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Praise for Almost a Woman


“A courageous memoir . . . One witnesses the blessings, contradictions, and restraints of Puerto Rican culture.”

—The Washington Post Book World


 



“An exquisite memoir . . . deserves a place among the classic American coming-of-age stories”—Detroit Free Press


 



“Richly evocative . . . [Santiago has] the skill to render the most minute details of her before and after lives.”

—The Los Angeles Times

 



“Santiago writes with a flair for detail, humor, and complex emotion that draws readers into a delightful . . . if sometimes heart breaking, personal journey.”—The Orlando Sentinel


 



“A universal tale . . . made special by Santiago’s simplicity and honesty.”—Miami Herald


 



“Santiago spares no feelings but lays out the truth as she sees it, taking the reader on compelling trips to other worlds.”

—Dallas Morning News

 



“Santiago’s descriptive prose and lively dialog draw the reader in.”

—Library Journal


 



“Not only for readers who share [Santiago’s] experiences but for North Americans who seek to understand what it is to be the other.”—Boston Globe


 



“The quintessential American experience . . . prose as notable for its poise and directness as for its sharp detail.”—Booklist


 



“Santiago writes in a straightforward, honest tone . . . conveys intimate details of her emotional maturing that allows us to feel privy to a private journal.”—Philadelphia Inquirer


 



“A celebratory tale. Told with humor and affection . . . as much the story of the mother as it is the daughter, a story of courage and perseverance, and success.”—New York Record-Review


 



“Santiago captures the strength, boundaries, and dynamics of la familia latina.”—Latina







ALSO BY ESMERALDA SANTIAGO

When I Was Puerto Rican

 



 



América’s Dream






“Martes, ni te cases, ni te embarques, ni de tu familia te apartes.”
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In the twenty-one years I lived with my mother, we moved at least twenty times. We stuffed our belongings into ragged suitcases, boxes with bold advertising on the sides, pillowcases, empty rice sacks, cracker tins that smelled of flour and yeast. Whatever we couldn’t carry, we left behind: dressers with missing drawers, refrigerators, lumpy sofas, the fifteen canvases I painted one summer. We learned not to attach value to possessions because they were as temporary as the walls that held us for a few months, as the neighbors who lived down the street, as the sad-eyed boy who loved me when I was thirteen.

We moved from country to city to country to small town to big city to the biggest city of all. Once in New York, we moved from apartment to apartment, in search of heat, of fewer cockroaches, of more rooms, of quieter neighbors, of more privacy, of nearness to the subway or the relatives. We moved in loops around the neighborhoods we wanted to avoid, where there were no Puerto Ricans, where graffiti warned of gang turfs, where people dressed better than we did, where landlords didn’t accept welfare, or didn’t like Puerto Ricans, or looked at our family of three adults, eleven children and shook their heads.

We avoided the neighborhoods with too few stores, or too many stores, or the wrong kind of store, or no stores at all. We  circled around our first apartment the way animals circle the place where they will sleep, and after ten years of circling, Mami returned to where we began the journey, to Macún, the Puerto Rican barrio where everyone knew each other and each other’s business, where what we left behind was put to good use by people who moved around less.

By the time she returned to Macún, I’d also moved. Four days after my twenty-first birthday, I left Mami’s house, the rhyme I sang as a child forgotten: “Martes, ni te cases, ni te embarques, ni de tu familia te apartes.” On a misty Tuesday, I didn’t marry, but I did travel, and I did leave my family. I stuffed in the mailbox a letter addressed to Mami in which I said goodbye, because I didn’t have the courage to say goodbye in person.

I went to Florida, to begin my own journey from one city to another. Each time I packed my belongings, I left a little of myself in the rooms that sheltered me, never home, always just the places I lived. I congratulated myself on how easy it was to leave them, how well I packed everything I owned into a couple of boxes and a suitcase.

Years later, when I visited Macun, I went to the spot where my childhood began and ended. I stepped on what was left of our blue tiled floor and looked at the wild greenness around me, at what had been a yard for games, at the corner where an eggplant bush became a Christmas tree, at the spot where I cut my foot and blood seeped into the dust. It was no longer familiar, nor beautiful, nor did it give a clue of who I’d been there, or who I might become wherever I was going next. The moriviví weeds and the culantro choked the dirt yard, creepers had overgrown the cement floor, pinakoop climbed over what was left of the walls and turned them into soft green mounds that sheltered drab olive lizards and chameleons, coquí and hummingbirds. There was no sign we’d ever been there, except for the hillock of blue cement tile on which I stood. It gleamed in the afternoon sun, its color so intense that I wondered if I had stepped onto the wrong floor because I didn’t remember our floor being that blue.






“Something could happen to you.”
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We came to Brooklyn in 1961, in search of medical care for my youngest brother, Raymond, whose toes were nearly severed by a bicycle chain when he was four. In Puerto Rico, doctors wanted to amputate the often red and swollen foot, because it wouldn’t heal. In New York, Mami hoped, doctors could save it.

The day we arrived, a hot, humid afternoon had splintered into thunderstorms as the last rays of the sun dipped into the rest of the United States. I was thirteen and superstitious enough to believe thunder and lightning held significance beyond the meteorological. I stored the sights and sounds of that dreary night into memory as if their meaning would someday be revealed in a flash of insight to transform my life forever. When the insight came, nothing changed, for it wasn’t the weather in Brooklyn that was important, but the fact that I was there to notice it.

One hand tightly grasped by Mami, the other by six-year-old Edna, we squeezed and pushed our way through the crowd of travelers. Five-year-old Raymond clung to Mami’s other hand, his unbalanced gait drawing sympathetic smiles from people who moved aside to let us walk ahead of them.

At the end of the tunnel waited Tata, Mami’s mother, in black lace and high heels, a pronged rhinestone pin on her left shoulder. When she hugged me, the pin pricked my cheek, pierced subtle flower-shaped indentations that I rubbed rhythmically as our taxi hurtled through drenched streets banked by high, angular buildings.

New York was darker than I expected, and, in spite of the cleansing rain, dirtier. Used to the sensual curves of rural Puerto Rico, my eyes had to adjust to the regular, aggressive two-dimensionality of Brooklyn. Raindrops pounded the hard streets, captured the dim silver glow of street lamps, bounced against sidewalks in glistening sparks, then disappeared, like tiny ephemeral jewels, into the darkness. Mami and Tata teased that I was disillusioned because the streets were not paved with gold. But I had no such vision of New York. I was disappointed by the darkness and fixed my hopes on the promise of light deep within the sparkling raindrops.
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Two days later, I leaned against the wall of our apartment building on McKibbin Street wondering where New York ended and the rest of the world began. It was hard to tell. There was no horizon in Brooklyn. Everywhere I looked, my eyes met a vertical maze of gray and brown straight-edged buildings with sharp corners and deep shadows. Every few blocks there was a cement playground surrounded by chain-link fence. And in between, weedy lots mounded with garbage and rusting cars.

A girl came out of the building next door, a jump rope in her hand. She appraised me shyly; I pretended to ignore her. She stepped on the rope, stretched the ends overhead as if to measure their length, and then began to skip, slowly, grunting each time she came down on the sidewalk. Swish splat grunt swish, she turned her back to me; swish splat grunt swish, she faced me again and smiled. I smiled back, and she hopped over.

“¿Tú eres hispana?” she asked, as she whirled the rope in lazy arcs.

“No, I’m Puerto Rican.”

“Same thing. Puerto Rican, Hispanic. That’s what we are here.” She skipped a tight circle, stopped abruptly, and shoved the rope in my direction. “Want a turn?”

“Sure.” I hopped on one leg, then the other. “So, if you’re Puerto Rican, they call you Hispanic?”

“Yeah. Anybody who speaks Spanish.”

I jumped a circle, as she had done, but faster. “You mean, if you speak Spanish, you’re Hispanic?”

“Well, yeah. No ... I mean your parents have to be Puerto Rican or Cuban or something.”

I whirled the rope to the right, then the left, like a boxer. “Okay, your parents are Cuban, let’s say, and you’re born here, but you don’t speak Spanish. Are you Hispanic?”

She bit her lower lip. “I guess so,” she finally said. “It has to do with being from a Spanish country. I mean, you or your parents, like, even if you don’t speak Spanish, you’re Hispanic, you know?” She looked at me uncertainly. I nodded and returned her rope.

But I didn’t know. I’d always been Puerto Rican, and it hadn’t occurred to me that in Brooklyn I’d be someone else.

Later, I asked. “Are we Hispanics, Mami?”

“Yes, because we speak Spanish.”

“But a girl said you don’t have to speak the language to be Hispanic.”

She scrunched her eyes. “What girl? Where did you meet a girl?”

“Outside. She lives in the next building.”

“Who said you could go out to the sidewalk? This isn’t Puerto Rico. Algo te puede suceder.”

“Something could happen to you” was a variety of dangers outside the locked doors of our apartment. I could be mugged. I could be dragged into any of the dark, abandoned buildings on the way to or from school and be raped and murdered. I could be accosted by gang members into whose turf I strayed. I could be seduced by men who preyed on unchaperoned girls too willing to talk to strangers. I listened to Mami’s lecture with downcast eyes and the necessary, respectful expression of humility. But inside, I quaked. Two days in New York, and I’d already become someone else. It wasn’t hard to imagine that greater dangers lay ahead.
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Our apartment on McKibbin Street was more substantial than any of our houses in Puerto Rico. Its marble staircase, plaster walls, and tiled floors were bound to the earth, unlike the wood and zinc rooms on stilts where I’d grown up. Chubby angels with bare buttocks danced around plaster wreaths on the ceiling. There was a bathtub in the kitchen with hot and cold running water, and a toilet inside a closet with a sink and a medicine chest.

An alley between our bedroom window and the wall of the next building was so narrow that I stretched over to touch the bricks and left my mark on the greasy soot that covered them. Above, a sliver of sky forced vague yellow light into the ground below, filled with empty detergent boxes, tattered clothes, unpaired shoes, bottles, broken glass.

Mami had to go look for work, so Edna, Raymond, and I went downstairs to stay with Tata in her apartment. When we knocked on her door, she was just waking up. I sat at the small table near the cooking counter to read the newspapers that Don Julio, Tata’s boyfriend, had brought the night before. Edna and Raymond stood in the middle of the room and stared at the small television on a low table. Tata switched it on, fiddled with the knobs and the antenna until the horizontal lines disappeared and black-and-white cartoon characters chased each other across a flat landscape. The kids sank to the floor cross-legged, their eyes on the screen. Against the wall, under the window, Tata’s brother, Tío Chico, slept with his back to us. Every so often, a snore woke him, but he chewed his drool, mumbled, slept again.

While Tata went to wash up in the hall bathroom, I tuned in to the television. A dot bounced over the words of a song being performed by a train dancing along tracks, with dogs, cats, cows, and horses dangling from its windows and caboose. I was hypnotized by the dot skipping over words that looked nothing like they sounded. “Shilbee cominrun demuntin wenshecoms, toot-toot”  sang the locomotive, and the ball dipped and rose over “She’ll be coming ’round the mountain when she comes,” with no toots. The animals, dressed in cowboy hats, overalls, and bandannas, waved pickaxes and shovels in the air. The toot-toot was replaced by a bow-wow or a miaow-ow, or a moo-moo. It was joyous and silly, and made Edna and Raymond laugh. But it was hard for me to enjoy it as I focused on the words whizzing by, on the dot jumping rhythmically from one syllable to the next, with barely enough time to connect the letters to the sounds, with the added distraction of an occasional neigh, bark, or kid’s giggle.

When Tata returned from the bathroom, she made coffee on the two-burner hot plate. Fragrant steam soon filled the small room, and as she strained the grounds through a well-worn flannel filter, Tío Chico rose as if the aroma were an alarm louder and more insistent than the singing animals on the television screen, the clanking of pots against the hot plate and counter, the screech of the chair legs as I positioned myself so that I could watch both Tata and the cartoons.

“Well, look who we have here,” Tío Chico said, as he stretched until his long, bony fingers scraped the ceiling. He wore the same clothes as on the day before: a faded pair of dark pants and a short-sleeved undershirt, both wrinkled and giving off a pungent, sweaty smell. He stepped over Edna and Raymond, who barely moved to let him through. In two long-legged strides, he slipped out to the bathroom. As he shut the door, the walls closed in, as if his lanky body added dimension to the cramped room.

Tata hummed the cartoon music. Her big hands reached for a pan, poured milk, stirred briskly as it heated and frothed. I was mesmerized by her grace, by how she held her head, by the disheveled, ash-colored curls that framed her high cheekbones. She looked up with mischievous caramel eyes and grinned without breaking her rhythm.

Tío Chico returned showered and shaved, wearing a clean shirt and pants as wrinkled as the ones he’d taken off. He dropped the dirty clothes in a corner near Tata’s bed and made up his cot.  Tata handed me a cup of sweetened café con leche and, with a head gesture, indicated that I should vacate the chair for Tío Chico.

“No, no, that’s okay,” he said, “I’ll sit here.”

He perched on the edge of the cot, elbows on knees, his fingers wrapped around the mug Tata gave him. Steam rose from inside his hands in a transparent spiral. Tata served Edna and Raymond, then sat with her coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other, talking softly to Tío Chico, who also lit up. I brought my face to the steaming coffee to avoid the mentholated smoke that curled from their corner of the room to ours, settling like a soft, gray blanket that melted into our clothes and hair.
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I couldn’t speak English, so the school counselor put me in a class for students who’d scored low on intelligence tests, who were behavior problems, who were marking time until their sixteenth birthday, when they could drop out. The teacher, a pretty black woman only a few years older than her students, pointed to a seat in the middle of the room. I didn’t dare look anyone in the eyes. Grunts and mutters followed me, and although I had no idea what they meant, they didn’t sound friendly.

The desk surface was elaborately carved. There were many names, some followed by an apostrophe and a year. Several carefully rendered obscenities meant nothing to me, but I appreciated the workmanship of the shadowed letters, the fastidious edges around the f and k. I guessed a girl had written the cursive message whose is were dotted with hearts and daisies. Below it, several lines of timid, chicken-scratch writing alternated with an aggressive line of block letters.

I pressed my hands together under the desk to subdue their shaking, studied the straight lines and ragged curves chiseled into the desktop by those who had sat there before me. Eyes on the marred surface, I focused on the teacher’s voice, on the unfamiliar  waves of sound that crested over my head. I wanted to float up and out of that classroom, away from the hostile air that filled every corner of it, every crevice. But the more I tried to disappear, the more present I felt, until, exhausted, I gave in, floated with the words, certain that if I didn’t, I would drown in them.
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On gym days, girls had to wear grass green, cotton, short-sleeved, bloomer-leg, one-piece outfits that buttoned down the front to an elastic waistband covered with a sash too short to tie into anything but a bulky knot. Grass green didn’t look good on anyone, least of all adolescent girls whose faces broke out in red pimples. The gym suit had elastic around the bottom to prevent the sight of panties when we fell or sat. On those of us with skinny legs, the elastic wasn’t snug enough, so the bloomers hung limply to our knees, where they flapped when we ran.

The uniform, being one piece, made it impossible to go to the bathroom in the three minutes between classes. Instead of wearing it all day, we could bring it to school and change before gym, but no one did, since boys periodically raided the locker room to see our underwear. With the gym suit on, proper hygiene during “the curse” was difficult, as we needed at least three hands, so most girls brought notes from their mothers. The problem was that if you didn’t wear the uniform on gym days, everyone knew you were menstruating.

One girl bought two gym suits, chopped off the bottom of one, seamed around the selvage, and wore the top part under her blouse so that no one could tell if she had her period or not. I asked Mami to do that for me, but she said we didn’t have money to waste on such foolishness.

Friday mornings we had Assembly. The first thing we did was to press our right hands to our breasts and sing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” We were encouraged to sing as loudly as we could, and within a couple of weeks I had learned the entire song by heart.

 



Ojo se. Can. Juice. ¿Y?

Bye de don surly lie.

Whassoprowow we hell

Add debt why lie lass gleam in.

Whosebrods tripe sand bye ¿Stars?

True de perro los ¡Ay!

Order am parts we wash,

Wha soga lang tree streem in.

 



I had no idea what the song said or meant, and no one bothered to teach me. It was one of the things I was supposed to know, and like the daily recitation of the pledge of allegiance, it had to be done with enthusiasm, or teachers gave out demerits. The pledge was printed in ornate letters on a poster under the flag in every classroom. “The Star-Spangled Banner,” however, remained a mystery for years, its nonsense words the only song I could sing in English from beginning to end.
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On a chill October afternoon, Mami, Don Julio, and I went to the airport to pick up the rest of my sisters and brothers, who’d stayed in Puerto Rico with our father until Mami could afford their plane fare. Delsa, Norma, Hector, and Alicia were smaller than I remembered them, darker, more foreign. They huddled close to one another, holding hands. Their eyes darted from corner to corner of the enormous terminal, to the hundreds of people waving, hugging, kissing, to the luggage that banged into them. Bird-like, they lifted their heads, mouths open, toward the magnified, disembodied voices bleating orders from the ceilings. I wondered if I had looked that frightened and vulnerable only two months earlier.

We’d moved to a new, larger apartment on Varet Street. Tata and Tío Chico had been cooking all morning, and as we entered the apartment, the fragrance of roasting achiote, garlic, and oregano, the family milling around, laughing and talking, made it like Christmas.

We had many relatives in Brooklyn. Paco, Tío Chico’s son, was short and muscular. His arms and face were always bruised, his eyes swollen and bloodshot, his nose bandaged, the result of his work as a wrestler. His professional name was El Santo. In the ring, he wore white tights and boots, a white leather belt, a white mask, a milky satin cape with a stand-up collar studded with rhinestones. He was one of the good guys, but although he usually won his fights, he always received a beating from the guys in black.

Paco’s brother, Jalisco, worked in a factory. He was tall and lean like his father and groomed his mustache into a black, straight fuzz over his lips, like Jorge Negrete, the Mexican singer and movie star. Whenever Jalisco came over, I circled him like a febrile butterfly—offering drinks or food, or reminding him he’d promised to sing “Cielito Lindo” after supper. Mami never left me alone with him.

Tata’s two sisters lived within a few blocks of our apartment. Tía Chia and her daughters—Margot, Gury, and La Muda—were close to my mother. They came dragging bags full of clothes and shoes they no longer wore. Gury, the youngest, was slender and soft-spoken. Her clothes fit me, although Mami said that the straight skirts, sheer blouses, and high heels Gury favored were not appropriate for a girl my age.

Her sister La Muda was deaf and mute. According to Mami, La Muda had been born with perfect hearing but as a toddler she got sick, and when she recovered, she was deaf.

“Then why don’t they call her La Sorda ...” I began, and Mami warned I was disrespectful.

La Muda read lips. If we spoke with our faces away from her, she shook our shoulders and made us repeat what we’d said while her eyes focused on our mouths. We quickly learned to interpret her language, a dance of gestures enhanced with hums, gurgles, and grunts that didn’t seem to come from her throat but from a deeper source, inside her belly. Her hands were large, well manicured, bedecked with numerous gold and stone rings that shimmered as her fingers flew here and there.

La Muda liked us to read the paper to her. That is, Mami or Don Julio read it aloud, while we kids acted out the news. La Muda’s eyes darted from Mami’s lips to our portrayals of that day’s murders, car crashes, and results at the track, enacted race by race around the kitchen table. Her laugh, frequent and contagious, was deep but flat, as if, unable to hear herself laugh, she couldn’t get the tone.

Her boyfriend was someone we’d known in Puerto Rico. He was a thin, laconic, dark-haired man who dressed in a beige suit. When we first met him, my six sisters and brothers and I were afraid of him, but he took a deck of cards from his pocket, performed some tricks, and after that we called him Luigi, which sounded like the perfect name for a magician.

Tata’s other sister, Titi Ana, had two daughters who were closer to my age than La Muda, Margot, or Gury. Alma was a year older, and Corazón a year younger. They spoke English to each other, and when they talked to us or to their mother, their Spanish was halting and accented. Mami said they were Americanized. The way she pronounced the word Americanized, it sounded like a terrible thing, to be avoided at all costs, another algo to be added to the list of “somethings” outside our door.

When they walked into the apartment, my sisters and brother submitted to hugs and kisses from people who were strangers to them but who introduced themselves as Cousin this or Auntie that. Delsa was on the verge of tears. Norma held on to Alicia as if afraid they’d get lost in the confusion. Hector circulated among the men, followed by Raymond, who chattered about Paco’s exploits in the ring or about Don Julio’s generosity with pocket change.

Luigi, his usually solemn face lit by the hint of a smile, performed new tricks, and the kids relaxed somewhat, as if this reminder of our life in Puerto Rico were enough to dissolve their fears. Margot had brought a portable record player and records,  which played full blast in the kitchen, while in the front room the television was tuned to the afternoon horror movie. The kids shuffled from room to room in a daze, overdosed on the Twinkies, Yodels, and potato chips Don Julio had brought for us.

The welcome party lasted into the night. Don Julio and Jalisco went to the bodega several times for more beer, and Tío Chico found a liquor store and came back with jugs of Gallo wine. Mami ran from the adults to the kids, reminding the men that there were children in the house, that they should stop drinking.

One by one the relatives left, and the kids once more surrendered to hugs and kisses. Our pockets jingled with pennies that the aunts, uncles, and cousins had handed out as if to pay for the party. Luigi escorted La Muda from the apartment. His pale fingers pressed against her waist, his too-big suit flapped around his scarecrow frame. As they walked out, the adults exchanged mysterious smiles.

Tío Chico and his sons were the last to leave. Tata and Don Julio went into her room and drew the curtain that separated their part of the apartment from ours. “It’s time for bed,” Mami reminded us. We got ready, Delsa and I on the top bunk, Norma and Alicia on the bottom, Hector on the sofa, Raymond in the upholstered chairs pushed together, Edna and Mami in the double bed. She turned out the light, and the soft rustles of my sisters and brothers settling into their first night in Brooklyn filled me with a secret joy, which I never admitted but which soothed and reassured me in a way nothing had since we’d left Puerto Rico.






“I don’t care what American girls do.”
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Like every other Puerto Rican mother I knew, Mami was strict. The reason she had brought me to New York with the younger kids was that I was casi señorita, and she didn’t want to leave me in Puerto Rico during what she said was a critical stage in my life. Mami told her friend Minga that a girl my age should be watched by her mother and protected from men who were sure to take advantage of a child in a woman’s body.

While my body wasn’t exactly womanly, I knew what Mami meant. Years of eavesdropping on her conversations had taught me that men were not to be trusted. They deceived with pocavergüenzas, shameless acts that included drinking, gambling, and squandering money on women not their wives while their children went hungry. To cover up their pocavergüenzas, men lied. A man would call his wife “mi amor,” while looking over her shoulder at another woman passing by.

“A girl is smart to be suspicious of any man who talks sweet to her,” Minga declared. “To her, his words are the most beautiful things she’s heard. She has no idea he’s said them a thousand times before . . . and will keep on saying them as long as there’s some pendeja to listen.”

According to Mami and her friends, women committed pocavergüenzas too. They flirted with men who were taken by more worthy women and lured those feckless men astray.

Having heard countless stories of deceitful men and wily  women, I decided never to become one of those calculating putas, but neither would I become a pendeja, who believed everything a man told her, or looked the other way while he betrayed her. There was a midpoint between a puta and a pendeja that I was trying to figure out, a safe space in which decent women lived and thrived and raised their families. Mami belonged there, as did her friends and female relatives. Her lectures, and the pointed conversations I was supposed to overhear, were meant to help me distinguish between a puta and a pendeja. But there was always a warning. One false move, and I ran the risk of becoming one or being perceived as the other.
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I made a friend in school, Yolanda, a girl who spoke good English but spoke Spanish with me. Yolanda was the only Puerto Rican I’d met who was an only child. She was curious about what it was like to have six sisters and brothers, and I asked what she did all day with no one to play or fight with.

“Oh, you know, watch television, read, and I have my albums.”

She collected pictures in three-ring binders, organized by type. “These are flowers,” she said, pulling down a fat binder from a shelf over her bed. She opened it to a page cluttered with flowers from the Carnation milk can label. “And over here are lips.” Pages and pages of lips, male and female, some with mustaches over them, others the disembodied smiles of movie stars. “This one is letters.” Arranged alphabetically, hundreds of letters were pasted on the pages, uppercase letters sprinkled on the left side, lowercase on the right. Other albums contained product labels from cans, sanitary pad boxes, garment tags. Another held hair and beauty product advertisements cut out from newspapers and magazines. The fattest one held modes of transportation: cars, trains, cruise ships, ferries, bicycles built for two. Yolanda, I decided, spent too much time alone.

“Would you like to come to my house?” I offered. She had to ask her mother, but she was sure it was okay. The next day, she said her mother wouldn’t let her. “I begged,” Yolanda explained, her eyes misting, “but she’s so strict with me.” I was disappointed but understood, since Mami, too, was strict. But when I told Mami that Yolanda’s mother wouldn’t let her visit us, Mami was offended.

“What’s wrong with that woman? Her place is good enough for you to visit, but ours is not good enough for her precious daughter?” After that, I wasn’t allowed to go to Yolanda’s apartment.
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One day Yolanda asked me to accompany her to the library. I couldn’t because Mami forbade unplanned stops on the way home from school. “Ask her and we’ll go tomorrow. If you bring proof of where you live, you can get a library card,” Yolanda suggested, “and you can borrow books. For free,” she added when I hesitated.

I’d passed the Bushwick Public Library many times, had wondered about its heavy entrance doors framed by columns, the wide windows that looked down on the neighborhood. Set back from the street behind a patch of dry grass, the red brick structure seemed out of place in a street of rundown apartment buildings and the tall, forbidding projects. Inside, the ceilings were high, with dangling fixtures over long, brown tables in the center of the room and near the windows. The stacks around the perimeter were crammed with books covered in plastic. I picked up a book from a high shelf, riffled the pages, put it back. I wandered up one aisle, down another. All the books were in English. Frustrated, I found Yolanda, whispered goodbye, and found my way to the front door.

On the way out, I passed the Children’s Room, where a librarian read to a group of kids. She read slowly and with expression, and after each page, she turned the book toward us so that  we could see the pictures. Each page had only a few words on it, and the illustrations made their meaning clear. If American children could learn English from these books, so could I.

After the reading, I searched the shelves for the illustrated books that contained the words for my new life in Brooklyn. I chose alphabet books, their colorful pages full of cars, dogs, houses, mailmen. I wouldn’t admit to the librarian that these elementary books were for me. “For leetle seesters,” I said, and she nodded, grinned, and stamped the date due in the back.

I stopped at the library every day after school and at home memorized the words that went with the pictures in the oversized pages. Some concepts were difficult. Snow was shown as huge, multifaceted flakes. Until I saw the real thing, I imagined snow as a curtain of fancy shapes, stiff and flat and possible to capture in my hand.

My sisters and brothers studied the books too, and we read the words aloud to one another, guessing at the pronunciation.

“Ehr-RAHS-ser,” we said for eraser. “Keh-NEEF-eh,” for knife. “Dees” for this and “dem” for them and “dunt” for don’t.


In school, I listened for words that sounded like those I’d read the night before. But spoken English, unlike Spanish, wasn’t pronounced as written. Water became “waddah,” work was “woik,” and wordsranintoeachother in a torrent of confusing sounds that bore no resemblance to the neatly organized letters on the pages of books. In class, I seldom raised my hand, because my accent sent snickers through the classroom the minute I opened my mouth.

Delsa, who had the same problem, suggested that we speak English at home. At first, we broke into giggles whenever we spoke English to each other. Our faces contorted into grimaces, our voices changed as our tongues flapped in our mouths trying to form the awkward sounds. But as the rest of the kids joined us and we practiced between ourselves, it became easier and we didn’t laugh as hard. We invented words if we didn’t know the translation for what we were trying to say, until we had our own language,  neither English nor Spanish, but both in the same sentence, sometimes in the same word.

“Passing me esa sabanation,” Hector called to Edna, asking her to pass a blanket.

“Stop molestationing me,” Edna snapped at Norma when she bothered her.

We watched television with the sound on, despite Tata’s complaints that hearing so much English gave her a headache. Slowly, as our vocabularies grew, it became a bond between us, one that separated us from Tata and from Mami, who watched us perplexed, her expression changing from pride to envy to worry.

[image: 012]

One day Mami told me I couldn’t go to school because I had to go somewhere with her. “Don’t start with your questions,” she warned, as I opened my mouth.

We took two buses, walked several blocks to a tired brick building with wire screens on the windows. Inside, the waiting area was crowded with women on orange plastic chairs, each holding a sheaf of papers. A counter divided the room, and behind it, three rows of gray metal desks were littered with stacks of folders, brochures, printed forms, and other papers.

APPLICATION FOR PUBLIC ASSISTANCE, the top of the forms declared, DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WELFARE: AID TO FAMILIES WITH DEPENDENT CHILDREN (AFDC). “Here,” Mami handed me a pen, “fill them out in your best handwriting.”

“But what’s it for?”

“So we can get help until I find another job.” She spoke in a whisper, looking right and left for eavesdroppers.

I filled out the forms as best I could, leaving the spaces blank when I didn’t understand the question.

As the morning wore on, more women arrived, some dragging children, others alone. It was easy to pick out those who’d been to the welfare office before. They sauntered in, scanned the room to assess how many had arrived before them, went up to the  receptionist, took the forms, filled them out quickly—as if the questions and answers were memorized. The women new to welfare hesitated at the door, looked right and left until they spotted the reception desk, walked in as if prodded. They beseeched the receptionist with their eyes, tried to tell their story. She interrupted them with a wave of the hand; passed over forms; gave instructions to fill them out, have a seat, wait—always in the same words, as if she didn’t want to bother thinking up new ways to say the same thing.

I hadn’t brought a book, so I looked around. Mami elbowed me to stop staring. I immediately dropped my gaze to the floor. As I was about to complain that I was hungry, men and women straggled in through a back door and took seats at the desks behind the counter.

When it was our turn, the social worker led us to the far end of the office. He was a portly man with hair so black it must have been either dyed or a wig. He took the forms I’d filled out, scratched checks next to some of the squares, tapped the empty spaces. He spoke to Mami, who turned to me as if I knew what he’d said. He repeated his question in my direction, and I focused on the way his lips moved, his expression, the tone of voice, but had no idea what he was asking.

“I don’t know,” I said to Mami.

She clicked her tongue.

“Plis, no spik inglis,” she smiled prettily at the social worker.

He asked his question again, pointed at the blank spaces.

“I think he wants the names and birth dates of the kids,” I interpreted. Mami pulled our birth certificates from her purse, stretched each in front of him as he wrote down the information.

“Tell him,” Mami said to me, “that I got leyof.”

“My mother leyof,” I translated.

“Tell him,” she said, “that the factory closed. They moved to another state. I don’t have any money for rent or food.” She blushed, spoke quickly, softly. “I want to work, tell him that,” she said in a louder voice. “Cerraron la fabrica.” she repeated.

“Fabric no,” I said. “She work wants.”

The man’s eyes crinkled, his jowls shook as he nodded encouragement. But I had no more words for him. He wrote on the papers, looked at Mami. She turned to me.

“Tell him I don’t want my children to suffer. Tell him I need help until the factory opens again or until I can find another job. Did you tell him I want to work?”

I nodded, but I wasn’t certain that the social worker understood me. “My mother, she work want. Fabric close,” I explained to the social worker, my hands moving in front of me like La Muda’s. “She no can work fabric no. Babies suffer. She little help she no lay off no more.” I was exhausted, my palms were sweaty, my head ached as I probed for words, my jaw tightened with the effort to pronounce them. I searched frantically for the right combination of words, the ones that said what Mami meant, to convince this man that she was not asking for aid because she was lazy but because circumstances forced her. Mami was a proud woman, and I knew how difficult it was for her to seek help from anyone, especially a stranger. I wanted to let him know that she must have been desperate to have come to this place.

I struggled through the rest of the interview, my meager English vocabulary strained to the limit. When it was over, the social worker stood up, shook Mami’s hand, shook mine, and said what I understood to mean he’d get back to us.

We walked out of the office in silence, Mami’s back so straight and stiff she might have been wearing a corset. I, on the other hand, tensed into myself, panicked that I’d failed as a translator, that we wouldn’t get help, that because of me, we wouldn’t have a place to live or food to eat.

“You did a good job,” Mami reassured me in front of Tata and Don Julio that night. “You know a lot of English.”

“It’s easier for kids,” Don Julio mumbled between sips of beer. “They pick up the language like that.” He snapped his fingers.

I was grateful for Mami’s faith in me but couldn’t relax until we heard from the welfare office. A few days later our application was approved. By then I’d decided that even when it seemed that  my head couldn’t hold that many new words inside it, I had to learn English well enough never again to be caught between languages.
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I woke in the middle of the night with something crawling toward my ear. I batted it away, but it caught in the strands of hair near the lobe. I stumbled in the dark, frantically searching for whatever was caught in my hair. By the time I reached the switch by the door, I’d pinched a crackly, dry, many-legged cockroach between my thumb and index finger before it could climb inside my ear canal.

“Turn off the light,” Delsa hissed from her end of the bed. I threw the roach down, whacked it with a shoe before it scuttled away.

“What are you doing?” Mami sat up on her bed.

“A roach almost crawled into my brain.” I felt dirty, and my fingers itched as if the roach were still between them.

“I’ll fumigate tomorrow,” she grimaced, then settled back to sleep.

I shook the sheets to make sure no more roaches lurked in the folds.

“Stop that,” Delsa pulled on her end of the covers. In the bottom bunk, Norma and Alicia moaned and turned over.

Where there was one roach, I knew, there were hundreds. I imagined hordes of dark brown cockroaches poised at the cracks of the baseboard, waiting for me to switch off the light so that they could begin their march across the room. I’d seen them skitter for cover when I came into the kitchen for a drink late at night. Roaches roamed over the counter, inside the cups and glasses, around the edges of the paring knife, in the space between the sugar bowl and its cover. Mami bought ever more powerful poisons to spray the corners of our apartments. The roach poison made us cough and irritated our eyes. For days after she sprayed,  our clothes gave off the pungent chemical smell of Black Flag or Flit. But the roaches didn’t die. They went away until the acrid poisonous gas dissipated, then returned, more brazen and in greater numbers.

Before we took a drink of water, we washed the already washed glass. Before cooking, we rinsed the scrubbed pots and utensils. Before serving, we ran every plate, bowl, cup, and spoon under water and dried it with a clean kitchen cloth. We kept food in tight-lidded containers, refrigerated what didn’t fit in the cabinets, swept and mopped the kitchen floor every night before going to bed. But no matter how much we scrubbed and wiped and rinsed, the roaches always came back to parade across the floors, the counters, the dressers, the windowsills.

I lay in bed imagining an army of roaches crawling in orderly rows toward the bed I shared with Delsa. I pulled the sheets up and tried to cover my ears, but as I tugged my end, Delsa jerked hers down. I tried to cover my head with the pillow, but the bouncy foam balanced on my forehead, didn’t conform to the shape I tried to impose on it, around the top of my skull, alongside my ears past the lobe. Images of roaches about to crawl inside me kept me awake. I was afraid to leave the bed. What if the legions of roaches I envisioned were marching around the floor? Before I could reach the light switch, I’d step on them in my bare feet. I squirmed, trying to wipe the images from my mind. I scraped the spot where I’d found the roach with a corner of the sheet, but no matter how much I rubbed, I still felt it. In fact, lots of crawly things crept over me, but as I reached to swat them, they moved to a different spot. I turned on my right side, then my left, because if I didn’t stay in one spot for long, the roaches wouldn’t have time to crawl inside the various orifices I imagined were their goal.

When the alarm rang, I slid out of bed, exhausted. I tiptoed, so that if there were roaches on the floor, I would step on as few of them as possible. The linoleum was bare, shiny clean, except for the yellowish ooze from the brown cockroach near the shoe I’d used in the middle of the night. There were no live cockroaches  to be seen. But that was no comfort. I knew they hid in the crevices of the baseboard, inside the cracks along the door jamb, under the bed.
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As fall became winter and the days cooled, we discovered that our apartment was unheated. Mami went to the bodega to call the landlord; sometimes the radiators clinked and clanged and got lukewarm, but not enough to reach the corners of the rooms. Tata lit the stove, and we spent most of our time at the formica table, in front of the open oven. Inevitably, one of us came down with a cold, and pretty soon, we were all up half the night wheezing and coughing.

Mami and Tata ran from one to the other with a bowl full of hot water into which they had melted a tablespoon of Vick’s Vaporub. While Mami held the bowl under our noses, Tata tented a towel over our heads. Once each of us had inhaled as much steam as we could, Tata plastered leaves on our chests and backs with more Vick’s Vaporub, then made us put on our warmest sweaters. The next day, Mami devised a concoction with Breacol cough syrup as a base, laced with her own formula of ingredients whose flavor didn’t disappear despite the generous amounts of honey she poured into the bottle. The syrup was black, bitter, smelled like burnt cloves and camphor. She forced it on us, and within hours we no longer sniffled and our coughs were gone. From then on, as soon as one of us sneezed or showed a drippy nose, she brought out the sticky bottle, which was enough to cure us instantly. We called it tutumá, a mysterious name for that strange, powerful medicine that we didn’t have to take to feel better.

Tata claimed that the first winter in New York was the hardest, because, coming from a warm climate, our blood was not thick enough. To thicken hers, she drank beer or wine daily, which also dulled the aches in her bones she swore didn’t respond to  anything else. To thicken ours, she cooked soups and stews dense with ñames, yautías, and other Puerto Rican vegetables.

“But,” I argued one day, “if we eat the same food we ate in Puerto Rico, it won’t thicken our blood. It didn’t while we lived there.”

“She has a point,” Don Julio chortled.

“We’ll just keep getting the same thin blood we’ve always had,” I pressed.

“What they need,” Don Julio suggested, “is American food.”

Tata was unpersuaded. “American food is not nutritious.”

“But look how big and healthy American kids are,” Mami allowed. “Their food must be doing something for them.”

“They look like boiled potatoes,” Tata asserted.

“But their blood is thick,” Delsa argued, “and they never get sick.”

In spite of Tata’s mistrust of American food, Mami was willing to try anything to thicken our blood. At our urging, she bought a few cans of products we’d seen advertised on television: Franco-American spaghetti, Chef Boyardee ravioli, Campbell’s chicken noodle soup.

“Yecch, it’s slimy,” Tata stared suspiciously at the potful of canned ravioli Mami heated for us. “I don’t know how you can eat it,” she grimaced, as we scooped every bit of sauce out of our bowls.

Mami gave us canned American food every day for a week, but our colds didn’t disappear with anything but a spoonful of tutumá. So she lost faith in American food and only fed it to us as a special treat, never as a substitute for the hearty Puerto Rican meals she and Tata continued to prepare. When Tata asked why she let us eat it, Mami explained: “They should learn to eat like Americans—in case someday they’re invited to an American home, they don’t act like jíbaros in front of their food.”

That silenced Tata and gave me an idea. “Mami, all American girls wear makeup to school.”

“I don’t care what American girls do. You’re Puerto Rican and too young to wear makeup.”

It was good to be healthy, big, and strong like Dick, Jane, and Sally. It was good to learn English and to know how to act among Americans, but it was not good to behave like them. Mami made it clear that although we lived in the United States, we were to remain 100 percent Puerto Rican. The problem was that it was hard to tell where Puerto Rican ended and Americanized began. Was I Americanized if I preferred pizza to pastelillos? Was I Puerto Rican if my skirts covered my knees? If I cut out a picture of Paul Anka from a magazine and tacked it to the wall, was I less Puerto Rican than when I cut out pictures of Gilberto Monroig? Who could tell me?
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Mami’s cousins Alma and Corazón were born in Puerto Rico, but their mother, Titi Ana, brought them to Brooklyn as toddlers. They lived on the corner of Varet Street and Bushwick Avenue, at the top of a six-story building with bow windows in the front. The hallways and landings were paved with black-and-white mosaic tiles. Huge windows let light into the staircase, whose wide steps and banisters were cool, cool marble, worn in the center from years of up, down, up. There were four apartments on each story, two facing Varet Street, two in the back. As I climbed to the sixth floor, I stopped at each landing to catch my breath, and to listen to the sounds behind every door or to smell the delicious aromas of dinner being prepared. Behind one door someone watched a soap opera, muted voices punctuated by organ music. I smelled brewed coffee across the hall, and further up, someone cooked salted codfish with eggplant. On the next level, sofrito sizzled into hot oil, and across the hall, the beans needed water, because they smelled scorched. A merengue played full blast behind another door, while across from it, the two apartments in the back were silent, and no fragrance seeped into the landing. By the time I arrived at the top and knocked on Titi Ana’s door, I was hungry and my ears rang.

Corazón opened the three locks and chain on their door to  let me in. She held a bottle of Coke in her hand. “Help yourself,” she said, nodding toward the refrigerator. “Alma’s in there,” she pointed to a door off the kitchen, and disappeared into her room. There was always a six-pack of Coca-Cola in Titi Ana’s refrigerator, ice cream in her freezer, Hostess cakes in the cabinet over the sink. I grabbed a soda and knocked on Alma’s door.

She sat on her bed, reading a heavy book about men with big mustaches. “I have a test tomorrow,” she said, looking up. “History.”

Alma’s room was familiar, not only because I’d spent so much time in it since I’d arrived in Brooklyn but because it looked like the rooms of all the girls I’d met whose parents had money to spend on things other than the bare necessities. Her bed was white, covered with a ruffled, flowery spread that matched the curtains and the skirt of her dressing table. The linoleum floor was also a flower print, giving the impression that Alma moved and slept in a bright, flat, eternal spring. A window looked out over the roofs of two-and three-story buildings.

“There’s a new Archie,” she pointed to the shelf where she stacked her comic books, the most recent ones on top.

Archie, Veronica, Betty, Reggie, and Jughead were the only American teenagers I’d come to know. There were no Americans in our Puerto Rican neighborhood, and the few that went to the same school as I did kept to themselves in tight, impenetrable groups of chattering, cardigan-wearing, ponytailed girls and pimply, long-legged boys. Like Archie and his friends, they were not Italian or Jewish, Negro or Puerto Rican. They had short, easy-to-remember names like Sue, Matt, Fred, Lynn. They were the presidents of clubs, the organizers of dances, the editors of the school paper and yearbook. They looked like the actors on television: white-skinned, dressed in clothes that never were wrinkled or dirty, hair always in place, an air of superiority setting them apart.

My neighbors, mostly dark-skinned or identified by country of origin, lived in rundown, vertical apartment buildings. From Archie I learned about another United States—the trim, horizontal suburbs of white Americans. Through him, I discovered that American teenagers’ lives were very different from mine, their concerns as foreign to me as mine might be to them.

Archie and his friends lived in a world with no parents, made their own decisions about where to go and how to get there without consulting anyone but each other. My world was dominated by adults, their rules written in stone, in Spanish, in Puerto Rico. In my world, no allowance was made for the fact that we were now in the United States, that our language was becoming English, that we were foreigners awash in American culture.

Archie never ate at home. His meals, and those of his friends, were taken at Pop’s soda shop, where their diet consisted of sandwiches, hamburgers, fries, ice cream sodas—food that could be eaten without utensils. In our apartment, Mami and Tata spent a lot of time in the kitchen, preparing thick asopaos, rice and beans, chicken fricassees, huge meals that required time to savor and a close connection to the cook, who lingered near us asking if it tasted good and checking that we ate enough.

Betty and Veronica talked and worried a lot about dating. At fourteen years of age, I was not allowed to go anywhere with a boy who wasn’t my brother. We had no telephone, so unlike Betty and Veronica, I couldn’t sit with shapely legs draped over the armrest of an upholstered chair chattering with invisible friends about boys. We had no upholstered chair. I had no friends.

Archie and his friends sometimes carried books, but they were never seen in class, or taking exams, or studying. Their existence revolved around their social life, while mine was defined by my obligations as a student and as the eldest sister. Neither Betty nor Veronica was called upon to be an example for younger siblings. They existed solely for themselves, their only responsibilities were to look beautiful and to keep their boyfriends happy.

From Titi Ana’s kitchen, I plunged into Archie’s bright, shadowless world, jealous of that simple life of fun and trivial problems so far removed from the realities of my own life. No one was ever born or died in Archie’s world, no one shared a bed with a sister,  or bathed in the kitchen, or mourned an absent father. I wanted to live in those uncrowded, horizontal landscapes painted in primary colors where algo never happened, where teenagers like me lived in blissful ignorance of violence and grime, where no one had seven sisters and brothers, where grandmothers didn’t drink beer late into the night and mothers didn’t need you to translate for them at the welfare office.
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Mami surprised me one day in front of my school. I trembled as she frowned at my skirt, which was midcalf when I left in the morning but now hovered above my knees. She scrutinized the smudged lines around my eyes, the faint traces of rouge on my cheeks. Every morning on the way to school, Yolanda and I ducked into the doorway of an apartment building on Bushwick Avenue and rolled up our skirts to the length other girls wore theirs. We drew lines around our lids with an eyebrow pencil stolen from Yolanda’s mother. In school, the girls who took pity on those of us with old-fashioned mothers often shared their lipsticks and rouge and helped us tease our hair into beehives sprayed stiff. On the way home, we unrolled our skirts to their natural length; removed traces of makeup with spit; brushed our hair back into limp, decent ponytails.

As soon as she saw my mother, Yolanda dropped her head so that Mami wouldn’t see her face. Mami grabbed my arm, dragged me across the street before I could shake off her strong grip. I avoided the eyes of boys who laughed, slapped each other five, gave Mami the thumbs up and called “Go Mamma” as we passed. She silenced them with a withering look that wiped the smirks from their faces. “Títeres,” she muttered, “so disrespectful to adults.”

“Why did you have to spy on me,” I screamed as we went up the stairs of our building. I expected a beating, the severity of which might be reduced if I showed the appropriate humility. But  I didn’t care if Mami killed me once we got home. I’d been humiliated in front of the school, and I never wanted to go back there.

“I wasn’t spying on you. I came to take you shopping,” she said in a subdued voice, aware that the neighbors peeked under their chain stops to see what the yelling was about.

“You should have waited until I got home,” I screeched, banging on the door, to which I had no key. Hector opened it and held it as we stepped into the crowded room, and I slammed my books hard on the floor.

Mami grabbed my hair. “Who do you think you are?” she screamed, “talking back like that?” I raised my arms, tried to wrench loose, pulled my hair toward my scalp as she pulled in the opposite direction. “Don’t think because we’re here you can act like those fast American girls,” Mami screamed, her face red, her eyes narrowed into slits, her lips taut. She pushed me away into the bottom bunk of the bed where Norma and Alicia sat, wide-eyed and scared. Tata appeared from the back of the apartment and stood between us. But Mami was done. I lay face down on the bed, stifled with rage, choked on the sobs that followed her beatings. I rubbed my burning scalp, wheezed without crying, beat the mattress with my forehead until Norma poked me with her toes. “Move,” she said, “you’re crushing our paper dolls.” I raised my head to the bland stare of blonde, blue-eyed, red-lipped girls, their shapely bodies dressed in tight, short, revealing clothes. I swiped them off the bed, stepped on them as I stood up and climbed into the top bunk, Norma and Alicia’s cries deafening mine.
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That night, I lay next to Delsa and left myself and her, the apartment on Varet Street, Brooklyn, New York. I flew to the warm breeze of a Puerto Rican afternoon, the air scented with jasmine, the coquí singing in the grass. I placed myself at my father’s side  as he poured cement, his shovel working quickly in the gray mud, scraping the edges, mixing them into the gooey center. As he worked, he sang a Bobby Capó chachachá.


The wheelbarrow full of cement squeaked as Papi pushed it closer to the wall he built. His brown arms corded from the strain, the muscles on his back bulged down to his waist. I fell asleep telling him about my day, about the walk to school along the broad sidewalks, about the crowded classrooms, about the gangs kids joined to protect themselves from other gangs, about how in the United States we were not Puerto Rican, we were Hispanic. I told him Mami was disappointed in me, accused me of being Americanized when all I wanted was to be like other girls my age. I talked to him the way I used to when we lived together and he and Mami made up after every argument. And I asked him to come get us out of Brooklyn the way he used to rescue us from the places Mami took us to when they fought. One of these days he would show up at the door, the way he used to in Puerto Rico, to convince Mami that he’d changed, that he still loved her. He’d write her long, flowery poems about happy homes and the love a man feels for the mother of his children. He’d soften her up with gifts—a flower in a paper cup, a half-melted coconut ice. These had worked before, and they would work again. Mami would give in and agree to return to him, and we would go back to Puerto Rico, where we would never be cold, where our lives would resume in our language, in our country, where we could be a family again.
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Papi wrote to say he’d married a woman none of us had ever heard of and had moved to a town none of us had ever visited.

I sat on the edge of Mami’s bed reading the letter over and over, the tight, neat script, evenly spaced, wide-margined, so familiar and so painful.

I disliked his new wife instantly, swore never to visit them,  never to accept her. My letters to him, until then newsy and full of fears and confusion, became short salutations, lists of grades achieved in school and the progress of Raymond’s medical treatments, which were successfully saving his foot.

Mornings, on my way to JHS 49, I yearned for my life in Macún. I missed the dew-softened air, the crunchy gravel of the dirt road, the rooster’s crow, the buzz of bees, the bright yellow sun of a Puerto Rican dawn. I resisted the square regularity of Brooklyn’s streets, the sharp-cornered buildings that towered over me, the sidewalks spotted with crusted phlegm and sticky chewing gum. Every day we spent in Brooklyn was like a curtain dropping between me and my other life, the one where I knew who I was, where I didn’t know I was poor, didn’t know my parents didn’t love each other, didn’t know what it was to lose a father.

With Papi married, our ties to Puerto Rico unraveled. He was the strongest link we had to the island, since most of Mami’s family was in Brooklyn and Papi’s sisters and brothers had never been an important presence in our house.

When I tried to find out if Mami was as disappointed as I was, she brushed me off, saying that Papi had a right to his own life and that we should never blame or disrespect him. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of being cast adrift. By not including us in his decision to marry, Papi had excluded us from the rest of his life.
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