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For Junior






friendship is so friendship     & ain’t it

—DANEZ SMITH

Santo Domingo me deja sin palabras, y sin palabras yo no puedo vivir.

—JOHAN MIJAIL








I.




SAL STANDS BY THE KITCHEN window bathed in morning light. If I catch the next train… he thinks as he hurries to scrub a plate clean. His résumé is in his bag. His shoes are by the door. His speech is coiled tight in his mind. “I’m ready,” he whispers to himself. But then he looks out the window to the sky blemished by a flutter of birds. Pigeons are pigeons everywhere, he thinks. In that city and in this one.

Suddenly he can’t move.

The suds on his knuckles turn translucent. The faucet drips and drips.

An hour later, all he can move is his hands. He palms his burning forehead. Runs his fingers atop his small fro to make sure his head is all there. Then he pulls the handset sitting on the counter and braves the call.

“Oh, you’re back already?” Charo says.

“I didn’t go.”

“What?”

“I was standing in the kitchen, and…” he says. But how to explain it?

In the background, Charo’s daughter yells above the noise of plastic toys clattering together. “She barely slept last night. Now she’s at a hundred. Come over. We can talk here.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Salvador.” She says his name the way his mother would, and for a second he detests her for it, his best friend’s cutting tone.

“Okay,” he says. “All right.”

Charo’s place is far enough to justify taking the D train two stops up to Tremont. But now that his legs are working again, he prefers to walk on The Concourse. Maybe the breeze will soothe his mind and calm the fever. He walks past kids playing hopscotch on the sidewalk, men lounging by bodegas, and women crowding the front of salons in their rolos waiting their turn at the secadora. On the corner, he stops under a tree and loses himself in the sunlight burning through the acid green leaves.

“Fuck out the way, nigga!” a boy yells, speeding by on his bike. The hooded teen is down the block by the time Sal comes up with a good response.

On 170th he passes a man using a metal hanger to search the inside of a blue mailbox. Whether he’s picking up a suspicious package left for him or stealing people’s mail, Sal doesn’t know, though he wonders what the man might say if he were asked. If, once confronted, he’d run away in shame or flip Sal the middle finger.

The letter inviting him to interview arrived a week ago, his little American dream folded into an envelope. The months of English classes he took when he arrived in New York. The extra semesters it took to get an associate’s degree in education. Countless evenings working at the Cuban restaurant to make ends meet. He even visited the museum a couple of times a year, hoping to absorb something useful every time he walked by a tour guide. Almost five years. So much time and effort, he thinks, and I couldn’t even make it out the door.

In front of Charo’s building, through the glass-and-metal door, Sal makes eye contact with a man carrying grocery bags. Something like pity forms in the old man’s eyes, but he turns and slips into the elevator. Sal curses the dead intercom in Charo’s apartment. He rings half a dozen other tenants, hoping he’ll get lucky.

Upstairs, the apartment is raptured by the whirlwind of a cleaning day. Folded pants on the couch, Robert’s polo shirts hanging by the open window, the sharp scent of Clorox wafting from the bathroom. In the living room, Carolina hammers a pink plastic spoon against a glass table. Sal plants a kiss on her head, then follows his friend to the kitchen.

Charo plants herself in front of the stove and goes on scrubbing black grime. Her hair is tied up in a ponytail, her eyes are bloodshot. As long as he’s known her, she’s been beautiful. Her deep brown skin, high cheekbones, big dark eyes, all reduced now by a tormenting night of childcare.

“You’ve been talking about this interview all week. What happened?”

Just like Charo to get straight to the thing at hand.

“I don’t know,” he says. Admitting this doubles his regret.

“So you don’t want it, then.”

“I did. I do. I keep seeing myself at the museum.”

“Getting paid to talk to people about planets and moons and shit.”

“Jódete,” Sal says, but that manages to make him smile.

“Just call them tomorrow and try to reschedule,” she says over the rattling stove. “Tell them you got a stomach bug or something.”

“Maybe,” he says with hesitation, though the thought gives him some relief.

A loud bang reaches them from the living room. Charo slips off her rubber gloves and runs over to check on her daughter.

A younger Charo would scoff at what Sal sees now. I’m never gonna be like those viejas locked up at home tending to a man, she said to him once. But who is she doing this for, if not for Robert? The immaculate kitchen. The ironed work clothes. The urgency with which she moves about the apartment, like she’s running out of time. He can’t help but feel that things should be different. Wasn’t that the point of leaving everything behind to come to this country? To live entirely unlike who they might have been on the island?

When she returns, Charo wears a mischievous smile. Sal should see it coming, the idea brightening her eyes, but his heart still flutters when she says it.

“Let’s go dancing.”

“No way,” he says in the middle of a halfhearted laugh.

“C’mon! You’ll be braver after a good night out,” she says.

But that’s only half the reason. Charo has been hinting at going out to celebrate for weeks. Ever since she finished paying off some money she owed her uncle, all she can talk about is dancing.

“You know I don’t like the scene.”

“Well, you can’t keep avoiding gay bars forever.”

She winces like she’s the one her words have hurt.

“It’s fine,” he says, to get ahead of her apology.

“You feel so far away sometimes.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Charo, please.”

She bites her lip, but he sees a hundred questions in her eyes. If he doesn’t get ahead of it, they’ll be here all day, having the same tired conversation, digging up what should be squarely in the past.

“If I say I’ll go dancing, will you drop it?”

“Wait, really?”

“Really,” he says, trying to sound convincing.

She turns and scrubs the stove with more vigor now. A strand of hair falls over her face. She uses her forearm to tuck it back behind her ear.

“If you want to talk, Sal. I’m here to carry it with you,” she says to her hands.

But Carolina has walked in with her ruckus, demanding their attention.



The eyeliner on her left eye is darker than the eyeliner on the right. She adds a few soft strokes to bolden the wing, then swivels her head to look at her work. Close enough.

“I just think you should’ve told me before making plans with your friend,” Robert says. He wraps an arm around the baby, while the baby hugs her favorite cow plush toy.

Charo stands in front of the bureau mirror and looks at him in its reflection. He’s lying on their bed shirtless, his body a muscled homage to the hour he spends at the gym every morning. He must have stopped at the barbershop on the way home from work, because his hair is lined up. His retouched Caesar cut reminds her of their youth, so distant to her now though it’s only been a few years. The first couple of months, all they did was fuck. In the bathroom, in the car. Once, at Randall’s Island during a friend’s birthday party. She was bubbly off a few beers. He was high off of male company. She sat on his lap as he talked to his boys, just to feel close. Eventually they snuck away into the forest, yards away from the echoes of bachata, hidden in the wild and verdant trees. The sex was clammy in the summer heat, uncomfortable, angled as best as they could manage perched beside a brittle trunk. They went to great lengths to feel that quickening burn between their bodies that first summer.

A year later, Charo was pregnant.

“I took a test,” was all she said, after biting her tongue for a week. She sat on his couch. He played with the radio, as he always did those days, intent on nurturing his side dream of being a DJ.

“That’s okay,” he said, like she’d just apologized.

“You don’t understand,” she said. “Like, a baby.”

“I know what a baby is. You don’t want it?”

“What?”

“I mean, I’m ready,” he said, and moved from behind the radio to sit at her feet. “I can do it. Be a dad. A really good one. But we can wait, if that’s what you want. I have a tía that knows a lot about herbs.”

She thought she should be upset by his suggestion, but Charo slept well that night, knowing he’d be okay with whatever she chose. She didn’t have hang-ups about abortions. She’d seen enough girls in high school forced to get secret procedures by their parents. Her Catholic upbringing couldn’t shame her away from the truth that was all around her. And besides, now she was in America. Whatever she decided, it wouldn’t have to be in secret. The next day she posed the news to her mother as a question, hoping to find some wisdom only seasoned mothers could offer.

“My daughter, finally with a good and stable man? God grants his miracles after all,” she said. It hadn’t occurred to Charo that she’d never told her mother about Robert in the year they’d been dating. It was all business and bills with her parents. Even when they asked, she couldn’t bring herself to share much about her real life in New York.

“Ta bien, Mami. He’s good and all. But what about me? I’ve only been here a few years.”

“Did he say that he’ll take care of you?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Then what else is there to think about?” her mother asked.

Charo thought about it so long she began to worry her options were dwindling. It tired her, the idea of taking care of a baby when she was still sleeping in cramped rooms with questionable roommates and working long hours to make very little. Her doubt deepened, but as the weeks passed, Robert grew more enamored with the idea of keeping the baby. He assured her again and again that it wouldn’t be like her cousins and the girls at the supermarket who ended up raising their kids alone. He promised he’d be good.

One morning, straight from a tender dream about tiny fingernails and soft baby scalps, she finally made her decision.

“Okay.”

“What?” he said, still half asleep.

“Let’s have a baby,” she said. She was tired of looking for a reason where there was none. Every time she asked someone around her, they made trite promises like “Being a mom will be the best thing you’ll ever do” and “You won’t know until you get there, there’s just no words.” At first all she wanted was words, anything to help her through this paralyzing fear. But she realized after a dozen sleepless nights that trying to push away her fear was not going to work. It’s okay to be afraid, she told herself again and again, until she found enough clarity to make a decision.

They moved in together a few weeks after that. Robert sold his radio and his giant speakers to make space for his growing family. “A baby’s no joke, I have to get serious,” he said when she tried to dissuade him from selling the set. They danced for hours the night before his buddy came to pick up the radio. He showed her how to transition smoothly from one song to the next, what all the lights and buttons meant, even played her the best playlist he’d ever made, which he’d never played for anyone, out of fear they wouldn’t vibe with his taste. Charo had known Robert to be calm and measured. He never strayed too far into emotional extremes. But that night he was ecstatic to share his love of music with her. And the next morning, he was equally morose as he lifted the speakers into his buddy’s truck. It surprised her to see this side of his temperament. There was still so much about him she didn’t know.

Toward the end of her pregnancy, Robert took care of the bills when Charo couldn’t bear to stand those long hours at the supermarket. When the time came, he let Charo pick Carolina’s name. He let her pick Sal as the godfather, though she could tell how badly Robert wanted to gift the title to one of his best friends. He gave in to her needs a lot. He was there when things were smooth and easy. He was there when they were not. Like the night Carolina got a fever at three months and had to be rushed to the hospital. Or the first week Charo went back to the supermarket, at ten months. She called him every day while they were both at work to ask if it really was okay to leave their daughter with a babysitter so soon. Parenting an infant was tough, but they always got through, together.

The change has come in the last few months, since their daughter’s first birthday. Things have started to feel tenuous between them. Robert spends less time at home, more time at the barbershop or out with his friends. It’s made her anxious to be in the apartment alone with the baby. Like she’s being left behind. Now she thinks maybe going out will help smooth out this rough patch. Give her some relief from her life. Make him miss her a little bit.

“It’ll be good to have hija-and-papi time,” Charo says as she adds a touch of powdered blush to her cheek.

“Ven, mi amor. Mami is leaving us today, it’s just you and me.”

“Are you mad that I’m going out?” She puts the brush down, rummages through her jewelry box to find her hoop earrings.

“You have a daughter.”

“And she has a father.” She can’t help it now, the edge in her voice. “Who’s perfectly capable of babysitting his daughter for one night.”

“Also, those people,” he continues like he hasn’t heard her. “You don’t even know what goes down in those places.”

She can see where the argument is going. Robert has never been explicit, but his discomfort around Sal is clear. Better to leave before they spoil the night with an argument. Charo grabs her bag, kisses her daughter goodbye. She hears him follow behind her but doesn’t turn until she’s at the door.

“I watch her when you’re out at the gym or playing pool with your boys. Why do you have to give me shit about this?”

He opens his mouth to defend himself, but he softens at the hurt in her eyes. He massages his temple with his middle finger. “Okay, you’re right. I’m being an ass,” he says through his teeth.

“A burro, a brute,” she says, though she’s surprised by how quickly his apology came.

“Here. I don’t want you on the train on the way back.” He hands her a couple of twenties for a cab.

This wave of gratitude and bitterness. It’s always like this, these days. Polarized emotions, sentiments to the extreme. Sometimes she wants to run out the door and forget her life. Other times she wants to fold in his arms, make herself as small and pliable as he wants her. It feels impossible, with Robert. But if it were all bad, she wouldn’t feel this overwhelming pull to forget the club, to stay in the comfort of his arms tonight.

“Don’t wait up for me,” she says, and turns to go.



It’s 1999—everyone is existential, Sal knows he’s not the only one. Everyone thinks about the senselessness of time, the black of space, microwaves, the man acquitted for the hot fluid on the dress. Orgies, intoxicating pop music, the blue or the red pill sitting in the quiet of an open palm. The whole world waits in anticipation for the new millennium. But the future is already here, in this two-block strip filled with queer people from every walk of life. Sal and Charo pass a drag queen carrying a bag of dildos for her next show. They slow down by a group of daddies crowding outside of a bar, cackling and eyeing the occasional twink. They skip ahead of a solemn group masked in leather discussing the fall of democracy and the plight of the proletariat. One of them shoots Sal a compliment as they walk through the glaze of time. Despite how hesitant he was a few hours ago, he’s taken over by the excitement of this street, where everything is subversion, an undoing of the norm, a leap.

The Shade Room, at the end of the strip, stands out for its Latin parties. For just one evening a month, it’s transformed into a portal to San Juan, Santo Domingo, Havana. Myth goes that the Latin parties began in the early nineties with a group of Puerto Ricans who got tired of listening to the latest white-girl pop star. They were Puerto Ricans straight from the island, not the Nuyoricans who helped build hip-hop culture in New York. They wanted to move to the rhythms of the island they yearned for, so they made a deal with the Shade Room’s manager. If they could bring in three hundred people once a month and hire their own DJ, they could have the space to use as they pleased. As much as New York changes, in Chelsea and everywhere, the parties have been going strong for years. Sal has never been, but he’s heard about the myth. Now, as he and Charo near the bar, they find that the line goes down to the end of the block.

“I can’t wait to dance,” Charo says, holding on to Sal’s arm. In all his denim, Sal guesses that he looks younger, more like a blooming adolescent than his twenty-five years. Charo wears her favorite black wedges, high enough to accentuate her ass, comfortable enough to dance for hours. We look good, Sal thinks as they take their place on the line.

Once inside, they squeeze their way through the haze of bodies to order something sweet at the bar. Bachata blasts from the speakers. All around them people dance and sweat and yell above the music. When they both have drinks in hand, Sal grabs Charo and pulls her to dance. They ease into it, slow and careful movements at first. But before they know it, they’re dripping in sweat. He is with her, he is watching all around them. In this country, Sal has seldom seen two men dance bachata together so intimately and publicly at once. Maybe a few times when he arrived in New York and tried going out to bars, before he realized he couldn’t be in these spaces for too long. A man’s arm around another man, the two of them glued together, dicks hard, hips moving to the rhythm of Antony Santos’s heartbreak oeuvre. Scattered on the dance floor are new and old lovers alike, holding each other as if only this night exists. Sal knows. He can feel it too. This is the closest they can be to their respective islands without hopping on a plane. The safest they can feel in public holding another man. He sees the sweetness in their smiles, the bitter wanting in their drunken eyes. The night will end. In an hour or two, they’ll scatter back to their lonely lives. But for now, this. What’s the use of longing when you have the dance floor?

“The music is so good,” Charo yells, once, twice, before Sal can decipher her words amid the blaring horns.

An hour later, as they dance to a fast merengue, a circle gathers around her. The crowd cheers her on. Here, she’s not the woman Sal is used to seeing at home, scrubbing grime or changing her daughter’s diaper. In the center of all this energy, she looks so free. Closer to who she was when they first met.

“Oh my god, that was crazy!” she yells when the circle breaks.

In the midst of unfiltered joy, specks of sorrow. When was the last time Sal had this much fun with a friend, surrounded by the exuberance of gay people? It must have been a lifetime ago. The memories unfold their paper wings in his mind. His breath shortens, a knot dense as a stone forms in his stomach. Sal signals to Charo that he’s getting another drink, but she’s talking to strangers, already making new friends.

“Give me a second, amor,” the bartender says as he wipes off the counter.

Sal’s feet are starting to ache from all the dancing they’ve done. The rum will numb that too, he hopes. But his lungs. There’s not enough air. He looks for the orange exit sign. He scratches at his throat. Just as he decides to go, someone sits on the stool next to him.

“Yo, this party’s the shit,” says the stranger to no one in particular. He sounds more jovial than drunk. Still, Sal doesn’t respond.

He’s older, at least thirty. Bald, dark skinned, brilliant smile. Dominican or African American, Sal can’t tell at first glance. Sal nods and turns back to face the bar. He occupies himself with the bottles behind the counter, the pulsing lights reflecting off the glass. Slow and steady, he thinks as he catches his breath.

“Rum and Coke,” Sal says when the bartender returns.

“Make it two,” says the stranger next to him.

“I’m here with my friend.” Sal decided before arriving: no boys tonight, just Charo and the dance floor.

The stranger doesn’t hear him. Sal doesn’t know if it’s his accent or how loud the music is. Before he tries again, the stranger leans in and puts a hand to Sal’s hip, as if that will help him hear Sal better. He smells of cool cologne mixed with sweat. Sal leans in and repeats himself.

“Oh, that’s cool, that’s cool,” the stranger yells over the music. “Make it three.”

“Thank you,” Sal says after a pause.

“I love these parties. Spanish people know how to get down.”

“It’s not Spanish.” It’s a reflex, to correct him. Sal feels dread rising as soon as he opens his mouth but he can’t stop himself from talking. “It’s Latino if you’re speaking generally; Dominican, Puerto Rican, whatever, if you want to be specific.”

The man’s smile disappears, but he doesn’t seem insulted. “You’re right. I live in The Bronx, I should know better,” he says.

Half the people I know in New York call themselves “Spanish.” What does it matter if this guy says it, Sal thinks, scolding himself in his mind.

“Technically, y’all are all Black anyway,” the man adds playfully. Sal is relieved. He breathes a little easier.

A drop of sweat rolls down the man’s forehead, reflecting the violet LED lights. It triggers a flashing image in Sal’s mind. He imagines himself kissing the stranger’s full, sweet lips, tracing his hands down the length of his back, inhaling his quickening breath, made more hollow and hungry by Sal’s palm around this stranger’s bulge. A night turned animal, compressed to a second in Sal’s mind.

Before he can collect himself, their drinks are served.

The stranger signs the check, hands Sal a piece of paper, then disappears into the whirling body of the crowd. In Sal’s palm, a number and a name. Call me. A gesture toward the future, calling it here.


ONSCREEN, A SHIP TRAVERSES THE black of space from one planet to another. Flicker. The narrator’s voice prophesizes an intergalactic battle. Flicker. Cut to next episode’s preview.

Kiko jumps up from the floor where he’s been sitting. He’s tall for eleven, but his missing bottom teeth, his big ears, his animated eyes, all of it reminds Sal of his little brother’s lingering innocence. Kiko goes on about what he thinks the heroes will find on the green planet. This is his favorite part about watching anime, making predictions about what will happen next.

“You gotta catch up on these reruns,” Sal says. He sits on the couch behind his brother, chugging a gallon of water to ease his hangover. Another reason to not go dancing again, he thinks.

In the kitchen he hears his mother cleaning up after their breakfast. She hasn’t brought up the job yet, but any second now. His headache intensifies. He brings the water bottle to his lips.

“I liked how they were training on the spaceship,” Kiko says. “Que bacano.”

This is Kiko’s new word, bacano. His punctuation to everything he deems cool. He wasn’t born on the island, so he must have learned the word from a cousin or a friend in school. Lately, he’s been mimicking Spanish from back home. Not the halfway incarnation American-born kids like Kiko learn in New York, a version of both languages puzzled into one. Parqueo. Janguear. Frizado. What Kiko has been practicing lately is Santo Domingo’s street slang, those words and colloquialisms that are sometimes forgotten when people leave the barrio to come to New York. Vaina de tiguere, his mother calls it.

“You know, people can’t really fly to another planet like that. It’d take forever.”

“Dude, who cares?” Kiko says, and goes on to explain another theory.

Just then their mother calls Sal into the kitchen.

Teresa puts down their coffee cups on coasters to avoid staining her precious tablecloth. The stitching of red fruit and green leaves stands out in the otherwise plain apartment. The rest of the place is white walls, pale curtains, functional furniture, but the tablecloth’s bright decorative fabric is an homage to the tropics. It was there when Sal first joined his mother in New York, through the three years that he lived with her, and has remained in the same place since he moved out two years ago. Once or twice a month Teresa removes the cloth, wipes down the table with a steaming towel, then takes a toothbrush and a drop of stain remover to the spots on the tablecloth that might be marked by food, coffee, or time. Even Kiko, hyper as he can be, has learned to be attentive around the kitchen table. In the past, Sal tried to avoid sitting in the kitchen altogether, but that only enraged his mother more.

“The kitchen is to eat and drink coffee. Just be careful, coño. Is that so hard?”

Now he traces a red apple with his finger, careful not to pull or pick at the stitching.

“They called to say they went with another candidate,” Sal says. He presses his finger against his brow, looks out the kitchen window to avoid her eyes. He’s been dreading telling his mother about the museum job all morning, if only to avoid the burden of her disappointment weighed upon his own. He feels bad for lying. But he’d feel worse telling his mom the truth. What could he say to her, anyway? I froze, Mami. It sounds ridiculous just thinking it.

“Did you ask them when they’ll have another opening? That can’t be the only role they’re looking to fill.” Her hair hangs at her shoulders, freshly straightened yesterday. She wears her nurse’s uniform, ironed and crisp. Sal imagines the other nurses at the hospital, how they might carry themselves with fatigue or boredom into their late-night shifts. But not his mother. She never lets them forget about how much she’s had to sacrifice to get here: her old friends, the warmth of her country, and Sal, only just a year old, whom she left to be raised by her own mother. She used the pain from this loss to create her new life. Learning English when she first migrated to New York at nineteen. Getting her GED, then college, then a nurse’s certification, and even after she became a professional, when she attained the job of her dreams, how she insisted on leaving the broken-down Lebanon Hospital for the more middle-class services of Presbyterian Hospital in Washington Heights.

“Salvador, you have to ask those questions. You have experience dealing with people, at the restaurant. Did you tell them that?”

“I don’t think restaurant hosts qualify as tour guides.”

“So you don’t think you deserve the job.” Teresa sits back in her chair and purses her lips to show her disappointment.

A sudden rain saves Sal from further scrutiny. Teresa rushes to close the window, mumbling complaints about how she just got her hair done. When Kiko is done stuffing two days’ worth of clothes into his book bag to stay at Sal’s place, she follows her sons to the door.

“I’ll make sure he does his homework,” Sal says, and pats his brother on the head. Kiko slaps his hand away and rushes downstairs to face the storm.

“Call the museum, Salvador,” she says, holding his gaze.

“I’ll call, Ma. I will.”



Outside, the world is water.

“You know, gravity’s doing all the work to make rain happen,” Sal yells over the drum of droplets falling on their umbrella. “Otherwise it’d just be water vapor, floating in the atmosphere.”

“This storm’s not gonna beat me!” Kiko yells from inside his hoodie. He pushes against the wind with fervor, as far as he can go while remaining under the protection of Sal’s umbrella.

By the time they arrive at Sal’s apartment, his brother’s clothes are heavy with rainwater. He sends Kiko off to a hot shower, hangs his small jeans and white T-shirt on top of his bedroom door.

“Hey, you home?” Sal calls for Don Julio, his roommate. For two years they’ve shared the apartment equally. The older man sleeps in the living room–turned–bedroom, and Sal sleeps in the actual bedroom, where he keeps a bed, a small television on top of his nightstand, and a bureau with a square mirror. They share a kitchen, the bathroom, and occasionally, on a warm day, the fire escape. There they sit to talk about that other country, what they miss, what they want to forget most of all. At first Sal was hesitant about living with someone more than twice his age. Would he be subject to the man’s moods? Or his aged homophobia, strengthened through the decades, two countries, a war?

But Don Julio’s moods only vacillate between deep interest in Sal’s life and total indifference. Some days they sit out on the fire escape for hours over coffee and good conversation, once so long that they met the golden sunrise with energy to spare. Sal talked to Don Julio about the sky, all he’d learned from the documentary series that changed his life. He was thirteen when he happened upon Cosmos: A Personal Voyage on a Saturday morning flipping through channels on the television, trying to quell his boredom. What piqued his interest first were the images: drawings of the sun, Venus, Mars. Then the image of that plain gringo in his beige blazer, legs crossed, hands gesturing as he explained the nuances of astronomy as if he were explaining how to light a candle or start an oven.

In response to Sal’s musings about space, Don Julio mostly talks about La Guerra de Abril. The fighting gave him purpose, a sense that he was a part of something alongside the common man. He was proud of his people, and for the first time felt he was helping to make his country a better place. But it ended quickly when the gringos came with their guns and soldiers and interventionist policies. He mourns the pueblo-centered future his people might have had. He also mourns his family. The days it took to find them, among the chaos. The yellow dress his daughter wore, sticky with red.

“Ironic,” he always says. “I spent a month shooting at Americans only to come here, to live on gringo territory.”

One late afternoon, just as they settled on the fire escape, the topic of love burrowed its way into their conversation. Sal pointed at a bright dot flickering by the horn of the moon.

“It’s funny, Venus is supposed to be the planet of love,” he said, taking another sip of his coffee. “But it’s actually the hottest planet in our solar system. No amount of love could live there. It’d just shrivel up, dead as a raisin.”

“And you, and Venus?”

“I don’t have a girlfriend,” Sal said.

“Oh, I know you don’t have no novia. I’m asking you about love.” The rest Don Julio said with his eyes, hazy with drowsiness, soft with compassion.

Sal looked up at Venus, brighter than any star in the sky, and laughed with relief.

Other days, like today, Don Julio just wants to be left alone.

“Did you hear back from the job?” Don Julio calls from his room.

“Not yet,” Sal says. This is the first time he’s lied to his roommate.

“Hopefully soon, then. Tell Kiko I made cookies,” Don Julio says.

Sal hears his roommate shuffling to shut the heavy curtains that serve as a door.

Once he’s out of the bathroom, Kiko follows the smell to the kitchen. Sal serves him a plate of warm microwaved cookies with a glass of milk. So American. As Dominican as Kiko is, with all the slang he picks up from school, all the stories he absorbs when he talks to his grandparents back on the island, he is still of this country. No Spanish accent plagues his tongue. No arbitrary document marks him resident or alien. Would everything be easier if Sal had been born here and not there? It’s so stupid, he thinks. So much of a person’s life is dictated by when and where they’re born.

“Done!” Kiko gives Sal his empty plate and glass. Sal leans in to clean a chocolate smudge from his brother’s face.

“Mi hermano, I’m eleven. Chill with that,” Kiko says, and goes to watch TV in the bedroom.

Sal stays to wash the dishes, if only to get a few seconds of clarity away from his brother.

The museum closes in an hour. Sal knows he should call. Lie and say he got a stomach bug, like Charo suggested. It might not work. But he’ll only find out if he focuses, like his mother is always asking him to do. If he tries. Sal flips through his address book for the museum’s number. On the page where he’s written it is a folded receipt. He doesn’t remember putting it there when he got home drunk last night. The stranger hasn’t crossed his mind all day. He was charming, sure, but Sal isn’t moved by outgoing men who talk a lot. And yet. Now that the piece of paper is in front of him, he’s curious. But what if it’s a fake number? Or what if it’s the right number, but Sal can’t find what to say?

He closes the address book and throws it back on the kitchen table. He decides he will put the dishes away and call the museum. It’s the responsible thing to do. The way forward, if he’s to find one. He puts a glass on the drying rack, then glances back at the address book. Puts a plate away, then glances back at the phone.

“Hello?” It’s a familiar voice on the other end.

“Hi, this is Sal. You gave me your number, at Shade’s.”

Silence. For a second Sal thinks the man must not be interested and is pretending he forgot all about last night. That’s it, Sal’s certain. He gets ready to hang up and run. Then, “Ah yes! The I’m-not-Spanish-I’m-Dominican guy.”

“One of the many Dominican guys you gave your number to last night, I imagine,” Sal says.

“Oh, he’s got jokes!”

Sal feels his heart drumming in his chest. “Yeah, just, thanks for the drinks. I appreciate it.”

“No problem,” he says. “So, you called to thank me?”

The taunting in his voice pulls Sal closer, even through the phone.

“Do you want to go out sometime? I owe you a drink.”

“Yeah, yeah. For sure. I’m actually having a get-together at my spot next week, if you wanna swing by.”

When they’re done, Sal slams the phone on the receiver. He paces the kitchen a few times. When the excitement finally overwhelms him, he calls Charo.

“Wait, wait! So you, Mr. I-don’t-chase-anyone-ever, you actually called him?”

“Shut up,” he says, but he knows she’s right.

“And you like him?”

“Yo no sé, Charo. I don’t even know him. You have to go to this party with me.”

“I don’t know. Robert was being difficult about me going out, and I’m not even sure if I work that day,” she says. “Anyway, I gotta go, Carolina woke up. But wait, his name?”

“Vance,” Sal says. Just one syllable. If he could elongate a name, stretch the sound out to contemplate all of its components, what would he find there? This name with its smooth, velvety start. Then the sizzle at its end, like the quiet hiss of fire.


THE CARIBBEAN SUN BURNS OVER La Zona Colonial. On one corner, a band of lawless musicians sync tamboras and guitars to the tune of an old merengue. A pack of schoolkids chase after a one-eyed stray dog who’s run off with their ball. And police officers stand in every corner, batons ready to protect tourists from the locals. Sal and Yadiel walk past a tourist burnt like a cereza and laugh off their nerves. Sal told his grandmother he’d be at Yadiel’s tonight. Yadiel told his father he’d be at Sal’s. They have just enough money for a cup of coffee and for the bus back to school in the morning. Who knows where the night will take them.

From the bus stop, they walk to Parque Colón. People crowd the benches under the shade of tall trees, chatting in groups or perusing the day’s paper alone. At the center, a statue of the colonizer looms over the square. One arm down, the other raised to the sky. He points his index finger north, as if to say, Look what I’ve discovered. As if to say, All of it is mine. But he’s not alone. Under him, at the base of the pedestal, looking up in reverence or fear, is a statue of the queen Anacaona. Yadiel stops to admire her as they walk by.

“I read about her,” Yadiel says. He launches a rock at the dirty pigeons resting on her shoulders. Even the sound of their flapping wings makes Sal queasy.

Next to them a group of girls stand in a circle talking over one another. The boys still wear their school uniforms, light-blue polo shirts with khaki pants. They hate the uniform policy, though they know the privilege of attending a private school over a public one. In the ladder of education, their school sits just above the public sector, a privilege gifted to them by Sal’s mother, who works in New York, and Yadiel’s ease with words, which earned him a scholarship. Still, they don’t come from the same world as the girls next to them. They know this just by hearing them talk. The girls are part of the true elite, schooled in some private corner of the city, taught by gringo foreigners to speak proper Spanish, English, French. If Sal and Yadiel were remotely interested in girls, they would offer them unwarranted compliments, as they’ve been taught to do.

“Mira,” Sal says, and pulls two fat yellow mangoes from his book bag. Yadiel curses at him for hiding them for so long. He claws for his mango, bites a small hole in its flesh, massages the pulp, and sucks from the fruit every last drop of juice. Sal does the same. When they’re done, the skin of each mango is wrinkled and saggy. Only the pits remain.

Next to them, one of the girls says something to her circle that makes them all laugh. Yadiel flips them a middle finger. Sal tries to stop his friend from walking over to escalate things further, but he squeezes the mango in his hand too hard. The seed breaks through the rubbery skin, falls wet and sticky on his shirt. The girls laugh again.

“Let’s just go.” Sal throws the seed into a nearby bush and pulls his friend away from the park square.

“I fucking hate girls. I really do,” Yadiel says.

They sit at La Cafetería Colonial and order one coffee to share, negro con azúcar. Yadiel drinks most of it and explains that this cafeteria is famous for hosting some of the nation’s most illustrious minds. Painters, writers, even revolutionaries have met here, as far back as the 1930s. Men who would later become leaders of the pueblo and enemies of the nation’s authoritarian elite. All these heroes strung together by the coffee he drinks from now. It’s rumored that even Pedro Mir once sang his most famous poem here, that the walls of the cafeteria were filled with laments about the tierra, this sad, old country.

“I bet he’s a maricón, too,” Yadiel whispers in Sal’s ear. The only thing Yadiel loves more than the great Dominican poets is twisting their poetry to create gay alternatives of their lives. Pedro Mir isn’t sad about the country. He’s sad ’cause he’s not getting fucked. Aída Cartagena Portalatín writes about una mujer sola not because of the great social burden placed on Dominican women, but because she’s a raging lesbian. The dream she writes is about finding another woman, eloping under the Caribbean sky. Even Salomé Ureña, founding mother of Dominican letters, is a subject of Yadiel’s queer reconstruction of history.

“Why do you think she started that school for girls?”

“You’re sick,” Sal says, but he laughs. Their minds are what draw them together. They’re not particularly excellent at school. Yadiel gets better grades to keep up with his scholarship, but for the most part, they go unnoticed by the teachers and authority figures in school. Rather, it’s their particular obsessions that bind them. Sal with his facts about the planets and the nature of light. Yadiel with his queering of Dominican poets.

And, of course, there’s the secret that everyone knows. They’ve never had serious girlfriends, not anything of significance. And anyway, no relationship status could hide their mannerisms: their walk, the way they hold their hands, how their eyes roll to the back of their heads when they’re annoyed. They’re far too flamboyant to go unnoticed, especially Yadiel. While Sal is shy, Yadiel is unapologetic, so much so that Sal thinks sometimes Yadiel exaggerates his mannerisms, just to piss their teachers off. Any attempt to justify these mannerisms was thrown out the window in eighth grade when Yadiel got into a fistfight with one of the popular girls in school. Maricón, she called him, back when that word was still a fresh wound. After Yadiel’s fight, there was no question. Yadiel was a girl-fighting maricón, and Sal, by association, was maricón adjacent.

“Where did you meet this guy, anyway?”

“I told you, loca, friend of a friend. You know how that goes, everybody has a gay cousin,” Yadiel says. Sal likes the sound of that, loca. They’ve been doing this new thing where they refer to each other in feminine pronouns, and it feels good. Simple. Like seeing each other better.

An hour later he finally comes through the door.

“¿Yadiel, verdad? Ren,” he says as he sits next to them.

He has the eyes of a fox—playful, seeking. Ren takes the boys in, their uniforms, their smooth faces round with youth. He wears a red shirt, which accentuates the constellation of freckles on his cheeks and nose. Sal also notices that both of Ren’s ears are pierced. Most of the men he knows only have one pierced, and certainly never the right ear. Everybody knows a piercing on the right ear makes you a pájaro, Sal thinks.

They talk until the café closes at nine. Ren tells them where he went to school, the part-time jobs he does now to get by, mostly in hotels. They circle around the topic but never enter into it, past that hidden door. Sal looks around to see if anyone will notice. Maybe the old couple sitting by the door. Or the owner, who doesn’t come out from behind the counter to ask them what they’d like. They must see it in Yadiel, how he fills the place up with his voice. They must see it in Ren, too. He exudes feminine energy out of some hidden core at his center. The way he wipes sweat from his forehead with an open palm. The way he puckers his lips, just so, to accentuate a joke. Or how he squints his eyes when he’s listening to Yadiel, those vulpine eyes glaring with a hint of wisdom, a hint of wickedness. He even crosses one leg over the other, the way men shouldn’t, the way these boys have been instructed not to do their whole lives.

Sal wonders if this is their future, if they will look and speak and move like Ren one day. The thought of it is as exciting as it is frightening. Sal can’t tell which feeling dominates the other. The one that comes rolling down his temple in the form of a sweat droplet, or the anticipation that moves him to shake his leg under the table.

Outside, a moonless sky blankets the city.

“Okay, chicos,” Ren says, and they follow him down Calle El Conde. They turn into a dark alleyway, away from the streetlight. Ren says he will go first, tells them to keep watch for the stray drunk or militant officer doing his rounds. He goes into the shadows with his bag slung over his back.

When he returns twenty minutes later, he is a new person. Sal looks at him with his mouth open.

“Wow,” Yadiel says for the both of them. Ren wears a long, wavy black wig that falls to the middle of his back. A loose red dress hangs off his shoulders, revealing a tattoo of a rose right below his left collarbone. He continues the rest of his transformation before them, in the dim glow of the streetlight. Two small hoops replaced by large silver earrings. Worn-down sneakers replaced by black strappy heels. His makeup takes the most time. He looks at himself in a small compact mirror to powder his forehead. Finally, when his eyeliner is done, he pulls out a tube of red lipstick. The boys stare as Ren paints a line across each mound of flesh. He presses them together, then puckers his mouth.

“This is what I spend all my fucking money on,” he says. “How do I look?”

Yadiel looks at Ren as if he’s found a pearl after searching long and hopelessly in the dark. He’s too stunned to speak. Next to him, Sal is unnerved. He feels as if he might laugh at the sight. A man turning into a woman right before his eyes. How absurd! Then there is the other. Or the others. The multitudes within him that fight to push their way to the front of conscious thought, like a field of fireflies suddenly flickering in synchrony, as if to say, You have arrived.

“Can’t be seen out here looking like a maricón, can’t be seen at the parties looking like an ugly man. Qué maldito lío,” Ren says, rolls his eyes, but smiles at his reflection in the compact mirror. Yadiel goes into the shadows next, and when he’s done he comes out wearing his aunt’s blue blouse and tight black jeans. His skinny arms stick out awkwardly, and the blouse drapes around him. He parts his small fro and, in it, places a white flower. “Oh, she’s virginal,” Ren says, and fixes the flower on Yadiel’s head. Then he takes a few pins from his bag, uses them to tighten Yadiel’s blouse in the back. Now it looks as if the blouse were made not to be filled with breasts and an older woman’s heft, but for Yadiel’s body exactly. Ren puts orange color on Yadiel’s lips and uses a hint of highlighter to accentuate his cheekbones.

In the alleyway Sal dresses up like the partygoers he’s seen in music videos. Tight jean shorts, a white tank top, a shirt tied around his waist.

“What are you doing? I thought you were taking something from your grandma,” Yadiel says when Sal returns.

“Do I look bad? I don’t know, I wanted to look more cool than girly, you know?”

“You look like a boy. That’s not the point,” Yadiel says, gesturing to his own outfit.

Ren jumps between them. “You look cute as a boy, it’s okay. But we gotta get some paint on your face. You’ll like it, te lo prometo.” Ren draws bold eyeliner onto each eye. Sal likes the way Ren holds his chin up to the light, this sudden intimacy between them. In the small circle of the compact mirror, he looks like an owl or some other bird of the night. He looks away from his reflection. A rush of shame warms his face.

Ren tells them they’ll go through the back alleys to avoid crowds. Sal refuses to turn the feeling into thought for fear that it will paralyze him. But he feels it there underneath his skin. His body responding to danger, to the possibility of meeting the baton of some cop or the ire of a stranger, dressed as they are. He looks next to him to find in Yadiel’s face some semblance of what he feels, but his friend is shaking with excitement.

Not so long ago, they were boys playing baseball in the street. Raging against some inner beast. Or not resisting at all, taken over by its might. The wrath of boyhood—a scream, a belch, unabashed laughter. The soles of their naked feet slapping the concrete. A bloody knuckle crushed against another’s cheekbone. A bruised lip, a cutting joke, a chorus of argument. And when coupled or in a small group, sudden gentleness. Loyalty, when needed, like showing up to a friend’s fight just in case, or lying to another’s parents to get away with disobedience. The ever-present shyness in front of girls, in front of teachers, in front of the mirror, facing their own naked bodies. Skinny or fat or too small or too big or smooth or growing hair, each day something new. The fear of jumping but jumping anyway, even if only to impress one another. They were everything, everything. Boys.

Now look at them. Girls, or adjacent to them. Girly boys, maybe, gliding through the streets of Santo Domingo, protected by the night. Soft as feathers. Quick as shadows. Hiding, but filled with a gust of pride for everything they’ve made of themselves, what they’ve managed to take from the corner of the mind or a dream. A fantasy materialized.

They arrive at a white-and-yellow house. Sal doesn’t come to this part of the city often. Whoever owns these pastel houses must have money, more than he and any of his family have ever had as far back as he can trace. Maybe his uncle who married a wealthy doctor from La Romana. But his uncle entered the world of the Dominican elite and never looked back, not even to thank his mother, Sal’s grandmother, for everything she’d done to finish raising her kids alone after her husband died from a liver disease.

Ren leaves them on the sidewalk. He walks through an alley toward the back of the house. His heels click-clack on the pavement. Sal listens for the echo of Ren’s walk until it disappears.

“Are you mad at me?”

“I wish you weren’t such a coward,” Yadiel says.

What does Yadiel know about courage, hidden in the shadows same as him? He’s about to protest when they hear someone running up behind them. Sal shrieks. Yadiel jumps to defend them, but instead of a hostile attacker, they turn, and it’s the one-eyed dog they saw at the park earlier, jumping at their thighs, begging to play. The socket where its eye was caves into its face. Yadiel throws a rock for the dog to follow.

“It’s so ugly,” Sal says, and sighs in relief.

“Not like us.”

“Not like us,” Sal agrees.

When Ren returns, he confirms that he has the green light to enter.

“Listen to me,” Ren says. He’s taller than them by a few inches. More so now in his heels. “This is fun and all, pero tienen que tener cuidado. No drinks, no going home with no viejo, no calling the girls men. If she says she’s a woman, you believe her. I’m serious. Make friends, but don’t lose sight of each other. You’re the only one the other needs tonight. Got it?” Ren grabs them by the shoulders and pushes them together. He leads them through the back, up the stairs to the second floor. A boy like them opens the door. He wears a brunette wig that stops at his shoulders, a blue dress that stops at his knees. He screams, “Renata,” and Yadiel looks behind him to see who he’s talking to. But Sal has caught on. Ren is someone else here. Renata turns and puts a finger to her eye, as if to say, Eyes open. Then she disappears inside. An intoxicating smell of rum and tobacco wafts from the party. It beckons them in and repulses them at once.

Ready? they say to each other with their eyes.

Yadiel finds Sal’s hand, and they step forward together.


FOR THE FIRST TIME SINCE her daughter was born, Charo conquers her guilt and slips into a clothing store.

No me compro ni un panti, she often jokes, and says it with pride, all she sacrifices for her family. Even her beauty, which at one point was of great importance to her, she’s set aside to privilege her domestic life. When she first arrived in New York, she couldn’t afford to go to the salon every week like some of the girls in the supermarket. But every now and then she bought herself cheap earrings or a blouse on sale. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough to show she cared about her looks. This was the woman Robert met, the woman he lusted over for weeks until she finally let him take her out. After dinner, he brought her home to his apartment, a humble place with a leak in the bathroom and not enough sunlight, but still a place of his own. Charo, who’d been bouncing around rented rooms for two, was enthralled. Here he was, a young Dominican immigrant like herself, who had his own apartment and a good job at a warehouse for a fruit juice company, with a union and vacation days and a growing pension waiting for him at the end of his life. He was everything she’d been taught to look for in a man. They had sex that first night. He was rough but controlled. She came twice as he held her to him, and she liked that most of all, that he wanted her enough to put her pleasure first.

What has she been making of her life? When she was a teenager she swore she’d never be like the lineage of women before her, shaped by the hands of their husbands, the demands of their children. It’d be fine if work was inspiring, if her social life was exciting. But she’s been working supermarket jobs since she arrived in New York over five years ago. And she only has one friend to speak of. Is this it, then? Is this as good as life gets in this country? The thought makes her cold inside.

Now, at this off-brand boutique on 170th Street, she rummages through stack after stack of clothes, looking for something to wear to Vance’s party. She finds the perfect pink silk blouse on a mannequin, the last one in her size.
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