

Praise for If I Survive You:

‘A stylish debut … Escoffery’s interracial sensitivity, coupled with the courage to move beyond the politeness that silences meaningful conversations on race, creates moments where I wanted to snap my fingers, like at a poetry slam’

Guardian

‘[An] astonishing, compassionate entrance to the literary scene’

i Newspaper

‘Brilliantly energetic … This is Escoffery’s debut, but his talent feels fully formed and raring to go; highly recommended’

Financial Times

‘Humour and a flair for second-person narration illuminate the experiences of a Jamaican family living in Miami in this invigorating series of linked stories … A commanding debut from a talent to watch’

Observer

‘Smart, savvy and snappy … A superb debut’

Daily Mail

‘Unmissable … If I Survive You is rare in that it has the heft and heart of a novel, with the refined finesse of the short story … The only thing to do is eagerly press it into the hands of others’

Irish Times

‘Sings with authenticity and heart’

AnOther Magazine

‘Novels crafted from a series of interlinked stories are a tricky proposition … Get it right, however, and they add up to vastly more than the sum of their parts. Escoffery gets it right’

Marie Claire

‘A gifted, sure-footed storyteller, with a command of evocative language and perfectly chosen details … Makes me eager to read him for a long time to come’

New York Times Book Review

‘A ravishing debut … The book feels thrillingly free … [Escoffery’s] stories also stress the ebullience, the possibility, that can emerge from in-betweenness’ 

KATY WALDMAN, New Yorker

‘It’s rare for a story collection to break out of the gate with as much buzz as Escoffery’s debut, but his linked tales justify the unusual attention … Fine details, wit and dazzling verbal versatility’

LA Times

‘With disarming humour and sympathy, Escoffery devises an intimate exploration of intergenerational conflict’

New York Times

‘Escoffery’s stories flourish in the middle of a Venn diagram in a realm somewhere between autobiography and true-to-life fiction’

Time

‘Not since Moby Dick has the all-American ethos of ‘sink or swim’ on your own been dramatised to such devastating effect … An extraordinary debut collection’

NPR Fresh Air

‘This I adore … Sumptuous and astute, excellent on the humiliations of familial and societal experience, triumphant in its spirited retaliation’

DIANA EVANS, Ordinary People

‘An elegant meditation on belonging from a powerful writer’

NIKESH SHUKLA, author of Brown Baby

‘Tender; vicious; very funny. An impassioned, singular book’

ROSS RAISIN, author of A Natural

‘I highly recommend this debut novel-in-stories – astonishingly compact and engaging fiction, and a dazzling mirror held up to our identity-obsessed time’

JOYCE CAROL OATES, author of Babysitter

‘Kaleidoscopic, urgent, hilarious, revelatory … These are the stories that we never believed could be told, until Jonathan Escoffery told them’

MARLON JAMES, author of A Brief History of Seven Killings

‘This is a compelling hurricane of a book that sweeps the past, present and future together into one inextricable knot. This is where Jonathan Escoffery’s career begins. There are no limits to where he will go’

ANN PATCHETT, author of The Dutch House

‘An electrifying, enthralling debut about identity and belonging. Jonathan Escoffery illuminates both beauty and trauma and the ways in which so many of us Jamaicans are still looking for home within ourselves … this spectacular collection introduces us to an amazing new voice’

NICOLE DENNIS-BENN, author of Here Comes the Sun

‘There is a beautiful economy in the telling that never sacrifices the depth, complexity and richness of the worlds these characters inhabit. Jonathan Escoffery’s is a strong, much needed new voice in our literature’

PERCIVAL EVERETT, author of The Trees

‘I am also reading Jonathan Escoffery’s If I Survive You, a family mosaic, about a Jamaican family in Miami living in a world filled with hope and contradiction’

A. M. HOMES, author of The Unfolding, on Twitter

‘An astonishing book of stories, one that roves between darkness and humour as quietly and unsettlingly as a millipede over a doorstep’

MICHAEL MAGEE, author of Close to Home

‘A collection of brilliant wit, real heart and electric humour’

NANA KWAME ADJEI-BRENYAH, author of Friday Black

‘It’s truly a feat that a book of short stories tackling such big stuff – family, love, violence, race – could be so damn funny. Escoffery is a writer only just getting started, and his first book is a welcome reminder of what fiction can do’

RUMAAN ALAM, author of Leave the World Behind

‘Joyously funny and intelligent’

JO LLOYD, author of The Earth, Thy Great Exchequer, Ready Lies

‘Funny, angry, sad, vulnerable and sly … A towering masterpiece’

NIKKI MAY, author of Wahala

‘A tender and wise debut with a fat, pulsing heart. I’m here for whatever Escoffery writes next’

SABA SAMS, author of Send Nudes

‘Marvellously inventive … Redefines what we mean by a novel and a collection of short stories’

KIT FAN, author of Diamond Hill

‘Jonathan Escoffery has achieved what all great literature manages to do: he invites the widest of audiences to revel in the unfamiliar’

MOSES McKENZIE, author of An Olive Grove in Ends

‘A magnificent debut … Escoffery is a writer to watch’

MAURICE CARLOS RUFFIN, author of We Cast a Shadow

‘A keen and witty observer with range and style. An exciting new voice’

GABRIELA GARCIA, author of Of Women and Salt




[image: Image Missing]

IN FLUX

It begins with What are you? hollered from the perimeter of your front yard when you’re nine—younger, probably. You’ll be asked again throughout junior high and high school, then out in the world, in strip clubs, in food courts, over the phone, and at various menial jobs. The askers are expectant. They demand immediate gratification. Their question lifts you slightly off your preadolescent toes, tilting you, not just because you don’t understand it, but because even if you did understand this question, you wouldn’t yet have an answer.

Perhaps it starts with What language is your mother speaking? This might be the genesis, not because it comes first, but because at least on this occasion you have some context for the question when it arrives.

You immediately resent this question.

“Why’s your mother talk so funny?” your neighbor insists.

Your mother calls to you from the front porch, has called from this perch overlooking the sloping yard since you were allowed to join the neighborhood kids in play. Always, this signals that playtime is over, only now shame has latched itself to the ritual.

Perhaps you’d hoped no one would ever notice. Perhaps you’d never noticed it yourself. Perhaps you ask in shallow protest, “What do you mean, ‘What language’?” Maybe you only think it. Ultimately, you mutter, “English. She’s speaking English,” before going inside, head tucked in embarrassment.

In this moment, for the first time, you are ashamed of your mother, and you are ashamed of yourself for not defending her. More than to be cowardly and disloyal, though, it’s shameful to be foreign. If you’ve learned anything during your short residence on earth, you’ve learned this.

It’s America and it’s the eighties, and at school, in class, you pledge to one and one flag only, the Stars and Stripes. Greatest country on earth is the morning anthem. It’s the lesson plan, a mantra, drilled into you day in, day out—a fact as inarguable as two plus two equaling four—and what you start to hear, as you repeat this to yourself, is the implication that all other nations, though other nations are seldom mentioned in school, are inferior.

You believe this.

It’s an easy lesson to internalize, except that your brother, Delano; your parents; nearly all your living relatives are Jamaican. When your play cousin moves from Kingston to Miami, to your Cutler Ridge neighborhood, winding up in your third-grade class, refusing to pledge allegiance to your flag, you know to distance yourself from her. You say a quiet thanks that your last names are different.

If you’d had any context for the question of what you “are” when it first came, you might have answered, American.

You were born in the United States and you’ve got the paperwork to prove it. You feel pride in this fact, this inalienable status. You belt Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless the U.S.A.” on the Fourth of July, and even more emphatically after visiting your parents’ island nation for two weeks in your ninth summer. You disagree with every aspect of the island life, down to the general lack of central air-conditioning. You prefer burgers and hot dogs to jerked or curried anything.

Back at home your parents accuse you of speaking, and even acting, like a real Yankee. But if by Yankee they mean American, you embrace it. “I speak English,” you respond.

Your parents’ patois and what many deem an indecipherable accent still play as normal, almost unnoticeable against your ears, except that it is increasingly paired with the punitive. For instance, when your mother says, “Unoo can spill di t’ing on di tile, but unoo can’ clean it?”

And your brother says, “No me, Mummy.”

And you say, “I didn’t do it, Mom.”

She’ll say, “Den who did? Mus’ be a duppy.”

The duppy becomes the scapegoat for all the inexplicable activity that takes place in and outside your house. The duppy broke your mother’s vase, then tried to glue it back together. The duppy hid your brother’s report card underneath his mattress. The duppy possessed your father, dragged his body out for drinks after work, and didn’t bring him home until morning.

A duppy, or ghost, or even a grown man, can be difficult to discipline, so you and your brother alone share the punishments.
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In school, when your world geography project is announced and you’re made to choose from a list of countries to present on, you choose Mongolia. It’s not till another student chooses Jamaica that you consider the tiny island a worthy option.

Part of your project requires preparing a dish native to the country you’ve chosen. This is fourth grade. Your mothers do the cooking. When they meet one another on presentation day, eyes ringed dark from having wrestled with foreign recipes late into the night, they nod imperceptibly, too exhausted for pleasantries.

As your classmate begins her presentation on Jamaica, your mother sucks her teeth—a sound akin to industrial-strength Velcro ripping apart—drawing glances from several of the other parents. “Me could’ve brought in leftovers,” she whispers, leaning in, “if only you chose home.”
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On career day, your father stands in front of your class and identifies himself as a general contractor. The block letter alphabet strung along the edge of the blackboard arcs over his wavy black hair. Below the arch, he unspools a foot of measuring tape with the tip of his thumb, then releases it, causing the tape to zip back into its case. The sharp whiz emitted by the swift violence of the retracted tape gains your classmates’ undivided awe. Your father repeats this action several times before deigning to speak. Your classmates hold their breath in anticipation.

As he explains that “when man need dem bat’room fix, is me get all di plaster an’ PVC an’ t’ing, an’ is me make di worker man come nice up di place,” a string of snickers breaks out from the classroom’s back row.

Your teacher shushes the students, but as your father continues his speech, her face crinkles, head bobbling to the beat of his patois. You concentrate on the pink surfacing over her cheeks, the color spectrum helping you determine the magnitude of this disaster. If she remains light pink—a shallow blush, a rose petal, a ballet slipper—you’ll know this is a faint debasement, to be forgotten in the weeks ahead. But as her skin brightens, flashing past punch, nearing violet, you recognize this as catastrophic.

You question why you didn’t insist your mother come in your father’s stead. She knows better how to iron out her words for American ears, as she must for work every day.

Earlier in the week, you asked her about the details of her secretarial position. From the edge of your bed, your mother explained that she works in the office of a company that ships jet engines internationally. The hem of her nightie shimmied as she skipped across the room to pull down the globe from atop your bookcase. “You see here. And here. And this here.” She kneeled at your bedside, pointing to Germany, then Brazil, then to the chain of Hawaiian Islands, singing, “We go all-around-the-world,” dancing her slender index and middle fingers across oceans and lush green continents before lifting them to tap your nose.

“We?” you asked her. “You don’t get to go to these places, do you?”

Your mother blinked twice, then walked the globe back to its shelf. “Someday,” she said. “Someday maybe when you’re all grown up.” She added, “Better you ask your father to visit school. Him they’ll find exciting.”
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In your fifth-grade history section, you learn more about the founding of America. You learn about the subject referred to simply as “slavery.” It’s an abbreviated, watered-down lesson, much like its subject heading. It’s: Mostly good people made a big mistake. It’s: That was a long, long time ago. It’s: Honest Abe and Harriet Tubman and M.L.K. fixed all that nasty business. It’s: Now we don’t see race.

An air of shared discomfort infiltrates the classroom during this lesson; the students agree this was a terrible event. You’re mildly aware that some of your classmates are supposed to have descended from the perpetrators of this atrocity and that some descended from the victims. You’re not quite aware that many descended from both. Should you feel slighted by this country you love so dearly?

This is not the first time you’ve heard of the transatlantic slave trade, as your father never misses an opportunity to denigrate your country of birth. In his boisterous version of the lesson, you learn “that’s why these Black people act so, the ignorant monkeys. Them come out o’ bondage not two seconds ago, now them must act civilized? Boy, I tell you, White people wicked, you see.” At the height of his lecture, he’ll add that slavery ended in Jamaica hundreds of years before slavery ended in America, a claim you’ll later learn is off by hundreds of years.

He has a word, a Jamaican word, for the Blacks of either nation he deems disreputable: butu. If ever you do something that might cause him shame, he’ll say, “You can act like real butu sometimes.”
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“What am I?” you’ve repeated to your mother by now. You’ve been asked enough times by strangers to begin seeking answers.

Her response seems prepared, but not as clearly defined as the question demands. Your mother tells you that you are made up of all sorts of things. She lists countries, several countries, and assigns great-grand this and great-grand that to these many nations. Your mother rarely attaches names to these forebears, so you easily confuse them. “Our last name comes from Italy,” she says, “by way of England.” Most of the countries she lists are European, and though she’s sure to add Africa as though it were a country or an afterthought, she never mentions race.

You want a one-word answer.

“Am I Black?” you ask her. That, after all, is what you want to know. Race has descended upon your world, sudden and grating, and what you fear most is that others recognize in you something that you’ve yet to grasp.

When only the kids asked, you assumed that their limited experience in the world left them similarly ignorant. But now adults are beginning to fish for answers. Some of your teachers simply gawk at you, while others ask how it is you speak so well.

At first, you’ll reply, “I’m American,” certain they are distinguishing between your accent and your parents’. This answer only further confuses your teachers. Later, especially when asked by teachers whom your parents have never met, you realize they mean something else entirely.

“Are we Black?” you ask your mother.

Agitation grips her. A shudder takes her bright, freckled flesh and wiggles it over her bones as she quickly finishes the family genealogy, down to the last shaky details. “Your father’s father’s mother was Jewish. Your grandmother’s mother was Irish,” she says. “Your grandmother’s father,” and she lowers her voice to a whisper when she says this part, “may have been an Arab.”

You stare at her blankly, noting, “You haven’t answered the question.”

Her agitation inflates to ire. “Chuh. I was never asked such stupidness before coming to this country. If someone asks you,” she says, “tell them you’re a little of this and a little of that.”

You see that her response is final. Again she’s avoided the one-word answer, what you’d hoped was a simple yes or no.

The few decidedly Black kids in school find you befuddling. They are among the first to insist that you state your allegiance. “Are you Black?” they demand.

You’re a rather pale shade of brown, if skin color has anything to do with race. Your parents share your hue. As do their parents. Their parents, your great-grands, occupy your family’s photo albums in black-and-white and sepia tones that conceal the color of their skin. Some look like they might guest-appear on The Jeffersons, while others look like they’d sooner be cast on All in the Family. Your best school friends, José and Luis, are the two whose skin tones most match yours outside of your home. But when they flip back and forth between English and Spanish, you feel excluded. And when they flip their hair back and forth in mock head-banging motions when singing your favorite rock songs, it becomes painfully apparent that yours isn’t long or loose enough to bang along.

Additionally, your neighbor Julie informs you that—after half a decade of friendship—you are no longer allowed to play together. “Because your family doesn’t believe in God.”

“Of course we believe in God,” you know enough to say.

But she just shrugs and says, “My dad says Jamaicans don’t.”
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Your mother tells you and your brother one day, “Unoo better no bring no nappy-headed girls home.” In your mother’s defense, or perhaps to further disparage your mother, her list of girls not to bring home will stretch to the point where you’ll wonder if she ever wants you to bring home girls. “Don’ bring home no coolie,” she’ll start to warn in middle school. Upon seeing your uncut-coffee-colored Panamanian prom date, she’ll lock herself in her bedroom. For her, your mother will have no words at all. And after you graduate, she’ll say, “Please, just not a White girl. Promise me that.”

But this is fifth grade still, and you’re confused about this first warning. What constitutes “nappy” hair to your mother? You study hers—as fine as José’s and Luis’s guitar-string fibers—then study the cotton candy curls on your head. You wonder about your own hair’s nappiness. You wonder who can’t bring you home.
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The duppy returns, more mischievous than ever. It hides your father in a bar, in a bacchanal, in a dimension where your mother can’t reach him. Before he rematerializes, plastered in J’ouvert paint, your mother reports him missing. As she talks to the police over the telephone, you and your brother huddle near enough to hear the man on the line say, “Ma’am, I can’t make out a word you’re telling me. Is there someone there who speaks English?”

She passes you the handset before breaking into sobs. The man asks you to describe your father. “He’s six foot one,” you tell him. “Skinny.”

“Black or White?” the man asks.

You look to your brother. “Not White,” you say.

“Black, then.”

“Brown,” your brother says.

“Your father go missing often?”

“How often is often?”

The disembodied voice tells you, “Ever.”

“Oh,” you say. “Then too often.”
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On the day you are scheduled to begin the sixth grade, a hurricane named Andrew pops your house’s roof open, peeling it back like the lid of a Campbell’s soup can, pouring a fraction of the Atlantic into your bedroom, living room—everywhere—bloating carpet, drywall, and fiberboard with sopping sea salt corrosion. It disinters the kidney-colored fiberglass from the walls and ceiling, splaying the house’s entrails on the lawn. The storm chops your neighbor’s house to rubble, parks a tugboat at the far end of your street.

In Andrew’s wake, your family flees Miami-Dade to Broward County, where your mother’s company has temporarily relocated.

At your new school, you again fall in with the brown boys. These boys, you come to learn, are the Puerto Ricans. One, Osvaldo, takes you under his wing. You sit with his crew in the lunchroom, and every once in a while, when they break into Spanish, you stare into your lunch tray’s partitioned green peas and orange carrot cubes. If you are still enough, no one will notice you in these moments—you’ll become invisible. If no one can see you, no one can realize tú no entiendes, that you don’t quite fit. Osvaldo seems aware that you don’t speak the language, but he’s forgiving of this fault and steers the conversation back to English.

Perhaps it’s that you’ve taken to shaving your head, removing the thick curls that might otherwise peg you as different; or perhaps you look enough like these boys, despite having a touch more Africa running through you; or perhaps they assumed you understood that at this school and at this age people stick to “their own kind.” Either way, it dawns on you just a beat late that these boys believe you, too, are Puerto Rican.

They make cracks about White people: “White people smell like cocker spaniels. But only when they’re wet.”

They take cracks at Blacks: “Why do Black people stink so bad? It’s so blind people can hate them, too.”

Finally, one day at lunch, a member of the group asks you, not without a level of disgust, why your parents never bothered teaching you Spanish. You expect Osvaldo to intervene, but he awaits your answer with equal anticipation.

“Because they don’t speak Spanish,” you say.

The boys share confused glances. “Your grandparents didn’t teach them Spanish?”

“My very Jamaican parents speak only English,” you clarify.

“Wait,” Osvaldo says. “You’re Black?”

The trouble is not just that you’ve outed yourself, but that there is another set of boys with whom this group happens to be at war. The factions claim turf around the schoolyard, occasionally brawling under a nearby overpass. Your newness left you ignorant of the beef, but you’re told these rivals hail from an island just two over from Puerto Rico: Jamaica. Osvaldo supplies this information as a parting gift. You are no longer welcome at his table.

The Jamaicans, some of whom are in your classes, look nothing like your family or the family friends who fly up for visits. And from the skepticism you find in their faces, you’re certain that you scarcely resemble anyone they hold warm feelings toward. You wonder if there are two Jamaicas.

The difference can be noted in the names they and their American counterparts assign you: light bright, red naygah, White boy. At times, they simply call you Spanish. Now that you’ve been booted from the brown enclave, your vulnerability becomes your fragile, frantic, solitary friend.

Your brother, Delano, having four years of experience on you, and picking up on your ever-deepening entrenchment in this liminal space, finally clarifies things: “You’re Black, Trelawny. In Jamaica we weren’t, but here we are. There’s a ‘one-drop’ rule.”

With a smirk, he adds, “Sorry to break it to you.”

[image: Image Missing]

You attempt to befriend your Jamaican classmates. These attempts involve enduring humiliations, including quizzes about what Jamaican cities you can name (Everyone knows Kingston. That doesn’t count), and what patois you can speak (You know what’s a batty boy, batty boy?), and what Jamaican dances you can perform (You can Bogle? Show us!), till it becomes obvious they will never accept you among their ranks, especially not after you spent time with the browns. Members of both groups go out of their way to trip you in the halls or knock over your lunch tray.

You disappear to the library’s Science Fiction and Conspiracies section during lunchtime. It’s the one place you feel safe. This double exclusion will solidify one thing for you: you are the black sheep, if nothing else.
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Your brother starts traveling south, back to Miami with your father on weekends, his chafed leather tool pouch shoulder-slung, like a heavyweight championship belt. His biceps grow round and taut overnight, as though tennis balls had been implanted beneath the skin overlaying his arms, forced in with a shoehorn at the crooks. Softballs bloom inside his shoulders. The skin darkens, terra-cotta–colored under the facial hair that’s sprouted on his cheeks, his cheekbones burned ashen.

“Roof work,” he explains. “Di sun wicked, you see.” He says this grinning, thumb-brushing his chin hair, modeling skinned knuckles.

With your father’s guidance, he is rebuilding: rebuilding the house, the life Andrew washed into oblivion. He is constructing manhood.

They disappear Friday nights and reappear Sundays. You’re told they sleep in a tent pitched in the wreckage of the living room or kitchen, depending on which they worked over that day.

You beg your father to bring you on these trips, to allow you to join in rebuilding.

“This no pickney business, boy,” he says. His decision is final, rendered before you even ask.

Weekends, you sit with your Sega and kill things: vampires and aliens and time.

One Sunday night, your brother returns to your bedroom, reeking. You could scrape the salt, sweat then left to crust, off his arms. You could pat his clothes and disappear into the plaster cloud emitted. On his breath you taste beer, warm and stew-like. He climbs to collapse on the top bunk, his tan boot dangling over the mattress’s edge. You wonder if he’ll make it to class the next morning, but you don’t say this.

You say, “How much longer?” You say this every Sunday night. Always, the answer is vague, placating: “Soon come.”

You translate, then repeat this to your teachers, any who will listen. “Not long now,” you say. “Here’s my homework. You can grade it if you want, but don’t expect me back Monday. I’ll be gone any day.”

Every Monday you return, they say, “With us another week, Miami?”

You gaze into the chalkboard, forcing your vision to double over, working to deaden the expression in your eyes, in your voice. “It won’t be long,” you say evenly.

This time, “How much longer?” is met with your brother’s yawned “It almost done. It going to be nice, bredren. Better than before. Stronger.”

“I hope soon. I don’t belong here.”

“Thing is,” Delano says, stifling a burp in his fist, “you won’t go back. Not there.”

“What do you mean I won’t go back there?”

He pauses, perhaps sobering a little, realizing he’s said something he shouldn’t have, then commits. “Dad told me this weekend. You and Mom aren’t coming with us.”
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On move-out day, your father shakes your hand firmly and tells you, “Soon, yeah?” He wears an expression that suggests there should be more to say on such an occasion, but he can’t bring to mind what that thing might be.

Your mom can hardly tear herself from Delano, and when she releases him from her embrace, she bounds back into the apartment without a glance at your father. Your brother offers you a bunks, folding his fingers into his fist, knocking his knuckles against yours. “Likkle more, rude boy,” he says, smiling for your benefit. It’s a gesture. It’s not that bad, this gesture says, though you all recognize that it is exactly that bad.
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A week before the start of seventh grade, your mother moves you back down to Miami-Dade County, to Kendall, where no one is American. You might be a gringo, you might even be Black American, but solidarity under the Stars and Stripes has ended for you.

In school, Black girls still scream red at you when you walk through the halls. The boys still make fun of the way you speak, calling it White. You, of course, deny any connection to Whiteness. You swear allegiance to Blackness. It’s the music you listen to now, the baggy clothes you wear.

The most popular kids in your predominantly Hispanic middle school are Black. They’re viewed as the most charismatic, the most athletic, the least likely to give a fuck. You want in on this Blackness, on its enigmatic pull. You mimic these boys. You ape the way they walk and talk. Specifically, you begin to drag your feet and limp, then bop, and limp, then bop, then limp when you walk home from school. Your new walk has less the effect of helping you blend and instead makes you stand out as having special needs, but no one gains cred beating on a disabled kid, so you keep it bopping. You begin to drag your words and cut consonants, cut entire syllables, ’cause fuck ’em if they’ keeping you out the circle o’ Blackness.

The member perks are simple: No one will fuck with you once you’re a card carrier. The neighborhood gangs, comprising mostly middle-class, suburban Latinos, are wary of the Blacks, whom they vastly outnumber, but who have brothers and cousins and uncles in Overtown and Liberty City and in prison who are famous for having murdered people. Being Black, you realize, might save your life.

But somehow you keep falling short.

When you do stupid shit, it’s embarrassing. When they do stupid shit, it’s contagious.

They call each other nigga and dog. Then the Latinos say my nigga and dog.Then the Whites say my nigga dog, even if quietly, even if looking over their shoulders first. Even if ironically, but that’s how it infects you.

First you say, My bad, and giggle. Pretty soon it feels more right in your mouth than sorry. Years later, you’ll see it on Friends and hear it on the nightly news.

Now when people ask, “What are you?” the answer is simple: “Black.” And soon enough, people start to believe you.
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Weekdays, your mom leaves her office at 5:00 p.m. and reaches home around 7:00. Her company’s post-Andrew relocation to Fort Lauderdale has become permanent, inescapable. Your mother’s commute threatens to steal hours from her life, so she fills these hours with Speak Italian Now! on cassette. Somehow it’s her American accent that grows stronger. She collapses in front of the television at night with barely the energy to ask, “Are things okay with you?”

“Things are okay with me,” you say, no matter how things are.

“How are your grades?”

“My grades are okay.”

“And your friends? You making friends yet?”

“My friends are okay.”

The house your mother purchased is larger than the one you grew up in, and much emptier. She spends her weekends furnishing the common areas with armchairs and artwork and rugs, but the rooms never seem to fill. A third bedroom, the one she keeps for your brother—the whole reason you moved back to Miami-Dade—goes largely unused.

Although the household earnings have been halved by your father’s departure, she can afford this home through the magic of an adjustable rate mortgage. “It’s an investment,” she tells you. “It’s a good time to buy.”

“I’m confused,” you say. “Did you buy the house, or does the bank own it?”

“I bought it,” she says. “And the bank owns it.”
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Your father visits infrequently and takes you exactly once to his and your brother’s house. On the drive down, he listens to talk radio. It’s a spectacle of active listening. The show’s segment is titled “Race Wars.”

The host is saying:

“My money is on the Hispanics, you know, because these people have shown a remarkable ability, ladies and gentlemen, to get anywhere they want to go. To cross borders, boundaries—they get anywhere. They can go without water for a long time and they will do things other people won’t. Dishes, gardening …”

Your father slaps his knee and cackles. “Ignorant monkey,” he says, before leaning in and turning the radio two or three notches louder. He smooths his mustache with two fingers, kneading the smile from his face when he notices you watching.

“The Blacks—now, I know you’re going to say this is racist—but the Blacks have no chance. None. And I’ll tell you why. They can’t swim. It says it right here. Almost half of all recorded drowning deaths among people aged five to twenty-four are among Blacks, according to this study in The American Journal of Public Opinion.”

“But what kind of … ​chuh … ​rubbish.” Your father lowers the volume. After ten seconds or so he chuckles and says to himself, “The man have a point, though.”

Upon entering your father’s house, you see that the living room’s gray-blue carpet has been replaced with bright white tile. The juice stains and stiff patches of fiber that mapped your childhood have vanished with the carpet. Most notably absent is the wall that once separated your bedroom from the kitchen. They’ve converted your room into a kind of dining area. A green-and-white lawn chair and a burgundy office chair sit on either side of the unvarnished dining table. The house is pristine, except for the coffee mugs and newspapers that litter the table’s rough surface.

Your brother, a junior in high school now, reclines shirtless against the lawn chair’s vinyl straps, flipping through the classifieds. He’s lean and ripped and looks ever more like your father’s son.

As you survey the interior, your father looks over your clothes disapprovingly; his ears perk up at words you do or don’t use. You’re unsure which, though you’ve used few in his presence. “Boy, you gallivanting with these Black pickney?” he says.

You look to your brother, who lifts his muscular shoulders, then sets them back in place before returning to circling job postings.

“More and more you’re turning into some kind of Yankee butu,” your father
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