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			I always knew my dream in life.

			When anyone would ask me what I wanted to be when I grew up, I didn’t waver: “I’m going to be an artist.” In my head, that was guaranteed. I knew that this is who I was and who I was going to be.

			I didn’t grow up around professional fine artists and I didn’t go to galleries, but my first memory is of arranging sheets of copy paper on the floor, stretching from one wall to the other, and then drawing on them until my mom told me to stop because she had to mop. I was around four years old. And art was all around me, from the graffiti I was mesmerized by to the man who loomed largest in my life: my father, a gifted tattooer named Carlos Rodriguez who was a legend in the South Bronx.

			He made me feel like becoming an artist was not just a dream but my destiny. I remember the three times my mom took me to visit when he was working at Needles, a tattoo shop in Spanish Harlem owned by a friend of his named Chino; he started working there right after I was born. I saw him doing two koi fish on Chino’s calf, and I have a specific sense memory of that place that lingered long after he moved to Miami: the lavender aroma of the green soap he used. I can still smell it now.

			When you do a tattoo you’re constantly cleaning and wiping the area with this antiseptic liquid soap, and it has a sweet, comforting smell that is forever linked in my mind to my good-looking, strong father who did the most precise, beautiful work on people. Everyone celebrated him at the shop. He was the man there. His work was so respected that his Japanese-style flash design samples—pre-drawn tattoos that artists create and display for clients to choose from—hung on the wall. That made an impression on me. When a tattoo shop features someone’s flash designs, it means their work is strong and worth advertising.

			After my father moved away there were still so many reminders of him: My mom had several tattoos he had done, including an orange butterfly across her belly with his name in script. She showed me his tattoos in magazines and I would think, Wow, my father is famous. But where is he?

			When I walked around Mott Haven with her, we bumped into her friends and they showed me the tattoos he did for them. People on the block would say, “Yo, you’re Carlos’s son, he did this tat on me,” and they’d roll up their sleeves to show me irezumi, dragons, koi, and other figures from Japanese folklore swooping around their arms. It was like the neighborhood was a gallery of his work. After they’d show me the tattoos, I would always ask them, “Do you know where he is?” My mom didn’t like that. “Stop asking, he’s a deadbeat,” she’d say.

			Growing up I didn’t know a lot of people who had stable jobs, so I always held on to this memory of his artistry and competence. How he spoke to clients, how they trusted him to do this minor surgery on their bodies, and how seriously he took that: the precision, the tools, the meticulousness of how he made sure everything was sanitary and safe.

			Art has always been romanticized; however, it’s rarely respected as a career. But the image I held of my father gave me a different definition. When I used the word artist to describe my future, I’d never heard the term starving artist. To me, being an artist was being a professional, someone who was both skilled and responsible.

			In other words, being an artist was the exact opposite of what I witnessed as a kid. From a very young age, I knew what I didn’t want to become because I saw it every day: I refused to grow up to be like the adult who was raising me. I wanted to be like the one who had left.

			

			—

			When I was little, my family moved around a lot, mostly in the South Bronx, but wherever we were, my home life was unstable: There were always suspicious people coming in and out of our place. I never felt safe there. My mother had started beating me when I was four years old, something she bragged about. I learned early how easily violence could happen to you, how quickly things could turn.

			She coached me and my siblings to stay quiet about what was happening in the house: whatever illegal activity was going on at the time, the fact that we didn’t have food, the fact that she hit us. No snitching, to anyone, anytime. She spent more time teaching us to lie about our circumstances than improving them.

			During my childhood, there were just a few places where I felt free: my grandmother’s house (we call her Abuela), which was clean, safe, and full of love; my school, which felt like a sanctuary; and eventually, the New York City subway.

			I started riding the subway to school by myself when I was eleven years old, after we moved from the South Bronx to a place much farther north, past the zoo. I was so small, with a black drawstring book bag, and my green free student MetroCard in my pocket. The trains pretty much raised me. Sometimes people commented, “You’re a little young to be riding alone.” But most of the time, they’d ignore me.

			I took three trains to get to my middle school: I caught the 2 at Gun Hill Road to 149th Street and 3rd Ave, then I transferred to the 5 to 125th Street in Manhattan, then to the 6 train uptown two stops to Brook Ave. I had to leave the Bronx to return to the Bronx. It was an hour-long trip each way, and even though my commute wasn’t always relaxed—when the trains were crowded, fights could break out if somebody stepped on somebody else’s sneakers—it became one of the constants of my chaotic life.

			I studied the subway map, and through it I felt like I understood the whole of New York City: how to navigate, how to transfer, walk to the end of this platform, down the stairs and through the tunnel to that train, uptown, downtown. I had memorized all the stops on the lines I took by age twelve. It made me feel independent.

			But the thing that captivated me most about those trips was not the trains themselves; it was what they showed me. The New York City subway is legendary for the magnificent graffiti-sheathed trains of the eighties, but in my era the prime real estate was outside the train, not on it. Some New York lines also travel aboveground, and in the Bronx, the walls along those routes are canvases for graffiti artists. During the years I commuted to school, they became my heroes.

			When the train climbed out of the dark tunnel into the daylight, I would press my face against the clear glass doors and take in the show. I would get lost in the codes and colors. Layers and layers of tags, fills, cartoons, drawings, and murals were stacked on top of one another like conversations in a language that only a few people could read. My favorites were the letters, stretched and bent; I loved seeing how far someone could push the alphabet, making it strange and beautiful but keeping it legible—at least to me.

			Even though I was just a short subway ride away, I wasn’t one of those kids being taken to Chelsea galleries or the Met. I didn’t have white walls and quiet rooms telling me what art matters, what doesn’t, and why. What I had were the tags, fills, and murals that decorated the walls of my borough. It was evidence of artists who needed to leave their mark so much that they would climb buildings and even risk their lives to get their work seen. Those walls were my museums. They taught me there was creativity everywhere—you just had to tap in.

			Every time I took the train, I noticed if a new fill had replaced an old one. We called them fills because first the artist would fill in the letters with color, and then they’d hit them with a clean outline. The walls were alive; crews were in constant competition, so the goal was domination as well as technical virtuosity. Graffiti in the Bronx was an art form and a battle, and I had a ringside seat. Seeing the precision and power in something most people wrote off as vandalism gave me a reason to keep on during the hardest years of my life. It made me feel so special that I could understand it, like I was tuned in to a frequency no one else could see.

			The graffiti artists I admired most were the ones with undeniable style, the ones whose letters moved with rhythm and confidence. You could see the control in every line, the way paint hit the wall exactly how they meant it to. They weren’t just good, they were masters with the can. I also loved the ones that left their mark everywhere. These were like little Easter eggs in the Bronx for me; when I discovered them it felt like a gift, magic sprinkled into the gray streetscape. Some of the graff artists were even all city, which meant they had work in all five boroughs. That was dedication. To me, these were famous artists. This was the art world I paid attention to. It consumed me.

			The subway was my gallery, and then, when I was fourteen, it became my classroom. My art teacher at Samuel Gompers High School, Mr. Harper, taught me that because of the diversity of people—the cheekbones, the foreheads, the mouths, all representing different ancestries—forcing me to stay sharp, the subway was the best place to hone my skills.

			When Mr. Harper first showed me the drawings in his sketchbook, I recognized them instantly. The figures had their arms lifted overhead, gripping poles, or the slouched shoulders of sleeping passengers, strangers sitting so closely connected, touching even, but not connected. If you were from New York, you could just tell right away: These were subway drawings. These were commuters. These were my people. I felt like I knew the figures in his drawings because I had been close to them my entire life.

			That was it—I was hooked. I spent hours riding the train with no destination to capture face after face in my sketchbook. At a time when I’d spent years shrinking myself to survive and often felt invisible, learning to see and then render the faces of the everyday people of my borough became a source of power and possibility.

			The New York City subway is the place where I found inspiration in the outlaw art of the rooftops, and then the place where I found perspective: I started to really see people, to find beauty in their particularities. There’s something about the act of drawing itself: It forces you to study someone in a way most people never do. It demands attention: Developing your artistic technique is about learning how to observe closely, how to translate light, form, and emotion through your hands onto paper. Before you can see someone in the way I wanted to, you have to earn that skill. That part isn’t glamorous but it’s the foundation of everything. I began that journey on the 6.

			Ten years later, the New York City subway that I’d taken almost every day since I was a kid changed my life. In August 2020, a video of one of my subway sketches of a man with a face mask on went viral on TikTok. That clip of me using my pencil to draw someone I knew nothing about, but who I could somehow see clearly, linked me to millions of people around the world, transforming an ordinary commute into a moment of connection.

			It made me understand in a new way something I had known for years: that the quiet act of witnessing a stranger could be heard around the world. Art can help us see our complete uniqueness and our complete similarity. It was the beginning of understanding that my purpose isn’t just to see people through my art, but to help them see themselves. And in the process, I’ve come to see my own story more clearly.
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			Before I started kindergarten, my mother trained me to never reveal anything that happened in our home. It was like our life was a big secret, like I was part of a hidden, underground family, and my job was to keep it quiet. At home everything was drug talk. Everything was abuse. Everything was like, “Yo, clean this shit before I beat your ass, you faggot!”

			I don’t know what I would have done without my school. P.S. 30 didn’t look like safety from the outside. It was a typical Bronx elementary school—a nondescript orange brick building that took up most of the block, with the words The Wilton School Public School 30 high on the wall in simple white letters. It looked like any other public school in New York City—underfunded, unglamorous—but when those doors opened in the morning and I stepped inside, my shoulders would drop, my muscles release. I felt protected, at ease. It was a place I could play and learn and just be a kid. It felt like the chaos at home couldn’t follow me past the threshold.

			Pushing through those doors was like stepping into daylight. The floors were clean. The lights were bright. Teachers stood at the front of the classroom with lesson plans and coffee mugs, and they spoke in normal, inside voices. They woke up early, got dressed, and showed up for their job. They had structure. They spoke to us like we mattered. No one was yelling. There were rules, bells, schedules, things I could predict—the exact opposite of home, where my mom might wake me and my siblings up at four a.m. to clean the house, just because she felt like it.

			I remember sitting at my desk and feeling calm, like I could finally hear myself think. I didn’t have to decode anyone’s mood. I didn’t have to anticipate an explosion. I could just raise my hand, sharpen my pencil, and focus on doing my work. It probably wasn’t the best school by official standards. The budget was probably tight, and maybe we didn’t have things other schools had, but I didn’t notice. What was most important was that there were adults who wanted to teach. Adults who cared about us. Adults who weren’t caught up in whatever was happening in the streets.
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			At school and at home, drawing was the thing that eased my anxiety, that gave me a sense of agency and joy. At that point I didn’t have a whole lot of skill, but I was obsessed with art. And throughout my time at P.S. 30 people affirmed my talent again and again. As early as kindergarten, my teacher, Ms. Guy, a tall, thin Black woman with short hair who was always kind and calm, told me I was going to be a great artist. It meant a lot to me to have a teacher who believed in me like that at such a young age.

			Her classroom felt nothing like the chaos I knew at home. The walls were covered in bright posters with affirmations and little quotes about kindness, trying your best, believing in yourself. There was a big, colorful rug where we’d sit crisscross applesauce while she read to us. Surrounding us were shelves of baskets overflowing with children’s books. The room smelled like crayons, paper, and Elmer’s Glue. You were allowed to try. You were allowed to make mistakes. You were allowed to be a kid.

			In Ms. Wong’s class in first grade, my urge to draw sometimes overpowered my desire to follow directions. Ms. Wong was gentle, kind, and soft-spoken, and reminded me of the kind of TV mom I saw on Disney Channel, the opposite of my own. We were each given our own blue-lined notebooks with a red vertical line dividing the page in two. Ms. Wong told us to do all our classwork on the right page of the book and keep the left page clean, but I couldn’t help myself. I filled every inch of the left side with drawings.

			I watched Yu-Gi-Oh! and drew each of the characters. I drew SpongeBob. I drew cartoon gangsters with bandanas and hats, inspired by my favorite rapper, 50 Cent, whose music my mom blasted all the time. (A few years later, the poster for his movie Get Rich or Die Tryin’ made a big impression on me: it was a photo of his tattooed back, with the number 50 filling it completely. I loved that tattoo so much I googled its creator. It was Mister Cartoon, and once I saw the rest of his work, I loved it all.)

			I really liked Ms. Wong, but even though I wanted to follow her rules, I just couldn’t follow this one. At the parent-teacher conference, she told my mom, “I keep telling Devon to leave the left page clean and only work on the right page. But he fills up all the white space on the left page with drawings.” When we got home, my mom yelled, “Stop fucking drawing on your notebooks!” and beat me to teach me a lesson.

			By this point in my life, I had learned to comply with most of her demands, but I couldn’t stop drawing. Sometimes I managed to go a day or two without sketching in my school notebook, but then that blank space would start calling to me and I couldn’t resist. I’d think to myself, I’m going to get in trouble for this, I’m going to get hit, but I gotta fill up every space in my notebook. I was already used to my mother’s violence, and if that was the price I had to pay to keep drawing, it was worth it to me. It was my rebellion.

			

			—

			At home, I got berated and insulted all the time, but school was a place where I started to develop pride in who I was.

			That same school year, we were introduced to Mr. Lopez, our first-grade music teacher. Mr. Lopez was light-skinned and wore glasses. He kept his hair slicked back with gel, the sides still thick and dark, but the middle had thinned so much you could see straight through to his scalp. He dressed pretty sophisticated: black suit jacket, simple black slacks, polished dress shoes.

			We were sitting in the auditorium, all lined up in the front row. Mr. Lopez sat in a chair in front of the stage, right at our level. We each had a conga drum in front of us. The drums were big to us, wide and solid between our small legs. He showed us the deep bass hit in the center of the drum, then the lighter tones closer to the edge. Then he started going faster, putting it all together.

			We copied him, clumsy at first, until the room felt alive with the music. That’s when he played the song on the stereo: “Qué bonita bandera, qué bonita bandera, qué bonita bandera es la bandera Puertorriqueña!” We sang and played along. His hands moved with confidence, and you could tell he was really feeling the rhythm. He stopped and looked around at us, his face radiating joy.

			“Who’s Puerto Rican here?” he asked. I raised my hand; my father was Puerto Rican, so I figured I was too. His face lit up at all the hands raised high. He looked at us and smiled. “Let me explain something very important to you. We as Puerto Ricans have the most beautiful flag in the entire world, and that’s what this song is about,” he said. “Out of all of the many, many, many flags in the world, we’re so lucky to have the most beautiful one of them all!”

			He didn’t say it like it was his opinion. He said it like it was a fact, with the certainty he used when he showed us where to hit the drum and how the rhythm was supposed to sound. And because he was a teacher, an adult authority figure who was so obviously talented, I believed him completely. Wow. We have the most beautiful flag in the world! I held on to that truth for years.

			The other Puerto Rican kids in the class sat a little taller; I did too. I had noticed this dynamic even before Mr. Lopez taught us that lesson. Where I grew up—in a neighborhood where Puerto Ricans had lived since the 1940s and the flag was visible everywhere—I remember seeing them hanging across East 140th Street, and I always wondered how someone got them up there.

			When it came to being Hispanic, if you were Puerto Rican, you were at the top in terms of coolness. Dominican was a close second. And if you were Central American or Mexican, or anything that the kids deemed “other,” I hate to say it, but you were going to get made fun of. Even though I’m Honduran on my mom’s side, when people asked I said Puerto Rican first—it was the only hierarchy I was on top of, so I took it. It connected me to something outside of my abusive household, something bigger. I definitely didn’t feel at home where I lived. But here in this first-grade classroom playing this music, I felt like I belonged somewhere. That I was somebody.

			Still, even when I was at school, I was never fully safe. One day after a class trip to the Bronx Zoo, Ms. Wong asked us to line up with a buddy, so me and another little boy named Leonardo—I think he was Dominican—stood next to each other and held hands like the rest of the kids. The buddy system—that’s what Ms. Wong called it. “Don’t forget your buddy!” she said. “Make sure you’re with your buddy!” There were so many of us in the class it was her way of making sure we didn’t get lost.

			My mom arrived to pick me up after school, and she saw us lining up outside between the gym and auditorium entrances to the school. She caught a glimpse of my friend and me walking hand in hand. I could almost feel the sting on my face even though she didn’t hit me in that moment. She grabbed me from the line and took me home.

			“Do you wanna be a fucking faggot?” she kept saying as she hit me. My mom was loose with that word, faggot, especially around me. “Are you fucking gay?”

			“No! No!” I cried. I didn’t understand what I did wrong.

			“I’m gonna beat the flames out of you if I ever see you holding hands with a boy again.” That was her favorite line: “I’m going to beat the flames out of you.”

			“Now.” She looked at me after she was done beating me and said, “Tomorrow when you go back to school, you tell your teacher that you ain’t a faggot and you not gonna hold no little boy’s hand.”

			So the next day, I told Ms. Wong I couldn’t hold another boy’s hand. This created some awkward moments—Ms. Wong always had to make sure that I was standing next to a girl, when nobody else cared. I never held another boy’s hand again.
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			At school I got affirmation about my talent as an artist, but I didn’t really get any training to develop my skills, so I was always looking for instructions. When I was seven, I spent most of my time at my abuela’s house engrossed in a book about how to draw cartoon characters. Nobody else in my family paid any attention to it, but I thought it was amazing. It broke the process down; you could choose from different parts and combine them. I loved being in control of how something came into existence.

			I picked the torso with the ripped leather jacket, the legs with baggy cargo pants and scuffed-up boots. Then I flipped until I found the head with strong eyebrows pointing down and a crooked smirk on its face. I liked the grittiness of it. I created my own perfect monster. When I finished it, I felt so proud of it that I couldn’t just keep it in my notebook. When I got home, I used magnets to hang the drawing on the fridge, front and center, how I thought it should be. Like it deserved to be seen. Like it mattered. At least to me it did. It felt powerful to create something with my own hands like that.

			“Where’s Ma?” I asked my older brother, Chris, a couple days later. She wasn’t home yet—she had disappeared three days ago—and I was starting to get hungry. Really hungry. I had school lunch, but I hadn’t had dinner since Abuela’s. To distract me from my grumbling stomach, Chris took some hot dogs out of the freezer and dumped them in boiling water.

			“Maybe she finally died,” he said. He poured expired ketchup on the surface of the meat and squished it between two slices of bread. He sounded hopeful, almost.

			“I don’t think she died, bro,” I said. The ketchup was all in my teeth now.

			“Yeah, whatever.” Chris headed back to the Xbox.

			Later that day, Mom walked in like nothing had happened, like she hadn’t been away for three days. I forgave her immediately. I just hoped she noticed the drawing on the fridge.

			I was happy when she pulled a pan out to start cooking. Click, click, click. Our stove never really worked. You’d turn the knob and hear that clicking sound and annoying hiss, but it wouldn’t ignite. Gas would come out, but you had to light it manually. Using a lighter was dangerous because it was too small and the flame would burn your fingers. So you had to use something longer. Something disposable.

			Paper worked, I guess. It happened so fast it didn’t even feel real. She reached out instinctively, grabbed the nearest loose leaf without a care in the world. She knew it was my drawing, but it just didn’t register in her mind that it mattered at all. She rolled it tight, twisted it into a long, tubelike form. She then flicked the lighter and brought the flame to the stove.

			The fire caught instantly and all I could do was scream. I started crying immediately. Drawing was all I cared about. It was the only thing that made me feel capable and worthy, if I felt any worth at all. The drawing was gone in seconds. Burned to ashes. My crying annoyed her. She despised the sound of me caring too much. She looked at me with the most disappointed eyes.

			“You’re really crying over a drawing?” She thought I was weak for showing how much I cared. I could tell that she genuinely found my reaction unacceptable. In her mind, it was her responsibility to beat me to avoid raising a little bitch. I remember her grabbing me and just slapping me up wherever she saw that I wasn’t blocking. I remember shrinking. Not just physically, but on the inside.

			“Y’all need to clean this fucking house!” she barked after she was done. I rushed to start cleaning the kitchen. The next time I looked back at her, she was naked. Butt naked. Sitting on her mattress looking high as hell. Mom had these two modes, and she switched between them seamlessly. She was either naked in the house with us and completely checked out, or volcanic, destroying anything in her path.

			She would make us clean whenever she felt like it. It had to be “spick-and-span,” she’d say. She’d threaten us by saying she had a white glove she would run over the countertops to make sure we’d cleaned everything properly. I never saw the famous glove, but I always cleaned like it existed. I couldn’t risk her wrath.

			The rules for us were very different from the rules for her. She didn’t do laundry for months. The dirty clothes pile was a huge presence in the corner, and we never had clean socks: They were just varying degrees of yellow or brown, or stained in dark crisscross patterns by the New York street because of the pattern of holes in our cheap plastic sneaker soles; it was like a tattoo. Sometimes I wondered what my father’s house was like, if he had clean socks, real ones in nice clean pairs. Knowing that his art was in all these magazines, I figured he probably didn’t even have to think about that kind of thing.

			When I was seven, my father finally came to visit. He took my mom, me, and my siblings to the park. We played handball with him and joked around. I thought he was the coolest person; he had all these tattoos and he was so talented.

			“Can you draw me a dragon in my notebook?” I asked when we got home from the park. “Of course,” he said casually, as if it wasn’t my first time seeing him in years. I knew dragons were his thing. I’d seen them in the tattoo magazines that my mother had shown me, and saw some of the ones he did for people on the block. He took my number 2 pencil and didn’t hesitate.

			First, he did a loose ghostlike outline: just the curve of the spine, the rhythm of the body moving across the page. Then the head emerged, mean-looking, mouth open, with sharp teeth. Then he drew in the claws. I’ll never forget how perfectly the scales flowed out of his hands, like this was second nature to him. Then he added spikes along the beard; each one was done with so much confidence. The last thing he did was the whiskers, in one clean motion drifting off of the dragon’s face. I remember just staring at the page, then at him, thinking this was the coolest person in the world. He was my superhero.

			I was so happy he was back. “Will you stay with us, or are you going to leave again?” It was a bold question, but I had to know.

			“I won’t leave. I’m here to stay,” he said.

			“You promise?”

			He promised. I started dreaming about a perfect life like the ones I saw on Disney Channel.

			The next day, he left, and he didn’t come back.
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			My mom moved apartments a lot because she was always getting into fights with the landlords or missing rent payments, but wherever we went, the energy inside our home was the same: heavy. We lived in small spaces so it was like my mother’s anger got compressed, ricocheting around the room. This became especially true when my brother was thirteen, I was eight, and my little sister, Jasmine, was five, and we moved into a sixteen-by-sixteen-foot room on 141st between Willis and Brook. It was on the first floor of a run-down rowhouse, and we shared the kitchen and bathroom with the other renters.

			Our room was barely big enough for three pieces of furniture. There were no pictures on the walls. On the right-hand side when you walked in there was a bunk bed. Chris and I shared the top bunk, and Jasmine was in the bottom one. Across the room, there was a dresser, with the TV on top, and my mom’s mattress was on the floor to the left of the door. The room felt like a dungeon to me, like my siblings and I were trapped inside those four walls with my mother’s rage.

			In the room next door, separated by a thin dividing wall that didn’t do much, there was a Mexican family. Early every morning we heard the dad leaving to go to work at his construction job. There was a tiny room in the back where a bonus drug dealer lived. In the basement, New York City subway–sized rats with long tails and thick bodies ran along the pipes like they owned the place; they even climbed the walls. There were also shady people I didn’t know walking through the house regularly; a few times, I found a syringe or a used condom in the bathtub.

			One day, the four of us—my mom, Jasmine, Chris, and me—were home when there was a commotion in the hallway. Not bad commotion, just movement. Lots of movement. Banging, boxes hitting the walls. I opened the door and peeked out.

			It was a new family moving into the basement. They were Puerto Rican; I could tell because the flag was out right away and their Spanish was completely singular. Puerto Rican, like me. Well, like my father.

			Before I knew it, my mom was sleeping with one of them. She was like that—constantly bringing guys and drugs and chaos into our lives. She didn’t care what we saw, and we saw everything. Her new boyfriend’s name was Juan. When I came home from school one day he was lying on her mattress and they were both high as hell. He drawled out, “¿Qué lo qué hay cabrón?” He spoke hood Puerto Rican Spanish, no English at all.

			Over time, he was around more and more and eventually he moved in with us.

			Chris was disgusted. “How can she date someone that young?” he wouldn’t stop saying. “She’s fucking nasty. He’s only four years older than me!”

			Chris had a point, but honestly, I didn’t really care. Juan didn’t bother me, he kept Mom distracted at least, and sometimes he even said nice things about my drawings.

			But Chris had a dad who was a part of his life and I didn’t. This guy loomed large in my life, even though he made it very clear that he wasn’t trying to be my father too. Chris’s dad would pick him up every Friday for the weekend and he’d bring him back on Sunday. He would take Chris to New Jersey where he lived, and they’d go to Toys“R”Us and he’d buy him Xbox games. Chris loved sports and shooting ones. One time he came back with this laser tag set; he had the whole getup, the guns and the glasses. To us, it was so futuristic, and we had so much fun with it. We’d run down the street, hiding behind cars on Willis Ave, jumping out and shooting each other.

			When Chris came back on Sundays, he had the biggest smile on his face and he had this excitement; he would talk about the weekend like it was a grand adventure. He’s say “Yo, my father got mad money and his family is so nice to me.” And I used to be jealous, like, “Damn, they are? They’re nice to you?” And I felt like, “Why am I not there? Why am I in this dungeon?”

			I asked my brother if he could ask his dad if I could go with them for the weekend one time too, and so my brother did and he said, “No. That’s not my kid.”

			I remember one time Chris came home bragging, “Can you believe my father has three gallons of milk in the fridge?” I was like, “Whoa, he does?” And he said, “Yeah, bro, and one was about to expire and he didn’t even care, that’s how much money he got.” I thought, I bet my father is like that too.

			Chris would get frustrated when my mom had money but we didn’t have food, or she would only buy one roll of toilet paper at a time; or she’d buy a small bag of rice instead of the big ten-pound one that my grandma would buy.

			He would say: “Wait a minute, you just bought weed and alcohol and clothing. Why can’t you buy us a gallon of milk?”

			Me, I would never talk back like that. If we got a quart I was thankful. He was five years older than me and he was aware of things about our home life that I didn’t really understand yet.
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			My mom’s boyfriend, Juan, had just moved from Puerto Rico and didn’t have a job, so he basically became our babysitter for a while. My Spanish was pretty basic at that point, so at first we communicated with our hands, pointing and acting things out until we understood each other. But he gradually taught me to speak—something that frustrated my abuela because I picked up a lot of caserio slang.

			He also introduced me to the reggaeton he loved from the island: Tego Calderón, Héctor el Father, Wisin & Yandel, RKM & Ken-Y. We had fun together, but I could never feel at ease. His friends would come over, men with restless eyes, having conversations kids shouldn’t be around. Home felt like some kind of underworld. There was this feeling that something bad could happen at any moment, and it often did.

			Juan and my mom had a volatile relationship; he was extremely jealous and didn’t like the fact that she worked as a bartender at a strip club. They would get into fistfights all the time, pushing, shoving, and choking each other; they’d sometimes knock down the whole dresser, sending Chris’s Xbox, the television, and my mom’s nail polish tumbling to the floor. I heard their short, panicked breathing like it was in my ear. I didn’t know if they were going to kill each other, but sometimes it sounded like it.

			My siblings and I used to cry when they fought, but I decided to challenge myself: Don’t be soft. Don’t cry the next time they fight. I learned to hold in my tears, and eventually I stopped crying altogether. One time, after I’d managed to stop my tears, I even made fun of my little sister because she still cried when they were brawling. I wasn’t just becoming an expert at hiding my emotions; I was becoming an enforcer, mocking Jasmine because she still felt hers.

			Of course, they didn’t just direct the violence at each other. Juan rarely hit us—I remember just three times when he gave me a “cocotazo,” not a beating—but my mother was brutal, especially with my brother and me. Six months after I first met Juan, she was out of her mind, screaming, throwing things, pacing the room, mumbling to herself.

			“You think I don’t fucking see you?” she spat, wobbling toward me. Her pupils were huge. Her hands were twitching. “You think I don’t fucking know what you’re doing?” I didn’t even know what she was accusing me of this time, but I knew better than to talk back to her. I tried to back away.

			“Sorry, Ma,” I said. I was used to apologizing for things, even when I hadn’t done anything wrong. I could see her face twisting. That was the signal that she was about to go off on me. I tried to back away, but there was nowhere for me to go. She grabbed me by the collar of my shirt and slammed me against the wall.

			Then she looked at the hooks behind the door for the belt. If she beat me with a regular leather belt, it hurt but I could handle it. But there were these punk rock–style belts that were in fashion at the time. They were completely studded, like a medieval weapon. She selected one of those that night.

			She grabbed the belt and started whipping me with all her strength. I remember thinking that if she whipped me with it three more times, I would die. She hit me again and it was so painful that I couldn’t imagine surviving more. “I can’t take it, please,” I screamed at the top of my lungs. And then she whipped me again and again.

			The door from the hallway opened and Juan came in slowly, moving carefully toward her. He inched closer until he could grab the belt from her hand. “Con un poco más cariñito ma, no sea tan mala.” Be a little sweeter, don’t be so bad. That was his strategy: an island charm offensive. It sometimes worked. She hesitated, then she let him take the belt from her hands.

			“Pussy-ass bitch always crying anyway,” she muttered under her breath before she collapsed onto the mattress.

			“Estás bien, cabrón?” Juan said, looking down at me. My whole body was throbbing. I wasn’t good at all. But I was alive, and he was the reason.

			“Sí,” I said. I was trying so hard to be a man. Trying so hard to prove her wrong, to show her that I wasn’t always crying, that I had a thick skin, that I could take it.

			“Dale, levántate y límpiate esas lágrimas,” Juan said. Come on, get up and dry your tears. He didn’t say much else to me. He didn’t say she wouldn’t do it again because we both knew she would, it was only a matter of time. Maybe not tonight, maybe not tomorrow, but she would. I knew that for sure. Juan wasn’t perfect. He let a lot of things slide, and he continued to. He didn’t stop her every time, just maybe 10 percent of them. He couldn’t. But that night, at least, he did. And so for that night, he was a hero in my eyes.

			

			—

			After he had been living with us for a while, Juan started working for a local drug dealer. He got an entry-level gig as a stamp boy, which meant that he had to label the heroin bags for sale. I would be doing homework at the kitchen table and he’d sit right next to me and set up ten of these waxed-paper baggies, and then another row of ten and another row of ten, three rows.

			Then he’d take the stamp and press it into the stamp pad, so fast, doing all the stamps. He had a couple of different labels. I was nine years old and I didn’t understand what he was doing, but it felt kind of sketchy to me, so I asked him what they were. And he said, “Yo trabajo para un médico que hace esta medicina en el hospital, y tengo que sellar las bolsitas.” I work for a doctor who makes this medicine in a hospital, and I have to stamp these bags.

			I was a sarcastic little kid so I said, “Well, if that’s true, you won’t mind me doing this.” I was in third grade, and I had this sheet that had my homework schedule from Monday to Friday, everything I had to do. I took the stamp, pressed it into the inkpad, and stamped it right in the middle of the homework sheet.

			“Estás loco, cabrón?” he said. Are you crazy?

			He grabbed my homework sheet and ripped it up. He said “Don’t ever do that again,” and the way he said it I knew he meant it.

			Even though my circumstances were limited, my imagination was always active. Growing up, I watched cartoons and I used them as inspiration for my drawings. I also watched Disney Channel shows like That’s So Raven and The Suite Life of Zack & Cody; they became my point of reference for what normal families looked like.

			When I was about ten, I found another way to escape that brought me closer to the family member I longed for the most, my father: a TV show called Miami Ink. Juan and I would watch it all the time; like most of the people in my life, Juan had a lot of tattoos and was always plotting to get more, so he was interested in the topic and impressed with the tattoo artists on the show. “Estos cabrones están durisimos, los tatuajes les quedan bien heavy,” Juan would say.

			Miami seemed like another planet to me, tropical and enticing, and the show made tattooing look like art instead of the poorly done ink I’d seen so often in the streets. The shops felt bright and open instead of dark and secretive. The storytelling behind each piece, the talent, completely mesmerized me. The craftsmanship, the color, the tattoo machine’s buzzing sound—I couldn’t look away.

			My favorite tattooer on the show was Chris Garver. I loved his style of Japanese tattooing, especially his dragons, the way he shaded the scales and their bodies wrapped around people’s arms and backs. I really loved the dragon heads too: horns, flowing whiskers, fierce eyes, and mouths that looked like they were mid-roar. They reminded me of the dragon my father had drawn for me on the last page of my black-and-white composition notebook.

			When I watched Garver tattoo, I would think of my father, who I’d heard was in Miami too. I would picture him in a shop like that with tattoo flash on the walls. Laughing with clients, people trusting him with their skin the way they had at Chino’s shop. Even though my father had left me, I always hoped that wherever he was he was happy. When I watched the show, I imagined him making money doing his art in the Sunshine State. When I watched Miami Ink, it was like he was there, just outside the frame.
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			As claustrophobic as my life could be, trapped with five people in that tiny room, every summer my siblings and I spent two weeks out of the city with the Fresh Air Fund. We each stayed with separate families, so it was not just a vacation from 141st Street, it was a vacation from one another.

			The Fresh Air Fund was marketed as a way for underprivileged city kids in New York to get a taste of country life. They had sleepaway camps and host families, and all sorts of stuff. Those two weeks gave my mother a break from the responsibility of raising us. We felt like a burden to her, but she also liked the benefits that we came with. We carried a lot for her: errands, chores, responsibilities that felt heavier than they should’ve been for kids our age. We learned early how to anticipate her needs, how to move quickly and stay useful. It felt like a full-time job, so two weeks of time off was welcome.

			In 2006, when I was ten, I went to the Port Authority Bus Terminal with a bunch of other kids and waited for the Greyhound bus to Greenwood, New York, to meet my white host family. I was excited to get away from my mom. I was a little nervous too. On the bus I watched the landscape turn from gray city sidewalks and gum-chalked streets to suburbs with green grass and nice houses and dogs that lay around outside without a leash on. When I got off the bus, a woman greeted me.

			“I’m Tammy!” she said. She was excited to meet me. The first thing she noticed about me was my clothes. Everything was big and baggy because that’s how my mom dressed me. It was the style in the Bronx at the time, influenced by hip-hop. Tammy thought my clothes were the wrong size.

			“So,” she said, “let’s go to Old Navy.”

			I nodded my head yes. I was scared to say the wrong thing.

			Inside Old Navy, she asked me if I needed anything. I felt grateful for her generosity but awkward. It felt wrong to accept anything, because I didn’t believe I deserved it. For me, getting new things was rare. I learned not to want too much. It would just set me up for disappointment so there was no point. Somewhere along the way, I started believing that nice things weren’t meant for me. I guess I absorbed this message from my mom, that we should never expect anything, and we weren’t the kind of people that deserved abundance.

			“TJ and his friends love visors,” she told me. I could tell she was trying to break the ice. “You’ll love TJ. He’s my son; he’s only one year older than you. I thought it’d be fun if I got you a visor too.” Then she pointed at a shelf with different visors: one that was solid black, one navy blue, one gray, a lighter blue one, and a beige one with hot rod flames on the brim. I finally came out of my shell. “That one! That one is so cool!”

			I loved having the choice, being special enough to decide something for myself. I felt so powerful in that moment.

			“That one it is!” Tammy said. Then she grabbed me a bunch of outfits to wear while I was there. I remember her saying, “I’m gonna grab you this pair of flip-flops.”

			“Flip-flops? I thought those were slippers.” At my mom’s house they were slippers; at Abuela’s, they were chanclas, but I had never heard of flip-flops before. There were a few words I heard while I was there that made me think, White people speak so different.

			“We call them flip-flops,” she said.

			We walked up to the cash register. She pulled out her credit card and swiped. I waited for the machine to go green. It did, almost instantly.

			When we pulled up to her house my jaw almost dropped. I’d never seen a house so big in my life. There were shutters, and white shingles, and there was a perfect lawn. Tammy carried my bags inside for me. At the kitchen table sat the dad, Todd, and their son, TJ. At dinner there was so much food on it that by the end of every dinner I was stuffed.

			In the corner of the room, I noticed a dog, Samson, begging for food. He was a golden retriever, and from where I was standing it looked like he was smiling. Even the dogs are happy here, I remember thinking. Everything was so clean and calm. Wow, people actually live like this, it’s not just on the Disney Channel. I’d been watching That’s So Raven and Hannah Montana for years, but I’d never experienced that kind of family in person.

			“I bought you a visor,” Tammy said to TJ, putting it on his head.

			“Thanks, Mom,” he said, giving her a kiss on the cheek.

			TJ and I disappeared into his room and had the night of our lives, watching movies, eating popcorn. I got a good night’s sleep the whole time I was there: from ten p.m. to eight a.m. I was passed out, no interruptions. I didn’t have as many nightmares.

			I spent the entire two weeks in the sun, playing with TJ, running through the sprinklers. TJ and I played almost every sport—kickball, basketball, football. We played soccer in the yard. I wasn’t any good but he showed me some moves. He had shin guards to protect his legs while he were playing, something I had never heard of.

			His dad made sure he had everything he needed, even cases of his favorite cool blue Gatorade with the twist cap. I couldn’t believe that he had the power to request his personal favorites and that his dad wouldn’t let them run out.

			I couldn’t stop wondering why my life was so different. I felt so lucky to be there, but also like I didn’t deserve it. Like this family—Tammy and Todd and TJ—was doing me some sort of favor. After I came to that conclusion, I couldn’t stop saying thank you. I tried to act as polite and normal as possible to make sure they knew that I was no trouble, to improve my chances of being invited again next year.

			Before we boarded the bus back to New York, I started sobbing, begging Tammy to let me stay. The only person I’d miss if I got to stay in Greenwood was Abuela.

			“Please,” I said, wondering what I could do so that she’d keep me.

			“You have to go back,” she said, giving me a big hug. “But we’ll write you letters! And we’ll keep in touch!” But letters wouldn’t save me from my mother.

			“Please,” I said again.

			I wished she knew that I wasn’t safe at home, that my mom was crazy, naked, mean, but there was no way I could tell her. Snitching was not an option. The bus pulled away. I dreaded seeing my mother, dreaded home, dreaded the way it felt to wake up there.

			“Those white people don’t give a fuck about you.” That was the first thing Mom said when she
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