












Praise for The Turkish Lover
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“There is considerable suspense in watching and waiting for her eventual escape. [Santiago] has forged a remarkable life and career that readers cannot help but follow.”




—Washington Post Book World






“Esmeralda Santiago, one of the premiere female writers, has written a muchanticipated third memoir, The Turkish Lover, charting the stormy journey of her twenties.”




—New York Post






“Santiago writes in an honest voice whose clarity lends itself to the emotional telling of this act of rebellion that catapults her along a path where she loses herself before emerging independent, strong and free.”




—Milwaukee Sentinel






“Tells the tale of passionate love and self-liberation, while brilliantly recounting the life of an emerging writer on the brink of adulthood.”


—Ms.






“Santiago’s style is pragmatic, emotional, funny, upsetting, sympathetic and thoroughly entertaining. . . . The book is a fine chronicle of that time in your life when growing up means having some growing pains, and independence comes at a price that’s high, but worth paying.”


—Detroit Free Press






“Just a few chapters inside of Esmeralda Santiago’s latest memoir, The Turkish Lover, readers will feel like grabbing the author by the lapels and giving her a good stern talking-to. The talented writer, who mined the rich cultural terrain of her immigrant childhood in When I Was Puerto Rican and Almost a Woman, has returned to lay bare her torturous affair ‘with a man I barely knew, whose name reshaped my face every time I spoke it.’”


—Minneapolis Star Tribune
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El hombre que yo amo/ The man I love
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The night before I left my mother, I wrote a letter. “Querida Mami,” it began. Querida, beloved, Mami, I wrote, on the same page as el hombre que yo amo, the man I love. I struggled with those words, because I wasn’t certain they were true. Mami understood love, so I used the word and hoped I meant it. El hombre que yo amo. Amo, which in Spanish also means master. I didn’t notice the irony.


I sealed the envelope, addressed it formally to Señora Ramona Santiago and, on my way out early the next morning, dropped it in the incoming delivery box by the front door. It was a Tuesday, Mami would check for mail in the early afternoon and by then, I’d be in Florida with my lover, el hombre que yo . . . amo.


I carried little. A battered leather bag once used for dance costumes now held a couple of changes of clothes, a bikini, a toothbrush, comb and hairpins, a pair of shoes and sandals, underwear. I left my tights and leotards, makeup, the showy jewelry that added spice and color to the characters I created on stage.


When I stepped onto the sidewalk, I resisted the urge to look back, to run back into the rooms where my mother, my grandmother, my ten sisters and brothers, my aunt and cousins slept. The stairs to the train station, a long block from our front door, were under my feet sooner than I would have wanted. Once I took the first step into the subway out of Brooklyn, my life changed irrevocably. Had I turned around and run back into my mother’s house, into the safe, still-warm space next to my sister Delsa, it would have been too late. When I wrote the words, el hombre que yo amo, it was already too late. I had made a choice—a man over my family. Even if I didn’t follow him to Florida, I’d taken the first step, a week after my twenty-first birthday, into the rest of my life.














“That is not good, Chiquita.”
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I knew little about him. He was Turkish, lived alone in a luxury apartment building a block from Bloomingdale’s, wore expensive suits in muted colors with finely detailed pleats and seams. He’d traveled extensively and boasted friends all over the world. In addition to his first language, he spoke fluent German and French, but his English was heavily accented and hesitant. He had won the Golden Bear at the 1964 Berlin International Film Festival for Susuz Yaz, a black-and-white film made in Turkey, which he was desperate to distribute in the United States.


His name, Ulvi Dogan, sounded so foreign from my tongue, that it was sometimes difficult to pronounce it. That initial vowel made it awkward—not the rounded Puerto Rican “u” nor the puckered, sharp English “u,” but a sound halfway in between, a strangled diphthong.


“Hi,” I’d say when I called him on the phone, “it’s me.” I never said my name, because he’d christened me Chiquita, little girl. I’d grown up with a familial nickname, Negi, and was an official Esmeralda everywhere else, so his pet name felt as foreign as his name on my lips. When I tried to give him a nickname, he refused. “Ulvi,” he said. “Just Ulvi.” He would not let me call him darling, either, or dear, or honey, or sweetheart. Not even any of the lovely Spanish words that express affection—querido, mi amor, mi cielo—would convince him. Just Ulvi, he insisted. Ulvi.


With this man I barely knew, whose name reshaped my face every time I spoke it, I left my mother. On the airplane taking us to Florida, I sat next to Ulvi, my forehead pressed to the window. I swore I could see Mami’s house, way down there in Brooklyn. There was the tiny square of cement that was our backyard, the larger playground directly across the street, which we were forbidden to play in because there was always the danger that a fight would break out over the outcome of a basketball game. In the distance, Manhattan’s spires pierced the sky, while Brooklyn’s rectangular roofs seemed to push against it, defying the clouds.


Eight years earlier, on a morning as bright as this one, I had lain on a grassy hummock behind our house in Puerto Rico seeking against the turquoise sky shapes and forms that might foretell what the United States would be like. It was the middle of hurricane season, and gloomy clouds scudded across the blue, in a hurry, like Mami, to be somewhere else. Later that afternoon aboard the propeller-driven Pan American flight to New York, I stared from above at the languid, cottony puffs that reminded me of the stuffing inside a mattress. A child could jump on them, and bounce high into an azure heaven.


I crossed the Atlantic that day in a confused haze intensified by the wonder of what was happening, but nothing could prepare me for the United States, not even the stories about the colorful estadounidenses profiled in the Selecciones del Reader’s Digest that my father gave me to take on the plane.


Mami, my sister Edna, my brother Raymond and I had left San Juan in the middle of a sunny afternoon, but when we landed, it was a rain-slicked night in Brooklyn. As we drove from the airport to our new home in Williamsburg, headlights from the opposing traffic illuminated the drops that slid down the taxi’s windows, making them blink and shimmer. Mami’s mother, Tata, and Tata’s boyfriend, Don Julio, joked about my amazed eyes as I tried to see just how high were the buildings lining the broad avenues. Even dazed and sleepy, I felt the dimensional shift from Puerto Rico’s undulating horizons to the solid, vertical angles of New York City.


“We came here,” Mami said some days later, “so that you can get an education and find good jobs when you grow up.”


We had come, I thought, because Raymond needed medical attention for an injury to his foot that resisted the best efforts of Puerto Rican doctors. I was certain that, as soon as Raymond’s foot healed, Papi would appear at the door of our apartment in Brooklyn to lure Mami back home, just as he had done countless times in Puerto Rico. That was the pattern; bitter arguments followed by separations during which Papi wooed Mami back, and a few months later, a new baby would be born so that by the time I was eight I had four sisters and two brothers. I had no reason to imagine that things would be different just because we flew across the ocean instead of taking a público across the island. But Papi never came. Mami sent for the rest of my sisters and brothers still in Puerto Rico to join us in New York. By the time Raymond could walk without a limp and his doctor said he didn’t need to wear a special shoe anymore, Papi had married a widow none of us had ever heard of and the vision of him appearing at our door to return us to Puerto Rico vanished.


I now turned to Ulvi, who leaned over me to look at the city we had left behind. “This is only the second time I’m ever on an airplane,” I said.


“Really?” He fiddled with the controls on the armrest, pushed his seat back and closed his eyes. The air around me grew cold. I rubbed the goose bumps from my arms, turned again to the tiny rectangular window as the plane droned through cotton candy.


Days earlier, when I’d told him Mami would never give me permission to go with him to Florida, Ulvi had said: “You must take the bull by the horns.” I’d never heard that phrase, had no idea what it meant. He spoke less English than I did. Where did he learn it? He didn’t want me to run away with him. “Talk to her woman to woman,” he said, “explain the situation.”


I thought of it, but couldn’t look Mami in the eyes and admit that in spite of my other successes—the high school diploma, the proficient English, the clerical jobs, the college courses—I had failed as a nena puertorriqueña decente, a decent Puerto Rican girl. I had lost myself to Ulvi without benefit of velo y cola, the trailing veil Mami imagined for each one of her daughters before a Catholic altar.


“When was the first time?” Ulvi’s voice was so soft, I thought at first that it came from inside my head. I turned to him. Still leaning back, his heavy-lidded eyes looked at me as if he had just met me, a stranger on the seat beside him on a plane to an exotic destination.


“Eight years ago, when we first came from Puerto Rico.”


“Hmm,” he closed his eyes again, turned his face toward the aisle. His black hair had picked up static from the seat, and fine strands fluttered up languidly, like soft antennae. I pressed my spine against the seat cushion and tried not to think, not to imagine Mami’s reaction, the disappointment at my first rebellious act.


“What did your mother say when you told her?” Ulvi asked, and heat rose to my cheeks.


“I didn’t.” I closed my eyes, afraid to see the anger in his. He thought it was wrong that I hadn’t told her about us, but he also refused to meet her. She will understand, he had assured me. But he didn’t know Mami.


“That is not good, Chiquita. It is not good.”


I would not open my eyes, did not answer. I heard him turn away from me again, and imagined the tiny hairs drifting toward the plane’s low ceiling. Below us New York was becoming a memory, but the words I’d struggled with, Querida Mami and el hombre que yo amo, floated around my head, every dot over the i’s, every downstroke, every loop, fine threads that twisted in and out between who I was and who I had become.














A nena puertorriqueña decente
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Once Mami settled in Brooklyn, she refused to go back to Puerto Rico until every one of her children spoke English and had graduated from high school. She was thirty, I was thirteen, Delsa was eleven, Norma was ten, Héctor was nine, Alicia was seven, Edna was six, and Raymond, the youngest, was five. I was about to start eighth grade. For me, a high school diploma was at least five years away, for Raymond, who was starting kindergarten, twelve long years stretched ahead before Mami would consider returning to the island.


“What if,” I asked, “when we graduate, you send us to Puerto Rico as a reward?”


“You’re not going anywhere alone,” she snapped.


Mami expected me, as the eldest, to set an example for my sisters and brothers. My task, as I understood it, was to get good grades in a new school in a foreign city, in a foreign culture, in a foreign climate, in a foreign language.


“And don’t think that because we’re in the United States you have permission to behave like those americanas,” Mami warned.


“Those americanas” were any females my age who were not nenas puertorriqueñas decentes. Decent Puerto Rican girls did not wear short skirts, did not wear pants unless they were riding a horse, did not wear makeup, did not tease their hair, did not talk to boys not their brothers, did not go anywhere unchaperoned, did not argue with their mothers, did not challenge adults even when they were wrong, did not look adults in the eyes, especially if they were men, did not disrespect their alcoholic relatives.


A nena decente listened to her mother, learned to cook and keep a neat house, left the room when a man visiting her grandmother looked too much in her direction, sat with her legs together even when she was alone minding her own business and reading a book. The person a nena decente had to avoid the most was el hombre que le hizo el daño—the man who took the virginity of a friend, neighbor, or relative without first marrying her. El daño—the damage—spoiled it for the rightful “owner” of her virginity, a legitimate husband in a monogamous relationship.


A nena puertorriqueña decente did not give the neighbors cause to gossip. This meant she was conscious at all times of lo que dirá la gente, what people would say, and take that into account when weighing her actions, otherwise ¿qué dirán?


A nena puertorriqueña decente was a virgin until she married in a church with her sisters as bridesmaids and her brothers as grooms. Then she became a mujer puertorriqueña decente. A decent Puerto Rican woman could wear makeup and dress in a way that pleased her husband but not so sexy as to provoke other men’s lust. She could go out accompanied by her husband, children, or female relative porque si no ¿qué dirán? She honored her mother and motherin-law, managed her home efficiently but deferred major decisions to her husband, who was to wear the pants, literally and figuratively, porque si no ¿qué dirán? He was served hot, home-cooked Puerto Rican food at every meal. His clothes would be clean and pressed, his shoes shined. He was not to be challenged, corrected, or laughed at, especially in public, for any reason whatsoever, even if he were misinformed, wrong, or a buffoon, porque si no ¿qué dirán?


Americanas had too much freedom to do as they pleased, which they abused by being sexually available to any pendejo who looked their way. Americanas were also disrespectful of their elders, contemptuous of family, lazy housekeepers dependent on prepared foods, and, in spite of their sexual freedom, did not know how to please a man. They also seemed not to care what anyone thought about their behavior, as if el que dirán did not exist in English.


I noticed some contradictions.


Mami, a mujer decente, had never married Papi and I had never seen her in church. ¿Qué dirán? Mami dressed to accentuate an hourglass figure crowned by luxurious black hair that, in New York, she cut and learned to dye in shades of brown, blonde, and even red. ¿Qué dirán? She curled, teased, and sprayed her hair if she had to leave our apartment. She girdled her abdomen to look as if she had not birthed seven children. When she walked down the street in her high heels, her hips swung voluptuously, ¿qué dirán?, which elicited whistles, stares, and promises from men who seemed to stand on corners just to watch women pass by.


Six months after we came to New York, Mami fell in love with Francisco, and by our first summer in Brooklyn, he was living with us in defiance of Tata, who did not think it was appropriate for Mami to “bring a strange man into a house with teenage girls.” ¿Qué dirán? Don Julio, Tata’s boyfriend, was exempt from this rule.


Mami did not invent el que dirán or the differences between a nena decente and an americana. Her friends and relatives spouted the same rules to their daughters and we were supposed to listen humbly and without arguments. When our mothers were elsewhere, however, we tried to make sense of what they said as opposed to what they did.


“Maybe,” guessed Cousin Alma, “when they say that stuff they’re talking about an ideal, not a practical reality.”


Alma was a year older than me, which she insisted meant she was more mature. She was born in Puerto Rico, but Titi Ana had brought her and her sister, Corazón, to the United States when they were babies. The sisters spoke English to one another, and, when Titi Ana spoke Spanish to them, they answered her in English. When they spoke Spanish, they had accents and stumbled over words.


Alma and her sister were nenas puertorriqueñas decentes, but they were also Americanized, which was almost as bad as being an americana. This meant that their references were not to Puerto Rican culture, but to that of the United States. They liked pizza, hamburgers, and French fries more than arroz con gandules, piononos, and bacalaítos fritos. They listened to rock and roll, not the Spanish radio stations. They read Archie comic books, novels by Harold Robbins, and Seventeen Magazine, not Corín Tellado romances and Vanidades.


Because they were family, Mami let me walk the half block to their building by myself. Both sisters were smart, especially Corazón, who read thick science books because she wanted to be a biologist when she grew up. I liked her dark sense of humor but she was younger, so we didn’t spend as much time together as I did with Alma.


Titi Ana was stricter than Mami. The girls could not leave their apartment except to go to and from school, not even to visit us. They spent their afternoons doing homework and reading until Titi Ana returned from the factory. While she made dinner, Alma and Corazón watched game shows. When I went to see them, I felt like an emissary from the outside world, even though I was only slightly more independent than they were. I had sisters and brothers to talk to, play and fight with, where Alma and Corazón only had each other. They eagerly listened to the dramas unfolding in my crazy household of seven children, a pregnant Mami, Francisco, Tata and Don Julio. I tried to make the stories entertaining while sidestepping the bleaker realities.


Mami was counting on her needle skills to get her steady work in New York’s garment center. Tata’s two sisters and nieces toiled in factories and assured Mami that there were more of them scattered throughout the city. By the time we arrived in Brooklyn, however, the garment industry was moving to other parts of the country or overseas, and every year there were fewer jobs.


It was harder than she expected, but Mami worked her way up from thread cutter at bra factories to sewing machine operator. When she was laid off or the factories closed, Mami collected unemployment, and when that wasn’t enough, we applied for welfare. She hated being dependent on public assistance, and each time we returned from interviews at the welfare office, or after a surprise home visit by a social worker, Mami gave us a lecture.


“This is why you have to learn English, graduate from high school, and find work in offices, not factories,” she said in a voice unsteady with controlled anger. “So many humiliations, all because I didn’t get an education.”


Tata lived with us, cooked our meals, and watched us when Mami worked. She could not sew anymore because the cold had entered her bones and caused painful arthritis. To dull the pain, Tata drank. Every evening after work, Don Julio brought six-packs of Rheingold or a jug of red Gallo wine, which they drank together sitting at the kitchen table as they smoked one cigarette after another. They could be violent if provoked, so we stayed out of their way once we had supper. Mami closed the curtain that divided our end of the apartment from theirs and we kept to our side watching Ed Sullivan, Red Skelton, or the Million Dollar Movie. Sometimes Tata’s brother, Tío Chico, joined them, and the three talked, drank, and argued behind the flowered curtain late into the night.


Franky was born the spring I was accepted into Performing Arts High School. A couple of months later his father died.


Francisco had been a kind, quiet man from an even more rural part of Puerto Rico than Macún. He adored Mami, and didn’t mind that she had seven children who required constant supervision and guidance to keep us safe in Brooklyn’s treacherous streets. He played endless games of cards or dominoes with us, sang love ballads as he strummed a guitar, was respectful to the point of courtliness with me and my sisters, budding teenagers at whom other men leered. He was not a replacement for Papi, but he was as close to a loving, warm-hearted, protective father as we could have wished. His death from stomach cancer was the second big loss in our lives. We mourned him, tiptoeing around Mami, whose grief was like a dark, impenetrable bubble. She didn’t smile for months. One day Raymond said something silly and Mami giggled before she could stop herself. She immediately covered her mouth, and blinked away tears, as if she had done wrong by indulging in such fleeting happiness.


I thought that, after Francisco’s death, Mami would return to Puerto Rico, but she became more determined to stay in New York.


“I’m not going back there with my tail between my legs after so many sacrifices,” she vowed. We knew that, once she set her mind, she didn’t budge, and we all had to adjust.


There was no bilingual education in our neighborhood schools when we first arrived, which meant that my sisters and brothers and I had to learn English quickly, by immersion, or keep repeating grades until we could pass our classes. The humiliation of staying back was enough motivation to make us practice the language at home with one another until we sounded like Alma and Corazón, answering in English when Mami or Tata spoke to us in Spanish. Within two years, we were able to carry on conversations in English and it became our language with one another.


“No me hablen esa jeringonza, que me da dolor de cabeza,” Tata complained, covering her ears against the gibberish that gave her a headache. The only time she didn’t complain about English was when she watched Guiding Light and As the World Turns. She turned the sound down and followed the vicissitudes of her favorite characters through the actors’ facial expressions and body language. I once watched the soap operas with her, with the sound up, and was impressed by how much she understood of what the actors were actually saying.


Cleaning our apartments, washing endless loads of laundry, and cooking for eight children and three adults required organization. On paydays, at least one of us accompanied Mami on her weekly trek to la marketa for la compra, two carts full of groceries and necessities that we dragged home then carried up three flights of stairs to our apartment. One compra a week was not enough, however. Héctor or Raymond was sent to the bodega at least once a day for more milk, eggs, bread, dishwashing soap, toilet paper, Brillo pads.


Tata and Mami prepared our meals, the older girls washed dishes, swept, mopped, and laundered bedclothes and towels. The boys scrubbed bathrooms, shined shoes, and took the garbage to the cans on the sidewalk. Don Julio did minor repairs, installed washing machines, put hooks on the walls so we could string clotheslines across the rooms because we didn’t have a dryer.


As soon as we were old enough, we learned to do our own laundry and iron our clothes, even the boys. Mornings before school we took turns at the ironing board for last minute touch-ups on collars or cuffs. Mami and Tata were always mending pants, hemming dresses, attaching buttons, fixing zippers, sewing curtains. When we couldn’t afford the disposable kind, cotton diapers had to be scrubbed, bleached, and hung up to dry on the indoor clothesline, where they shone square and white, like a line of surrender flags.


Mami complained about my inability to perform the most rudimentary domestic tasks. If she asked me to start the beans before she came home from work, I would either forget to do it, or forget I had done it and burn them. If I had to change Franky’s diaper, I was bound to prick him with the pins. If Mami told me to wash dishes, I’d break her favorite cup. If she asked me to iron a shirt, it might end up with the triangular shape of the iron on its back. In our cramped apartments in New York, neatness was essential, but my corner was always the messiest, my bed the one unmade, my clothes stuffed helter-skelter into our overfull closets and dressers, my shoes the ones that Héctor had to remind me needed polishing.


It wasn’t that I didn’t care. I was the first to grumble when the apartment was untidy or when I couldn’t find a clean glass because the dishes hadn’t been washed, or when the linoleum in the kitchen felt sticky because it hadn’t been mopped. My sisters reminded me that it was my turn and that, “as usual,” I had shirked my duties.


“You expect us to learn English and get good grades,” I argued when Mami accused me of being lazy and not doing my part. “I have too much studying to do. Performing Arts will kick me out if I don’t make good grades in every class.”


“Do you think you’re the only one with too much to do around here? I slave eight hours over a sewing machine and still come home to cook for you and the others. And look at your sisters and brothers,” she reproached. “Delsa gets A’s in school and works parttime, too.”


It was true. Delsa, Norma, and Héctor found jobs after school and on weekends even before they were old enough to qualify for work permits. My sisters clerked in neighborhood stores and Héctor served in a pizzeria. Raymond shined shoes on the sidewalk near the check-cashing office after school and on Saturdays. I dusted and stocked shelves at a drugstore for a few weeks. With the money I made, I paid my sisters and brothers to do my chores so that I could have more time to read and study. In spite of my diligence, I failed the Regents and had to repeat geometry in summer school. When Mami saw how hard I was trying, she excused me from the hated chores, to the dismay of my siblings and cries of “It’s not fair,” and “You favor Negi because she’s the oldest.”


Performing Arts demanded high academic achievement as well as progress in our art. I entered the school two years after we arrived in Brooklyn, while still struggling with language. Homework required a dictionary and several rereadings of the same passage before it made sense. I often stayed up long after everyone had fallen asleep, working on French vocabulary, lab notes, or a book report.


I was in the drama department, but actors were required to study dance. For the first weeks at the school, my body ached constantly because I’d never had a dance class and my muscles rebelled against the pointed toes and leaps that Mr. McGraw made us perform. At the beginning of my junior year, Matteo, the ethnic-dance teacher, saw me in the hall and suggested that I should become an Indian classical dancer because, he said, I looked Indian. I became his student, and, to the consternation of my family, practiced the deep pliés and lunges of Bharata Natyam around our already lively apartment, wearing a sari and bells around my ankles.


In the winter of my junior year, Mami fell in love again. Don Carlos was a gangly, nutmeg-brown man with a quiet manner and a mysterious air due to the green-lensed glasses he wore day and night. Tata repeated the same objections against bringing a man into a house where there were teenage girls, once more excepting Don Julio. Mami argued that at thirty-four years old she could make her own decisions about whether or not to have a relationship with a man who was serious, hard working, and not fazed by the fact that she was raising eight children on her own. She was the best judge of what was and was not good for her children.


Don Carlos came to live with us. We didn’t welcome him as warmly as we had Francisco, mostly because Don Carlos was not there half the time. He worked in Manhattan, and had a small business in the Bronx, helping people with their tax returns. He came for long weekends or short weeks, depending on his schedule. When he was with us, he was as patient and willing to play dominoes and cards as Francisco had been, and left discipline up to Mami, even when we tried to get him to take our side in an argument with her. When Mami became pregnant, he was thrilled, and named the baby after himself before we knew it was a boy. He was equally delighted when, a year after Charlie, Cibi was born, and a year after that, Ciro.


My sisters and I were not allowed to date like americanas, who could go to a movie or for ice cream with boys they liked. In a traditional Puerto Rican courtship, the boy came to the girl’s house, and asked permission to visit her at home. If granted, he came at specified times and sat with her under the eye of a parent, grandparent, or older sibling. After months of this, they might be allowed to go out, chaperoned, for a walk, to a dance, or to other public places.


Delsa and Norma had boyfriends who came to our apartment on Sunday afternoons to sit in front of the television set or to play board games with the younger kids. Had any boy been interested in doing that with me, he would have been welcome. But because I went to school in Manhattan, I didn’t know any of the neighborhood boys I might have met at the local school. My only date during my teenage years was with Larry, a mournful Performing Arts classmate from the music department. I didn’t tell Mami about it, didn’t ask permission as was expected because I knew what she’d say. There was no way I was going to tell Larry that, if he wanted to take me out, he first had to come to East New York, Brooklyn, to meet my mother.


One afternoon when school was dismissed early for teachers’ conferences, Larry and I went for a walk in Central Park. I kept expecting Mami to appear from behind a tree to remind me that nenas decentes didn’t walk unchaperoned in the park with boys their mothers didn’t know.


The Performing Arts Drama Department taught The Method, which stressed a rigorous, scholarly approach to acting. We were to study the character we portrayed, to discover aspects of his or her personality that the playwright might not have written, but had suggested through speech and action. We were encouraged to develop physical and psychological nuances of the character as if she were real. The goal was to bring the character to life, to inhabit the role, to become that person.


“Acting is believing,” my favorite drama teacher, Mrs. Provet, told us, and, in addition to practicing voice and diction for Dr. Dycke’s speech class, French vocabulary for Mme Gregg, modern dance for Mr. McGraw, and mudras for Matteo, I practiced believing.


I believe, I told myself, that I am carefree and happy, like the girls in Alma’s Seventeen Magazine even though I’m also a nena puertorriqueña decente. I believe that when the words Puerto Rican appear in a newspaper only when preceded by “alleged” and followed by “prostitute,” “drug dealer,” “junkie,” “gang member,” or “victim of violent crime,” it is possible to be a Puerto Rican who is none of those things. I believe that Don Carlos did not mean to deceive Mami when he didn’t tell her he was married and already had three children. I believe he loves Mami, is telling the truth when he says he’s been separated from his wife for years, and means to divorce her.


I believe that when a classmate asks me to repeat what I’ve just said, it’s not to make fun of my pronunciation. I believe that the woman who chased me down the street screaming at me to get out of her neighborhood was crazy. I believe that the man who exposed himself on the subway did not pick me because I would just sit there, embarrassed, not knowing how to respond.


I wanted to believe that I could wake up each morning looking forward to the rest of the day, instead of dreading what new calamity might befall our family. Would Mami have a job? Would Raymond be robbed and his shoeshine kit scattered on the sidewalk? Would Cibi have another fever convulsion and need to be rushed to the emergency room? Would the landlord discover that there were twelve people, not five, as Mami had said when she rented the four-room apartment? Would we have to move in the dead of winter because, while there were radiators in the apartment, they sent up no steam?


I read Dr. Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking, which also encouraged believing as a way of becoming. I believe that in the United States I can do whatever I set my mind to, as Mami and Dr. Peale claim.


Papi’s mother, Abuela, had taught me the Lord’s Prayer, and how to make the sign of the cross. Every night, I pulled the covers over my head so that Delsa, with whom I shared a bed, would not see me cross myself and beg God and the Virgin to help me through another day of believing.


Praying every night did not make me an optimist, just as three years of dramatic training could not make me a good actress. Mrs. Provet was demanding, constantly challenging us to reach deeper inside ourselves for the emotions that would enrich and make real the characters we portrayed on stage. I refused to do that, afraid of doing it too well.


I could have played alienation. Surrounded by a raucous, loving family that preferred spending time together over anything else, I watched my sisters and brothers slapping dominoes on the kitchen table or cowering before a horror movie on TV and wondered why that wasn’t enough for me. I loved them desperately, but every chance I had, I found an excuse to go to the library, or a museum, or anywhere I could be alone.


I could easily cull up fear by reliving walks home from the subway station in the premature darkness of winter afternoons. Hunched inside a too-thin coat, I was alert to cars careening around corners, muttering figures lurking in doorways, a pack of boys with the same color bandana around their foreheads, a group of girls with too much makeup and hostile eyes.


Loss was familiar. An absent father, a dead stepfather, an alcoholic grandmother, who when sober was sweet and funny, but when drunk could become violent and vulgar. Loss was a Puerto Rican afternoon humming with bees, the proud cackle of a hen with chicks, the sudden, loud thunder and pounding rain of a tropical squall. Loss was not feeling safe, even in our own apartments.


Pain was a beating by neighborhood girls who said I thought I was better than them. Pain was the cavities in my mouth because, until I was seventeen, I hadn’t been to a dentist. Pain cramped my frozen fingers because I lost my gloves in the subway and there was no money for another pair.


I could play the other kind of pain, too. The pain of hearing Mami’s groans as she came up the stairs of the apartment building after a full day bent over a sewing machine in a sweatshop. The pain of hearing my sisters and brothers whimpering in the cold of unheated tenements. The pain of knowing that Mami, who constantly told us men only want one thing, had not believed it when she fell in love with Don Carlos.


There was so much feeling in me that if I explored it, as Mrs. Provet asked us to do, I would drown in my own emotions. I graduated from Performing Arts High School with a degree in drama, but no one knew that the reason I had no depth as an actress was that, in spite of having grown up on an island, I could not swim.














“Come, Chiquita, this is your job.”
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Ulvi leaned over me to watch as our plane floated over the Atlantic Ocean toward the airport in Fort Lauderdale.


“Palm trees!” I cried as the shore came into view. The sight brought a lump to my throat.


“They are beautiful,” Ulvi kissed my cheek.


We took a taxi to the Gateway Arms. Ulvi had keys to an apartment on the second floor. It was huge—a bedroom, a living–dining room, a bright kitchen with dishwasher and electric stove. It was completely furnished, down to matched towels on the racks, extra linens in the closets and seascapes on the walls. There was a telephone on the table next to the king-size bed. Ulvi picked it up and smiled when he heard a dial tone. Another telephone with an extra-long cord was tacked to the wall in the kitchen. Thick, mustard-colored shag covered every room but the kitchen and bath, which were vinyl tiled. A glass slider off the dining room led to a narrow balcony overlooking a weedy lot and the fenced-in backyards of several one-story houses surrounded by lush gardens.


Ulvi’s partners were letting us use the apartment while Ulvi had a hernia operation at Fort Lauderdale’s Holy Cross Hospital. According to Ulvi, his partners were also paying his medical bills and had bought our airplane tickets. I found their generosity impressive, but Ulvi dismissed it. The reason they were being so nice to him, he argued, was to protect their investment. They had put money into the American version of Susuz Yaz with the idea that, once it found a distributor, they would share in the profits that were sure to come. Unlike him, they were not artists, and therefore, not generous and softhearted. They were businessmen who had financed one movie starring Gina Lollobrigida and were planning to make more with award-winning film artists like him. To them, he was a commodity, nothing more.


“You must not believe people too nice, Chiquita,” he said. “Usually they want something else.”


“You don’t really believe that, do you?” I asked. He smiled, wrapped me in his arms, kissed my hair.


“Ah, Chiquita, you are innocent. The world is not so good like you imagine.” In his arms, the world was a wonderful place, soft, warm, clean scented. He lifted my face, sought my eyes. “Is not always what it looks.”


“I know that . . .”


“Shush, shush, do not argue. I will teach you everything. But you must listen what I say. Okay?” He waited for me to nod. “Okay.”


We unpacked our belongings into the dressers, one for each, the drawers lined with scented floral paper. He pointed to my side of the walk-in closet, and I hung up my two dresses, placed the sandals side by side on the floor, across from his leather shoes, toes facing toes across the mustard shag.


We were on our way out for lunch when there was a knock at the door. Ulvi answered it, and a lanky blonde woman accompanied by a squat, ruddy man stood in the glare, their arms laden with groceries.


Ulvi greeted him with a handshake and her with a kiss on each cheek, then turned and introduced them as Leo and Iris, no last names. Iris went into the kitchen and started putting groceries away. A look and a nod from Ulvi let me know that I should follow her while he led Leo to the sofa.


“You didn’t have to do this, it’s so kind of you . . .” I burbled.


“Oh, I know, we didn’t have to, but we wanted to. I wish we could have come sooner.” She moved around the kitchen with confidence. “I’m sorry if it looks like I’m taking over,” she smiled. “We’ve had many guests, and I’m familiar with where everything goes.”


Her lips puckered into coquettish smiles whenever she looked toward the men in the living area. From time to time, she flicked back her shoulder-length platinum hair, combed straight to frame a narrow face with wide blue-green eyes, a long nose, and thin lips frosted pink. Like Leo, Iris wore too much gold jewelry: bracelets, rings, neck chains. They both smelled newly showered and perfumed. His thick black hair was matted wetly to his skull.


We returned to the living area. Iris sat, crossed her tanned legs, and in one movement, flipped her hair to one side, caressed it over her breast and leaned against Leo, who shifted toward the armrest. To me, Iris’ sinuous movements were for Ulvi, not Leo, and a possessive knot formed in my stomach.


Ulvi held his hand toward me and drew me onto his lap. The tension inside me eased as I leaned against him, conscious of Iris’s eyes. I could see her question “Whatever do you see in her?” I was nothing, Ulvi had told me many times. “You are poor and naïve. But I like you are young and innocent. I can teach you everything.” Iris, in spite of her perky appearance, was closer in age to Ulvi and even to my inexperienced eyes looked like a woman who had learned as much as she was ever going to know.


Leo told us about Jim, who lived in the building and was another associate. “Different business from the movies,” he chortled, but didn’t explain. He pushed Iris away and stood up abruptly. “Well, we have to get going. We’ll pick you up around six.” He led the way to the front door, opened it and guided Iris through before she had a chance to trade more cheek-to-cheek kisses with Ulvi. He waved, and closed the door behind them.


I tried to exchange a look of surprise with Ulvi, but he was already moving toward the kitchen. Their visit and the promise of a meal in a few hours had eased his hunger. “Let’s just have tea,” he offered as he rummaged through the cabinets. “Come, Chiquita, this is your job.”


“My job?”


“Make us something to eat,” he grinned as he pulled a teakettle from a cabinet under the electric stovetop. He set the kettle on the counter. “I have to make some calls.” He went into the bedroom and closed the door.


I had never been in a kitchen with someone depending on me for food. At home, Mami and Tata delighted in coming up with a good meal even when the only things in the refrigerator and pantry were bits of this and scraps of that. I now faced several cabinets filled with canned and boxed food, a refrigerator stocked with fresh fruits and vegetables, milk, butter, eggs and orange juice, luncheon meats in tight plastic bags, and didn’t know how to begin preparing “something to eat.”


“Mayonnaise! I’ll make a sandwich.” But a sandwich seemed too American as the first meal I ever prepared for Ulvi. Rice and beans, the staple in my diet, would take the better part of a day, if I started by soaking the beans, as Mami did, overnight. The image of my mother easily moving from stove to refrigerator to the sink back to the stove brought tears to the corners of my eyes. It was mid-afternoon. By now my sisters and brothers would be home from school, the mailman would have made his delivery, and Mami might be sitting at the kitchen table, reading my letter.


“Alright, Chiquita?” Ulvi emerged from the bedroom as if he’d just received a marvelous compliment. He scanned the empty counters and table. The cold teakettle was where he had left it. “Are you crying?” he asked when he saw my expression.


“I was thinking about my mother,” I burst into sobs.


“Come on, Chiquita,” he said, “you must be strong girl.”


“I should have told her. It was cruel to just leave a letter.”


“You left a letter, Chiquita?” He pronounced the double t’s in “letter” forcefully, and I felt them like a slap to the cheek. “Did you mention my name?” His voice dropped, as if the violence of the word “letter” had frightened him, as if telling my mother his name were dangerous.


“I . . . no, I don’t think so. Not your name.” El hombre que yo amo seemed relieved.
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The restaurant was on Route A1A, across the street from a long, sandy beach. The owner greeted Leo and Iris with vigorous handshakes and a toothy smile. We were introduced, Ulvi by his full name and relationship to Leo, who referred to him as his director. I was “Chiquita, his girlfriend.”


The owner led us to a table in the center of the room where two men and another long-limbed blonde woman, younger and curvier than Iris, were already sitting. Janka was with Jim, the “associate in a different business from the movies.” Eugene, Leo’s partner, and the only other person in the group who seemed to know Ulvi, stood to shake hands. He was handsome in the way Charles Bronson was handsome, with narrow eyes that squinted beneath thick, arched eyebrows, and fleshy lips that covered square white teeth. The way he squeezed my hand and looked me in the eyes, the half smile, the slight nod, the way he pulled out my chair and waited until I settled between him and Ulvi before he sat down, relaxed the tension that had squeezed my shoulders toward my ears. He had a deep voice, which carried across the round table when he spoke in a near murmur to deferential silence from the rest of the party.


Ulvi reached under the table from time to time to squeeze my knee, or to get my attention so that I would watch him. He was teaching me how to eat European style, which he said was the proper way. This meant holding the knife and fork in the opposite hand from the way everyone else did in the United States. He also thought that I should slow down.


“You eat,” he’d told me, “like somebody will take the food before it gets inside your mouth.”


The moment between plate and lips had become the most important part of my meals, a few hesitant seconds which he controlled by insisting that I eat at his speed, to get used to the timing. I was to drink when he drank, to eat when he did, to blot my lips, “never wipe,” when his were wet.


The men talked business. Gina Lollobrigida had been in New York the previous week, and Eugene and Leo had met with her and discussed another movie they wanted to produce.


“She’s a beautiful woman,” Eugene murmured. “Striking.” He turned to Ulvi. “Do you know her?”


“We met in Cannes,” Ulvi said. Eugene and Leo were satisfied.


Jim was in town for a couple of weeks, but he and Janka would go on the road soon. From the conversation, I gathered that Jim sold a line of portable steam saunas that Eugene and Leo manufactured. He’d been having trouble selling them for use in private homes because they took up a lot of space. Then he had an idea.


“It came to me on I-95,” he said. “You get a big girl like Janka here, put her in a bikini, stand her next to the sauna and bingo! The unit looks smaller.” The men laughed, and Leo reached behind Iris to pat Jim’s back. Janka laughed too, stood up to demonstrate how tall she was, at least six feet, easily the tallest person at the table.


“You’re a genius,” Iris purred, rubbing Jim’s thigh. Jim’s face went slack and his eyes sought Leo’s, who inclined his head in a gesture that said, “don’t worry about it.” Iris finished her drink and scanned for the waiter, who appeared the minute Eugene lifted his finger.


Ulvi sipped his wine, smiled mysteriously when he wasn’t being addressed, listened attentively to whatever Eugene said while remaining deferential to Leo, who watched him carefully. A couple of times Eugene or Leo addressed a question to me, and I stuttered through an answer, aware that they were doing it to be polite, that I, like Iris and Janka, was there for decoration, not conversation. At the end of the evening, they knew no more about me than they had at the beginning.


Jim drove us back to the apartment in his burgundy Lincoln Continental. As I cuddled next to Ulvi in the back seat, it was hard to believe that fifteen hours earlier I’d left my mother’s house to walk, frightened but resolute, into this life of luxury cars and roomy apartments with swimming pools, dinners at expensive restaurants, businessmen who could move an army of waiters with a raised finger, clever marketing strategies, Gina Lollobrigida at the Cannes Film Festival, and the man who now squeezed my shoulder, his fingers slowly making their way to my breast.














“I want you here, with me.”
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The light in Fort Lauderdale reminded me of the clear yellow of a Puerto Rican morning. New York, even at its brightest, always seemed gray and shadowy, the unreal sky a sheet of silk stretched between skyscrapers. New York felt like a deep box, the façades of buildings enormous labyrinthine walls that prevented any semblance of a natural world. Even Central Park, where Ulvi and I spent many afternoons, was an artificial environment bounded by gothic structures and the constant throb of vehicles. But here, in the piercing yellow light of Fort Lauderdale, I closed my eyes and remembered Puerto Rico.


If I kept my lids shut, I could see Macún. I couldn’t pronounce the name of the barrio in Toa Baja where I’d grown up without wondering what it meant, who had thought up such a strange name for a place. It was near another barrio called Candelaria, which meant Candlemas, across from Pájaros, which meant birds, but Macún had no meaning. It was as foreign in Spanish as in English, an African word, perhaps, or a fool’s utterance elevated to language. A nonsense place where my early life resided, never talked about, never forgotten.


Lying on a plastic lounge chair in Fort Lauderdale, I recalled a childhood that didn’t seem so long ago. An ocean lay between me and the girl called Negi who had climbed Macún’s trees, run up its hills, bathed in the first rains of May believing they brought good luck. I was now Chiquita, and the man who had renamed me didn’t like to talk about my past.


The sun licked my skin. A quiet breeze rustled the rhododendrons along the walkways that led to the apartment. The swimming pool sparkled. I tried to enjoy the feeling of idleness that being poolside implied. Was this what being rich felt like—a warm body under a hot sun, a cool pool at my feet, nothing to do but relax in a plastic lounge chair? At the same time I wondered how anyone—no matter how rich and idle—could possibly just lie there. The thought made me anxious, but I had left my book upstairs and was afraid of the water.


Ulvi slid in to do laps, his arms stretching along the surface, grabbing, pushing, propelling himself toward then away from me. His brown body shimmered like that of a sleek sea creature, and when he turned his head to breathe, his mouth twisted to the side of his face, distorting it. It was mid-morning. In an hour, he would be going to the hospital. The surgery would be early the next day.


“No, you do not come,” he’d already warned. I protested that it was my duty to be there, waiting the outcome of the surgery, but he contended that there was nothing I could do. “The doctors are in charge. You come after the operation.” I gave up trying to convince him.


Watching him glide across the clear blue water, I tried to imagine what would happen if Ulvi died during surgery. I would probably have to return to the grayness of New York. But maybe I could stay beneath the warm Fort Lauderdale sun and find a job in one of the office buildings we had passed last night on the way to the restaurant. I could pay my own rent, perhaps maybe even here at the Gateway Arms.


“Let’s go.” Ulvi stood at the foot of my chair, glistening, his black hair plastered to his forehead. He looked healthy and vibrant and not like someone about to undergo an operation. For the first time since he’d told me about it, I believed that it would be minor surgery, not life threatening. He would go to the hospital and in a few days be back and we’d continue our life together. But I couldn’t picture what that life would be like. We had known each other ten months but last night was the first we’d spent under the same roof. “A honeymoon,” he’d teased, and I’d been happy because the word sounded like a promise.


“Make us some breakfast, Chiquita,” he said as we entered the apartment, and again I felt the panic of the previous day. This time, however, I brushed nostalgia aside and concentrated on boiling water for tea, on toasting slices of white bread. I found jam and cheese in the refrigerator and silently thanked Iris for the groceries.


“Would you like an egg?” I called to Ulvi, in the bedroom. It was a relief when he said no, just something light. He came out dressed and ready, smiled his approval at the set table, the crisp toast cut in triangles, the pot of tea, the jam spilled into a small bowl with a spoon inside.


“Very good, Chiquita.” He kissed my cheek. We sat opposite one another, he fully dressed, me in my bikini. “While I am gone,” he sipped his tea, “do not answer the telephone.”


“Why not?”


“In case it is business. You will not know what to tell.”


“I was a secretary . . .”


“It is how I want it, Chiquita. Do not answer it.” He stared me down until I dropped my gaze and mumbled okay.


“Can I call out?” I tried not to sound defiant.


“Who do you know here?”


“I might call home.”


“Yes, of course you can call your mother.” He spread strawberry jam from one end of his bread to the other. “You are with me of your own will, Chiquita,” he said after a while. “You can go home any time.”


The world caved beneath me. “I don’t want to go home.”


“That’s good,” he murmured standing, pulling me up from my chair and embracing me. “Because I want you here, with me.”


I melted into the smell of him, into the soft black hair on his chest. He held me for a few minutes, caressed the panic that had made me sound hysterical and childlike. “You be good girl while I’m away,” he hummed into my ear, and I broke down. He thought I cried for him, but those tears were for me.
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He left in a taxi, and the minute it pulled away from the Gateway Arms, I felt lighter. Guilt made me look in the direction the taxi went, as if Ulvi could have read my mind, could have felt my relief. I could not have explained the change. Minutes earlier I’d worried that he’d die on the operating table. Now that he was gone, I was happy not to have his gaze upon me, his constant attention to every little thing I did. I needed a chance to think without having to explain what I was doing.


I planned to call Mami and tell her where I was, to apologize for causing her pain and worry. But when I returned to the apartment and faced the phone, I stared at it, imagining her on the other side, hysterical, or angry, or so hurt that my own heart would crack just to hear her voice. I paced from the kitchen to the bedroom and back, feeling the space. At home, our rooms were rarely empty. One of my sisters or brothers was always there, Tata, Don Julio, an aunt or uncle or cousin. I established a rhythm, back and forth from one room to the other until a sharp ringing stopped my pacing.


I watched the bedside phone, its black face banded with white circles upon which shiny, blacker numbers and letters appeared stark and businesslike. I counted four, five, six rings. The face showed every number in its proper order, the letters like eyebrows over them. But the combination necessary to make this particular phone ring was missing from the yellowish moon in the center of the dial. Eleven rings. I itched to pick up the receiver, to know who could be so sure someone was there that they would let the phone ring so many times. It stopped and I did pick it up, as if the ringing were insufficient proof that the phone worked. The minute I set it down, it started again. Fifteen this time. I imagined it was Ulvi, testing if I would answer. But maybe it was one of his business associates. Or it could be Mami, who had somehow discovered where I was. But how could she? Even I didn’t know exactly where I was or the phone number of the apartment. Another pause. Then six rings. And finally silence. The austere circle in the center of the dial now looked like an eye watching my reaction. I threw a pillow over it.


I was certain the caller knew I was there and was daring me to pick up the phone. But maybe it was burglars checking to see if anyone was home, and they would be, that minute, making their way to what they thought was an empty apartment. I dressed quickly, found the keys and left the building with no particular idea of where to go. I just wanted to get away. My life was more important than whatever burglars might find inside. But I knew that the real reason was to avoid hearing the phone ring while I stood by, forbidden to answer it.


It was midday. The sun was high overhead, the air heavy with moisture that pressed into my clothes. I remembered the mall we had passed the night before just a few blocks down the avenue and headed for it, hoping to find an air-conditioned store where I could linger.


The stores displayed pastel-colored tops and dresses or showy jewelry like what Iris and Leo wore. In New York, I’d called fashion like this “white people clothes,” because they seemed designed for pale skin and hair. If I wore those colors, my café con leche complexion turned ashen, and I felt conspicuous, as if the soft shades made me stand out more than the vivid colors I favored. The one time I dared enter one of the stores, the saleswoman hovered behind me as if afraid I would run off with the merchandise. Her wariness camouflaged behind an obsequious smile, she jiggled hangers from front to back of this rack or that, trailing my every move with pointless activity. I was offended by her attention, but didn’t have the nerve to tell her and walked out, humiliated by her suspicions but not knowing how to challenge them.


That night I slept alone in the enormous bed in the vast apartment, conscious that the world outside the locked front door was huge, unknown and mysterious. I felt so inconsequential that Chiquita seemed like the perfect name for me. I slept fitfully, waking several times to reach out for Delsa, Norma, or any of my always-nearby siblings, only to remember I was alone. I promised myself that I would call Mami the next morning and let her know I was all right. By then, I imagined, she would have cried enough and might accept that, at twenty-one, I was old enough to make my own choices and lead my own life. I tried to picture what that life would be like, but came up against murky, incomplete images of Ulvi gracefully sliding across a shimmering pool while I stood on the edge, paralyzed by my fear of drowning.
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