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To my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, and the family He has blessed me with: My beautiful wife, Clara, and our three wonderful boys, Mariano Jr., Jafet, and Jaziel















Prologue



It is a beautiful fall day in the Bronx, New York, nearly seventy degrees and sunny. We are hosting the San Francisco Giants, who have already been eliminated from the playoffs, while we are fighting for our postseason lives, three games behind the leader for the wild-card spot, with three teams ahead of us.


It is September 22, 2013.


It is also, unbelievably, “Mariano Rivera Day.”


I have played nineteen years for the New York Yankees, but this season is my last. It is a bittersweet reality.


The Yankees have planned some sort of celebration of my career but have kept me in the dark about the details. My wife, Clara, and my three sons will be there, but that is all I know. I suit up early for the pregame festivities, and then I wait in one of the tunnels behind the outfield for my cue to enter the stadium.


One of the things I am known for is my calm demeanor. My cool exterior is not an act. I have never been prone to get nervous in a tight spot.


I am nervous right now.


On a piece of paper, I have written some inadequate words of thanks—to my parents, to my family, to my teammates, to the Yankee staff, most of all, to the fans. I slip the paper into my back pocket. I don’t want words to fail me in this moment.


Finally, they tell me, “You’re on, Mo.”


There is a crowd in Monument Park, the museum behind the center-field face where the Yankees display the retired numbers of their finest players, and the number 42, which was worn by Jackie Robinson, the first African American man to play Major League Baseball.


Because of his extraordinary contributions, baseball retired Robinson’s number in 1997. But at the time, there were thirteen major league players still wearing 42, including me. We were allowed to keep the number until our careers ended.


I am the last active player still wearing No. 42. I have cherished being able to honor Mr. Robinson in this way.


Now, on Mariano Rivera Day, Mr. Robinson’s 42, painted in the vivid blue of the team he played for—the Dodgers—has been replaced with a bronze plaque and given a prominent place of honor in Monument Park.


In the spot where his plaque had been hanging, at the end of a row of numbers the Yankees have already retired—Lou Gehrig’s No. 4, Babe Ruth’s No. 3, Joe DiMaggio’s No. 5—there is a new No. 42, this one painted in Yankee blue against a pin-striped background.


This is my No. 42 that the Yankees are retiring on Mariano Rivera Day. Beneath it is a plaque that reads:




MARIANO RIVERA


“Mo” is considered the greatest closer in baseball history. He spent his entire career in pinstripes, from 1995–2013 and became the franchise leader in games pitched. Thriving under pressure, he amassed the most saves in postseason history. A 13-time All-Star, he retired as baseball’s all-time saves leader.





I feel like my heart is going to come out of my chest. “Wow,” I say out loud. I am so unbelievably humbled.


What am I doing here? I think to myself. How could this be happening to a skinny boy from a poor fishing village on the southern coast of Panama, a boy who didn’t even have a glove when he tried out for the Yankees?


My amazement continues.


In the outfield, the heavy metal band Metallica is performing their song “Enter Sandman.” It is the entrance music the Yankees play every time I come in to close a game. I pump my fist at the band. I am not a heavy metal music fan, but the band and I will be forever connected by this song.


I make the walk through the outfield to the mound, where there are more people who want to say goodbye, more tributes.


These formal goodbyes have been going on all season—The Mariano Rivera Farewell Tour. Some teams, like the Minnesota Twins, who I always pitched well against, are no doubt very happy to see me go. The Los Angeles Dodgers give me a fishing pole. The Texas Rangers give me a cowboy hat and boots. The Yankees have a special gift, too—it is a rocking chair.


Finally, they hand me a microphone. What can I say that will express to this crowd of 50,000 people what they, what my career, what being a New York Yankee, has meant to me? I completely forget about the note in my back pocket, but I remember to thank my family, my teammates, the fans, most of all. Words do start to fail me, so I say the two words dearest to the heart of any baseball player, or any baseball fan: “Play ball!”


Derek Jeter, who has been my teammate for two decades, since way back in Double-A ball in Greensboro, North Carolina, gives me a hug and a pat on the back. “You kept it together pretty good,” he says. “I thought you were going to cry.”


I didn’t cry.


Not then.


The tears would come, eventually, but they would not be tears of sadness. They would be tears of joy from a fisherman’s son whose dreams not only came true, but arrived bigger than he would ever have dared to imagine.
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A Fisherman’s Son


You don’t mess around with machetes. I learn that as a little kid—decades before I ever hear of a cut fastball, much less throw one. I learn that you don’t just pick one up and start swinging it as if it were a bat or a broomstick. You have to know how to use it, know the right technique, so you can be efficient and keep it simple, which, if you ask me, is the best way to go in all aspects of life.


Keep it simple.


My grandfather Manuel Giron teaches me everything I know about using a machete. We head out into the sugarcane fields and he shows me how to grip it—how to bend my knees and bring the blade around so it is level with the surface you want to cut, not a random whack but something much more precise. Once I get the hang of it, I cut our whole lawn with a machete. The lawn isn’t big—closer to the size of a pitcher’s mound than an outfield—but I still cut every square inch with that handheld blade. It takes an hour, maybe two. I never rush. It feels good when I am done.


I do not have my machete with me on the morning in late March 1990 when I walk out into the rising sun, breathing in the usual strong odor of fish arising from the shore by my home. I will not need the machete that day, nor the next.


I am twenty years old. I have just signed a contract to play baseball for the New York Yankees. I am not sure what this means, but I have hope: hope that my days of using a machete to cut the lawn, or working on my father’s fishing boat, have ended, at least for a little while anyway.


A few weeks earlier, a Yankee scout named Herb Raybourn sits at the kitchen table in my family’s home, a two-room cement house up the street from the beach in Puerto Caimito, the fishing village where I’ve lived my whole life. My parents sleep in one room; all four of us kids sleep in the other. We keep a couple of chickens out back. There is no wire strung over our house for a telephone—we don’t have one—but there is a tree whose branches droop close to the tin roof when they get heavy with mangoes.


Before Herb arrives, I tell my father that a gringo is on his way to offer me a chance to play professional baseball. My father agrees to listen to what Señor Raybourn has to say. As it turns out, Herb is Panamanian and speaks Spanish, even though he looks white. He puts some papers on the kitchen table.


“The New York Yankees would like to sign you to a contract and can offer you two thousand dollars,” Herb says. “We think you are a young man with talent and a bright future.”


Herb adds that the Yankees will include a glove and baseball cleats in the deal. At the time, I am making fifty dollars a week working on my father’s fishing boat.


“Because you are twenty, we’re not going to send you to the Dominican Republic, the way we do with teenagers,” Herb continues. “We’re going to send you right to Tampa for spring training.”


The way he says it makes me think that going to Tampa (Where is Tampa? I wonder) rather than the Dominican Republic is good news, but I don’t react because I don’t want Sr. Raybourn to know just how clueless his newest signee is. I may have never heard of Tampa, but I know almost nothing about the Dominican Republic, either. My world isn’t just small. It is the size of a marble. The farthest from home I have ever been is to the border of Costa Rica, a six-hour car ride west.


This is how little I understand about how professional baseball works: I think if I sign with the Yankees I will continue to play baseball in Panama. I figure I’ll move to Panama City, get a better-looking uniform, along with a legit glove and a pair of shoes that don’t have a hole in the big toe—like the ones I wore for my Yankee tryout. I’ll get to play ball, make a little money, and then fulfill my real goal: to become a mechanic. I am pretty good at fixing things. I like fixing things. If I can make money playing baseball, maybe I can save enough to pay for mechanic’s school.


What I know about the big leagues—las Grandes Ligas—is close to nothing. I know Rod Carew, Panama’s greatest ballplayer, played there. I know there are two leagues, American and National, and that there is a World Series at the end of the season. That’s it. I am already in the major leagues when I first hear somebody mention Hank Aaron.


“Who is Hank Aaron?” I ask.


“You’re not serious,” the guy says.


“Yes, I am. Who is Hank Aaron?”


“He’s baseball’s all-time home run leader, the guy who hit seven hundred fifty-five homers to beat Babe Ruth’s record,” the guy tells me.


“Who is Babe Ruth?” I ask.


The guy shakes his head in disbelief and turns away.


So Herb has to spell everything out for me, a kid as skinny as a Q-tip, and utterly naive: “No, you won’t be staying in Panama,” he says. “When you sign with a big league organization, you move to the United States.” He advises me to spend a little of my bonus money on some shirts, underwear, and a suitcase to put them in. “You’ll probably be a little nervous since you don’t speak English.”


This is a colossal understatement. I am not nervous. I am terrified. But I try not to let on. I don’t want Herb to decide I’m not such a good prospect after all.
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Weeks pass. The plane ticket to Tampa arrives. Now it is getting real.


Now it is time.


“Vamos, Pili,” my mother says. Pili is the name my sister, Delia, gave me when I was a baby. Nobody knows why. It’s what my family has called me my whole life.


My father starts our pickup truck, nicknamed “Turbo.” It is ten years old, rusty and battered, and not anybody’s idea of a race car, but to us? It’s Turbo.


Clara Diaz Chacón, my sweetheart, sits in the front, between my father, Mariano Sr., and my mother, also named Delia. I throw my new suitcase in the flatbed and then climb in myself, along with my cousin Alberto. My father puts Turbo in reverse and we pull out of the driveway, onto Via Puerto Caimito, the one road in and out of our village, the only road that is paved.


We pass through Chorrera, a bigger town five miles east where, briefly, I went to high school, and then make our way on a twisty, rutted road, past goats and plantain trees and swatches of rain forest. Alberto and I bounce around in the back as if we are coconuts, anchored by nothing, only a skimpy railing to keep us from tumbling out.


I know where we are going—Tocumen International Airport in Panama City—but I am much less certain about where I am going.


I am a high school dropout. I don’t even make it out of ninth grade at Pedro Pablo Sanchez High School, a U-shaped building with a courtyard where stray dogs sleep in whatever patch of shade they can find. It is a terrible decision to leave school, but I get fed up one day and bail, passing the sleeping dogs on my way out, in my pressed blue trousers and crisp white shirt. (I iron the uniform myself; I like things neat.) I am not thinking through the consequences of quitting school, and my parents don’t talk me out of it. They are working-class people who are smart but not sold on the benefits of finishing school, earning a degree.


My last school lesson—and the last straw—comes in Señora Tejada’s math class. She never tries to hide her dislike of me, glaring as if my presence in her classroom is a personal offense. I hang around with kids who aren’t full-fledged troublemakers but are definitely into mischief. It is guilt by association, I guess.


One day, a few of us are fooling around, paying little attention to the Pythagorean theorem and lots of attention to the kid we are tormenting. One of my friends crumples up a piece of paper and hits the kid in the head with it.


“Hey, cut it out,” the kid says.


I am not the pitcher in this case, but I do laugh.


“Rivera!” Señora Tejada always calls me by my last name. “Why did you throw that?”


“I didn’t throw anything,” I say.


“Don’t tell me you didn’t throw it. Come up here,” she demands.


I didn’t do anything wrong. I am not going anywhere.


“Rivera, come up here!” she repeats.


Again, I defy a direct order, and now she is really ticked off. She walks over to my desk and stands over me.


“You are to leave this classroom right now,” she says, escorting me into the hallway, where I spend the rest of math class not doing math.


The principal suspends me for three days, but it turns out to be a much longer sentence than that. I never return to Pedro Pablo Sanchez High School. I don’t see Señora Tejada again, either, until I run into her in a market after I’ve been in pro ball for several years.


“¡Hola, Mariano!” she says. (Notice we are on a first-name basis now.) “Congratulations on your baseball career. I’ve followed how well you are doing.”


No glare. No scolding voice. She greets me like a favorite student she hasn’t seen since graduation.


The best I can do is force a weak smile. People should not treat you according to how successful or prominent you are. The whole time I was in her class, she regarded me as a juvenile delinquent. Maybe I wasn’t going to be the next Albert Einstein, but I was nowhere near the bad kid she made me out to be.


Please don’t pretend that you like me now when you didn’t care about me at all when I was a student, I think.


“Thanks,” I tell her curtly, heading right past her to the fruit aisle.
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But Señora Tejada isn’t the only reason I drop out of school. Another big problem is fighting, a regular occurrence. In the hallways, in the schoolyard, on the way back home—fights break out everywhere, almost always for the same reason: kids teasing me about the way I smell.


There he goes, the fishy boy.


Hold your nose, the fish are getting closer.


I thought we were in school, not on the fishing boat.


My tormentors are right. I do smell like fish. Plenty of Puerto Caimito kids do. We live by the water, not far from a processing plant that makes fish meal out of sardines—harina de pescado, as we call it. My father is a captain on a commercial fishing boat, his long workdays spent throwing his nets and hauling in all the sardines and anchovies he can. The smell of fish overpowers everything in Puerto Caimito. You could shower for an hour and plunge yourself in cologne, and if a droplet or two of water from the fish plant touches your clothes, you will stink all night. But fish keep the local economy afloat. Fish supply jobs for the parents of the kids who are taunting me. I could, should ignore them. I do not.


They bait me, and then they reel me in. I’m not proud of this. It’s really dumb on my part. I should turn the other cheek, as the Bible teaches. But I am young and headstrong, intent on doing things my own way.


We continue the drive to the airport. We are on the autopista, the main highway. The warm air rushes across my face in the back of the pickup. I am getting sadder. We drive past groves of mango and pineapple trees and fields full of cows, and it’s almost as if my childhood is passing by, too. I think about playing ball on the beach with a glove made from a milk carton, a bat made from a stick, and a ball made from tightly wound fishing nets. I wonder if I’ve played my last game on El Tamarindo, a dirt patch of a field named for the tamarind tree by home plate. I think about what would’ve happened if I’d kept playing soccer, my first sporting love, trying to beat defenders with a ball attached to my foot (with or without shoes), imagining myself the Panamanian Pelé, a dream that lasted until I got smacked in the eye with the ball during a game and temporarily lost vision. I kept playing and, twenty minutes later, went up for a header, collided with a guy, and wound up in the emergency room, where the doctor closed the cut and told me the eye looked very bad and needed to be seen by a specialist.


My soccer career ended after that.


We are just a half hour away now. I look into Turbo’s cab, at Clara, sitting between my parents. We live just a few houses apart in Puerto Caimito; I’ve known her since kindergarten. She stops speaking to me when I drop out of school, so disappointed that I’d just quit like that. She expects more from me. The deep freeze lasts until a bunch of us are at a club one night, and Clara and I wind up dancing. Friendship turns to romance, and as the music ends, our eyes lock and she reaches for my wrist. I know I am forgiven, and I know the reason she was mad at me was because she was serious about our relationship.


After I leave school, I hang around the clubs in Chorrera a lot, whenever I am not out at sea on my father’s boat. I love to dance—Merengue Mariano, they call me. The merengue is a popular dance in the Caribbean and Central America. I am not closing any baseball games, only closing nightclubs.


As with a lot of clubs, the cops are regular visitors because fights are commonplace. Guys pack ice picks or knives. One night I am there with a big group, fifteen kids, maybe more. One friend gets into an argument with a kid who is with a big group of his own. I don’t know how it starts, probably a look or a comment about somebody’s girl, the usual stuff. It’s getting heated. They are about to go at it when I step between them.


“Guys, we’re here to have fun and dance, not fight,” I say. “Let’s not do anything foolish.”


They posture and act tough and curse at each other, but they back off. Then someone in the other group pushes his way to the front. He is carrying a machete. The look on his face suggests he wants to use it, and not on a patch of grass. Apparently he wants the fight to go on, specifically with me.


“Where’s that skinny kid, the peacemaker?” he yells, brandishing the long blade.


I am back in the crowd by now, but I hear him. I have no weapon, but I have common sense, and a lot of speed. I take off running. The guy chases me, but I leave him in the dust. He never finds me.


Getting chased by the kid with the machete is another wake-up call. When Clara and I start seeing each other regularly, we go out for quiet dinners, or lie in the hammock that is strung between two trees next to my parents’ house. We talk all the time and I finally realize:


Nothing good is going to happen to me if I keep dancing the night away in the clubs.


It is Clara who makes me understand I want more out of life than to be a fisherman by day and Merengue Mariano by night.
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My father wheels Turbo into the airport and parks. Alberto and I climb out of the back. We all walk toward the terminal. What’s about to happen is hitting me hard.


I am leaving home. Leaving Panama.


Leaving Clara.


I am a professional baseball player from this moment on, all six feet, one hundred and fifty pounds of me. I don’t know how long it will last. There is no hiding my feelings now; I am scared. I know I love to play ball, but have no idea how I will measure up to other players. I am not a worrier by nature, but I am a realist. Has anybody else made this transition, from Panamanian fishing boat to the New York Yankees?


“I came to Puerto Caimito to be a fisherman,” my father says. “I started at the bottom, cleaning boats, sweeping up garbage, getting paid pennies, but I worked hard and I advanced and finally became a captain. You will do the same, Pili. It won’t be easy, but you are going to work your way to the top.”


I hug my mother goodbye and shake my father’s hand.


I am not going to see Clara for five months. It feels as if it will be five years.


I tell Clara how much I will miss her. I will write and I will be back soon, I say. I try not to cry, but I do anyway.


She is crying, too. “I love you, Pili. I will be here, waiting for your safe return,” she says.


I make my way through the ticket counter and wait to pass through security. I hear my mother say, “There goes our boy. I wonder where this is going to take him?” I do not turn around. If I see their faces, I may change my mind.


They head upstairs toward a viewing deck to watch the plane take off. I turn and walk down a passageway, onto the plane. Soon I am airborne, the first flight of my life. My tears are almost dry. I do not look back.





NOTES FROM MO





Béisbol School


Baseball has been called America’s “National Pastime,” but Latin American players have become a very important part of the game. At the start of the 2013 season, nearly one-quarter of the players on Major League Baseball rosters hailed from Latin America, including some of the game’s biggest stars: Miguel Cabrera, David Ortiz, Jose Reyes, Albert Pujols, and Robinson Canó.


Latino players come from places like Venezuela, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Panama, but no matter where a buscone (that’s the Spanish word for “scout”) finds them, the first stop for virtually all Latino prospects is the Dominican Republic, where each MLB team runs its own baseball academy, with dormitories, playing fields, training facilities, clubhouses, and classrooms. It’s no surprise that the foreign country with the highest number of players on MLB rosters is the DR, a poor country that occupies half the Caribbean island of Hispaniola. One small DR town, San Pedro de Macorís, is called the “cradle of shortstops” because so many of MLB’s premier infielders have been born there, including Canó, Alfonso Soriano, Luis Castillo, and Juan Samuel.


While the primary focus at the academies is refining baseball talent, there are also educational programs, including language instruction, to help Spanish-speaking teenagers prepare for success either in the U.S. or after their playing careers have ended.


So why would Herb Raybourn make it sound like I lucked out by missing a stop in the DR?


Well, unlike with American kids, MLB regulations allow teams to sign Latino players before they finish high school, even as young as sixteen, when their bodies and their skills are far less developed. In the past, that has allowed many teams to acquire big-time talent at bargain-basement prices. Few American prospects sign for as little as a $20,000 bonus; the buscones have been known to sign four Latino sixteen-year-olds for that price. (I was thrilled with $2,000 in 1990.)


As a result, the competition to “graduate” from these academies is fierce: fewer than half the DR prospects will ever leave the island to play in the U.S. minor leagues. So, because I was twenty and considered “too old” for the Yankees’ academy, I skipped a step where the careers of many prospects both begin—and end.
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A Childhood on the Beach


From the air, you can see how small and vulnerable my country is. It’s just a curvy strip of earth at the southern tip of Central America, not much wider than a shoelace.


Puerto Caimito, where I grew up, is about twenty-five miles west of our famous canal, on the Pacific side of Panama. It is a village put on the map by fish. If you aren’t an actual fisherman in Puerto Caimito, then you probably repair boats, or work at the fish processing plant, or haul fish to market. Just about everybody is connected to fish, and everybody eats it.


“I ate fish every day, and that’s what made me strong,” my father says. My grandfather lived to be ninety-six, and my father predicts he will outlive that age. I wouldn’t bet against him. He is from tough farmer stock. One of fifteen children, he was born in Darién, near the Colombian border. After he left school he spent eleven hours a day, six days a week, working on the family farm. They grew rice, corn, and plantains, and did it without a tractor or any other sort of power equipment. Shovels, hoes, rakes—that was high-end gear for well-to-do farmers. My father used a machete to cut brush and weeds, and sharp sticks to till the soil. Each week they would take their goods to the market, an all-day trip in a boat powered by a pole in the water, gondola-style.


It was a hard life, and by the time my father was a teenager, several of his brothers had already moved to Puerto Caimito, because fishing was considered a more prosperous line of work. At age seventeen, my father joined them. He started out with whatever odd jobs he could get. He was still learning his way around when he went for a walk one day and saw a girl washing dishes and singing in front of her home. The girl, one of eight children herself, was fifteen years old. My father says it was love at first sight. Her name was Delia Girón, and two years after she stole my father’s heart with her singing, she gave birth to a baby girl.


Two years after that, she gave birth to me, on November 29, 1969.
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Growing up in Puerto Caimito is simple and smelly. For my first seventeen years we lived on the shore of the Gulf of Panama, in a dingy two-room house on a dirt road, just a long toss from the fish-meal plant. There’s a whole neighborhood of such homes in the village, most of them occupied by my aunts and uncles and cousins. When my parents moved in, they had no electricity or running water. There was an outhouse in the backyard and a well for water a short walk away. When the sun sank into the Gulf, they lit the rooms with kerosene lamps. By the time I came around in 1969, the house had gotten several upgrades: electricity and water, but still no bathroom.


The beach is just steps away but it is strewn with broken shells, pieces of old boats, and fragments of discarded net. It is not the beach in a tourist advertisement—no turquoise water or tropical trees or sand as soft as baby powder. It’s a working place, a storm-battered boat here, half a dead fish there, the litter of people who make a living from the sea.


But this shore is where I became an athlete. At low tide it offers the best playing field in Puerto Caimito, wide and long. You could run forever on the mudflats. I play soccer here. I play baseball here. My favorite game is the one where we get a piece of cardboard, cut out three holes in it, and string it up between two sticks in the sand. Then we stand back about twenty or thirty feet and fire rocks and see who can get the most rocks through the holes.


My aim is good.


We have no bat, so we find an old piece of wood or saw off the branch of a tree. We have no ball, so we wrap up a rock with fishnet and tape. We have no baseball gloves, but you can make one out of cardboard, if you know how to fold it.


This is how I play ball for almost all of my childhood; I don’t put a real glove on my hand until I am sixteen years old. My father buys it for me, secondhand, right before we move away from the shore, up the street about a third of a mile, to another cement-block house in a quieter location.


Neither of our homes ever had a telephone. I don’t have my own bicycle. I have only one toy. It’s called Mr. Big Mouth. You touch his belly and his big mouth opens and you put a little chip in it. I don’t feel deprived, because I am not deprived. It’s just the way life is.


I have everything I need.


My favorite time of year is Christmas. As the oldest boy in the family, my job is to get our Christmas tree. I do it every year, and know just where to go. Behind our house is a manglar—a swamp—that has a lot of little trees growing in the muck. You aren’t going to find a tall evergreen tree in the swamp, of course, so the next best thing is something three or four feet tall that I can yank out with a strong tug. I bring it home, and after it dries out, we wrap the branches in cloth so it looks festive. Santa Claus never makes it to our part of Panama—there are certainly no chimneys—but Noche Buena, our name for Christmas Eve, is still magical, with lights twinkling and Christmas songs playing and all the anticipation of the big day.
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I discover early on that I love to run, and I love to be in motion. If I am not playing soccer or baseball, I am playing basketball. When the tide is in and the beach shrinks, we move to El Tamarindo, just far enough off the shore to let us play without being ankle-deep in mud. Whatever I play, I want to win badly. When a baseball victory is about to turn into a defeat, I throw the ball into the Gulf of Panama and declare the game a tie. It doesn’t win me any sportsmanship awards, but it prevents a loss.


I also like to hunt iguanas. They are everywhere in Panama, green and spiky and leathery, six-foot-long lizards that lounge on branches and hide in the vegetation. I know exactly where to find them, and how to hunt them. All I need is a rock. Iguanas are very fast, and they are amazingly resilient; they can fall forty or fifty feet out of a tree and run away as if they’d just slid off a park bench. But most of the time, iguanas are stationary, resting on the upper branches of trees, and that makes them an easy target. Most times I’d have a direct hit on the first try, pick it up, and sling it over my shoulder to bring home for dinner. “Chicken of the trees,” we call it. It’s not a staple like coconut rice or tamales, and you aren’t going to find fast-food restaurants selling iguana nuggets, but it’s one of my favorite dishes.


I never stop to figure out how many relatives I have in Puerto Caimito, but my cousins might outnumber the iguanas. There are always enough around for a game. But when you grow up with a big family in a small town, it’s almost impossible to do anything without everybody knowing about it.


This is not always a good thing when you have a father like mine.


My father is a great provider who rises before dawn on Monday and spends all week on his fishing boat, twelve to fourteen hours a day hauling and dragging the nets. I don’t remember him ever taking a day off. Vacation? Sick days?


No such thing. He is a fisherman. Fishermen fish.


But he is a stern disciplinarian. As a kid, mostly what I associate with my father is fear. He is a big, strong man. I am a small, skinny kid. He has not heard that spanking your child, or taking your belt to his backside, is out of fashion with other parents. When I know I’ve messed up and that the belt is coming, I put on two pairs of pants. Sometimes I put on three pairs of pants. You need all the cushioning you get.


My father’s brother—my uncle Miguel—lives next door to us. He is very tough on his kids, too. He works on the boat with my father. I am very close to him, so one time I decide to ask my uncle straight-out.


“Why are you and my father so rough on your children? Do you want us to live in fear of you?”


My uncle thinks about it for a few moments. “If you think we are tough, you should’ve seen how our father was with us,” he says. “This is not an excuse, but this is all we know, because it is how we were raised. We left home as soon as we could—to get away from it.”


I think about my father as a kid, being afraid of his own father, leaving home when he wasn’t much more than a boy. It is hard to imagine. But repeating that hurtful pattern with us is not the solution. That is something I learn from him as well.





NOTES FROM MO





My Country


Panama is not a big country, nor a rich country. There are 3.6 million residents, way less than half the population of New York City.


If not for the canal, many people would have never heard of the place where I was born. But the Panama Canal is a key passage for trade and transportation, and it has made Panama important to the rest of the world.


The canal was started by France in 1864 and finished by the United States in 1914. It cuts through the entire width of the country. Panama is narrow and the canal is only about fifty miles long. Nonetheless, this engineering marvel provides a way for ships to travel from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific without having to go around South America, a shortcut that saves time, enormous amounts of fuel, and about eight thousand miles of sea travel.


Panama isn’t just a place where two oceans meet; it’s also place where two continents, North and South America, are linked. On the west, the country borders Costa Rica, in Central America. On the east, Panama borders Colombia, in South America.


For a nation that is a little smaller than the state of South Carolina, it has a lot of strategic importance.
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My First Job


By the time I am eighteen years old, I am working full-time on my father’s boat, the youngest of nine crew members. The Lisa, as the boat is named, is a hulking steel vessel with a banged-up hull and a rusty patchwork of dents and dark paint. It has seen better days.


I am not on board because I want to be. I am on board to make my fifty dollars a week so I can go to mechanic’s school. I have already decided that the fisherman’s life is not for me. I don’t like being out at sea, the long hours, the monotony. I don’t like the risks.


“Did you know that fishing is the second-most-dangerous occupation, behind logging?” a friend asks me. “That it’s thirty-six times more dangerous than the average job?”


“I didn’t know that,” I reply. But I am not surprised. A family friend had his arm ripped right off his body when it got caught between two boats.


There is another reason I am not keen on being a fisherman. I hate being away from Clara. Six days a week at sea, and one day a week with Clara? I would like to reverse this ratio.


Right now I don’t have a choice, though. I need money and this is how I can earn it. We are in the Gulf of Panama with our nets in the water. For hours we’ve been in one of our regular sardine hot spots, called La Maestra, but we haven’t caught anything. So, we head back to our base island. We are about twenty minutes away, not far from the Canal, when the fish-finding sonar lights up.


You are not supposed to fish near the Panama Canal. There is too much traffic on the seas, and the other boats don’t slow down. With a boat the size of my father’s—ninety feet in length and 120 tons in weight, with nets that stretch out a thousand feet—it’s not easy to get out of the way if you have to.


But my father has a motto I have heard my whole life:


The nets don’t make money on the boat. They only make money in the water.


If the sonar is orange, it means you’ve come across a lot of fish. If the sonar is red, it means you have hit the fish lottery. The sonar is red. They are everywhere. We go all day with no action, and suddenly we’re right on top of the mother of all sardine schools. Even though we’re near the Canal, my father figures that at this late hour, boat traffic won’t be a problem.


“Drop the net!” my father hollers.


We cast the net out in a huge circle, the idea being to surround the fish with it, and then quickly cinch it closed with two massive ropes that are pulled tight like a drawstring by hydraulic winches.


We have a huge haul, maybe eighty or ninety tons of sardines, the net just about bursting. We have so many fish, in fact, that my father radios other boats to meet us so we can transfer our haul, then return to catch more.


It is now close to 4:00 a.m. It’s not normal to fish at this hour, but we don’t stop when the sonar is red.


My father circles the spot again and we drop the net. He has a hard time maneuvering the boat in the strong current. There is one guy in the back and one in the front working the ropes—huge hunks of braided line that do the heavy lifting, bringing the bounty up to the boat. The ropes are guided by a pulley system, and at the top of the pulleys there are flaps that lock into place so the ropes won’t fly out of control once the winch starts reeling them in. When the ropes retract, they move at a blinding clip, like cars on the Daytona straightaway.


We work in complete darkness, sunrise still two hours away. Our deck lights are off because lights would scare the fish away. We are about to close the net, fire up the hydraulic winches, and bring in our haul. I am near the middle of the boat, about six feet from my uncle Miguel. It’s tricky to work without light, but we’re all so familiar with what needs to be done that it isn’t usually a problem.
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