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Boarding, Sto. Dgo. to NYC

1991

Months after his wife passed away, Don Chan found himself at Las Américas Airport in the city of Santo Domingo. He didn’t trust man-made machines, but he boarded the airplane to New York City anyway. And for most of the trip, he pretended that he wasn’t afraid of it crashing. He closed his eyes and leaned back. Periodically, he checked his shirt pocket for his passport, pen, and visa. Every few minutes he shifted in his seat in fear of numbness.

—Desea café? the young flight attendant asked with a big smile.

—No, gracias, he replied. While the coffee could’ve settled his nerves, he didn’t want to experience the awkwardness of finding the bathroom, only to obsess over the possibility that his waste would be spat into the sky. He knew the world was built in such a way that some got to piss in toilets high above everyone else while the less privileged sat at home thinking the piss was rain. He’d rather wait until his arrival. His son, Santo, had insisted he come to New York. And while Don Chan resisted at first, the invitation came as a blessing. Now that his wife had passed, their small house in Los Llanos felt too large for him, and the coffee he made for himself was always bitter.

—Let me go, Viejo. It’s my time, were Doña Caridad’s last words. They rattled around Don Chan’s head like pennies in a tin cup. Was she trying to tell him that there is a better time to die? Is that why she died so peacefully? What if he didn’t recognize his time? What if his life was taken from him? Would his restless soul torture the living until he found peace? The end was near for Don Chan. He knew that much. But to think that he would have to walk into death at any moment without resistance preoccupied him.

When the wheels of the plane touched the ground, the passengers burst into applause. He felt relief in the pit of his stomach. He took a deep breath. He focused on seeing his son, Santo, and his grandchildren, one of whom had been born American and he had yet to meet. He tried to imagine what he would find outside that plane. He touched the woolen fabric of the seat in front of him to assure himself that it was real.

In the immigration line, he pretended to understand English, nodding when the woman directed him to the longer line filled with anxious passengers. Don Chan looked over to the other line, for U.S. citizens, and sucked his teeth over the way the passengers with blue passports rushed through; a little girl, sunburned, head full of tiny braids, waved at him.

Don Chan walked up to the immigration desk.

—What were you doing in the Dominican Republic? the officer asked with a question mark on his brow line. He repeated himself in broken Spanish. His cheeks were pink, like the tops of his ears.

—I was born there.

The officer eyed him.

For the first time in a long time, Don Chan caught a glimpse of his own reflection. He never cared to look into a mirror back home, but from the quick look he caught of himself in the officer’s eyes, Don Chan realized that his Chinese face was confusing the officer holding the Dominican passport.

—I can tell you a story, Don Chan said.

—Excuse me?

—My wife found me on the beach when she was four years old. And as if I was some kind of alien, she poked at my hair and said … —Who are you? And I said, —Chan Lee, yo soy Chan Lee. I couldn’t remember anything but my name. It was 1916. I was six years old, washed up on the shores of Juan Dolio. If my wife were alive, she could prove it to you.

The officer behind the desk took Don Chan’s passport and left him waiting. After he went through the trouble of getting his papers straight, Don Chan didn’t understand why all the inquiry. He searched the line, noticing the worried, anxious, wound-up faces of the other passengers who were about to embark on a new life. It saddened him to think that after living almost his entire life on that small island, there was no one in that room who could explain to the officer who he was. The officer returned. He carefully checked the photograph and pecked at the computer. Don Chan wanted nothing more than to return home where no one scrutinized him.

—Are you here for business or pleasure?

—I’m here to see my son.

—Welcome to the United States, the officer said as he waved over the next person in line.

Don Chan’s suitcases were already waiting for him at the baggage claim. To his surprise, the customs officer allowed him to exit the airport without asking for a tip for his hospitality. He hesitantly walked out of the airport into a cold that exposed a decaying sky and made his balls shrink. He didn’t see Santo anywhere. He waited on the curb by the taxi stand.

—Taxi, you need a taxi. Men hovered around him showing him their business cards. —Thirty dollar. Forty dollar. Taxi. Taxi.

His bare ankles found no refuge. He pretended the cold didn’t bother him and that he had been in an airport many times, that the snow piled by the curb was not a novelty. He stood against a wall for protection and felt himself contract into something small and hard. He held his bag near his legs, regretting the trip to New York City, wondering why no one was at the airport to pick him up. Crossing guards whistled so that cars could hurry along. Buses yielding, airplanes landing and taking off. Luggage crashing against the ground. Everything was so loud, he didn’t hear Esperanza.

—Hey, Don Chan! A redheaded, full-figured woman in high heels hopped over the snow piles toward him and planted a wet kiss on his cheek. —Don’t tell me it’s been that long, she said and waved Santo’s car over and pulled Don Chan’s suitcases across the slush with one arm.

—What happened to your hair? he asked, marveling at the bright red that stood out among all the gray that made up the city. Esperanza was full of color: bright lips, cheeks, eyes, hair. A voluminous green full-length coat hid the weight she’d gained in the States.

—Qué loco eres, Viejo.

Esperanza rushed Don Chan across the street before the traffic light changed. People bumped against each other’s bodies, without apologizing. She wrapped her scarf around his neck.—They still haven’t invented the cure for the cold. With all the great things America has done, they still haven’t figured that out, Esperanza said.

—If they invent the cure for the cold, who’d they sell all their medicines to? He had forgotten how naive she was.

—We have to hurry or they will give Santo a ticket.

Santo Colón. His only son. Suddenly, the violent cold weather and noise became a secondary concern for Don Chan. He patted down his hair and his stomach fluttered with anticipation.

Esperanza pushed the grocery bags from the backseat to one side to make room for herself. She watched Santo and Don Chan embrace outside the car before they put his things in the trunk. She made a promise to herself that she’d be optimistic. Don Chan was too old to be much trouble anymore. Maybe in Dominican Republic, he had Santo carrying out his every whim, but Santo was no longer a boy. He was a man with his own family, and Esperanza was his wife. Besides, he was living in her home now, and if he gave her a hard time, she’d send him back to live out his last days alone in his miserable campo.

—Coño, Santo, you’re all bones, son. Is this woman feeding you? Don Chan asked as he climbed into the front seat.

Santo laughed. Esperanza bit her tongue.

—Or did the cold eat away at your meat?

—How was the flight? Santo asked, keeping his eye on the road.

—Slept through it.

Esperanza took care of plenty of old people and could tell that he hadn’t slept a wink.

—Feels like a long way from home, doesn’t it? Santo asked.

From the sea, to Juan Dolio, to Los Llanos, to Nueva York.

Not far enough, Esperanza thought.

Picking up Don Chan at the airport reminded Esperanza of how eager she had been to arrive in Nueva York. To Esperanza, New York City had always been Nueva York—an oasis of opportunity. And when she first saw all the trees in the distance, she had imagined that the Southfork Ranch in Dallas, Texas, was not too far off.

When she first arrived, many of the businesses on Broadway changed hands. She could only catch the tail end of the mom-and-pop sandwich shop specializing in deli meats, the specialty children’s clothing store owned by a Cuban lady, who kept saying, —These Dominicans are making a mess around here. She didn’t have time to get attached to, let alone miss, the neighborhood it once was before it became Nueva York. A neighborhood filled with fruit markets, a corner bookstore, the small photo shop that stank of unwashed scalp and damp wool, the five-and-dime that didn’t sell anything for less than a quarter, or the bakery display cases of rugelach and babka. Of course, there were still traces of what the neighborhood had once been in the seventies, but the relics of time that belonged to older immigrants much like herself were quickly disappearing. She walked into a neighborhood in the early eighties celebrating the grand openings of freshly painted bodegas, travel agencies, botánicas, liquor and discount stores.

Back then she didn’t see the buildings as gray, or the city as grimy; or mind the crowds of people sitting on the front stoops catching a cold on a sunny day. The police might have called it loitering, but Esperanza called it community. She didn’t think twice about the threat of nuclear war, the stock market crashing, the lack of trees, or the fact that the streets had the smell of an impossible dream. The sidewalks had given her a bounce that lifted her up above everyone else’s head, despite the faces of the old black couple, looking out their window, who had survived the sixties only to find that their children still couldn’t get a decent education, and that cops sat in their cars, perched like hawks seeking out prey. She didn’t notice how her moving in was inspiring an exodus so great that the apartment prices had dropped and the Sanitation Department stopped making daily visits. All that didn’t matter to her. The novel sights of the city were filled with a beauty only the unknown could hold.

Had it been almost ten years since their arrival? Back then, Bobby was stuttering words, Dallas a newborn, Santo with a full head of hair, black and thick. She was thirty and could easily fit into a size-six pair of jeans. She still had those jeans in her closet. We were so young, Esperanza thought, and remembered how all four of them, wearing thin sweaters, had huddled toward their new home on Quepasó Street.

And much like they had, Don Chan arrived in Nueva York on one of the coldest days of the season.

—It’s to thicken the blood, Santo said buttoning up his coat as they quickly made their way to their building.

The postal worker pushed his cart and waved.

—Hola, Esperanza said, waving to him as if she were on a float in a parade. And Esperanza was in a parade. The whole world walked beside her, cheering her on. If she had heard music, she would’ve started shaking her hips, bumping them into the Nueva York air.

—Look, Don Chan, we could send letters here.

In D.R., Esperanza had never sent a letter, because they never arrived. —That’s when you know you’re in civilization, she said, pointing to the man holding bushels of mail. —He has something to deliver.

—Is this it? Don Chan asked, looking at the impressive building that was bigger than what he had imagined. So this is brick, and stoops, fire escapes and lampposts. All things he had read about but had never seen. So this is a tree in a city: anemic, naked and alone among all the concrete. Music bounced inside apartments against the closed windows. Some neighbors pulled open their curtains to see who was entering the building. Cars honked their way up Quepasó Street, through the boys playing stickball.

Santo awkwardly opened the door’s busted lock, and the building’s lobby light twitched.

—¿Aquí se va la luz? Don Chan asked, noting how dark everything was.

—Never, Esperanza chirped with pride. —We always have lights.

Esperanza distracted Don Chan’s attention away from the cigarette butts pushed up against the walls and the graffiti in the lobby. She hurried Don Chan along to escape the smell of pot and piss in the elevator.

—Doesn’t anyone clean here? Don Chan asked.

—The super’s off on the weekends, Esperanza said, frustrated that they still couldn’t afford to move into a nicer building. —Don Chan, don’t be ungrateful, Esperanza said as she walked slightly ahead of them. —He went from pissing in the dirt, with a house with no roof and he’s complaining.

Esperanza threw her bags on the small yellow velvet sofa that was reupholstered in clear plastic. She opened the window. —It’s either too hot or too cold, she said and moved about nervously to make room for Don Chan’s things.

Don Chan held his face in his hands. The pressure against his cheeks reassured him. He looked out the window to see the Dominican flag waving from a corner lamppost. Some boys stood on the corners with hoods protecting their faces from the cold; fruit vendors rubbed their hands between serving customers; ambulance sirens wailed from a distance, cars double-parked all along the street; salsa blared from the back of one car and merengue from the other. He felt a headache coming.

—And where are my grandchildren? Don Chan asked, looking around at the cramped living room.

—La maldita televisión has them. Muchachos, your grandfather’s home, Santo yelled. Slowly, they piled out of the dark bedroom.

—Roberto, come over here and kiss your grandfather. You might not remember me, but as a kid you followed me around all over Los Llanos.

Don Chan reached his arms out to Bobby and grabbed him. Bobby stared at his sneakers when he said hello and quickly pulled away. Look up, boy, Don Chan wanted to say.

—Call him Bobby. In America, he’s Bobby, Esperanza said.

—Bobbi?

Don Chan pronounced an o sound versus an a sound.

—No, it’s Bobby.

—Bobbi, he said again, Bobbi, Bobbi, struggling with his tongue to get it right. Upset that Esperanza changed Roberto María’s name, when he was named after his great uncle, who had saved twenty-two people from drowning in a flood after a hurricane.

—Damn, boy, you’re the spitting image of your father. My goodness, the same caramelo skin, shy eyes, a strong nose. That means you’ll be able to make decisions. And tall too. What are you now, thirteen years old? Isn’t that true, Esperanza?

—He has his father’s attitude too.

Esperanza pulled Bobby away from him.

—And you, Dallas—is that how you say it? Come over here. I came all the way from Dominican Republic to meet you.

Don Chan wondered if his all-American granddaughter, born in Puerto Rico, understood a word he said. She was ten years old, still allowing her mother to comb her hair and put it in pigtails.

—Bendición, Abuelo. She gave him a kiss. She had the face of Doña Caridad. Round cheeks with dimples. Almond-shaped eyes and pink, full lips. —Hit me again.

He bent down to fetch Dallas’s kiss, feeling a sudden pang of loss for his wife.

—Don Chan, you’ll sleep in Dallas’s room, and Dallas will be sharing a room with Bobby.

—I don’t want to share with Bobby!

Bobby pulled Dallas’s hair. Dallas shoved Bobby.

—Mami, Bobby yelled. —Tell her to leave me alone.

—Have some respect for your grandfather.

Santo rubbed his hand on his belt. They quickly composed themselves, stepping away from each other.

—You hungry? Santo asked, nudging Esperanza away so he could be alone with his father.

—Am I gonna have to change my name too? Don Chan joked.

But he wasn’t joking. What did they expect of him? He was too old to change anything. His name was Chan Lee Colón de Juan Dolio. He wasn’t about to change his name.

—Dallas reminds me of alas, Esperanza said in her defense. —I called her that because I want her to fly.

—Fly where?

Don Chan regretted asking. He didn’t want to know what Esperanza had up her sleeve. And the way she flitted about the room like a butterfly made him overly anxious. No, a butterfly was too beautiful. Esperanza was nothing like Las Mariposas, synonymous with the Mirabal sisters. Esperanza wouldn’t have risked her life to save her country from Trujillo. No, no, Esperanza was more like a moth. Attracted to the lightbulb, plain and pesty.

—Fly in life. That’s what all mothers want for their children.

Dallas did remind him of something. Don Chan placed his finger on his top lip. And in the same way he remembered certain dreams, or different moments in his life, he remembered the man in the cowboy hat inside la Loca’s television, the first television in Los Llanos. Every Monday and Thursday night, the neighbors gathered around la Loca’s TV.

—Dallas. Sí, sí. It’s the novela with the cowboys.

Don Chan clapped when he made the connection. Ever since Doña Caridad’s departure, he was forgetting many things. —Sí, sí, it was the only time you gave my son peace, when you went off to watch that show, Don Chan said, patting Santo on the back.

—And the next thing you knew, every woman in Los Llanos had the same haircut, Santo said and started to hum the Dallas theme song and wave his hands in the air playing conductor.

—You’re exaggerating, Esperanza said, defending herself. —What’s wrong with wanting things to change?

—Did you ever! Santo exclaimed.

—What does that mean? Esperanza tried to forget the arguments they’d had back in Los Llanos. On the nights she watched the show Dallas, she retired home to complain of the low ceilings she had to live under and the lopsided holes in the walls they called windows.

—Santo, why do you always hunch over like that? she’d say and go toward him to fix his shirt collar. She became annoyed by how shabby he looked in his loose guayaberas. She wanted him to tuck in his shirts. She patted pomade on her hands and pushed his hair away from his face to mimic Bobby Ewing’s.

—Mujer, what is that stuff you put in my hair?

—I’m trying to fix it.

—You never complained about it before, Santo snapped back.

She hummed the Dallas theme song as she went about her days. Mouthing Pamela’s dialogue when she became discouraged. The important thing is to live each day to the fullest and as long as you do, they’ll be the happiest in your life. But no matter how much Esperanza polished her utensils, mirrors, the glass figurines on the shelves, they never shone for long. The dust was persistent. The condensation, salt, and heat made a coat of dirt on everything. The more the elements fought with her, the harder she tried to deceive them. And the short, feathered bangs that looked so great on Pamela didn’t survive the humidity of D.R. No matter how much lye Esperanza combed through her hair, it curled and crimped and fanned out like an old broom.

—No más! Esperanza yelled at her own reflection in the blotchy mirror that made her brown skin look as if she was riddled with beauty marks. —Maldita vida mía, I’m going to Dallas, she had whispered to herself, afraid that if someone heard her, they’d convince her to stay in Los Llanos. She’d heard of people who made their way to Nueva York. Dallas couldn’t be far off. She imagined herself working for a rich family. Just like Raul and Teresa, the Ewings’ housekeepers. If only Teresa would have said something on that show but no, she just stood there in the background waiting to serve. Esperanza was tired of waiting.

She couldn’t bear to see Santo work the land of Los Llanos every day so that her lazy neighbors, who got blisters from thinking about harvesting a crop, could eat off his sweat. Especially when all that time, she could’ve been living like a queen. Her father had warned her that if she left the capital where she was born, to live in Los Llanos with Santo, she would regret it. But all Santo had to do was take his share of the land away from Don Chan and breed cattle and cultivate rice like the Spaniards did back in the days. Or sell the land to some foreigners like other people had already done. But Don Chan refused to sell the land and insisted on sharing the little that they had. And if Esperanza had learned anything from watching the Ewings, it was that no one becomes a millionaire by sharing.

She shouldn’t have listened to Santo. She should’ve gone to Dallas as soon as she stepped on American soil. Esperanza saw Don Chan sitting in the big chair, his pants high up on his legs. He looked frail. His hair cut short, spiked up, despite the pomade he favored. The dark brown of his skin from years of being in the sun. The yellowed teeth from all the cigars and rolled tobacco. That was not what she had planned for her life at all. Having to wipe Don Chan’s ass when he lost all his faculties. It was bound to happen.

—Dallas should’ve been named after her grandmother Caridad, Don Chan insisted.

Santo nodded along.

Just like Don Chan to talk a subject dry.

—If people could name their children after saints, why not after the Ewings? Esperanza interjected from the kitchen. —If it was up to you two, nothing would change. All the children would be named after family members, and we’d still be living in the boonies.

—Do you see how ungrateful she is? Don Chan nudged Santo. —She forgets everything. She should be happy that you weren’t pushed into hiding, like our friend Ernesto Santo María Delosquesaben.

—Ay, Papá, I haven’t thought of Ernesto in years. He took too many risks. That trip to Cuba was his biggest mistake. He was very kind to let us live in his house in Los Llanos, Santo said. —Have you heard from Ernesto, Papá?

—Miraluz told me she saw him pass through town not so long ago, he teaches in the university.

—Miraluz? What about her? Esperanza rushed out of the kitchen, hands wet, knife in one, a sponge in the other.

—Cálmate, mujer. We’re talking about Ernesto.

Santo waved Esperanza to go back into the kitchen. Santo leaned over to his side to turn on the lamps. The night announced itself with the dark sky, the store gates closing and mothers calling their children in for dinner.

—We had some good times back in the day.

Santo used to meet with four guys at the local colmado and they would riff off songs that complained about the price of the plátano being too high or of the wind that blew the roof off their heads.

—I haven’t played music since Aire Libre, Santo said.

—I still have your small keyboard in the house, Don Chan said.

—But it doesn’t work.

—It’s for the history books, Don Chan said and started playing air piano, humming a few notes, showing off to Santo how much he remembered.

—Damn, Papá, it’s good to see you. It’s really great to have you here.

Esperanza cleared up the sink and slapped the uncooked chicken as if it were Santo’s face, regretting the idea of having Don Chan live with them. And why were they talking about Miraluz, anyway? That damn woman hanging out with them day and night as if she didn’t have anything better to do. Miraluz’s child running about like a savage while she spoke stupidities. —Revolución this, el pueblo that. Already Don Chan started with his back-in-the-day songs as if there was something romantic about living in a small cement house with a zinc roof, no running water, an outhouse in the back, and an iron stove fueled with coal. Esperanza was the one who fetched the water and heated the iron over the coal, and not once did she escape burning her skin from the endless piles of ironing. Feed the chickens, sweep the yard, wash the rice twice, three times over, so they wouldn’t bite into a pebble.

—Talk all you want, Esperanza mumbled under her breath, angry that Santo turned a blind eye on how hard their lives were in Los Llanos. She had left her life in the city, her family, for Santo. She did it for love. —I was so naive. Esperanza thought back to her young self who had yet to learn that once the stomach was empty, love went out the window.

And when her stomach was empty, unlike her neighbors back home who spent afternoons in their patios waiting for the electricity to come back on, embellishing stories about absent neighbors, with the air always smelling of sweat, rum, and frankincense, Esperanza had her eye on more glamorous things, like champagne glasses, and low-cut dresses, weekly visits to the salon, and using words like buying, selling, profit, inheritance. She knew that the rich only made the rich richer and the poor were doomed by association.

You’ve got to take chances in life, if you want to make anything of it, Cliff Barnes told his sister Pamela Ewing one night, and Esperanza watched la Loca’s TV as if she had just been touched by gospel.

In desperation, behind Santo’s back, Esperanza saved up penny by penny for her trip to Dallas. She skimped on the sugar in his coffee and reduced the portions of bacalao served at dinner.

—Where’s the meat, woman? You trying to starve me?

—Cariño, eat more rice to fill yourself. It’s not my problem that your appetite has grown.

The day Esperanza counted enough money in her nylon stocking buried in the top drawer of her bureau, she made her way to the small town of Los Desesperados, where the yolas dispatched, a town that was once no more than a dirt road and a few shacks, until word got around that it was the closest way to launch out to Puerto Rico without getting caught by the coastal guards. In no time, the few shacks transformed into makeshift colmados, carrying last-minute necessities to take to the States and efficient motels for lovers to bid their last farewells. Soon, local entrepreneurs found a way to make good money off the secret port. Literates became letter writers, so campesinos could send word to their loved ones. Last wishes were sealed in bottles, then buried in the sand. Beggars, priests, and prostitutes made themselves available to feed last urges, just in case death awaited the brave passengers who dared to cross the ravenous Mona Passage, filled with sharks and angry waves.

Esperanza hid out in the bushes, fending off mosquitoes, befriending the other passengers who shared their food with her: crackers, salchichón, Malta Morena. No one whispered words of fear. They knew there was no turning back. All seventy-eight travelers took the journey into the unknown. Back then, the yola trips were less frequent, the raftsmen had little experience, few had lived and returned to tell the story. Esperanza didn’t think about how her departure would make Santo feel, or that she might never see her son again. She looked at the horizon, a thin line of midnight that divided the sky and sea.


Querido Santo,

I left for Puerto Rico. As soon as I can, I will send word.

Pray for me, Santo.

Te amo,

Esperanza



Santo had walked into his two-room house to find that Esperanza was gone. Quickly, he ran to Don Chan’s.

—Y qué pasó con esa mujer? She’s gone.

—I told you, that woman was trouble. You should’ve tied her foot to the almond tree in the backyard, Don Chan said. Esperanza was from the de los Santos clan. Many of the men in her family worked for Trujillo, and throughout the years supported his predecessor, Balaguer. —What else do you expect from the daughter of a man who protected Trujillo?

Santo kicked the chair and broke its last good leg. He threw the lamp with the missing bulb and punched the mattress. He tossed the pillow, still warm with Esperanza’s breath, against the wall, tipping over the painting of Jesus. He didn’t know how to face his son, Roberto María. How would he explain that his mother had left him? That she didn’t trust her husband enough to help her. He would’ve taken that yola if it had meant that much to her. Better him than her. Santo racked his brain, wondering how he had failed Esperanza. Yes, their lives were simple, but they had a roof over their heads, food on the table. Wasn’t that enough?

Doña Caridad let Santo sulk, and after a few days, slapped him across the face when Don Chan wasn’t looking.

—Hijo, stop walking around like she cut off your dick. If you love her, go after her. You find a way to get to wherever she is and be with her. Following her doesn’t make you less of a man. It makes you a devoted father who cares for his family. Don’t worry about us. We’re not going anywhere. Believe me, I’ve lived long enough to know that in one’s lifetime, very little changes.

Santo applied for a visa at the embassy and waited, while Esperanza worked as a housekeeper in Puerto Rico. He counted the days until he would see her again. He wanted to be present when their daughter was born.

And when Santo insisted they meet in Nueva York, where he had already lined up a job driving a taxi, she couldn’t help but be disappointed.

—Who cares if it’s Dallas or the moon? What matters is that we’ll be together. How are we going to live without papers? We have no family in Dallas. At least in Nueva York, I already have a job lined up. Mujer, ten paciencia. You’ll see, amor. It’ll all work out, Santo insisted.

Ten years later, Esperanza stood in the kitchen in New York City. She was much older, heavier, and tired. She scrubbed the chicken, chopped its limbs, gutted its belly, and damned those men who were too content spending all their hours talking políticas. Just like they did in Los Llanos, sitting in the backyard with friends, carrying out Don Chan’s every whim, because among the campesinos, Don Chan was the only one who had traveled as far as China.

—You’re all fools for listening to his stories, she mumbled under her breath. And in a campo like the one they lived in, stories had a way of catching on. Even the same fruit could acquire multiple names, creating an illusion of an agricultural variety in their town that existed nowhere else in the world. It didn’t matter that Don Chan had no recollection of ever living in China; among the people of Los Llanos, he was the only one who looked Chinese, and nothing could take that away from him.

—Esos chinos sí saben, many said, as if being born in China granted Don Chan a gift for knowing things. She didn’t care if he was once Jesus, she was sick of people telling her how great Don Chan was.

He was no longer in D.R. He had no followers in her house, so he better stop talking about the good old days or he’d wake up in the morning with his bed floating down the Hudson River.

Esperanza looked at the slaughter in her sink. Santo came up from behind her to get some ice from the fridge.

—What the hell is going on in here? Santo asked Esperanza. The water was boiling on the stove. The green peppers cracked open. The refrigerator door open.

—I’m making dinner.

She gathered the pieces of chicken and piled them on one plate. Hadn’t he noticed how every day without fail she made dinner?

Don Chan looked at the walls, crowded with gold-framed mirrors and paint-by-number paintings of horses. The air was thick with cinnamon air freshener. The furniture too big for the size of the room. Don Chan’s knees knocked against Bobby’s bicycle. There was no place for him in all that clutter.

—Santo, tell your father to take a shower before we eat, Esperanza yelled from the kitchen.

—What if I don’t want to? Don Chan whispered to Santo.

—Don’t give her a hard time.

Santo handed him a fresh towel from the hallway closet. He showed him Dallas’s bedroom and where he could put his things in the bathroom.

—This is your home now, Santo said to his father, who seemed a little lost. —I have to move my car. I’ll be right back.

—I should go with you, Don Chan said.

—It’s too cold outside. Wait for me here, Papá.

—Sí, sí, no hay problema.

Don Chan walked into the bathroom. He latched the lock and sat on the rim of the tub. He noticed the bulk of toilet paper, the peeling tub, and the spotted mirror. He turned the faucet on and off. How clear the water was. He cupped some in his hands. It was sweet. He was relieved to be alone. The radiator was clanking and hissing. What am I doing here? he asked.
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In the mornings, Don Chan reached across his bed for Doña Caridad and waited to listen to the small gasps she made when she slept. The mild shock of forgetting she was gone, that he was no longer in D.R., caused such confusion, he bolted out of his bed to turn on the lights in the bedroom. —Sí, sí, he reminded himself, checking off his mental list of the things that were no longer true and the things he was set to do each day. He glanced over at the calendar given to him from the bodega owner up the street. One month had passed since his arrival.

Routine was his savior. He hadn’t realized how much he had depended on Doña Caridad to remember things. Without her, it was a chore to maintain an organized closet. He made great efforts to line up in the closet his short-sleeved guayabera for warmer days and long-sleeved ones for winter. Three wool cardigans, a pile of freshly ironed boxer shorts, and a number of white short-sleeve undershirts were folded on a shelf. Black and navy straight-legged pants hung beside each other. A crate filled with dark-colored, thin, polyester dress socks. Two wide-brim felt hats, one black, the other navy, to protect his aging eyes from the sun. Order prevented him from forgetting things. With contempt, he checked the weather by placing his hand against the windowpane. In the Dominican Republic, Don Chan never had to check the weather. It was always predictably hot.

Don Chan arose before the sun. At his age, he didn’t need much sleep. In Nueva York, the streets remained dark and impenetrable until much later than he liked. If he were in Los Llanos, he would’ve walked out of his house and seen the stars, or the cobalt sky, or the pink emerging from the horizon. The roosters would accompany him, along with the dogs that never went too far. He would relish the sound of the dried leaves that crunched under his feet, and sit on the old rocking chair that no longer rocked because the salt air had rusted off the back end.

It was a warm day for winter. As he left the apartment to buy his daily newspapers, he damned people for global warming. He tried not to think of the inevitable: a future where people would have to walk underground to protect themselves from the sun and pollution. —We’re burying ourselves alive, he said to the nosy old woman who always opened the door to survey the hallways. And then he got angry at himself: After so many years of living, he still got hung up on something he couldn’t do anything about, especially since any day could be the last day of his life. Ever since his wife died, he couldn’t stop thinking about the statistics. Most widowers don’t make it a year after their partners die. Not at his age. And while the actual days felt long in Nueva York, it felt as if it was just yesterday that he was sitting by his wife’s bedside, four months ago.

Don Chan looked up and down Quepasó Street before he stepped out of the building. And although he had lived on the street for only one month, he knew its rhythms. When the cars were double-parked on the left side of the street, it was Monday, Wednesday, or Friday. On Tuesday and Thursday, they were parked on the right. Styrofoam trays peeked out of the garbage cans from last night’s dinner specials. Arroz, habichuelas, and tostones if it was Monday. Tuesday, moro and steak. Wednesday, chicken and gandules. On the days the sanitation trucks came by, Don Chan greeted the super who piled up the garbage bags for the trucks to pick up. On Saturday mornings, the streets were a potpourri of cigarettes and beer bottles propped up against buildings.

It was Monday. The van driver headed to the factory in New Jersey was already warming up his car, waiting for his passengers on the corner. The music blasted against his fogged-up windowpanes as he woke himself up with a cup of coffee. Don Chan liked Mondays much better than Sundays. Sunday always felt like the end of something.

¿Hola, Chino? the man at the newsstand said as he pulled up his gates to open for business. —When will I beat your arrival? He shook Don Chan’s hand.

—When I’m dead. And that could happen any minute now.

Don Chan paid him with the exact change and carefully folded the papers in half, tucked them underneath his arm, and headed over to the corner luncheonette to order his second cafecito of the day. The first café he drank at home before Esperanza woke up. He liked the second coffee to be served at the luncheonette, that way he could be away from home when she was putting on her face for work and Santo slept in.

Every day, Don Chan read three newspapers. It didn’t matter which three. He liked being surprised. In the end, the news summed up to be the same. History repeated itself, and somehow, no matter how much people knew about the causes and effects of their actions, the patterns of current events didn’t change. Throughout his life, this fact had baffled him.

Don Chan breathed in the absence of chaos that filled the streets during the day, imagining that behind all the windows, the children were getting ready to go to school, people were preparing to leave their houses to go to work, and his day was one blank canvas. He walked over to the luncheonette across the street, up the block, on the corner of his house, and noticed that a young girl was sitting in his favorite booth by the window.

Don Chan hesitated for a moment. He was often forgetting things. Some days, he spent hours trying to finish one task and remembering he had forgotten what he was looking for and then having to get up to search, only to forget again.

—Let the old man sit down.

Oswaldo, the counterman who was wearing a cheap tuxlike uniform and a name clip, directed the young girl to sit on one of the stools.

—No, no, let her sit. We can share this big booth. Don’t people share in this country?

The young girl, who seemed to be about Dallas’s age but much smaller in size, giggled at Don Chan, who now sat across from her.

—What’s so funny? Don Chan teased her.

The young girl pulled the corner of her eyes and started moving her head like an Egyptian.

—You’re mixing up your continents, Don Chan said.

The girl reminded him of Miraluz. Same straight black hair, flat nose, brown skin, heart-shaped lips, an indigenous quality to her face that assumed a trace of South America. Don Chan pulled his own eyes. —This is Asia. He moved his arms like an Egyptian image on a fresco, his hands and face going against each other in opposite directions. —And this is Egypt, which is in Africa. Ask your teacher to show you a globe and maybe you’ll learn something.

The young girl immediately liked Don Chan. She was tempted to pull his shiny black hair that stuck out in all directions.

—What’s your name?

—Hush, she whispered.

—You want to help me? Don Chan asked and pulled out his small pair of scissors from his guayabera pocket. He neatly unfolded the newspapers and piled them at the corner of the table.

—I cut and then you read them to me.

The young girl nodded.

He clipped the headlines. After many years of reading lies, he didn’t have to read the articles to get at the truth. He stacked all the headlines on the coffee-shop table and, like a puzzle, started forming paragraphs with the headlines. The real news was in between the words, what was not being said.

—What you doing, Viejo? The counterman asked. Don Chan had been frequenting the luncheonette for weeks and the counterman had never asked him anything before.

—Do you really want to know? Don Chan didn’t like to talk just to talk.

—I’m asking, ain’t I?

The counterman with one lazy eye looked over at the mess Don Chan was making.

—This I learned from the CIA, Don Chan said with a laugh, wishing Miraluz was around so she could laugh along with him. Anyone who knew Don Chan would find it hilarious to hear his name and CIA in the same sentence.

—You were really CIA, Viejo?

—If I tell you, I’d have to kill you, Don Chan said with a serious face and then he relaxed him with a smile. By the gleam in the man’s eye, Don Chan could tell the counter guy had seen one too many movies.

The little girl giggled some more while she diligently read out loud the headlines in her elementary Spanish.

—Forget the CIA, let me show you how you could find out how to predict the future, Don Chan said as he put together his paragraphs made up of headlines.


U.S. LURES DOMINICANS TO THE CRUEL SEA

DOMINICANS FIND BACK DOOR TO NEW YORK IN PUERTO RICO

ANOTHER NATIVE GOES HOME TO DOMINICAN REPUBLIC IN COFFIN

GYPSY CABS: A HARD, CHANCY LIFE ON THE SIDE STREETS OF NYC



Oswaldo took a drag from his cigarette and walked over to be closer to them.

—This some crazy stuff, old man.


HOW THE SAUDIS AND KUWAITIS COULD GIVE BUSH A $300 BILLION TAX CUT

BUSH SAYS IRAQI AGGRESSION THREATENS “OUR WAY OF LIFE.”

IRAQIS ARE STUNNED BY FEROCIOUS ASSAULT: DEATH SUDDENLY RAINS DOWN THROUGH BLACK CLOUDS; TANKS POP LIKE POPCORN

POSTWAR BOOM IN SAUDI STOCKS INFLAMES FUNDAMENTALISTS



—It’s better not to know sometimes, Don Chan said, moving the headlines around.

—Viejo, live your life. That’s the world. We’re here. You can’t be thinking about those things. Right, kiddo?

The young girl didn’t respond, and ducked under and away from Oswaldo’s grasp, moving to the other end of the booth, closer to the window.

—But everything that happens in the world affects you and your family. Doesn’t it worry you?

Oswaldo adjusted his small bow tie. —Why you being mean to your daddy?

He pulled the young girl over to him.

Don Chan noticed her bite her upper lip and cringe when Oswaldo patted her head. She quickly broke away from him and busied herself with the clippings.

—You want a cigarette? Oswaldo asked Don Chan.

—No. I have to preserve as much of myself as I can.

—Ain’t you tired of living yet? What are you, about seventy, eighty?

Don Chan looked over at the young girl.

—Hey, Chino, I’m talking to you?

—I bet she cares, Don Chan said. —Do you care, little girl? He pointed to the headlines. —Will you fight for your life, little girl?

Don Chan wanted her to look up at him. Suddenly, she became shy and withdrawn.

—Don’t give her any ideas. She’s already mad at me because I don’t let her get her way. That’s what happens to girls at her age, they turn against their parents. We might not share blood, but she knows that I love her like she was one of my own.

—So she’s not your daughter?

—She’s more my daughter than the two I left behind in El Salvador. After all the stinky diapers I had to buy for her.

Oswaldo pinched the young girl’s cheek with his short stubby fingers and turned back to attend the early morning crowd.
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It didn’t take long before Don Chan claimed the head of the dinner table and torched cigars in front of Santo in temptation. To smell one brought back the dick-whipping, loud-talking, and backyard spitting of the men-only circles in the fields of Los Llanos; they sat around campfires, not shaving for days to show their solidarity to los barbudos, those bearded men, who seemed to have done the impossible by overthrowing Batista and pushing out the Americans from Cuban soil. Los barbudos, who in 1959 organized a group of Dominican exiles and Cubans and landed in D.R., to find that peasants turned them in; rural farmers decapitated los barbudos, handing over the heads in burlap bags to Trujillo in exchange for a bounty of a thousand dollars.

—It’s a scar on my heart, Don Chan told Santo as they sat at the kitchen table waiting for Esperanza to return from the bodega so she could serve them dinner. —A hungry man will sell his mother if you give him the right price for her. —We Live in Happiness Thanks to Trujillo? You think people believed that bullshit?

—Remember God Is in Heaven—Trujillo Is on Earth? Santo added.

—Be careful. You say it too much, even you’ll start believing it.

—Don’t worry, Papá, he’s been dead for over thirty years. The worms got him now.

—You ever wonder, what if? Don Chan asked Santo.

—What if what?

—What if that group of Cubans would’ve succeeded in overthrowing Trujillo in forty-seven? Castro was part of that group. What if Castro met us in Los Llanos before he had met Che, then maybe Cuba’s history would’ve been ours.

—I wasn’t even born then, Santo said, and leaned his chair back to check the clock. He was late for work. He was hungry.

—What if those men would’ve come to us in Los Llanos, for help. We would’ve protected los barbudos from all those crazy farmers who were ready to chop their heads off. Wouldn’t we?

—Yeah, and then years later, we’d have Castro running our shit. Big improvement for sure.

—I’m serious, Santo. Try and imagine for a minute, us with Castro, working together. We’d have taken Trujillo’s fortune and given it back to the people. Just like in Cuba—we’d have access to doctors, to the university, to the beaches.

—Oh yeah, public beaches in Cuba. Great idea. Makes it easier for Cubans to escape by swimming to Miami. You can’t change history, Papá.

Don Chan never got tired of talking about what if over dinner. Esperanza cringed when Santo leaned forward to listen to Don Chan’s every word. Don Chan tapped against the dinner table’s edge, singing the notes of familiar songs out loud.

—¡Ay, Papá! Santo responded to every detail Don Chan handed over. And always the name Miraluz. There was never a story told without Miraluz.

Santo picked up where Don Chan left off as if it was just yesterday that Santo was holding his beloved battery-operated keyboard, bought used from a dead músico. Esperanza remembered the long hours Santo put in to find notes that turned into music; when he stayed up late nights looking for the keys, singing highs and lows, until his composition caught a melody. In D.R., he played his piano even when it had run out of batteries, despite Esperanza telling him that he played it badly. He played after she had blown out the candles, pulled down the sheets, and padlocked all the doors. He played as if he had found religion, trying to memorize his short compositions so he could continue when he had another minute to do so.

Santo started to hum in the apartment just like he did back in D.R. Don Chan hummed along with him. Esperanza turned on the radio and played the easy-listening station so that they would lose all the nostalgic rhythm. She was losing Santo to the island. He went from drinking Budweiser to Presidente. He was driving his taxi less and spending more time at home. The men leaned back on their chairs, gnawing at toothpicks and spitting jokes.

—Remember Caamaño, Don Chan said, inhaling his cigar as he thought about el Coronel Francisco Alberto Caamaño Deñó, who’d spent years training a guerrilla army in Cuba to liberate Dominican Republic, and once he arrived in ’73, he found that his comrades who stayed behind were missing fingers or were standing in line to make money off the new government.

—Who gives a shit anymore, Esperanza interrupted them, handing Santo the electric bill that needed to be paid in person because it was already one month late.

—A lot of people give a shit. You don’t give a shit, Don Chan said, and then told Santo, —and you stopped giving a shit when you came here. You’re so busy trying to pay the bills, there’s no time to think in this country.

—And that isn’t true in D.R.? Esperanza challenged him. —People are so hungry, they think the stars are UFOs.

—It’s different in D.R. We have our tongue. Our peace of mind. Something beautiful to look at when we walk out of our house.

—What’s so beautiful about Los Llanos? There’s nothing left but trees.

—The flamboyan trees would be offended by that comment.

—Even the flamboyan tree knows that at first everything is full of flowers, but then it all goes to shit.

—And what about the hibiscus flowers that always rage with color? The brilliant sky that mimics the ocean, the fresh fruit at our disposal, free from all those chemicals you consume, that are turning your body into a breeding ground for cancer.

—Now come on, Papá, there’s no point in getting all worked up, Santo said, taking the bill and putting it in his pocket. —Can you both agree that both places have their good and bad? We should be happy we’re alive.

—That’s what has us all living in this shit hole. When Trujillo was in power, people said, At least we have roads now. People without cars loved Trujillo for the road they were never going to drive on.

Don Chan got up and paced. At least we are alive? Bullshit. He paced and couldn’t stand his old body that wasn’t at the speed of his mind. Santo had lost his cojones when he married Esperanza. He warned him about her kind. Humans, like dogs, came in types. Some were humbler than others, others more violent, and Esperanza was descended from a clan of opportunists. Her father waved Trujillo’s flag as long as it bought them a house in the capital. And when Trujillo murdered innocent people, Esperanza’s family looked away. Esperanza had money-grubbing blood in her, and Santo was forever doomed because of it.

—No te alteres, Viejo. Your heart is not what it used to be, Esperanza said. She noticed that Don Chan’s hand had a slight tremor. There were moments when she felt sorry for him. A man with an unlived dream was a restless man. The least she could do was let him talk himself into his grave.

—She’s right, Papá, best not to get upset.

—At least things are better in D.R., Esperanza said.

—The U.S. invaded
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