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If it doesn’t hurt like hell,
it ain’t worth a jack shit.


—MY MA
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January 8, 2016


Dear Ma,


Since my first conscious moments, you have been a gladiator to me—the fiercest example of a woman’s power I could ever know.


We are some kind of twins, able to see each other in a room of closed eyes, able to hear each other in a world of silence, despite the trauma layered into our story. You are the priestess at the head of my tiny tribe of one.


Since I learned to use a phone and to this day, when our family wants to reach you, they do it through me. I am the whisperer, the only one who can ever locate you in the jungle of New York, because you will always call me back.


When no one could find you to break the news, it fell to me to tell you that your mother had died. The noise that came from you then was an animal pain. The realization that I would also one day lose you was so unbearable that I had to hang up.


For years, we were best friends. Long before the fights and the screaming and the law got involved.


Which is why I feel like I need to say a few things to you before you read this collection of stories intended to capture my life.


People often marvel at my having “turned out so normal.” They ask how I’m not angry, how I’m not a fuck-up, why I don’t turn around and abuse people.


They say it’s extraordinary that I’ve forgiven you.


I am hardly without effects. I am a vortex of damage. In my brief three decades, I have hurt people, betrayed trust, caused confusion and disappointment. I have sauntered around the shores of an ocean of rage, avoiding what would eventually become a crippling anxiety.


It’s taken thirty years for me to melt the sandstorm of emotions within myself into glass, but now that I have found acceptance, now that I have forged an understanding of happiness and built my own world, I finally grasp the beautiful gift that is the lens I possess. Through it, I can see that instead of a “mom,” I have been given a moral compass.


Your solitude, your rigorous discipline in your body, the brilliant originality of your vision, as if your eyesight were replaced with a loop from another planet, these things are all gifts to me.


Your demons—the visitor that would seep into your eyeballs on so many nights, clouding the kindness, turning your spit to poison—I do not begrudge you.


I bow in humbled respect at the feet of your loss, Ma.


Since I was a small child, you have recounted the story of Billy, your epic love, and his murder. Nothing has ever touched me or provoked as much empathy in my heart as that; the violence of your loss, so shortly before my arrival in this world. How could I have hated you?


I think, even as a tiny tot, I understood; Billy was taken from you, a tragedy without which I would never have existed, and thus, you were to be protected.


People call me brave, for getting up on stages and being open about who I am, but I know no other way than to be proud, because of you.


I was given the most important gift two parents can give to their child: Your respect. My dignity.


So, whether or not you understood that I wanted a clean house, regular meals, and to know which version of you would come home at night; whether you grasped the inappropriate level of professional expectation you put on me as a child who just wanted to play; although your addictions ravaged our relationship for so many years—I understand.


I hope, now that we finally know where Billy was put to rest, that we can find a way to his remains, and close the gash that has defined you for three decades.


I will do everything I can to help you find peace, so you no longer have to medicate with flavored solvents and pharmaceutical hammers, so you are no longer the loneliest wolf.


Because of you, I know forgiveness.


Because of you, I know love.


Forever,  
Your Bud









PART I


[image: illustration]


Heredity








Her




Chapter 1
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Babygirl’s Gun


13 Third Avenue, New York City, 1982


SHE SAID HE GAVE HER THE LITTLE GUN BECAUSE IT WAS classy and elegant, like her. A feminine twist of metal and pearl. Lethal, like her. She kept it under her pillow “just in case.”


Her bed was, is, and always will be under an open window, this one looking out onto Third Avenue. In 1981, her pillow filled a head-pistol sandwich, but she doesn’t use a pillow now.


Then, she pulled her bleached blond, bombshell locks into a ponytail when she slept, always with her man, Billy. Under a pile of blankets in the winter or sweating naked in the summer, but always with her man.


The window gaped like a loyal simpleton, beaten by the sun or drooling raindrops, but its mouth never closed. The window stayed open.


My mother’s world was a riot of improvisations, everything in flux and nothing predictable except the open window and the radio on. Rhythm in the air. “Life! In the air,” she’d say. It stays on. She would tape over the switch. Nobody fucks with Babygirl’s radio.


Later, she would say that there was never a gun in the house. She would swear to this, like a Mafia wife, blinded by passion or loyalty. Either way it wasn’t completely true. There was a gun under her pillow. Whether or not he pulled it out before they shot him, nobody knows.





Them
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Chapter 2
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Birth


Third Street between Second Avenue and the Bowery, late summer 1985


IT WAS A FULL MOON, THE LAST NIGHT OF AUGUST 1985. MY mother told my father to turn the video camera on because the baby was coming.


It was sticky hot outside, the kind of air you can feel. She waded uptown through warm pudding, to a swimming pool in Hell’s Kitchen. Two weeks before, belly the size of a basketball, she had posed in a bikini at the Russian baths for a young photographer who told her that swimming was the best thing to loosen up her hips for birth. My mother had been swimming every day since.


Sounds travel differently in the summer. Horns are sharper, screams pierce, and catcalls work double time, trailing swinging booty shorts for blocks. In the mid-eighties, streetlights on Ninth Avenue winked on and off over sidewalks cluttered with garbage, the carts of fruit vendors, and the splayed bodies of crackheads, hugging the cement, sharp ribs laid bare in the heat.


Three lanes of headlights cut through the darkness, making Dick Tracy comic books out of countless shady instances of deals in doorways, pupils dilated from a thousand synthetic euphorias, uptown kids in Brooks Brothers and pearl earrings who thought coming to Hell’s Kitchen was coming “downtown” to cop. The beams backlit a fleet of muscle-bound tranny hookers, teetering back and forth on six-inch heels between twenty-dollar tricks. They carried box cutters in their garters in case tonight was the night some dumb motherfucker decided to let his Jesus guilt get the better of him after cumming on their miniskirt. At nearly six feet tall and broad in the shoulders, her eyes raw from the chlorine, Rhonna was perfectly camouflaged within the local wildlife.


They invented the word glamazon for women like my mother. Grace Jones had the same severity and stature. Mix one part unicorn, three parts thunderstorm, two parts wounded bull, and you’d have an approximation of the vibe my mother gives off. A wild tiger would be at a disadvantage in a fight. Bleached blond hair sliced at her chin, eyes crystal blue. Her head is carved for the shoulder pad look, all bones and lines, her face anchored by a Greco-Roman nose that dives into crimson lips, full and finely drawn, over ivories so impressive we call them her piano keys. Her muscles twist over her sleek bones like steel cables, and she leads with her chest like a native warrior, her hands made to grip a sword in battle.


The seventies and eighties were a primitive time in New York, a time of robbery, drugs, and rape, so a working model who favored miniskirts and skintight jeans had to be able to show her teeth. She learned to train a look on a man that could make him piss himself. She once carried a busted fluorescent tube through Midtown and shook it in the face of street thugs like a jagged spear.


But that evening, my mother was slow moving, vulnerable, if ever fierce. She looked like a teenager carrying a backpack on her front, because little aside from her belly had grown during the pregnancy. Her hair was swept back, her skin clear and radiant, glowing the way pregnant women do, with a sharp nose and a head of loose blond curls like Alexander. Her bright red denim Daisy Dukes hadn’t closed for weeks, so she wore them unzipped and rolled down. Maternity wear didn’t enter her universe.


As she walked toward a Times Square teeming with twenty-five-cent peep shows and bargin-bin hustlers waiting for daddies to make their night, a vendor stepped out from under his awning and said, “My god, I’ve never seen anything so beautiful!”


My parents lived on a notorious block in their day: Third Street, between Second Avenue and the Bowery, an address that is innocuous now. The barnacled gore of used needles and crack pipes, the sludge of despondency, waste, and murder, the freaky traces of poverty clawed into these crappy tenements have long since been bleached out and washed away.


My parents and their scene were there before the gleaming 7-Eleven and the thirty-dollar brunch specials, lounging in their high-waisted jeans, collars turned up, hair teased out, blasting rap and jazz and no wave from boom boxes. Before the East Village was referred to as “the NYU neighborhood,” you had to use a pay phone to call your dealer, and you had to shout up to windows to be let in.


The Bowery Hotel, now a glamorous weekend landing pad for movie starlets, used to be a twenty-four-hour gas station that served radioactive vindaloo on Styrofoam plates to my mother in the middle of the night. Two mangy dogs roamed between the pumps, so dirty and caked with exhaust grease that one’s fur had turned green, the other one’s blue.


The street was no picnic at the turn of the previous century, when immigrants packed each apartment, six to a room. But by 1985, even with the city broke and in chaos, at the tail end of punk, and in the midst of the AIDS and crack epidemics, Third Street stood out for the refinement of its violence, for its kaleidoscopic insanity.


Directly across the street from our building stood the largest men’s shelter in New York, which had turned the block into a dumping ground for homeless people from all over the country, the abscessed injection point for the nation’s addicted, vagrant, and mad, the Ellis Island of the criminally insane. America had been cutting loose its mental patients for a decade and blending them in with the detritus of society—the failed, the lost, the abandoned—and this toxic brew, refused at every backyard in the country, was being shipped in like barges of garbage and unloaded onto our street, making it the festering point for every fuck-up from as far away as Texas. The result was a low-key permanent riot.


My mother used to look out our window at the crowd, milling around like hypercharged ants, and say: “Look at ’em. America’s undiagnosed misfits. They’ve got to self-medicate to survive, and all they got to work with is hammers, dope, crack, and Night Train.”


And many did not survive. At night there were so many homeless people sleeping shoulder to shoulder that you could hardly see the sidewalk. Occasionally, in the morning, an ambulance would come to take away a “late sleeper,” leaving a gray silhouette in the concrete where the carcass had drained out.


On the corner opposite the gas station, the Salvation Army had set up a group home for delinquent boys, a half-way house for hopeless cases, which functioned like a prep school for life across the street. Weekly, a police car would pull up onto the sidewalk and two officers would lead a youth out of the building in handcuffs, nailed for robbing and raping a Japanese tourist in a stairwell somewhere.


To add to the stew, one avenue to the east, the infamous Hells Angels had their East Coast headquarters and clubhouse, and occasionally they would tear down the street, thirty to a posse, with no mufflers on their bikes, doing their best to get in a fight.


On the Fourth of July of every year, the Angels would blow up the block. A two-story American flag was strung from the north to the south side of the street, vibrating in earsplitting waves of psychotic heavy metal blasting from stadium speakers jammed into the clubhouse windows. One year an M-80 exploded in a closed trash can and a triangle of galvanized shrapnel tore through the neck of a local Puerto Rican kid, killing him on the spot.


The police did what they could to stay outside of a four-block radius from what they openly dubbed “the asshole of the universe.” We called it home.


THREE AND A HALF MONTHS before her dip in Hell’s Kitchen, in an apartment overlooking this miasma, my mother was up, at two in the morning, cooking herself something to eat. She had been working out feverishly for the last twelve weeks, trying to lose a stubborn little tire that had swelled around her waist. My father, staring at her in the darkness, saw her left hand draped protectively over her belly, and he knew immediately. It was pictured in a thousand frescos and altarpieces, this graceful, natural gesture of maternity.


“Rhonna, you’re pregnant. We’re having a baby.”


Without context, this could seem like a sweet moment, a wonderful development in a relationship between two young lovers perhaps looking forward to starting a family and realizing some picket-fence fantasy. Let me clear up that misunderstanding; my parents were just hot in the eighties. In fact, if we are going to grope around in the dark closet of existential responsibility, I blame the bathtub. A lot of relationships, and probably a lot of eighties babies, can be traced back to the tenement tub.


Allow me to explain: when you walked into a one-bedroom, railroad apartment in an old tenement, you entered directly into the kitchen. Across from you were the stove and a refrigerator, and two inches from your right elbow was an iron bathtub, encased in white porcelain, a shorty, with little lion’s-paw feet, from the turn of the century, crafted for a little person. In our apartment, there was a dark bedroom to the left and a sunny living room to the right.


People tend to underestimate the importance of a tub in the kitchen to establishing the sexual tone of a bohemian existence. It adds a whole new spice when friends take a bath while you’re cooking dinner. Sensual mayhem.


Carrying an armful of records and a bottle of whiskey, my mother was all legs and skimpy outfits when she showed up on my father’s doorstep. He had run into her before, once lying naked in a triangle of sunlight at the center of a cocktail party on the Upper West Side and another time on the street, clutching everything she owned in two plastic bags. Freshly widowed, she was being ravaged by agonies beyond her control and stalked by “friends” turned to suitors. Jailbirds who had started hanging around after the mysterious murder of her husband by the police.


A week after their second encounter, my parents were both kicked out of a nightclub for drinking out of their own stashes. Collared by a bouncer who knocked their heads together, they were tossed, laughing, into the street. By this point, my father had seen all he needed to cast her as the unhinged and suicidal Ophelia in an avant-garde film version of Hamlet, which he had been shooting for a few weeks.


AT THE APARTMENT, “Hamlet” slept under a brown blanket in a corner of the living room among his paintings. He was a young friend of my father’s who I would later know as Uncle Crispy—a wiry kid with a wild head of curls, whose long eyelashes beat down over big, soft brown eyes, and who talked shit with the raspy voice of a hustler, like he had a million sentences he had to force through the bottleneck of his mouth before his dime ran out. Crispy spent his time avoiding his duties as leading man, flirting with Rhonna, and darting out of the house.


She, meanwhile, was up every night, howling old torch songs back into blasting speakers and swigging Johnnie Walker in nothing but a China red skintight sweater. This perpetually naked tornado of energy and beauty living in his kitchen caused a great deal of excitement in my father’s life. A great deal indeed. One thing leads to another, and they were rapidly entangled.


But over the next three stormy months, my father never really saw Rhonna sleep. As a matter of fact, he can’t recall ever seeing her lie down. Just getting her to sit was a feat, because she was the single most up, physically active person he had ever encountered. Her exercise routines were particularly radical and savage, as was her diet, and her devotion was to staying lean, lithe, and skinny as hell.


Lately, she had been especially vigilant in her exertions, because she felt that she was putting on a little extra weight around the middle, and that wouldn’t jive with the nightclub act she was rehearsing every day at a theater nearby. Her efforts to remove this bump had been unsuccessful, and so at two A.M. that night, from the darkness of his narrow bed my father watched her standing at the stove, shielding something deep within herself and in a flash he realized that she was protecting something: she was protecting me.


“What the fuck are you talking about? I know my own body. I’m not pregnant. If I was pregnant, don’t you think I’d be the first one to know?!”


He insisted, pointing out the evidence, and finally she went out to an all-night pharmacy for a pregnancy test. Within a few hours, they were confronted with an unfathomable truth: they were going to have a baby.


The next morning, shouting and yelping, my father ran straight to the home of his old friend Francesco and his wife, Alba, who had several kids. Alba, seeing that he was terrified, sat him down and in a perfectly relaxed, Italian way, said, “Ilya, this is not something you plan. Babies come with the bread. Each day, the bread is delivered, and one day it comes with a child. There is nothing to do but to accept it.”


When he protested that he hadn’t a clue how to care for an infant, she said, “Don’t worry. The child will teach you everything you need to know. The best teacher in the world is about to be born. They have a device called a scream, and they use it when anything is required. You will know exactly what to do, because the baby will tell you. All you have to learn to do is listen. Don’t dictate, listen.”


My parents never had the intention of being a couple or building any kind of domestic life together, but they made a pact that day: no matter what happened between them, they were going to care for this child, and failing that, they would at least make sure it would be cared for. They agreed: they would respect each other’s wildly different styles; they would never fight in front of the kid; and above all, they would never call in the law. No matter how bad it got, no judge would ever dictate what they needed to do with this child.


They explored all the options for a healthy birth, finally settling on a midwife and home delivery. My mother shelved the whiskey and focused her considerable energy on having the healthiest final trimester anyone has ever seen.


Which brings us back to that sweltering evening at the end of August. My father was standing on the corner of Third Street and the Bowery, talking to his friend Jean-Michel about his new fold-up bicycle. The mischievous young painter was wearing a full three-piece tweed suit, sweating profusely, and my father was lecturing him about the dangers of wool in such heat. Dismissing the mothering, Jean-Michel nodded over his shoulder and said, “Maybe you should tend to your own garden.”


Turning, Ilya saw Rhonna coming through the traffic on their block. Carrying several bags, she was just slightly less concerned than usual with the cacophony around her, and she looked to be in pain. He rushed to her and, as he helped her upstairs, she told him it was beginning.


“I need to swim.”


BY THE TIME SHE returned from Hell’s Kitchen that night, the gigantic moon was bursting from the sky, subjecting the city to its powerful tides. There was no question in her mind that the baby was coming. The scattered contractions confirmed as much.


My father picked up the phone and called the midwife they had been training with. Both of them averse to the concept of giving life surrounded by the sick and dying, they had settled on the most natural birth possible, at home. The nunlike woman they had contracted to help them was allegedly the best midwife in town.


Uptight and stroppy, she was someone who liked to play by the rules, so she and my parents had developed a mutual distaste for each other. Regardless, they had confidence in her, and now they were eager for her to come to the rescue. But their worst fears were realized: she told them that she couldn’t make it. The full moon apparently had every mother in town popping out their progeny. The midwife inquired about the frequency of the contractions, and when they told her they were few and far between, she said that in the morning, she would send another midwife.


“Someone else? Who?”


My father was distraught, but my mother was cool. Splayed out naked on the hardwood floor, stretching and sweating, she let out a laugh. She heaved herself into the bathtub and said, “I couldn’t give a fuck. I never liked that uptight bitch anyway.”


Knees jammed into her teeth, she looked into my father’s terrified eyes and said, “I’m happy she’s busy.”


They made it through the night without a birth, and in the morning my father went down and cleared himself a spot in the mayhem to wait for “someone else.” He was wracked with worry, sure that they were going to be given a second-rate apprentice, some fool even less knowledgeable about childbirth than himself. They were headed for disaster.


Through the steaming heat and the crowds of human trash, he saw the shimmering mirage of a jewel. A tiny, elegant woman with a shock of silver hair in a purple silk sari was making her way through the filthy masses with the graceful strides of a prince. She was holding a piece of paper and checking it against addresses in doorways.


When he saw her his breathing slowed. He sat up straight and watched her navigate the shit show. With perfect authority, she walked straight up to him and said, “You must be Ilya. I am Asoka, your midwife,” and shooed him inside. She followed him up the stairs at a clip, firing questions at him in an Indian-British accent hybrid.


“Where is the mother? How often are the contractions? What are the nature of the contractions? Hurry, hurry, hurry.”


She burst into the apartment and proclaimed: “Yes, I am a replacement. We have never met before, and you are probably worried about my qualifications. Let me tell you, I have birthed five thousand children with my bare hands, many of them at the foot of the Himalayan mountains. I know what I’m doing. Let me examine you. Get up! Why are you lying down?”


This is the nature of America, a place where immigrants who were doctors and master surgeons in their own countries come to find streets paved with gold, and end up driving taxis. By some idiotic bureaucratic oversight, my stunned parents had stumbled into the care of this wizard, who was not only first rate, but one of the most masterful midwives in the world. Someone who had birthed children under the most extreme conditions—from elevators to mud huts, from Bombay to Liverpool—who the United States didn’t recognize as qualified for a birthing license. They could not have felt safer. They were delighted, in awe, in love.


Asoka Roy put her hands on my mother’s misshapen belly and made a rather sober face. Feeling around, she discovered that I was backward, sitting spine to spine with my mother.


“Get up, get out of bed, grab a rag, and wash the floor! Like this.”


Asoka dropped to her knees and began to demonstrate what she called “the Rock,” a sweeping motion with the arms, dragging a rag back and forth across the floor, an activity that moved my mother’s hips and was meant to reposition the baby correctly in the birth canal.


This was her philosophy: A woman giving birth is not sick. You are as healthy as you will ever be. You are doing what you were designed to do, and your body is performing what it was put here to perform, and the last thing you will do is act ill. The best thing you can do is use your body and generate as much activity as possible. This was music to my mother’s ears.


Having revolutionized their view of childbirth and assured them that there would be no delivery that night, Asoka went home to sleep. When she returned the next morning, she found my mother in a new state. She was in agony from more frequent contractions, and when Asoka examined her for the second time, naked on the wooden floor, she found that the baby had not yet turned. On top of that, my mother was dilating very slowly, so it was going to be a long haul.


After thirty hours they were all delirious. Rhonna’s belly was stretched beyond anything she could imagine, and her formidable vocal cords were shredded from the screams.


At some point, with that much prolonged pain, your mind loosens and your body takes over. Some ancient mechanism kicks in and puts you into autopilot. You have no control. Things are just happening inside of you.


Thirty-five hours in, my mother rolled up her eyes and checked out, leaving my father, nature, and Asoka Roy each with a hand on the reins.


Asoka realized that if someone as powerful as my mother was unable to ride this out, they would need help. She looked into Ilya’s beleaguered face and said, “We are taking her to the hospital.”


The little woman and the skinny boy carried Rhonna, screaming the whole way, down three flights of stairs. As they came to the shattered glass of the front door, my father looked out and saw the unimaginable: the gigantic men’s shelter was having a fire drill. Seven hundred sweating bodies were teeming over the block and pushing their way up his stoop. Seven hundred shirtless, Newport-smoking vagrants, shouting and hurling things, their voices like thunder, shaking the buildings.


Asoka squawked and my father snapped to, pulling the door open. At that moment, her legs in my father’s hands, fingernails digging into her midwife’s arms, my mother let out a showstopping scream.


A sea of men, the kind who carried knives in their teeth, went silent. Seven hundred faces turned toward the embattled trio. In awe of the most natural wonder, the sea parted. Hands came out to support them, and slowly, carefully, she was brought down the five concrete steps, bellowing from depths she didn’t know she had. Someone brought a taxi from the corner, and they laid her into the backseat, Asoka with Rhonna, Ilya in the front; they drove through the reverent crowd, and as they turned uptown on the Bowery the parting closed behind them and the roar erupted again.


THE BIRTHING ROOM would be arranged according to my mother’s requirements: lights out, music on—jazz, reggae, and blues. Asoka placed my exhausted, overwhelmed father at my mother’s feet and ordered him to hold her leg. She told him to soothe her, help her breathe. She elbowed away the doctors and nurses to ensure that my father was a central part of the arrival. Five thousand births and you learn to take no shit.


There was an enormous amount of pain and screaming. I crowned, but I wasn’t going any farther. Asoka gave my mother a little cut, and suddenly, I arrived. I had come out backward, covered in slime and blood, but I was a living, breathing little creature.


They put me on my mother’s chest. My parents had made a point of not asking my gender, because they had no preference, it changed nothing for them, and they wanted the surprise.


Wrapped in blankets, breasts stretched so big they felt like cement, my mother looked down into the face of a tiny baby girl. To her, I looked like a mango. To my father, I looked like Winston Churchill crossed with a dried apple.


At that moment, both parents hovering over me, my tourmaline-blue eyes popped open. Bang. Hello. Perhaps my infant intuition was trying to catch a glimpse of what would be a rare sight: the two of them together.


My father had been scribbling potential names on napkins for weeks. He was leaning toward a high and a low sound, a line and a disc, an on and an off, a moon and a demigoddess. Jupiter’s moon, iO. The most volcanic object in the solar system. Now it was settled.


A FEW HOURS LATER, my ma was ready to go. The doctors tried to convince her to stay the night, but Asoka had demolished their authority before going home to sleep, and Ma wanted to get the fuck out of there.


We went up to my grandparents’ house and they took me out for a walk on my first night in this world, bundled up in blankets like a papoose.


Over the next few weeks, my parents took me to jazz clubs, and the theater, and the dance floors at the Limelight and Danceteria. They put me right there on the table and let well-wishers come flocking. Rhonna was going to make sure she didn’t raise a shy kid.
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Us




Chapter 3
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Fernando


Lower East Side, summer 1989


MA ALWAYS SAYS THE DAY I WAS BORN WAS THE HOTTEST day New York has ever seen. Today she took that back.


“Today,” she says with a clenched jaw and eyes burning with furious excitement, “is the hottest motherfucking day this town has ever had to melt through.”


From where I am I can see the street steaming. Nearly naked bodies all around me are glistening with sweat and glitter, writhing to blaring samba music. I’m at the front corner of a float, moving down Avenue C in the annual Brazilian Day Festival, which is a roaring parade of referee whistles, cowbells, and thunderous beats. As far as I can see, there are women in thongs and headdresses, shirtless men in tiny shorts, and every variation of yellow and green, the colors of Brazil’s national flag.


The sun crackles down on hundreds of smiling faces, including my friends Little Sean and Badu, who are hanging off the float with me. Everyone is dancing or singing or playing an instrument, sweating and dehydrated. Several people have climbed onto the back of our float in exhaustion and passed out.


My friends and our chariot are enclosed in a sea of samba school students dressed in all white, hitting giant drums in unison that hang from their waists. It’s like an army band, only with a sexy South American rhythm. You can hear the rumble coming from ten blocks away.


I’m so slathered in SPF 70 that my headband keeps slipping down my face. It’s hard for me to hold on to the edge of the float because my hands slide off. Sean’s mom’s boyfriend built this monster of a rolling contraption out of a real boat. He put it on wheels, put a motor in it from a car he took apart, covered the whole thing with sheets and decorations, and now, somehow, it’s moving toward Houston Street. I’m sure it’s going to fall apart any minute, so I hold on as tight to the edge as I can, swinging my hips to the music and sliding back and forth.


Ma is on the street in front of us, cutting a path down the avenue with tight, hyperactive samba steps, in a sparkling bathing suit hung with glittering tassels that shake with her waist, arms in the air. She dances alongside a fleet of women with bright cloth head wraps and voluminous dresses called baianas. They’re doing choreographed partner dances with men in tight pants and shirts with big, open collars who swing the women out so that their dresses sweep past them and curl back around.


I love this parade. I love the Brazilians. They have so much life. They love to dance, they love to sweat, they love music, and they love it loud. Ma is in ecstasy when she can dance freely like this with these people. I watch her move like an animal fulfilling nature’s intentions, sweat pouring from her body.


A space parts between some of the drumming students, and a guy in a purple sequin suit appears on the other side of the crowd. He seems to be honing his focus on my ma, spinning toward her, kicking his legs and waving his forearms. He’s a damn good dancer, this guy. Ma spots him and smiles in that demure way when she’s willing to consider a dude, and he takes his opportunity.


Poppa stopped living with us right around when my first tooth came in. They couldn’t get along. They were never meant to. They couldn’t share a life, much less a cramped space, so he found the nearest loft he could and moved out. Now I spend afternoons with him and his new girlfriend, Rita. She’s Brazilian, too, and pregnant.


Ma and this dancer guy circle each other, moving like it’s their last day on earth, flailing wildly with every ounce of energy they have in them, ignoring the fact that the heat index probably broke an hour ago and even the sun is eager for the moon to take over.


His muscular shoulders are nearly popping the seams on the back of his sequin jacket. I can’t even imagine how hot it must be inside there, but he doesn’t take it off, he just keeps dancing.


He smiles at my ma, flashing bright white teeth that contrast the darkness of his skin and the jet black of his hair. A gold chain glints on his broad chest, and every time he kicks his legs I notice the ferocity with which they snap back under him.


AS WE MOVE FARTHER DOWNTOWN, it gets hotter and hotter and people are starting to disintegrate in the swelter, but Ma is getting more and more energy. Miraculously, so is purple sequins guy, and they are orbiting each other like burning fire planets, spinning faster, kicking higher, dipping lower.


The band members have started to peel off their shirts and are upending bottles of water over their steamy heads. Just when you’d think it was a lost cause, though, the leader jumps back out in front of the troops and starts banging on a cowbell and dancing to his own beat, furiously blowing on his whistle. With his white T-shirt tied around his head, sweat pouring down his dark face, he starts bounding back and forth in front of the drummers, corralling them back into action. We hit a red light at First Avenue and he uses the pause to coordinate a unified commencement. Ma and suit guy are still dancing, watching the drummers merge back into each other’s rhythm. They are the fuse that erupts the parade.


Everyone congregates back in the parking lot of Cuando when they’re done, all fired up and yelling and still playing music, high off the energy of the crowd.


Cuando is a massive abandoned public school that stretches across the better part of Second Street, between Second Avenue and the Bowery. It has no electricity, but lots of artists and junkies squat here.


Nilda and Virginia, two Puerto Rican ladies in their forties, are the matriarchs of the place, keeping the real nasty riffraff out and a campfire going on the roof. They cook up rice and beans and homemade sofrito in a little cement penthouse, a mortar and pestle in one hand and a can of Budweiser in the other.


We go up there and play the drums and soccer and throw balls around with abandon because the roof is enclosed by a huge, high black metal fence that bends in over us, so we can never lose the balls over the edge.


Because there’s no electricity it gets gnarly at night in the hallways. When you have to take a piss, you just wander into one of the rooms and find a corner and let it go. Trying to find the bathroom could get you killed, tripping over a sleeping punk or drunk and tumbling down the pitch-black stairs.


The parking lot out front is a big, nasty mud pit with some plywood boards thrown down to make pathways for walking on. It’s overflowing with the crowds from the parade, piles of drums, the start of a BBQ in a metal trash can, and the popping bottle sounds that signal the end of a long day.


The street is clogged with the makeshift floats, parked akimbo half on the sidewalk, coming in to dock and be dismantled once the sun goes down and everyone is drunk enough not to give a fuck.


I’m holding a piece of chicken, slathered in BBQ sauce, that Virginia gave me. Half the sauce is smeared across my face, and I am absolutely fine with that. Ma is discussing something with the baiana ladies. Everyone has been preparing for the parade for weeks, building the floats and making the costumes, so we all know each other, and it’s no surprise when purple sequin guy appears again at Ma’s elbow.


He has a strong, fine jawbone, like a jaguar or a puma or something, and deep caramel skin. A scar cuts across his forehead, which, I will later find out, he got from climbing barbed-wire fences to pick mangoes straight from the tree in Brazil.


Flashing his blinding white teeth, he smiles, and says, “Ey . . .”


The baiana lady looks at him and in her big, beautiful, rolling Brazilian accent says, “Ohh, Fernando. Honna, this is Fernando. Fernando, Honna,” and moves away into the crowd to leave them to work fate. Fernando, smooth as chocolate, in a thick accent, says, “Ey, Honna. We go to another parade in Wash D.C. Why don’t you come?”


She looks him straight in the eye, points to me with one lazy finger, and says, “Hey, Fernando, I got a tiny child right heres. We’re not going to Washington, D.C.”


The way they smile at each other is loaded, and they are both still electrified from their dance marathon, but they only exchange a few more little pleasantries and he ambles away, resigned to her unattainability.


It’s a year before they see each other again. We’re walking up Broadway toward Fourteenth Street, and suddenly there he is, with some young buck Brazilian friend of his, taping signs to lampposts for house-painting services. They catch sight of each other and that’s it. She brings him home and he never leaves.


OVER TIME I LEARN THIS: Fernando is from Belo Horizonte. He went to futbol boot camp growing up, a place where they keep young men in a fenced-in encampment, training and training relentlessly, to become professional soccer players. He ended up playing for the national teams of Brazil, Portugal, and France, until the French stiffed him out of twenty-five grand and he came to New York to be with his brothers. His legs are considered lethal weapons.


He told us that his uncle had shot his wife, in public, at a café in Brazil, and that the police turned their cheek to crimes of passion there. I watched my ma react to that story, and later that night she said to me, “Ah hell, I am never going to Brah-zil!”


But we knew then that he had the violent gene of jealousy. Ma told me Billy had had it, too. That thing where something comes into people’s eyes and they turn into an animal. Over on Twelfth Street, in his new apartment, my father had already started fending off Rita’s incinerating jealousy, her X-ray eyes that saw a thousand things that weren’t there.


Fernando lives with us now. I like him a lot. He brings home pasta cooked in tomato oil, from the restaurant where he works in the kitchen. He takes me out on his shoulders when he goes selling shit, and he’s teaching me the tricks of the trade—how to hustle people into spending more than they know they should on stuff they don’t need, just by being charming. He’s also teaching me how to be a master soccer player. We get along like gangbusters, and from his shoulders I get a commanding view of the mercantile chaos of the Midtown streets.


We all go to the beach together, and they make out while I build sand castles and make friends with the old people. We eat mangoes together and we dig the salt water. They are really in love, and I like that.


They created a samba act together, Fernando and my ma. At first it was a duet act, and then they expanded it to include other girls, in costumes and headdresses, and then the musicians from the samba school joined them, then eventually the capoeiristas. The whole Carioca cachaça klatsch. It was impressive and became a sensation for a little while. They’d do gigs at public schools during the day and club shows at night.


Fernando’s jealousy has been getting worse, though. After one of the parties they came home in a cab and apparently he really threw a shit fit with one of the other girls there. It turned into a screaming match on the street, with him yelling nasty things at my ma. When they exploded into the house, I was pretending to sleep, but I listened to them tear into each other, him accusing her of all kinds of things I know she’d never do. My friend Badu was sleeping over, and eventually we got up and watched them yelling in the kitchen, until Fernando reared back and socked Ma square in the face.


I yelped, loud, but I couldn’t move. I felt glued to the spot, but Badu ran straight for him and started wailing on his waist. Fernando, in the heat of the moment, kicked him in the shin and my tiny friend crumpled into a crying pile on the kitchen floor. That was a disaster, him kicking a little kid, and Fernando stormed out.


Then things changed, one night when I wasn’t there. I was having a sleepover with my poppa and when I came back, something was different. Fernando wasn’t warm anymore.


He started shouting Ma down in the street, saying mean things to sink her self-confidence. He gets real insecure and has started accusing her of more and more outlandish shit. She just grabs my hand and keeps walking, but I can always see her holding back tears about it.


Ma has worked out a signal with me that involves a hand behind her back. I’m supposed to slip out and find the cops if she ever gives it.


One night, coming home from the beach, we see a cop car parked right outside our door, two officers in the front seat doing their paperwork by the light of the dashboard. It’s a hot night, and the air between Fernando and my ma is thick with heat and tension. Ma starts cooking when we get upstairs, but something lights Fernando’s fuse. He starts yelling, his eyes like black fire, and when he hauls off and kicks a cabinet, denting the wooden door, Ma throws me the signal.


I take the stairs two at a time, almost tumbling down, throw open the heavy front door, and wave the cops up.


“Hey! Hey! My ma needs help! Come on!”


A lady cop and her fat partner come in and assess the situation: a burly man panting with aggression, a woman shielding her small child.


The lady cop says to my ma, “What do you want to do with him?”


Heavy in the heart but looking Fernando straight in the face, Ma says, “Just get him outta here. There will be no violence around my little daughter or myself.”


So the cops drag him out, and we pack a suitcase with all his shit, including his passport, and drop it down in a neighbor’s apartment so he doesn’t have any excuse to come breaking the door down.


A few weeks later we’re coming home late one night, just Ma and me. We went out to a bar and she had two glasses of wine for the first time in a real long time. As we’re coming up to the building, she starts to cry. She’s holding my hand and letting out these long, wailing, weeping sobs. It’s disorienting to see my rock crumble. I don’t know what to do.


We climb the front steps and suddenly she pulls back and puts her fist through the small square pane of glass in the thick metal door. It smashes on impact. This scares me. I’ve never seen my ma get violent. When I look up into her eyes, she’s gone, and there is a new creature there, eyes black with fire.


This sinister force will eventually creep into every crevice of our world. It will corrode our treasured bond, destroy my trust, and cripple my mother. It is the great equalizer, indiscriminate, brutal, and swift in its recruitment, and I will watch as it nimbly swallows my fiercest protectors and leaves all of our lives forever stained.
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Chapter 4
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Turning Five


The Bowery, September 2, 1990


OUR APARTMENT IS LIKE A RIVERBOAT. BIG WINDOWS OPEN out onto the howling street four stories below, and sunlight floats in on the steady breeze. The shifting sky turns our house into a Pantone kaleidoscope, bathing the rooms in dramatic moods and colors, revolving with the weather and the hour. Bright blue, deep orange, burnt red, purple, and rippling swathes of gold. Sunbeams bounce off the licorice-black fire escape, slick from a rain just passed. They hover high above and then plunge into the chaotic street that grumbles and creaks under poverty’s aching, struggling ass.


The golden shimmer splashes over the men’s shelter and the bedlam slithering around its entrance; a school of bottom feeders in leather vests, torn overcoats, bubble jackets, and bright do-rags; a zigzag of gray jail buses, yellow trees, and sidewalks littered with cigarette butts smoked to the filter.


On warm weekends, the beautiful trannies come down from the Bronx to entertain the shelter boys, get high, and soak the bums for their nickels. There is a heightened pitch across the street right now, because they’re here. Sandy, a bombshell with the high cheekbones of a fashion model, is splayed across a picnic table in their fenced-in yard, fawning and fanning herself, sunning and showing off the lavish outfit she sewed, from looks pulled from the pages of Vogue. She wears a high ponytail and kind of resembles my ma.


Car horns, distant sirens, Sandy’s laughter, and the hissing of a bus all commingle with the sad, honey wail of a saxophone next to my ear. My body is curled around my godfather, James, who is sitting cross-legged on our lacquered wood floor practicing his instrument. I’m wearing a powder-blue dress made of lace and lipstick-red cowboy boots. My long braid is resting on the floor next to me like a sleeping cat.


James is practically my ma’s brother. He looks out for her. When she showed up here strung out on Johnnie Walker and grief at the murder of her one great love, James gave her comfort, shelter, safety. He swung his detective cape over her spirit and made sure everybody knew she was under his mayoral protection.


They’re a tall, slender breed, with majestic profiles. They look like brother and sister. James slides onto the stages of local hot spots and commands audiences, leading his famous band, playing the sax in his house slippers. Chicks faint like flies for his big pouty lips and his sharp suits. Even practicing around the house he looks like an old Hollywood detective with a jazz fetish. He has a tuft of chest hair that barely peeks out of his wifebeaters and it causes a frenzy.


We are having a party in the community garden on Sixth Street today to celebrate my turning five, and James is on cohosting duty.


Walking there, arms laden with decorations and food, we sidestep split concrete, scurrying rats, and little boys playing stickball across the pavement. The pink ball thwacks into a wall, then a car, then a storefront window, and everybody scatters.


A hydrant is shooting water across Avenue B, and screaming children are pushing each other in and out of the spray. Spanish women with asses overflowing from cheap plastic beach chairs cluck at me and moan, “Que linda! Que linda!” This makes me feel embarrassed. I put my head down and frown, making a mental note not to ever wear this dumb dress again.


Ma and James set the party up while I swing my boots back and forth from a big white metal chair. They string chili lights that we found at the ninety-nine-cent store from some high branches over to a rickety shack plastered with concert posters. A cowgirl piñata is hanging from a branch, its ankles swinging a few inches above a broomstick that leans against the trunk, waiting to demolish it.


On a dusty strip of concrete I show off my tap moves to our friends: tall, handsome French Chris who Ma says is “a dead ringer for Alain Delon.” He wears a pack of Camels rolled into the sleeve of his black T-shirt. Hammerhead, my dad’s giant of a friend who earned his name using construction tools to set people straight on debts. Trixie, with her bright orange hair and kooky Texan outfits, who used to crush pennies into tourist medallions at the top of the Empire State Building. She has a store on Ninth and A called LSD—“Live, Shop, Die.” My two beloved aunts, Alice and Olivia.


Alice is my ma’s little sister. She moved here a couple of years ago from China, where she went after law school. She’s a badass and speaks fluent Mandarin. She’s so nice and calming. When Alice comes around you just feel like you can relax because everything is gonna be taken care of. Ma spends hours on the phone with her. They call each other “baby.” Alice is always giving me jars of pickles and delicious shit she makes in her little house in Brooklyn.


Alice is elbow to elbow with my pop’s sister, Olivia. Seeing them next to each other, you realize they’re the same petite, black-haired, shit-together kind of breed. Olivia chain-smokes and is working toward her nine millionth master’s degree. She’s basically a walking brain with huge eyes and a huger smile. Sometimes she closes her big pillowed eyelids when she’s talking to you so she can gather her elegant thoughts in peace. She will own a company one day, with her name engraved in a brass plaque on the building outside.


Olivia is reaching to top off Alice’s rosé when a commotion pulls our attention to the garden entrance. My godmother has arrived. She comes bustling through the gate, leading with her bosoms, two cameras around her neck, barking something at the cabdriver over her shoulder. I squeal and run to be picked up and smothered in her ample chest.


My godmother, Nan, is a bodacious, luscious, curvy, cabs-only type person. Her hair bounces in big red curls, and the only makeup she wears is a greasy smear of red lipstick.


Ma says Nan is touched. She says she’s got the magical lucky gold pyramid on her shoulder, because everything she touches turns to gold. Currently that theory is holding because in her embrace I’m turning to melted precious metal.


Nan’s a night person, so she’s pale like bones. We went to visit her in Sicily when I was one, and there she was, the most unlikely person on a beach, spilling out of her black bathing suit, snapping photos of her weirdo friends draped over the volcanic rocks.


Nan and my ma met when Ma was in a movie and Nan was the set photographer. Nan was nuts about Ma and they started chatting. She asked my ma if she would do a lingerie shoot for the first-ever color spread in the Village Voice, and Ma ended up, eight months pregnant, laid out on the stone benches at the Russian & Turkish Baths in a swimsuit, being warned not to boil her baby.


Nan was the one who told Ma to start swimming. She asked Nan to be my godmother because Nan was real, and she had the lucky pyramid.


I love Nan, who breezes in, hugs me, gets herself a drink, and goes to say hello to my father and my new baby brother, who’s perched on his lap.


Pop is sitting with his wife, Rita, who is spooning some kind of mush into my brother’s mouth. Rita is bad news. She eyes Nan and her big tits when she bends over and kisses my pop on the cheek, because Rita is psycho jealous. She came from nothing, so she’s sharp, razor-eyed, protecting what she’s got, and I know how mean she can be. Rita would eviscerate a woman for crossing the line. The problem is just figuring out where the line is in her garbled brain.


Rita is a beauty, with thick raven hair, full eyebrows, and a gleaming, deceptive smile. She’s moody as hell and she’s got that Catholic thing, like she’s got spirits running around behind her eyes when her mind is quiet.


Uncle Crispy, the one who played Hamlet, is occupying Pop’s ear. Crispy is a close talker. He does this thing where something sparks him and he nails you, telling you how it really is, because he is the ultimate authority. On everything.


Crispy is the one who first introduced Ma and Pop, in the middle of Ninth Street when she was running to a dance class. She was in short shorts and Poppa was in a trench coat. Crispy introduced her as “the flame that cannot be extinguished,” even though he’s the one that can’t be put out by the hose of a million people telling him to shut the hell up all the time. The veins in his neck pop out because he’ll get so incensed, telling you stories, correcting history.


Nan kisses Crispy’s curls, blowing past, and he grabs my pop’s elbow, leaning in and saying, “Listen, man, this is the real shit, the way it really went down, okay?”


Across the garden is my poppa’s best friend, Yanik, and his wife, Esther, who are the Hungarian John and Yoko of a tribe of expats who escaped from Communist Budapest with the clothes on their backs. They had to literally walk out of the country. They made it to Paris, in their black coats and long beards, then skipped to New York, where a fan gave them a building on Twenty-third Street to build their theater company. They painted the ceilings gold and the entire tribe lives and creates there, next to the Chelsea Hotel, all the children bathing in the one tub in the living room, Colombian coke dealers sneaking in and out to do business with Yanik.
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