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Because of Djali and Marceau . . .


For my little sisters at Life is Precious: you are loved.




Always in your stomach and skin there was a sort of protest, a feeling that you had been cheated of something that you had a right to. It was true that he had no memories of anything greatly different. . . . Why should one feel it to be intolerable unless one had some kind of ancestral memory that things had once been different?


—GEORGE ORWELL, 1984


As all historians know, the past is a great darkness, and filled with echoes. Voices may reach us from it; but what they say to us is imbued with the obscurity of the matrix out of which they come; and try as we may, we cannot always decipher them precisely in the clearer light of our day.


—MARGARET ATWOOD, THE HANDMAID’S TALE





AUTHOR’S NOTE


The events in this book are all true. My word is bond. The story of the car wreck that was my parents’ relationship was constructed by interviewing the two of them and other family members. The story about the Indian couple in Chapter 1 was one of the few incidents that both of my parents recounted with no bias or variation. Some of the sequences have been rearranged, and in most cases, I changed the names and certain identifying details to protect the innocent and the guilty. Doña Amparo is a composite of a few elderly women in the ’hood.


On another note, I capitalized the word “Black”—as I would, say, African-American—throughout the book. I believe that “Black” is used interchangeably, like “Hispanic” and “Latino/a” are, as an identifier for a larger ethnic group bound by their shared transatlantic experience with slavery. I don’t think the same is true when it comes to whiteness. I also use the term Native and Indigenous American interchangeably, preferring the latter but using the former sometimes so as not to confuse readers.


Last, I prefer to use “Latino” and “Latina” over “Hispanic,” although I don’t find the latter offensive. I personally identify as a Latina when I’m in the company of other Americans, a Dominican-American when I’m in the Dominican Republic or here, in the company of other folks whose parentage hails from Latin America. And sometimes I identify as a pura dominicana when I’m in my ’hood.





PREFACE


Who in the world am I? Ah, that’s the great puzzle.


—LEWIS CARROLL, ALICE IN WONDERLAND


AS I WRITE THIS, MY THREE-MONTH-OLD SON IS STARING AT ME intensely from his bouncy seat. He’s cooing loudly, like he’s trying to tell me something important, something he’ll forget by the time he utters his first word. Marceau has been here before. Of this, I am sure.


The left half of our brains, programmed to think that seeing is believing, would dismiss this kind of thinking as esoteric new age bullshit. However, there’s the other half that can’t dismiss the idea that there just might be something to it. Many of us have recognized old souls in babies and children. We’ve felt the presence of some force, be it a spiritual guide or God, intervening in our lives at some point. When I look over at my son in his bouncer, I’m reminded of what a rabbi in Brooklyn, a seer in Fez, and a santero in Queens told me with slight variation when I was writing this book. We travel with the same clan over and over again, from one life into the next, until some ultimate purpose is fulfilled and we no longer need to return. When we illuminate the road back to our ancestors, they have a way of reaching out, of manifesting themselves . . . sometimes even physically.


Last year I embarked on an archaeological dig of sorts, using the science of ancestral DNA testing to excavate as many parts of my genetic history as I could in the span of twelve months. The DNA kits I collected were processed by Family Tree DNA, a Houston-based commercial genetic genealogy company. The company’s founder and CEO, Bennett Greenspan, provided further analysis. I tested myself, my father, a paternal great-uncle I hadn’t met until the beginning of my project, and a maternal cousin I found on Facebook. I wanted to learn as much as I could about my ancestors’ origins before we became Latino.


I’ve always been intrigued by the concept of race, especially in my own community and immediate family, where it’s been a source of contention for as long as I can remember. The United States has the second highest Latino population in the world, second only to Mexico. And still, the media—they lump us all together into one generic clod—doesn’t get us, either. Are Latino-Americans white? Black? Other? Illegal aliens from Mars? Or are we the very face of America?


Some see Latinos as the embodiment of this young country’s cultural melting pot. And though Mexicans have been residing here since before the arrival of the first Europeans, many of our fellow Americans view Latinos as public enemies. What our parents see isn’t necessarily what we first- and second-generation American-born Latinos see when looking at ourselves in the mirror. According to the 2010 census, over half of all Latinos here identified as being solely white, and about a third checked “Some Other Race.” I was one of the three million, or 6 percent, who reported being of multiple races. I guess it all depends on whom you ask and when you ask. Race, I’ve learned, is in the eye of the beholder.


I don’t look all the way white or all the way Black; I look like someone who’s a bit of both and then some—an Other. In Europe, people have mistaken me for Andalusian, Turkish, Brazilian, and North African. In North and West Africa, I’ve been asked if I’m of Arabic or Amazigh descent. In New York, Los Angeles, and Miami, it varies: Israeli or Sephardic, Palestinian, Moroccan, biracial Black and white American, Brazilian, and so on. I’ve been mistaken for being everything except what I am: Dominican. My own racial ambiguity has been a topic of conversation since I was a teenager. Blending in has filled the pages in my book of life with misadventures and the kind of culturally enriching experiences that make me feel, truly, like a world citizen.


In more recent times, I found the idea that we live in a so-called post-racial society downright fascinating. I suspect someone at the White House or Disney created that catchphrase after the election of President Barack Obama, to fool us into thinking we’re now living in a parallel universe where race is suddenly a nonfactor. The term “post-racial” is an epic failure. More than four years after the fact, our first Black president’s skin tone is still getting people punch-drunk with hate. It has fueled the dramatic rise in hate groups and the revival of the so-called Patriot movement. Sure, our sucky-ass economy factors in to the foaming-at-the-mouth vitriol against President Obama, but there’s something else contributing to the mainstream’s arrogant contempt for him. As intangible and trivial as our differences are, we cannot pretend that race doesn’t matter anymore.


The exploration of and how we choose to identify ourselves is something else that compelled me to set upon this journey. Our identities are as fluid as our personal experiences are diverse. How I arrived at my own is one of 50.5 million possibilities. While Latino-Americans share enough cultural traditions to relate with one another and whatnot, we are also crazy different. One size doesn’t fit all. That’s why Part I of this book is a memoir. I grew up in a household where I was discouraged from celebrating, much less expressing, the Dominican half of my hyphenated identity. I was, quite frankly, sweated hard to mask it. In the first part of the book, I detail how I resisted the pressure to bend and how I constructed my own identity. My parents’ Dominican roots, my father’s apparent low self-esteem and hatred, ’80s hip-hop culture, and growing up in my beloved New York City are all significant.


*  *  *


The results of our ancestral DNA tests are outlined in Part II.


Both of my parents were born close to the site of the first European settlement in the Americas, Santo Domingo, on the island of Hispaniola. The Indigenous people we now refer to as Taínos—they stumbled upon and were subsequently duped by Columbus and his crew—originally inhabited the island. Our eastern part of the island is also the wellspring of blackness in the New World (and the site of the first slave rebellion on record). Modern-day Dominican Republic is also where English pirates, Europeans, crypto-Jews and Muslims, Arabs, Asians, our Haitian counterparts, and people from all over the world contributed to the cultural and racial tapestry of her people. With this in mind, I had absolutely no idea what I would find in my own DNA.


I’ll share one of the results here. What I didn’t expect to find, other than in spirit, was a direct link to the Indigenous peoples of the island. I’ve been taught over the years that the Spanish, through disease and genocide via slavery, killed off virtually all Taíno people throughout the Caribbean; they basically do not exist and are figments of our self-loathing imagination. When I saw an episode in Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s series Black in Latin America focusing on the Dominican Republic and Haiti, I heard it again.


The documentary opened with Gates mistakenly calling a Cuban guaguancó a Dominican merengue (the mistake was later corrected). While I tried not to see that musical snafu as an omen of things to come, I couldn’t help but brace myself. I was certain that Gates, a man who’s become famous for connecting celebrities with their ancestral past, would shed some light on the complexities of identity and race in the Dominican Republic. I thought he would wax poetic on how racially diverse we are and how, thanks to ancestral DNA studies being done on the island, we are finding that significant numbers of people carry indigenous mitochondrial DNA. Indios have, alas, found ways to survive, like everything else on the island—in fragments.


As Gates strolled down Calle Conde with an employee from the Ministry of Culture named Juan Rodriguez, he asked the man how he’d be identified or racially categorized on the island. Rodriguez, a dark-caramel-complected man, replied, “indio.” Rodriguez went on to state that by the nineteenth century, there were no more Indigenous people left on the island like there were in South America, so Dominicans used the term to negate their blackness. Yeah, I know many dominicanos and other Latinos who deny their blackness, but the conversation could have been pushed further by exploring the reasons why, adding to the complex narrative about race and identity in our community. It would have been less archaic. A conversation with younger Dominicans and transnational Dominican-Americans about how and why these ideals are shifting would have been less archaic. That cipher never went down.


At the time of this writing, the Dominican government has passed a bill called the Dominican Republic Electoral Law Reform, eradicating the term indio on its citizens’ ID cards. The categories mulatto, black, and white will be the only ones people will have to choose from. I find it troubling that if I wish to officially recognize the Indigenous fragment of myself, it won’t be legal. Foisting an identity on people rather than allowing them the freedom and space to create their own is shady.


*  *  *


Henry Miller, in his book Big Sur and the Oranges of Hieronymus Bosch, wrote: “One’s destination is never a place but rather a new way of looking at things.” This journey—as the most unforgettable ones often do—led me to places I hadn’t expected to go. The skeleton of this book is my exploration of the concept of race, identity, and ancestral DNA among Latinos, using my own story as one example. Race and identity have been a source of bitterness between my father and me since before I can remember. How I arrived at some sort of understanding and peace with Dad, something that never would have happened had I not invited him to take this trip with me, is the proverbial meat on the bones. I look over at Marceau, thankful that this illuminating ride has stopped here, in a place where logos and mythos exist in tandem, guiding me from one place to another with purpose.





PART I
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CHAPTER ONE


Love, American-Style


Every wo/man is the architect of her own fortune.


—APPIUS CLAUDIUS CAECUS, REMIXED


MY STORY BEGINS BEFORE I WAS BORN, SOMEWHERE IN BETWEEN my parents’ memories of when they met and how, with the quickness, they fell in and out of love.


*  *  *


Rocío stares out a window of the new apartment she shares with her husband, Eduardo, in Washington Heights. Looking to her right, she can see that the slabs of concrete lining Broadway are littered with trees in full bloom. On her left, a groundswell of people moving about in tribes of four and five women, with as many children, are bustling toward 181st Street, the shopping district for folks who rarely leave the relative comfort of their neighborhood.


“Everybody’s always in a rush in this city,” Rocío says to her husband. “People rarely make eye contact with each other here, like my vecinos did back home in Santo Domingo.”


Eduardo shrugs, only half listening.


Everything here is foreign to Rocío. The streets are dirty, and the trains are full of jodedores who look you up and down like they’re planning to stick your ass up or worse. But here, lounging across from her papi chulo, the teenager feels impervious to the dangers lurking in the strange new city. She is full of hope, with me growing in her impossibly large belly.


Rocío looks over at her bonbón, Eduardo, sitting cross-legged on the couch, reading a newspaper. She spends most of her days thinking of their kismet meeting back home, how it all happened so fast. Reliving the fairy tale helps Rocío get through the hours she spends cleaning other people’s apartments and working at the fábrica. Today she wouldn’t recognize her life back in the Dominican Republic if it played before her on a screen.


It was all Paloma’s fault, the meeting. Although she was less than a year younger than Rocío, the two sisters were nothing alike. Paloma was the wild child to Rocío’s santa in training. A crazy-popular teenager in their barrio of Paraíso and at the local country club, Paloma was more interested in being the neighborhood census taker—she made it her business to know everybody, and everybody knew her—than a good or even fair student. Sometimes opposites attract, or so they say, but Paloma and Rocío were like arroz and mangú: they didn’t really mix well.


Mother Nature had been much kinder to Paloma than to Rocío. Paloma developed into a bottom-heavy human hourglass with golden skin like fried ripe maduros, skipping that awkward phase that vexed most of her peers, aside from being bucktoothed, which was sort of sexy in a weird way. Her laugh was a contagious roar erupting deep from within like lava, complementing the girl’s joie de vivre. What Paloma did have in common with her older sister and their baby brother, Antonio, were those amazing eyes. When any of them grinned or laughed, their eyes moored into a slant that evoked an alleged maternal ancestor who made the impossible trip to the island from a place called Indochina, di’que.


Right before she met Eduardo, Rocío had been slowly recovering from an onset of acne that left faint scars in its wake. Her hair was un poco duro, but lusciously thick, like Paloma’s culo, another gift bestowed upon her by Mother Nature, which came with a perfect set of tetas. A spitting image of her father and hero, the esteemed and dapper Don Manuel Mancebo, Rocío was much prettier in person than in photos. Don Manuel had an unforgettable and unusual face, with a complexion that made one crave a taza of café con leche with a little extra milk. His rather coarse hair was shellacked with pomade into a style that never moved. Ever. They say his father’s half-Haitian mother, apellido Durán, was the ancestor who made her mark on his head. Don Manuel didn’t look like too many other Dominicans lighter or darker than he. And neither did Rocío.


Rocío’s gift was the left side of her brain. She started reading Socrates by the time she was twelve. Later, Rocío got into Jean-Paul Sartre and decided she wanted to be a poet or a nun and retreat into a life of solitude and reflection. Rather than hanging out with the girls from her school or going to Club Paraíso with Paloma and Antonio on the weekends, she chose to spend hours in her bedroom alone. When Rocío did go out, she preferred the company of her elders, particularly her mentor, the recently published psychiatrist Dr. Antonio Zaglul, for whom she worked part time as an administrative assistant.


Unlike Paloma and Antonio, Rocío rarely got in trouble with her parents, but her peculiar antisocial behavior did cause them to freak out on occasion. As punishment for refusing to act like a normal girl her age, Rocío was regularly banned from her room and forced to tag along with her siblings to the neighborhood country club. This was torture for Rocío, who hated pools and having fun.


So it came out of nowhere, like a lightning bolt on a sunny day. This is what I was told years later. Not even the barrio’s most prolific santera could have divined how Rocío came completely undone at fifteen. It happened on the day Eduardo Cepeda dropped into town from Nueva York and into her life like Chango himself, with a drum in one hand and his dick in the other.


On that day Paloma insisted that Rocío stop acting bizarre and accompany her to visit Perla’s neighbor on the outskirts of their ’hood. Everybody knew that Perla, an acquaintance, was expecting her only brother—the one she hadn’t seen since they were kids—to drop in that day for a visit. If the girls were lucky, Paloma thought, they’d catch a glimpse of him on her block that afternoon. That was where they met, walking up the stairs to another teen’s house. Paloma introduced herself and her sister to Eduardo. And from that moment, it was on.


Eduardo had a twofold mission in Santo Domingo that spring in 1971. He flew in to make an appearance on a popular TV variety show that promised to catapult him from being a singer with decent street credibility to full-fledged Desi Arnaz baller status. He was also in town to reunite with his mother, Ercilia, and his sisters. Eduardo hadn’t seen them since before his paternal grandmother, acting on a strong hunch, sent him to live with his father in Nueva York.


From that afternoon on, Rocío and Eduardo, a man twelve years her senior, started to see each other on the low for as long as they could keep it a secret. Out of nowhere, she started listening to boleros. At first her younger siblings couldn’t wrap their heads around their fifteen-year-old sister’s sudden obsession with old folks’ music, especially when Héctor Lavoe and the santiagero Johnny Pacheco were killing it. Soon, however, they started to suspect that it was a certain bizco, a cross-eyed masked singer, who inspired her fanaticism. It didn’t matter to Rocío. “Boleros are for mature people,” she said. “You two wouldn’t understand.” The more they stole away with each other, the more Rocío realized Eduardo had been sent to her by God Himself. Nobody, she felt, understood her—not her mother, not her father, not her sister or brother, none of the girls or boys at school, nadie—except her man.


Rocío nearly swooned the first time she saw him onstage in Santo Domingo, ritualistically wresting off his mask to reveal a thin chiseled face and slanted eyes. When he gyrated his stiff hips—he didn’t even try to catch the beat—his slicked-back hair took on a life of its own. Eduardo’s stage name, El Cantante Enmascarado, struck her as genius. He must have been illustrating the complex duality of man, she thought. In reality, Eduardo hoped the mask would make him appear vulnerable and self-conscious, like a wounded animal these stupid women would fight each other over to mend. Eduardo was a broken man willing—coño, hell-bent—to play patient with any chick willing to take his temperature with her mouth or any other available orifice. And then he met Rocío, his reina, the one girl whose curves fucked his head up. On the afternoon they met, Eduardo told her as much. “Mujer,” he said, “you make my world come to a complete standstill.”


*  *  *


Rocío is a born stubborn Capricorn and fixed in her beliefs, the way she loved, the way she hated. Her resolve back home paid off, she thinks, watching the gringos coming and going on the street below her. She now sat triumphantly across from this beautiful man whom so many other women loved but who loved only her. “Nosotros estamos felices,” she whispers to herself over and over again, we are so happy.


“Rocío, we have to buy a few things for my sister’s baby,” Eduardo says, reaching for a tennis magazine.


Rocío doesn’t respond, pretending not hear him go on about Esperanza, who’s married and apparently capable of providing for her own son.


Esperanza’s a leech in Rocío’s eyes, a jealous sister-in-law who too frequently drops in from Newport, Rhode Island, unannounced, and almost always with her comadre Sara in tow. A handsome Puerto Rican brunette, she runs to New York City at every chance in order to get away from a husband she desperately wants to leave. Sara is just as bad as Esperanza, if not worse. There is something about Sara that Rocío doesn’t trust, and it isn’t only her association with Esperanza. Plus, she has the weirdest fucking accent. She pronounces the double R in words like arroz and carro like she’s going to spit up a wad of mocos right in your face. Rocío prefers Ecuadorian and Mexican Spanish because they sing their words.


Today Rocío is going to ignore any talk about Esperanza to avoid another argument, choosing instead to remember the soft timbre in Eduardo’s voice back when he was courting her, singing to her, writing to her from New York. He was so passionate in those days. She tries not to dwell on how much more excited Eduardo seems to be about Esperanza’s son than me, their baby.


“Did you hear me, Rocío?” Eduardo barks. “What are you looking at down there on the street?”


“Ay, Eduardo, nada. This is the first day I’ve had off in many. I’m just relaxing—are you letting your hair grow out?”


Eduardo’s dark hair and sideburns are, in fact, longer. His hair looks as disheveled as it did on their honeymoon night, when he first, like a vampire, accepted his bride’s most sacred gift.


Before Eduardo, Rocío hadn’t allowed anyone to touch her. At almost sixteen and a half, she was barely halfway through high school and more interested in her books than getting laid. And she didn’t need her mother, Doña Dolores, to remind her what was common knowledge across the island. Everybody knew Dominican men were a bunch of rubirosas, players. Regardless of class, color, and creed, they turned savage over fresh meat. And after feasting on the finest cuts and, shit, even their compai’s leftovers, gristle and all, the bones were spat out before these horny men headed back out to the human viveros on El Malecón and here on the pewter streets of Nueva York. Eduardo convinced the girl that he was the exception.


*  *  *


Rocío imagines that the baby she’s carrying will look just like him and inherit his perfectly straight white teeth and tall stature. She fantasizes looking after a houseful of his children, at least six of them. Rocío is certain Eduardo will make good on his promise to her and her family and finally leave the music bullshit alone and focus on becoming a dental technician. She’ll go back to school and devote herself to raising children and learning how to cook something other than rice and beans. They are all wrong, Rocío thinks, looking out at nothing in particular. Her family said Eduardo wouldn’t take care of her in the long run, but she is convinced things will only get better. They have to.


Rocío has resolved to create her own paraíso here. Paradise is a state of being, more than just the name of a suburb or a home. If she works harder cleaning the homes of the rich Americans and Europeans living in Lincoln Towers and, in between classes, pulls in more shifts at the factory to help Eduardo pay for school, paradise will be her reward. Someday Rocío will assume the same position here that she had back home in respectable dominiyorkian society. Wadsworth Terrace is only the first step.


*  *  *


Eduardo sits on the couch, thinking about the future, his future, and, more important, his miserable present. How did I get here? he thinks. Eduardo retraces every moment of the last several months that led him to this couch. Then he thinks about which one of his girlfriends he’ll go out with tonight, comparing each one to Rocío. His reina, with her thick long wavy hair and ojos de almendra. She isn’t the girl he met in Santo Domingo. She doesn’t look as sexy pregnant. And worse, Rocío has turned into a bossy nag.


“¿A quien estas mirando, Eduardo?” she barks almost every time they go to a restaurant, host one of their get-togethers, even on line at the supermercado, every-fucking-where.


“I’m not looking at no one. What you talking about, Rocío?”


“Bueno, I think I saw you looking over at her.”


“Rocío, come on, you’re listening to those tontos you work with again, they—”


“Stand over here next to me right now, Eduardo,” she demands, before he has a chance to make his case. “¡Ahora!”


Coño, qué lío, he thinks. Eduardo sits, taking stock. Theirs was an intense, mostly long-distance affair consisting of stolen moments after gigs in Santo Domingo and letters that definitely would have been plagiarized by Shakespeare himself had the man laid eyes on each scalding word. Te lo juro, Eduardo thinks, I swear. The other women keeping him company at the nightclubs and speakeasies he performed in, whether in New York, South America, or La República Dominicana, were only good for providing evanescent relief for the physical pain he felt when his reina wasn’t by his side.


Eduardo swore to himself on the day he met her that he’d make a woman out of Rocío. He didn’t understand why, but he spent more time thinking about her than any other woman he’d met. And it most definitely didn’t hurt that Rocío was the mother he never had.


Rocío was the ideal girl back then, without life experience or a past, like these putas in the city. Regardless of what her family thought of him and his family, they would be together. Rocío became Eduardo’s muse. She was good to him and for him, an unexplored cueva he could mold into his own personal puta in between the sheets and lady on the streets. But now Eduardo, who fancied himself the Romeo to Rocío’s Juliet, sits on the couch utterly underwhelmed.


Eduardo feels duped, as if Shakespeare had the last laugh. Maybe he wrote the ending that way for a reason. Had Romeo and Juliet awakened from their slumber, fucked until their bodies were nearly gripped by atrophy, and Romeo become totally pussy-whipped, any real man could have foreseen that he would eventually get over it. I don’t think he would have been stupid enough to go through with it, he thinks, sitting there pretending to read the paper. Man, I did a shitty thing. How did I get here?


*  *  *


Back in Santo Domingo, Eduardo took Rocío any way he could have her. It didn’t matter that the wedding went on without the sincere blessings of his bride’s family and the two hundred and fifty witnesses made up of Santo Domingo’s finest. Only two people from Eduardo’s side were in attendance: his perpetually sad mother Ercilia, dressed like a church lady in shit brown, and the stunning india Perla. An opera singer serenaded the newlyweds during the civil ceremony. What a fucking freak show, Antonio thought as he bore witness to the entire spectacle.


For months, Paraíso had turned into everything but paradise for the family. It was no longer a safe haven for Don Manuel and Doña Dolores’s children but, rather, the scene where, in a formal dining room the family grimaced through dinners with their blushing daughter and that man. Paraíso became the site where an upper-middle-class family gave their favorite daughter and eccentric sibling away to an undesirable.


“Rocío, mi hija, that man is running around with other women,” Doña Dolores pleaded. “We hear his father is an even bigger mujeriego.”


“He loves me more than life itself,” she responded. “I don’t care what his father has done or does. He didn’t even raise him. Eduardo is different.”


“That man doesn’t love you, he conquers women, and I hear he has a stable of them in Nueva York,” Don Manuel interjected.


“Nothing will come in between me and my Samson, my Romeo. We’re going to be married one day and have many children,” she yelled. Rocío was becoming a raving teenager. Nobody in Paraíso recognized her anymore.


The beatings once reserved for her siblings were now directed at Rocío. Every whipping made her all the more determined to be with Eduardo. She locked herself in her bedroom for hours, in protest, screaming, “We. Will. Be. Married.”


*  *  *


Don Manuel was dressed as if attending a funeral in a somber yet impeccably tailored black suit and tie and starched white dress shirt. Rocío wore an exquisite yet conservative white gown and veil that looked like it had been designed for a woman twice her age. Her train was long, dragging dirt from the large front lawn into the house. The irony wasn’t lost on her quick-witted mother.


Rocío looked like a child—hair coiffed in loose curls not quite touching her shoulders, sparkling white gloves, fantasy-blue eyelids—playing dress-up in a life-size dollhouse. The child bride cheesed throughout the entire ceremony. She was the only one. The next day, on their honeymoon, the couple was still infatuated, though Eduardo was a little less so.


“Nosotros estamos felices, nosotros estamos felices,” Rocío assured Dolores and Antonio back in the Dominican Republic while on the honeymoon, almost a hundred miles away from home in the dreamy town of Jarabacoa. Eduardo sat quietly. He didn’t care much for waterfalls and long nature walks, like his new bride did. “We are sooo happy, so very happy,” she said, hobbling around like an injured puppy.


Less than a whirlwind year after Rocío and Eduardo started fooling around, Antonio sat in a restaurant watching his eldest sister limp in his direction. He wondered whether all the threats to commit suicide if the family forbade the wedding and the intervention of Dr. Zaglul on her behalf would pay off. El doctor had convinced Don Manuel and his wife to allow Rocío to stay with Eduardo. She was a determined girl, so much so that Zaglul felt she was capable of running away with Eduardo, or worse, killing herself, if they didn’t let Rocío have her way.


Antonio sat, watching his eldest sister labor through each step, imagining her, a sainted virgin, getting banged by this reputed desvergonzado nymphomaniac. Eduardo had been around the block in more ways than one. This was a fact everybody seemed hip to except Rocío.


It was bad enough that Rocío’s parents had to swallow becoming in-laws with Eduardo’s father, Ismael, a tigere whom Don Manuel had investigated. He reportedly fucked every woman in sight and without discretion. And worse, they found out that Ercilia was a recogida, a street child picked up by the prieta Doña Francisca Prandis and Don Pedro Rabassa. Was leaving a big house, her family, and a comfortable life in Santo Domingo to be with this man from a broken family and no history all worth this one fuck? To Rocío, it was.


Rocío may have been a bookish nerd, but she was also kind of a social retard, a person incapable of sympathizing with anyone who didn’t share her conservative views, including Doña Dolores. Rocío felt like a victim of her mother’s circumstances. She believed that la doña had warped priorities and cared more about being a revolutionary and activist than a mother and wife. However, it was Rocío who had it twisted.


Dolores was a woman ahead of her time, a proud cibaeña and outspoken critic of the tyrant Rafael Trujillo. When she was a teenager, Dolores and her father, Don Felipe Valdez—a well-known civil judge and padrino to almost every child born in their barrio—were labeled communistas by the regime. Don Valdez was too popular in the ’hood to kill, so the dictator waged a devastating economic war against the family’s deep pockets they would never recover from. Being branded an enemy of the state by Trujillo’s monos only made Dolores more fierce and resistant to shit most other men and women would have cowered before.


Dolores’s political convictions gave her a sense of purpose, something she sorely lacked at home. If not for the striking resemblance she bore to her father, she might have started believing that she was, like her siblings declared, adopted. Most of them favored their mother, Rosario: They were tall for girls, and thin, with pelo lacio in dark blond and bright reddish tones. Dolores’s sisters taunted her for being physically astrasado, like their father. She struggled with her weight, had thick brown skin, a wide nose, and almond-shaped eyes como una africana. “Tú eres una recogida, negra haitiana,” they’d mock her, “you’re adopted, you black Haitian street child.” Rosario said nothing as Dolores bled inside from the emotional wounds her sisters dealt her.


Dolores started believing that her lighter-skinned sisters, with their pretty thin noses and fine hair, were not only more beautiful but also better, more human. She became convinced at a young age that she belonged to some other, less developed species. After years of jabs to her ego and self-esteem from the mouths of her own family, Dolores learned to deliver blows and absorb them with the grace of a boxer.


Today Dolores didn’t want to stay quiet, like her own mother did when she was being publicly humiliated. She wanted to protest the wedding, to scream and shake her daughter until Rocío awoke from the lovesick stupor she was in, but alas, she didn’t. Despite her eldest daughter’s devastating stupidity and her own husband’s marital shortcomings, Doña Dolores kept a cool head throughout the ordeal, hoping things would somehow correct themselves.


*  *  *


From the moment she landed in Nueva York, Rocío started missing her father terribly. And Don Manuel was grief-stricken in those first few months without his favorite child. Don Manuel loved her so much that he often chose to spend time with Rocío over his harem of prostitutes on Avenida Nicolas de Ovando, a sleazy artery of the capital littered with pawnshops and whorehouses. Now that Rocío had broken out to New York City, Don Manuel shifted all his attention to his least favorite child, Antonio. He spent the next several months trying to convince the boy that he wasn’t gay.


Don Manuel had been stung, his world rocked to the core, when Antonio broke the news. ¿Un maricón dominicano? Not in this family. After a few long moments thinking about his son’s unfortunate affliction, he countered, “What makes you so sure that you are gay? You know, most teenagers have confusion.”


“Because I don’t recall ever being sexually turned on by girls,” Antonio responded.


“I have an idea,” Don Manuel said. “I think you should consider having sex with a prostitute who can teach you what a woman is.” Surely this would cure Antonio of his bout with insanity.


“Well, the whole idea repulses me a great deal, but I’ll think about it.”


“Oh, I’ll remind you,” Don Manuel said. And he did a couple of weeks later.


Together, the distressed father and bewildered son ventured into the seedy avenida, far away from Paraíso.


Doña Dolores waited at home, ambivalent about the whole thing. She wanted to straighten out her little boy, but not if it meant Manuel would be tempted to play her dirty yet again.


The ride to Nicolas de Ovando was silent. The voices of the city’s poorest children screaming, “¡Maní! ¡Maní! ¡Maní!” could be heard along El Malecón, making Antonio hungry. The boy thought about what his friends might have been doing: drinking at the underground gay bar, smoking marijuana, jerking off to straight porn at the movie theater. Antonio tried not to think about all the pussy he’d be faced with that night. Vaginas reminded him of papayas, which nauseated him.


Boîte el Criollo was a tiny bordello run by Ligiah, a tall fat mulata áspera with gold teeth and a huge-ass wig. She roared at the sight of Don Manuel. “¡Ay, Dios mío, hombre, cuanto tiempo! Where have you been? I haven’t seen you in so long.” Madame Ligiah turned away from the cash register and welcomed Antonio with her deep rasp. “We love your dad here, you know? And I have some great-looking muchachitas for you.” Antonio’s knees almost gave out under him. A mama’s boy, he was repulsed by how warmly his father was received in this shit hole. He had wished many times that his mother would leave Don Manuel.


The first girl Antonio was offered was about thirteen, fourteen. This doesn’t feel right, was his first thought. Sensing his discomfort, Ligiah offered him a different girl. “She’s helping at the register, but I could send her up with you.”


“No, I prefer someone a little older.”


Janet was a fat, juicy morena in her mid- to late thirties. Horrified and amused, Antonio followed the woman to a filthy room down the hall. “Oh, lie down and relax on the bed while I get ready,” she said, taking off her clothes.


Janet squatted down atop a ponchera in the corner of the tiny room. Maintaining eye contact with the boy, she grabbed a wet bar of jabón de cuaba and began to scrub her vagina and culo with a mixture of dark soapy water and cum from previous customers. The boy struggled to keep down whatever he’d eaten that day as her dirty chocha dripped even dirtier water back into the basin.


“Okay,” she said, patting her legs and feet dry, “now I’m ready for you.”


Janet lay down next to Antonio, who was still fully dressed, and unzipped his jeans before taking his dick into her huge experienced mouth. Antonio closed his eyes and imagined Janet as a man until he started to get hard. But just as he began to relax, he was startled by a cacophony of slapping and moaning, crying and yelling from the room next door. Antonio went limp.


“Oh, that’s Maria. She’s very tough on men, but they all seem to like it that way,” Janet whispered, stroking Antonio’s face gently with her rough hand. “Don’t give it a thought.”


“¡Yo te voy a enseñar hacer hombre coño!” Maria screeched, slapping her customer so hard it sounded like rounds of firecrackers going off on Noche Buena. He squealed, begging for more punishment, and she complied. “Desgraciado maricón, who’s the real bitch here!”


Antonio had enough. He paid la vieja Janet in full and went downstairs to meet his father.


“How did it go, mi hijo?”


“Actually, nothing went, and I want to get the fuck out of here, and I don’t really want to do this.”


“Ah. This may not be the right place,” Don Manuel said, “let’s go to Nancy’s.”


As he left Ligiah’s brothel, Antonio was even more convinced that he was gay.


Several places over from Boîte was a larger, well-known establishment with a curiously ordinary name: Nancy’s Nightclub. The brothel’s namesake was a popular and straightforward madam, Don Manuel said. Antonio could barely make out what she looked like because of the flurry of whores who rushed out like a wave, dancing around him as soon as he sat down on the bar stool.


“Papi, Papi, Papi, Papi, vamo’ a sing’a,” they sang, competing for his attention.


“Oh my God, this is worse than that other place,” Antonio said to his father.


“Okay, let’s go to the last one, and I promise—”


Herminia’s Nightclub was a massive whorehouse, the largest in the barrio, originally erected to cater to invading U.S. troops in the market for chocha. The joint was so large that no one recognized Don Manuel among the chulos and tourists on the massive dance floor. Tons of putas of all ages and shapes in the variant shades of brown present on the island—from leche condensada to espresso—danced like lactating mothers around their young.


Don Manuel and Antonio sat at the bar. Soon the women flocked around them, swaying their hips suggestively to the live music. Antonio found Herminia’s whores less aggressive than Nancy’s and certainly more attractive and charming than those at Boîte.


“Oh, do you like the way I dance, chulo?” asked a blonde with a large pajon. Her hair was thick and curly, her eyes piercing blue. Her face evoked a time when African women bore their masters’ children.


“Mira, mira, mira, mira . . . do you like, do you like?” she asked Antonio.


Antonio looked over at his father and said, “I’m enjoying this, but for all the wrong reasons.”


“Excuse me? What do you mean?” Don Manuel shouted over the music.


“I think these women are actually funny. They’re comedians, all of them.”


“Oh God, there’s no hope for this guy,” Don Manuel said, staring up at the high ceiling. “He’s really not going to fuck anybody after all.”


Father and son finished their drinks and went home.


*  *  *


That night Antonio thought about his sister Rocío on the ride back home. He wondered if she was coping better than he was in the love department.





CHAPTER TWO


Mean Streets


Mete la mano en el bolsillo
Saca y abre tu cuchillo y ten cuida’o.


Put your hand in your pockets
Take out and fling your knife open and be careful.


—HÉCTOR LAVOE, “CALLE LUNA, CALLE SOL”


ROCÍO FOLLOWED EDUARDO TO NEW YORK CITY IN 1972 WITH A knot of cash gifted to her by Don Manuel. Eduardo promised to move her into a sprawling apartment, but the couple made a detour. They began their life together in a room at Germosa and Raul Cepeda’s prewar apartment on 145th Street and Broadway, where a few thousand newcomers from the island found themselves feeling a little unsettled.


The fact that Eduardo didn’t make good on his first promise didn’t matter much to Rocío. The girl was finally free to be la reina in Eduardo’s kingdom: a tiny rented bedroom down a seemingly endless hallway in the elderly couple’s fairly large apartment. Every week they paid a little extra cash for the right to use the bathroom. The kitchen was off limits.


The king and queen spent hours in their room, planning a future full of children and riches. Eduardo didn’t understand when Rocío started going off about existentialism and Jean-Paul Sartre and someday visiting Paris, where the philosopher had been born. For some reason, not knowing turned him on. Rocío was the smartest woman he’d ever met. “I’m going to take you on my next tour all over South America,” Eduardo promised his child bride. “They love my show over there. They love me.” When the couple got tired of talking, they took breaks to make love and, when Eduardo could get Rocío in the right mood, fuck each other to sleep. They couldn’t afford to do much else.


Months later, just in time for my arrival, Rocío has her own kitchen in a decent two-bedroom apartment. She can come home after work and fetch something to drink from her refrigerator in her kitchen. She can use the bathroom without worrying that someone will walk in on her. Rocío is free to be the doting mother she feels she never had, as well as a loving maternal figure to her husband.


She glances over at Eduardo, dozing off on the couch, then back out the window.


*  *  *


A Hindu couple exits a building from across the street, screaming at each other in a language Rocío doesn’t understand. The commotion startles her back from daydreaming to reality.


A boy—he can’t be over two years old—is at the woman’s side. He’s probably their son, she thinks. The boy is crying and holding on to the hem of his mother’s skirt. The white noise coming from the couple is deafening even from Rocío’s window. The boy looks terrified. Perhaps he’s not used to seeing his parents fight. Or maybe the impending feeling of doom, like Rocío’s own, is what’s scaring the shit out of him, causing the child to sob uncontrollably.


“Ay Dios, por favor call the policía, call,” she begs Eduardo. Rocío is picking up English with relative ease by reading everything she can get her hands on and watching the news. Eduardo’s English isn’t much better, but it’s easier to understand than hers. “I said call the policía, Eduardo, por favor, hombre.”


“Stay away from the window,” Eduardo responds. His voice is flat and almost unaffected by the shouting outside.


“But I think algo malo sucederá if you don’t call—”


“Get out of the window right now, Rocío, you’re not supposed to be watching them.”


Rocío doesn’t move. The woman and child disappear into the building. The man leans quietly against the rear of a double-parked moving van in front of the building. The sun is shining down on the silver ramp the man had been walking up and down all morning, moving pieces of furniture and boxes he neatly stacked from back to front.


Rocío can clearly make out the beads of sweat racing down the creases of his forehead into his red eyes. He is thinking, waiting, it seems—but for what?


“You see? Nada pasó. It’s nothing. Now get away from the window,” Eduardo says.


The feeling of dread doesn’t abandon Rocío. The weight is even heavier than when she first boarded the airplane bound for New York City. She had never left her country before that trip and wondered how the huge chunk of steel would make its way from the familiar world to a distant one without falling apart.


Rocío continues to stare at the Hindu man, hoping he won’t become aggressive again when his wife and child reappear, for the child’s sake.


The creases disappear from the man’s forehead. His expression is almost subdued when he starts tracing the building with his eyes, forcing his head up despite the unforgiving sun, looking up until he spots his wife and son, holding on to his mother’s hem, on the roof.


Rocío follows the man’s gaze, brick by brick, up to the roof where his wife, yelling again, is looking down at him. Her son stands next to her, his eyes swollen almost completely shut from crying. The man’s eyes are fixed on his family standing on the roof. He doesn’t respond to her.


“¡Eduardo, Dios, call la policía, hombre! She is going to do something crazy,” Rocío screams. She braces herself, praying to La Virgen de la Altagracia that the woman doesn’t jump from the roof and traumatize her child for life.


“I said, it’s none of our business.”


The Hindu man doesn’t yell. Doesn’t move. The woman picks up the boy, now silent, over her head and tosses him off the roof.


The boy’s father doesn’t move.


Rocío, a sheltered teenager from Santo Domingo, hasn’t witnessed this kind of violence before, not even during the civil war in 1965. She becomes distraught, wailing for the child who has been reduced to pieces of skin, brain tissue, and all kinds of unrecognizable matter splattered on the ground and on his father.


Rocío looks at me through her protruding belly. She believes in omens.


Eduardo is sad for the child, but the sadness is fleeting. He quickly goes back to thinking about the mess he’s gotten himself into, and about other women.


Too soon afterward, everything goes back to normal.


*  *  *


Rocío immediately returns to cleaning houses and working at the factory, back to signing over all her checks to Eduardo, back to defending Eduardo to her bosses and coworkers.


“Rocío, how can you give that man all of your money when he’s spending it on other women, no seas tonta,” people would say.


“You don’t understand how much Eduardo loves me. He would never do that,” Rocío would respond.


“You’re a brilliant girl but with no common sense,” was the usual response. “Go back to Santo Domingo, back to school.”


“I don’t expect anyone to understand our love.”


*  *  *


I’m born at the end of that spring, not long after the woman tossed her son off the roof. My father finally makes good on one of his many promises and abandons his singing career to get a real job as a dental technician. And my mother, still cleaning rich people’s apartments downtown, has stopped daydreaming about a life of literature and philosophy. Rocío dropped out of Lehman College to help my father finish his degree, hoping he’d someday return the favor. She begins to doubt he will.


My mother has trouble taking care of me. She can barely take care of herself.


*  *  *


My earliest memories are adrenaline-fueled vignettes set in Inwood and Santo Domingo. I star in each; my father, hardly ever; my mother, more so, and never without those tacónes raising her five-foot frame high off the ground as she sped to and from our apartment on Seaman Avenue.


I call Rocío “Mami,” even though I’m not sure she’s mine or that I’m hers. There’s no real bond. I haven’t spent much time with her or Eduardo. I call him “Papi,” though I don’t remember a single instant between him and Mami that illustrates their connection or where I fit in. The only proof of parentage I possess is a black-and-white photograph of us all together, taken shortly after I was born.


When I turn six months old, Mami drops me off in Paraíso on the first of many round-trips to the island that I’ll take before my sixth birthday. There, I’m sent to live with her parents, Don Manuel and Doña Dolores, whom I call Papa and Mama. I meet my tíos, Antonio and Paloma, and a gray bipolar poodle named Oliver. A Donald Duck mobile becomes the thing I cherish most, next to Mama’s company and Papa’s grilled cheese sandwiches.


I fall in love with Paraíso. It’s like a giant playground where I’m never scolded for running around recklessly, where I’m almost overwhelmed with the amount of attention and love I receive from Mami’s family. In New York, I’m invisible. I hate going back to live with Mami, especially during the winter.


*  *  *


Mami walks fast, gliding over the snow in her high heels like an ice skater; my tiny legs can’t keep up with hers. My sides hurt real bad from walking so fast, but I don’t want to lose her, so I start running, barely holding on to her cold wet hand.


“Camina, muchacha,” she scolds me. “Come on, girl, walk faster.”


I can’t answer her. I’m out of breath. The cold air stings the back of my sweaty neck. My knees give out, and I slip on the sheet of ice. Mami lifts me up by the elbow. She rolls her eyes at me, disgusted. I am slowing her down. Tears stream down my face because I can’t part my lips to say “I’m sorry, Mami” for letting her down. I miss Paraíso terribly.


Mami’s always heading somewhere, dropping me off with people I don’t know, running late to work before picking me up and running back home to cook dinner. I think Mami prefers the chaos. I’m afraid that if she stands still even for a moment, she’ll realize that she is completely alone. I can tell she doesn’t want to be quiet with her thoughts and all the bullshit promises Papi made back home in Santo Domingo. She tries not to allow her mind to race back to what could have been had she stayed working for Dr. Zaglul. Regretting her present would mean regretting I existed, and she doesn’t feel free enough to admit that, at least not out loud. Mami does not have to say it. I can almost hear her curse the day I was born and ruined any chance of her plotting to leave Papi and start over in Santo Domingo as if none of this happened. I can feel her sadness.


The gaping hole in her heart is amplified when she catches a glimpse of the strands of silver hair framing her once young face in the mirror. “I look like a woman twice my age,” I hear her mumble under her breath. And to think she isn’t even twenty-one.


To me, Mami looks like a fashion model (though shorter), an exhausted version of the stylish women who go to the Latin Quarter and the Palladium to dance salsa. I bet they can’t walk across the ice in tacónes like her. She is pretty to me, though her teeth are slightly too big for her small face. And even if there are strands of gray hair crowning her young head, the dark waves cascading down her back make her impossibly small waist look even smaller. Everything she wears looks pretty on her.


At home, I sometimes climb up on her bed when she’s sleeping and stare at her face, a kaleidoscope. I see someone different every time I look at her, depending on the angle. One day Mami looks like the funny Indian lady on TV who sings about being something called a “half-breed.” On other days she looks like a china, especially when she smiles. Lately, Mami’s eyes have been so dark, I don’t like looking into them because I’m afraid I’ll fall in. When she awakens, I try to play with her, but she never has time.


*  *  *


Ever since Rocío arrived in Nueva York, the city has been really mean to her. As much as she wanted to believe otherwise, the truth is, Eduardo hasn’t been much kinder.


On one of those rare evenings off, Rocío and Eduardo decide to throw an impromptu party at their apartment. Their friend Miguel drops in with his violin. Eduardo invites his sister, Esperanza, who happens to be in the city with Sara. Rocío squirms when she opens the door to find her sister-in-law and Sara with an acoustic guitar standing in the doorway.


“Esperanza, you have to spend the night. I can’t le’ you go back all the way back to Newport,” Eduardo says without Rocío’s consent. “And Sara se puede quedar, too.”


The family and friends spend the evening singing popular boleros and religious songs. Sara strums her guitar throughout and sings a couple of duets with Eduardo. At some point in the night, Miguel overhears Sara talking to Eduardo—sitting next to her like an obedient dog—about a divorce. Esperanza makes herself scarce and ventures into the kitchen to help herself to a plate of food.


Though Rocío is the queen of Eduardo’s kingdom, she doesn’t get the respect due to her from Esperanza and Sara. They ignore her while Sara openly flirts with Eduardo, leaning a little too close to him when they sing. But Rocío, the obedient wife and naive woman-child who wants nothing more than to make Eduardo as happy as they were when they first met, does nothing. Despite her own reservations and Miguel’s warning, Rocío offers Sara one of her negligees to sleep in. Eduardo may be immature, she thinks, but he can’t be that stupid. “Carajo Rocío, I guess it’s true what they say,” Miguel says, “the more bookish a person, the more she lacks common sense, mi hija.”


The following morning, Rocío is running late for work yet again. She leaves early, tiptoeing over Esperanza and Sara, sleeping in the living room. She’s almost at the 1 train bound for Lincoln Center when she realizes she forgot the keys to one of the apartments, that of a French filmmaker currently out of the country on location back home. Though Rocío could leave that one apartment for tomorrow, she goes back to her paraíso, carefully unlocking the front door and taking off her tacónes by the entrance in order not to wake anybody.


Rocío is so careful not to disturb anyone as she walks toward the kitchen that she doesn’t realize Sara isn’t where she left her minutes earlier, next to Esperanza on the couch.


The muffled groans coming from the bedroom paralyze her. Rocío’s world is imploding. With every step she takes in that direction, she feels, sickened by her self, by her own stupidity. The warnings from friends and coworkers, from her parents, are like a hurricane spinning around in her mind. Rage is shooting through her body.


When she reaches the door, Rocío thinks of turning around and walking away. If she leaves the door closed and goes about her day, perhaps she’ll find an excuse in her mental file to justify what sounded like heavy sex coming from her bedroom. Rocío braces herself.


Shakespeare had it right all along: Love will kill you in the end. And if your so-called love manages to survive the city’s blackouts, the jolopeos, the nadir of her financial and moral history, it won’t do shit to strengthen your bond to each other. It’ll just draw out the end and make it really fucking agonizing.


Rocío pushes herself down the hallway and opens the bedroom door as quietly as she entered the apartment. Eduardo and Sara don’t notice. The puta is too busy riding him in the white negligee Rocío lent her.


This is what I know about my parents. They spent the next several years trying to forget each other, and me.


*  *  *


Rocío set off to find herself soon after catching Sara riding her king like a stallion. She divorced Papi. Eduardo, now free to walk around with Sara como un sinvergüenza in public, inherited half of the furniture from their apartment after the split, along with money Rocío gave him in hopes that he’d move as far away as possible. As a gift to the new puta in his life—Rocío was generous—she rolled up the published divorce papers like a diploma and awarded them to Esperanza. “Here, you can have him,” she said.


Eduardo moved into a small one-bedroom apartment two buildings down from Rocío. He was within walking distance of his favorite place on earth next to a woman—the tennis courts.


I went to live with Mama and Papa in Santo Domingo so Mami could get back on her feet. My poodle, Oliver, tired of my erratic trips to and from the island, ignored me in the beginning, and in protest of my last jaunt back into his life, he stole all my dolls and decapitated them, strewing them about the backyard and leaving the heads underneath all of our beds. Just as he got used to me, comfortable with the notion that I, his best girl, wouldn’t abandon him again, I returned to New York City. He’d had enough. I never saw him again. Oliver died shortly afterward of an epileptic seizure.


*  *  *


Soon after I return to New York, life falls back into a routine, a familiar rhythm. I become invisible once again. Mami’s days and nights are like they’ve always been, a seamless grind. She spends her life working, running to job number two, then three, paying bills, going back to work the following morning. Sometimes I tag along and pretend to help her clean toilets and dishes, anything I can do to be with her.


It’s on one of these routine outings that Rocio’s life is interrupted once more. We’re waiting to be seen for my yearly checkup at Sydenham Hospital in Harlem. In the waiting room full of mothers and their children, Pascal Baptiste, a social worker at the hospital, spots Mami. He circles around her like a vulture, waiting patiently. He must smell the musk of rejection Mami has worn since leaving Papi less than a year earlier. The wound is still fresh.


Suddenly, Pascal is standing before Mami, an impeccably dressed caramelito of a man with a small yet solid build, not quite like Bruce Lee’s but close. His eyes are light and alert, his smile wide. Pascal’s clothes are so hip, he looks more like a disco dancer than a hospital bureaucrat.


“Hi,” he says with a slight accent familiar to Rocío. “You know, I have a little girl named Sable. You two resemble her. Where are you from?”


“The capital city of the Dominican Republic,” replies Rocío, speaking English that’s a little less broken than it was a few years ago.


“Oh, we are relatives!”


“How so?” she asks.


“I am from the other side of the island, from the capital of Haiti.”


“That’s nice. Nice to meet you,” Mami says, extending her hand.


“May I have your number?” he asks. She shakes her head no, but that doesn’t matter to Pascal. He finds our number by looking through the hospital records and calls Mami anyway. She’s creeped out at first, but Pascal’s game is tight and persistent, and he says all the right things. In no time, the calls start coming in more frequently, and by the time Doña Dolores deposits me back into Rocío’s life from yet another trip to Santo Domingo, the calls sound like a barrage of bullets spraying from an AK-47.


“Rocío, coño hombre, this guy calls way too many times,” Dolores says. “Who the hell is he?


“Nadie, Mama, just a friend,” Rocío responds, irritated by her mother’s prying. Everything about Dolores bothers her.
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