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			PROLOGUE

			EVERY WEEKDAY MORNING of my high school years, I left my apartment building in Spanish Harlem and took the subway or bus to Manhattan’s Upper West Side, where I attended private school.

			Whenever I wasn’t navigating the streets on autopilot, I’d be confronted by the differences between HarlemWorld and the Upper West, no matter how hard I tried to shut them out. The streets around my Upper West Side private school were mostly clean; the streets in my hood were littered with trash. Broadway had ritzy shops and clean storefronts; 116th Street had 99-cent shops, dusty and crusty storefronts. The Upper West had white kids loitering around Zabar’s; my block had black and Latino hoodrats loitering outside apartment buildings. And the police! I’d see one or two or (on a truly exceptional day) three on Broadway—usually hitting up the bagel spot between 79th and 80th—but the baton-wielding Blue rolled deep where I lived.

			During the school day, my private school made it easy to forget about these differences. Science classrooms decked out with the newest technology, an Upper School student center trashed in a way I was beginning to recognize as the mark of entitled brattiness, the guitar- and bed-equipped office of my high school adviser—I inhabited daytime spaces that bore not a single trace of that other life I lived on weeknights and weekends. Sometimes, though, that other life intruded into the realm of my immersion in white-boy privilege. The hood would come knocking—or just smash through the door.

			“Dan-el, the police just searched our apartment for drugs!”

			I took Mom’s call outside my school’s computer room, where I’d been proofreading the school newspaper. I’d ignored the first ring of my cell phone, thinking Mom was just calling to ask when I’d be home for dinner. But when she rang a second time, I’d grown worried and picked up.

			“What? What happened? Why did they think we had drugs? Did they say?”

			“Mi’jo, it’s going to be okay now. They made a big mistake. They had one cop who speaks a little Spanish explain to me what went wrong. They’d received a call from someone who told them dealers were stashing drugs in an apartment in our building. The cops thought the informant said ‘Apartment 2B,’ so they came to our apartment—”

			“So they were there when you got home from church?”

			“They’d knocked down the door. They were searching everything. They searched my bedroom, the table where I have the candles for the santos, the living room, the kitchen, the bedrooms. I’m just so happy that your little brother was at chorus rehearsal and not at home, thank God.”

			“Do they still think we’re involved with drug dealers?”

			“Ay no, mi’jo. So they’re searching everywhere and I’m telling them over and over again that they’re wrong, that we’re a family of God and I’m just a single mother raising two children. I showed them all your books, I told them you go to a famous private school on full scholarship. But they wouldn’t believe anything I told them. They just kept asking where the drugs were. But finally, finally—thank you, Virgin Mary—one of the police officers took out his radio and spoke with the police officers standing outside our building. That’s when another cop came up to me and said they were extremely sorry. That it had all been a mistake, that they were supposed to be investigating another apartment instead. And you should have seen them, Dan-el, how nice they were when they realized their mistake. They’re even going to pay to have our door fixed.”

			“Those sinvergüenza cops!”

			“Dan-el! They were doing their job, my son. It’s over now.”

			“Did they ask about our immigration status?”

			“Thank God, no, my son. They didn’t ask me for papeles or anything like that.”

			I let out a small sigh of relief. Mom continued:

			“But I must have interrupted you, my son—you’re still at school working on the newspaper, right? Everything’s okay, I just wanted you to know what had happened. Get back to what you were doing and I’ll see you at home for dinner. Dios te bendiga.”

			I returned to the computer room. All eyes were turned to Britney Spears, who was shaking and dancing on one of the computer screens. One of my friends asked me if anything was wrong.

			“Me?” I replied. “Nah, kid, I’m good. Britney can hit-me-baby all she wants.”

			He laughed. I took my seat a few computers away from the Britney show and admired her moves. By the time the gyrations came to an end, my newspaper buddies and I were hard at work. When we were done editing an hour later, I packed up, told my editors-in-arms that I’d see them the next day in class, and peaced for the afternoon.

			At no point then or after did I seriously consider telling any of them—or any of my other classmates—what had just taken place back home.

			I was seventeen. In my teenage negotiation of the divide between hood life and school life, I was carefully managing which aspects of myself I’d present to the people around me. In conversations and interactions with family members, mentors, friends, I tried to be a normal, slightly immature kid with a healthy interest in pop culture and a passionate love of reading. To them all, I simply wanted to be a slang-dropping, rap- and pop-versifying, slightly nerdy, Britney-loving teenager. And this front would stay firmly in place for years.

			Then and later, I didn’t want to go to the trouble of explaining to people the lives I was living: skeptic son of a pious mother; undocumented immigrant; Dominican in Harlem; food stamp recipient at a New York City private school; Ivy Leaguer; Dominican expat without papers. A part of me worried that those closest to me wouldn’t fully understand; another part, that they wouldn’t care. And a third part was busy cultivating some ironic distance from it all. Why did I even have to sweat myself and my situation? Was I even that special? It was so played out, this whole hood-boy-in-richy-rich-school saga; my story was just a variation on a familiar theme.

			This book is about how I came to embrace and celebrate the variety and contradictions that make up my life. If the essential arc is of an undocumented Dominican immigrant who became captivated by the study of the Greek and Latin classics, the parallel narrative is of how a boy so fearful for so long of sharing the real story of himself with others decided to let it all hang. Complexity is daunting, and, to paraphrase T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock, it can be impossible to say just what you mean. But I would rather run after the impossible than live as a string of labels: undocumented, hoodrat, Dominican, classicist. I am all of those things; no one or two of them define me.

			
		

	
		
			[image: ]PART I[image: ]

			CHILDHOOD

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Dan-el, age three, pre-K graduation, Santo Domingo
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					Dan-el and his mom celebrating his fourth birthday, Santo Domingo

				

			

			WHEN MY PARENTS first traveled to the United States, I was four. They left me behind in our blue house in Santo Domingo with two babysitters to keep me company. Every night, Mom called to check in. I would ask her, “Are you coming back tomorrow?” and press the phone to my ear as hard as I could to catch her faraway voice.

			“No, mi amor,” she’d reply gently, “but you’ll see me soon.”

			I’d cry into the phone.

			“Just a few more days, mi’jo, and we’ll be back. I promise.”

			On the day Mom and Dad were set to return, I stood on the couch next to the window and refused to budge until I caught a glimpse of them coming down the block, dragging their suitcases. At that moment I ran out of the living room, through the front door, and into Mom’s arms. She swept me up, kissed me, and told me how much she’d missed me.

			On my parents’ second trip to New York, I came along. I didn’t know why we were making the trip. Mom’s belly was enormous. I’d heard her and Dad talk about doctors. They told me we wouldn’t stay in New York for long—just long enough for me to get to know Tía Altagracia and Tía Mercedes.

			“Do you want a baby brother or a baby sister?” Mom would ask.

			“Sister.”

			During the flight, I listened to the people speaking English in front of us and across the aisle. I wanted to talk to them, but I didn’t know English, so I imitated the sounds coming out of their mouths.

			“Shhhh, Dan-el!”

			My parents didn’t approve. But I wouldn’t stop. I tried repeating every English word I heard. For the brief stopover in Puerto Rico, where we took on more passengers, and then for the remaining three hours in the air, I was an English-garbling machine. Mom and Dad were ashamed and surprised: I was usually so well behaved. But first one compliment from a stranger, then another, and soon my parents began to soften up.

			“¡Ese niño va a ser un genio!”

			Egged on by their compliments, I kept at it. Mom and Dad relaxed into helpless embarrassment. Four-year-old me, twenty-nine-year-old Mom (swelling with child), and fifty-one-year-old Dad landed at John F. Kennedy Airport on June 15, 1989.
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					Family portrait: Mom, Dan-el, age four, and Dad, Santo Domingo

					
				

			
			

			 • • • 
EVERYTHING ABOUT NEW YORK seemed so complicated: the street names, the neighborhood names, the distances you had to travel to get anywhere. My parents patiently explained to me that Tía Altagracia and her husband, Jesuito, lived in El Bron, and that El Bron was different from where Tía Mercedes and Tío José lived, in Queen, where we stayed for a short while before moving to Ma’hattan for the rest of Mom’s pregnancy.

			For our trips to the Bronx, we took the D train, got off at 167th Street and Grand Concourse, and walked to Altagracia and Jesuito’s apartment on 165th and Grant. But my favorite was the trip to Queens: whenever we took the N train, my parents would let me stick my face to the window and stare at the streets and cars and people flying beneath us as the train shot out from under the East River.

			Every time we went to see my aunts, the adults had the same conversation.

			“My sugar is really high,” my mother would tell her sisters.

			They’d nod somberly.

			One late-fall morning, I woke up to Mom’s moans. Out of a closet, Dad swiftly pulled out a wheelchair. He bundled Mom up, helped her into the wheelchair, and bundled me up. With one hand he held me; with the other he wheeled Mom into an elevator, through the lobby of our apartment building, and down Audubon Avenue and Broadway until we reached Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center, on 167th Street.

			Mom had one last question for me before the doctors took her. “Do you want a baby brother or a baby sister?”

			“Sister.”

			“But you’ll love a brother, too?” She smiled, her face wan.

			“Yes, Mamá.”

			Dad took me to a room, where we waited. Every few minutes he got up and paced. I fell asleep.

			Finally, we were called in to see Mom. She lay in her hospital bed, looking very tired but smiling faintly, holding the newest member of our family. His name was Yando, and he was very light-skinned, unlike me, with large curls of hair on his head, also unlike me. He was beautiful. I kissed him on the forehead. He smelled funny.

			 • • • 
A FEW DAYS AFTER Mom’s release from the hospital, we took a cab to Tía Altagracia’s apartment. Dad held and propped up Mom most of the way there. She was hot to the touch. When we arrived, Mom pulled up her blouse to show her sister the healing wound from her C-section. It was bloody.

			“We have to call an ambulance!” my aunt yelled. “It’s infected!”

			An ambulance came and took Mom away. Dad told Tía Altagracia to take care of Yando and me and left with the ambulance. I cried.

			Dad came back a few hours later and told us that Mom was being kept at the hospital for the night. When she came back to us the next day, she seemed a little better. We returned to Ma’hattan. For the next few weeks, Dad did all the household chores every day while Mom slept.

			About a month later, Dad packed our suitcases, loaded us into a car he’d rented, and drove us to a new apartment in the Bronx, five minutes away from Tía Altagracia. He then enrolled me at the local public school. I was placed into the Spanish-language kindergarten classroom.

			I didn’t like it that much at first. At my pre-K in Santo Domingo, they’d let me read on my own. Now I had to do activities with other kids, and that wasn’t as much fun. But when we began to practice saying letters out loud, my teacher was impressed that I already knew how to read. In my report card she wrote that I was an expressive reader. Mom and Dad read her comments and told me they were proud of me.

			 • • • 
MY FIRST WINTER in the States, I was fascinated by ketchup. I loved it so much that I wanted to pour it all over everything I ate. Mom wouldn’t let me: I was restricted to a chin-chin with every meal, and if I so much as tried to sneak in a little more, the ketchup bottle would immediately be snatched from my hand and returned to the fridge.

			One night, while Dad was out, Mom put on her clothes to pick up a few things at the corner bodega. She called me to the kitchen, gave me my dinner, and told me to keep an eye on Yando, who was asleep in his crib. The moment she stepped out, I hurried to the fridge, grabbed the ketchup bottle, unscrewed the cap, and emptied it all out on my rice and beans. Finally I could live my dream.

			I had one spoonful, then a second. All that ketchup didn’t taste as good as I thought it would. I drank some water to make the funny aftertaste go away. I kept eating, but soon I began to feel woozy, and within minutes my stomach began to hurt. When I couldn’t make myself eat any more, I took my plate to the garbage bin in the kitchen, cleared it off, and shoved the food to the very bottom. Then I placed my plate in the kitchen sink and washed it just enough to remove traces of the ketchup.

			When Mom returned, she saw the empty ketchup bottle and searched the garbage. I was summoned into the kitchen.

			“¡Qué desperdicio!” she yelled. “You didn’t eat your food! Who told you to put so much ketchup on it?”

			I felt too ashamed to say anything. She continued talking, more to herself than to me: “We’re poor, we don’t have much money, and here he is wasting food. I leave him alone for a few minutes and this is what he does.”

			
			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						Mom at her office at the pension fund, Santo Domingo, 1989

					

				
				

			

			
			I hadn’t known we were poor. Mom and Dad had had office jobs in Santo Domingo. I remembered Mom’s work colleagues pinching my cheeks. What had happened?

			 • • • 
BY THE SPRING, Mom and Dad were arguing almost every day. In the mornings I would hear them through the closed doors of their bedroom. The topic was always the same: We don’t have any money; we need to return to Santo Domingo.

			I listened closely, even to what I didn’t understand. Their bosses in Santo Domingo had offered to hold their jobs for a few months while Mom received treatment for her pregnancy in New York; but she’d needed more treatment than she expected, and then she’d come down with that infection after giving birth to my brother. We’d been in New York for nine months; their bosses couldn’t hold their jobs any longer. But Mom wasn’t all that anxious to head back. She kept saying that she’d made powerful enemies.

			“You know those union leaders never liked me,” she’d remind Dad. “People were saying something would happen to me if I kept doing what I was doing. I was trying to be an honest pension director, and all I got were threats.”

			She was worried about her health, and about life in Santo Domingo.

			“How would you feel if I got sick again in Santo Domingo? You know that if we hadn’t come up here, I would have had to abort Yando. You know how terrible the doctors are down there! And what about the crime? Do you even remember that time we were asleep at home and thieves tried to break in? We had to reinforce every single window with steel bars! What kind of life is that? How could we live with ourselves if something ever happened to our children?”

			Dad’s voice sounded much like it did when he scolded me for being messy or not eating all of my dinner: deep, patient, ever so slightly irritated.

			“I’m licenciado, I taught accounting, I had accomplishments to my name—and now I’m driving a taxi and selling fruit to make some money. And you: director of the Pension Fund for Port Workers, your whole career ahead of you. Now you write little pieces for a local newspaper. We don’t have enough money. We have to head back. We don’t have a future here. We don’t have papeles.”

			I had no idea what papeles were, but I knew Dad had been trying to get them. He’d been gone for most of one Friday and Saturday on a trip to meet with a man who’d told him he could fix our papeles.

			“I paid the man,” he kept saying, “but we still haven’t heard back from immigration.”

			Mom brought me up.

			“Dan-el likes going to school here. He’s learning English! Don’t you see what his teachers write about him? You know what an education in Santo Domingo is like.”

			“Muchacha,” Dad said, his voice rising, “but we don’t have papeles!”

			And so they went at each other until they saw the feet through the gap under their bedroom door and guessed that I was listening. Then Dad would say, “Come in, triunfador.” We’d snuggle together for a few minutes before one of them got up to make breakfast.

			 • • • 
AROUND 7:00 A.M. EVERY WEEKEND, Dad would sit at our kitchen table—legs crossed, trousers on, and shirt half-buttoned—and sip from a cup of coffee while he read El Diario or any other Spanish-language newspaper he could get his hands on. When Mom told me to get ready for school, he’d rise from his chair, put on a coat or a blazer, and head off to drive cabs.

			Usually, he’d be home by the time school let out. In the evenings, he’d watch baseball if a game happened to be on—Yankees, Mets, Dodgers; it didn’t matter. He’d invite me to sit next to him on the couch and watch the games. He was passionate but restrained, never giving way to any extreme of emotion, even when he questioned a particular pitch or complained about a player’s performance. And I thought it was so cool that he knew so much: whenever I pointed at a batter or pitcher and asked his name, he’d immediately give me a profile, tell me where the player was from and what position he played. And if I happened to ask about a Dominican player, he’d tell me about the player’s city of origin, his accomplishments to date, whether he had any siblings or relatives in the majors or minors.

			Every day I came home from school in the spring or summer, there was baseball to watch, and that made me happy.

			We watched baseball wherever we happened to be living at the time. Dad kept driving cabs at night and working a fruit stand during the summer to make more money, but we always seemed to be short when it came time to pay the rent. Every time we fell behind, we had to move. From Tía Mercedes’s place in Queens, we’d moved to our first New York City apartment in Washington Heights; after Yando was born and Mom had fully recovered from her hospital stay, we moved to Sedgwick Avenue in the Bronx; then to Corona, Queens; then to Jackson Heights; then to another place in Jackson Heights. And every time we moved, I changed schools: kindergarten at PS 226X, first grade at PS 143Q, second and third grades at PS 148Q. Any friends I made, I left behind.

			On the weekends, while Dad worked and Mom ran errands, I spent a lot of time by myself or playing with Yando. From time to time, Dad brought me a book to read. Otherwise I conjured up imaginary friends, studied the roses growing in front of our apartment building in Queens, circled our block on the bike Dad taught me to ride. And every school night, I did all of my schoolwork as neatly and correctly as possible. Mom and Dad took turns supervising me.

			 • • • 
OUR FIRST THREE YEARS in America flew by. Around the time of my seventh birthday, Dad took a part-time factory job. A few months later, he was injured when a heavy piece of machinery came loose and fell on his foot. He came home hobbled and took to bed. Mom wrapped his foot in gauze.

			“Basta,” he told Mom. “Muchacha, I can’t keep going like this.”

			I noticed for the first time, as Mom nursed Dad back to health, that he was aging. He moved and spoke so slowly compared with Mom, who always had enough energy to take Yando and me on walks to the park. Dad had white hair, seemed tired all the time, and talked only about heading back to the Dominican Republic.

			“We have to go back to Santo Domingo,” he’d tell Mom.

			“Let’s keep trying, please,” Mom would reply. “Dan-el’s doing so well in school! Yando will go to school here and do just as well. I’m staying right here with them. For them and their future. You can go if you want.”

			Dad bought a plane ticket back to Santo Domingo and began packing his clothes. One night he pulled me aside and spoke to me with a very serious look on his face.

			“You have to take care of your mom and little brother. You’re going to be the hombre of the family now. You promise you’ll behave and do all of your homework?”

			“Yes, Dad,” I assured him.

			Was he just making a short trip to Santo Domingo? Was Mom joking when she said that he could go down there and stay but that she would remain in New York with us? When would we see him again? My mind was swirling with questions. But I couldn’t bring myself to ask any of them. I was too scared.

			“Your mother and I believe in you,” he said, kissing me on the forehead.

			A few mornings later, a cab was waiting for him outside our apartment building. He brought two large suitcases out of the bedroom and carried them downstairs. Coming back up, he hugged me, picked up Yando and kissed him, and hugged Mom.

			“If you change your mind—” he began to say, but Mom cut him off.

			“May God protect you.”

			From my bedroom window, I watched as the cab drove off.

			It was January 31, 1993. Mom sat down on the living room sofa and cried for a few minutes. Then she got up and made us lunch.

			 • • • 
ON WEEKENDS, MOM, Yando, and I would usually head to the Associated Supermarket in our neighborhood to buy groceries. Yando had become a hit with the supermarket staff, because he danced up and down the grocery aisles whenever they played bachata and merengue over the PA.

			He was also the only reason we could shop. Back when Dad was still around, Mom had made a few trips to the local welfare office and signed Yando up for the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). I didn’t really understand how the program worked; I just knew that we got help from the government. Once a month, we’d get a check in the mail and use it to buy food. There were things we could and couldn’t buy with it. Milk, cheese, bread: yes (but only certain kinds). Candy, quarter waters: no. We also couldn’t use the check everywhere, only at places that had a WE ACCEPT WIC sign in the front. But the biggest problem was that the amount on the check was barely enough for Yando’s food. He was getting WIC because he was under the age of five. Mom and I weren’t eligible: Mom wasn’t breastfeeding anymore, and I was eight.

			The WIC helped, but once Dad left, we didn’t have much money for food shopping. One day that winter, Mom had brought me along to a meeting with a Spanish-speaking caseworker to explain our situation. We had no money. Mom couldn’t find a job because she had to take care of us. We were hungry.

			The caseworker asked a few questions.

			“Are you ciudadanos? Do you have a green card?”

			Mom replied, “My son Yando is a citizen. My son Dan-el and I are not.”

			The caseworker looked up from her desk. “Green card?”

			“No.”

			“Hmmm.”

			For a moment the caseworker was silent. I wondered if she was going to ask more about our papeles, but instead she simply said, “Only your son Yando will be eligible for public assistance.”

			Then she had Mom fill out paperwork for the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. I saw the full name on one of the forms, but no one called it that—not the caseworker, not Mom, not her sisters when she talked to them about it later that day. It was just “welfer.”

			When Mom finished signing the forms, the caseworker announced, “You will receive a fixed amount in food stamps and in cash twice a month: sixty dollars in food stamps, forty-two fifty in cash.”

			Mom’s face turned bright red. “Is that all my son Yando is eligible for? That’s not enough to feed a family!”

			The caseworker shrugged. “That’s all.”

			So, between WIC and welfer, we ate because of Yando.

			Our route to the supermarket was always the same. We’d pass the same flea market and church, the same bar, the same brick houses and carefully tended gardens of crisp yellow sunflowers and thorn-studded roses.

			One Saturday, we were just past the bar’s entrance when I heard running feet behind us. A skinny young man slipped between Mom and me, yanked off her purse, and flew down the street. As he turned left at the end of the block, I took off after him. I had no idea what I would do if I caught him, but I chased after him anyway. I ran as hard as I could.

			Even though I narrowed the gap between us with my initial burst, he began to pull away. My feet flew over the pavement. I’d never moved that fast in my life. But it wasn’t fast enough; the gap grew larger. Two blocks up, I saw him jumping into a car and driving off. I stopped. My lungs were on fire. I turned around and saw Mom and Yando hurrying to catch up. In a minute or so, she was standing at my side.

			“Mom, I couldn’t catch him,” I panted. “I’m sorry.”
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						Yando on the playground slides, Jackson Heights, Queens, spring 1993

					

				
				

			

			
			The purse contained our welfer benefits card. Without it, we couldn’t shop. At our local bodega, Mom bought some food on credit until a new card came in the mail.

			 • • • 
WHEN I WASN’T IN SCHOOL, Mom, Yando, and I would go on trips to the American Museum of Natural History, in Manhattan, and the Aquarium at Coney Island. I had no idea where the money for the trips came from, but they were so much fun. The greatest thrill came on the early June day that we went to Coney Island, spread out our towels on the beach, and took dips in the water.

			“Cuidado,” Mom cautioned me. “You don’t know how to swim.”

			Staying close to her, I kicked up the cold ocean water with my feet. A small crab pinched my foot. I shrugged it off and laughed.

			We’d also make trips to see our family scattered across the boroughs. Mom’s great-uncle and his wife, recently arrived in the States, lived in Bay Ridge and cooked the best moro I’d ever tasted. Tía Mercedes and Tío José still lived in Astoria, and we went to see them often. But Tía Altagracia’s apartment in the Bronx was where it went down almost every single weekend. Mom and her sisters would cook arroz, pernil, and bacalao in the kitchen while Tío Jesuito’s sound system blasted bachata and merengue.

			Whenever the music began to hurt my ears, I’d retreat to my cousins’ bedroom to watch Jean-Claude Van Damme movies. Bloodsport helped me work on my English. I enjoyed and repeated to myself the insults characters tossed at one another: “scumbag,” “dickface,” “asshole,” “shithead.” I puzzled over the phrase “Put up your dukes.”

			During one of our visits, I was watching a Van Damme movie when the conversation among the adults suddenly became very animated. Through the doors of the bedroom, I couldn’t make out what they were arguing about at first. Then the bachata was lowered. I heard shouting.

			“You are not raising those children right, Yani! They need a man in their lives!”

			I stepped out to see what was going on. Mom was glaring at one of my uncles.

			“I’m raising them by myself, with God’s help, and I don’t need your or any man’s help.”

			Mom dragged Yando and me out of the apartment. At the corner of 168th and Grant Avenue, she hailed a cab back to Queens and haggled with the driver until he was willing to take us for the twenty bucks she had in her purse. The entire ride home, she muttered angrily under her breath.

			 • • • 
I THOUGHT WE would never be going back to Altagracia’s, but a few phone calls and apologies later, we were back at her apartment eating moro and pernil.

			On one of our first trips back, Altagracia and Jesuito introduced Mom to Carlos. He was an auto mechanic who owned a shop just around the corner from their apartment. He wasn’t super-dark-skinned like Dad or me, but he was plenty moreno. He also had bulging biceps, sported a goatee and a Wesley Snipes–style flattop haircut, and wore long gold and silver chains.

			Mom and Carlos began to talk. I tried to listen in on their conversation while pretending to play dominoes with my uncles. He’d grown up in a small campo in DR, near Santiago. He started working on cars as a teenager to support his family. In the eighties he moved to New York; after several years, he’d saved enough to open up his own taller. He still had a few businesses in Santo Domingo.
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					Dan-el, age eight, to the right of center, PS 148Q Arts Day, spring 1993

				

			

			As we got ready to leave at the end of the night, Altagracia endorsed him:

			“Hombre de trabajo,” she whispered to Mom as I stood nearby.

			We started seeing more of Carlos. He’d come to Queens, take us around on drives in his Chevrolet Corvette, and buy Yando and me all the junk food we wanted: Sour Powers, plantain chips, quarter waters. Sometimes he even held Mom’s hand while we were hanging out. She’d beam at him. And whenever he called our apartment, she’d be all smiles on the phone.

			 • • • 
SHE DIDN’T HAVE that same look on her face when Dad called.

			“We’re not coming back!” I heard her saying into the phone one day. “Dan-el is doing well in school! Ask him about his project.” She passed the receiver to me. I had news.

			“Dad, they’re printing an assignment of mine in the school newspaper!”

			“Very well done, triunfador! Tell me about it.”

			I told him about my school’s newspaper, The East Elmhurst Echo. I’d wanted the paper to publish a booklet on snakes that I’d put together for my third-grade class project. Under my very own colored drawings of every major species of snake, I’d written a short paragraph on how to identify them and how they behaved: color pattern, poisonous or nonpoisonous, preferred places of habitation.

			“What I wrote,” I told Dad, “it’s like what you read in the encyclopedia.”

			My teacher said the newspaper couldn’t take the snake book, because they wouldn’t be able to print the drawings. But the paper was more than happy to print an assignment I’d completed on rain forests. “When I finally got my copy of the newspaper,” I announced to Dad, “I found my essay on the sixth page!” I began reading it out to him. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew that Dad’s English wasn’t that good, but I read on anyway.

			“Muchacho,” he said when I was done, “you are a triunfador!”

			I handed the phone back to Mom. She went into the bedroom and closed the door. I drew close to the door and caught snippets of her whispering.

			“Are you going to send your children some money?”

			A pause.

			“Fine. I’ll pick it up at Western Union.”

			She’d pick it up and come back home, sometimes muttering to herself. On the good days, I wouldn’t hear much of the muttering—she’d stop within a minute or two of getting home. On the bad days, the muttering wouldn’t stop.

			“Mojiganga. Saying he can’t send a lot because he has his relatives to take care of. His sons are here!”

			The phone calls became less frequent.

			Mom made fewer and fewer trips to Western Union.

			 • • • 
WIC AND WELFER weren’t enough, plus Mom wasn’t having any luck finding a regular job beyond the babysitting she was doing for a family in our neighborhood.

			For a while, the owner of the local bodega let her run up a tab. Whenever we were low on food, Mom wrote out a list of items on a piece of paper and sent me down the block. Once or twice a week, I’d walk over, pick out what we needed from the store aisles, and bring it to the counter. The owner would take out his pad, write down the prices of the items on a page with Mom’s name on it, and help me bag the food.

			By summertime, though, Mom still hadn’t found a job and was still buying on credit, and soon the tab was too long for even our indulgent bodega friend. One day, he had a message for Mom when I came to the counter:

			“Until your mother pays some of what she owes me, no más.”

			I walked back home and told Mom that the owner hadn’t allowed me to take any food on credit. We went back to the bodega together. She pleaded with the owner.

			“Seven hundred dollars is too much,” he said.

			“Would you like to take our TV and VCR as payment, please?” Mom asked. “They work fine.”

			“No.”

			Mom and I walked away empty-handed.

			On our walk home, I felt so embarrassed to have seen her beg. I began to worry that we wouldn’t have any food to eat once the little we had in the refrigerator ran out. That night and for the next few nights, until it was time to pick up Yando’s WIC and food stamps, we had rice and small pieces of chicken for dinner. On one of those nights, I noticed that Mom wasn’t eating. I didn’t want to ask her why.

			 • • • 
JULY ARRIVED, AND MOM couldn’t make rent. Our landlord posted an eviction notice on our door. One afternoon, when we came back from a daylong trip to the park with Mom, our furniture was sitting on the street. Mom salvaged our papers and photos and pleaded with the men throwing out our belongings to spare her a few boxes. Yando and I sat together on the curb while Mom packed and tried to figure out what to do. Finally she walked to a nearby pay phone and called a Puerto Rican landlord she’d met earlier that spring. He offered to put us up in his building’s basement until we landed on our feet.

			Our stay in the basement lasted about three weeks. One August night, the water and sewage pipes on the ceiling of the basement burst while we were sleeping. Mom woke up just as the water level began to rise. She roused Yando and me from the cot that we were sharing and moved us onto a table. In the rising water I saw my book of snake drawings crumbling into pieces, the ink bleeding everywhere. Wading through the water, Mom rescued our belongings and crammed them into a suitcase.

			We went to the nearest police station. With me as her translator, Mom asked the police for directions to the nearest shelter. We were pointed to the Emergency Relocation Center for homeless families in the South Bronx.

			\
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			WE RODE THE SUBWAY to 149th Street and Grand Concourse, then walked three blocks to 151st and Walton Avenue. On our walk from the subway, I realized that we weren’t far from Tía Altagracia’s apartment. I wanted to ask Mom why we weren’t just going over to her place until we could find a new apartment, but I couldn’t bring myself to.

			The Emergency Relocation Center, a two-story structure of dusty brick and mortar, took up the entire block. Across from it was a bodega, surrounded by apartment buildings and the occasional two-story row house. At the building entrance, we were waved through a metal detector and directed to sit in a waiting room until it was our turn to be processed. The room, roughly the size of my public school cafeteria, was poorly lit and very stuffy. Two whirring fans provided some relief. Kids were running around everywhere, bawling until they were nursed to sleep or demanding food and candy. Every chair and corner was taken up by a family. Some had pieces of luggage; others had packed their belongings into large backpacks or black garbage bags.

			When we entered, we couldn’t find any spare seats, but after a little searching we rounded up two folding metal chairs. I sat on one; Mom sat on the other, with Yando on her lap, our bags of clothing at her feet. After about an hour we were called to one of the small windows at the front of the room. Mom asked me to translate for her.

			“We are homeless. We were evicted from our apartment.”

			“No, I do not work.”

			“Their father is not with us; he returned to the Dominican Republic in January.”

			“I am thirty-three years old. My younger son is three, turning four in November. My eldest son, Dan-el, is eight, turning nine in September.”

			No questions about our papeles. Our interrogator complimented me:

			“Your English is very good, young man.”

			“Thank you,” I mumbled.

			We retreated to our chairs until the next round of questioning. We were lucky to have seats—with not enough chairs to go around, the newcomers being admitted had to sit on their luggage or on the floor—but the seats were no protection against the buzzing flies tormenting everyone.

			Day dragged on into evening. Called back to another window, we were told that it would take two to three days before they could assign us to a shelter. Until our assignment, we’d be allowed to sleep at the relocation center. No beds were available, but there’d be food.

			At dinnertime, we sampled the milk and Wonder Bread slices in the center’s small cafeteria. The main meal was a mostly inedible beef stew. The few families who had a little money to spare headed outdoors and returned thirty minutes later with McDonald’s. I envied them.

			To relieve the boredom, I took Yando on short walks around the waiting area. “Pórtense bien,” Mom would say to me before letting us go, in such an exhausted voice that I didn’t dare think about misbehaving.

			 • • • 
AFTER THREE DAYS of sleeping in chairs, with Mom standing guard over us, we were called to one of the windows and told to get ready: we’d been assigned to a shelter in downtown Manhattan. Outside the center’s entrance, a van was waiting for us. We boarded with four other families, and the van took off. After a few minutes we crossed a bridge into Manhattan and then joined the traffic streaming down the FDR. The van exited the highway in the 130s, dropped one family off, exited again in the 60s to drop another family off, then rumbled to its final destination. Pressing my face to the van’s window, I gazed in the direction of the setting sun, its rays playing with the glass and concrete of the Manhattan skyline.

			Soon the bridges and streets of Chinatown came into view. Finally we pulled up to a large gray building at 78 Catherine Street. An employee of the center stepped down from the van and accompanied us to the front door. We were waved through a few metal detectors before being allowed inside and registered as residents. We weren’t asked about our immigrant status; all we were asked for was our names, ages, and dates of birth.

			Our first stop after that was the shelter’s clinic, where Mom was asked for our immunization records.

			“Aquí están,” she said, signaling for me to take them out of the small plastic bag in which we carried them along with my report cards and a few family photos. I handed them to the nurse on duty, who reviewed them and told us that Yando and I needed a few more shots. I took mine in silence. A Spanish-speaking member of the shelter’s staff then came by to bring us upstairs. As we walked through hallways and up staircases buzzing with the chatter and arguments of the shelter residents, our guide gave Mom an overview of the shelter’s rules: hours, curfew, and mandatory drug testing for parents—the news of which made Mom wince.

			“I’ve never used drugs in my life!”

			He shrugged and continued talking.

			“These,” he said, pointing to his left as we came out of the staircase onto the third floor, “are the bathrooms and showers on your floor. This”—he pointed to a door at the end of the third-floor hallway—“will be your room.”

			We walked into our new home. The furniture consisted of a table, two steel closets, and two beds. Our guide left us to ourselves. Mom helped Yando take off his sneakers; I kicked mine off. After about a minute, Mom picked my sneakers up from the floor and tossed them into one of the closets.

			“Mi’jo,” she said, smiling, “your sneakers smell so bad! They can have a closet to themselves.”

			I knew why my sneakers were smelly: I hadn’t showered in weeks. But Mom’s words didn’t make me feel self-conscious. Instead they brought a smile to my face. I was proud of my smelly feet. Together we laughed.

			Within minutes, I fell asleep.

			 • • • 
A FEW DAYS after we’d arrived, Mom enrolled me in the fourth grade at nearby PS 2 and Yando in a pre-K program. To get ready for school, we’d wake up at 6:30 every morning. Yando would be first out of bed; I’d follow. Mom would fold our towels and underwear, place the shower soap and toothbrushes in my hands, and walk us to the communal men’s bathroom, where she’d wait by the door.

			Mom had fought to be allowed inside the men’s bathroom with us whenever we went to shower. But shelter staff insisted that it was safe for us to shower and refused to grant her permission to step into the bathroom with us. So she’d ordered me to scream as loudly as I could if anyone came near Yando or me—she’d heard that really bad things happened in the bathrooms, especially to children left unprotected. Also on her orders, Yando and I would keep our sneakers on while we showered and brushed our teeth, to keep our feet from touching the pools of urine and the streaks of shit on the bathroom floor.

			After showering, we’d return to our room and get dressed. Mom had somehow hustled an iron to press my public school uniform: white shirt, blue slacks. Then the breakfast bell would ring, and the hallway would crowd with families on their way to the cafeteria. The selection always consisted of Wonder Bread, small cereal boxes, and little cartons of milk. From time to time, fruit appeared: apples, bananas, oranges. You could also serve yourself some mashed potatoes or some sloppy joes, alone or on a bun.

			At the long dining tables, the residents would clump together by ethnicity and complain. “Staff sure loves the white families.” “These black druggies can’t get their shit together.” “Blanquitos get all the good stuff.” “We’re all being treated like shit, so who fucking cares?” Sometimes fights broke out.

			I didn’t eat much. Under Mom’s gaze, I willed myself—I didn’t want to disappoint her—but on some days it was simply too hard: the food tasted nasty, and the milk was expired. Mom wouldn’t reproach me the way she used to when we lived in Jackson Heights and I happened to leave unos granitos de arroz on the plate after dinner. But Yando wouldn’t eat anything. At best he would peck, and no amount of pleading could induce him into eating more.

			Our first month at Catherine Street, Mom repeatedly took us to the staff office in the mornings and aired her frustrations to the Spanish-speaking employees. “If only,” she’d tell them, “I could cook, my children would eat. Don’t you see”—and here she would hold my or Yando’s arm—“how thin they’re getting?!” Mom kept making herself a nuisance until she’d wrung a pot and a hot plate out of them. And so Yando and I woke one morning to a delicious smell and Mom’s joyous exclamation: “I boiled some platanos and huevos for you!” Plantains and eggs bought with the food stamps she received for Yando. We smiled at her and licked our plates clean. But we couldn’t afford to eat plantains and eggs every morning, and we still had to report to breakfast in the cafeteria.

			After breakfast, we’d put our coats on and head out to school. Mom would drop me off first. PS 2 stood on the corner of Henry and Pike Streets, in the shadow of the Manhattan Bridge. Every day on the walk, we’d pass a comic book store. I’d always slow down a little to take a closer look at the Batman comics in the window display.

			“¿Eso te interesa?” Mom had asked me once.

			I’d shaken my head. I knew we didn’t have money—how could I ask Mom to buy me a comic?

			One morning I’d noticed a new comics cover on one of the shelves. Batman was bent over a hulking beast’s knee, on the verge of being snapped like a toothpick. His eyes were closed, and his face was bloodied. I couldn’t stand to look at it. I hurried away and tried to avoid looking at the comics every day after that. How could Batman lose? How could someone crush him like that? I didn’t understand.

			We’d arrive at the PS 2 schoolyard: time to ask for Mom’s blessing.

			“Bendición, Mamá.”

			“Que Dios te bendiga, mi’jo,” she’d reply, kissing me on the forehead.

			I’d line up with my fourth-grade classmates. Mom would go to drop off Yando at pre-K before reporting to the mandatory employment orientation sessions held at the shelter.

			 • • • 
EVERY FEW WEEKS, Mom would call Tía Altagracia and Tía Mercedes from a pay phone in the shelter. But before we’d placed our first call to them, Mom had pulled me aside.

			“Remember, no one needs to know our business. You don’t talk to anyone about where we are or what we’re doing here unless I tell you to, okay? We don’t need their help. And I don’t want their pity. When everything is back in order, we’ll see them and spend time with them, but for now they don’t need to see us. They don’t need to know what we’re going through. They’ll ask too many questions.”

			On the phone with them, Mom didn’t say much. Yes, we were all fine. Yes, they could come visit us one day, but not soon. No, unfortunately, we wouldn’t be making it for the holidays. We had other plans, and life was just a bit crazy at the moment, but come the new year, we’d see them again. Yando? Great—he’s very healthy. And Dan-el? Perfect report card.

			Then Mom would pass the phone to me. I’d say “Bendición, Tía” to each of them and answer their questions about school. They would compliment me and tell me I was becoming quite the hombrecito.

			The rules in force for the calls to my aunts also applied to conversations with Dad, whom we called from time to time with phone cards purchased from a Chinatown bodega. Everything was fine, school was great, I was reading many wonderful books—that was it. It felt weird not to tell the full truth, to talk about everything except the new experience that dominated every aspect of our lives. But how weird would it be to explain to my aunts or to Dad where we were living?

			 • • • 
I WAS TOO EMBARASSED to tell my fourth-grade classmates that I lived in a shelter. I imagined they all had nice apartments like our old one in Jackson Heights. If they asked where I lived, I said I lived just off Catherine Street and left it at that. If they asked any more questions, I told them that my family used to live in Queens. Then I made a point of telling them that I was Dominican. I thought I’d seem cooler if they knew I was
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