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Para Rafael Díaz Matos, who passed down all the stories.

Pal pueblo, mi gente del Caserío Padre Rivera.

Para Jeannette Doval Sánchez, who loved me hard. Siempre.








It is the dead,

Not the living, who make the longest demands:

We die forever.

—Sophocles, Antigone

Listen to me. I am telling you

a true thing. This is the only kingdom.

—Aracelis Girmay, “Elegy,” from Kingdom Animalia







Hours before they find him, everything burns.

Smoke rising in black clouds, the golden cañaverales, the dark sky. An explosion of birds and mongooses, lizards, snakes, everything bolting from the fires. Dry leaves crackling, embers, ash. The slow crawl, the body heaving, groping for something steady in the cane. The coquíes fading, quieting, and then silent.

Late morning out in the fields, a cane cutter from La Central pushes aside the burnt stalks with his gloved hand, his protective headgear and thick coveralls weighing him down. After last night’s controlled burns, the ground smolders in some places, the heat rising under his heavy boots. It’s May 1993, and by noon it already feels like midsummer.

He swings his machete, cuts through a stem, swings it again. He tosses the burnt stalks aside as he takes them down, keeps moving, leaving them to be collected by the other guys. He wades through the charred debris, reaching for the next stalk. He works at a slow, steady pace, striding through the cañaveral. Breathe, swing, strike. He can’t move too quickly, because he might faint in this heat. Slow and steady. Swing, strike, toss. Stop. Breathe. Start again.

The other guys call out to one another behind him. This morning’s factory crew must be out for lunch.

“Whoa!” someone hollers.

Swing, strike. Breathe.

Suddenly, the voices quiet. Nothing moves. Only the sound of his breathing, the heat all around him, and the smell.

He steps around the edge of a row, cutting stalks as he goes, tossing them, kicking aside the piles of ash and burnt leaves.

“What in the hell is that?” someone else shouts.

Every season after the burning, they find animals in the cane. Snakes, iguanas, bats, all kinds of birds, cane toads. He found a dead dog once, burned to a crisp. Couldn’t get the smell out of his head. Everywhere he went, he smelled dead dog. Didn’t eat meat again for weeks.

“Is that…?” he starts to ask, then stops. All these years, all the burning seasons, he’s never seen something like this. He has an urge to cross himself. En el nombre del Padre, y del Hijo, y del Espíritu Santo. He squeezes the grip on his machete.

One of the guys backs away, turns toward La Central. A few others follow.

But he can’t move. The sky is hazy, gray with smoke.

“Jesus,” he says, turning away from the body. “Jesus.” He heads back, following all the other men. Somewhere in the field, he drops his machete. He leaves it behind, walks faster, starts loosening the straps on his headgear, his goggles.

In the sky, above the stacks of La Central, a plague of grackles circles.
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“Las Caras Lindas”
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1975–1981






“El Cantante”

The end of summer in el Caserío Padre Rivera meant the end of freedom. It meant back to Padre Rivera Elementary for the little kids, and the teenagers hoofing it to el pueblo in their scuffed loafers and starch-ironed hand-me-down uniforms. No more sleeping ’til noon for Cano, in his last year at UPR Humacao, and a return to early days at the parish for his older brother, David, a deacon soon to be an ordained priest. It meant long, quiet mornings in the neighborhood again: satos roaming the streets in packs, women sweeping their balconies in silence while the café brewed in la greca, men playing dominoes in la plaza, hustlers throwing dice under the shade of the flamboyán.

Every day after school, sixteen-year-old Maricarmen and her younger sister, Loli, walked past the basketball courts on their way home. Loli was only fourteen, but she was supposed to have dinner ready when their mother came home from work. While Loli finished her homework, a pot of arroz con salchichas simmering on the stove, Maricarmen went off to one of her after-school jobs. Some days, Maricarmen took care of the neighbor’s eight-year-old twins. Some days, she cleaned apartments. She’d speed past the basketball courts as she headed to work, the ballers pausing their game just to get a good look, calling out to her, “Mira, nena, where you going in such a hurry?”

One afternoon, Maricarmen was on her way to clean Doña Matos’s apartment when she walked past the guys dribbling on the blacktop. She heard one of them wolf-whistle. She was still wearing her high school uniform, maroon skirt and white button-down shirt. She cut her eyes at him, kept walking.

“Leave that girl alone,” she heard Cano say. He was Doña Matos’s youngest son. He was in college, and barely spoke to Maricarmen when she was over at their house.

“I was just trying to talk to her,” the other guy said. “Hey, girl! Come here!”

“She’s in high school,” Cano said. “What’s wrong with you?”

“She’s in your house like every day. You mean to tell me you never even tried?”

Maricarmen climbed the steps to Doña Matos’s apartment, paying them no mind.

“Bye, Mari!” one of the guys called out.

She ignored him. It was always like this with them. A lot of jokes, flirting. She never took them seriously.

Doña Matos had already left for her shift at the hospital when Maricarmen let herself in. David was polishing off a bowl of sancocho at the small kitchen table, dipping bits of pan sobao in the broth and popping them into his mouth.

“Buenas tardes, Padre,” Maricarmen said, smiling as she shut the door behind her.

“I’m not ordained yet,” David said. He pointed at the bread on the table. “Sit. Eat, if you’re hungry.”

“I’m all right,” she said. She opened the storage closet and pulled out the cleaning supplies: a spray bottle, a pair of plastic gloves, and a cleaning towel. Maricarmen came every couple of weeks, two or three days in a row, depending on how long it took to finish the entire three-bedroom apartment. Usually, if she worked quickly, she could finish a room in half an hour, maybe two rooms in forty-five minutes. But when David was around, she took longer, talking as she cleaned, listening to his stories about mission trips to Cuba and Nicaragua, about priests telling jokes over red wine in Portugal.

Maricarmen waited for David to finish his sancocho before clearing the table. “So when’s the big day?” she asked. She sprayed and wiped the table.

“A few months.” David, who wore thick prescription glasses and a dress shirt, looked up at Maricarmen, nodding thoughtfully. “Just a few months now.”

Maricarmen smiled. He was gentle, David the deacon. Soft-spoken, sometimes a little nervous, but laughter always came easy to him. Sometimes, when he wasn’t telling her stories that made her throw her head back and roar, he was like this, pensive. What did they do all day, those priests? she wondered. Pray? Think?

“Do you think it’s hard?” she asked.

David slid back in his chair. “What do you mean?”

“You know. Like, never getting married. Never having children.” She considered how to say the rest, holding the towel and the spray bottle tightly. “Never being with a woman?”

David studied her. “Aren’t you a little too young to be worrying about those things?”

She thought about it. By the time her mother was sixteen, she was already married and pregnant with her. “No.”

David laughed. “Don’t try to grow up too soon, Mari.”

Maricarmen felt her face grow hot. David was twenty-five, nine years older than her, but he’d never made her feel like a kid before. She knew he hadn’t meant any harm. He was just looking out for her.

“Okay, old man,” she said. She smiled once more, sprayed the counter.

They were both unusually quiet after that, Maricarmen cleaning methodically and David retreating to the living room to watch TV.

On her way out, she stashed away the cleaning supplies and avoided saying goodbye to David. He’d fallen asleep on the couch, and she didn’t want to wake him.

Outside, instead of rushing past the basketball courts, she stood on the sidewalk, watching. The guys were still playing, but no one noticed her. She looked for Cano on the court, ran her fingers through her hair.

She watched them chase each other from one end of the court to the other, dribbling the basketball, taking shots. She unbuttoned the bottom of her shirt, then tied a knot high up on her waist, showing off her navel. She considered crossing the street to sit at one of the benches, but she didn’t think she was brave enough. She ran her fingers through her hair again.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Maricarmen jumped at her mother’s voice. She tugged on the knot on her shirt, tried to hide her belly with her hands, but her mother was no fool.

Blanca, red-faced and sweaty, carried her three-inch heels in one hand, her purse strapped across her body. She was barefoot on the sidewalk, breathing hard, her dark bob messy and stringy with sweat.

“What happened to your shoes, Mami?” Maricarmen asked, trying to distract her.

Blanca looked her up and down, ignoring the question. “You done parading yourself in front of the whole block?” She pulled Maricarmen’s shirt down, then pointed toward the basketball courts. “You think that these bandoleros are going to respect you?”

“I’m just heading home,” Maricarmen said. She turned for their building, but her mother grabbed her by the elbow.

“Don’t let me catch you with any of them, you hear me?” Blanca said, squeezing.

Maricarmen pulled away, forcing Blanca to loosen her grip. She was sick of her mother always grabbing her, humiliating her in front of her friends, their neighbors, yelling at her in front of whoever happened to be passing by. And she was sick of her mother always talking bad about “those people” in front of anyone who could hear her. Maricarmen’s family was one of the few white families in el Caserío, and Blanca thought that made them better. The truth was, Maricarmen and Loli were ashamed of the way their mother talked down to anyone who was even a shade darker than her. Maricarmen couldn’t wait to leave home.

Maricarmen gave her mother a look, one look, and hoped that Blanca understood exactly how she felt. She turned toward their apartment building, leaving her mother on the sidewalk alone.

By the time Cano met Rey Ojeda, Rey had already been arrested at least three times. He’d spent two years in a work camp for juvenile offenders, out in the country, cleaning chicken coops and pigpens, shoveling shit all day. The same day they released him, Rey turned eighteen.

Cano, Ismael, and some of the neighborhood guys were shooting hoops one afternoon when Rey came walking down the avenue, past the post office and la plaza. His hair was shaved down to the scalp, his gray trousers loose and faded, a matching gray shirt two sizes too big. He was skinny and dark—you could tell he’d spent days working the fields under the hot sun. The guys paused the game when they saw him. He’d been gone so long, it seemed, some of them had forgotten what he even looked like.

“Rey! My brother!” Ismael called out. He walked off the court as the other guys watched, gave Rey a quick hug and pulled back to get a look at him. “What happened in juvie, man?” Ismael asked. “Didn’t they feed you?” They were all tall, muscular Black boys, but compared to Ismael and Cano, Rey looked skinny.

Cano tucked the ball under his arm and walked over. He didn’t know this kid, but he figured any friend of Ismael’s, especially in el Caserío, he had to know. Out on these streets, you needed as many friends as you could get.

“When did you get out?” Ismael asked.

“Just got home,” Rey said.

“It’s good to see you, brother,” Ismael said. He turned to Cano. “This is Rey, man. Don Ojeda’s nephew, who owns the candy store?”

Cano gave him a quick nod.

Cano knew Don Ojeda—everybody knew Ojeda, who’d been a music teacher but now owned a small colmado just outside the gates to el Caserío, where boleros were always blaring from the speakers of a rusted old radio. Officially, he sold candy, cigarettes, sodas, milk, eggs. But most of the neighborhood guys went to him for Ron Cañita, beer, the occasional bag of weed, and to gamble. All weekend long, Don Ojeda opened up the back of the store and turned it into La Gallera Sin Nombre, where any Fulano could bring his fighting cock, bladed spurs and all, and let it loose in the cockpit. On Friday nights, he also ran a card game—$100 minimum to get a seat at the table.

“So you gonna work for your uncle now?” Ismael asked.

Rey shook his head. “Got something else.”

“What, like a music thing?” Ismael turned to Cano again, smiling. “This kid can play, man. Best drummer I ever heard. And he can sing too.”

Rey laughed. “Nah. Another thing. But I need a ride. Something cheap, just to get to work every day, you know?”

Ismael smiled, wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand.

“Know anybody selling a cheap ride?” Rey asked.

Ismael shot Cano a glance. Ismael was a mechanic, and procuring cheap old cars was one of the things he did best. He’d been working on cars his whole life, since he was a boy handling oil changes in his father’s shop.

“We might have something for you,” Ismael said.

Cano scratched the back of his head. “I have an old hooptie. Un Volky. It’s in Ismael’s shop, been there for months. Doesn’t run.”

“Needs some work,” Ismael said.

“How much we talking?”

“I can get a used transmission in there for about a hundred,” Ismael said.

“You can have the car for two hundred dollars if you pay for the transmission,” Cano said.

Rey extended his hand to Cano and they shook. When he reached his hand out to Ismael, he pulled him in for a hug. “I’ll bring you the money,” Rey said, “soon as I get it.” He headed back toward the front gate.

Ismael and Cano watched him go.

Cano bounced the basketball, and as all the other guys went back toward the courts, he said to Ismael, “I’ve known Ojeda since I was a kid. How come I never met his nephew before?”

Rey had already disappeared past the gate.

“That kid,” Ismael said, “he’s spent his whole life hustling, fighting, in and out of lockup. I tried to keep him clean, off the streets. He’s got real musical talent. He can play, and he can sing his ass off! But he can’t stay out of trouble.”

“Maybe he’s back for good,” Cano said.

Ismael shook his head. “Some people get caught up in all this.”

“Caught up in what?”

Ismael pointed at the buildings, the basketball courts. “All this. El Caserío. But you can’t stay here forever. This can’t be your whole life.”

Cano’s mother was a widow who’d raised two boys, and she’d spent the last twenty-five years in el Caserío. He’d spent his whole life here, too, and even though he was trying to finish up his degree at la Upi, he hadn’t thought about what he’d do after that. He always assumed he’d get a job teaching, but he never considered leaving. “What do you mean, man?”

“If you can get out,” Ismael said, “you do it. Go. And don’t ever come back.”

“This is the neighborhood,” Cano said. “You can’t talk that way about your own people.”

Ismael touched Cano firmly on the shoulder, looking into his eyes. “What are they teaching you down at la Upi, brother? This? This is not people.” He pointed at the buildings again, turned back toward the courts. “This is the project of la colonia. This is how they keep us poor, keep us in line, while they take the oceanfront land to build their hotels and shit. If you can’t get out, if you decide to stay here, what will happen to you? What will happen to your children?”

“I don’t have any children,” Cano said, laughing. “I didn’t know you wanted to go into politics. I thought you wanted to make music.”

“You don’t think salsa’s political? Haven’t you been listening?”

“You talk a lot of shit, brother. Don’t act like you know more than me. I listen to the same salsa you listen to!”

The guys went back to their game, Cano dribbling and passing to Ismael, the two of them like blurs zooming up and down the court. It was late afternoon, and the smells of early fall were hanging in the air as the granos vendor pushed his cart back toward the gate: rice and cheese granos fried to a crisp, the overripe passion fruit falling off the hanging vines that ran along the outskirts of the neighborhood, clean laundry drying on the lines, motor oil, dog shit, the sweaty guys running around on the court, red beans on some nearby stove.

They shot hoops until the park benches filled with guys waiting their turn for the next pickup game, all swag and loud mouths and muscles. There were no girls around, not a single woman on the street. This court, these streets, this whole barrio belonged to them.

After, Ismael and Cano sat on the park benches, shirts off, wiping sweat from their faces, when they saw Rey again, strutting across the avenue toward them, a smile on his face.

Cano didn’t say a word. Rey just came up, slapped two hundreds into Cano’s palm, then handed Ismael a stack of fives and tens.

“Back so soon?” Ismael asked.

“Pick it up in a couple days?” said Rey.

“I’ll let you know when it’s ready,” Ismael said.

They watched Rey leave. On the court, one of the guys shot a layup, jogged back across to the opposite side.

Cano’s stomach felt uneasy, empty. “Where did this kid get all this cash?” he asked.

Ismael laughed softly, then exhaled, put the money in his pocket as all the air left his body. “Where do you think?”

Other than Ismael, nobody knew exactly what Rey’s job was, except that it was out en el campo. He left el Caserío in the afternoon and came back en la madrugada, after the coquíes had gone quiet.

A few weeks after he bought Cano’s Volky, there was a rumor that the cops were looking for Rey. Nobody knew why, only that if they’d seen Rey, they all decided to forget. Nobody in el Caserío talked to los camarones. They just wanted to raise their families in peace. Cano figured that Rey was wild, that he was probably out there robbing liquor stores or something crazy like that. Ismael told him not to worry about it, not to get involved.

Rey was also generous, Cano came to find out. Rey remembered when people had been kind to him, and he always came back with gifts to repay a favor.

Cano’s mother told him how a few weeks after the cops came knocking on every door looking for Rey, she’d caught sight of him as she was hanging laundry. There he was, out by the chain-link fence, picking parchas off the vine. He was hungry, she realized. Probably hadn’t been home in days. Probably hadn’t eaten in days. So she went back inside her apartment and came out with a mortadella sandwich on pan sobao, a mug of café con leche. Something she put together quickly.

She called out to him, offered him the food. Rey looked around, then jogged over.

“Gracias, Doña Matos,” he said. He ate fast, like he had somewhere to be. But Doña Matos knew he was just a boy living the kind of life not meant for a kid his age. Cano, her youngest, was twenty-two, not much older, and he’d had his own run-ins with los camarones, who showed up every other day—pulled over wherever they saw Cano, parked the car, frisked him. Doña Matos didn’t know what they expected to find, but they never found a thing. She was sure they knew they wouldn’t find anything on him—they just wanted to intimidate him and the other kids around here. Rey shouldn’t have to live like this, running from the cops, going hungry, working whatever odd jobs he could find. His poor mother, Doña Iris, who’d just lost her husband and had a baby at home, was battling cancer. Doña Matos wasn’t sure how Doña Iris would survive it if something happened to her Rey.

The next morning, when Doña Matos opened the door to the back balcony, she found a vase of bright yellow girasoles on the little table in the corner, two twenties tucked underneath. Had to be Rey, she thought.

After that, whenever she saw him, she gave him a cup of coffee, leftovers, whatever food she could scramble together quickly, put on a plate. Rey always thanked her, ate fast, handed her back the cup and plate, then went on his way, singing some song under his breath. And in the morning, she’d wake up to find a gift. A box of pastries left on the table, a sack of rice by the door, a pair of budgies in a wrought iron birdcage. Always a couple of bills tucked somewhere for her to find.

Sometimes, when she didn’t see him for days, she worried that maybe los camarones had finally caught him, or worse. After a while, she started leaving food on the little table on the back balcony: a sandwich in a paper bag, or bread and butter and a mug of café covered with a small saucer, or a mango, or a bowl of rice and beans, or a piece of pastelón, or some arroz con salchichas. Every morning she left something. Every afternoon, when she went back there, the mug was empty, the plate was clean, the food was gone. She hadn’t seen him, but he had eaten, and she was glad. She hoped that if her Cano were ever in trouble, somebody’s mother would look out for him too.

Maricarmen arrived early one afternoon, before Doña Matos left for her shift at the hospital. The front door was cracked, and the balcony door was open all the way.

“Come on in!” Doña Matos called from the kitchen. “And will you leave that door open? I’m trying to air this place out.”

Maricarmen pushed open the door. “Smells good!”

Doña Matos was frying chicken, from the smell of it. She rushed into the living room in a housedress, drying her hands on her apron, her afro covered with a pañuelo tied at the nape.

“Mari, I’m so sorry, but will you do me a favor?”

“Of course.” Maricarmen nodded, listening closely. Doña Matos never asked for favors. She was always the one people went to when they needed help.

“You don’t have to clean today,” Doña Matos said. “You do such a good job, the house is clean anyway.”

Maricarmen smiled.

Doña Matos put a hand on Maricarmen’s shoulder. “But I need you to do me a favor. It’s important.” She looked into Maricarmen’s eyes. “Instead of cleaning around here today, would you look in on Doña Iris? See if she needs help? There’s fried chicken and batatas on the stove. Take her some of that. See that she has something to eat. And make sure that baby eats too.”

“Don’t worry,” Maricarmen said. “I will.”

“You know where she lives? Second floor?”

Maricarmen nodded. “I cleaned for her once.”

“Don’t let her tell you that she doesn’t need anything. You get in there and tell her not to give you any trouble. Tell her I sent you.”

“I will,” Maricarmen said.

“There’s an extra five in the drawer for you,” Doña Matos said, and rushed into the bathroom to get ready for work.

In the kitchen, Maricarmen found a large empty plastic butter tub that Doña Matos used to store leftovers and filled it with pollo and batatas. Then she pulled some dishes from the top cabinets and made two plates, one for David, one for Cano, and covered them with paper towels. She left them on the counter.

At Doña Iris’s building, she could hear the baby crying as she climbed the stairs to the second floor. When she knocked, the crying got louder. Doña Iris came to the door right away, pulling it slowly and holding the screaming child in her arms.

Maricarmen tried to smile, but Doña Iris looked like death. She was a brown-skinned woman, but she looked pale, with dark circles under her eyes. Her lips were colorless and chapped. Her brown curls were thinning and stringy. Iris was her mother’s age, but she looked much older than Blanca.

“Hola, Doña Iris,” she said, holding up the food. “Doña Matos sent me. Says you gotta eat.”

Iris moved aside to let her in, and the baby screamed again. She bounced him lightly, leaning on the door as Maricarmen walked past her and into the living room.

“Why don’t you let me take him? I can feed him, give you a chance to sit.”

Iris handed over the baby, then rushed toward the back of the apartment.

In her arms, the baby felt hot, sweaty. He was heavier than he looked. Solid. She made her way to the kitchen table, put down the food container, and held the baby out in front of her. He was cute. Brown, with soft curls, plump cheeks, and the longest eyelashes she’d ever seen on anybody in her life. He would not stop crying, hiccupping and coughing as Maricarmen wiped the tears off his cheeks.

“You’re okay, baby,” she said. “Do you eat solid food?” With one hand, she pulled the lid off the butter tub, then reached inside for a drumstick. She touched it but decided it was too hot. Instead, she pulled a small strip of meat off the bone and blew on it. “You like chicken?”

The baby kept crying.

She blew on it some more, then offered it to him.

Somewhere in the apartment, Maricarmen could hear, Doña Iris was throwing up.

“You’re okay, baby.” She held the piece up to his mouth, and he opened up, ate it quickly. He was hungry, she realized. Jesus Christ. She picked more meat off the bone and blew on it.

“Doña Iris? You okay?”

Iris moaned. “I’ll be fine. Couple hours.”

“Okay.” Maricarmen sat at the table, the baby on her lap, and fed him small bits of chicken, bite-size pieces of fried batata.

She sat with him a long time, talking to him as she fed him, until he didn’t want another bite. Once he was done, she covered the food, listening for Doña Iris. She’d stopped vomiting, as far as Maricarmen could tell.

She adjusted the baby on her lap. “You want some juice or something?”

The baby just babbled.

“Okay, then,” she said, and picked him up. “Doña Iris? You okay in there?” She went around the kitchen table toward the refrigerator and found four baby bottles already filled. Two with water, two with some red juice. Water it was, she guessed. She picked one up and shut the refrigerator. The baby reached for the bottle immediately, trying to take it from her hand. She let him have it and watched him put it to his mouth.

“Look at you!” she said to him. “You’re already grown! How old are you? You got a job yet?” The baby pressed into her, holding the bottle tight. She held on to him and headed toward the back of the apartment.

Iris was already in bed, lying on top of the blanket, resting on several pillows. In the corner of the room, up against the wall, was a wooden crib. Maricarmen sat him down on the mattress and took his bottle, still more than half full.

“God, he’s heavy,” Maricarmen said, laughing.

“Tito never stops eating,” Doña Iris said. “And he’s already eighteen months.”

“Where’s your other son?” Maricarmen asked.

On the bed, Doña Iris opened her eyes. “You don’t have to stay. I’ll be okay.”

“You haven’t eaten.”

“I will. Just leave the food. I’ll eat it later.”

“Will you be okay? Really?”

In the crib, the baby was already asleep on his back.

“Don’t worry,” Doña Iris said. “He sleeps through the night. And Doña Matos drops by when she gets off her shift. She has a key.”

Maricarmen looked around the room. “Do you need another blanket or anything?”

“No no no. It’s hot as hell in here.” Doña Iris laughed, waved her hand, shooing her away.

“Get some sleep, then. I’ll come check on you in a couple of hours.”

Doña Iris closed her eyes. “Gracias, mamita.”

Maricarmen watched her a few seconds before closing the bedroom door behind her. In the living room, as she was heading out, the door swung open.

The eldest, Rey, who she’d only ever seen from across the street while he played basketball, bumped into her, almost knocking her down. She backed against a wall, steadying herself.

“Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t know you were there.”

It took her a moment, but she managed to stand up straight, rubbed her elbow where it’d scraped the wall.

“Your mom’s asleep. The baby ate, but she hasn’t eaten. Can you—”

“Don’t worry, I got it.”

He stood there looking down at her, his soft curls haloing his head. The first time she ever saw him, his head was shaved. Now she had to fight the urge to touch his curls. She was glad he’d grown them out.

Later, she would spend hours recalling this moment, going over all the things she should’ve said, how she should’ve introduced herself or asked him if he wanted her to stay or asked him anything. Why los camarones had been looking for him, and how he’d managed to avoid them, and where he spent his days other than on the basketball courts with the guys, and how come the cops had never picked him up there, or had they? She would remember all those conversations with all those other boys, with men, with David, who she considered a friend, all those times she’d been confident and funny and so damn smart. But she couldn’t come up with a single word.

She nodded, slipped out the door.

After a few weeks, the cops stopped looking for Rey. They forgot about him or moved on to other guys, other cases. He started coming around again, joining Ismael and Cano on the basketball courts, then they’d walk over to Cano’s apartment for drinks, and Doña Matos would pour them tall glasses of Kola Champagne, offer them food. During those afternoons, they’d sit around Doña Matos’s kitchen table, shooting the shit, sometimes play cards. Rey had learned to play poker with his uncle Ojeda, but the guys never had more than a couple dollars to gamble. Rey didn’t mind, though.

One afternoon, Rey brought out the deck, but Cano wasn’t interested. He didn’t have the money. He told Rey and Ismael how he was supposed to finish his degree, but things had gotten hard. He had his part-time job at the library, but that wasn’t enough for tuition, for books. It would take him an extra year to finish. He didn’t feel like playing.

“Besides,” Cano said, “I don’t feel like losing my last two quarters to a kid.”

Rey laughed and left the deck on the table, sipping on his Kola Champagne.

“I’ve been writing songs,” Ismael said. He was trying to get his band together. Ismael was always trying to start a band, but nobody ever took him seriously. “There’s this guy up in San Lorenzo. They call him the Carpenter. He’s a drum maker, works with mahogany for custom-made congas.”

Cano smirked. “Custom-made? Who has that kind of money?”

“Not me,” Ismael said. “I got a pair of used ones from Don Ojeda for like thirty dollars.”

They all laughed.

“So you’re really doing it,” Cano said, just being nice. He knew that Ismael could play, but the band thing would never happen.

“I’m doing it,” Ismael said. “Watch. When I get famous, all you sorry fools will come running.”

“I could play with you, you know,” Rey said.

Ismael smiled, slapped him on the shoulder. “You can sing too.”

Nowadays, Rey wrote these ballads that he sang all over el Caserío, busting out in a falsetto whenever he saw a group of girls walking home from school, serenading the abuelas whenever he worked the register at Don Ojeda’s store, making the schoolgirls blush or giggle, the older women saying things like If only I was thirty years younger. Everybody called him Rey el Cantante.

“But you gotta stay out of trouble if we’re gonna make this happen.”

“Listen,” Cano said. “I don’t know if you two will get famous, but if you get some gigs, I have my van. It’s old, has no seats in the back, but it works. I can drive you.”

Ismael raised his glass. “It’s a deal, then. When we make it big, I’ll get some fucking custom congas and I’ll buy you whatever you want. Hell, I’ll pay your fucking tuition.”

Cano raised his glass of Kola Champagne. “To Maelo Conga.”

“To Maelo fucking Conga,” Ismael said, reaching for his own glass.

“Who the hell is Maelo?” Rey asked.

Cano and Ismael laughed.

“How long you known me, man?” Ismael said.

“All right, then. To custom congas and Cano’s tuition.” Rey drank, put his glass down hard on the table, then shot up out of his chair. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” He took off. Cano watched him fly out the door.

When he came back a few minutes later to Cano and Ismael still sitting at the table, Rey pulled out a stack of bills, started counting, laid the pile on the table in front of Cano.

Cano kept his head down. He hadn’t asked for money, especially from a kid. He pushed the money back across the table. “What are you doing, man?”

“It’s for your tuition,” Rey said. “And for our ride. How we gonna start this band if we have no ride?”

“I’m not taking your money,” Cano said.

“You take care of me, I take care of you,” Rey said. He wouldn’t hear any more. He left the money on the table and walked out.

Rey and Ismael practiced for months while they found other musicians for their band. Eventually, they had a guy on trumpet, a trombonist, a bassist, a guy on keyboards, and Ismael’s cousin Edgar as the temporary lead singer until they found someone better. Rey and Ismael were always at practice, but some guys came and went with the hurricane season. They couldn’t find a good lead singer, and Rey didn’t want to sing. He was a drummer, no matter how much Ismael insisted he should sing.

“You sing,” Rey said every time Ismael brought it up. “This whole thing was your idea. It’s your band.”

“But you’re a singer,” Ismael said.

“I can sing, but I’m not a singer. I freeze up, man.”

Ismael had heard this story. Rey was just a kid at church, singing with a choir full of church girls. He was talented—everybody knew he was talented—but he could only perform with a group. Until one day, he was supposed to get up and sing a solo in church. He’d been nervous, he told Ismael later, but he never expected that when the time came, he would just freeze. And that’s exactly what happened. He froze. But that was a long time ago. “If you can sing all over the streets, you can sing onstage,” Ismael said.

They managed to keep Edgar on vocals, Ismael and Rey and the rest of the band practicing like every day, five days a week, for months. But they had nothing to practice for, no gigs. Until Cano’s older brother, David the deacon, who’d moved into the Catholic parish in el pueblo as he prepared to be ordained, came home for a visit. Doña Matos was so happy to have him home, so proud that her son would soon be a priest, she cooked all his favorite foods: mofongo con camarones, arroz con gandules, pernil, tembleque. It was just the three of them, but she made enough food for a party. That’s how Cano got the idea, then went to find Rey and Ismael at the basketball courts.

“A party for your brother?” Rey asked. “Is it his birthday?”

“Nah. He’s getting ordained. He’s going to be a priest.”

“They have parties for that?”

Ismael clapped his hands. “This is el Caserío, my man. We have parties for everything!”

Rey went to his tío Ojeda’s store for the beer, Cano and Ismael went to get the band, and an hour later, news of the party had spread all over el Caserío Padre Rivera. Maricarmen and Loli brought a charcoal grill and a bag of charcoal. Ismael brought meat for pinchos. Evelyn from down the street brought a pastelón, and her son, Maricarmen’s friend Carmelo, brought two coolers full of ice. Soon everybody was out in the street with whatever they could afford to bring. A six-pack of Kola Champagne for the kids, some ice, potato salad, a pack of hot dogs, plastic cups, paper plates, hot dog buns, more beer than they could possibly drink in one night. People called their friends down in Patagonia, who arrived ready for a party—everybody knew Doña Matos from the neighborhood or the hospital. And everybody knew her eldest son from church. David the deacon, the good one, called by God, destined to be a priest.

So Rey and Ismael and their band played their first gig, a spontaneous Catholic block party. Rey on timbales, Ismael on congas, Edgar on vocals. Ismael and Rey played like they were stars, all eyes on them. Nobody knew that, to them, this felt exactly like living a dream. People just knew that while David stood outside, smiling and chatting and shaking hands with all the neighbors, a band played salsa. They weren’t great, but they weren’t embarrassing either. They were boys, nineteen, twenty-two, twenty-three, with a little talent and a lot of guts, who decided they would do something nobody in el Caserío had ever thought they could do. And that night, the neighbors, their friends, everybody danced.

Maricarmen danced with Carmelo and Loli, the three of them laughing and singing along and spinning each other late into the night. The neighbors were still dancing in the street, even after Evelyn and most of the women went home, leaving only the girls behind, after David the deacon went to sleep in his childhood bed, long after the band had stopped playing and Ismael had turned into a DJ taking requests, playing Héctor Lavoe, disco hits, and old boleros.

As Loli started dancing with Carmelo, Maricarmen went to get a drink. That was the first time she had a real conversation with Rey, who handed her a Medalla from a cooler and asked her name. He’d been watching her awhile. She’d noticed him while he played, younger than all the other musicians, dark skinned and baby faced, with dark fuzz over his upper lip (that maybe could someday be a mustache), and all those curls.

“How long have you been playing?” she asked him.

He took a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know. Always.”

“Always? You mean like your whole life?” Maricarmen asked.

“Something like that.”

“Did you take music lessons?”

“Yes and no,” he said. “I taught myself. My uncle’s a musician too. You know how sometimes there are things you can just do, and nobody has to teach you?”

“I guess.”

“I had a music teacher, but the lessons didn’t teach me anything I didn’t already know.”

Maricarmen studied his face. She’d taken a few music classes, a handful of voice lessons with Don Ojeda that she paid for with money she made cleaning apartments. She’d dreamed of being a singer once, like Lucecita Benítez, or Blanca Rosa Gil, or like La Lupe on the Myrta Silva show, hips swaying from side to side, singing “La Tirana,” beautiful and irreverent and free. But that had been a dream.

He continued. “Music is like that for me. Just comes naturally.”

“You mean the timbales, or like any instrument?”

“Timbales, congas, bongos, singing—”

“Singing?”

He nodded.

Maricarmen laughed. “How come you have that guy singing, then?” She pointed toward the band’s abandoned instruments, where Edgar was smoking a cigarette. “He’s not even good.”

They both laughed.

“How’s Doña Iris doing?” Maricarmen asked, changing the subject.

Rey shrugged. “You know. Not great. Sleeps a lot.”

“And your little brother?”

“Tito. Runs around all day. Sooo much energy.”

She nodded. “Must be hard for your mom.”

“I’m around, and so’s my uncle, but, yeah. It ain’t easy.”

They kept talking while all their friends danced in the street. Loli and Carmelo didn’t skip a single song, while Cano and Ismael danced with all the neighborhood girls.

Maricarmen occasionally cut in to twirl around with Loli, turning her this way and that way, then handing her off to Carmelo when she went to the cooler for another drink—an excuse to get back to Rey. Over by the cooler, Rey and the rest of the band, all of them drunk, were gathered around the last of the beer.

“Saved you one,” Rey said, handing her another Medalla.

“No, thanks,” she said, and waved it away. “Got anything else?”

Loli came up and took it for herself. “Thank you!”

“Loli!” Maricarmen snatched the beer out of her little sister’s hand.

“What’s the matter?” Rey asked Maricarmen. “Your mom doesn’t let you drink?” When Maricarmen told him she was still in high school, and that Loli was only fourteen, he threw his head back, laughing.

The guys joined him, laughing their asses off.

Maricarmen took a sip of her beer, her face growing hot.

Loli extended her hand, asking for a sip.

“Just one,” Maricarmen said, tipping the can so Loli could get a quick drink.

Carmelo headed their way and everybody turned.

“Who’s that? Your bodyguard?” Rey asked. The guys exploded with laughter.

Carmelo didn’t say anything, just lit a cigarette. He was younger than the other guys, a quiet skinny boy who had exactly two friends: Maricarmen and Loli.

“That’s my pana, Carmelo,” Maricarmen said, and quickly changed the subject. “So you guys write your own songs?”

Ismael smiled, put his hand around Rey. “This guy right here. He writes most of them.” He smacked his friend’s chest lightly. “Rey el Cantante. Isn’t that what all the girls call you?”

“Rey? That’s you?” Loli asked. “I thought Rey el Cantante was supposed to be sexy.”

Rey covered his face with one hand but couldn’t stop laughing.

“Loli!” Maricarmen said, a little too loudly.

“That’s what all the girls around the neighborhood are saying,” Loli said.

They talked and talked, late into the night. Ismael told them about Rey coming home after two years in a work camp for juveniles, how he’d had a real hard life but finally got his shit together, and now there he was. There they all were. And one day, they’d be able to leave this place.

“I would toast to that,” Ismael said, “but we’re out of beer.”

Nobody wanted to go home. They had turned the music down, but it was still playing. And when a song they liked came on, they all swayed a little, everybody waiting for something—anything—to happen. And then something did.

Cano saw them first, put his empty can of Medalla on the ground. “Hey, man. Here come los camarones,” he said to the group, and took a few steps back.

Everybody did the same. Spread out, put down their cans.

Loli immediately started walking home, as if she hadn’t seen the cops at all. Her mother would be mad as hell if los camarones brought her home at three in the morning.

“Mari, come on,” Loli said, then kept walking.

But Maricarmen stayed behind.

All those years later, they would all remember this moment. How they stood there watching as the two cops strutted toward them, trampling the moriviví that covered their front lawns, one of them holding his club, ready to strike, the other reaching for his sidearm. How nobody moved, all of them frozen where they stood, where they had been their whole lives, where their families had lived since the beginning of the colonial project that bulldozed their ancestral homes and sent them off to live in the caseríos públicos all over Puerto Rico, places built for the poor. Places for people like them, and their parents before them, and their children after. Maricarmen and Loli and their mother. Carmelo and his mother, Evelyn. Rey and Tito and their mother, Iris; and his tío Ojeda; and his dead father. Rey’s friends, Ismael and Cano. David the deacon asleep in his room, and Doña Matos, his mother, already working her nursing shift at Ryder Memorial. Loli already inside the apartment, watching from the window as her mother slept. Their neighbors, their friends, their families. How they all let themselves believe that their homes, their bodies, were their own. That they had a right to dance and sing in the street, drink a beer.

Once, el Caserío Padre Rivera had been a place of fairy tales, promises of new beginnings and urban renewal. But it wasn’t long before they all understood that everybody else didn’t live with the American factories dumping waste into their drinking water, with black ash snowing over them a few months a year. They’d come to understand that nothing was random, everything was connected, everything was deliberate. That the violence of their neighborhood would always echo the violence los camarones brought with them.

Los camarones, who arrived late into the night, who caught Cano and Rey and Maricarmen and their friends as they laughed together a few steps from their front doors, a few feet from their beds. The cop who lifted his pistol, Officer Altieri, as they stood frozen in front of Cano’s building. Altieri, who told them all to put their hands in the air. Who jumped, startled, when Rey laughed nervously. Who brought down his gun on the side of Rey’s face, knocking him sideways onto the dirt. And as they all scrambled, reaching for Rey, as Maricarmen screamed, threw herself to the ground where Rey fell, holding him against her, all the other guys between Altieri and Rey, it was Cano who tried to reason with the cops, his hands still raised in the air.

“Hey, you know me, man,” Cano said to Altieri. “You know my mother. She’s a nurse at Ryder Memorial?” Cano waited for some sign that Altieri had heard him, his hands shaking uncontrollably. “My brother’s a deacon. He’s going to be a priest. David. This party’s for him.”

Cano looked to the other cop, who’d stepped beside Altieri. He wasn’t sure what else to say.

“He’s just a kid, man,” Altieri’s partner said.

Slowly Altieri’s gun came down, turned toward the sidewalk, finger off the trigger.

Cano looked them both in the eyes, his hands held high, his knees locked. But Altieri was looking through him, down at the ground, where Maricarmen was pressing her hand to the side of Rey’s bleeding face, and Carmelo was pulling off his T-shirt, handing it over to her. Altieri was watching Maricarmen. Cano knew it. He didn’t need confirmation. Altieri had his eyes on her, this white girl among a group of Caserío kids—a group of Black boys—and all the man could see was the story he’d told himself about who they were. And Cano didn’t need anyone to tell him what that story was.







“El Ratón”

Pressing Carmelo’s bloodstained T-shirt against the cut on Rey’s eyebrow—Rey fading, eyes closed—Maricarmen summoned all her courage and turned to look at los camarones.

“He needs to go to a hospital,” she said, her voice firm.

“We can drive him to el Ryder,” Cano said.

Carmelo reached down to lift Rey up, and Ismael helped him. Cano ran across the street to get his van.

The other cop took Altieri by the arm and pulled him toward the police cruiser.

Between Carmelo and Ismael, they carried Rey, hoisted him gently into the back of Cano’s van.

Sitting on the floor, Maricarmen felt the rusted-out walls of the van against her back, Rey’s head on her lap. She kept the T-shirt pressed against his face. Ismael sat with her while Cano drove. Carmelo, shirtless, rode shotgun.

“Ese cabrón broke his face,” Maricarmen said, trying to keep her voice steady.

Ismael nodded. “He could’ve killed him.”

Maricarmen met Ismael’s gaze. She hadn’t had that much to drink, but los camarones had sobered her up. “Why would they do this? He didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Look around, Mari,” Carmelo said from the front seat. “You’re a white girl surrounded by Black boys from el Caserío.”

“So what? I’m from el Caserío too,” she said.

Ismael met her eyes.

“You know what I’m saying,” Carmelo said.

Maricarmen kept her hand on the T-shirt, but it was covered in
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