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            Prologue

         
         When the old lady stepped in front of the building, I knew she’d be trouble.

         
         I wasn’t afraid of her coming into the lobby: I had locked the front door the last time I stepped inside. Of course I’d locked
            the door. Always keep the door locked was the first thing I had learned at the building, just like it was the first thing I learned at the last building, the one
            where I’d received my start as a doorman. Once the front door of a Park Avenue building is locked, it’s closed on you with
            conviction. You’ll need a chainsaw and a clear schedule to get inside. I wasn’t worried about the old lady trespassing into
            the building.
         

         
         She wasn’t impressed by the mammoth prewar residence before her anyway. She was too busy rocking back and forth and wailing
            beneath the front door’s canopy. It was a warm summer day, and she’d gotten comfortable in the shade. A hardhat walked past,
            and she quieted herself. Pulling up beside him, she moaned and peered into his eyes pleadingly. Then, as if realizing she
            hadn’t done enough, she raised a shard of cardboard up to her nose. There was a series of stringy, uneven letters scrawled
            on it. Much too small, I thought. The sign and the words are too small! And the way she moved, like a buoy in a storm, wasn’t conducive to reading.
         

         
         She couldn’t speak English and hoped the sign did the talking for her, but she wasn’t doing herself any favors: keeping it
            raised at her nose made her look like a stranger outside your window. Every pedestrian walked past the old lady without acknowledging
            her pleas for help. Hers was a plight for the ages.
         

         
         This lady doesn’t know what she’s doing, I concluded. She could’ve learned a thing or two from Junior, a seasoned panhandler in the neighborhood. He passed by the front entrance every morning and waved at us, shouting, “Start o’ my shift!” I always laughed because it was the start of my shift too, so it was like we worked together, though in different departments. While I stood on my feet inside the building, Junior sat at the corner with a giant cardboard sign that had enough space for two requests: one for money and another for a blessing. Holding that sign, Junior made himself a couple hundred dollars every shift and would later tell me about it with a smile. The operative word is “corner”—Junior panhandled at the corner, never in front of the building. The lady was doing it wrong: you can’t panhandle in front of a Park Avenue building. Everybody knows that. 

         
         She’d been in front of the building for ten minutes, an eternity’s worth of loitering by Park Avenue standards. Like I said:
            she wasn’t a threat to building security, but she had to go. It wasn’t her; it was the sight of her, her look: the pained eyes; the black headscarf knotted beneath her chin; quivering lips that plunged
            at the corners; the hunched resolve to stay under the canopy. I cringed at the thought of the residents seeing any of that.
            And that’s what happens, you know? After a while, you start thinking for the residents. You consider their needs and defend
            their sensibilities. The old lady couldn’t possibly know that, of course, but it didn’t matter. Part of the job is shielding
            tenants from ugliness and sorrow they haven’t bought into.
         

         
         I turned around to see what George, my shift partner, was doing. My eyes landed on his sweeping, white mustache. George was
            deep in the mail room, his short arms lurching forward with every envelope and magazine that he plunged into a mail slot.
            It was my least favorite part of the shift, the hour I covered the passenger elevator and the front door while George sorted the mail. Always around eleven in the morning and right before lunch so I could earn my
            meal in full. Sometimes he lost himself flipping through the tenants’ magazines, and that’s when it would happen: the building
            would swamp me with deliveries, calls from residents, and rides on the elevator, and all at the same time.
         

         
         The old lady in front of the building was already the biggest curveball, but then she caught sight of an oncoming businesswoman. The suit and leather briefcase must have signaled to her to work harder because she raised the sign past her nose until it covered her eyes. The businesswoman rumbled past the old lady, whose cardboard face pivoted along with her. Nothing. No dollars or cents from the businesswoman. A stampede of tourists rolled past. None of them spared any change. I heard the old lady’s cries from behind the cardboard as the barrage of chunky cameras and hiking backpacks marched past her on all sides. None of them stopped to read the sign: i come usa from venezuela. children in queens. please help!

         
         I let out a long sigh. The old lady had become a situation. She was no Junior, whom I’d toss from the front door in a second
            flat. The old lady from Venezuela was different. She had come here to survive, not to live, and was barely succeeding at the
            former. I watched as she lowered the cardboard sign in front of a man in dark sunglasses and read her words aloud for him.
            He wore a fleece vest with his firm’s logo embroidered on the chest. You never saw a finance bro with a faster side-step.
            My heart plummeted for her. 
         

         
         Building protocols started filing through my mind. Wait four rings before picking up the building phone. Always say Mr. or Miss or Mrs., except with Mr. O’Leary, who says we
               should call him Ben, but call him Mr. O’Leary anyway because you’re his doorman, not his friend. Never compliment the ladies
               on their appearance. Always compliment Mrs. Lottman on her appearance. She’s widowed, for Chrissake. Keep the sidewalk in
               front of the door clear of everything and everyone. The old lady couldn’t know that the narrow strip of sidewalk extending from the door to the street, all of it shaded by the
            green canopy, was sacred. It’s the first thing residents see when they walk through the door I open for them. It’s their launching
            pad. I sympathized—she was an old lady crying—and it was my job to make her disappear.
         

         
         Oh shit, I thought, watching the old lady get swarmed by tourists. Ms. Hastings is out right now! Ms. Hastings was a fifty-something real estate heiress who had bought two apartments on the thirteenth floor and connected them to have ample space for herself and a female Chihuahua named Geraldo. A native New Yorker, Hastings was a tough, no-nonsense lady who was as quick to laugh as she was to snap at a doorman who let his guard down. 

         
         I glanced at my watch. Ms. Hastings had been gone for two hours. She was a homebody and would return soon. The old lady was
            still outside, wailing and spinning around with her cardboard face like a drunk ballerina. If Ms. Hastings saw her production,
            I’d get blamed for it. That’s when I realized the quickest way to get rid of the old lady was to give her what she wanted,
            a few dollars. Hopefully, she’d take the cash and move on to the next block.
         

         
         “Stepping out for some air!” I shouted over my shoulder at George. I turned the lock and shoved the door forward, allowing
            the sounds of car horns, jackhammers, and pedestrians to tumble over me.
         

         
         Wallet in hand, I stepped onto the pavement and into the path of a stalled Jan Hastings. She had stopped in front of the building
            to observe the old lady.
         

         
         “Hi, Ms. Hastings!” I shouted, backpedaling into the building. I offered a broad smile, but she wasn’t looking. Her attention
            was on the panhandler. “Beautiful day, eh, Ms. Hastings?” I was prepared to go through every line in the doorman script to
            get her attention off the old lady.
         

         
         Still glaring at the crying woman, Ms. Hastings angled her head my way. “Why do we have that . . .” she said, pointing at the old woman, “. . . happening . . . here?”
         

         
         Good question, I thought. “I—I don’t know, ma’am,” I stammered.
         

         
         I rounded myself back into form quickly. “Ms. Hastings, how was your appointment with your hairdresser?” I asked, venturing
            out onto the sidewalk with her. The only thing better than knowing the doorman script is knowing the residents’ script: when
            they talk about themselves, they forget everyone else.
         

         
         “Ohhh, it was fine,” she cooed. She smiled. It was working! “They never get my hair exactly the way I want it, but we all need our jobs, right?” Ms. Hastings didn’t have a job, at least not one I could detect, but she’d forgotten the old lady! 

         
         “You’re right about that, ma’am!” She walked into the building and stopped right inside the doorway. She turned around slowly
            and, in a grave voice, Ms. Hastings said, “We don’t need that here, Stephen.” She waggled a finger at the
            old Venezuelan woman. “Not here.”
         

         
         “Okay, Ms. Hastings,” I said with a nod of my head.

         
         She continued into the lobby where she was met by a smiling George, who had finished the mail just in time to cover me on
            the elevator. I was the shift’s elevator operator, but he led Jan Hastings into the elevator and ran her up to the thirteenth floor. No words had to be exchanged for him to understand:
            when I remained at the door silent and unmoving as the crowd swelled outside, I became the doorman.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Summer Guy

         
         I was leaving a doorman job for a girl. That’s how Mami saw it. She’d been holding back for weeks, but with the summer nearing a close, the disgust and tired rage
            sealed in her face finally burst through. “Por una muchacha!” she shouted one evening from the kitchen. She caught me by surprise. I’d been watching sports highlights in the living room.
            She’d been cooking. I peeked into the kitchen. Standing rigidly at the stove, Mami seethed over a crackling pan like her eyes
            were heating the oil instead of the flame.
         

         
         Mami broke her own spell at the pan and began shuffling around in the kitchen, from the fridge to the cabinets and back to
            the stove, in complete silence. I wasn’t going in there. It wasn’t the threat of her chancleta keeping me at bay. She hadn’t struck me with a chancleta in many years. It was her time-forged disapproval, which my little Ecuadorian mother wielded like an axe, holding me back.
         

         
         A good job fixes things—everybody in the Bronx knows that—and it’s a doorman job we’re talking about. My mother figured that
            I’d see its value despite it being a temporary summer gig. I’d understand that it was like making an investment in myself
            and that I’d simply wait until I received a call about a full-time spot. Then I’d slide in like the last six years of my life
            hadn’t happened. I’d wear the doorman jacket and forget how my academic trajectory as a gifted student had nose-dived into
            obscurity.
         

         
         Mami looked at life through a wide lens, the way adults often do: the doorman job was my big break, a hard shove into a second life. Reason being, you could have flunked every test in high school and been issued a restraining order from a diploma, and it didn’t matter, you still received a custom-tailored uniform, full medical benefits, a 401k, and membership into one of the most powerful unions in
            the nation. The doorman job is the ultimate consolation prize, and after seeing me fail at school the way I did, with gusto,
            Mami became an ardent spokeswoman of the doorman job.
         

         
         There’s no online application or job fair for a position as a doorman. Doormen aren’t going to parties saying, “Hey, my building’s
            hiring!” It’s one of those primo New York City jobs that’s hard to find and rarely discussed. When you knock into a doorman
            job, you hold on tight, real tight.
         

         
         I’d been hired as summer relief at a cooperative on Park Avenue, which meant that some weeks I worked as a doorman and other
            weeks I worked as a maintenance man. Some weeks I worked a mixed bag of both jobs. It all depended on who was out on vacation.
            I hope you appreciate these details because Mami rarely did. She was just happy knowing I had my foot in the door: I would
            be the logical choice for a future opening at the building. That’s all she cared about. She expected me to do my part too,
            to cozy up to full-time doormen and residents, because she was thinking about a locker and a union card with my name on it.
            Summer guys are often the most ambitious, hardest workers because they want to make an impression and prove they’re building
            material. They don’t want to be considered “summer guys” forever; they want to eventually become full-time guys who work all
            year and get envelopes filled with money at Christmastime. In the fall, a summer guy calls the building to say hello; his
            voice keeps his name alive. He knows he won’t see his name etched on a damned thing if it doesn’t remain in a super’s mind
            first. Mami believed that if I left, I’d be forgotten at the building.
         

         
         A summer guy doesn’t walk away; that’s not the move. Except for me. For me, it was absolutely the move. Never once during that summer did I think about a locker with my name on it. I had no aspirations of becoming a doorman with union-guaranteed job security and a great benefits package. Instead, I envisioned reuniting with my girlfriend that fall. She was in Minnesota, where I’d lived for a year and a half before coming back home to work as a doorman. I was moving back to Minnesota, this time for good. 

         
         Look, I didn’t hate the doorman job. It had its benefits. A fat check every Friday was nice, no doubt: I had previously worked
            as a kitchen expeditor at a restaurant and was sent home whenever the kitchen was slow, which was often; they cut me the most
            anemic paychecks. Doorman work was easier on the body than that of other jobs too, especially when I worked in the lobby.
            While some men poured cement and others welded iron forty stories high, I spent most of my time in the building doing small
            tasks. Stuff like bringing a newspaper to a tenant’s door or calling a tenant to announce a newly arrived guest. These weren’t
            demanding work conditions. It wasn’t that kind of job.
         

         
         It was the kind of job that made you wear a uniform and demanded you look presentable. A suit, a shirt, and a bow tie. It
            was my favorite benefit of the doorman job. I didn’t appreciate it immediately. Mr. Evans, the building superintendent at
            905 Park Avenue, had made it clear when we first met that I would be hired only if I made some changes. It was my first interview,
            and Mr. Evans sat across from me with his hair parted and his clothes fitted. He looked like a recruiting officer for Park
            Avenue. I’d just finished doing eighteen months in the Midwest and had no handle on presentation: I sat across from Mr. Evans
            with a chubby face, wildly gelled hair, and a too-big shirt. Mr. Evans motioned to my goatee and said it would have to go.
            That, and the long hair. I sighed and said, “Yeah, sure.” Even then, at twenty-two years of age, I knew it was a reasonable
            demand. It was a job on Park Avenue, and Mr. Evans didn’t intend to hire a kid who looked like the least important member
            of an irrelevant boy band. Seemingly satisfied, Mr. Evans asked if I was interested in the job. I said I was, and that was
            it; I became a summertime doorman in May 2004.
         

         
         So I would wear crisp white shirts in the lobby. A black bow tie too. It was one of those one-second bow ties, the ones with the clasp in the back, but who cares, it was a bow tie! I started using cologne, good cologne, not just Old Spice cologne. The good stuff. I kept a bottle in my locker and sprayed myself with it even when I worked maintenance in the basement. I started getting a haircut every two weeks and a shape-up every week, just so my lines looked clean. That was the job. The job had me working hard to maintain a clean, refined appearance, and after a while, I liked looking that way, like I cared. It stuck. 

         
         The job would’ve been harder to leave if not for one of its core values: Don’t get close. I learned all about it on my first day at the building, and it made me feel the chill of adulthood.
         

         
         I was ridiculously early to my first shift at 905 Park Avenue. I had wanted to make a good impression on my first day, so
            I ironed my clothes the night before. I also set an alarm to wake up, another alarm reminding me to start getting dressed,
            and another to leave the apartment. I lived in Kingsbridge Heights after all, and that’s not a stone’s throw. I didn’t expect
            a train to be rumbling into the train station when I arrived at the platform. It was the downtown express, and it got me to
            the Upper East Side an hour early.
         

         
         After getting dressed, I stood in the basement’s locker room with my suit jacket draped over a chair and thought, Well damn, what do I do now? I had more downtime than I could handle. The locker room’s silence. It was a brushed, vapid sound of nothingness, and it was
            swirling all around me. You should’ve seen the lockers. They appeared to me like an assembly of coffins looking down on me.
            I couldn’t take it anymore. I rose to my feet and walked out of the locker room. I was twenty-two years old—I was there for
            paychecks, not to think about my mortality.
         

         
         I walked out to find someone to talk to. Luckily, a few of the building’s men had gathered in the clearing where all the basement’s
            hallways converged.
         

         
         Luis wasted no time making me feel at home. “Your first shift, huh?” he asked, removing his jacket. He was a middle-aged Puerto Rican and one of those building veterans who took many liberties, like leaving his post before he was relieved from it, which was exactly what he’d just done. “You nervous?” he asked. 

         
         I was Luis’s relief. He must have heard I was in the building an hour early and expected it to translate into his leaving
            before the official end of his shift. When it didn’t happen, he’d walked off the lobby floor. It was a veteran move, one I
            wouldn’t imagine attempting as the new guy.
         

         
         Mr. Evans was in the ring. So was Luka the handyman, and two porters, more commonly known as “maintenance men” to the rest
            of the world. I worried the most about Mr. Evans. He’d been friendly during the interview but hadn’t acknowledged me when
            I’d walked into their circle, not even with a nod or a hello.
         

         
         It felt like a test, like I wasn’t worthy of the building’s clip-on bow tie yet. I got anxious, and my mind scrambled. I had
            to prove that I belonged there and that I was the right man for the job! I thought back to things I’d said immediately after
            being hired and picked a line I was certain would resonate.
         

         
         “I’m a friendly guy,” I started, “and I’m eager to show it!” I smiled. Showed all my teeth too.

         
         I heard the words leave my mouth. The first thing I thought was, That sounded really stupid.
         

         
         My response, if it could be called that, had not answered Luis’s question—You nervous?—in the slightest. It had missed the
            mark completely. First, his question was of the yes-or-no variety; it wasn’t a fill-in-the-blank question with room for self-expression.
            Then there’s my tone: I had responded with a bluster of mistimed, uninformed eagerness. These men had families, funerals to
            attend, and driveways—their words carried the weight of experience, and sounded full and heavy as a result. Everything I said
            sounded like a pack of Skittles spilling on the floor.
         

         
         I looked to the men to convince me otherwise.

         
         At first, no one said anything. Luis took a breath through his nose and nodded his head slowly, as if trying to believe he’d heard me say something else. Luka raised his eyebrows in disbelief and shook his head as the porters shuffled uneasily. 

         
         Mr. Evans, who was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, sighed and nodded at Luka, who stood beside him with his
            fists at his waist like a failed superhero. All eyes turned to Luka, and that’s when I knew I was about to get schooled.
         

         
         Luka took a step in my direction and into the huddle. There was no confusing who his words would address—I was standing directly
            across from him. “The residents are not your friends,” he began, his deep, guttural voice doing nothing to soften the magnitude
            of truth. “They don’t care about you. To them, you’re just another guy working in the building. A new guy, a summer guy, in fact, which is worse. Don’t think you were hired to be a friend. You weren’t. Don’t speak to them unless they speak
            to you, and even then, don’t go thinking you’re a friend. You’re a doorman, nothing more. Don’t get close.”
         

         
         I had yet to work my first shift on Park Avenue and had already heard the least motivational speech of my life, had been rejected
            by residents I’d never met, and had been scolded by a second-in-command I’d never spoken to before. If there’s a record for
            Most Discouraging First Day at a New Job, send this page to Guinness.
         

         
         The biggest problem was that everything Luka said was so obviously true. It was like one of those oft-overlooked items that
            were once considered innovative, like ziplock bags or toilet seats. They’re items you use often, that you can’t do without,
            but now you’re staring at them in your hands wondering how you didn’t think of them first. Somehow, as smart as you are, as
            creative as you’ve always been, you didn’t think of Thousand Island dressing first. You had the ketchup, you had the mayo,
            but you never thought of mixing the two. That’s how I felt, like a dumbass who should’ve arrived at Thousand Island sauce.
            Of course the residents didn’t care about me! They were affluent, busy people—Mr. Evans had told me all about them at the first interview—and
            they didn’t need me for a friend.
         

         
         One reason you don’t come to work an hour early is to keep the coworker you’re relieving from raising his expectations. You relieve a guy an hour early, and it’s over; he expects to work seven-hour shifts for the rest of his doorman career. 

         
         Another reason? So you don’t hear someone utter words that strike at your heart and nature. Don’t get close to people? Park
            Avenue was out of its mind. I couldn’t help trying to endear myself to people. I don’t think I was weird about it, but I’ve
            always extended myself in the hopes of making connections with others. Did it always happen? No. It happened often enough,
            however, that I knew how great it felt to be close to people and hoped to experience it more and more. I was twenty-two years
            old when I discovered a superior class of people I wasn’t allowed to get close to. The notion felt like a deep violation of
            my core values, and it dampened my spirits.
         

         
         I was more embarrassed by my ignorance, however. When you get caught with your pants down like I had, you pull them up in
            a hurry and act like everything’s gravy.
         

         
         I worked the hell out of that first week at the building. Said hello and smiled and waved at residents like the giant Mickey
            Mouse patrolling Times Square, all the while reconciling myself with a few ice-cold realities: the building didn’t want me; it wanted forty hours a week and if I played my cards right, there might be a locker in it for me.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Empty Spaces

         
         As a child, I never dreamed about being a doorman. What kid does? Kids dream about being a baseball player, an astronaut,
            or a president. I briefly dreamed about being an archaeologist like Indiana Jones, because in his movies, he sailed high above
            the bad guys’ reach with priceless artifacts in his arms. Sometimes he dropped the treasure in favor of a beautiful woman
            without the slightest dip in his flight.
         

         
         I never found the time to come up with a replacement dream. There was a young life to derail and questionable choices to make.
            My decision to walk away from the doorman job in 2004 wasn’t the first time I’d known my mother’s disapproval. Mami had been
            angry since 1998.
         

         
         That year, I started my career in romance with a record of 0 and 1. That’s not an extended history, but my first foray into love
            was an abysmal failure, like opening a BBQ joint in Mecca during Ramadan. It was the kind of first attempt that shouldn’t
            see a second.
         

         
         My father didn’t know anything about my girlfriend Camila at first. My high school was in Hell’s Kitchen on Manhattan’s West Side, an easy forty minutes on the train—sometimes more—from home. I was ambivalent about the school at first. Those kids looked nothing like me: they were skaters, hip-hop kids in baggy jeans, and punk kids with spiked hair and clothing pins everywhere. There were straight kids, gay kids, and kids in between. There were kids who looked clean and sleek, and other kids who looked like they slept under bridges at night. I’d never met White kids before then—in Hell’s Kitchen I met a hundred of them in a week. I met a hundred Asian kids that week too. I’d previously only seen them running in and out of Chinese restaurants in my neighborhood, but we’d never talked. In Hell’s Kitchen, we talked. They were fans of the Knicks and Yankees like me. The school was a steaming cauldron of personality and identity, and I became determined to attach myself to some of it, or let some attach to me. The day Camila said “Yes, I’ll be your girlfriend” was the day I became someone. 

         
         It’s not like I could’ve run to my father and said, “Hey, Pa! I’m dating the prettiest girl in school!” Those weren’t the
            kinds of things you said in Papi’s domain. He ran a Pentecostal household, which meant that when you weren’t leaping around
            the church, you were making sure you avoided anything that could send you to hell. That second look at a woman could send
            you to hell. If a woman wore pants, she went to hell. If she wore a tight skirt, she went to hell too, so I rarely had the
            occasion to look twice, thank God. High school was far enough away that I thought I could enjoy two realities: one where I
            was the clean, dutiful kid my parents needed me to be, and one where I could dabble in the fascinations of my heart.
         

         
         Reverend Cesar Rosado was our pastor and Papi had been a conduit for his messages: that God was always on patrol; that despite
            the AIDS and crack epidemics of the eighties leading to his record-breaking kill numbers, he was more than happy to make room
            in the Lake of Fire for another disobedient Bronx kid in the nineties. During the week, Mami and Papi refreshed my memory:
            “Not everyone is going to heaven. Lots of people are going to hell. Make sure you’re not one of them.” You think I was going to tell Papi that I attributed some
            of Camila’s beauty to her body and the way she filled her jeans? Get serious.
         

         
         After years of having my ears scalded by my parents’ fiery messaging, I knew I couldn’t tell them about Camila. She was Catholic,
            and a nonpracticing one at that. She said as much while we lapped at ice-cream cones in Central Park after school one day.
            She said, “My mom’s Catholic, so I guess I’m Catholic too?” She wasn’t even sure about it, which was crazy to me. How could
            you not know when you’re going to hell?
         

         
         After a decade of listening to Reverend Rosado’s sermons, I came to understand that hellfire burned hotter and longer depending on the sinner. The hell hierarchy went something like this: everyone outside our church was going to hell, obviously, as entry-level sinners; gays went to extra-hot hell; Democrats went to lava-hot hell, where their thirst was quenched with gasoline. Bill Clinton? Forget it. That dude shared a private, supermax hell with Monica Lewinsky, while Hillary watched them burn from her own private hell. All the other sinners had their own cells where they passed little, burning notes to one another, but not Clinton and Lewinsky, which sounded, appropriately, like the name of a law firm, since lawyers went to hell too. 

         
         Rosado went through the entire hell lineup almost every Sunday, and Catholics were on it, though usually at the bottom, where
            you placed the least-threatening sinners, sinners like homeless people, lesbians, and those annoying squeegee guys at exit
            ramps. They were entry-level sinners and not worth spending much time talking about. So when Camila disclosed that she was
            maybe Catholic, I looked away and thought, Okay, maybe that’s information I won’t share with Mami and Papi.

         
         My relationship with my not-Christian girlfriend was doomed to be discovered. There was no way around it. We lived in an apartment
            building in the Bronx, not a house in Westchester, where you could sneak in through the back door or climb up a drainpipe
            the way you saw in movies. There was one door, the one that said 5A on it, and it opened into the dining room; with a family
            as large as mine, there was always someone at the table with a clear view of the door.
         

         
         You want to know what my family saw every time I came home late? They saw me walk in with hickeys on my neck. My hair gave
            me away too. It had been customary for me to spend ten minutes every morning styling my hair with gel, which could then maintain
            its hold and shine for the rest of the day. After Camila became my after-school program, however, I started coming home with
            the disheveled hair of forest children. Mami knew something was going on.
         

         
         At some point, I asked for my own phone line, you know, so I could stay in touch with “friends,” and that was it, my parents took a stand. Mami reminded me about hell’s vacancies. Papi yelled. He yelled and he pointed and he commanded me to stop bringing demons into his home. Papi cocked his head at an angle and shot crazy eyes at me from behind his thick lenses. “You’re being used by the Devil!” he shouted one night. 

         
         Pastor Rosado taught his congregation how to deal with the Devil. First, you had to identify his favorite helpers: women;
            women’s insatiable appetite for gossip; women’s proclivity for showing skin; and the television, which often depicted women.
         

         
         He called the television the Devil’s box. The Spanish-speaking pastor yelled it from the pulpit: “Take esa caja del Diablo out of your home, or he’ll leave demons in your home with every program you watch. Then your entire family will be possessed!”
            My mother normally listened to every word of Rosado’s sermons then raised her hands and said “Amen, amen,” but when the television
            was mentioned, she’d go rigid and maintain a tight gaze forward. She had her own little television in the kitchen, and she
            liked that little television.
         

         
         Always sitting next to her was my father, who rarely noticed the attacks on home appliances because the only thing stronger
            than his loyalty to Rosado was his inability to stay fully awake during Rosado’s sermons.
         

         
         Papi wasn’t napping the first time the words “Devil’s box” rang out of Rosado’s mouth. I was sitting in the front with all
            my buddies—Rosado had recently ordered all the church’s youth to sit in the first row where he could see them better—and turned
            to look for my father in the crowd. I spotted him easily. His was the long forehead with the rising hairline. His eyes were
            red and irritated, as if he’d just awakened. “Remove the Devil’s box and you’re removing his power from your home!” Rosado
            continued. My father strained his eyes, brought his hands together in a bouncy touch-clap, and, nodding delicately, uttered
            words of praise from memory: “Aleluya. Gloria a Dios. Santo.” Rosado continued hammering home the Satan’s box theme, and I watched in horror as my father squinted and repeated the words, “Yes, it’s Satan’s box! Be gone, Satan’s box!” Papi was wide awake now, his brow tensed behind his thick glasses. 

         
         Days later, I came home to a bare wall. Our family TV was gone. “It’s Satan’s box,” my father said with the finality of a
            courtroom gavel. He slurped from the coffee cup in his hand. “And we’re going to obey the servant of the Lord.” The servant
            of the Lord, Rosado, was separating me from my father.
         

         
         The Devil’s box had joined me to him. It had helped me imagine my father as a boy, then known as Bobby, a little Nuyorican
            kid who ran across Brooklyn streets during the fifties to get home to watch his favorite programs. He’d laugh at funny men
            like the Three Stooges and Jerry Lewis, despite knowing the dangers that awaited him at home. He’d be beaten that night. Or
            the next. He never knew when. His parents weren’t there to protect him: his father was away on another womanizing expedition,
            and his mother was shoved deep in the bowels of a mental institution. The city must have determined that having two absentee
            parents wasn’t tragic enough for little Bobby—it embedded him in his godmother’s home, and she made him pay for intruding
            on her life.
         

         
         Many times, Bobby would be tied to a radiator like a dog. “They’d leave me tied up for hours,” Papi once said while turning
            the steering wheel. “I’d cry, and they’d tell me to shut up, so I did. I was afraid. I’d stay quiet for a long time, but they’d
            walk by me and leave me tied to that radiator for hours.” One time, his godmother hit him over the head with a hammer. Blood
            streaked across the bathtub’s white porcelain like red lightning. My father would tell me the stories decades later. We’d
            be on a car ride, just me and him, and I’d tug on the seat belt, feeling too small. That’s when Papi would talk about the
            funny men on the black-and-white TV screens who helped him endure that Brooklyn apartment.
         

         
         These stories seemed to weaken my father when he told them to me; he sounded like paper crinkling. I’d stare at my father’s
            face from the passenger seat and absorb it all.
         

         
         My father rarely talked to me about the nebulous younger version of himself named Bobby, especially about his darkest moments. But when he did, I sat in the front seat showing the same reverence I showed at church. Bobby was a boy who might have enjoyed watching Saturday-morning cartoons with me. I used to imagine him sitting on the couch next to me. He was next to me in the front seat decades later, but he was Papi by then. 

         
         I went on fewer car rides with my father when I became a teenager, but I never stopped trying to bridge the gap between us
            by watching what little Bobby used to watch. Lots of black-and-white shows like the Honeymooners. Teenage Bobby liked Westerns, so I watched those too—lots of Clint Eastwood riding into towns on a horse. The television
            became the best way to connect with my father.
         

         
         Papi was a self-employed copier technician and the family’s breadwinner. You want to know how much copier technicians made
            during the eighties and nineties? Not a lot, and Papi had a hard enough time stretching his dollars; with the family growing
            the way it was, there seemed to always be another baby on the way. He made it a point to buy the family a dessert every night,
            however. It didn’t matter what we had had for dinner, if it was steak or a meager plate of eggs over rice—there would be cake
            or a box of donuts in the fridge that evening. Bobby didn’t have many desserts, so Papi made sure his family had dessert every night. Papi stretched his dollars to the max too when they covered a Sharp TV set. We’d only owned
            ugly TV sets with hangers for antennas before then. The day it arrived, I drew near the big cardboard box, saw the foam corners
            and the sleek blackness inside, and thought it was the most beautiful thing. Our first modern television! Cartoons, movies,
            and Bobby’s favorite TV shows were all better on the Sharp TV.
         

         
         But when Rosado preached about the Devil’s box again, the Sharp television went into the garbage (where the Devil belonged). Months later, my father heard some rock and roll on the radio—the music Bobby used to like—and he stopped feeling so obedient. One day the door swung open and my father rumbled in, cradling a giant Devil’s box. He placed it on the dining room table and stared at it intensely as he removed his leather flatcap. “I saw it in the garbage,” he explained. “People throw these things away the moment something goes wrong, and half the time it’s just a blown fuse.” 

         
         I didn’t understand what was happening. It was Satan’s box, resurrected. The next day, he pushed that TV set in front of the
            cleared white wall that had previously been covered by the Sharp television. It was wonderful. We all got back to watching
            TV shows and movies, and I got back to connecting with Bobby.
         

         
         Weeks later, Rosado preached about the Devil’s box again. And Papi came home and threw out the Devil’s box again.

         
         We continued this way for a decade: I’d come home to long-forgotten swaths of wall and learn the TV’s brand name had gone
            once more from “Sony” to “Satan”; months later, he’d pull another TV from the trash pile and fix it on the dining room table,
            then slide it in front of the vacant space in the living room. But soon, the box would be gone, and leave me staring at an
            empty space in front of the wall.
         

         
         Through the television, Papi had introduced me to sitcoms, classic cinema, and spaghetti Westerns. It was everything—his heart—and
            it had always been on full display on the face of the Devil’s box. Rosado, the servant of the Lord, needed only to point and
            shout, and my father would make the box disappear again and again.
         

         
         When Papi found out I was dating a nonbeliever, he moved quickly, taking my phone away first and then the Devil’s box. He
            took Mami’s little Devil’s box too. I never watched hers—it was definitely the big one in the living room turning me into
            a pervert—but the possibility existed that I’d get a peek of the voluptuous weather ladies on the Spanish-speaking channels,
            so Mami’s little TV had to go. A woman was involved in my sins, after all, and all televisions show half-naked women, especially
            the ones speaking Spanish.
         

         
         I came home from school early a few days after the latest of Rosado’s Devil’s box sermons. I walked in blustery and tall. “Hey, Mami!” I yelled as I made my way into my bedroom. “What’s for dinner?” There were no hickeys on my neck. No disheveled hair. Camila’s mother had picked her up at school and taken her straight to Westchester for the weekend, freeing me up for a sinless afternoon. The innocence made me feel light on my feet. My only worry was homework. 

         
         Mami didn’t answer, but I thought nothing of it and stepped farther into the room. I remember passing by the light switch
            and not flipping it on because the room was bright from all the afternoon sunlight splashing in. The sunlight sliding into
            my room that spring day came clean and easy.
         

         
         I noticed as soon as I entered my bedroom. Where is my red toolbox? I thought. It was supposed to be on top of the bookshelf. Papi had given me the toolbox so I could store my favorite comic
            books there. It kept them safe and dry. It had been just the right size for my comic books too. Any narrower and it would’ve squeezed my comic books and put a curve in them. If you
            opened it looking for a screwdriver, you got a stack of Spider-Man or Superman or Batman comics instead. The red toolbox was
            gone, leaving a space on my bookshelf as barren and disturbing as a smile missing a front tooth.
         

         
         I was ten when Papi took me to the newspaper stand to buy my first Superman comic book. He patted the comic book, still wrapped
            in its clear plastic cover, with all five fingertips and said, “This is Kal-El, the Son of Krypton,” with wide-eyed sternness. “Here on earth, we know him as Superman.” Apparently, he was not
            a superhero to be trifled with.
         

         
         Comic books had been another love of Papi’s, so he knew what he was doing: if his oldest son was to start a comic book collection,
            he should begin with Superman, the strongest superhero. If Superman is who he had started with, Superman is who his son would start with.
         

         
         During our trips to the newspaper stand, Papi eventually swung me from DC to Marvel so that I would become acquainted with heroes and villains from both universes. The more their worlds became mine, the more they mattered to me. I learned their motives and fears, I rooted for some and wished doom on others. Sometimes, they fell in love, and when they did, it manifested from one panel to the next. I spent years wishing I could dive into every other panel in the comic books I stowed away in the red toolbox my father gave me. 

         
         That afternoon, the red toolbox wasn’t where I had left it last, where I always left it: on top of the bookshelf. Seeing that
            empty space was unnatural, even in daylight. It was like walking toward my favorite tree and finding gutted earth. I ran out
            of the bedroom, shot through the hallway, and turned into the kitchen. “Mami, where is my toolbox with all my comics?”
         

         
         Mami was stirring food at the stove. There was an empty space above her head too. Over her shoulder, the shelf in the window
            previously occupied by her small TV was empty, allowing an unusually wider block of light into the kitchen. It was an unnatural
            sight. Mami said one word. “Papi.” She continued stirring the rice and shook her head. “The pastor said we had to take the
            Devil out of our homes. Papi felt the Devil was in your comic books too.”
         

         
         The last thing I expected when I brought my clean conscience home that spring day was for the top of the bookshelf to be as
            empty as the walls in the living room and the window shelf in the kitchen. The always-fascinating worlds inside the red toolbox
            were gone. Papi had shared his love for comics with me the way he’d shared his love for film and television, then he took
            it all away. The day Papi took away my comic books, he stole away my desire to be close to him too.
         

         
         With the phone, the television, and now my comic books gone, there weren’t any more happy things left for my dad to take from
            me. He couldn’t take Camila away—she was at school, where he couldn’t reach her—so I weathered my parents’ campaign of re-spiritualization
            with contentment.
         

         
         I still had Camila, didn’t I? I’d tell her about all the empty spaces at home, and she’d say awww and hug me, and everything
            would immediately be okay. But then Camila’s mother found the binder where Camila had been collecting my letters.
         

         
         It was a binder that shouldn’t have existed. I’d asked Camila to throw away my letters after reading them; I’d told her to flush them down the toilet if she had to, ensuring she got rid of every sheet. Why was I so adamant that she eliminate all traces of my writing? you ask. Because I had written about having sex with her in vibrant detail and didn’t want any of that information being discovered. Camila’s mother hated me. I knew if she got her hands on one of those letters and read my account of her daughter in various stages of sexual activity, she’d declare war on me. 

         
         Camila had filed away my letters like bank statements. She’d compiled them, even used a hole puncher on the plain, white pages
            so that she could flip through my letters like a book. No words were lost, no racy thoughts discarded. A sweet and stupid
            idea. One Saturday, Camila disappeared without explanation from her apartment in White Plains, neglecting to tell her mother
            she’d be spending the day with me in Manhattan. Her mom went looking for clues.
         

         
         The best place to look for clues is a Trapper Keeper, of course. The ones with the colorful designs and the Velcro flap and
            the shiny plastic cover. Camila’s mother ripped open the binder and read each and every letter. With just a few flips of paper,
            she discovered that her daughter had not only lost her virginity to me but had lost it many times over. I was sixteen years
            old and had now incurred the wrath of three parents. It’s an impressive feat, don’t get me wrong, but it was tough to celebrate
            with a storm approaching.
         

         
         I’d met Camila’s mother once, after Camila suggested I join the two of them as they shopped for clothes on Madison Avenue.
            It didn’t go well. Camila tried syncing us in conversation, but her mother refused to make eye contact with me, opting instead
            to paw at clothes on the racks. As Camila seesawed between the two of us, I knew I stood no chance. And judging by the way
            she later scowled her way to the register, I never did.
         

         
         They lived on the Upper East Side. They were Puerto Rican and a quarter Spanish, like from Spain, so they were special. Me? I’m a Latin kid from the Bronx, yo. That’s just bodegas and big families.
         

         
         Camila’s mother was furious after reading my letters. The first thing she did was pull Camila out of our school. I used to walk the hallways with Camila, feeling like I was strolling through my kingdom. That was over. I never held Camila’s hand at school again. Next, her mom went on the offensive—she sent copies of the letters to my parents. That’s really bad, I know, but hold on, it gets worse. Not satisfied with the damage my letters would certainly cause me at home, she flipped through the pages in search of more useful information and stumbled upon the most jarring tonal shift in the history of sex letters: my church’s address. 

         
         It was the most ridiculous thing to include in my notes, true, but while contemplating the wetness of sex with Camila and
            the impracticality of doing it on the floor, I reflected on playing congas at church on Sundays, and how a holy day was sandwiched
            between the days we fornicated. It got me thinking about possible solutions, like maybe we’d push all the sex to Monday and
            leave Friday for just talking. We wouldn’t even hold hands because once together, our hands always got sticky and for us,
            any kind of stickiness, even glazed-donut stickiness, was a trigger for sex. No holding hands, just talking. And while I figured
            out a more sustainable solution, maybe my girlfriend should start coming to church? Here’s the address.
         

         
         My girlfriend never visited my church, but my letters did.

         
         In the span of a week, my parents and my family, my pastor and his family, knew everything: they discovered my fondness for going down on Camila and even read my thoughts on the taste and
            the sticky warmth of the affair. They were informed about my plans to move in with her after graduation. They learned the
            range of my voice through my letters. On some pages I ached and on others I burned. Every page was branded with my conviction.
         

         
         The discovery of my premarital sex life was viewed as an unpardonable assault on the church’s health and God’s hegemony on
            the Bruno household. You might not have guessed it. To be clear, my church didn’t frown on sex. In fact, our pastor encouraged
            it and was concerned when it didn’t happen, like the time Pastor Rosado wagged his index finger across the congregation and said, “The Lord is telling me that there’s a man here who’s not fulfilling his duties at home. Men must sleep with their wives!” I was fourteen years old and nodding like an amused sage who slept with his wife all the time. “And the Lord is telling me that if he doesn’t come to the altar for prayer, he’s going to become a faggot!” It took Miguel, the church’s janitor, a while to reach the pulpit—senior citizens tend to move slower than younger, more virile folks—but he eventually did and repented of his sin, subsequently avoiding his assigned homosexuality from God. 

         
         Sex was a God-approved, God-sanctioned act. I learned that at a young age. Here’s another thing I learned at a young age:
            sex is for married folks, not a teenager itching to skip the line.
         

         
         Rosado didn’t receive a sudden alert from God in my case. He found out all about me through my letters, and since he
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