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Dedication

To my family, who showed me that a home isn’t a place, but the people in it.

Foreword

Stay productive and stay positive.

Preface

I wrote this book to share my story of how I overcame obstacles and poverty while living in Miami.

Epigraph

“Life is 20% what happens to you and 80% how you respond to it.”
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​Chapter 1 The first home



​The first home

It was late August, and the Miami heat hung in the air like a thick, wet blanket. The year was 2003, and I was just a kid, too young to understand the gravity of what was happening. To me, it was a grand adventure: a new neighborhood, a new school, and a new house, though this one had wheels and a dented aluminum exterior. The home was a single-wide, a long, narrow box with three bedrooms and two bathrooms that was also our kitchen and dining area. It sat on a small patch of dirt and sparse grass, surrounded by other homes, each with its own story etched into its weathered siding.

My father, a man of quiet strength, was the reason for the move. He'd lost his job at the factory, and the rent on our old apartment had become a burden we could no longer carry. He had a friend who owned this lot, and the home was a last resort, a place to land when the world felt like it was closing in. I remember him looking at me, his eyes tired but firm, as we unloaded the last of our boxes. "This is our new start," he said, his voice a little hoarse. I nodded, not knowing what else to do, and grabbed a box of old toys to carry inside. He was a proud man, and I knew how much it pained him to accept help. The first step was the food bank, where he'd go on Tuesdays and Thursdays with a tired kind of dignity, returning with boxes of canned goods and bags of rice. We never had a lot of money, but he always made sure we had enough to eat. It was a silent understanding between us, a shared burden that we would carry together.

Miami Springs Senior High School was a rude awakening. At fourteen, I was already used to the looks, the quiet whispers from other kids who knew where I lived. But in high school, it felt amplified. My sister, Lisa, and I, both fresh faces, were enrolled at the school. Most days, my father would drop us off in his old truck, our bookbags heavy on our backs, but sometimes we had to take the infamous bus number 4054, a rusted, yellow beast that earned the nickname "the cheesy bus" from the students. The bus was often a stage for fights with uncontrollable, knucklehead ghetto kids who would pick on my sister, Lisa. It was a daily gauntlet of stares, and I’d walk with my head down, my backpack straps digging into my shoulders. The internal conflict was a constant hum in my head: the pride I felt for my family and the shame that came with our poverty.

Sometimes, I would have to go to summer school. I would be waiting for my father to pick Lisa and I up and sometimes there would be fights on the school bus with these uncontrollable knucklehead ghetto kids and they would pick on Lisa. The school, home of the Golden Hawks, was a world of manicured lawns and brand-new cars, a stark contrast to the cracked pavement and rusted cars of my neighborhood. Among the students, I came across many who were Hispanic, and while they had their own stories and struggles, they were not my own. I was a stranger in a new environment, trying to find my footing. It was a small comfort that Lisa and I were in the same reading class; at least there was one familiar face in a sea of strangers. I learned to blend in, to keep my mouth shut about where I lived, to speak a little differently to hide my accent, and to make up stories about my life that were more palatable to my peers. It was a constant performance, a struggle to be someone I wasn’t just to fit in. 
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​The Sound of Rain on Tin

The world outside my window had turned a uniform shade of gray, a perpetual twilight broken only by the shimmering torrents of water. I lay in bed, tracing the rivulets of moisture down the glass, listening to a sound that was both a comfort and a constant companion: the relentless drumming of rain on the tin roof. It was a rhythmic, hypnotic patter, like a thousand tiny fingers tapping out a message I couldn't quite decipher. It started as a whisper, a light skittering of drops, then built to a crescendo that roared and echoed, a white noise that filled every corner of the house.

In 2004, a new woman came into our lives. She was my father’s new girlfriend, and she brought with her a new kind of quiet happiness to the home. That same year, the old kitchen stove gave out, a final puff of smoke marking the end of its life. My father, with his new partner by his side, managed to get us a replacement. It wasn’t new, but it worked, and for us, that was all that mattered. In September 2004, the usual rain turned sinister. The sky went from gray to a bruised purple, and the wind began to howl. This wasn't a normal storm; this was Hurricane Jeanne, and the news was blaring with warnings of a mandatory evacuation. My father moved with a quiet urgency, covering our furniture and belongings with black garbage bags and taping up our small windows. The tin roof that had been a simple drum now sounded like a roaring beast, the whole home shaking with each gust. He looked at us, his face etched with worry, and simply said, "We have to go." Lisa and I grabbed our bookbags and the few items we couldn't bear to leave behind. He drove us to the house of a close friend of his, a small concrete home that felt like a fortress compared to our tin box. We huddled together, listening to the reports of the storm and wondering if we would have anything left to come back to.

The next year, in 2005, the floorboards began to warp and rot in a few places. We spent a weekend pulling up the old, spongy wood and laying down new plywood. It was a lot of work, but with my father's new partner, it felt a little easier.

The homes of the park were a community of many faces, but a common language was not one of them. Our neighbors, a family from Cuba, had a daughter my age, but we spoke through gestures and a few shared words. I'd try to ask her about a game, and she'd respond in rapid-fire Spanish, her words a beautiful, confusing melody. We'd often smile, shrug, and find a way to play anyway. The language barrier was an invisible wall, a frustrating obstacle to friendship. Sometimes, my father would try to talk to their father, a simple request to borrow a tool or a few words about the weather, and they would both laugh in shared frustration, resorting to hand signals and pointing. I understood the isolation that came from not being able to communicate with people who lived just a few feet away.There was also a family from Colombia who moved in a few homes down. Their children spoke some English, but only when prompted, and it was a battle for me to try to be their friend. My accent and way of speaking were a source of humor to them, and I would often try to speak spanish but i failed miserably.

In 2005, a new woman moved in for good. Her name was Carol Franklin, and she brought with her not just a new perspective but a computer, a gateway to a world of video games and online communication I had never experienced. She and my father worked tirelessly together to tackle the home's biggest issues. The floorboards began to warp and rot in a few places, and we spent a weekend pulling up the old, spongy wood and laying down new plywood. It was a lot of work, but with her help and my father’s new partner, it felt a little easier. Carol also helped my father change out the old kitchen cabinets. When I got home from school, I would sometimes play games on her computer and watch BET and MTV on the Dish Network cable she had installed. My reading class, taught by a Ms. Menendez, was not going well, and sometimes I would do foolish things. I was a teenager trying to figure out where I fit in, making mistakes along the way. While they were working, Lisa had her first baby, a boy named Antonio. It was a joyous event, but it also meant a new kind of responsibility. For a long time, Lisa and I would go to the J bar J laundry room to wash our clothes until we had our own washing machine. It was there that we had some of our biggest arguments with some of the ghetto kids and their families. One of the ways we all stayed connected at home was through the Dish Network cable that Carol had installed, giving us a window to a world beyond the home park. But life wasn't always smooth with Carol, as she and I would often have our disputes, navigating the new family dynamics with arguments and disagreements.
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