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            Dedication

         
         
            All praises to the Most High, the Saints, the Angels, and the Ancestors. I am thankful for your guidance, protection, and
               love.
            

         

          

         
            Omar and Akaylah,

            Thank you for being my WHY when I didn’t feel like I was enough. I am so honored to be a part of our holy trinity. I will
               be by your side until the end and then I will haunt you after. I have received no greater love than that you have given me,
               love you back, more and then some.
            

         

          

         
            Mami,

            This book is a testament to your strength, love, and growth. It took me becoming a mother to understand everything you gave
               so that I could be. What I counted as a mistake as your child, I learned to process as human error as a mother. You will always
               be the Queen of my Universe. Thank you for every sacrifice.
            

         

          

         
            David/China, Carlos/Istata, and Jasmin/Pachew,

            I would do it over again, if I got to do it with you. I love you unconditionally and infinitely.

         

          

         
            Aida/Abuela,

            Te adoro para siempre. Bendición.

         

          

         
            Carlos, Raymond, Pedro, Richard, and David,

            After believing for so long that I did not have a father, I woke up one day knowing that each of you was just that. My powerful
               five, thank you.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            One cannot consent to creep when one feels an impulse to soar. 

            —Helen Keller 

         

          

         
            A la la la la la la . . . que cante mi gente.

            —Johnny Pacheco, as sung by Héctor Lavoe
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            Foreword

         
         I am so glad you’re here.

         
         Before I properly lead you through why I think this book is important, why I believe it will resonate with you, and how I
            hope it might rewire, or at the very least impact, your thinking, let me tell you a story.
         

         
         In early 2019, an announcement was broadcast through various media outlets that famed director Steven Spielberg had cast an
            actress in the role of Anita in his much-anticipated film, West Side Story. That actress was Afro-Latina, she was queer, and she was me. Ultimately there was a lot of excitement, which was thrilling to experience, but there was also a fair share of negativity.
            There is always an equal and opposite reaction, right? And some of those negative comments were echoing what was already happening
            in my head: “She’s not Latina enough. She doesn’t even speak Spanish. Who is she?!” While I was struggling with all these
            questions of legitimacy, it was like the universe sent me an angel from heaven in the form of a brilliant Latina comedian,
            Aida Rodriguez (whom, I would like to add, I had already been following for QUITE some time. Yes, I was a fan!).
         

         
         In true 2019 fashion, Aida DMed me on Instagram: “We got you.” I felt buoyed by her simple, empowering message; and it reminded
            me of who I was and what I knew I could do. When WSS was released, Aida bought out a theater in Los Angeles and filled it with Latinos, Afro-Latinos, and Black people . . . everyone from our underrepresented communities was invited and included. With these acts of support, both large and small, a relationship was born with a human I am so in awe of, and so inspired by. I truly can’t believe I get to call Aida my friend. If she can do that for me with one simple text, just imagine what she can do for you with this memoir. 

         
         Point of order, this is truly a MEMOIR. There are surely laughs along the way, it’s Aida, after all . . . but it’s not all
            lighthearted content. While being both direct and circuitous, straightforward and veiled, revealing and protective, she guides
            her reader through an unflinching look at her past, her community, and her culture. She holds the mirror up to everything
            and tells you what she sees with truthful enthusiasm and a form of honesty that is rare when talking about identity politics
            as they pertain to the individual and the community at large. The finest comedians are the ones who can share this level of
            transparency yet find humor in their struggles. They extract hilarity from pain. Aida is one of the finest comedians and I
            personally think she’s the best of us.
         

         
         Although Aida and I frequently texted, DMed, and spoke on the phone, the first time I met my modern pen pal in person was
            when I went to see her perform in early 2022. She was the headliner at Caroline’s, a historic landmark institution for comedy
            in New York City. I was so stoked to be able to see her in action, I brought my whole queer family with me to support her.
            Not only was she at the top of her game that night, but what really got me was her attention to the details. For instance,
            Aida made sure every performer she shared the stage with that night was Latine, which within the comedy space, takes intention.
            The Aida you see in her comedy specials or on TV and the Aida I connected with over the phone are truly the Aida you get in
            person. It’s a rarity, but with her what you see is what you get. They say to never meet your heroes, but I say always meet
            Aida Rodriguez.
         

         
         In this book Aida speaks eloquently and thoughtfully about her search for legitimacy, something I was searching for early on in life and, at times, still am. I’ve had firsthand experience with being ostracized from the communities that are wholeheartedly a part of my DNA. Remember the West Side Story casting announcement? That’s just one example. And I could pontificate further but I don’t have to, because in this memoir
            Aida puts pen to paper to describe the very feelings I’ve held around the search for legitimacy within the communities I belong
            to. Aida examines what it means to seek legitimacy as a woman, as a Latina, as a daughter, a mother, and simply as a human
            being.
         

         
         Much of Aida’s comedy is based on race relations and on her experiences in the Latine community, but it’s also universally
            human. She’s not afraid to tackle how our communities self-police, how we judge and decide who gets to do and be what. Who’s
            accepted and who’s rejected. So often we operate from a scarcity mindset—there aren’t enough roles for everyone, there’s only
            one seat at the table for a person of color. Aida is the antithesis of that. She’s wildly generous. She’s on her path. She’s
            doing the work and pursuing her dreams and she’s bringing everyone along with her. She makes difficult conversations tangible,
            finding common ground among us all.
         

         
         This book is a beautiful example of how you can acknowledge your culture and your community, and take accountability for your
            role within it. This is not a book about blame, it’s about truth. She holds herself accountable for her decisions and the
            narratives she’s told herself about herself that aren’t true. She critically examines her choices along her path as she navigates
            a professional world dominated by men, and mostly white men, and is honest about her successes as well as her missteps.
         

         
         When you blaze a challenging trail and your path through life isn’t easy, it can be so simple to have a permanent chip on
            your shoulder and to blame others for your own challenges. Aida and I connected so quickly and profoundly because we operate
            from a similar mindset: do good things, do good work, and put good energy out into the world. You might not always receive
            that same goodness back, but when you do, you know you’ve earned it.
         

         
         What an act of defiance to tell your own story instead of letting others do it for you. What an audacious achievement to know you can contain contradictory multitudes. You can be proud of your culture and know that we still have things to fix. You can be proud of your community and still call out problematic patterns and structures. You can be proud of yourself and still know you have work to do.
            After all, Aida will let a bitch know what the shit is.
         

         
         I adore Aida Rodriguez. I adore this book, and reading it, I’ve never felt more seen. And I hope you do too.

         
         Ariana DeBose

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         I have felt the responsibility of taking care of other people my entire life: from protecting my mother from those who hurt
            her and her own choices, ensuring I represented my maternal grandmother with dignity and respect by being her translator,
            and tending to the scars of my uncles in their battles with addiction, to shielding my very own children, whom I’ve raised
            and still hover over, and even to caring about the people who attend my shows. What ties this all together is my role of being
            in service.
         

         
         While I wrote this book, I relocated my mother to California with me believing that I could lead her to sobriety. Though I
            thought that I could do it all, my journey of trying to save everyone else has come at a high price to my emotional health,
            and my pockets. But when you assign yourself as the line leader, those around you assume you don’t need any help, leaving
            you up front to walk alone.
         

         
         Aside from the struggle and revelations that come from growing up without a father in my life, I discovered so many other things about myself in this writing process: I have control issues, trust issues; I don’t like myself; and I am still angry about my alleged friend who kicked me in the neck when I was eight. 

         
         When I met my father in person for the first time in 2021, I wanted to save my mother even more. My short encounter with him
            propelled me to recognize my own fear of being in the world without the parent whom I was most familiar with, had the most
            confidence in, and quite honestly loved the most.
         

         
         Because I had been focusing on everyone else since I can remember, never looking within, I suddenly found myself facing all
            my issues of self-worth at once, tackling them without a strategy or any parental guidance. Lifting that enormous weight off
            my shoulders alone has been one of the hardest things I have ever done.
         

         
         After years of talking to therapists, reading self-help books, journaling, and doing stand-up, I learned to control my emotions
            and care for myself when I felt naked. Seeing changes in how I dealt with the touchy situations that made me feel small and
            vulnerable let me know that I was making strides.
         

         
         And then, this book really pressed a button that made me mad. I remember being told that “humans get angry, animals get mad.”

         
         Fuck that, I was mad.

         
         Revisiting events that shame and guilt prevented me from engaging with previously, I understood that the price of protecting
            my mother came at the expense of my own voice. The fear that she would leave me was so strong, I would’ve stopped breathing,
            if it would’ve allowed her to exhale.
         

         
         Showing up for those in need became how I measured my value—and because I was manipulated into believing that my goodness
            aligned with my service to others, I spent a great deal of time attempting to earn the love of people who should’ve loved
            me unconditionally.
         

         
         I wanted to tell a story; I wanted to get the answers. In writing this, I initially convinced myself that there was a magical
            solution to my problems. I was wrong!
         

         
         I hurt. I cried. I screamed.

         
         Because you turn to comedians to lessen your own pain, this may not be what you expect to read.

         
         We’re supposed to make you laugh.

         
         This is the first time in my life that I am grieving my losses, feeling my own pain, giving myself grace, and understanding
            why I operate the way I do.
         

         
         Me and only me.

         
         Now I can really make you laugh.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Cocoon

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Legitimacy

         
         When I was twelve, I asked my mom why I had her last name and why she wasn’t married. I had been thinking about it for the
            past four years, but I wasn’t brave enough to bring it up. My awareness as a kid was advanced, I was exposed to so much. I
            was a translator, an assistant, a babysitter, and everything and anything else that was needed. Because of the things I had
            heard the adults talk about, I sensed that there was some shame surrounding the issue. The last thing I ever wanted was to
            make my mother feel bad. She was young and had been through a lot—and I had witnessed much of it firsthand.
         

         
         But the truth is that, until I became a stand-up comedian, I didn’t like to say my name. It’s simple: I did not have my father’s last name and I was ashamed of it. I didn’t always feel that way, nor was I even aware of this, until the third grade. I was an “innocent,” minding my own business, when one day a rotten kid in my class named Beth called me a “bastard.” Though I didn’t know what that meant, I was pretty sure it wasn’t nice, because nothing good could come from this kid. Beth was the first child that I’d describe as evil. She was always making fun of other kids and was extremely mean. It was as if she felt joy in making others feel bad. 

         
         I remember the other children who sat at our table laughing at Beth’s comment. They were just relieved that the heat wasn’t
            on them since this spawn of Satan would unleash her wrath on any of us at any time. All the kids laughed and taunted me, except
            for Alvaro, my cute, chubby Cuban buddy. He had the thickest lisp and the most animated way of telling utterly depressing
            stories. Even when he told us that his dog died, he painted a colorful scene of how a car hit his puppy. “Whoosh!” he said,
            as his two hands collided, stopping for effect before concluding, “And poof, no more puppy.” It was hard not to laugh, but
            I didn’t. He had an accent and speech impediment and I knew laughing would make him feel bad.
         

         
         Thinking about other peoples’ feelings before my own made me terrible at the dozens. The dozens was a game we played in our
            neighborhoods, a game of shame. We’d make fun of each other for street cred. There were many different names for it: cracking,
            roasting, and so on. It was very personal; nothing was off limits. It was a defense mechanism to keep everyone off of you
            and the terrible things that were happening in your own life. I had already developed a sense of shame, I wasn’t going to
            step out and be vulnerable to being called out on some of the awful shit about my life. I had no presence; I was too mousy—definitely
            not the signs of a future comedian.
         

         
         But Alvaro was also kind, and he responded in my defense, “No, she’s not a bastard!” I am sure he didn’t know what the word meant either, since he barely knew English. Still, it was as though someone saw me at that moment and knew that I was feeling naked. Alvaro knew what it felt like to be the butt of a joke and if he couldn’t save himself from one, he would at least stand up to those horrible fucking kids for me. I tried to be the best friend that I could to him, picking up his lunch box when someone would knock it down. Anything I could do to help. It made me so mad because if the other kids would’ve taken the time to get to know him, they would’ve discovered how nice he was and how funny he could be. But the two of us didn’t stand a chance against Beth and her posse. They outnumbered us and they were trash-ass kids. Through it all, though, Alvaro had my back. 

         
         Loyalty was valued where I grew up—sometimes your survival depended on who was on your team, who would show up for you. As
            a kid, I can’t remember many friends who stood up for me. Yet, here I am, remembering Alvaro so clearly, it meant the world
            at the time.
         

         
         All the same, Beth continued, “Your daddy didn’t sign your birth certificate!” The bad seed kept laughing in my face. She
            had been watching me closely and had overheard Mrs. Flannagan talking to my mom. She kept hearing the teacher call my mom
            Ms. Rodriguez and deduced that my father was not in my life. Guessing that my mom was probably not married either, she took
            that and ran with it. I couldn’t dispute it because it was true and far from uncommon in my neighborhood. Funny thing is that
            even though Beth had her father’s last name, that sucker was not around either. But that didn’t stop her from holding that
            last name thing over me.
         

         
         It was a tough day, coupled with me wearing Payless Pro Wings and those cheap Wrangler jeans that were too short for me. This
            was all material for the dozens; unfortunately for me, that muscle would not develop until I turned twelve and finally developed
            a voice, a funny one. It happened during a bus ride home and, quite honestly, I was fed up with being made fun of for being
            tall, so I fought back. A boy named Allen, who sat in the back and made fun of everyone, caught me on the wrong day. He was
            very short and constantly ragged on the taller girls. This day it was my turn. I had enough of being called the Jolly Green
            Giant.
         

         
         “Shut up or I’m going to tell the cops you ride around without your car seat.”

         
         All the kids broke out in laughter. To this day, I don’t know if it was actually that funny, but he shut his little ass up
            for the rest of the ride. That was the day I was invited to sit in the back of the bus.
         

         
         But until then, I quietly took it all, and on that day in third grade, Beth just wouldn’t let up—she made that year impossible. All I wanted was to get home. In fact, my only greater wish was that I could blink and it would be Friday so the week could be over already. When something shitty like Beth happened at school, I expected to go home so Mom could make it all better. But nope, she made it worse. I asked her what a bastard was and she responded in the most cavalier manner, “It’s an illegitimate kid. It means you don’t have your father’s last name.” My world was crushed! In my mother’s defense, she had only heard this as a common and casual term, and had too many other things to worry about at the time to think about how that definition could affect me. 

         
         My mom was living under my grandmother’s roof and rule and desperately wanted to break out. But she didn’t have the financial
            independence to do so. She hadn’t finished school and couldn’t afford a sitter outside of the family, but trying to be my
            mother and seeking another way out became her mission.
         

         
         I was just eight years old when I became conscious of the absence of my father in a real way—Beth made sure of it. What really
            started to shape my definition of fatherhood was watching the few kids I knew interact with their fathers. Based on my observations,
            a father was a protector, an uplifter—the man you call Daddy and he calls you his princess in return. The more I delved into
            it, the more I started to define what not having a father meant for me: My life was going to be fucked. Anybody and everybody
            would be able to do anything to me because the man who was supposed to stand up for me in this world was not there to protect
            me. I believed it was only going to be my mom and me—no daddy in or out of the house. I saw myself as vulnerable to the world
            because a dad meant security and safety. Beth reminded me that I was different and less than. Me not having his last name
            was just a mark to let others know that I was a target, that I was of lesser value and importance than the kids who were “legitimate.”
            They were better than me and that was how it was going to always be. I couldn’t articulate it quite this way at that age,
            but I definitely know now that was how it felt.
         

         
         Why didn’t I have another last name like the other kids at school whose moms are not with the dads? I had the same last name as my mother, grandmother, and five uncles and I just didn’t understand why. My friend Rosie Montez had her father’s last name and her mom was broke and single just like mine. I investigated, I wanted to know. I was gathering the strength to ask, although, honestly, I didn’t know if this was one of those things that would get me in trouble. I spent many years observing other kids and their situations, grade after grade, until I finally decided to do it. 

         
         “Why am I a Rodriguez?” I asked my mother one day when I was twelve years old. I had been heavy with this thought since the
            third grade. Family origin was something that poor kids in my neighborhood would leverage to assess one another’s worth. Many
            of us didn’t have our biological fathers and were receiving state assistance. So the “at least I have my daddy’s last name”
            meant “at least I’m not you, the kid whose father was so bad that he didn’t even bother to let the world know you were his.”
         

         
         From that point on, I focused on my first name, even if I allowed everyone to mispronounce it. My first name had a story.
            Aside from it being one of the most celebrated operas and musicals about a princess and having a rich history during the Matriarch
            times in Ethiopia, it was also the name of both of my grandmothers. Isn’t that something? Two women from two different countries—Puerto
            Rico and the Dominican Republic—who never met had the same damn name. I didn’t know one of those Aidas, my father’s mother.
            I grew up with the other. She was my best friend and I was proud to be her namesake. She was the one who took care of my mother
            and me and was such a strong lady. She filled in the blanks left by my dad’s absence.
         

         
         It turns out that my dad was in fact present when I was born. According to my grandma, he was in the delivery room in Brigham Young Women’s Hospital in Boston, pacing and doing all the dad stuff. She told me how happy and proud he was that day. Yet, all I could think about was why he didn’t grab a pen and sign my birth certificate. What was it that held him back? Did he not want me? Did he think I wasn’t his? My grandmother said he threw the biggest party to celebrate my birth and baptism. It was my mother’s mother who was gushing about it being the proudest moment in his life. He was a beaming father. So why not slap his government on that piece of paper then? 

         
         My grandmother went on and on about how much he loved me, so much so, that he insisted on taking us back to his country, the
            Dominican Republic. He couldn’t stand to be without me, she would tell me. That was a good story to grow up with, something
            positive to feel about him in his absence. But the reality was that he had been deported and he had to go back; it wasn’t
            some romantic trip. Still, she said he wouldn’t leave me, and that made me feel good. My grandmother was always one to build
            me up, constantly pouring into me. She reminded me that I was perfect just the way I was and that everyone in my life was
            lucky to have me.
         

         
         My father had been deported more than once. And this time the government meant business: either take your ass home or get
            ready to make license plates. My family tried to use my birth as a method to keep him in the United States, but that didn’t
            work. Maybe he should’ve signed my birth certificate. Life in the States could have been better for all of us; there were
            more opportunities than in the Dominican Republic. Yet he thought that we would go to his country and things would change
            for the better, and that it would be okay, because he would be back home with his family. He must’ve really believed this
            because staying in the States was not an option.
         

         
         Escaping from home, where she was being sexually abused by a relative, my teenage mom up and left Boston and moved to the
            Dominican Republic, where she knew no one, to start a life with this man, who was twelve years her senior. She had had it
            bad at home and just wanted out—I can understand that now. When she met him, he swept her off her feet, and she immediately
            fell in love. He was charismatic and loving and, most important, he never laid a hand on her. Her bar was there, and though
            I want to judge it, I can’t. We have all had our own toxic relationships, she was just a kid, she deserves a pass.
         

         
         As the story goes, when she first laid eyes on him at her fifteenth birthday party, she claims he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. All the while, what jumped out at me in her telling of how they’d first met was the word man. Who looks at a grown-ass man in their teens and says, “I want to be with him.” That sounded so gross to me, but I kept it
            to myself. She was feeling all the goods as she shared her love story with me and I didn’t want to ruin the moment for her,
            even though as a kid, it all just sounded super confusing, like stuff that wasn’t supposed to happen. Yet there I was, ingesting
            all my parent’s traumas—they were becoming a part of me. This man was a whole-ass grown-up dating a little girl who was running
            away from home. Her body and brain were not even fully developed, but the smile on her face as she shared this story with
            me said it all. She had really been into that man. These few positive stories involving my father fueled my desire to find
            and meet him, even if I was aware of some of the bad stuff that went down.
         

         
         When we got to Santo Domingo our world was turned upside down. My mom couldn’t get her bearings, emotionally, financially,
            and socially. I don’t remember meeting my paternal grandmother, but she wasn’t very welcoming—at least, that’s what my mother
            told me. There were also some cultural clashes that caused dissent. My mother is a Puerto Rican, an Indigenous woman, and
            that was not flying in my father’s side of the family. I still don’t understand how this could be an issue, but Latinos’ thinking
            has been colonized as well, so we do dumb shit to one another. We find reasons to dislike one another and attach values to
            our worth based on what white supremacy dictates. To me it was like a figurative mangú, los tres golpes (the three hits):
            machismo, colorism, and ignorance. Yeah, I would’ve preferred the fried cheese.
         

         
         According to my mother, my father—the merengue singer—had a “ho problem.” He was popular with the ladies. In fact, when she
            met him back in Boston, he was linked to several other women. She said that he made her feel like the others were after him,
            but he chose her, and she was the special one. All the while he was still messing around with other women and that was cause
            for my mom to have several fights in the neighborhood. She had the fuel for that. When she met my dad, all the anger she stored
            up from being victimized at home and losing her first baby could be dispensed at any moment, on command.
         

         
         While we were in the Dominican Republic, my father spent a lot of the time on the road and would leave us with his mother. The only problem was that his mother did not like my mother. My mom was a fighter and not afraid to speak up for herself at this point. What did she have to lose? Legend has it that the other Aida was a terrible bully. My grandmother didn’t appreciate my mother not submitting to her will. She really thought she was going to add my mom to the roster of people who followed her directions and tolerated her bullshit. My father’s sister, who was also very young, was mousy and tender; my mother was the complete opposite. So when my dad would go off to play his gigs and binge with his bitches, we were left at this woman’s mercy. That meant sometimes sleeping outside, sometimes not eating, oftentimes getting bitten by giant mosquitoes. Eventually, my mother couldn’t take it anymore, and we left, never to return. I don’t even have a single memory of the relatives I left behind and my life there. My paternal brother told me that my grandmother had a reputation for being a tough ass. 

         
         After our return to the States the memory of my father faded. He wasn’t like the deadbeat parents who make the occasional
            visit and fill you with false expectations and disappoint you from time to time about picking you up. I never saw him again.
            I had no information on his whereabouts and knew nothing about him other than the morsels of information my grandmother would
            feed me to put me at ease. He was totally off limits with my mother, Margarita. I just knew to never bring him up.
         

         
         Although I was wounded by his absence, it pushed me to become a better person in some ways. In fact, I worked hard to be a “good kid.” I did well in school. I was actually a teacher pleaser. In my view, educators were the ones who held my fate in their hands, since they were in charge of my grades and could recommend me for honors classes, the key to a better life. It was all so simple then. And as young as I was, I understood how it worked. I believed my third-grade teacher Mrs. Flannagan when she told me that “readers are leaders” and that this would be the way out of my circumstances. I took that seriously and aimed to do everything possible to get out. That meant being “good” in school, getting good grades, and making the honor roll, never getting in trouble for being disruptive or disrespectful. I knew that these teachers were aware that I was a product of a single-parent home, so I wanted to make sure they knew that I was not like the rest of the people in this situation. I had this stuff in my head and no one could convince me otherwise. Aside from constant talking in class, I did well. Mrs. Flannagan’s pale white Irish face would turn beet red when she told my mom that I was wonderful outside of the fact that I “talked and talked and talked and talked” (she tried to get every “talked” out in one breath). 

         
         Mrs. Flannagan never had to complain again because my mom dealt with me at home. Margarita was pretty intentional with her
            black belt. I hated that fucking belt. She never even wore it. That’s why it was so offensive. She only kept it around to
            instill fear—and to beat my ass. It was a man’s belt, it made discipline masculine to me. And I definitely also associated
            discipline with a dad. I would hear my friend Diana’s mom say:
         

         
         “When your father gets home, you’re gonna get it!”

         
         I knew that “it” was an ass whoopin’. And thanks to that belt, I got plenty of those. That was my dad at the time.

         
         Because of my family dynamic, my view on family was specific. My family was made up of my grandmother, mother, and uncles,
            and that was it. I became very comfortable in that unit; it was all I knew. My mom was eighteen when we returned to the States
            to live with my grandmother in Miami. And though my mom was my mother, my grandmother was everyone’s mother. I was so confused
            that I called my grandmother “Mami” and I called my mother by her first name. She was “Margarita” to me until I was about
            nine—by then, she beat it out of me.
         

         
         My uncles were everything to me, they were always there for me. They walked me to school, took me out to eat, and every Sunday one of them would go to Comstock Park for a day jam and I would tag along. Uncle Carlos, the eldest, was three years older than my mother. He was our protector, the fighter. He was well respected in our neighborhood to the point where people were downright scared of him. My uncle Raymond, who was three years younger than my mom, was also very close to my mother. He knew that my father wasn’t going to be around, so he got ahead of it and got a job to help. I don’t think he liked school that much, so this was the perfect out. It was also what my uncles did to help the family. 

         
         Their relationships with my mom were both close but different. Carlos defended her in the streets and was always around to
            guide her. She learned how to fight from him; he made her tough. Raymond nurtured her in a very different way, he was her
            safe place. She could share her feelings and vulnerability with him and he was tender enough to receive it. He gave her the
            love and affection that she didn’t feel from my grandmother.
         

         
         Uncle Raymond was a closeted queer man, he had to uphold the machismo in our family and secretly pursue his deepest desires
            elsewhere. In our neighborhood the toxic messaging about homosexuality was deadly. He was the most paternal with me, he took
            care of me like I was his own and took the responsibility of parenting me very seriously. He told everyone that I was his
            daughter. He took me to school and made sure that I ate. I hated eating when I was a kid; it was a real problem. Aside from
            being anemic, I was also super skinny, and a thin kid was a sign of bad parenting in my community, so every family member
            took it upon themselves to make sure that I ate. Raymond would sit with me every day and spoon-feed me my dinner to make sure
            I finished it all.
         

         
         There was also Uncle Richard, four years younger than my mom, the one I remember the least during my childhood. He was the
            first one to get out. He left home at sixteen, joined the Army, and never came back. As a ranked officer in the military with
            a master’s degree, he became the success story of our family and had unknowingly set the road map for me. I would daydream
            about leaving, and he inspired me to believe that I was going to be a big star one day.
         

         
         Uncle Pedro was five years younger than my mom. He was the lover, the one who always had girls chasing after him. When he was a teen, he was a sweet-talking, affectionate sap, who was also very expressive and kind with his words. I went to him when I wanted to hear how beautiful I was. And he was a great-looking human, usually described as a “typical Puerto Rican trigueño” with his dark brown skin, thick hair, and indigenous features. But it was his smile and how he called women “baby” that made him a hit. He was suave, it was effortless, girls were always fawning over him. When his high school sweetheart became the center of his life, he left the house, and then I would only see him on weekends. 

         
         My uncle Davie, six years younger than my mom, was the youngest and everyone treated him as the baby of the family. My grandmother
            coddled him likely without realizing she was actually stifling him, interrupting his growth and development. But he blossomed
            anyway, he was undeniable in his learning. He is probably one of the smartest people I have ever met, a self-taught electrician.
            I spent the most time with him because he was still at home. He introduced me to hip-hop, Muhammad Ali, Bruce Lee, and most
            important, Richard Pryor.
         

         
         Richard Pryor was my first memory of laughing out loud at a comedian. I sat on the floor, hid behind the door, and listened
            to him tell his story about rescuing a dog that allowed burglars into his house and I cackled. Uncle Davie exposed me to the
            arts, he sparked my interest in performing. He is one of my favorite people on the planet and will still dance with me anytime,
            anywhere.
         

         
         These were five men that I admired who also shared my last name. And although I was ashamed of not having my father’s last
            name, they gave me pride in being a Rodriguez. I watched and learned so much from them—my biggest lessons were always in empathy.
            I saw them feed people who were on the street, defend ladies from getting mugged, and take care of my great-grandfather. A
            lot of people in my neighborhood were bullies, yet many times my uncles were there to the rescue. They never looked down on
            others or made fun of the vulnerable. They were and will always be my heroes, the Rodriguez brothers.
         

         
         The older I got, the more I saw the flaws in my family. My uncles became human to me as I was more involved in their lives outside of home. My uncle Pedro had two sons with the girl he fell in love with. They were both barely in high school when they had their firstborn. Uncle Pedro had started to use drugs and things began to get bad for them. When she had her second son, my uncle was still getting high and becoming violent. Watching him hit her was the first time I could remember freezing in fear. Though I loved my uncle dearly, I believed that this was just what men did, but I also knew that what he was doing was wrong. Hearing that she deserved it from the women in my family was upsetting. Justifying him hitting her because she had a “smart mouth” was terrifying for me because I had been accused of having one too. It was conflicting because I loved them both. She was one of the most loving people in my life. Relief washed over me when they finally broke up because I wanted her to be safe and for my cousins to have a good life—they were like brothers to me. I also wanted my uncle to get clean. 

         
         My uncle Carlos had two children. He married the mother of his first child. I was jealous of that cousin of mine because she
            had married parents and her father’s last name. I didn’t know enough as a kid to acknowledge that she had a painful journey
            of her own. Her parents divorced when she was practically a baby. Her father spent more time around me than her and she didn’t
            grow up with her little brother. My uncle passed away on his thirty-second birthday. His kids never really got to know him.
            I was left to fill in the blanks for them. I knew that they would have preferred to have him above anything else. I personally
            understood how they felt. But I have always tried my best to assure them of the big love he had for them. I believe that like
            most people in my family, he struggled with worthiness and self-esteem issues and felt that they were better off without him.
            It’s likely the abuse he suffered as a kid was the reason he started to do drugs in the first place. I was too young to articulate
            to him that his kids needed him. I knew that firsthand. Regardless of what kind of person my father was, I needed him. Even
            if as adults we are able to understand that we are better off without some people in our lives, no one could convince us of
            that as kids.
         

         
         My life shattered when Uncle Carlos died. He was the first person in my immediate family to go. I knew nothing of death at the time. How were we supposed to go on without him? I hurt so bad I became angry. He was a part of my whole, and it didn’t work without him. Who was going to protect me now? I stood over his casket and opened his eyes. I didn’t know anything about what they do with bodies after death, and no one had ever had any conversation with me about what happens to a person when they die, so when his eyes remained open, I insisted that he was still alive. I cried, kicked, and screamed, demanding that they wake him. My grandmother and mother were sedated, they couldn’t deal with me. I just leaned on my uncles; as always, they took care of me. Watching them bury Uncle Carlos plays over in my head to this day. His absence created the very first hole in my heart, a blow that I will never forget. When I am in Miami, I go visit his grave and take him flowers, and will continue to do so until I go. I have never stopped missing him. 

         
         My uncle Richard took a different route. He was the one my grandmother said did things right. He met a girl while serving and fell in love. They got married and had a son. It was never anything to think about until they came to visit. Uncle Richard not only signed his son’s birth certificate, but he stuck around. His family was the closest thing to what I saw on television. They were a military family who moved around, but they had a home. My cousin lived a good life, he had his own room and a pet dog. His life seemed peaceful and fun. They went on vacation and came to visit us on the way to or from Disney World. I had never been to Disney World as a little kid and we never went on trips nor visited any relatives. I didn’t get to see them very much, so it was always a treat when they came over. They would take me with them to do things and eat at restaurants. Though at times I was jealous of their healthy family dynamic, I was very close to my cousin. I adoringly called him “my chicken,” and he became my closest cousin. My feeling like a throwaway had nothing to do with him and I knew that. I just saw them and couldn’t help but notice how broken my own family was. I romanticized my relationship with my uncle because he was part of my five-uncle unit, and idolized him because “he did things right,” but in reality, I had not grown up around him and we didn’t talk much. I was very close with my aunt. She stayed in touch and never forgot a special occasion—she has always been very thoughtful. At the end of the day, they were an example of what I wanted in my future. 

         
         In the sixth grade, I began to develop inside and out. I started to get attention from my teachers for being a leader and
            thriving academically. I was a tall girl and stood out and people started to notice me, even boys. I began to blossom in other
            ways and pursue the arts at school, auditioning for school plays and musicals. I actually booked a part in a school show that
            featured the music from the musical Fame. My mom could not believe it because I was so shy. I also ran for Student Council President and won. This was a new me and
            I liked it. I was more confident and had some excellent teachers. I had real support in school. I met my favorite teacher,
            Sylvia Rolle, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She had perfect white teeth and the most amazing dark brown skin.
            She was so perfect she looked unreal. She along with my sixth-grade teacher, Ms. Carter, really pushed me with my writing
            and performing. Ms. Rolle was my language arts teacher and was instrumental in my writing. Ms. Carter would always sing in
            class, she loved music. She encouraged me to use my voice to sing. It was the beginning of the performer in me. Even if I
            froze on stage, I kept going back for more. Something in me kept poking at me, there was something that I needed to discover
            in performance.
         

         
         I also started to speak out, to use my words. I advocated for myself at school. I delivered my campaign speech with the same
            confidence that Bob Barker had hosting The Price Is Right. I was fascinated by anyone who used a microphone. I got tired of being bullied and began to stand up for myself. I had new friends and I was the funny one in the group. Angel, Maria, and Bambi were a big reason I wanted to go to school every day. I was feeling better about myself and I was having fun. I discovered that I had a voice and people were listening. Yet, in all of this newfound bliss, the one thing that bothered me, the one thing that still made me feel less than, was my struggle with illegitimacy. Every single one of my friends had their father’s last name and no matter how much I shined, I always felt that I was not enough. 

         
         I had a full-on fixation about not having my father’s last name. My father’s absence had now become the cause for anything
            that went wrong. It was easier to blame him, he was not around. I was never going to forgive him; I was mad. After all the
            torment I had felt for so long about being illegitimate, I finally gathered the courage to ask my mother why I didn’t have
            his last name. As brave enough as I was to ask, I was definitely not ready for the answer. All the years of doubting his love
            for me, hating him for not validating me, recounting all of my worthiness issues, and everything I believed was connected
            to him not being there had boiled down to this very moment. I wanted to know.
         

         
         “Why am I a ‘Rodriguez’? Why didn’t my father sign my birth certificate?”

         
         And Margarita, being consistently who she is, looked at me with her signature ease and responded with her usual reckless abandon.

         
         “He didn’t want me to lose the welfare check.”

         
         It didn’t even seem wrong to her; it was just how it was. Single moms and welfare checks were what she knew at the time. My
            grandmother had her six kids who were all Rodriguezes, and she received government assistance as well. Rather than ruin his
            situation, this grown man who couldn’t get a job in the system because he didn’t have legal status in the United States and
            was pursuing a dream of becoming a famous singer decided that the best way to help support us was by not ruining her chances
            for receiving any government aid. Seems like an abundance of bad choices being made and no one with enough sense to redirect
            us all. My grandmother was surviving and providing, my mother had no clue how she was going to live a life without someone
            else pulling the strings, and my father just didn’t have his shit together. My uncles and I were the kids, we really couldn’t
            do anything. I honestly began to believe that the stuff that happened to me was some sort of punishment from God because God
            didn’t like me. I got used to it and it just became a part of who I was.
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