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Part 1 HANGING ON THE STOOP


























DARK DUDE n. 1. What a male of light skin is derisively called by persons of color (colloquial, Harlem 1965–1970). 2. A person considered suspect because of his light complexion, especially in criminal circumstances. 3. Someone who is not considered “streetwise.” 4. A white person considered not to be “hip.” Cf. “Straight.” “Uncool.” 5. An outsider, particularly in the context of ghetto society.


—THE HYPOTHETICAL DICTIONARY OF AMERICAN SLANG
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WELL, EVEN IF they say life can be shitty, you really don’t know the half of it until you’ve dug up an outhouse. This was the fourth time in twelve months that I’d gotten down into the nitty-gritty and goop of it—and I’d had enough, for crying out loud. But I was doing it for my old neighborhood bro Gilberto, not just ’cause he’d have smacked me in the head if I didn’t, but as a thank-you-man for letting me stay on his farm for so long. That’s right, a farm.


Anyway, let me tell you about how this New York City kid ended up around the corner from where he lived, about a thousand miles away, in Wisconsin.


 


First of all, you’ve got to be hearing music just now—not with corny-assed violins and trumpets, but maybe some cool Motown—you know, something way better than the kind of diddly country or polka music you can go nuts trying to avoid on the radios out here. Then you got to imagine time going backwards, and everything slipping into reverse, not to when there were dinosaurs or medieval-assed knights trying to slay dragons, but just a few years.


Now picture me on my stoop, on a hot New York City summer afternoon, with two comic books—a Spider-Man and a Fantastic Four—rolled up in my back pocket and dying to be read. While some kids are playing stickball down the street, I’m fused to the stoop ’cause I’m supposed to be going to the A&P with my Moms, but she’s been taking forever to get back from wherever she’s been.


I’m on my former altar boy best behavior, despite the comics I’ve just “borrowed” from the stationery store, and I have a pious look on my face, the one I always put on while wishing I could be doing something really devious instead, like tossing water balloons or dumping out a full garbage can at unsuspecting strangers from the rooftop, stuff I never have the nerve to do.


So I was just sitting there when my pal Gilberto Flores, all six foot two of him, came bopping up the hill from Amsterdam Avenue, wearing the biggest grin I’d ever seen in my life.


No one else looked like Gilberto. He wore a giant Afro, had a scar down the side of his face, big ears, and smiled all the time.


I was always glad to see him.


“So, Gilberto, why you looking so happy?” I asked him.


He could barely contain himself. “Rico, my man,” he said, a toothpick between his lips, and stroking his goatee the way he did whenever a girl with a nice butt went walking by, “I’m rich!”


“What do you mean, ‘rich’?” I asked, used to hearing all kinds of BS from him.


He strode over to me and planted one of his size-twelve feet on the highest step. “You remember that lottery ticket I bought a few weeks back at Jack’s stationery?”


“Sure, I was with you,” I said, nodding.


“Well,” he started, bending his lanky frame closer to me. “I hit that jackpot. And I do mean hit it!”


“No shit?” I said, jumping up. “You mean like a million?”


“Nah, man. I didn’t get all the numbers,” he said, shaking his head. “But enough of them to make me some beaucoup bucks!” And he slapped me five.


“Like how beaucoup?” I expected him to say maybe a couple of thousand.


“A lot!” he said. “Enough to get me the hell out of here!”


“Yeah? How much?” I asked again.


He looked around the street. Then he pulled a little pad out of his back pocket and wrote down a number.


“Say what?” I smacked my forehead. “Damn, Gilberto, are you being for real? Like seventy-five thousand bucks?”


“Hey, not so loud!” he said. “And keep it under your hat, all right?”


“But for real?” I could feel my face heating up.


“You best believe it,” he said, his smile stretching from ear to ear. “Anyways, I got something for you, my little bro.”


Reaching into another pocket, he pulled out some bills, his fist tight around them, like they were drugs, slipping them into my hand.


“That’s two hundred, but don’t let on that I gave this to you, all right?”


Two hundred dollars! I didn’t even look at them, just stuffed those bills into my pocket.




“But why you giving me this?” I asked.


“Because you were with me when I bought the ticket! Remember how I rubbed your head? It worked, man! You brought me the luck!”


“Yeah?” I asked, feeling proud of my head.


“You most certainly did!” Then he grabbed me by my neck and started rubbing my head as if to relive the moment. I hated the lame-o, itchy-ball crew cut my Moms insisted I get every summer, but hey, didn’t it turn out to be his lucky charm?


He spun me around a few times, then said, “Go buy your Moms a new dress, or whatever you want. Buy some of those sci-fi books you’re so crazy about, all right?”


“Damn,” I said. “Nobody’s ever given me these kinds of bucks before.” I felt like jumping up and down. “Thanks for the solid.”


“Ah, it’s nothing.” He rapped me on my shoulder. “You’re just my little bro, that’s all.”


Well, that was kind of true. At eighteen, and being three years older than me, Gilberto was like the big brother I never had. I mean, he was always teaching me things.


Like how to fly a kite from a tenement rooftop without tumbling off the edge.




And to tame pigeons with a broomstick and red handkerchief.


To carve toy cars from balsa wood, and to whistle really loud.


The way to sneak into the movie theater on 110th Street on Saturday afternoons.


How chicks trust guys who wear penny loafers.


And how to tell if a girl is wearing falsies. (“Their boobies get this crumply thing happening.”)


Gilberto even tried to get me into ice skating once (sort of ), taking me down to Wollman Rink in Central Park, where he, an ace speed skater, used to meet his fancy, East-Sidey girlfriends. No matter how many times I wiped out, he was always there to help me up, telling me, “Try it again, Rico, ’cause the next time you’ll nail it.”


I mean if it wasn’t for Gilberto, I probably wouldn’t have ever gone anywhere outside the neighborhood, the guy always telling my Moms, who was forever watching my ass, that he would look after me. His eyes were so sincere and warm that she would cut me slack sometimes, as long as I was with him. So I guess we were like brothers, even if we didn’t look that way, Gilberto being this dark-skinned Puerto Rican and me being, well, the palest cubano who ever existed on the planet. No joke.




In fact, Gilberto was one of the only guys in the neighborhood who didn’t rag on me for looking like a whitey. Sometimes he got into the faces of dudes who’d call me a white “Wonder bread” MF, and he even whupped some butts on my behalf.


Now, we just hung out on my stoop, trying to stay cool. And I don’t mean cool in the street way, but because it was just so freaking hot. As in pigeons looking dazed while they pecked around the sidewalk. As in sewers stinking like hell.


“My man, I got to be going now,” he said, getting up. “Got me a date.” And he did this thing with his hands, like he was drawing the shape of a really fly-looking girl in the air. “I’ll catch you later, Rico, all right?”


“Sure. Have fun, man,” I answered. “And thanks for the bucks, Gilberto,” I added, feeling suddenly rich myself. As he went off whistling, all merrily, towards the avenue, I didn’t envy his big win, like I might have with someone else. It was just one of those things—like it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.


 


For a while I watched that stickball game run its course down the hill, the guys playing it, with just broomsticks and thirty-five-cent pink Spaldings, really cursing up a storm and smoking pot between innings: They didn’t give a damn about anything or anybody, like they didn’t have any respect. I mean, there was this skinny Puerto Rican kid, named Poppo, jumping up on a car hood to catch a fly ball and leaving his sneaker prints and dents on it, like who the hell cared! And you could even tell which of them was a junkie, like this guy named Bumpy. He just sort of took forever to get his act together at the plate (which was just a manhole cover). With an unlit cigarette dangling between his lips, he was moving real slow as if he were a scuba diver in the ocean, or one of those astronauts walking on the moon.


But waiting for my Moms was getting old, and like I said, it was hot. So freakin’ hot that I was tempted to jump in front of the open fire hydrant on the other side of the hill—my stoop was just on top of the street—all these little kids running in and out of its gushing waters to escape the heat. And let me tell you: That spray looked inviting as hell. But I guess I believed I was getting a little too old for that, even if I really wanted to, so I just packed the stoop in and headed upstairs, figuring that my Moms would turn up sooner or later.
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I ALWAYS FELT good after seeing Gilberto, but once I got up to our fourth-floor walkup apartment, that mood left me. Except for the living room, which faced the street, it was dark, on account of the fact that my Moms was constantly turning the lights off to save on the electric bill. That always spooked me. After I put on the hall light, framed pictures of Jesus holding his own glowing heart were the first things I saw, then a bunch of old family photographs from Cuba, where I’d never been—to me, it was just this crocodile-shaped island, south of Florida, that you saw on maps—then some pictures of yours truly, posed with my family.


My Moms was a brunette with skin somewhere between cinnamon and café con leche. Ditto for my chubby little sister, Isabel. And my Pops had wavy dark hair and brown eyes. Then there was me. Hazel eyes, blonde hair, fair skin, and freckles for God’s sakes! The odd one out—and in glasses! My own cousins used to call me “blanquito” and “Pinky,” and other things too.


I mean, my looks really got in my face. As I moved along to my room, it was like I could still hear what visitors used to say when they saw me for the first time.


“Oh, what a cute adorable white boy.”


“Is he really your son?”


“¿No me digas? But he looks so…so…different from you!”


On top of that I’d be thinking about something my Moms once told me.


“Mamá,” I had asked her. “How come I look so different?”


“¿Qúe?” she asked me, in Spanish.


“Why am I so pale?”


“¡Es nada!” she told me. “It’s nothing. You’re just lucky, that’s all. Tienes que tener orgullo de ser tan blanco. You should be proud to be so white.”


“But how did that happen?”


“How? What does it matter? You’ll have an easier time in life.”


“But I want to know.”




So she went into a little act. “If you must know, hijo, I found you in the garbage can in front of this very building.”


“What?”


“Ríe, es un chiste,” she said. “Come on, laugh. It’s a joke!”


Finally, when she saw that I didn’t think it was so funny, she gave me the real rundown.


“It’s very simple,” she told me. “One of your great-grandfathers was an Irishman—un irlandés. You have his blood, me entiendes?”


I nodded, as it made sense, imagining this blond-haired Irish man, a hundred years ago, stepping off a ship somewhere in Cuba and marrying into my family line. But I still wondered, Why me and no one else?


I thought about that stuff a lot, even when I didn’t want to.


Like every time I walked into a bodega in another neighborhood and some Latino kids would give me the evil whammy with their eyes, like I had no business being there. Or I’d be in a department store with my Moms, going through the discount bins, and folks would look us over, as if wondering what that Cuban lady was doing with the white kid, like she was some kind of maid watching over me. And forget about all the times I’d go down into the Harlem park to play softball: I always brought along “get-jumped,” money ’cause I attracted both Latino and black takeoff artists who saw my white skin as a kind of flashing neon sign that said “Rob me.”


I got jumped so often that I wished I could wear a mask, like a superhero, so that I wouldn’t get hassled.


 


And I had other ghosts to deal with in our own apartment hall. Like every time I walked in, I would think about how my Pops, coming home really plastered, would take forever to open that door with his keys, and how once, he just crashed into this foyer bookcase, bringing all this shit down, all the glass animals and cheap porcelain figures my Moms collected and kept, for some reason, in that hall, and how that made her feel really, really sad.


Then really, really angry.


Anyway, my little dump was at the end of that long and narrow hallway, next to my sister’s room. In it I kept my favorite things: my comic books, my beat-up Stella guitar, my transistor radio, and piles of secondhand sci-fi paperbacks and horror magazines.


Man, it was hot in there. I got pliers off my bureau to open the window. Since my room is on a fire escape, my Moms had the superintendent drill some holes through the window frames, so that she could put these big four-inch nails in as locks, in case someone would try to climb in. She got that way after we’d been broken into last summer, someone taking the few things we had worth a damn in the apartment: my Moms’s gold chain and crucifix, a gold ring, a couple of my Pops’s Timex watches, and for some reason, the Hansel and Gretel weather barometer that one of our neighbors gave us when she couldn’t take the neighborhood anymore and moved away for good.


My Moms was already freaked about a lot of things, but that burglary really sent her over the top. She suddenly had a thing about keeping every window shut whenever we left the apartment, even in the summer: It drove me crazy. Aside from turning the joint into an oven, every time I wanted to open my window, I had to pull those big nails loose with pliers.


Doing so, I leaned my head out to see if my other buddy, Jimmy, was around.


“Yo Jimmy, you there?” I called down.


Jimmy lived in a basement apartment across the courtyard in the building behind my own, where his Pops was the superintendent. It was a dark sanctum, like where Dracula might be hanging out, and I didn’t know how Jimmy put up with living next to a boiler room and ticking electric meters, in an apartment without any windows, but he did. Lately he had been looking especially pasty. I suppose all that stuff was catching up with him, and I could swear that he smelled like a basement—of ashes and electrical wires and heating oil. I never liked going there. So, whenever we hung out, Jimmy usually came up to me.


“Yo Jimmy, you there?” I tried again.


I didn’t hear anything at first. I thought that maybe he was somewhere else in the building, sweeping up the floors.


But after a few moments I saw him coming out of the basement passageway. Half Irish and half Puerto Rican, he was a skinny-assed dude, dressed in a sleeveless T-shirt and blue jeans, his hand over his brow, like an Indian scout, his eyes blinking through his glasses from the change of light. He had a thin chain and crucifix around his neck. He was holding a broom.


“Hey, Rico, what’s up?” he called.


“You got a second? I got something to run by you!”


“All right, but I’m supposed to be working for my Pops,” Jimmy said, like it was a hassle.




While I waited, I took the bills Gilberto had given me and spread them out on my bed. Two hundred smackers! Twenty luscious ten-dollar bills. I stashed a hundred in a sock under my bed for a “rainy day.” Then I figured I might give my Pops forty, money being tight since he’d quit one of his two jobs when he’d gotten sick last year. And maybe I’d give my Moms some bucks to buy a dress, and Isabel a ten spot to keep her in the Hershey bars she loved to eat. And that would still leave me enough to buy this nice old Harmony guitar I’d been checking out in a pawnshop window on 125th Street, which was going for fifteen and way better than the cheap Stella guitar I had.


Then I figured I’d throw Jimmy a twenty, so that he could buy himself some first-class artist supplies, like real drawing paper and good ink pens instead of the ballpoints and cheap yellow paper he used to illustrate our homegrown comic-book stories. I wrote them, he drew them up. I mean, the guy could draw! And just about anything—from babes in Playboy, to scenes from our neighborhood—and it was nothing for him to take characters like Betty and Veronica from the Archie comics and show what they would look like without their clothes on. And when it came to copying characters like Spider-Man and the Incredible Hulk, no one could touch him. He even won some prizes for his drawings in high school. That was before he had to drop out to help his old man around the building—hauling up garbage, and sweeping and mopping them halls for his room and board.


How Jimmy put up with his Pops was beyond me.


Once, I watched Jimmy show his Pops this amazing watercolor drawing he had made in Riverside Park. His Pops hardly glanced at it when he said, “So what’s this worth? Ten cents?”


And he threw Jimmy a dime.


Then this other time, Jimmy’d come up with his face covered in bruises, his Pops being the kind of guy who’d slap or punch you just for looking at him the wrong way. I mean, talk about bad luck.


But even though his Pops made him feel like crap, when it came to drawing our comics, Jimmy still delivered, holing up in my room for hours and working away. One of our superheroes was called “El Gato,” or “The Cat,” this dude who could turn himself into a supermuscular feline creature and go anywhere—up walls, down elevator shafts, over rooftops and even fly—in that guise. We did this one eight-page story, in which the Cat falls in love with a dog-woman, and we liked it so much that we printed up forty copies of it on a mimeograph machine at school. Okay, so it came out blue and blurred and smelling inky like school exams, but we were so proud of “The Adventures of El Gato!” that we tried to sell copies in front of the subway and on street corners for a dime apiece.


When we sold exactly twelve, that hassled Jimmy, as if all that work had hardly seemed worth the trouble to him.


“Like who would want this stuff anyway?” Jimmy asked me the last time I told him about a new story.


“Like one of the big comic-books companies! That’s who!” I said to him. “I mean, Superman was created by two guys our age! And look what happened with that dude, right?” I had to keep reminding Jimmy it was all a part of the learning process. Like, we had to start somewhere.


He just shrugged, as if it didn’t matter.


So, each time I got a new idea, I always had to talk him into getting off his butt to work on it.


Now, when I heard Jimmy knocking on the door and I let him in, he was sweating like hell, so much that his glasses, which were held together with Scotch tape, kept slipping down his nose.


“Damn, it’s hot, Rico,” he said. “I can’t believe this shit.”




It was so brutal that even the houseflies could barely crawl across the sill, and the linoleum tiles on our floors, the cheap kind, were curling up and buckling like they wanted to get the F out.


“So what’s going on?” he asked.


“I got something for you,” I said, nodding towards my room.


I was dying to tell him about Gilberto, but I kept it under my hat for the moment.


He plopped down on my bed, and I said, “You know the art supplies you used to talk about buying?”


“Yeah, so what about it?”


“Well, I got the bucks.”


“Is that right?”


I gave him two ten-dollar bills.


“Where you’d get this?”


“A little bird gave it to me,” I said gleefully.


“Like which little bird?”


“Hey, what’s the difference?”


He looked at those bills again. “And I don’t have to pay you back?”


“Nah, it’s for you, with my blessing, bro,” I said.


He folded them up into tiny squares before putting them in his pocket. Then he lit himself up a cigarette. He’d been smoking since he was ten, seven years now.


“But, Jimmy,” I said. “I’m giving you this so that you can buy that special kind of paper and stuff.”


“Yeah, sure, bristol board and all that shit.” He nodded.


“And once we get you hooked up,” I went on enthusiastically, “we’re gonna put together a real professional comic strip to show the companies. You hear me?” and I slapped him five. “We’ll be a real team!”


But he didn’t seem too excited.


“No, I mean it. Like, it could be our real chance, right?”


Okay, I didn’t expect him to be jumping up and down with joy or kissing my ass over my gift, but to see him so blasé dragged my head.


“Sure, Rico,” he said, kind of sighing. “Whatever you say.”


“If you want,” I told him, “I’ll go to the art store with you tomorrow.”


It was downtown, on Broadway in the eighties.


“Nah, that’s all right,” he said, dabbing his sweaty head with part of his T-shirt. “It’s too freaking hot anyway. How’s about some other time, huh?”




And then he reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a joint. He was about to light it.


“Jimmy, be cool with that,” I said. “My Moms’s got a nose like a hound. And believe me, she knows what yerba smells like.”


“Okay, let’s go up to the roof.”


Even though I always worried that someone, like the superintendent, Mr. Casey, would catch us, Jimmy couldn’t care less. He just loved the Harlem views with all those water towers and church steeples glowing all gold-like in the sun, especially when he was high. But as we were going down the hall, the front door opened and my Moms walked in. “Why hello, Jeemy,” she said pleasantly. “How are you?” But with me, she looked cross. “¿Ay, pero Rico, por qué no me estabas esperando?”— “Why weren’t you waiting for me?” She shook her head. “Why did you make me come up the stairs?”


“Ma,” I said, “I was just talking with Jimmy.”


“Yes, talking,” she said, “but now we go to the A&P.”


With that Jimmy took off, and while my Moms used the bathroom, complaining away about me to herself, I started having second thoughts—not about Jimmy, but about spending those bucks on a dress.
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JIMMY NEVER GOT around to buying those art supplies, but I never got in his face about it. A month went by, and by then the neighborhood had caught wind of Gilberto’s bounty. If his lottery win was supposed to be a secret, it didn’t stay one for long. Gilberto’s mother had started to brag about him at the beauty salon where my Moms worked, boasting that her son had given her enough bucks to buy a little hideaway in Puerto Rico, if she wanted to.


And Gilberto couldn’t resist buying all kinds of toys for the little kids on our street, especially pogo sticks—the latest craze. You couldn’t walk up the block without seeing all these kids bouncing along the sidewalk and off the curb, or disappearing down a basement stairway, their heads bobbing in and out of sight like basketballs. I mean they were pogo-stick crazy, thanks to him. But he was a sport about other things too. Like treating the kids to ice cream when the truck came along going cling, cling, ding, ding. He even handed out a few twenties to some of the poorer folks on our block who were on welfare.


He seemed so flush with bucks, I half expected him to show up with a brand-new Mustang, or a Harley-Davidson, but he never did.


One day, when I bumped into Gilberto on the street, I just had to come out and ask him what he was planning to do with that money.


“Why, my man, the smartest thing in the world!” he said, putting his arm around my shoulder as we went walking up the hill towards my stoop. “Yes sirree, come late September I’ll be starting school at this really sweet little college in the Midwest.”


“College? You’re going to college? In the Midwest? The Midwest? You’re jiving me, right?”


“No, I’m not. It’s a school in southern Wisconsin.”


I nearly gagged. Wisconsin? The first thing that popped into my head was of a fourth-grade project I did for Sister Hillary—or Sister Hillarious as we called the pudgy Sinsenawan nun. I had to make a cardboard model of a Wisconsin farm, with silos, cornfields, and, oh yeah, some Guernseys or Holsteins—I could never remember which was which. Somehow, I couldn’t picture Gilberto there—no way.


I scratched my nose.


“But why the hell Wisconsin? Isn’t that where all those cows hang out?” I asked.


He shook his head, as if I was crazy to ask. “Look, let me show you something.”


And he reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a glossy brochure. It was all creased up, like he had folded and unfolded it a million times. We copped a squat on my stoop. When I spread the brochure open on my lap, under the words “Milton College, Where Dreams Come True!” were the prettiest pictures—of green lawns and shady willow trees and wholesome, well-dressed white kids sitting on the manicured grass by a pond, reading books and talking. In the background were all these nice stone churchlike buildings, with arched windows. And in every picture there seemed to be big patches of cheery blue sky, all radiant and shit with sunlight, like the future was shining down on those students.


“So, what do you think?” Gilberto asked me, just as a rat came running out of the basement, past us and into the street.




“What? It’s ugly, man,” I said, watching the rat’s beady little eyes looking out from under a parked car. Gilberto slapped me on the knee.


“No, not that, dummy, the college!”


“Yeah, it looks nice,” I said, glancing through the brochure again. “But is that really you? I mean, it looks really boring.”


Gilberto started running his fingers through his hair, like he did whenever I started irritating him.


“Boring? How the heck would you know?”


He was right but I couldn’t admit it. I guess the idea of him taking off was already bugging me.


“And what are you gonna study out there, anyway?” I asked, glancing at the brochure again. “‘Animal husbandry’?”


That was one of the “majors” that was listed in the brochure, along with “horticultural studies,” “farming techniques,” and “other areas of exciting learning.”


He just shook his head.


“Look, Rico, what I end up studying doesn’t make a damn bit of difference to me. The thing is, I’ll be getting a foot up in life.”


Then he grabbed my shoulders.


“Let me ask you something,” he said, with this “look and listen to me, for real” expression. “If you were in my shoes and had a chance to get away from all this crap, wouldn’t you want to?”


“Yeah, I guess so,” I answered, even if I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.


“I mean, what am I supposed to do, hang around this neighborhood forever?” He got up, started pacing around the sidewalk, checking out the wheels of a parked Oldsmobile, as if for the whereabouts of that rat. “All I know is that I got me a real opportunity. In fact, when I called up those folks out there and told them that I’d been hipped to their school by one of my teachers, and that I didn’t want to end up in a community college, they couldn’t have been nicer. As long as I had me a high school diploma, I could get in, they said, even on such short notice. On top of that”—he smiled again, stroked his goatee—“they even offered me a partial scholarship on account of the fact that dudes like us are disadvantaged and all.”


“I guess that’s cool,” I conceded.


“I mean, it’s a normal place where people do normal things and you don’t always have to be watching your back. There are no gangs, no drugs, no muggers, no steamy dirty subways, you hear?”




He was so carried away, he sounded like a preacher.


“So, who in their right mind is gonna turn that chance down?” he continued. “It’s an opportunity and a half, a way for this dude to get some new electricity in his veins.” Then he added, pointing his toothpick at me, “I just want to see something else besides this funky neighborhood and I don’t want to end up in Vietnam one day to do it.”


Looking down at my shoes, I knew Gilberto was right. I tried smiling, but couldn’t.


“What’s with the big-assed frown?” Gilberto asked. “You should be happy for me!”


“I am, it’s just that—”


“Rico,” he said, putting his arm around me, grinning big-time like a brother. “If you’re worried that I’m going to go off and forget about my little cubano buddy here, get that crazy stuff out of your head, all right?”


But I couldn’t help it. I was feeling sorry for myself. At the same time I knew that I was being a total jerk and had to lighten up. So I finally squeezed out a smile and told Gilberto that his going away to school was one of the greatest things in the world.















four






ON ANOTHER DAMN hot night, a Saturday, while his Moms was upstate visiting her sister in Albany, Gilberto threw himself a going-away party. I’d spent the afternoon helping him get the cold cuts, chips, sodas, and beer. Afterwards, up in his Moms’s apartment, Gilberto decided, of all things, to give me a Latin dance lesson.


“How come?” I asked him.


“Because it’s about time. You may not look it, but you are one hundred percent Cuban. And as a good cubano, you got to get these moves down, all right?”


I had to nod. After all, Cubans were supposed to be among the best dancers in the whole world.


“Besides it’ll be one hell of a party. Okay, bro?”


I nodded again, humbly and shit. The truth was that, for some reason, my Moms and Pops had never bothered to teach me—and so what else was I going to do? Especially since it was going to be my first dance party away from home.


So, I just waited while Gilberto looked through his Moms’s collection of mambo and cha-cha records piled on top of the living room phonograph console, and put some old crackly record on the spindle.


He turned some knobs. The radio went on: “Splish splash, I was taking a bath, bap bap bap pa boom!” came blaring out. Then he clicked it onto the phonograph setting. The record dropped down the turning spindle, turning with a thunk, the needle settling into the grooves: scritch, scritch, scratch, scratch, a piano playing hot chords, more scratches, trumpets wailing, then drums and bongos and a cow bell going crazy, scritch, scritch, scratch, scratch, the rhythm in dat dat dat—dat dat time, but really fast, and in a way that was already confusing the hell out of me.


“Now, come on, my man,” Gilberto said, pulling me up to my feet.


And there I was, standing in front of Gilberto and feeling as demure as hell—(translation: freaking timid and shy and scared of looking like a jerk). We started anyway.


“First thing you got to learn is the basic Latin shimmy,” he said. “Like how to pivot on your hips. And then you do this thing with your feet, putting your right foot forward, like you’re bowing to someone, then back, then left foot out, then back, then stepping in place again with your right foot, while rolling on your heels, but to the time, one, two, three, one, two, and always swiveling on your hips. You got that, Rico?”


“I think so,” I meekly answered.


“Above all, bro, you got to imagine that you’re dancing with the flyest girl in the world. I mean, you got to show off your huevos, got that?”


“Okay,” I said, shrugging.


Well, I stumbled around a lot, messing up, as if I had sandbags tied to my legs. I knew mostly rock-’n’-roll style, without much grace. But Gilberto kept after me, repeating like a Marine Corps drill instructor, “One, two, three, one, two!” and “Bend your knees and move them hips!” and “Don’t be a pussy about it!” and “No! It’s not like doing the damn mashed potato!”


We were at it for an hour, and all that time, I kept wondering what people, looking up into Gilberto’s window from the street, might be thinking at the sight of an awkward white left-footed galoomp of a kid trying to dance the mambo.




 


Since this was my party debut—if it wasn’t at Gilberto’s, my Moms would have never let me go—I spent the longest time getting ready in front of the bathroom mirror. Long enough for my little sister to start goofing on me.


“Rico’s in love! Rico’s in love!” Isabel kept saying, stretching “love” into about ten syllables.


I brushed my teeth three times, drowned my hair with my Pops’s Vitalis, and slapped on all kinds of Old Spice, so much that I had a sneezing fit. I put on a new shirt, then the wash-and-wear slacks that never creased, and a pair of black suede shoes, hoping that I would look really cool. But every time I looked in that mirror, I wished that I had a button I could press to make my skin a few tones darker, my hazel eyes brown, and my hair black, like adjusting the brightness on a TV set.


 


I got to the party around eight, after putting up with the third degree from my Moms.


“I don’t want you smoking any cigarettes—or anything else!” she warned me. “And you keep away from the bad boys! And you have to be home by eleven. Later than that, something bad can happen to you.”


“But mamá, it’s just across the street.”




“I don’t care! If you’re not home by eleven, I’ll send your Poppy over to get you. Me prometes, okay?”


“Okay, okay.”


But I really didn’t have to worry about that: After coming home from his double shift at the Havana-Seville restaurant, my Pops was dozing on the living room couch, the heat of the day and the two big frosty beers he drank first thing through the door having gotten to him. Even down the hall, and over the sound of our sputtering black-and-white TV set, on some stupid game show, I could hear him snoring away. With luck, he might sleep through the whole night.


In any case, when I walked into Gilberto’s apartment, with Jimmy in one of his slo-mo modes by my side, the whole place was jumping and so jammed with people that you could hardly move through the room, let alone see anything clearly, with all the lamps fitted with colored bulbs and everybody already dripping with sweat even though the windows were open and Gilberto had fans blowing all over the place. A mix of soul and Latin music blared from the living room, and some of the finest girls in the neighborhood, and girls I had never seen before, were dancing the Watusi, or the mashed potato, or a Latin-style boogaloo in a crazy mix of bodies, everybody bending to the music and gliding in all directions.


A lot of the neighborhood guys were gathered in little packs, snapping among themselves—telling jokes, slapping each other five, and generally carrying on. They were drinking down Gilberto’s special rum and gin and vodka punch like they were camels and it was the only water in the desert. Every other thing you heard was “F—king this” and “F—king that.” And if a girl came by, they got even rowdier, trying out their raps. (The guys in military uniforms made out the best.) It was kind of chaotic and exciting at the same time, especially when this guy, Chops, passed out from the heat or the booze and slammed into the living room wall, bringing down some family pictures, everybody laughing at first, then applauding when he pushed himself up from the floor.


Then a whole stream of just Latin records kicked in. With that, Gilberto dragged my ass onto the floor and introduced me to this fine cubanita named Alicia, who checked me out suspiciously. She was so fly, the only way I could work up the nerve to hit that dance floor was to drink some of Gilberto’s atomic-powered, kick-ass-and-take-no-prisoners mystery punch. I downed a glassful, then another.


And let me tell you, you could have sent a rocket ship up to the planet Krypton with that stuff. Almost instantly, I felt so loose I was sure I could float across the room. For a few songs I was the greatest dancer in the world, even when I sometimes stepped on that poor Alicia’s feet. I tried to be cool, but it just wasn’t happening: I mean, with all that punch inside me, I grew elephant legs and couldn’t even keep time.


Alicia soon disappeared into the crowd.


But I really didn’t care. Mainly I was into that punch. A few sips and I’d be down to the bottom of a plastic cup. Then, like magic, there was always someone there to fill it up again. And man, did that stuff get my tongue loose: I told everybody about how me and Jimmy were going to conquer the comic-book world one day. And about my guitar playing and the way my neighbor, Mr. Lopez, had taught me my first chords when I was just a kid of seven. I bragged about being able to play just about anything—Beatles songs, Dylan, the Temptations—but no one really believed me.


After a while, I lost track of the time. And I didn’t always know where Jimmy had gone. One second he was standing beside me, tapping his feet to the music, and the next he was by the window, having a smoke. Then he was out on the dance floor himself, the guy’s hips moving like a pendulum, as he did a Latin shimmy even while he was nursing a bottle of beer. He was a zombie one second, and then electrified the next.


It was like a Clark Kent–Superman kind of thing. By my side again, his engine wasn’t running too tough. He’d slouch slightly, as if the force of gravity was pulling him down. And then, getting a whiff of the reefer that some folks were smoking out on the fire escape, he’d disappear again.


When I finally caught up with him, Jimmy was climbing back out onto the fire escape. Folks offered me a drag, but I already had enough going on with that punch.


Gilberto made a point of walking over to us just then.


“Well, what’s going on with you, James? My boy Rico here tells me you guys are doing comic books together.”


“Sort of. Rico’s the brains behind the whole thing.”


“Ah man,” Gilberto replied. “Forget the brains, it’s the talent that counts! I’ve seen some of your stuff. It’s freakin’ great!”


“Yeah, but that was just copying….”


“All I know is, I couldn’t do it!” Gilberto said. “So don’t be so frowny-assed about your gift, huh?”


That’s when Gilberto got into that older brother mode, pulling me close to his side, nearly crushing me.




“One thing, Jimmy,” he said, half strangling me with his arm. “I’ll be doffing out of here real soon. And the one thing I got to ask you—and for real—is that you look out for my little buddy here. I mean, I don’t want him getting into any kind of trouble, and most of all, I don’t want him to be getting caught up with any kind of nonsense—no drugs, no skag, you understand?”


Pushing his glasses towards his brow, Jimmy nodded.


Then Gilberto poked his finger into Jimmy’s chest.


“I mean it. ’Cause while I’m gone somebody’s got to look out for my boy here.”


“Sure,” Jimmy said, nearly flinching.


“All right!” Gilberto said.


And he gave Jimmy such a rap in the shoulders, his glasses fell to the floor.


 


I was there for a few hours more. I danced, the girls glowing pink like helium balloons. I kept hearing har, hars, all night, Gilberto’s friends getting off on watching straight little fifteen-year-old Rico stumbling around.


The room began spinning in all kinds of crazy ways.


I threw up twice.


Finally, looking at a clock, I couldn’t tell what time it was, the little hands wriggling all around like funny animals in the cartoons, even when I squinted. Jimmy had left by then, with ten bucks I had lent him—where to, I didn’t know.


Then something crazy happened.


Gilberto’s bell started ringing. Not with just ting, ting, like someone showing up late, but with a constant loud pressing of the timbre button. No one reacted. Then there was a pounding at the door. And a shrill female voice: “¡Abre la puerta!”—“Open the door!”—again and again in Spanish.


Not having a watch, I asked this guy Eddie for the time.


“One thirty in the a.m.”


I thought, Holy shit!


Then the pounding got louder, until someone finally opened the door.


Well, in walked my Moms, holding a broom. And, boy, did she look pissed off. Pushing her way through the crowd, the first thing she did was slap my face, screaming a thousand-words-a-minute Spanish at me. Then she dragged me out by my right ear, even when Gilberto raced over and tried to explain that it was all harmless fun.


“Oh, yes? I should call the police!” she told him.


I left Gilberto’s place, hearing more laughter, and on the street my Moms really let me have it with that broom, whacking me on the back and on my butt, like I’d robbed a bank instead of just hanging out and doing what most of the kids in the neighborhood did. And as she kept hitting me, I wondered about why she was being so hard on my ass. As she screamed and screamed at me in Spanish, I wished I could build myself a spaceship and take off for the moon, or crawl into one of the sidewalk garbage cans to hide, and, oh yeah, mainly just disappear into some other time or place, like the Flash or the Green Lantern.


 


A few days later, I helped Gilberto bring down his suitcases. A gypsy cab was waiting to take him to the airport, and I watched him kissing his Moms good-bye. It was a weird thing: She was crying and crying like he was going off to war.


And I felt like crying a little too.


So we said good-bye or so long or whatever folks say when they’re going off to college. I mean it was a big deal. The Amsterdam News had even sent a photographer to snap some shots of Gilberto going off (the next day’s newspaper would show a photograph of Gilberto waving from the gypsy cab window, a caption saying, “Lucky Local Lottery Winner off to College”).




A lot of folks came over to wish him well, and up and down the street you could see people hanging out their windows, waving good-bye.


It was just so freaking nice and sad at the same time.


“So you’re okay, huh?” Gilberto asked me just before he was going to take off.


“Yeah, it’s just that…”


“What?”


“Don’t you be forgetting about me, right?” I said in a quiet voice.


Gilberto cocked his brows, smiled.


“Forget about you? Nah, man. I got you right here,” he said, tapping his own chest.


Then he gave me a big embrace.


“You take care, and keep your nose clean, all right?” he said, looking me in the eyes. “’Cause if I hear about you messing up, I will personally come back here and kick your ass to kingdom come.”


I smiled because I knew he would.


Then, just like that, he gave his Moms another hug, got into the gypsy cab, and started heading uptown to the Bronx, and east towards JFK, off to catch a plane to this enchanted land of butter and milk and corn called Wisconsin.
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