

If she’s an outsider her father will be bringing her,
maybe her mother. Neither of them want her s.eeing
any boys from the Terrace—people get stabbed in the
Terrace—but she’s strong-headed and this time will get
her way. If she’s a whitegirl you know you’ll at least
get a hand job.

The directions were in your best handwriting, so
her parents won’t think you’re an idiot. Get up from
the couch and check the parking lot. Nothing. If the
girl’s local, don’t sweat it. She’ll flow over when she’s
good and ready. Sometimes she’ll run into her other
friends and a whole crowd will show up at your apart-
ment and even though that means you ain’t getting shit
it will be fun anyway and you’ll wish these people
would come over more often. Sometimes the girl won’t
flow over at all and the next day in school she’ll say
sorry, smile and you’ll be stupid enough to believe her
and ask her out again.

Wait and after an hour go out to your corner. The
neighborhood is full of traffic. Give one of your boys
a :shout and when he says, Are you still waiting on that
bitch? say, Hell yeah,

Pic(lf:tl batcl:E 11;31:% Call her house and when her father
e paski s' e’s the're. .He’ll ask, Who is this? Hang
p-He sounds like a principal or a police chief, the sort



and out she comes.

Hey, you’ll say.

Look, she’ll say. My mom Wants to meet you, She’s
got herself all worried about nothing,

Don’t panic. Say, Hey, no problem, Run a hand
through your hair like the whiteboys do even though
the only thing that runs easily through your hair is
Africa. She will look good. The white ones are the ones
you want the most, aren’t they, but usually the out-of-
towners are black, blackgirls who grew.up with ballet
and Girl Scouts, who have three cars in their drive-
ways. If she’s a halfie don’t be surprised that her mother
is white. Say, Hi. Her moms will say hi and you’ll see
that you don’t scare her, not really. She will say that she
needs easier directions to get out and even though she
has the best directions in her lap give her new ones.
Make her happy.

You have choices. If the girl’s from around the way,
take her to El Cibao for dinner. Order everything in
your busted-up Spanish. Let her correct you if she’s
Latina and amaze her if she’s black. If she’s not from
around the way, Wendy’s will do. As you walk to the
f®Staurant talk about school. A local girl won’t need
Stories about the neighborhood but the other ones
might. Supply the story about the loco who’d been
Storing canjsters of tear gas in his basement for years,
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cers cracked and the whole neigh.

the military-strength stuff, Doy,
knew right away what it Was,
11 from the year the Uniteq

how one day the canis
borhood got a dose of

cell her that your moms
that she recognized 1ts STE
our island.
n’t run into your nemesis, Howie,
the Puerto Rican kid with the two killer mutts. He
walks them all over the neighborhood and every now
and then the mutts corner themselves a cat and tear it
to shreds, Howie laughing as the cat flips up in the air,
its neck twisted around like an owl, red meat showing
through the soft fur. If his dogs haven’t cornered a cat,
he will walk behind you and ask, Hey, Yunior, is that
your new fuckbuddy?

" Let him talk. Howie weighs about two hundred
pounds and could eat you if he wanted. At the field he
will turn away. He has new sneakers, and doesn’t want
them muddy. If the girl’s an outsider she will hiss now
and say, What a fucking asshole. A homegirl would
have been yelling back at him the whole time, unless she
bl SI_ly' Either way don’t feel bad that you didn’t do
anything. Never lose 2 fight on a first date or that will
be the end of it.
parents met in Itlhte MOW' - halﬁ? will tell you that her
ple thought it a radj O‘Ielﬁient’ will say, Back then p(i:o-
somethis e . A ing to do: It will sound lik
rother once h parents made her memorize. Your

eard that one and said, Man, that sounds

States invaded ¥
Hope that you do



like a whole lot of Uncle Tommin
this.

Put down your hamburger and
been hard.

She will appreciate your interest.
more. Black people, she wil] say, t
That’s why I don’t like them. You’l
feels about Dominicans. Don’t ask.

g to me, Don’t repeat

say, It must have

She will tel] you
reat me real bad.
I wonder how she

Let her speak on it
and when you’re both finished eating walk back into

the neighborhood. The skies will be magnificent. Pol-
lutants have made Jersey sunsets one of the wonders of
the world. Point it out. Touch her shoulder and say,
That’s nice, right?

Get serious. Watch TV but stay alert. Sip some of the
Bermiidez your father left in the cabinet, which nobody
touches. A local girl may have hips and a thick ass but
she won’t be quick about letting you touch. She has to
live in the same neighborhood you do, has to deal with
you being all up in her business. She might just chill
with you and then go home. She might kiss you and
then go, or she might, if she’s reckless, give it up, but
that’s rare. Kissing will suffice. A whitegirl might just
giveitup right then. Don’t stop her. She’ll take her gum
out of her mouth, stick it to the plastic sofa covers and
then will move close to you. You have nice eyes, she
might say.

Tell her that you love her hair, that you love her skin,
her lips, because, in truth, you love them more than you
love your own,
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She’ll say, I like Spanis:h
n to Spain, say,

guys; and even though
I like you. You’ll

you’ve never bee

d smooth. . _
Soli;ou’ll be with her until about eight-thirty and then
In the bathroom she will

| want to wash up- i
radio and her waist will keep the

f the sink. Imagine her old lady
coming to get her, what she would say if she knew her

daughter had just lain under you and blown your name,
er eighth-grade Spanish, into your
he bathroom call one of your boys
it back on the couch and

she wil
hum a song from the

beat against the lip o

pronounced with h

ear. While she’sin t
and say, Lo hice, loco. Or justs

smile.
But usually it won’t work this way. Be prepared. She

will not want to kiss you. Just cool it, she’ll say. The
halfie might lean back, breaking away from you. She
will cross her arms, say, I hate my tits. Stroke her hair
but she will pull away. I don’t like anybody touching
my hair, she will say. She will act like somebody you
don’t know. In school she is known for her attention-
grabbing laugh, as high and far-ranging as a gull, but
here she will worry you. You will not know what to
Say.

.You’re the only kind of guy who asks me out, she
will say. Your neighbors will start their hyena ::al]s
no;v that the.z alcohol is in them. You and the blackboys.’
» ;ﬁi:"s:;ng- Let hei: button her shirt, let her comb
e e e e

ather pulls in and beeps, let



her 8O without too much of a good-bye. She won’t
want it. During the next hour the phone will ring. You
will be tempted to pick it up. Don’t. Watch the shows
you want to watch, without a family around to debate
you. Don’t go downstairs. Don’t fall asleep. It won’t
help. Put the government cheese back in its place be-
fore your moms kills you.
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iy father, Raméndelas C'asas, left Santo Domingo
~ just before my fourth birthday. Papi had been planning
to leave for months, hustling and borrowing from his
friends, from anyone he could put the bite on. In the
end it was just plain luck that got his visa processed
when it did. The last of his luck on the Island, consid-
ering that Mami had recently discovered he was keep-
ing with an overweight puta he had met while breaking
up afight on her street in Los Millonitos. Mami learned
this from a friend of hers, a nurse and a neighbor of the
puta, The nurse couldn’t understand what Papi was
dOing loaﬁng around her street when he was supposed
to be on patrol. ‘
The initial fights, with Mami throwing our silver-
Vare into wild orbits, lasted a week. After afork pier Ce‘_d
im in the cheek, Papi decided to move out, just until
things cooled down, He took a small bag of clothes . i
roke out early in the morning. On his scCOnC? Ill.ght
Way from the house, with the puta asleep at his side,
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Papi had a dream that the money Mami’s fat.her had
promised him was spiraling away = the wind like
bright bright birds. The dream blew him out of bed Jik
a gunshot. Are you OK? the puta asked and he -Shook
his head. I think I have to go somewhere, he said. He
borrowed a clean mustard-colored guayabera from ,
friend, put himself in a concho and paid our abuelo 3
visit.

Abuelo had his rocking chair in his usual place, out
on the sidewalk where he could see everyone and every-
thing. He had fashioned that chair as a thirtieth-
birthday present to himself and twice had to replace the
wicker screens that his ass and shoulders had worn out.
If you were to walk down to the Duarte you would see
that type of chair for sale everywhere. It was Novem-
ber, the mangoes were thudding from the trees. Despite
his dim eyesight, Abuelo saw Papi coming the moment
he stepped onto Sumner Welles. Abuelo sighed, he’d
had it up to his cojones with this spat. Papi hiked up
his pants and squatted down next to the rocking chair.

I am here to talk to you about my life with your
daughter, he said, removing his hat. I don’t know what
you’ve heard but I swear on my heart that none of it is
true. All T want for your daughter and our children is
to take them to the United States. I want a good life for
them.

Abuelo searched his pockets for the cigarette he had
just put away. The neighbors were gravitating towards
the front of their houses to listen to the exchange. What



about this other woman? Abuelo saiq finally
find the cigarette tucked behind his ear. ’
It’s true L' went to her house, by, that was a mistalc
] did nothing to shame you, viejo. I know it wasn’tee;
smart thing to do, but I didn’; know the Woman would
lie like she did.
Is that what you said to Virta)

Yes, but she won’t listen. She cares too much aboyt
what she hears from her friends. If you don’t think I

can do anything for your daughter then I won’t ask to
borrow that money.

unable to

Abuelo spit the taste of car exhaust and street dust
from his mouth. He might have spit four or five times.
The sun could have set twice on his deliberations but
with his eyes quitting; his farm in Azua now dust and
his familia in need, what could he really do?

Listen Ramén, he said, scratching his arm hairs. I be-
lieve you. But Virta, she hears the chisme on the street
and you know how that is. Come home and be good
to her. Don’t yell. Don’t hit the children. I’ll tell her
that you are leaving soon. That will help smooth things
between the two of you.

Papi fetched his things from the puta’s house and
moved back in that night. Mami acted as if he were'a
troublesome visitor who had to be endured. She slept
With the children and stayed out of the house as often
3s she could, visiting her relatives in other parts of the
Capital. Many times Papi took hold of her arms and
Pushed her against the slumping walls of the house,
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thinking his touch would snap her from h.er brooding
silence, but instead she slapped or kicked him. Why the
hell do you do that? he demanded. Don’t you know

how soon I’m leaving?

Then go, she said.

You’ll regret that.

She shrugged and said nothing else.

In a house as loud as ours, one woman’s silence was
a serious thing. Papi slouched about for a month, tak-
ing us to kung fu movies we couldn’t understand and
drilling into us how much we’d miss him. He’d hover
around Mami while she checked our hair for lice, want-
ing to be nearby the instant she cracked and begged him
to stay.

One night Abuelo handed Papi a cigar box stuffed
with cash. The bills were new and smelled of ginger.
Here it 1s. Make your children proud.

You’ll see. He kissed the viejo’s cheek and the next
day had himself a ticket for a flight leaving in three
days. He held the ticket in front of Mami’s eyes. Do
you see this?

She nodded tiredly and took up his hands. In their
room, she already had his clothes packed and mended.

She didn’t kiss him when he left. Instead she sent
each of the children over to him. Say good-bye to your
father. Tell him that you want him back soon.

When he tried to embrace her she grabbed his upper
arms, her fingers like pincers. You had best remember




He arrived in Miami at four in the morning in a roar-
ing poorly booked plane. He passed easily through cus-
toms, having brought. nothing but some clothes, a
rowel, a bar of soap, a razor, his money and a box of
Chiclets in his pocket. The ticket to Miami had saved
him money but he intended to continue on to Nueva
York as soon as he could. Nueva York was the city of
jobs, the city that had first called the Cubanos and their
cigar industry, then the Bootstrap Puerto Ricans and
now him.

He had trouble finding his way out of the terminal.
Everyone was speaking English and the signs were no
help. He smoked half a pack of cigarettes while wan-
dering around. When he finally exited the terminal, he
rested his bag on the sidewalk and threw away the rest
of the cigarettes. In the darkness he could see little of
Northamerica. A vast stretch of cars, distant palms and
2 highway that reminded him of the Maximo Goémez.
The air was not as hot as home and the city was well lit
but he didn’t feel as if he had crossed an ocean and a
world. A cabdriver in front of the terminal called tohim .
in Spanish and threw his bag easily in the back seat of
the cab. A new one, he said. The man was black,
Stooped and strong.

You got family here?
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Not really.

How about an address?

Nope, Papi said. I’'m here on my own. I got two
hands and a heart as strong as a rock.

Right, the taxi driver said. He toured Papi through
the city, around Calle Ocho. Although the streets were
empty and accordion gates stretched in front of store-
fronts Papi recognized the prosperity in the buildings
and in the tall operative lampposts. He indulged him-
self in the feeling that he was being shown his new digs
to ensure that they met with his approval. Find a place
to sleep here, the driver advised. And first thing to-
morrow get yourself a job. Anything you can find.

I’m here to work.

Sure, said the driver. He dropped Papi off at a hotel
and charged him five dollars for half an hour of service.
Whatever you save on me will help you later. I hope
you do well.

Papi offered the driver a tip but the driver was al-
ready pulling away, the dome atop his cab glowing,
calling another fare, Shouldering his bag, Papi began to
stroll, smelling the dust and the heat filtering up from
the pressed rock of the streets. At first he considered
saving money by sleeping outside on a bench but he
was without guides and the inscrutability of the nearby
signs unnerved him. What if there was a curfew? He
knew that the slightest turn of fortune could dash him.

‘How many before him had gotten this far only to get
sent back for some stupid infraction? The sky was sud-




T

denly too high. He walked back the way he had come
and went into the hotel, its spastic neon sign obtrusively
jutting into the street. He had difficulty understanding
the man at the desk, but finally the man wrote down

the amount for a night’s stay in block numbers. Room
cuatro-cuatro, the man said. Papi had as much difficulty
working the shower but finally was able to take a bath.
It was the first bathroom he’d been in that hadn’t curled
the hair on his body. With the radio tuned in and in-
coherent, he trimmed his'mustache. No photos exist of
his mustache days but it is easily imagined. Within an
hour he was asleep. He was twenty-four. He didn’t
dream about his familia and wouldn’t for many years.

He dreamed instead of gold coins, like the ones that had

been salvaged from the many wrecks about our island,
stacked high as sugar cane.

Even on his first disorienting morning, as an aged
Latina snapped the sheets from the bed and emptied the
one piece of scrap paper he’d thrown in the trash can,
Papi pushed himself through the sit-ups and push-ups
that kept him kicking ass until his fortifas.

You should try these, he told the Latina. They make
work a lot easier.

If you had a job, she said, you wouldn’t need exer-
cise.

He stored the clothes he had worn ¢}
his canvas shoulder bag and assembled
used his fingers and Water to flappe &

day before in
d new Ou‘:ﬁt. He
tthe worst of the
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wrinkles. During the years he’d lived with Mami, he’d

washed and ironed his own clothes. These things were
job, he liked to say, proud of his own upkeep.

aman’s
resplendent white shirts

Razor creases on his pants and

were his trademarks. His generation had, after all, been

weaned on the sartorial lunacy of the Jefe, who had
r ten thousand ties on the eve of his as-

owned justunde
trim and serious, Papi

sassination. Dressed as he was,

looked foreign but not mojado.
That first day he chanced on a share in an apartment

with three Guatemalans and his first job washing dishes
.t a Cuban sandwich shop. Once an old gringo diner
of the hamburger-and-soda variety, the shop now filled
with Oyeme’s and the aroma of lechén. Sandwich
pressers clamped down methodically behind the front
counter. The man reading the newspaper in the back
told Papi he could start right away and gave him two
white ankle-length aprons. Wash these every day, he
said. We stay clean around here.

Two of Papi’s flatmates were brothers, Stefan and
Tomis Hernandez. Stefan was older than Tomds by
twenty years. Both had families back home. Cataracts
were slowly obscuring Stefan’s eyes; the disease had
cost him half a finger and his last job. He now swept
floors and cleaned up vomit at the train station. This 1s
a'IOt safer, he told my father. Working at a f4ibrica will
k_’l] you long before any tiguere will. Stefan had a pas-
sivn for’the track and would read the forms, despite his
brother’s warnings that he was ruining what was left of



hiS eyes, by bringing his face dOWn to the t
of his nose was often capped in ink.
Eulalio was the third apartment-mate. He had the
largest room to himself and owned the rusted-oy;
Duster that brought them to work every morning,
He’d been in the States close to two years and when he
met Papi he spoke to him in English. When Papi didn’t
answer, Eulalio switched to Spanish. You’re going to

have to practice if you expect to get anywhere. How
much English do you know?

ype. The tip

None, Papi said after a moment.

Eulalio shook his head. Papi met Eulalio last and
liked him least.

Papi slept in the living room, first on a carpet whose
fraying threads kept sticking to his shaved head, and
then on a mattress he salvaged from a neighbor. He
worked two long shifts a day at the shop and had two
four-hour breaks in between. On one of the breaks he
slept at home and on the other he would handwash his
aprons in the shop’s sink and then nap in the storage
room while the aprons dried, amidst the towers of El
Pico coffee cans and sacks of bread. Sometimes he read
the Western dreadfuls he was fond of—he could read
one in about an hour. If it was too hot or he was bored -
by his book, he walked the neighborhoods, amazed at
Streets unblocked by sewage and the orderliness of the
“ars and houses. He was impressed with the trans-
p!anted Latinas, who had been transformed by good
diets ang beauty products unimagined back home.
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utiful but unfriendly women. He woy4

They were bea .
hoping to slip in ,

touch a finger to his beret and stop,

comment or two, but these women would walk righ,

on by, grimacing ‘
He wasn’t discouraged. He began joining Eulalio on

his nightly jaunts to the bars. Papi would have gladly
shared a drink with the Devil rather than go out alone,
The Hernindez brothers weren’t much for the out-
ings; they were hoarders, though occasionally they cut
loose, blinding themselves on tequila and beers. The
brothers would stumble home late, stepping on Papi,
howling about some morena who had spurned themto
their faces.

Eulalio and Papi went out two, three nights a week,
drinking rum and stalking. Whenever he could, Papi let
Eulalio do the buying. Eulalio liked to talk about the
finca he had come from, a large plantation near the cen-
ter of his country. I fell in love with the daughter of the
owner and she fell in love with me. Me, a peon. Can you
believe that? I would fuck her on her own mother’s bed,
in sight of the Holy Mother and her crucified Son. I
tried to make her take down that cross but she wouldn’t
hear of it. She loved it that way. She was the one who
lent me the money to come here. Can you believe that?
One of these days, when I got a little money on the side
I’m going to send for her.
niglftl:/;z;)tih:a?:i?? lStOry, -seasone'd differently, every
Ao wer::t ;3, behevc.ad less. He watched the

always with other men. After an



y

hour or tWO, Pap1 would pay his bj]] and leave, E

shough the weather was cool, he didn’t need a.'a:ken
o liked to push through the breeze in shortslleev(::dt
chirts. He’d walk the mile home, talking to anyone whe
would let him. Occasionally drunkards would stop at
his Spanish and invite him to a house where men and
women were drinking and dancing, He liked those par-
ties far better than the face-offs at the bars. It was with

“these strangers that he practiced his fledgling English,

away from Eulalio’s gleeful criticisms.

At the apartment, he’d lie down on his mattress,
stretching out his limbs to fill it as much as he could.
He abstained from thoughts of home, from thoughts of
his two bellicose sons and the wife he had nicknamed
Melao. He told himself, Think only of today and to-
morrow. Whenever he felt weak, he’d take from under
the couch the road map he bought at a gas station and
trace his fingers up the coast, enunciating the city names
slowly, trying to copy the awful crunch of sounds that
was English. The northern coast of our island was vis-
ible on the bottom right-hand corner of the map.

He left Miami in the winter. He’d lost his job and
gained a new one but neither paid enough and the cost
of the living room floor was too great. Besides, Papi had
figured out from a few calculations and from talking to
the gringa downstairs (who now understood him) .that
Eulalio wasn’t paying culo for rent. Which eXP]amei
Why he had so many fine clothes and didn’t wor
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nearly as much as the rest. When Papi showed the fig.
ures to the Herndndez brothers, written on the borde,
of a newspaper, they were indifferent. He’s the ope
with the car, they said, Stefan blinking at the numbers
Besides, who wants to start trouble here? We’ll all be

moving on anyway.
But this isn’t right, Papi said. I'm living like a dog for

this shit.

What can you do? Tomds said. Life smacks every-
body around. |

We’ll see about that.

There are two stories about what happened next,
one from Papi, one from Mami: either Papi left peace-
fully with.a suitcase filled with Eulalio’s best clothes or
he beat the man first, and then took a bus and Lw1;he suit-

case to Virginia.

Papi logged most of the miles after Virginia on foot. He
could have afforded another bus ticket but that would
have bitten into the rent money he had so diligently
saved on the advice of many a veteran immigrant. To
be homeless in Nueva York was to court the worst sort
of disaster. Better to walk 380 miles than to arrive com-
pletely broke. He stored his savings in a fake alligator
change purse sewn into the seam of his boxer shorts.
Though the purse blistered his thigh, it was in a place
no thief would search.

| He walked in his bad shoes, froze and learned to dis-
tinguish different cars by the sounds of their motors.



The cold wasn’t as much a bother 4 his
arms ached from carrying them, especi
his biceps. Twice he hitched rides from truckers who
took pity on the shivering man and just outside of
Delaware a K-car stopped him on the side of 1-95,
These men were federal marshals. Papi recognized
them immediately as police; he knew the type. He stud-
ied their car and considered running into the woods be-
hind him. His visa had expired five weels earlier and if
caught, he’d go home in chains. He’d heard plenty of
tales about the Northamerican police from other jlle-
gals, how they liked to beat you before they turned you
over to la migra and how sometimes they just took
your money and tossed you out toothless on an aban-
doned road. For some reason, perhaps the whipping
cold, perhaps stupidity, Papi stayed where he was, shuf-
fling and sniffing. A window rolled down on the car.

Papi went over and looked in on two sleepy blancos.
You need a ride?

Jes, Papi said.

The men squeezed together and Papi slipped into the
front seat. Ten miles passed before he could feel his ass
3gain. When the chill and the roar of passing cars finally
left him, he realized that a fragile-looking man, hand-
cuffed and shackled, sat in the back seat. The small man
Wept quietly.

How far you going? the driver asked.

New York, he said, carefully omitsing the Nueva
and the Yol.

bagS Wwere, HlS
ally the meat of
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We ain’t going that far but you can ride with y, to
Trenton if you like. Where the hell you from pal>

Miami.

Miami. Miami’s kind of far from here. The othe,
man looked at the driver. Are you a musician or some.
thing? |

Jes, Papi said. I play the accordion.

That excited the man in the middle. Shit, my old
man played the accordion but he was a Polack like me.
I didn’t know you spiks played it too. What kind of
polkas do you like?

Polkas?

Jesus, Will, the driver said. They don’t play polkas
in Cuba.

They drove on, slowing only to unfold their badges
at the tolls. Papi sat still and listened to the man crying
in the back. What is wrong? Papi asked. Maybe sick?

The driver snorted. Him sick? We’re the ones who
are about to puke. .

What’s your name? the Polack asked.

Ramén.

Ramén, meet Scott Carlson Porter, murderer.

Murderer?

Many many murders. Mucho murders.

He’s been crying since we left Georgia, the driver ex-
plained. He hasn’t stopped. Not once. The little pussy
cries even when we’re eating. He’s driving us nuts.

We thought maybe having another person inside



-

ith uS would shut him up—the man next to Papi
chook his head—but I guess not.

The marshals dropped Papi off in Trenton. He was
o relieved not to be in jail that he didn’t mind walking
the four hours it took to summon the nerve to put his

thumb out again.

His first year in Nueva York he lived in Washington
Heights, 1n 2 roachy flat above what’s now the Tres
Marias restaurant. As soon as he secured his apartment
and two jobs, one cleaning offices and the other wash-
ing dishes, he started writing home. In the first letter
he folded four twenty-dollar bills. The trickles of
-money he sent back were not premeditated like those
sent by his other friends, calculated from what he
needed to survive; these were arbitrary sums that often
left him broke and borrowing until the next payday.
The first year he worked nineteen-, twenty-hour
days, seven days a week. Out in the cold he coughed
explosively, feeling as if his lungs were tearing open
from the force of his exhales and in the kitchens the heat
from the ovens sent pain corkscrewing 1nto his head.
He wrote home sporadically. Mami forgave him for
What he had dope and told him who else had left the
bar.rio, via coffin or plane ticket. Papi’s replies were
i::tled on whatever he could find, usually'thg thlin
iy oard of tissue boxes or pages fro.m the bill boo f
Work. He was so tired from working that he mi$
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rything and had to bite his lip to stay

spelled almost eve
ed her and the children tickets soop,

awake. He promis
The pictures he receive
his friends at work and t
between old lottery slips.

The weather was no good. He
able to work through it and succeeded in saving up

enough money to start looking for a wife to marry. It
was the old routine, the oldest of the postwar maromas,
Find a citizen, get married, wait, and then divorce her.
The routine was well practiced and expensive and rid-
dled with swindlers. .

A friend of his at work put him in touch with a
portly balding blanco named el General. They metata
bar. El General had to eat two plates of greasy onion
rings before he talked business. Look here friend, el
General said. You pay me fifty bills and I bring you a
woman that’s interested. Whatever the two of you de-
cide is up to you. All I care is that I get paid and that
the women I bring are for real. You get no refunds if
you can’t work something out with her.

Why the hell don’t I just go out looking for myself?

Sure, you can do that. He patted vegetable oil on
Papi’s hand. But I’m the one who takes the risk of run-
ning into Immigration. If you don’t mind that then

hen forgotten in his wallet, |og

was sick often but wag

you can go out looking anywhere you want.

Even to Papi fifty bucks wasn’t exorbitant but he
was reluctant to part with it. He had no problem buy-
ing rounds at the bar or picking up a new belt when the



colors and.;h? moment suited h%m but this was differ-
ol ’He A Want. t ? deal’ with any more change.
Don't g’et me wrong: 1t WAL that he was having fun.
No, he’d been rob.bed twice already, his ribs beaten
SLEIEY HERe b ruised. He often drank too much and
went home to his room, and there he’d fume, spinning,
angry at the stupidity that had brought him to this
freezing hell of a country, angry that a man his age had
to masturbate when he had a wife, and angry at the
blinkered existence his jobs and the city imposed on
him. He never had time to sleep, let alone to go to a con-
cert or the museums that filled entire sections of the
newspapers. And the roaches. The roaches were so bold
in his flat that turning on the lights did not startle them.
They waved their three-inch antennas as if to say, Hey
puto, turn that shit off. He spent five minutes stepping
on their carapaced bodies and shaking them from his
mattress before dropping into his cot and still the
roaches crawled on him at night. No, he wasn’t having
fun but he also wasn’t ready to start bringing his fam-
ily over. Getting legal would place his hand firmly on
that first rung. He wasn’t so sure he could face us s‘o
soon. He asked his friends, most of whom were 11
worse financial shape than he was, for advice.

They assumed he was reluctant because of th.e
money. Don’t be a pendejo, hombre. Give fulano l;ls
money and that’s it. Maybe you make good, may :
you don’t, That’s the way it is. They built these barri©
out of bad luck and you got to get used to that.
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He met el General across from the Boricua Cafete-
ria and handed him the money. A day later the man
gave hima name: Flor de Oro. That isn’t her real name
of course, el General assured Papi. I like to keep things
historical.

They met at the cafeteria. Each of them had an em-
panada and a glass of soda. Flor was businesslike, about
fifty. Her gray hair coiled in a bun on top of her head.
She smoked while Papi talked, her hands speckled like

the shell of an egg.

Are you Dominican? Papi asked.

No.

You must be Cuban then.

One thousand dollars and you’ll be too busy being
an American to care where I’'m from.

That seems like a lot of money. Do you think once
I become a citizen I could make money marrying peo-
ple?

I don’t know.

Papi threw two dollars down on the counter and
stood.

How much then? How much do you have?

I work so much that sitting here is like having a
week’s vacation. Still I only have six hundred.

Find two hundred more and we got a deal.

Papi brought her the money the next day stuffed in
awrinkled paper bag and in return was given a pink re-
ceipt. When do we get started? he asked.



Next week. I have to start on the Paperwork right
away-

He pinned the receipt over his bed 4,
went to sleep, he checked behind it to
roaches lurked. His friends were excited 5

d before he

be sure no

) Ild the boss
at the cleaning job took them out for drinks an

tizers in Harlem, where their Spanish drew more looks
than their frumpy clothes. Their excitement was not
his; he felt as if he’d moved too precipitously. A week

later, Pap1 went to see the friend who had recom-
mended el General.

d appe-

I'still haven’t gotten a call, he explained. The friend
was scrubbing down a counter.

You will. The friend didn’t look up. A week later
Papi lay in bed, drunk, alone, knowing full well that
he’d been robbed.

He lost the cleaning job shortly thereafter for punch-
ing the friend off a ladder. He lost his apartment and
had to move in with a familia and found another job
frying wings and rice at a Chinese take-out joint. Be-
fore he left his flat, he wrote an account of what had
happened to him on the pink receipt and left it on the
wall ag 5 Wwarning to whatever fool came next to take his
Place, Te cuidado, he wrote. These people are worse
than sharks,

He sent no money home for close to six months.

Mami’s letters would be read and folded and tucked
'nto his well-ysed bags.
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Papi met her on the morning before Christmag, in 5
laundry, while folding his pants and knottin_g his damp
socks. She was short, had daggers of black hair point-
ing down in front of her ears and lent him her irop, She
was originally from La Romana, but like so many D,
minicans had eventually moved to the Capital.

I go back there about once a year, she told Pap;.
Usually around Pascua to see my parents and my sjs-
ter.

I haven’t been home in a long long time. I'm still try-
ing to get the money together.

It will happen, believe me. It took me years before
could go back my first time.

Papi found out she’d been in the States for six years,
a citizen. Her English was excellent. While he packed
his things in his nylon bag, he considered asking her to
the party. A friend had invited him to a house in
Corona, Queens, where fellow Dominicans were cele-
brating la Noche Buena together. He knew from a past
party that up in Queens the food, dancing and single
women came in heaps.

Four children were trying to pry open the plate at
the top of 2 dryer to reach the coin mechanism under-

neath. My fucking quarter 1s stuck, a kid was shout-
ing. In the corner, 4 student, still in medical greens, was
trying to read a magazine and not be noticed but as
soon as the kids were tired of the machine, they de-
scended on him, pulling at his magazine and pushing




heir hands into his pockets. He began to shove back.

Hey, Papi said. The kids threw him the finger and
ran outside. Fuck all spiks! they shrieked.

Niggers, the medical student muttered. Papi pulled
che drawstring shut on his bag and decided against ask-
ing her. He knew the rule: Strange is the woman who
goes strange places with a complete stranger. Instead,
Papi asked her if he could practice his English on her
one day. I really need to practice, he said. And Id be
willing to pay you for your time.

She laughed. Don’t be ridiculous. Stop by when you
can. She wrote her number and address in crooked let-

ters.

Papi squinted at the paper. You don’t live around
here?

No but my cousin does. I can give you her number
if you want.
No, this will be fine.

He had a grand time at the party and actually
avoided the rum and the six-packs he liked to down. He
sat with two older women and their husbands, a plate
of food on his lap (potato salad, pieces of roast chicken,
3stack of tostones, half an avocado and a tiny splatter-
g of mondongo out of politeness to the woman who’d
brought it) and talked about his days in Santo

Omingo. It was a lucid enjoyable night that would
Stick oyt in his memory like a spike. He swaggered
°Me around ope o’clock, bearing a plastic bag loaded

With fooq and a loaf of telera under his arm. He gave
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the bread to the shivering man sleeping in the hallway

f his building.
: v(ljshen he called Nilda a few days later he found oyt

from a young girl who spoke in politely spaced words
that she was at work. Pap1 left his name and called back
that night. Nilda answered.

Ramén, you should have called me yesterday. It was
a good day to start since neither of us had work.

I wanted to let you celebrate the holiday with your.
family.

Family? she clucked. I only have a daughter here.
What are you doing now? Maybe you want to come

over.
I wouldn’t want to intrude, he said because he was

a sly one, you had to admit that.

She owned the top floor of a house on a bleak quiet
street in Brooklyn. The house was clean, with cheap
bubbled linoleum covering the floors. Nilda’s taste
struck Ramén as low-class. She threw together styles
and colors the way a child might throw together paint
or clay. A bright orange plaster elephant reared up from
the center of a low glass table. A tapestry of a herd of
mustangs hung opposite vinyl cutouts of African
singers. Fake plants relaxed in each room. Her daugh-
ter Milagros was excruciatingly polite and seemed to
haYe an endless supply of dresses more fit for
quinceafieras than everyday life. She wore thick plastic
-g]asses and sat in front of the television when Papi vis-
ited, one skinny leg crossed over the other. Nilda had



) Wcll"stOCked kitchen and Papi cooked for her, his
stockPile of Cantoxnle.se and .Cuban recipes inex-
haustible. His ropa vieja was his best dish and he was
olad to see he had .surprlsed her. I should have you in
my kitchen, she said.

She liked to talk about the restaurant she owned and
her last husband, who had a habit of hitting her and ex-
pecting that all his friends be fed for free. Nilda wasted
hours of their study time caught between the leaves of
tome-sized photo albums, showing Papi each stage of
Milagros’s development as if the girl were an exotic
bug. He did not mention his own familia. Two weeks
into his English lessons, Papi kissed Nilda. They were
sitting on the plastic-covered sofa, in the next room a
game show was on the TV, and his lips were greasy
from Nilda’s pollo guisado.

I think you better leave, she said.

You mean now?

Yes, now.

He drew on his windbreaker as slowly as he could,
¢Xpecting her to recant. She held open the door and shut
't quickly after him. He cursed her the entire train ride
back into Manhattan. The next day at work, he told his
“0-Workers that she was insane and had a snake coiled
“Pin her heart, T should’ve known, he said bitterly. A
::;l: lat.e*r }.le was back at her house, grating.COCOHUts

A talking i English. He tried again and again she had
Im leaVQ.

Bach time he kissed her she threw him out. Jt was a
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cold winter and he didn’t have much of a coat. Nobody
bought coats then, Papi told me, because nobody wjs
expecting to stay that long. So I kept going back and
any chance I got I kissed her. She would tense up and
tell me to leave, like I'd hit her. So I would kiss her again
and she’d say, Oh, I really think you better leave now.
She was a crazy lady. I kept it up and one day she kissed
me back. Finally. By then I knew every maldito train
in the city and I had this big wool coat and two pairs
of gloves. I looked like an Eskimo. Like an American.

Within a month Papi moved out of his apartment
into her house in Brooklyn. They were married in

March.

Although he wore a ring, Papi didn’t act the part of the
husband. He lived in Nilda’s house, shared her bed,
paid no rent, ate her food, talked to Milagros when the
TV was broken and set up his weight bench in the cel-
lar. He regained his health and liked to show Nilda
how his triceps and biceps could gather in prominent
knots with a twist of his arm. He bought his shirts in
size medium so he could fill them out.

He worked two jobs close to her house. The first sol-
dering at a radiator shop, plugging holes mostly, the
other as a cook at a Chinese restaurant. The owners of
the restaurant were Chinese-Cubans; they cooked a
better arroz negro than pork fried rice and loved to
spend the quiet hours between lunch and dinner slap-



ing dominos with Pa;fi and the other help on top of
huge drums of shortening. One day, while adding up
his totals, Papi told these men about his familia in Sante
Domingo-

The chief cook, a man so skinny they called him
Needle, soured. You can’t forget your familia like that.
Didn’t they support you to send you here?

I’m not forgetting them, Papi said defensively. Right
now is just not a good time for me to send for them.
You should see my bills.

What bills?

Papi thought a moment. Electricity. That’s very ex-
pensive. My house has eighty-eight light bulbs.

What kind of house are you living in?

Very big. An antique house needs a lot of bulbs, you
know. ' |

Come mierda. Nobody has that many light bulbs in
their house.

You better do more playing and less talking or I’'m
going to have to take all your money.

These harangues must not have bothered his con-
science much because that year he sent no money.

Nilda learned about Papi’s other familia from a chain
of friends that reached back across the Caribe. It was
nevitable. She was upset and Papi had to deliver some
of his most polished performances to convince her that
he no longer cared about us. He’d been fortunate in that
When Mami ¢ eached back across a similar chain of 1m-
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rth, he’d told her to di-

t0 locate Papi in the 10
he was working at and

migrants
urant

rect her letters to the resta
not to Nilda’s home.

As with most of the jmmigrants around them, Nilda
was usually at work. The couple saw each other mostly
:n the evenings. Nilda not only had her restaurant,
where she served a spectacular and popular sancocho
with wedges of cold .vocado, but she also pushed her
tailoring on the customers. If a man had a torn work
shirt or a pant cuff soiled in machine oil, she’d tell him
to bring it by, that she’d take care of it, cheap. She had
2 loud voice and could draw the attention of the entire
eatery to a shabby article of clothing and few, under the
combined gaze of their peers, could resist her. She
brought the clothes home in a garbage bag and spent
her time off sewing and listening to the radio, getting
up only to bring Ramén a beer or change the channel
for him. When she had to bring money home from the
register, her skills at secreting it away were uncanny.
She kept nothing but coins in her purse and switched
her hiding place each trip. Usually she lined her bra
with twenty-dollar bills as if each cup was a nest but
Papi was amazed at her other ploys. After a crazy day
of mashi.ng platanos and serving the workers, she sealed
nearly'nme hundred dollars in twenties and fifties in a
sandwich bag and then forced the bag into the mouth
of a Malta bottle. She put a straw in there and sipped
T s

pi were together. If she wasn’t too



sedshe liked to have him guess where ghe w
-he money and with each wrong guess he'q remove g
piece of her clothing until the cache was found.

papi’s best friend at this time, and Nildys neighbor,
was Jorge Carretas Lugones, or Jo

as hiding

-Jo as he was com.-
monly known in the barrio. Jo-Jo was a five-foot-tall

Puerto'Rican whose light skin was stippled with moles
and whose blues eyes were the color of larimar. On the
street, he wore a pava, angled in the style of the past,
carried a pen and all the local lotteries in his shirt pock-
ets, and would have struck anyone as a hustler. Jo-Jo
owned two hot dogs carts and co-owned a grocery
store that was very prosperous. It had once been a tired
place with rotting wood and cracked tiles but with his
two brothers he’d pulled the porqueria out and rebuilt
it over the four months of one winter, while driving a
taxi and working as a translator and letter-writer for a
local patrén. The years of doubling the price on toilet
Paper, soap and diapers to pay the loan sharks were
over. The coffin refrigerators lining one wall were new,
3 were the bright green lottery machine and the re-
volving racks of junk food at the end of each short
shelf. He was disdainful of anyone who had a regu'lar
“rowd of parasites loafing about their stores, discussing
the taste of yuca and their last lays. And though th’ls
Neighborhood was rough (not as bad as his ?ld barrio
in San Juan where he had seen all his best friends los:
fingers ih machete fights), Jo-Jo didn’t n.eed to P‘:;d
Brate over his store, The local kids left him alone
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instead terrorized a Pakistani family down the street,
The family owned an Asian grocery store that looked
like a holding cell, windows behind steel mesh, door re.-
inforced with steel plates.
]o-]b and Papi met at the local bar regularly. Papi
was the man who knew the right times to laugh and
when he did, everyone around him joined in. He was
always reading newspapers and sometimes books and
seemed to know many things. Jo-Jo saw in Papi another
brother, 2 man from a luckless past needing a little di-
rection. Jo-Jo had already rehabilitated two of his sib-
lings, who were on their way to owning their own
stores.
Now that you have a place and papers, Jo-Jo told

Papi, you need to use these things to your advantage.
You have some time, you don’t have to break your ass
paying the rent, so use it. Save some moncy and buy
yourself alittle business. I'll sell you one of my hot dog
carts cheap if you want. You can see they’re making
steady plata. Then you get your familia over here and
buy yourself a nice house and start branching out.
That’s the American way.

Papi wanted a negocio of his own, that was his
dream, but he balked at starting at the bottom, selling
h.Ot dogs. While most of the men around him were t¥e”
times broke, he had seen a few, fresh off the boat, shake
the water from their backs and jump right into the low-
est branches of the American establishment. Tha! leap
was what he envisioned for himself, not some slow up”



ard crawl through the mud. Why; ;¢ wo
whenit would come, he did not know.

I’m looking for the right investment, he to
Pm not a food man.

What sort of man are you then? Jo-Jo demanded.
You Dominicans got restaurants in your blood.

I know, Papi said, but I am not a food man.

Worse, Jo-Jo spouted a hard line on loyalty to fa-
milia which troubled Papi. Each scenario his friend
proposed ended with Papi’s familia living safely within
his sight, showering him with love. Papi had difficulty
separating the two threads of his friend’s beliefs, that
of negocios and that of familia, and in the end the two
became impossibly intertwined.

With the hum of his new life Papi should have found
it easy to bury the memory of us but neither his con-
science, nor the letters from home that found him
Wherever he went, would allow it. Mami’s letters, as

regular as the months themselves, were corrosive slaps

uld be and

d Jo-Jo.

in the face. It was now a one-sided correspondence,
with Pap; reading and not mailing anything back. He
OPened the letters wincing in anticipation. Mami de-
talled how his children were suffering, how his littlest

OY Was so anemic people thought he was a corpse
“ome back to life; she told him about his oldest son,
Playing in the barrio, tearing open his feet and‘ ex-
-2nging blows with his so-called friends. Mami re-
fused to talk about her condition. She called Papi @

®Sgraciado and 4 puto of the highest order for aban-
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doning them, a craitor worm, an eater of pubic lice, a
cockless, ball-less cabrén. He showed Jo-Jo the letters,

often at drunken bitter moments, and Jo-Jo would
shake his head, waving for two mt?re beers. You, my
e, have done too many things wrong. If you

life will spring apart.
1d can I do? What does this woman
money. Does she

compadr
keep this up, your

What in the wor
want from me? I’ve been sending her

want me to starve up here?
You and I know what you have to do. That’sall I can

say, otherwise I'd be wasting my breath.

Papi was lost. He would take long perilous night
walks home from his jobs, sometimes arriving with his
knuckles scuffed and his clothes disheveled. His and
Nilda’s child was born in the spring, a son, also named
Ramén, cause for fiesta but there was no celebration
among his friends. Too many of them knew. Nilda
could sense that something was wrong, that a part of
him was detained elsewhere but each time she brought
it up Papi told her it was nothing, always nothing.

With a regularity that proved instructional, Jo-Jo
had Papi drive him to Kennedy to meet one or the other
of the relatives Jo-Jo had sponsored to come to the
States to make it big. Despite his prosperity, Jo-Jo could
not drive and did not own a car. Papi would borrow
Nilda’s Chevy station wagon and would fight the traf-
fic for an hour to reach the airport. Depending on the
season, Jo-Jo would bring either a number of coats or
a cooler of beverages taken from his shelves—a rare



creat since Jo-Jo’s cardinal rule wag that one should
never prey on one’s own stock. At the ter
would stand back, his hands pressed in his Pockets, his
beret plugged on tight, while Jo-Jo surged forward o
greet his familia. Papi’s English was good now, his
clothes better. Jo-Jo would enter a berserk frenzy when
his relatives stumbled through the arrival gate, dazed
and grinning, bearing cardboard boxes and canvas bags.
There would be crying and abrazos. Jo-Jo would in-
troduce Ramén as a brother and Ramén would be
dragged into the circle of crying people. It was a sim-
ple matter for Ramén to rearrange the faces of the ar-
rivals and see his wife and his children there.

He began again to send money to his familia on the
Island. Nilda noticed that he began to borrow from her
for his tobacco and to play the lotteries. Why do you
need my money? she complained. Isn’t that the reason
you're working? We have a baby to look after. There
are bills to pay.

One of my children died, he said. I have to pay for
the wake and the funeral. So leave me alone.

Why didn’t you tell me?

He put his hands over his face but when he removed
them she was sl staring skeptically.

Which one? she demanded. His hand swung clum-
sily. She fel] down and neither of them said a word.

minal, Papi

Papi landed a union job with Reynolds Aluminulrz:;
West New York that paid triple what he was ma
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diator shop. It was nearly a two-hour commute,
ndon-ripping labor, but he was
d the benefits were exceptional,
had moved outside the umbra

The racism was pronounced,

at thera
followed by a day of te
willing—the money an
It was the first time he

of his fellow immigrants.
The two fights he had were reported to the bosses and

they put him on probation. He worked through t%lat
period, got a raise and the highest performarllce rating
in his department and the shittiest schedule in the en-
tire fibrica. The whites were always dumping their bad
shifts on him and on his friend Chuito. Guess what,
they’d say, clapping them on the back. I need a little
time with my kids this week. I know you wouldn’t
mind taking this or that day for me.

No, my friend, Papi would say. I wouldn’t mind.
Once Chuito complained to the bosses and was writ-
ten up for detracting from the familial spirit of the de-
partment. Both men knew better than to speak up
again.

On a normal day Papi was too exhausted to visit
with Jo-Jo. He’d enjoy his dinner and then settle down
to watch Tom and Jerry, who delighted him with their
violence. Nilda, watch this, he’d scream and she’d du-
tifully appear, needles in mouth, baby in her arms. Papi
would laugh so loud that Milagros upstairs would join
in without even seeing what had occurred. Oh, that’s
wonderful, he’d say. Would you look at that! They’re
killing each other!

One day, he skipped his dinner and 2 night in front




o the TV to drive soth with Chuito into New Jersey
o 2 small town out51de.of Perth Amboy. Chuito’s
Gremlin pulled into a neighborhood under construc-
;on. Huge craters had been gouged in the earth and
rowering ziggurats of tan bricks stood ready to be or.
ganized into buildings. New pipes were being laid by
the mile and the air was tart with the smell of chem;.
cals. It was a cool night. The men wandered around the
pits and the sleeping trucks.

I'have a friend who is doing the hiring for this place,
Chuito said.

Construction?

No. When this neighborhood goes up they’ll need
superintendents to watch over things. Keep the hot
Wwater running, stop a léaking faucet, put new tile in the
bathroom. For that you get a salary and free rent. That’s
the kind of job worth having. The towns nearby are
quiet, lots of good gringos. Listen Ramén, I can getyou
ajob here if you like. It would be a good place to move.
Out of the city, safety. I’ll put your name at the top of
the list and when this place is done you’ll have a nice
€asy job.

This sounds better than a dream.

Forget dreams. This is real, compadre.

The two men inspected the site for about an hour
afld then headed back toward Brooklyn. Papi was
Sl.lem' A plan was forming. Here was the place to move
his familia if i came from the Island. Quiet and close
' his jop, Most important, the neighborhood would
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not know him or the wife he had in the States. Whe,
he reached home that night he said nothing to Nild,
about where he had been. He didn’t care that she w;q
suspicious and that she yelled at him about his muddy
shoes.

Papi continued to send money home and in Jo-Jo’s
lockbox he was saving a tidy sum for plane tickets. And
then one morning, when the sun had taken hold of the
entire house and the sky seemed too thin and blue to
hold a cloud, Nilda said, I want to go to the Island this
year.

Are you serious?

I want to see my viejos.

What about the baby?

He’s never gone, has he?

No.

Then he should see his patria. I think it’s important.

I agree, he said. He tapped a pen on the wrinkled

place mat. This sounds like you’re serious.
I think I am.

Maybe I'll go with you.

If you say so. She had reason to doubt him; he was
real good at planning but rea] bad at doing. And she
didn’t stop doubting him either, until he was on the

plane next to her, rifling anxiously through the catalogs,
the vomit bag and the safety instructions.

He was in Santo Domingo for five days. He stayed at
Nilda’s familia’s house on the western edge of the ity



[t Was painted bright orange with an outhouse slumped
earby and a pig pushing around in a pen. Homero
and ]osefa, t{os of Nilda, drove home with them from
he airport in a cab and gave them the “bedroom.” The
couple slept in the pther room, the “living room.”

Are you going to see them? Nilda asked that first
aight. They were both listening to their stomachs strug-
gling to digest the heaping meal of yuca and higado they
had eaten. Outside, the roosters were pestering each
other.

Maybe, he said. If I get the time.

[ know that’s the only reason you’re here.

What's wrong with a man seeing his familia? If you
had to see your first husband for some reason, I'd let
you, wouldn’t I?

Does she know about me?

Of course she knows about you. Not like it matters
now. She’s out of the picture completely.

She didn’t answer him. He listened to his heart beat-
ing, and began to sense its slick contours.

On the plane, he’d been confident. He’d talked to the
vieja near the aisle, telling her how excited he was. It1s
always good to return home, she said tremulously. I
come back anytime I can, which isn’t so much any-
more. Things aren’t good.

Seeing the country he’d been born in, seeing his peo-
Ple in charge of everything, he was unprepared for 1t
The air whooshed out of his lungs. For nearly four
Yearshe’d not spoken his Spanish loudly infront of e
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Northamericans and now he was hearing it bellowed
and flung from every mouth.

'His pores opened, dousing him as he hadn’t beep
doused in years. An awful heat was on the city and the
red dust dried out his throat and clogged his nose. The
poverty—the unwashed children pointing sullenly at
his new shoes, the familias slouching in hovels—was fa-
miliar and stifling.

He felt like a tourist, riding a guagua to Boca Chica
and having his and Nilda’s photograph taken in front
of the Alcizar de Colén. He was obliged to eat two or
three times a day at various friends of Nilda’s familia;
he was, after all, the new successful husband from the
North. He watched Josefa pluck a chicken, the wet
plumage caking her hands and plastering the floor, and
remembered the many times he’d done the same, up in
Santiago, his first home, where he no longer belonged.

He tried to see his familia but each time he set his
mind to it, his resolve scattered like leaves before a hur-
ricane wind. Instead he saw his old friends on the force
and drank six bottles of Brugal in three days. Finally,
on the fourth day of his visit, he borrowed the nicest
clothes he could find and folded two hundred dollars
into his pocket. He took a guagua down Sumner
Welles, as Calle XXTI had been renamed, and cruised
into the heart of his old barrio. Colmados on every
block and billboards plastering every exposed wall or
board. The children chased each other with hunks of
cinder block from nearby buildings—a few threw rocks



at the guagua, the loud Pings jerkin
right. The progress of the guag
slow, each stop seemed spaced §
Finally, he disembarked, walk;
corner of XXI and Tunti. The
thin then, and the sun like 2 f
trickles of sweat down his face.

plehe knew. Jayson sitting glu

g the Passengers up-
ua was frustratingly
our feet from the last,
N8 two blocks tq the
air must haye seemed
re in his hair, sending
He must have seen peo-

mly at his colmado, 2 so]-
dier turned grocer. Chicho, gnawing at a chicken bone,

at his feet a row of newly shined shoes. Maybe Pap;
stopped there and couldn’t g0 on, m:itybe hc? went as far
as the house, which hadn’t been painted since his de-
parture. Maybe he even stopped at our house and sto?d
there, waiting for his children out front to recognize
hm;n the end, he never visited us. If 1‘\/[am‘i heard fr(.)fl:
her friends that he was in the city, with his other wlles;
she never told us about it. His absence Wa;1 :ti s:::l -~
thing to me. And if a strange man approzc 1: el
ing my play and stared down at’ me anmbe}r’ i
Perhaps asking our names, I don’t reme

ing his rou-
Papi returned home and had trouble ;eSIﬁI;:;I;Eree ever,
tine. He took a couple of sick days, tl iision and at the
and spent the time in front of the % from Jo-Jo. The
bar. Twice he turned down negocios “the gold in his
first ended in utter failure, cost ]OL]'C; store on Smith
teeth,” byt the other, the FOB ClOtb; E, the enormous
Street, with the bargain basement buy
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bins of factory seconds and a huge layaway shelf, E}Z ullled
in the money in bags. Papi had recommended the lo-
cation to Jo-Jo, having heard about the vacancy from
Chuito, who was still living in Perth Amboy. London
Terrace Apartments had not yet opened.

After work Papi and Chuito caroused in the bars on
Smith and Elm Streets and every few nights Papi stayed
over in Perth Amboy. Nilda had continued to put on
weight after the birth of the third Ramén and while
Papi favored heavy women, he didn’t favor obesity and
Wwasn't inclined to go home. Who needs a woman like
you? he told her. The couple began to fight on a regu-
lar schedule. Locks were changed, doors were broken,
slaps were exchanged but weekends and an occasional
weekday night were stil] spent together. r

In the dead of summer, when the potato-scented
fumes from the diese] forklifts were choking the ware-
hopses, Papi was helping another man shove a crate
into position when he felt 4 twinge about midway up
his spine. Hey asshole, keep Pushing, the other man
grunted. Pulling his work shirt out of his Dickies, Papi

twisted to the right, then to the left and that was it,

something snapped. He fell 1o his knees. The pain was

ugh him like fireballs from



cerned for his friend by also worried th
scheduled break would pigs of¢ his boss, 1
he asked. :

Not so good. You have to
You know I can’t leave,
Then call me a cab. Just
wounded, he thought hom

Chuito called him the taxi; none of the other em-
ployees took time to help him walk out.

Nilda put him in bed and had 4 cousin manage the
restaurant. Jesd, he moaned to her, should’ve slowed
downa little. Just a little bit longer and I would’ve been

home with you. Do you know that? A couple of hours
more.

at thiS un-

OW are yoy?

8€t me out of heye,

get me home. Ljke anyone
€ could save hijm,

She went down to the botanica for a poultice and
then down to the bodega for aspirin. Let’s see how well
the old magic works, she said, smearing the poultice
onto his back. :

For two days he couldn’t move, not even his head.
He ate very little, strictly soups she concocteo.:l. More
than once he fell asleep and woke up to find Nllda_ o
shopping for medicinal teas, and Milagr os.ove; hilﬁi;
grave owlin her large glasses. Mi hija, he said. Ifee
'm dying,

You won’t die, she said.

And what if I do?

Then Mama will be alone.

be
h would
He closed his eyes and pr ayed that she
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gone and when he opened them, she was and Nilda
was coming in through the door with another remedy,
steaming on a battered tray.

He was able to sit up and call in sick by himself on
the fourth day. He told the morning-shift manager that
he couldn’t move too well. I think I stay in bed, he said.
The manager told him to come in so he could receive a
medical furlough. Papi had Milagros find the name of
a lawyer in the phone book. He was thinking lawsuit.
He had dreams, fantastic dreams of gold rings and a
spacious house with caged tropical birds in its rooms,
a house awash with sea winds. The woman lawyer he
contacted only worked divorces but she gave him the
name of her brother.

Nilda wasn’t optimistic about his plan. Do you think
the gringo will part with his money like that? The rea-
son they’re so pale is because they’re terrified of not
having any plata. Have you even spoken to the man you
were helping? He’s probably going to be a witness for
the company so that he won’t lose his job the same way

you’re going to lose yours. That maricén will proba-
bly get a raise for it, too.

I’'m not an illegal, he said. I’'m protected.

I think it’s better if you let it drop.

He called Chuito to sound him out. Chuito wasn’t
optimistic either. The boss knows what you’re trying
to yank. He no like it, compadre. He say you better get
back to work or you’re quitted.



His courage failing,
tion with an independ
ther’s foot was hoppin

Papi started Pricing 4 consulta-

ent doctor. Very likely, his f,-
g about in hjs mind. Hjg father,
José Edilio, the loudmouthed ball-break;

Ng vagrant
who had never married Papi’s mothe; but nevertheless
had given her nine children, had attempted a simyilar

d in a hotel kitchen in Rio Piedras.
José had accidentally dropped a tin of ste

wed tomatoes
on his foot. Two small bones broke but

instead of see-
ing a doctor, José kept working, limping around the

kitchen. Every day at work, he’d smile at his fellow

workers and say, I guess it’s time to take care of that

foot. Then he’d smash another can op it, figuring the
worse it was, the more money he’d get when he ﬁnglly
showed the bosses. It saddened and shamed Papi to
hear of this while he was growing up. The old man was
rumored to have wandered the barrio he lived in, try-
ing to find someone who would take a bat to the fo?t.
For the old man that foot was an investment, an heir-
loom he cherished and burnished, until half of it had to
be amputated because the infection was so bad.

After another week and with no call.s frch the
lawyers, Papi saw the company doctor. His SPme.lcelt
3s1f there were broken glass inside of it but hfa was given
only three weeks of medical leave. Ignoring the:“m-
Stfuctions on the medication, he swallowed ten p 1dst::t

2y for the pain. He got better. When he r;t}:lf II:)sses
the job he could work and that was enough. The
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were unanimous, however, in voting down Papi’s next
raise. They demoted him to the rotating shift he’d been
on during the first days of the job.

Instead of taking his licks, he blamed it on Nilda,
Puta, was what he took to calling her. They fought
with renewed vigor; the orange elephant was knocked
over and lost a tusk. She kicked him out twice but after
probationary weeks at Jo-Jo’s allowed him to return,
He saw less of his son, avoiding all of the daily routines
that fed and maintained the infant. The third Ramén
was 2 handsome child who roamed the house restlessly,
tilted forward and at full speed, as if he were a top that
had been sent spinning. Papi was good at playing with
the baby, pulling him by his foot across the floor and
tickling his sides, but as soon as the third Ramén started
to fuss, playtime was over. Nilda, come and tend to this,
he’d say.

The third Ramén resembled Papi’s other sons and on
occasion he’d say, Yunior, don’t do that. If Nilda heard
these slips she would explode. Maldito, she’d cry, pick-
ing up the child and retreating with Milagros into the
bedroom. Papi didn’t screw up too often but he was
never certain how many times he’d called the third
Ramén with the second son Ramén in mind.

With his back killing him and his life with Nilda
headed down the toilet, Papi began more and more to
regard his departure as inevitable. His first familia was
the logical destination. He began to see them as his sav-
iors, as a regenerative force that could redeem his for-



nyou’re at the final inning, you
se accusations filtered back to
m, he still loaned Papi the money
hat’s how Jo-Jo was. Papi worked

e months than he expected. Chuito
reserved him an apartment and together they began

filling the place with furniture. He started taking a shirt
Or two with him to work, which he then sent to the
4partment. Sometimes he’d cram socks in his pockets
OF put on two pairs of underwear. He was smuggling

himself out of Nilda’s life.

What’s happening to your clothes? she asked one
night,

get nada. Although the
Jo-Jo and wounded hj
without comment. T
for the rest of 1t, mor

It’s that damn cleaners, he said. That bobo keeps

losing my things. I’'m going to have to have a word
With him as soon as I get a day off.
Do you want me to go?

I can handle this. He’s a very nasFy guy. i
The next morning she caught him cramming
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guayaberas in his lunch pail. 'm sending these to be
cleaned, he explained.

Let me do them.

You’re too busy. It’s easier this way.
He wasn’t very smooth about t.
They spoke only when necessary.

Years later Nilda and | would speak, after he had left
us for good, after her children had

house. Milagros had children of her
tures crowded on tables and walls.
baggage at JFK . T picked up the pic
girlfriend. We were brothers all ri
respected Symmetry,

moved out of the
own and their pjc-
Nilda’s son loaded
ture of him with his
ght, though his face

I’'m Ramén’s son, I’d said.
Hijo, I know who you are.
She fixed café con lec



and finally talked, two strangers reliving an event—,
whirlwind, a comet, a war—we’d both seen but from
different faraway angles.

He left in the morning, she explained quietly. I knew

something was wrong because he was lying in bed, not
doing anything but stroking my hair, which was very
long back then. I was a Pentecostal. Usually he didn’t
lay around in bed. As soon as he was awake he was
showered and dressed and gone. He had that sort of en-
ergy. But when he got up he just stood over little
Ramén. Are you OK? I asked him and he said he was
just fine. I wasn’t going to fight with him about it so I
went right back to sleep. The dream I had is one I still
think about. I was young and it was my birthday and
I was eating a plate of quail’s eggs and all of them were
for me. A silly dream really. When I woke up I saw that
the rest of his things were gone.

She cracked her knuckles slowly. I thought that I
would never stop hurting. I knew then what it must
have been like for your mother. You should tell her
that.

We talked until it got dark and then I got up. Out-
side the local kids were gathered in squads, stalking in
and out of the lucid clouds produced by the street-
lamps. She suggested I go to her restaurant but when 1
got there and stared through my reflection in the glass
at the people inside, all of them versions of people I al-

ready knew, I decided to go home. :
December. He had left in December. The company
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had given him a two-week vacation, which Nilc{a.knew
nothing about. He drank a cup of bla}ck café in the
kitchen and left it washed and drying in the .caddy. I
doubt if he was crying or even anxious. He lit a ciga-
rette, tossed the match on the kitchen table and headed
out into the angular winds that were blowing long and
cold from the south. He ignored the convoys of empty
cabs that prowled the streets and walked down At-
lantic. There were less furniture and antique shops then,
He smoked cigarette after cigarette and killed his pack
within the hour. He bought a carton at 2 stand, know-
ing how expensive they would be abroad.

The first subway station on Bond would have taken
him to the airport and I like to think that he grabbed

that first train, instead of what was more likely true,

that he had gone out to Chuito’s fi

rst, before flying
south to get us.



