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Praise for Something to Declare






  
Something to Declare to My Readers




  The first time I received a letter from one of my readers, I was surprised. I had just published my first book of poems, Homecoming, which concludes with a sonnet sequence titled “33.” My reader wanted to know why I had included forty-one sonnets when the title of the sequence was “33.”




  I considered not answering. Often, it is the little perplexities and curiosities and quandaries that remain after I have finished reading a book that send me to buy another book by that author. If I want to know more, the best way to find out is to read all the books that the author has written.




  In the end, though, I couldn’t resist. I wrote back, explaining how thirty-three represented my age at the time I wrote the sequence, how I had meant to include only thirty-three sonnets but I kept writing them and writing them, how the sonnets were not sonnets in the traditional sense. . . . Before I knew it, I had written my reader not just a note on my sonnet sequence but a short essay.




  Many of the essays in this book began in just that way—as answers to such queries. Jessica Peet, a high-school student, read my first novel, How the García Girls Lost Their Accents, in her Vermont Authors class and wanted to know if I considered myself a Vermonter. The Lane Series, our local arts and entertainment series, wanted to know what I might have to say about opera. Share Our Strength was putting together a fund-raising anthology. Did I have anything at all to declare about food?




  I could not really say to any of them, “Read my novels or my poems or my stories.” These folks wanted what my boarding-school housemother used to call a straight answer. Which is where essays start. Not that they obey housemothers. Not that they list everything you are supposed to list on that Customs Declaration form. (How could the wild, multitudinous, daily things in anyone’s head be inventoried in a form?) But that is the pretext of essays: we have something to declare.




  And so this essay book is dedicated to you, my readers, who have asked me so many good questions and who want to know more than I have told you in my novels and poems. About my experience of immigration, about switching languages, about the writing life, the teaching life, the family life, about all of those combined.




  Your many questions boil down finally to this one question: Do you have anything more to declare?




  Yes, I do.




  
Part One


  


  Customs




  
Grandfather’s Blessing




  “What do you want to be when you grow up?” my grandfather asked, chuckling. It was a joke to think these little bits of Alvarez-Tavares, Tavares-Sánchez, Tavares-Kelner would grow up to drive jeepsters, run companies, nurse babies, and scold the maids.




  Behind me the younger cousins were lined up, waiting for their moment of future at our grandfather’s knee. This grandfather, my mother’s Papi, was such a handsome gentleman, so slim, with such elegant long hands, such a fair complexion protected under his Panama hat, seersucker suit, and starched white shirt. He loved to recite bits of poetry, what he could remember. Juventud, divino tesoro. How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. Out, out damned spot. He also had excellent manners. He ate his fruit with a knife and fork—which was unheard of in the Dominican Republic. But then my grandfather had traveled. He had been to Spain, London, Mexico, Rome and had brought back native costumes for all his grandchildren. At parties, we assembled, a diminutive guard from Buckingham Palace, seven señoritas with beauty marks on their upper lips, several cowboys from the Old West, a Dutch girl in clogs. He took good care of his family. Of course, we wanted to impress him.




  “A bullfighter,” I announced when it was my turn. I had never seen a bullfight, but on the coffee table at my grandfather’s house lay a book on bullfighting. I had fallen in love with the trim men in their tight black pants and ruffly shirts, frozen in beautiful dance poses. Those pictures set me dreaming of the future.




  “Bullfighter?!” my grandfather lifted his eyebrows and chuckled again. “I don’t think there are any girl bullfighters,” he noted, not exactly discouraging me but letting me know the odds.




  I walked away from our brief interview and headed for the coffee table. I paged through the bullfighting book much as I would later page through my anthologies looking for someone else with a Spanish-sounding name, someone else who had come to English when she was ten, someone else to prove that I could become what I dreamed of becoming. I learned early to turn to books, movies, music, paintings, rather than to the family to find out what was possible. The men in the bull-fighting book all had little ponytails—they could have been girls. But when I looked at their chests, none of them had bosoms. Maybe my grandfather was right. You couldn’t be female and fight the Furies, you couldn’t be an Alvarez-Tavares girl and enter the ring and take on the dangerous future.




  WHEN I HAD my next chance to proclaim my future, I told my grandfather I wanted to be a cowboy. I suppose this was an Americanization of my bullfighting dream. I had seen a poorly dubbed Western on a neighbor’s new TV.




  “You mean a cowgirl,” my grandfather said, nodding as if this were much more reasonable than a bullfighter.




  The next time he and Mamita came back from the United States of America, they brought me a cowgirl outfit. Somehow, the mock-leather skirt and vest and doodad tassels here and there didn’t seem as serious as the cowboy outfits my boy cousins were wearing. Instead of a holster and gun, I got a little rawhide pocketbook with a mirror and a tiny brush and comb—nothing I could twirl, draw, aim, and shoot. All I could use my present for was to bribe the maids so they wouldn’t tell on me when something broke or food was found floating in the water of the centerpiece orchids.




  The cowboys, the wonderful, blond, and deeply tanned cowboys . . . They galloped across the screen, their horses’ tails straight out behind them. My heart soared, my chest tightened. Could it be possible, really possible, to get that far away from my mother and the aunts trying to teach me to hold my skirt down when the wind was blowing?




  “I want to be a cowboy,” I repeated to my grandfather when he corrected me. “I don’t want to ride sidesaddle” was the best reason I could give him.




  “Well, well,” he said, chuckling, the way grown-ups always did when what they meant to say was, “You are going to get over this.”




  MEANWHILE, THE COUNTRY was under tight rein. The dictatorship, twenty-five years old, was firmly in place. People were disappearing in the middle of the night. One evening the SIM, the military intelligence service, came for my grandfather and put him in jail for two days. He was not tortured but “persuaded” to sell a part of his land for the minimum price to the daughter of the dictator. It was property that my grandfather had been saving to give to his own children.




  At parties, the handsome uncles were dancing flamenco on dining-room tables. My aunt Tití, who was not married at twenty-five because she knew Latin and read books and grew anthuriums in the garden instead of making herself pretty and positioning herself like a floral arrangement in the front parlor, designed an indoor pond in my grandparents’ house. My grandfather stocked it with golden fish. When I thought no one was looking, I would lean over the tiled edge and try to catch them.




  One day, I grabbed for one swirling bit of wonder and ended up falling into the pond. One of the maids found me.




  After everyone had scolded me for almost getting myself killed, my grandfather took me aside. “Next time, call me. We’ll catch the big gold one with the net. You’ll be able to put your hand in and touch the scales.”




  MY GRANDFATHER OWNED a ranch out in the country where our milk, eggs, and most of our víveres or starch vegetables came from. The cows all had the names of his granddaughters. Every morning when the milk was delivered, my grandfather would announce who gave the most milk. For the rest of the day the human namesake preened herself on her cow’s accomplishment. What is peculiar is how each of the grownup cousins now remembers that, on average, her cow gave the most milk.




  On the way to the ranch, we sometimes stopped to visit the widow of one of my father’s illegitimate brothers. My paternal grandfather, who was already dead by the time I was born, left twenty-five legitimate children and who knows how many illegitimate children behind. Many of the legitimates would have nothing to do with the illegitimates, which made it very difficult to draw up a guest list for a wedding or a noche buena party. Burials, like my dead uncle’s burial, were easier because in the face of death everybody was supposed to know better than carry on grudges.




  My father was the only legitimate who kept up with all the illegitimates and their families. So, whenever my grandfather and father took us to the ranch, we stopped to see my widowed aunt. She had three teenage sons whom I observed closely because I hoped that from them I might get a hint of things to come. One of the things I knew was coming to me was kissing.




  My sisters and I had been practicing. We put a piece of paper between us because it wasn’t really right for girls to kiss each other on the lips. We rubbed our mouths together until the paper between us was wet and shredded.




  These young men were beginners as young men. Little bits of their younger selves still clung to them as if, like chicks, they had just crawled out of the cracked shells of their boyhood. Their voices did funny things, their hands and arms were too big for their bodies, their upper lips sported dark hairs and milk stains.




  “They are good boys. They are studying hard,” their widowed mother said in that weepy voice of mothers who secretly think their sons are depriving themselves if they aren’t causing all the trouble their gender entitles them to enjoy.




  One of the young men was going to be an engineer, like my grandfather. Another, a doctor. The third one wanted to be a poet. Actually, I met only the future engineer and the future doctor. The future poet will always be the sound of a shower running. Every time we stopped at their house, his mother said he was writing in the bathroom. He could only concentrate with the shower going to block out the noise of the rest of the world.




  “But why?” I asked my grandfather when my father had taken his sister-in-law aside to give her some money. We had been left alone sipping our limonadas on the patio.




  “¿Quién sabe?” my grandfather said, chuckling. “‘Juventud divino tesoro. If music be the food of love, play on.’” He went through his repertoire of memorized poetry. His voice was hushed as if he were awed by the mysterious workings of talent. As if one of those beautiful, terrifying, uncontrollable bullfighting bulls were locked in that bathroom.




  “I tell him he has to be careful,” the widow explained to my grandfather a little later, “que no se enferme.” That he doesn’t get sick.




  I had never in the world considered that books had that kind of power. They could make a person sick. They could make a young man lock himself in the bathroom with the shower going instead of coming out to say hello to visitors from the capital.




  “He won’t get sick,” my grandfather reassured her. He himself had been one of three sons, raised by his two older brothers after their parents had died young. The older brothers had sent him to Cornell University where he studied engineering, though his passion for music and poetry might have tempted him in a different direction. But la familia and what it mandated were the order of his day. Finally, he came home to set up a business and raise his own family. Muy familial, everyone said of my grandfather, a family man. It was the best thing you could say about a person after you said he was kind and handsome, which you could also say about my grandfather.




  While the adults sat on the patio, visiting, I snuck back inside, drawn by the sound of water. I listened at the door, holding my breath, my heart beating so loud that I thought the young poet would think there was somebody knocking. But all I heard was the shower, and every once in a while, the turning of pages. I touched my cheek to the wood and felt the vibration of pounding water. After a few minutes, I turned and pressed my lips hard on a knot in the grain of the door.




  “A MOVIE ACTRESS,” I told my grandfather. “I want to wear all the costumes of the world and travel in airplanes and hot-air balloons.” Around the World in Eighty Days had recently come to the Olympia movie theater.




  My grandfather opened his eyes wide in a pantomime of surprise. “My, my,” he said, “where does this little girl get such ideas?” My mother, who could never resist an opportunity to put in a plug for rules and regulations, noted, “If she wants to be an actress, she better learn to clean her plate.”




  That put a wrench in my dream. “Why?” I asked, disappointed. I had never heard that cleaning one’s plate was one of the requirements of being an actress.




  “You have to have legs and a fundillo,” she said, slapping her bottom. “You have to put on some weight so you have something to show people.”




  “She could be a great dramatic actress,” my grandfather intervened, “like Sarah Bernhardt. She could walk the boards of Covent Gardens. ‘Out, out damned spot. The quality of mercy is not strained. To be or not to be.’” There was that far-off dreamy look in his eyes again, as if he could see the future, as if he had caught sight of me years and years from now, standing where I wanted to be, waving back at him.




  But for the moment, I didn’t know who Sarah Bernhardt was or what the difference was between a dramatic and movie actress. The only walking of the boards I knew about was what pirates made prisoners do on the high seas. But I did know that actresses got to be all kinds of different people, not just second daughters to strict mothers, not just third granddaughters to elegant grandfathers, not just another girl cousin in a line-up of cousins, one of dozens of nieces to a multitude of uncles and aunts, half-uncles and half-aunts, who didn’t even talk to one another—in other words, an actress got to be more than just a family person.




  “She better learn how to sing,” one of the aunts noted. “You’ve got to sing as an actress, you know? And dance,” she added pointedly. This was the same aunt who had laughed with my mother when they overheard me singing, “Yo soy el aventurero,” with Gladys. The aunt had told Mami that I sounded like a cow with a stomachache. The maid sounded, she added, like a cow without a stomachache. The two women had burst out laughing. As for my having to learn to dance, this was a sore point. Recently, I had been thrown out of ballet class for giving Madame Corbett a general’s salute when she tapped my butt with her dancing cane.




  So I couldn’t be an actress either? Well, at least there were still lots of other things to be in this world. “I want to drive a red pickup,” I said, amending my future. “I want to go to the moon in a rocket ship and under water in a submarine and work in an ice cream shop and be a guard at Buckingham palace.” I was stacking up all the exciting possibilities for the future, a big wall to keep everybody out. “And I want to be a pilot and go to Nueva York and shop for toys, and I want to be a poet and write lots and lots of poems.”




  “A poet?” my grandfather said, smiling dreamily. The room went silent, aunts and uncles bracing themselves for one of his recitations. But he did not recite. Instead, he took my face in his hand, tilting it this way and that, as if he had caught the big gold fish in his net and wanted to see it up close. “A poet, yes. Now you are talking.”




  
Our Papers




  We never went on trips abroad when I was a child. In the Dominican Republic no one could travel without papers, and the dictatorship rarely granted anyone this special permission.




  There were exceptions—my grandparents went to New York regularly because my grandfather had a post in the United Nations. My godmother, who was described as one of the most beautiful widows in the country, got permission to go on a trip because she was clever. At a state function, she told El Jefe that she knew he was gentleman, and a gentleman would not refuse a lady a favor. She wanted so much to travel. The next morning a black limousine from the National Palace rolled up to her door to deliver her papers, along with some flowers.




  “Where did you want to go?” I asked her, years later.




  “Want to go?” she looked at me blankly. “I didn’t want to go anywhere. I just wanted to get away from the hell we were living in.”




  Those trips were not vacations—though they did share an aspect of vacations: they were escapes, not from the tedium of daily routines, but from the terror of a police state.




  When I was a child, then, vacations meant a vacation from school. That was vacation enough for me! Summer vacations also meant a move. During the long, hot months of July and August, the whole extended family—uncles, aunts, sisters, cousins, grandparents—left the capital to get away from the heat and diseases that supposedly festered in the heat. My grandfather had bought an old house a short walk from the beach in the small fishing village of Boca Chica, close to where the new airport was being built. The house itself was nothing elegant: two stories, wood frame, a wraparound porch on the first floor, a large screened-in porch on the second, a big almond tree that dropped its fruit on the zinc roof. Ping! in the middle of the night. What was that?




  We slept on cots, all the cousins, in that screened-in porch. Meals were eaten in two shifts on a big picnic table—first, the whole gang of children, our seating arrangement planned to avoid trouble, the rowdy ones next to the well-behaved ones, the babies with bibs in high chairs, looking like the little dignitaries of the gathering. The grown-ups ate after we were sent up to our cots to nap so we could “make our digestions” and be able to go swimming in the late afternoon. Our lives, which were communal during the rest of the year, since we all lived in neighboring houses, grew even more communal when we were all under the same roof. The men stayed on in the capital during the week, working hard, and appeared on Friday afternoons to a near-stampede of children running up from the beach to see what our papis had brought us from the city. During the rest of the week, it was just the cousins and our mothers and grandmother and aunts and nursemaids, and the great big sea that splashed in our dreams all night long.




  It seemed then that we were not living in a dictatorship but in a fairyland of sand and sun and girlish mothers who shared in our fun. The perpetual worried look disappeared from my mother’s face. She went barefoot on the beach, a sea breeze blew her skirt up in the air, she tried to hold it down. We chose the fish for our dinner right off the fishermen’s boats. The women gossiped and told stories and painted their fingernails and toenails and then proceeded down the line to do the same for the girl children. They always had some little intrigue going. They especially loved to tease the husbands alone in the capital, making funny phone calls, pretending they were other women (“Don’t you remember me, Edy querido?!”) or pretending they were salesladies calling to say that their wives’ order of a hundred dollars’ worth of Revlon cosmetics had just arrived. Could payment be sent immediately?




  Ha, ha, ha! The women held their sides and laughed wildly at the men’s embarrassment. It was fun to see them having such a good time for a change.




  And then, suddenly, in 1960, summers at the beach stopped altogether. We stayed home in the capital. The women were too worried to leave the men by themselves. Nightly, a black Volkswagen came up our driveway and sat there, blocking our way out. We were under virtual house arrest by the SIM. The men talked in low, worried voices behind closed doors. The shadows under my mother’s eyes grew darker. When we begged and pleaded to go to Boca Chica for the summer, she blurted out, “¡Absolutamente no!” before she was hushed by a more circumspect aunt.




  That’s when talk of a vacation began in my family—vacation as in the American understanding of vacation, a trip far away, for fun.




  “Wouldn’t you love to go to the United States and see the snow?” one aunt asked my sisters and me one day out of the blue.




  “That would be so much fun!” another aunt chimed in.




  We sisters looked from one to the other aunt, unsure. Something about the conversation seemed rehearsed. Some adult intrigue was afoot. This one would not involve giggles on the phone and howls of laughter over how gullible the men were. This one would be serious, but just how serious I did not understand until years later.




  My father’s activities in the underground were suspected, and it would be only a matter of time before he would be hauled away if we stayed. And who knew where else the ax might fall—on his wife and children? Friends in the States rigged up a fellowship for my father. The pretext was that he would study heart surgery there since there wasn’t a heart surgeon in the Dominican Republic. What if our dictator should develop heart trouble? Papi was petitioning for a two-year visa for himself and his family. No, he told the authorities, he would not go without us. That would be a hardship.




  “You bet,” my mother tells me now. “We would have been held hostage!”




  “Why didn’t you tell us any of this back then?” I ask her. All we ever heard about was that we were taking a vacation to the United States. “Why didn’t you just say, we’re leaving forever?”




  “Ay sí, and get ourselves killed! You had the biggest mouth back then—” She shakes her head, and I know what is coming, “and you still do, writing, writing, writing.”




  She is right, too—about the big mouth. I remember my three sisters and I were coached not to mention that we were going to the United States of America—at least not till our papers came, if they ever came.




  Before the day was over, I had told our secret to the cousins, the maids, the dog, and the corner candy man, who was always willing to exchange candy for my schoolbooks and school supplies. I hadn’t meant to disobey, but it was so tempting to brag and get a little extra respect and a free box of cinnamon Chiclets.




  “I’m going to see the snow!” I sing-sang to my boy cousin Ique.




  “So?” he shrugged and threw me a shadow punch. Needless to say, we were two of the rowdy ones.




  Toys made a better argument. I was going to the land where our toys came from.




  He raised his chin, struggling with the envy he did not want to admit to feeling. “Bring me back something?” he finally pleaded.




  “Okay,” I said, disarmed. No one had mentioned our return until this very moment. Surely, vacations were something you came back from?




  When our papers finally arrived one morning in early August, Papi booked us on the next flight off the Island. The vacation was on. We could tell anybody we wanted. Now, I was the one who grew silent.




  “Hello, very pleased to make your acquaintance?” one uncle joked in English, holding out his hand to me. He had come by to say good-bye, for we were leaving that very night. Meanwhile, we girls better practice our English! We would get so tall and pale and pretty in the United States, and smart! Maybe we would marry Americans and have little blue-eyed babies that didn’t know how to speak Spanish!




  That gripped my braggart’s heart. We were going to be gone that long?




  As the hours ticked by and more and more visitors and relatives snuck in the back way to say good-bye, my sisters and I grew pale with fear. We didn’t really want to go to a place where buildings scraped the sky and everyone spoke English all the time, not just at school in English class. We didn’t want to go someplace if all the cousins and aunts couldn’t come along.




  The uncles mocked us, lifting their eyebrows in shock. “How crazy! Do you know how many children would give their right arms to go to the United States of America?” Their argument, a variation on the starving Chinese children who would give their right arms to eat our vegetables, did not convince us. Our protests increased as the hour drew near.




  I don’t know which aunt it was, or perhaps it was our own distraught mother, who decided to trick us to calm us down. Never mind the United States, we were really going to Boca Chica! The story wasn’t a total untruth. The new airport was on the way to the fishing village.




  We were suspicious. Why were we dressed in party dresses if we were going to the beach? Why did we have suitcases like foreign people, instead of the big hampers of clothes and provisions we took with us when we left for the summer for the beach house?




  “That’s enough, girls!” Mami snapped. “One more word from you and you can all stay here by yourselves!”




  Now there was a threat worth its weight in silence. Abandonment was far worse than a long, maybe permanent vacation somewhere weird. By the time we boarded the plane, long past midnight, none of us had raised any further objections. Besides by now, it had been drummed into us—how lucky we were to have our papers, to be free to go on this long vacation.




  Soon after the roar of takeoff, we fell asleep, so we did not see the little lights flickering in some of the houses as we flew over Boca Chica. Hours before dawn, the fishermen would already be casting their nets out in the ocean. By midmorning, when we would be gaping at the buildings in New York City, the fish would be laid out on a big board across the rowboats’ length, their pink and silver scales iridescent with the water scooped over them to make them look fresher.




  For weeks that soon became months and years, I would think in this way. What was going on right this moment back home? As the leaves fell and the air turned gray and the cold set in, I would remember the big house in Boca Chica, the waves telling me their secrets, the cousins sleeping side by side in their cots, and I would wonder if those papers had set us free from everything we loved.




  
My English




  Mami and Papi used to speak it when they had a secret they wanted to keep from us children. We lived then in the Dominican Republic, and the family as a whole spoke only Spanish at home, until my sisters and I started attending the Carol Morgan School, and we became a bilingual family. Spanish had its many tongues as well. There was the castellano of Padre Joaquín from Spain, whose lisp we all loved to imitate. Then the educated español my parents’ families spoke, aunts and uncles who were always correcting us children, for we spent most of the day with the maids and so had picked up their “bad Spanish.” Campesinas, they spoke a lilting, animated campuno, ss swallowed, endings chopped off, funny turns of phrases. This campuno was my true mother tongue, not the Spanish of Calderón de la Barca or Cervantes or even Neruda, but of Chucha and Iluminada and Gladys and Ursulina from Juncalito and Licey and Boca de Yuma and San Juan de la Maguana. Those women yakked as they cooked, they storytold, they gossiped, they sang—boleros, merengues, canciones, salves. Theirs were the voices that belonged to the rain and the wind and the teeny, teeny stars even a small child could blot out with her thumb.




  BESIDES ALL THESE versions of Spanish, every once in a while another strange tongue emerged from my papi’s mouth or my mami’s lips. What I first recognized was not a language, but a tone of voice, serious, urgent, something important and top secret being said, some uncle in trouble, someone divorcing, someone dead. Say it in English so the children won’t understand. I would listen, straining to understand, thinking that this was not a different language but just another and harder version of Spanish. Say it in English so the children won’t understand. From the beginning, English was the sound of worry and secrets, the sound of being left out.




  I could make no sense of this “harder Spanish,” and so I tried by other means to find out what was going on. I knew my mother’s face by heart. When the little lines on the corners of her eyes crinkled, she was amused. When her nostrils flared and she bit her lips, she was trying hard not to laugh. She held her head down, eyes glancing up, when she thought I was lying. Whenever she spoke that gibberish English, I translated the general content by watching the Spanish expressions on her face.




  SOON, I BEGAN to learn more English, at the Carol Morgan School. That is, when I had stopped gawking. The teacher and some of the American children had the strangest coloration: light hair, light eyes, light skin, as if Ursulina had soaked them in bleach too long, to’ deteñío. I did have some blond cousins, but they had deeply tanned skin, and as they grew older, their hair darkened, so their earlier paleness seemed a phase of their acquiring normal color. Just as strange was the little girl in my reader who had a cat and a dog, that looked just like un gatito y un perrito. Her mami was Mother and her papi Father. Why have a whole new language for school and for books with a teacher who could speak it teaching you double the amount of words you really needed?




  Butter, butter, butter, butter. All day, one English word that had particularly struck me would go round and round in my mouth and weave through all the Spanish in my head until by the end of the day, the word did sound like just another Spanish word. And so I would say, “Mami, please pass la mantequilla.” She would scowl and say in English, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. But would you be needing some butter on your bread?”




  WHY MY PARENTS didn’t first educate us in our native language by enrolling us in a Dominican school, I don’t know. Part of it was that Mami’s family had a tradition of sending the boys to the States to boarding school and college, and she had been one of the first girls to be allowed to join her brothers. At Abbot Academy, whose school song was our lullaby as babies (“Although Columbus and Cabot never heard of Abbot, it’s quite the place for you and me”), she had become quite Americanized. It was very important, she kept saying, that we learn our English. She always used the possessive pronoun: your English, an inheritance we had come into and must wisely use. Unfortunately, my English became all mixed up with our Spanish.




  Mix-up, or what’s now called Spanglish, was the language we spoke for several years. There wasn’t a sentence that wasn’t colonized by an English word. At school, a Spanish word would suddenly slide into my English like someone butting into line. Teacher, whose face I was learning to read as minutely as my mother’s, would scowl but no smile played on her lips. Her pale skin made her strange countenance hard to read, so that I often misjudged how much I could get away with. Whenever I made a mistake, Teacher would shake her head slowly, “In English, YU-LEE-AH, there’s no such word as columpio. Do you mean a swing?”




  I would bow my head, humiliated by the smiles and snickers of the American children around me. I grew insecure about Spanish. My native tongue was not quite as good as English, as if words like columpio were illegal immigrants trying to cross a border into another language. But Teacher’s discerning grammar-and-vocabulary-patrol ears could tell and send them back.




  SOON, I WAS talking up an English storm. “Did you eat English parrot?” my grandfather asked one Sunday. I had just enlisted yet one more patient servant to listen to my rendition of “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers” at breakneck pace. “Huh?” I asked impolitely in English, putting him in his place. Cat got your tongue? No big deal! So there! Take that! Holy Toledo! (Our teacher’s favorite “curse word.”) Go jump in the lake! Really dumb. Golly. Gosh. Slang, clichés, sayings, hotshot language that our teacher called, ponderously, idiomatic expressions. Riddles, jokes, puns, conundrums. What is yellow and goes click-click? Why did the chicken cross the road? See you later, alligator. How wonderful to call someone an alligator and not be scolded for being disrespectful. In fact, they were supposed to say back, In a while, crocodile.




  There was also a neat little trick I wanted to try on an English-speaking adult at home. I had learned it from Elizabeth, my smart-alecky friend in fourth grade, whom I alternately worshiped and resented. I’d ask her a question that required an explanation, and she’d answer, “Because . . .” “Elizabeth, how come you didn’t go to Isabel’s birthday party?” “Because . . .” “Why didn’t you put your name in your reader?” “Because . . .” I thought that such a cool way to get around having to come up with answers. So, I practiced saying it under my breath, planning for the day I could use it on an unsuspecting English-speaking adult.




  ONE SUNDAY AT our extended family dinner, my grandfather sat down at the children’s table to chat with us. He was famous, in fact, for the way he could carry on adult conversations with his grandchildren. He often spoke to us in English so that we could practice speaking it outside the classroom. He was a Cornell man, a United Nations representative from our country. He gave speeches in English. Perfect English, my mother’s phrase. That Sunday, he asked me a question. I can’t even remember what it was because I wasn’t really listening but lying in wait for my chance. “Because . . .,” I answered him. Papito waited a second for the rest of my sentence and then gave me a thumbnail grammar lesson, “Because has to be followed by a clause.”




  “Why’s that?” I asked, nonplussed.




  “Because,” he winked, “Just because.”




  A BEGINNING WORDSMITH, I had so much left to learn; sometimes it was disheartening. Once Tío Gus, the family intellectual, put a speck of salt on my grandparents’ big dining table during Sunday dinner. He said, “Imagine this whole table is the human brain. Then this teensy grain is all we ever use of our intelligence!” He enumerated geniuses who had perhaps used two grains, maybe three: Einstein, Michelangelo, da Vinci, Beethoven. We children believed him. It was the kind of impossible fact we thrived on, proving as it did that the world out there was not drastically different from the one we were making up in our heads.




  Later, at home, Mami said that you had to take what her younger brother said “with a grain of salt.” I thought she was still referring to Tío Gus’s demonstration, and I tried to puzzle out what she was saying. Finally, I asked what she meant. “Taking what someone says with a grain of salt is an idiomatic expression in English,” she explained. It was pure voodoo is what it was—what later I learned poetry could also do: a grain of salt could symbolize both the human brain and a condiment for human nonsense. And it could be itself, too: a grain of salt to flavor a bland plate of American food.




  WHEN WE ARRIVED in New York, I was shocked. A country where everyone spoke English! These people must be smarter, I thought. Maids, waiters, taxi drivers, doormen, bums on the street, all spoke this difficult language. It took some time before I understood that Americans were not necessarily a smarter, superior race. It was as natural for them to learn their mother tongue as it was for a little Dominican baby to learn Spanish. It came with “mother’s milk,” my mother explained, and for a while I thought a mother tongue was a mother tongue because you got it from your mother’s breast, along with proteins and vitamins.




  Soon it wasn’t so strange that everyone was speaking in English instead of Spanish. I learned not to hear it as English, but as sense. I no longer strained to understand, I understood. I relaxed in this second language. Only when someone with a heavy southern or British accent spoke in a movie, or at church when the priest droned his sermon—only then did I experience that little catch of anxiety. I worried that I would not be able to understand, that I wouldn’t be able to “keep up” with the voice speaking in this acquired language. I would be like those people from the Bible we had studied in religion class, whom I imagined standing at the foot of an enormous tower that looked just like the skyscrapers around me. They had been punished for their pride by being made to speak different languages so that they didn’t understand what anyone was saying.




  But at the foot of those towering New York skyscrapers, I began to understand more and more—not less and less—English. In sixth grade, I had one of the first in a lucky line of great English teachers who began to nurture in me a love of language, a love that had been there since my childhood of listening closely to words. Sister Maria Generosa did not make our class interminably diagram sentences from a workbook or learn a catechism of grammar rules. Instead, she asked us to write little stories imagining we were snowflakes, birds, pianos, a stone in the pavement, a star in the sky. What would it feel like to be a flower with roots in the ground? If the clouds could talk, what would they say? She had an expressive, dreamy look that was accentuated by the wimple that framed her face.




  Supposing, just supposing . . . My mind would take off, soaring into possibilities, a flower with roots, a star in the sky, a cloud full of sad, sad tears, a piano crying out each time its back was tapped, music only to our ears.




  Sister Maria stood at the chalkboard. Her chalk was always snapping in two because she wrote with such energy, her whole habit shaking with the swing of her arm, her hand tap-tap-tapping on the board. “Here’s a simple sentence: ‘The snow fell.’” Sister pointed with her chalk, her eyebrows lifted, her wimple poked up. Sometimes I could see wisps of gray hair that strayed from under her headdress. “But watch what happens if we put an adverb at the beginning and a prepositional phrase at the end: ‘Gently, the snow fell on the bare hills.’”




  I thought about the snow. I saw how it might fall on the hills, tapping lightly on the bare branches of trees. Softly, it would fall on the cold, bare fields. On toys children had left out in the yard, and on cars and on little birds and on people out late walking on the streets. Sister Marie filled the chalkboard with snowy print, on and on, handling and shaping and moving the language, scribbling all over the board until English, those verbal gadgets, those tricks and turns of phrases, those little fixed units and counters, became a charged, fluid mass that carried me in its great fluent waves, rolling and moving onward, to deposit me on the shores of my new homeland. I was no longer a foreigner with no ground to stand on. I had landed in the English language.




  
My Second Opera




  A few months after we arrived in New York City, I was taken by my grandfather to see my first opera. He had gotten tickets to a matinee of Aïda at Lincoln Center, and he assured me that it would be great fun. My grandmother, whose ticket I would be using, rolled her eyes.




  She had promised me an outing to the downtown Macy’s to see the bewitched doors and the magic staircase if I took her place.




  “You know what my favorite part of the opera is?” she asked me with a twinkle in her eye after I had agreed to our deal. I, not sure at age ten what an opera was, shook my head.




  “When everybody starts to die because then I know the end is in sight.” She held her sides, trying to contain her laughter.




  “Let’s keep an open mind, shall we?” my grandfather reminded her. “An opera is great fun,” he assured me. We heard him hum a little tune that sounded rather triumphant.




  “Great fun,” my grandmother mimicked, lifting her hand, the pinky out.




  I didn’t think an opera could be all that bad if I got to see a bunch of people die right before my eyes. In addition, there would be the Macy’s payoff. The month before, my grandfather had taken me to a ballet at Lincoln Center, and I still daydreamed of being a pretty ballerina in a fluffy petticoat walking on my tiptoes.




  My grandfather went to many of these events because he considered them part of his job. He was the cultural attaché to the United Nations, an honorary post that required nothing of him, but he took the assignment seriously. When he was sent free tickets to an event, he went, honored that he had been, well, honored. He had no idea how he had been given the job since he had not applied for it. He had merely put in a request for a visa to the United States in order to visit doctors for his and my grandmother’s health troubles and—he had not stated this, of course—for respite from the stress of living under a dictatorship. The post had been offered to him, and all he could figure out was that the “government” was functioning in the usual mad, surreal way of police states where a man who asks for a license to drive a taxi has his right hand chopped off for stealing radishes.




  My grandmother knew better why my grandfather had gotten to leave the country, and so did I. Superstitious, and determined to get her family out safely before anyone was disappeared for some imagined offense, she asked our Haitian maid for help. So Misiá attended a voodoo ceremony and took me with her, because a minor petition, along with the big one that we all escape the country, was that I learn to be a fine young lady instead of the loudmouthed tomboy I was bent on becoming.




  The “job” had been done by a hougan whose entranced, rhythmic chant was answered by a chorus of attendants. There was much drumming and dancing to appease or please one spirit or another. Gourds of nuts and spices were carried out by women wearing colorful kerchiefs and deposited on an altar of burning candles and images. One woman sprinkled me with something fragrant, then touched my throat with her wet fingers. At one point, a goat was brought forth, bleating in terror, but after he’d been garlanded with a necklace of white jasmine, he was hauled away unharmed.




  A week later, my grandfather was offered his post, my father’s papers arrived, permitting the whole family to accompany him on his fellowship to New York, and I was decidedly better behaved. In part, this was because I had been told that unless my behavior improved I would not be allowed in the United States.




  FROM THE MOMENT the red velvet curtains lifted at Lincoln Center, I was transported. I leaned forward in my seat so I could see better in the gap between two adult heads. What magic on the stage! An Egyptian palace appeared before my very eyes. During the Triumphant March, a stallion jingling with gold harness, a small monkey with a collar, numerous splendid parrots, and even a camel, who dropped turds cleaned up by a slave with a collar, too, were marched on stage. Large, fleshy bodies sang with the voices of angels, and all around me, in hushed silence, the audience watched like believers in a church.




  I had never seen anything like this—or had I? The pageantry reminded me of the high masses at la catedral, which I had attended every Sunday in a crowd of cousins back on the Island. And something else . . . Then, of course, I realized that the magic and pageantry I was seeing and the awe and wonder I was feeling reminded me of the voodoo ceremony I had attended with Misiá.




  Is it sacrilegious to say so? To compare grand art from Europe to a voodoo ceremony in a little Caribbean island? Maybe I was just a little jibarita hick who thought electric-eye doors and escalators were operated by trickster spirits? Maybe so, but in another great work of Western tradition, the grand and mighty are reminded to pay attention to what comes out of the mouths of babes. The child at the opera in Lincoln Center knew she was experiencing an event similar in spirit to the voodoo ceremony in the Dominican Republic.




  “I have immortal longings in me,” says Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, and each culture responds to these longings with one or another sacred or art form evolved through tradition, taught through craft, depended upon, vitally, by its members in order to survive and triumph. These days, even the Keepers of High Art would be reluctant to deny the indigenous ceremonies and art forms of the New World some place under the cultural sun. My own grandfather, biased towards the European, would have said Island practices were more savage than real Art. But then, that same grandfather used the best litmus test for an art form, the most difficult test it has to pass: It better be great fun.




  And Aïda was great fun. I became an opera fan, and also a wily intriguer. See, if I played my cards right, I could have it both ways: I could attend every opera in my grandmother’s place and go on shopping trips as a reward for rescuing her from the dying divas. I suppose opera turned out to be like the voodoo ceremony in that way as well—a way for me to get other things.




  That evening, when we returned from Aïda, my grandmother greeted us at the door. “How was it?” she asked my grandfather and me, a smile lurking on her lips.




  “Great fun!” my grandfather said, taking off his coat, and humming that little triumphant tune again. “Wouldn’t you say so?” he asked me.
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