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You are invited to spend Christmas at our house . . .  
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Introduction
IN THE SPANISH-SPEAKING AMERICAS, Christmas is much more  than a one-day event followed by a staggering credit card bill. The festivities  last for weeks, beginning well before Christmas, and continuing straight  through to the arrival of the Three Kings and the Feast of the Epiphany on  January 6. Las Navidades involves a lot more partying and a lot less shopping  than a U.S. Christmas.
In Mexico, the celebration officially starts on December 16, when the  wanderings of Mary and Joseph are commemorated with the posadas,  candlelit processions which take place for the nine nights leading up to Christmas Eve. Children lead the parade, carrying a litter displaying clay figurines  that represent Joseph and Mary on their burro, and the angel who followed  them on their journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem. Outside the house of the  evening’s host, they sing the song of Joseph, asking for a place to spend the  night, while inside the house, the host, playing the role of the innkeeper,  sings back, turning them down, telling them to go away. At last, realizing the  identity of his holy guests, the host sings a welcoming final verse, and opens  the door. The party moves inside, where there are drinks, sweets—and a  piñata for the children to break.
Something similar takes place in Puerto Rico, where the religious origins  of the parrandas have been all but forgotten, while the tradition of going from  house to house remains. The songs that accompany the parrandas  refer less to  the journey of Mary and Joseph and focus more on the quickly disappearing  traditions of Puerto Rican rural life, including the foods typically prepared for  Navidades.
In the tropical climates of the Caribbean and the temperate climes of  South America, where Christmas falls smack in the middle of summer, there  is no Santa arriving on a sleigh, no jingle bells in the snow, no stockings hung  on the mantel with care. It’s a holiday for family, for grown-ups as well as children, celebrated with plenty of traditional food, drink, music, and dance.
Nochebuena, Christmas Eve, is the night for la misa del gallo,  “the  rooster’s mass,” which begins at midnight. In Mexico, the mass is usually followed by fireworks and the ringing of bells, after which everyone goes home  to enjoy a big feast.
Children nowadays receive gifts on Christmas Day, but they also wait  until the night of January 5 to put out not their stockings but their shoes,  filled with sweet grass to feed the camels. Their gifts come courtesy not of a fat  man in a red suit but of los tres reyes, the Three Kings. The gifts of the Magi  are visited upon these children, in commemoration of the gifts brought to the  Christ child. The holidays finally end the next day with the Feast of the  Epiphany. In Mexico, families serve the rosca de reyes, a traditional wreath-shape cake filled with spices, dried fruit, and one tiny doll, representing the  baby Jesus. Whoever finds the doll in his or her slice has to host the next feast,  which is not very far off—Candelmas, on February 2.
Traditions like these became a part of my life in my role as editor of Sí  magazine, which folded at the end of 1996. We had a great time with that  final issue, not only because we knew it would be our last, but because it  focused on Christmas, and the many ways in which the holiday is celebrated  in Latin America. Eight leading Latino authors were invited to contribute  short Christmas memories for a special section. We attempted to offer equal  time to memories from South and Central America and the Spanish Caribbean, and to memories of growing up in the States—a Mexican-American in  San Francisco, a Cuban-American in Miami—where traditions are maintained, transformed, or lost. We expected to get a lovely kaleidoscope of holiday pictures, describing traditional celebrations from the many cultures  labeled “Latino”—warm, fuzzy stories of singing Puerto Rican aguinaldos,  parading in candlelight posadas, and feasting on Cuban lechón, sweet, crispy  Mexican buñuelos,  and hot chocolate atole.
But the stories that came back to us were not always jolly portraits of  childhood celebrations. Christmas, we discovered, touches off a full range of  feelings. That most highly anticipated of holidays, when families are expected  to convene in an atmosphere of great abundance, perfect love, and unmitigated joy, can also be a setup for disappointment, a ripe atmosphere for drama.  All the elements that make up a child’s world become magnified by the exigencies of Christmas.
For a poor child there is no ecstatic Christmas morning, no tearing  through a staggering pile of gifts. For a child newly arrived in the States, colliding with a strange culture is never more bewildering than in that first confrontation with the excesses of an American Christmas. And even in the best  of circumstances, family reunions are rarely conflict-free. There may be a tío who drinks too much rum, a crazy aunt, an estranged father, obnoxious  cousins. And Christmas can be a time of bitter revelation, when adults  become too distracted to maintain the facade they normally use to shield a  child from grown-up reality.
The stories we received for that holiday issue were threaded together by a  string of confusion and misfortune. The authors’ reactions to the holiday  foibles and sorrows they faced ranged from poignant to hilarious: from Estela  Herrera’s anguished tale of her pet goat to Jaime Manrique’s sardonic account  of his aunt’s attempted suicide. And there was the sense of wonder, too, the  small child’s astonished response to the magic of it all.
We realized that the scope of emotions engendered by remembering  Christmas past was far more than we could begin to explore in a magazine feature. Esmeralda Santiago and I had become friends through the evolution of  Sí magazine, and her story led the section that appeared in that holiday issue.  Together we began to expand on those memories. This book is the result of  our yearlong collaboration.
We invited more authors to contribute memories, and once again we looked for writers with a variety of geographic origins. We invited friends,  colleagues, authors whose work we admired, writers we’d always wanted to  meet. This time we knew that we could expect to find a commonality of experience that transcended ethnicity. Still, we were stunned by the intensity of  many of the pieces we received.
As the stories arrived, we felt as though each writer had sent us a Christmas gift. As we read each one, it was like unwrapping an unexpected present,  and we marveled that we were given the privilege of sharing something so  intensely personal. The stories were like secrets told to a close friend. “This is  what it was like when I was little. This is what my family was like. This is how  it seemed to me as a child.”
Given the chance to write longer pieces, the authors used Christmas as a  springboard to describe experiences common to all people: poverty, alienation, loss of innocence, a child’s growing awareness of life’s harshness. Gary  Soto remembered the meager Christmas of a boy raised on welfare. Michael  Nava opened our eyes to the feelings of a child at a charity Christmas party.  Julia Alvarez described the moment when the terror of living in a dictatorship  first cracked the protective seal of a child’s world. When there was humor in  the stories, it was often derived from specifically Latino experiences, from the  absurdity of clashing cultures—Ilan Stavans’s account of latkes with mole in  Mexico City, Francisco Goldman’s memory of posadas in Newton, Massachusetts, Ray Suárez’s tale of tropical aguinaldos  in a frozen Chicago.
And the warmth and joy of the holiday was there, as well. Memories of  good food are intrinsically happy—Puerto Rican author Rosario Morales  remembers her mother’s asopao simmering on the stove. Colombian poet  Jaime Manrique has not forgotten his family’s delicious Christmas pasteles.  As  we read the stories, Esmeralda and I found ourselves hungry for the dishes  mentioned. What makes Ilan Stavans’s grandmother’s pescado a la veracruzana  so special that he still remembers it years later and thousands of miles from  home? Why is Martín Espada’s alter ego a wrestler named El Pernil? Would it  be too much to ask Ilan to phone Mexico City for that fish recipe? And could  Jaime please ask his family what was in those  pasteles?
From the many foods mentioned in the Christmas memories, Esmeralda  and I developed the idea for a pan-Latino holiday banquet, a menu like no other. We called the authors who, in turn, often called their mothers, their  sisters, their aunts. We called our own mothers; we called our friends. We  consulted cookbooks and compared notes. Then, on two coasts, the cooking  began. In Westchester County, New York, Esmeralda’s kitchen was fragrant  with the aroma of her arroz con coco, while two thousand miles away, trays of  anise-scented bizcochitos were browning in my Los Angeles oven. We tested  the recipes, made adjustments, retested.
Finally, we were ready to prepare our Christmas feast. Esmeralda’s friend,  Laura Cohen, generously agreed to lend us her spacious kitchen. Other  friends were enlisted to help with the preparations. Some ingredients were  hard to find in Westchester supermarkets, so I shipped two FedEx boxes full of  treasures from the ranch market in my L.A. neighborhood: plantain leaves,  chiles, queso blanco. I tucked bottles of Pico de Gallo powdered chiles and  packets of achiote paste into my suitcase and got on a plane.
On the morning of the big day, Esmeralda’s mother was on call in Florida,  in case we got into trouble with any of the Puerto Rican specialties on our  menu. The cooking was a party in itself. Eight women stood around the big  kitchen table, wrapping tamales in corn husks, folding plantain leaves into  pasteles—old friends and new friends, mothers and daughters, dogs winding  their way among eight sets of legs, patrolling the floor, hoping one of us would  drop a bit of stuffing.
In the frenzy of the last hour, we waited our turn at the stove, took turns  with the blender, chopped onions and tomatoes like a bunch of crazy samurai. Esmeralda decided that this was the moment to ease the tension with a  first round of coquito, the lethal Puerto Rican coconut-cream-rum drink.  Fathers and brothers, little sisters and assorted friends arrived. All the dishes  were tasted, most of them highly praised, some of them requiring a bit of  adjustment.
At the end of the evening, when we were too tired to move and too tipsy  to care, Esmeralda cranked up the music. The women and girls somehow  found the energy to jump up and salsa, while the men looked happily,  blearily on.
Outside, the first real snow of the season blanketed the lawns. Christmas  would arrive again in a few weeks. Looking around that big room full of people, I felt as though I had stepped into the pages of our book, and I was  engulfed in a wave of sentimentality. There were dear old friends with whom I had shared decades of my life, children on the verge of adulthood whom I  remembered as bulges in their mothers’ bellies, new friends who were like sisters to me now. The room was warm from the blaze in the fireplace and the  glow of shared pleasures. I was exhausted and sated, feeling the rum. So, I  thought, this is Las Navidades. This is what all the fuss is about.
JOIE DAVIDOW
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Aurora Levins Morales
Aurora Levins Morales spent her childhood in Maricao, Puerto Rico. She is   coauthor, with her mother, Rosario Morales, of Getting Home Alive (Firebrand  Books), a collection of autobiographical poetry and prose. Her work has been   published in Ms. magazine,  The American Voice, and many anthologies. Her  most recent books are a collection of essays, Medicine Stories: History, Culture,  and the Politics of Integrity (South End Press, 1998) and Remedios: Stories  of Earth and Iron from the History of Puertorriqueños  (Beacon, 1998),   a prose-poetry retelling of Puerto Rican history through the lives of women. She  teaches Puerto Rican history at the University of California, Berkeley, and  women’s studies at the University of Minnesota, and has homes in both states.
DULCE DE NARANJA
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IN PUERTO RICO, Las Navidades is a season, not a single day.  Early in December, with the hurricane season safely over, the thick  autumn rains withdraw and sun pours down on the island uninterrupted. This will be a problem by March, when the reservoirs empty, and the  shores of Lake Luchetti show wider and wider rings of red mud, until the lake  bottom curls up into little pancakes of baked clay and the skeletons of long-drowned houses are revealed. Then, people wait anxiously for rain, pray that  the sweet, white coffee blossoms of April don’t wither on the branch. But during Navidades, the sun shines on branches heavily laden with hard, green berries starting to ripen and turn red. Oranges glow on the trees, aguinaldos  start to dominate the airwaves of Radio Café, and women start grating yuca  and plantain for pasteles, and feeling up the pigs and chickens, calculating the  best moment for the slaughter.
It was 1962 or maybe 1965. Any of those years. Barrio Indiera Baja of  Maricao and Barrio Rubias of Yauco are among the most remote inhabited  places on the island, straddling the crest of the Cordillera Central among the  mildewed ruins of old coffee plantations, houses, and sheds left empty when  the tides of international commerce withdrew. A century ago, Yauco and  Maricao fought bitterly to annex this prime coffee-growing land at a time  when Puerto Rican coffee was the best in the world. But Brazil flooded the  market with cheaper, faster-growing varieties. There were hurricanes and  invasions and the coffee region slid into decline.
In the 1960s of my childhood most people in Indiera still worked in coffee, but everyone was on food stamps except the handful of hacendados   and young people who kept leaving for town jobs or for New York and Connecticut.
Those were the years of modernization. Something was always being built  or inaugurated—dams, bridges, new roads, shopping centers, and acres of  housing developments. Helicopters crossed the mountains installing electrical poles in places too inaccessible for trucks (while keeping an eye out for  illegal rum stills). During my entire childhood the acueducto,  the promise of  running water, inched its way toward us with much fanfare and very little  result. When the pipes were finally in place, the engineers discovered that  there was rarely enough pressure to drive the water up the steep slopes north  of the reservoir. About once a month the faucets, left open all the time,  started to sputter. Someone called out “¡Acueduuuuucto! ” and everyone ran to  fill their buckets before the pipes went dry again.
Navidades was the season for extravagance in the midst of hardship. Food  was saved up and then lavishly spread on the table. New clothing was bought  in town or made up by a neighbor, and furniture was brought home, to be paid  off in installments once the harvest was in.
One of those years, Doña Gina’s husband bought her an indoor stove with  an oven, and all the neighbors turned out to see. They were going to roast the  pig indoors! Not a whole pig, of course, but I was there watching when Don Lencho slashed the shaved skin and rubbed the wounds with handfuls of  mashed garlic and fresh oregano, achiote oil and vinegar, black pepper and  salt. Doña Gina was making arroz con dulce, tray after tray of cinnamon-scented rice pudding with coconut. The smells kept all the children circling  around the kitchen like hungry sharks.
This was before every house big enough for a chair had sprouted a TV  antenna. My brother and I went down to the Canabal house to watch occasional episodes of Bonanza dubbed into Spanish: I liked to watch the lips  move out of sync with the voice that said, “Vámonos, Hoss!” And by 1966  there would be a TV in the seventh-grade classroom at Arturo Lluberas  Junior High, down near Yauco, where the older girls would crowd in to watch  El Show del Mediodía. But in Indiera and Rubias nobody was hooked on TV  Christmas specials yet, so when the season began, people still tuned up their  cuatros and guitars, took down the  güiros and maracas and started going house  to house looking for free drinks. So while Don Lencho kept opening the oven  to baste the pig, Chago and Nestor and Papo played aguinaldos and plenas and  Carmencita improvised lyrics back and forth with Papo, each trying to top  the other in witty commentary, the guests hooting and clapping when one or  the other scored a hit. No one talked much about Cheíto and Luis away in  Vietnam, or Adita’s fiancé running off with a pregnant high-school girl a  week before the wedding or Don Toño coughing up blood all the time. “Gracias a Dios,” said Doña Gina, “ aquí estamos.”
During Navidades the cars of city relatives started showing up parked in  the road next to the red and green jeeps. My girlfriends had to stay close to  home and wear starched dresses, and the boys looked unnaturally solemn in  ironed white shirts, with their hair slicked down. Our relatives were mostly in  New York, but sometimes a visitor came all that way, announced ahead of  time by letter, or, now and then, adventurous enough to try finding our farm  with just a smattering of Spanish and a piece of paper with our names.
The neighbors grew their own gandules and plantain, but, except for a few  vegetables, we didn’t farm our land. My father drove to San Juan every week  to teach at the university and did most of our shopping there, at the Pueblo  supermarket on the way out of town. Sometimes all those overflowing bags of  groceries weighed on my conscience, especially when I went to the store with  my best friend, Tata, and waited while she asked Don Paco to put another meager pound of rice on their tab. My father was a biologist and a commuter.  This was how we got our frozen blintzes and English muffins, fancy cookies  and date-nut bread.
But during Navidades it seemed, for a little while, as if everyone had  enough. My father brought home Spanish turrón—sticky white nougat full of  almonds, wrapped in thin edible layers of papery white stuff. The best kind is  the hard turrón you have to break with a hammer. Then there were all the  gooey, intensely sweet fruit-pastes you ate with crumbly white cheese. The  dense, red-brown guayaba; golden mango; sugar-crusted, pale brown batata;  and dazzlingly white coconut. And my favorite, dulce de naranja, a tantalizing  mix of bitter orange and sugar, the alternating tastes always startling on the  tongue. We didn’t eat pork, but my father cooked canned corned beef with  raisins and onions and was the best Jewish tostón maker in the world.
Christmas trees were still a strange gringo custom for most of our neighbors, but each year we picked something to decorate, this household of transplanted New Yorkers—my Puerto Rican mother, my Jewish father, and the  two, then three of us, “americanitos” growing up like wild guayabas on an overgrown and half-abandoned coffee farm. One year we cut a miniature grove of  bamboo and folded dozens of tiny origami cranes in gold and silver paper to  hang on the branches. Another year it was the tightly rolled, flame-red flowers of señorita with traditional, shiny Christmas balls glowing among the lush  green foliage. Sometimes it was boughs of Australian pine hung with old  ornaments we brought with us from New York in 1960, those pearly ones with  the inverted cones carved into their sides like funnels of fluted, silver and gold  light.
The only telephone was the one at the crossroads, which rarely worked,  so other than my father’s weekly trip to San Juan, the mail was our only link  with the world outside the barrio. Every day during Las Navidades, when my  brother and I would stop at the crossroads for the mail, there would be square  envelopes in bright colors bringing Season’s Greetings from faraway people  we’d never met. But there were also packages. We had one serious sweet tooth  on each side of the family. Every year my Jewish grandmother sent metal tins  full of brightly wrapped toffee in iridescent paper that my brother and I saved  for weeks. Every year my Puerto Rican grandfather sent boxes of Jordan almonds in sugary pastel colors and jumbo packages of Hershey’s Kisses and  Tootsie Rolls.
Of course this was also the season of rum, of careening jeeploads of festive  people in constant motion up and down the narrow twisting roads of the  mountains. You could hear the laughter and loud voices fade and blare as they  wound in and out of the curves. All along the sides of the roads there were  shrines—white crosses or painted rocks with artificial flowers and the dates of  horrible accidents: head-on collisions when two jeeps held onto the crown of  the road too long; places where drivers mistook the direction of the next dark  curve and rammed into a tree or plummeted, arcing into the air and over the  dizzying edge, to crash among the broken branches of citrus and pomarrosa  and leaving a wake of destruction. Some of those ravines still held the rusted  frames of old trucks and cars no one knew how to retrieve after the bodies  were taken home for burial.
It was rum, the year my best friend’s father died. Early Navidades, just  coming into December, and parties already in full swing. Chiqui, Tata,  Chinita, and I spent a lot of time out in the road, while inside, women in  black dresses prayed, cleaned, and cooked. Every so often one of them would  come out on the porch and call Tata or Chiqui, who were cousins, to get  something from the store or go down the hill to the spring to fetch more buckets of water.
No one in Indiera was called by their real name. It was only in school,  when the teacher took attendance, that you found out all those Tatas and  Titas, Papos and Juniors were named Milagros and Carmen María, José Luis  and Dionisio. The few names people used became soft and blurred in our  mouths, in the country–Puerto Rican Spanish we inherited from Andalucian  immigrants who had settled in those hills centuries ago and kept as far as they  could from church and state alike. We mixed yanqui  slang with the archaic  accents of the sixteenth century, so that Ricardo became Hicaldo while Wilson turned into Güilsong. In the 1960s, every morning the radio still announced all the saints whose names could be given to children born that day,  which is presumably how people ended up with names like Migdonio, Eduvigis, and Idelfonso.
Anyway, Tata’s father was dying of alcoholism, his liver finally surrendering to forty or fifty years of heavy drinking and perhaps his heart collapsing  under the weight of all the beatings and abuse he had dished out to his wife  and fourteen children. Tata was his youngest child—ten, scrawny, fast on her  feet. Her city nieces and nephews were older, but in the solemn days of waiting for death, she played her status for all it was worth, scolding them for  laughing or playing, reminding them that she was their aunt, and must be  respected. All day the women swept and washed and cooked and in the heat  of the afternoon sat sipping coffee, talking softly on the porch.
In our classroom, where we also awaited news of the death, we were deep  into the usual holiday rituals of public school. The girls cut out poinsettia  flowers from red construction paper and the boys got to climb on chairs to  help Meesee Torres hang garishly colored pictures of the Three Kings above  the blackboard. We practiced singing “Alegría, alegría, alegría,” and during  Spanish class we read stories of miraculous generosity and goodwill.
Late one Tuesday afternoon after school, we heard the wailing break out  across the road, and the next day Meesee Torres made us all line up and walk  up the hill to Tata’s house to pay our respects. We filed into their living room,  past the open coffin, and each of us placed a single flower in the vase Meesee  had brought, then filed out again. What astonished me was how small Don  Miguel looked, nested in white satin, just a little brown man without those  bulging veins of rage at his temples and the heavy hands waiting to hit.
The next night the velorio began. The road was full of jeeps and city cars,  and more dressed-up relatives than ever before spilled out of the little house.  For three days people ate and drank and prayed and partied, laughing and  chatting, catching up on old gossip and rekindling ancient family arguments.  Now and then someone would have to separate a couple of drunk men preparing to hit out with fists. Several of the women had ataques,  falling to the  ground and tearing their hair and clothing.
The first night of the velorio was also the first night of Hanukkah that year.  While Tata went to church with her mother to take part in rosarios and novenas and Catholic mysteries I knew nothing about, my family sat in the darkened living room of our house and lit the first candle on the menorah, the one  that lights all the others. Gathered around that small glow, my father told the  story of the Maccabees who fought off an invading empire, while, across the  road, Tata’s family laughed together, making life bigger than death. I remember sitting around the candles, thinking of those ancient Jews hanging in for  thirty years to take back their temple, what it took to not give up; and of all  the women in the barrio raising children who sometimes died and you never  knew who would make it and who wouldn’t, of people setting off for home  and maybe meeting death in another jeep along the way. And in the middle  of a bad year, a year of too much loss, there were still two big pots of pasteles  and a house full of music and friends. Life, like the acueducto, seemed to be  unpredictable, maddening, and sometimes startlingly abundant.
That night I lay awake for a long time in the dark, listening to life walking  toward me. Luís would never come home from Vietnam or would come home  crazy, but the war would end someday and most of us would grow up. My  father would be fired from the university for protesting that war, and we would  be propelled into a new life, but I would find lifelong friends and new visions  for myself in an undreamed-of city. Death and celebration, darkness and light,  the miraculous star of the Three Kings and the miracle of a lamp burning for  eight days on just a drop of oil. So much uncertainty and danger and so much  stubborn faith. And somewhere out there in the dark, beyond the voices of  Tata’s family still murmuring across the road, the three wise mysterious travelers were already making their way to me, carrying something unknown, precious, strange.

Puerto Rican Tostones con Mojito
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FRIED PLANTAINS
Tostones are served year-round in Puerto Rico, where no party is complete  without them. Traditionally, they are pressed with the heel of the hand; modern cooks can find wooden tostoneras in Latin American groceries—or even at  the San Juan airport.
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Add 2 tablespoons salt to 2 cups water. Set aside. Peel plantains. Cut in  rounds about 1½ inches wide. Place slices in salted water for ten minutes.  Drain.
Heat 2 inches of oil in a deep frying pan. The oil should be hot but not  smoking.
Place plantain slices on a slotted spoon and dip into the hot oil. Fry over  moderate heat until plantains are soft, about 8 minutes.
Remove slices from the pan with the slotted spoon onto paper towels.  Allow to drain and cool slightly.
Press fried slices between sheets of waxed paper using a rolling pin or use a  tostonera. The slices should be about ½ inch thick when pressed. The thinner  you press them, the crispier they’ll become.
Make a fresh batch of salt water, again using 2 tablespoons of salt to 2 cups  of water. Dip fried pressed slices in fresh salted water quickly, remove and  drain.
Fry again, about 5 minutes, or until crispy.  Remove with slotted spoon to paper towels and drain again.  Serve warm, salted, plain or with  mojito.
Makes 20 to 30 tostones, depending on the size of the plantains 
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Combine ingredients. Use as a dip.
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Junot Díaz
Junot Díaz was born and raised in Santo Domingo, the Dominican Republic.   His story collection, Drown, was published in English by Riverhead Books, and   in Spanish (under the title Negocios ) by Vintage Español. His work has appeared  in The New Yorker, Best American Fiction, Story, and The Paris Review.
THE THREE KINGS LOSE THEIR WAY
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I DON’T REMEMBER WELL my first Christmas in the States.  My family left Santo Domingo in mid-December. I was seven that  year and vaguely recall celebrating Three Kings Day early, perhaps  even on the day of our departure from the island. My mom wasn’t leaving  anything up to chance; she’d rather us children celebrate our holiday weeks  early in Santo Domingo, our home, than save it for a land she did not know  and did not, instinctively, trust. I remember receiving a plastic canteen, a tin  top, and a plastic machine gun, none of which survived more than a month in  the States. The machine gun might even have been my brother’s. He was  older, and I’d never known him to have much interest in toys—he was in the  habit of passing all his shit to me or my little sister.
My green card dutifully reports that I arrived at Kennedy Airport on the  eleventh of December with the rest of my family. I am scowling in my green-card picture, a small serious boy who, in an effort to please his military father,  buttoned all his shirts to the top. My attempt to ingratiate myself with my  pops is not as important as my expression: Although the photo was snapped in a backroom studio in Santo Domingo, it best predicted what I would feel  like when, upon debarking from the plane, I experienced a New York winter  for the first time in my life. The December winds plowed me open. We didn’t  even have coats and wouldn’t have them until we reached our apartment in  New Jersey. My father had forgotten to bring them to the airport—and where  the hell would my family have found them in Santo Domingo?
I remember my first weeks in the States as a series of astonishments: the  cold, my father, English, our apartment, the indoor plumbing, the TV, the  loneliness of apartment life, of being a recently arrived immigrant. I not only  had to acclimate myself to our new surroundings, but also to my father’s presence. He was a man I’d previously only heard stories about. But now he was  with us, an intense, complicated presence.
In those first weeks, Christmas must have been everywhere around us—  on the TV, on the radio, in the stores where we shopped for the socks and  toothbrushes our family would need in order to become like  los americanos (a  metamorphosis my father regarded very seriously). I suspect I took it for  granted that this was what the United States was about, that all the colors,  the
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4 cups water for soaking oil for frying

6 green plantains 4 tablespoons salt
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MOJITO (OPTIONAL)
4 garlic cloves, crushed into a paste  salt and pepper to taste
Vs cup olive oil
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