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To my mom . . . I did it.
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INTRODUCTION

I grew up seeing firsthand what it meant to hustle. My mom never skipped a fucking beat. I tried to take a leaf out of her book, and I’ll be real with you, my life became a shitshow for a while when my warped motivation for hustling led me down some dark paths. (Like, once on a coke bender, I got so paranoid I called the cops on myself . . . multiple times. Oh, and I’ve also kidnapped a guy. But we’ll get to all that later.) I didn’t intend to fail on my mom’s wishes for me—to be a decent American man—or to fail on my hopes for myself, but along the way I did. I failed miserably.

When I eventually found my stride with comedy, things started to take a turn for the better. My past failures became less important—less defining of my character—and connecting with my audience was all that really mattered. I’d been doing stand-up for years before I figured out the special sauce. One day I woke up and it just clicked. I started telling stories about the crazy shit I’d done in my life, not knowing how it would land. I was shocked (and grateful) to find there were people out there who liked hearing them. I grew a fanbase that quickly felt more like family to me than anything else. I was their Uncle Joey.

If you’ve listened to my podcast or seen or heard me anywhere else, you know my life stories aren’t always pretty, but that was my point in writing this book. I want to tell you as much as I can: the bad mixed in with the good and the funny, with some names and minor details changed to protect people’s privacy. For anyone who might be going through some shit right now, my hope is that when you’re done reading this, you’ll know for sure that you can get past it. You can find happiness and success in your life, trust me. I was lower than low. In fact, I was barely a functioning human at certain points, addicted to crime and cocaine, but I came out the other side.

Don’t get me wrong, this book isn’t a sob story. Parts are sad, yeah, but you need to hear that to understand me as a whole. We all have our crosses to bear, and some stories from the early parts of my life are mine.

As I’m writing this introduction, I’m in my home in New Jersey. My beautiful wife, Terrie, is here too, and she’s hanging out with our daughter Mercy, who I love more than anything. Later we’ll all have dinner together as a family. Then, I’ll smoke some dope and make some notes for tomorrow’s Uncle Joey’s Joint podcast. I’m living a dream—the dream I always wanted to live.

My Uncle Lazaro has told me a lot about my father, who died when I was a little kid. Uncle Lazaro said my dad and I were similar in lots of ways. We looked similar and had the same mannerisms, but mostly, we were born to hustle. It seems I had two parents with that mentality. Sometimes I reflect on how I got to where I am now. And it’s really that hustle but with the right motivation. What you’ll notice is that once I found my motivation for changing my life—comedy—I just kept showing up. Day after day. Night after night. I showed the fuck up, I practiced my skill, and I stayed focused, even when other parts of my life were shaky. The hustle nearly killed me in the early parts of my life, but the hustle also saved me in the end.

My advice to you is to do the same. Just keep showing up. Just keep hustling, and doing it with the right intentions. Go ahead and take a leaf out of my book (besides the hard drugs and robberies, let’s say), and make shit happen!

And for anyone who isn’t going through tough times and picked up this book to have a little fun, let’s fucking do it. I got a lot of fun shit to tell you.

In fact, sitting down to write this book, I realized there’s so much to say—so much I want to share with you guys—that I could write twenty books based on my life experiences alone. It has been a hell of a ride.

Enjoy, cocksuckers.




PART 1

Childhood
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Want to See a Dead Body?

In the winter of 1984, I was waking up most mornings in a rusty rocket ship in North Bergen, New Jersey.

I was twenty-one years old, an orphan, and homeless. The rocket ship was a piece of playground equipment in the park I used to go to as a kid, and since the top was mostly covered, it gave me at least some kind of shelter during the freezing cold nights. I’d climb up to its second floor—my penthouse—and squeeze my adult-sized body in there, no blanket or anything, just my winter coat and whatever other clothes I had on my back. I had nothing to my name and nowhere to go. I’d exhausted all my options. For the last couple of years, I’d been causing problems and burning bridges one by one with the people closest to me. Drugs, robberies, guns being pulled . . . you name it. No one wanted me to stay with them, and I couldn’t blame them.

I wasn’t a bad guy at all. I’d just become a junkie and couldn’t break out of the cycle. Those mornings waking up inside the rocket ship, I’d replay how I’d let it get that far. How did I end up here? I guessed it was a combination of circumstance and upbringing. Don’t get me wrong about my upbringing—I had a devoted mother. I’d just been exposed to a lot of shit kids should probably never see.

My mom, Denora Valdez—who went by the alias Sophia Cecillio—immigrated to New York City from Cuba with me when I was three years old. My dad, Manolo, had just died from accidently snorting heroin, and we couldn’t get my sister out of Cuba with us, so it was just me and my mom.

My mom had a bar in Union City, New Jersey, called El Reloj, which means “the clock” in Spanish. Union City was the second-biggest Cuban community in the United States after Miami, so we fit in nicely there. That was good, since we spent most of our time at her bar when I was really young, even though we lived in New York City. At the same time, my mom was also running numbers—a type of gambling that was illegal at the time—out of a dry-cleaning business in the Bronx. This woman would do anything to make a buck, especially when it came to gambling. She was an absolute degenerate gambler. And one badass motherfucker.

My mom was about five-foot-two with black hair regularly pulled up into one of those beehive hairdos. She was one of those hard-ass Cuban women you hear about but have probably never witnessed in action. She took shit from no one . . . and I mean no one. The reason for the alias was that she’d stabbed someone with a broken bottle back in Cuba and needed a clean name when we moved. The guy she stabbed had raped her sister, and that was exactly the kind of shit my mom was not going to tolerate.

This woman was as tough, if not tougher, than the men around her. She always had their full respect, too. When she walked into the room, she was not only their equal in terms of money, she was equally as streetsmart—if not more. She was not scared of anything.

My mother didn’t believe in day care, so when we first moved to the United States, she brought me to the bar with her every day and then back again at night. Every day started the same. She’d have a couple of drinks at home, and then we’d head to the bar to get it ready for its 11 AM opening. Once we got there, my mom would mark a quarter with red lipstick—I don’t remember exactly why—and play Tony Bennett’s “I Wanna Be Around” on the jukebox. Then, she’d put out a drink and a smoke in honor of my dad in front of the big portrait of him she’d hung on the wall. Every day, like clockwork.

The inside of the barroom always smelt the same—a mix of cigarettes and booze—and it was always dark in there. The bar itself was black and made of wood. It was long, like thirty-five feet, with a TV at the end that only played sports, and the seats were covered in velour. My mom had a pinball machine in there, and a shuffleboard table, and there was a pool table in the far back of the place. She also had one of those old pay phone booths—one that you could go into and close the door behind you to make a call.

One of my jobs at the bar was to work the audience once they got there. I was like a dancing monkey putting on a constant show. When I wasn’t jiggling my ass, I was greeting the customers—mostly a mix of Cuban regulars—one by one, chatting with them about their day. Since I knew most of them, and their spouses too, I was able to bring in a few bills whenever I’d see one of the married guys hitting on women who were not their wife. I’d go over and start busting their balls until they’d slip me three dollars to go the fuck away. The next time it happened, I’d up the stakes and ask for five dollars. Eventually, I’d make up to twenty dollars a pop just to mind my business, and if they didn’t pay, I’d kick them in the shins. If cops ever came by and saw a kid dicking around in the bar, they didn’t say shit about it. That’s probably because they had a deal with my mom that benefitted both sides.

In between working as the in-house entertainer, I got a chance to take a nap on the cot my mom set up for me in the back room. But soon I’d be back at it. I was initially a nervous kid struggling to learn English, but I gained my confidence quickly at the bar. I had my other little jobs to do for her there, too. As a toddler, you’d find me restocking the shelves in the back, mopping the floors, or cleaning the bathroom. I remember being only a few years old and sticking my hand in the box in the women’s bathroom and pulling out some bloody period stuff, not knowing what it was. The bathroom part of the job was horrible, but I was already making some money, so it was all good with me.

The real eye-opening stuff came when we took our midday breaks from the bar and headed to Zoraida’s. Zoraida was my mom’s best friend and a huge drug dealer in Harlem. The two of them knew each other from Cuba and got really close when my mom and dad rescued Zoraida from an abusive husband out in Chicago. My mom and Zoraida ultimately showed me the true meaning of friendship, but first they showed me that it was normal to do coke in the middle of the day.

The two of them would rip lines every afternoon during our short stop at Zoraida’s. I still don’t really know if there was any other purpose of us going there every day other than for the two of them to show each other what clothes they’d recently bought, do their blast of coke, and throw back a drink together.

Once those two were done, my mom and I ran our errands for the bar. We’d make a quick stop at the record store to get some new 45s, and we’d go put in our food orders for the bar’s kitchen. For lunch after, we’d grab Chinese food or, if we were feeling fancy, a steak. In the summers, we’d always make time for a Mets game in the afternoons so my mom could place a bet, sit out by right field, and throw chicken wings at Rusty Staub.

Then, we’d go check in on her dry cleaning business, aka numbers running operation. This is where the real gambling went down. She’d place bets on the day’s number and check on her staff, and I’d make sure nobody went thirsty by bringing out cold beers from the back fridge or the local bodega. Yeah, “bolita,” as we called it, was illegal, but who was going to stop my mom—especially when the cops came in to play, too. We’d make time for a quick dinner before heading back to the bar for the night shift. I’d pick right back up where I left off—doing my little jobs and entertaining the evening crowd. It was tremendous.

I didn’t get a rest from performing much, since on Tuesdays—my mom’s only night off—she always had her ladies over to our apartment on the Upper West Side. They’d play cards, drink, and smoke pot or whatever, and I’d sit there, eyeing up her friends. I love women so much now because I was raised around women. I’ve always felt comfortable with them.

I’d be exhausted after a while and ready for bed, but the second I’d want to go to sleep they’d start screaming, “You can’t go to sleep, Coco! Dance for us!” (My dad called me Coco as a baby because my skin was as white as the inside of a coconut, and the nickname stuck.) And right then and there is when my real show of the week would start. They’d feed me a shot of tequila, put on “L.A. Woman” by The Doors (my mom loved this song), and stand me on the table, where I’d dance around in my tighty-whities, gyrating my hips like Elvis. They’d be clapping and my mom would shout, “Dale jamón!” (which means “give ’em ham”). After the fast part at the end, I’d literally pass out, and Mom would carry me to bed. When I woke up in the morning, they’d all still be awake playing cards and drinking. They never wanted the party to end.

For me, the partying had to stop at some point. I was forced to quit drinking with them around the age of four after I hit the bottle too hard one night. I’d noticed my mom would take a shot of wine every night before she went to sleep. She told me it was good for her digestion. It was that Italian wine she’d always have, the one with the fat, rustic looking bottle. It looked cool, so I had to try it. One night when she fell asleep, I drank a whole fucking bottle. When she woke up and couldn’t find me anywhere in the house, she called the cops. Everyone was frantic until they found me in a closet covered in puke.

Don’t get me wrong, my mom wasn’t the only one involved in making my early childhood less than normal. She eventually came to the conclusion that I needed a male influence. She figured maybe my godfather, Gaby, would be the perfect companion for me.

Gaby was a solid motherfucking dude. He was also a good-looking dude, like a Spanish Dick Van Dyke. Same haircut and sideburns and everything. Gaby and my dad had been close back in the day, so hanging out with him was really like hanging out with another father figure. It was great because Gaby was always happy, chill, and giggling from constantly smoking skinny joints. He was excellent to be around. Gaby started spending time with me every Saturday, and we’d go see Disney movies like The Love Bug. But he got sick of that kids’ stuff real quick.

One day he pulled me aside.

“Listen kid, I can’t do this anymore,” he said. “What do you say we go to see one of my movies?”

I agreed, and off we went to the James Bond movie, On Her Majesty’s Secret Service. I’d never seen a movie like that. I mean, I was only a few years old. I fucking loved it.

“And if you don’t tell your mom, we’ll keep going to see these movies,” Gaby said afterward.

So that’s just what we did. Every time we’d go out, it would be one rated-R movie after the next. I was learning so much. After we saw Dirty Harry, Gaby brought me to a nearby restaurant to get a steak and a potato and asked what I thought of the movie.

“It was really good,” I told him, shoveling a forkful of beef in my mouth. “The guns were crazy.”

“Oh yeah?” he said. “Here, put your hand out under the table.”

Before I realized what was happening, Gaby put a gun in my hand. There I was, barely old enough to use a steak knife, and I was holding a gun for the first time.

“Same gun as in the movie,” he said.

A Smith & Wesson .44 Magnum. The huge gun dwarfed my small hand.

“What do you think?” Gaby wanted to know.

And, of course, I fucking loved that, too.

[image: ]

When it came time to start school, I was fucking terrified. Fitting in as a Cuban kid wasn’t easy. My mom raised me to be independent, and yeah, I’d seen some shit, but being up against the American kids was something I didn’t think I was ready for yet.

For the first day of school, my mom got me a Beatles lunchbox to help me fit in.

“Whatever happens, don’t let anyone take your lunchbox, Jose Antonio,” she said, holding it up for me to see.

At first, I had no issue here. It was a pretty cool lunchbox. Then she started to fill it up. Before I knew it, she filled it with a whole Cuban meal: a steak, rice and beans, a thermos of milk, a hand towel, and to top it off . . . jewelry beads and a statue of a saint.

How the fuck was I going to fit in like this?

“I don’t want to take this to school,” I yelled. “I want to be an American. Americans eat hot dogs!”

I was convinced back then that the more hot dogs I ate, the more American I’d become. My mom couldn’t care less what I had to say about it, though. I was going to school with that thing. So there I went, off to make my first impression, lugging an eighteen-pound lunchbox.

When it was time for lunch, I wasn’t ready to risk the embarrassment. I grabbed the lunchbox and bolted out of the school to toss it in the lake at Central Park. On my way to dump it, I saw what I’d been dreaming of . . . a Sabrett hot dog cart. I scarfed down three hot dogs in a row. I felt myself becoming more American with every bite.

As I was about to toss the lunchbox into the water, these three little dirty fucks came up to me ready for a fight. They must have been ten or twelve years old—at least a few years older than me.

“What’s in the lunchbox, cocksucker?” one of them asked.

I stared back at all three of them knowing damn well it would be easy to hand it over and not start any shit. But that wasn’t our Cuban way, you know what I’m saying? I kept hearing my mom’s voice: “Don’t let anyone take your lunchbox.” Now, I was determined to keep this lunchbox, come hell or high water. I refused to hand it over.

“None of your fucking business,” I told them.

They jumped me, and before I knew it, they popped open the lunchbox and spilled everything out onto the ground. One of them got ahold of the thermos and cracked me in the head with it. It all happened too fast. Blood was pouring down my face, but I still had the lunchbox in my hand and managed to get away.

In that moment, when I heard the glass of the thermos break against my head, something in me changed. Yeah, I’d always had that Cuban rage deep inside of me, it was in my genes. But now I was dead set on never getting my ass kicked again. These motherfuckers fueled the fire for me to get tough, like real street tough. I’d seen Bruce Lee in the movies and, damn, did that immigrant give us all hope. If Bruce Lee could come in, a fish out of water, and kick everyone’s asses, I could too.

I got my mom to let me take karate lessons so I could learn to really defend myself, too. To further help the cause, I started spending a ton of time away from our apartment down on 88th Street, where all of the welloff pussy kids lived, and started roughing it up further uptown on 148th.

One Hundred Forty-Eighth Street in New York City is where Beva, my Santeria godmother, lived. When people hear “Santeria,” they tend to think of voodoo and witchcraft, but it’s really not about that at all, especially for Cubans. It’s deeply engrained in our culture and actually heavily woven into Catholicism. In Cuba, 70 percent of the people are Catholic, and 100 percent practice Santeria. Santeria is all about energies. A lot of times when a child is troubled in any way, Cubans will get that child involved in Santeria to help balance out their energy.

As a kid, I was a sickly little fuck. Nosebleeds all the time, sleepwalking, asthma, constantly in and out of the hospital—the whole nine. On top of that, I hadn’t been dealing with my dad’s death well at all. After he died, I couldn’t understand that he could be there one minute and gone the next. Every time someone walked through the door, I’d look to see if it was him. Between constantly being sick and being haunted by my father’s death, people suggested that my mom bring me to a Santeria doctor to see if something spiritual could help me.

Beva was a beautiful Afro-Cuban woman, and she took on the role of figuring me out. She taught me the old-school version of Santeria, which was specifically focused on health. It wasn’t until later, when Santeria started being heavily practiced by Cuban cocaine dealers, that it began “getting dirty” in some sense. As a teenager, I’d come to see that dirty side of Santeria when it was practiced in our house by a criminal named Tati, but I’ll get to that story. For now, when I was just a kid, Santeria was pure gold, and hanging at Beva’s to get trained in its practices was great for my health.

Meanwhile, the company I was keeping up there on 148th Street was great for my toughness. The first day I spent at Beva’s place, I ran into the group of local kids that hung out around her block.

“Hey, you want to hang out with us?” one of them asked me.

“Yeah,” I said, excited to make new friends. “What are you guys doing? Stickball or something?”

“Nah,” they said. “Want to see a dead body?”

The crew took me down to the area between Riverside Drive and the Henry Hudson Parkway, a seedy spot up there at the time. As promised, right there in plain sight, with the Hudson River flowing in the background, was a dead man’s body. The guy had been shot and now his fat, swollen body was just lying there, covered in bruises. I’m not sure how long he’d been dead, but you could smell him from twenty feet away. The cops hadn’t done shit about it, either. It took another day or so after I’d seen it for the cops to even find out about the dude’s corpse, and only then did they rope off the area to investigate.

I tried to play it cool in front of my new buddies, but inside I was thinking, “What the fuck?” Down where I lived, the craziest thing I’d seen was a parent slapping their kid around (this was the 1960s, mind you). Now I was getting to see what New York City was really about.

These kids were fucking savages. They didn’t care about anything. In their area of the city, they saw shit like that all the time. I was jealous that they were so rough and tough and secretly wished my mom and I didn’t have the money to live where we did so I would be tough like that, too. I wanted to be just like these guys. These were my kind of people.

I could tell my balls were getting bigger right away from hanging out with them. They were doing anything to hustle money, and hanging around them was giving me a different edge. Every day, they’d offer to sweep up in front of businesses and take out the garbage for a small fee. If the shop owners refused, garbage would spill out on the walkway, windows would break, accidents would happen. It was already obvious to me that I had to act dirty if I was going to fuck around with these kids, so that’s exactly what I did. I started joining in on the hustle.

I was into building model planes around this time, and there was a stationery store near Beva’s that sold the models and the glue to put them together. Every time I went there, there was always this guy hanging around outside who would give me thirty cents to buy him a tube of glue. I didn’t know why he wanted the glue, but I did it for him, no questions asked.

One day the store owner said to me, “Listen, that guy out there, do not buy glue for him. He’s snorting it. We don’t sell it to him anymore.”

I came to learn this glue dude was a Vietnam vet who’d been injured there and was now on disability. Whenever he got a check, he’d spend the entire thing on glue: ten boxes of glue at a time. He was living with his mother nearby and would throw huge glue parties there. One day I was taking the garbage out at Beva’s, and I saw him hanging out by the garbage cans sniffing glue from a paper bag. Best part is, when he saw me, he tried to hide it, but the paper bag was stuck to his hand. From then on, we called him Sticky Charlie.

Seeing glue was a hot commodity for Sticky Charlie, I knew the game I needed to play. I got money from my mom and bought a giant box of glue.

“Hey, turns out glue went up to fifty cents, Charlie,” I told him the next time I saw him. “I’m the new glue man in town.”

And that was that—extra money in my pocket just like nothin’. Like I said, we hustled. I learned to never miss an opportunity, even at the age of six.
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The Stepfather

Not long after I met my stepfather, Juan, I watched him shoot a guy in the leg. We hopped in the car afterwards, went down to the Hudson River, and tossed the gun in the water together like a family. We never spoke a word about it after that.

Juan was a no-nonsense guy and a man of a thousand weapons. When it came to guns, he had them hidden everywhere. Not just in our house, but everywhere he went. If he was going to a friend’s house and knew he’d be back there in the future, he’d bring a gun and hide it somewhere in their house, just in case he ever needed it.

My mom knew Juan from when they were young, back in Cuba. They grew apart over time, mostly because Juan had got caught running numbers and was locked up in Sing Sing prison just north of the city. With my father gone, my mom started visiting Juan more often, and from time to time, she’d bring me along too. She would pack my pockets full of coke and heroin before passing me over to sit on his lap. I had no idea what they were up to. All I knew was that Juan was a nice dude who sent me drawings of Bugs Bunny in the mail. After Juan got out of jail and did his stint in a halfway house, he came to live with us in our 88th Street apartment. He and my mom eventually got married in 1969, when I was six years old.

Juan was about six-one with salt-and-pepper hair and the ruggedness of Charles Bronson. He was not flashy by any means—he wore the same clothes five days a week—and it was on purpose. The last thing he wanted was people thinking he had money. He was constantly petrified the FBI would track him down for illegal gambling again, and he needed to stay one step ahead of the cops. This is why he was always, and I mean always, sober and with his wits about him. Sure, he sold powder in jail to get by, but he would never drink or do drugs. He was ultraconservative.

He’d been married before, and it bothered him that he wasn’t able to save that marriage and that he had a daughter he wasn’t allowed to see. But it helped him, at least a little, that he was able to start a new life with us and resume the role of husband and dad. It’s almost like he got a do-over. Later in my life, I’d be able to relate a lot to what he was going through at that time.

Juan came into the picture at the perfect time in my life. I’d had Gaby around as a male influence, but I was still spending a lot of time with the ladies. My mom was still worried that I’d grow up to be soft, despite all our efforts. Plus, with no grown man of the house, it felt good to welcome Juan in. Not that my mom needed any protecting, but having him around upped the ante. If no one fucked with my mom before, sure as shit no one was fucking with my mom with Juan there. Juan did not play around. If he wanted to hurt you, you were next to dead.

Once, when I was off from school for the summer just a few months after my mom married Juan, she and I headed to a Mets game. Anytime we got in a cab to go to a game, we needed to take the route she wanted to go—and she’d let the driver know from the second we got in the cab that she wasn’t fucking around; follow her directions. It was important to her that we be there for the entire game, including batting practice. Being late wasn’t an option.

On this day, this particular cabdriver decided to ignore her and take a “better route.”

What a stupid motherfucker.

He ended up hitting traffic, and my mother went nuts. The two of them yelled at each other before she finally made him pull over and told him she wanted her money back. When he said no (another big fucking mistake), she got me out of the cab. For whatever reason he went to get out too, and my mom shoved him back inside and grabbed the keys right out of the ignition. In the process, she cut her hand.

My mom knew just how to work this angle. She told the cabdriver that she was calling the cops, walked over to a nearby pay phone and—while she was actually calling Juan—she started wiping the blood from her hand onto her face. By the time she turned back around to the cabbie, she looked like fucking Carrie.

See, this was a badass bitch. This lady knew there was a payday coming.

“The fucking cops are coming,” she screamed at him. “Stay where you are, asshole.”

This schmuck actually believed her and decided to just sit there and wait. And again, what a fucking mistake.

Ten minutes later I saw exactly what I’d expected to see . . . a Mustang pulled up, and out popped Juan from the passenger seat. When he saw my mom’s face covered in blood, he turned white as a ghost.

Juan didn’t speak great English, so he took me with him up to the cabdriver to translate. I went back and forth with them trying to explain the story, and I could tell Juan was not having it. He let go of my hand, nudged me back a little, and just started whaling on this guy like I’d never seen. Juan’s hands never stopped moving and I stood there with my jaw on the ground, watching the show.

Fuck Bruce Lee. This wasn’t some fake movie shit. This was real life, motherfucker. It was beautiful.

“My stepdad runs this city,” I remember thinking.

Puerto Rican Nelson, one of my mom’s business partners, had shown up with Juan, too. He got out of the Mustang and stood by my mom and me, watching it all go down. Weirdly enough, the cops actually did come a few minutes later. There I was thinking, “Juan is fucked,” but this guy was a master at what he did.

As the cops started to walk over, Juan slipped his hand to his waist, and I freaked. I thought he had a gun and was going to kill them. But he went into his pocket, cupped his hand, and greeted one of the cops with a smooth handshake. Then he and Puerto Rican Nelson slid in front of the cops, blocking their view of the cabbie, and started a conversation as if nothing was happening.

Suddenly, Juan’s English was somehow perfect. They talked for a while about the weather and the Mets, and then one of the cops finally said, “Hey, what’s wrong with him?” and pointed to the cabbie rolling around on the ground.

Juan replied, “Oh, I don’t know . . . he fell or something.”

The cabbie was lying there, whining, beaten to a pulp, and the cops just left him there. That was it. New York City in the 1960s, I’m telling you. It was something different.

[image: ]

My stepfather’s weapons definitely weren’t limited to just guns and his fists. I’ve never seen someone more powerful with a can of pepper spray. But his specialty was the straight razor. He was known to slice guys right in the ass.

Juan hated being around drunk people, so when people were acting too drunk, he’d lose it. The night he shot the guy in the leg, we were all at a Santeria party and Juan was just sitting there in the corner, minding his own business, reading a Spanish romance novella. Some drunk guy we knew named Nico—who everyone called Nico Picadillo because he loved eating picadillo, a Cuban chopped meat dish—kept busting Juan’s balls. His patience wore thin pretty quick.

“You got a fucking problem?” Juan finally said to this dude.

All it took was Nico to say “yeah” back to him, and it was over. He went and grabbed this house’s hidden gun and the two of them took it outside. Juan squared off with the guy right in the middle of the street. Nico raised his fists. Juan shot him in the leg.

So this was my new dad. I liked seeing my mom happy, and since I didn’t really remember much of my own dad, this guy was it for me. Juan taught me things like how to put VO5 in my hair and grease it back all nice. He was smooth, and he was teaching me how to be smooth, too.

Juan was what they call Abakuá, an ultra-macho faction of Cuban men who never eat pussy and refuse to be in the same room as a gay man. This guy was slick, though, and let me tell you something—he was a hard nut to crack. It’s always the dudes with very few words to say, the ones who are just sitting back listening and watching all the time, that have the most power. His sense of humor was minimal, and it could change very quickly. The fact that he was so serious most of the time made him very intimidating to people, and rightfully so.

He had a strong belief system, and part of that meant taking his Cuban heritage very seriously. For example, in Cuba, December 17 is one of the most sacred days because it’s San Lazaro’s day. San Lazaro is the patron saint of dogs and one of the most important spiritual figures in our culture. For Cubans, this means do not—under any circumstance—fuck with a dog.

I saw Juan defend this belief firsthand. We were driving through the Bronx and saw a guy on the sidewalk hitting a dog. Juan stopped the car and honked the horn, yelling at him, “Don’t fuck with that dog.”

When the guy responded, “Fuck you, mind your own business,” Juan didn’t even pull the car over—he just put it in park right in the middle of the street and jumped out
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