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Book I
A FILING OF
COMPLAINTS


Complaint #1

The house I’m about to set on fire stands alone on a hill.

In this Westchester darkness, it resembles a lonely house Hopper might paint. A driveway wide enough for a truck. A lawn with trees and wide-open space you can picture Kennedy kids playing touch football—their smiles perfect, the knees of their khakis stained with grass. No ocean though, but a wooden porch does wrap itself around the house as if hugging it. Large windows and spacious bedrooms, an American house new immigrants dream of. The type of house America promises can be yours if you work hard, save your pennies and salute the flag.

I open the screen door, punch in the alarm code and I’m in. It’s my house, really. The owner doesn’t want it. It’s my house for these precious few minutes. I can indulge myself in snooping through someone else’s life. Walk through wooden floors that I hope to inhabit someday.

When I was first hired, I used to enter these houses with my tin gallons filled with kerosene and quickly set to work at wetting the beds, couches and curtains. Light it all up with a flick of a match and quickly take off. Now I look around, wondering why, besides the money, does this person want his house taken out? I pace around. I pick up pictures, stare at the loved ones. I see childhood secrets that were never known to me, secrets of horses and country homes, of summer vacations. I open drawers. Sift through clothes. Read the spines of books and try to find clues about this person’s life. Once I burned a house where an entire set of cheerleader outfits sat in an attic closet, nicely folded. Was his wife the coach? Did he kill these girls? Who knows?

I walk around. This house is beautiful but the furniture is outdated, the lamps, doors and closets have old, yellow glows. In the living room, there’s a television with knobs, a stereo with a turntable. Nailed to the wall is a black rotary telephone that hangs like an extinct breed. In the kitchen, there is not so much as a toaster. The wooden chairs in the dining room are chipped, and the walls are crowded with portraits of Catholic saints, of fruits and landscapes. But it is the faded sunflower curtains and dead plants by the windows that pretty much indicates an old woman lived here. Now that she’s been put away, or is dead, this house seems to be used only as storage space, like a huge empty room where broken toys or unused objects from a previous life or a failed marriage sit lifeless. There’s sadness in this house. It feels like its children deserted it many years ago and not so much as even cared to look back. Not a single tear. All around, everything carries such sorrow. A darkness attaches itself to the walls, as if no light had ever shone, even when tiny feet ran around these floors. There’s a sense of neglected space in these halls. I’m stepping on unwanted family history. Nothing in this house has been deemed worthy to be saved or treasured. Everything has been condemned to be erased by fire.

But I can’t really say for sure what happened here years ago that has made this house so bleak. But bleak it is. And now that the last of the old folks are gone, their grown children will light a match to unwanted memories. The house gets lit, the neighborhood stays the same color, and the property gets rebuilt with funneled insurance money.

Just as well. It’s not my house, nor my memories. Even less, it’s not my place to ask.

I don’t ask.

I never ask.

The people I work for don’t know me. I only deal with Eddie, and Eddie deals with them, and I don’t know who they deal with or how the insurance is fixed, all I know is that the bread gets passed around in that order. Me getting the last of the crumbs.

I’ve been working for Eddie for some time now. The crumbs I get are large enough that I mortgaged an apartment floor in this old, battered, three-story walk-up. On the first floor, my friend Maritza has set up her crazy church, and the second floor is owned by a white woman I barely know. Though she seems nice, she rarely makes eye contact and is always on the go. She leaves the building early in the morning and I can usually hear her come back late at night when I’m reading in bed. She doesn’t spend much time in her house or on fixing up her floor like I do.

I’ve been upgrading my floor slowly, because it’s so goddamn expensive. But I’m happy there. At times and for no reason, I go outside and cross the street and stare at my building. I smile. See the third floor? I own it, I tell myself. I see the windows a little crooked, not exactly fitting in their frames. Got to fix that. I smile. I see the paint chipping on all sides. Got to fix that. I like the gray shadow my building casts when the sun hits it from the west side of 103rd Street and Lexington Avenue, and how it’s sandwiched between Papelito’s botanica and a barber shop. I tell myself, I’ve come a long way from the clubhouse I built as a little kid. I had gathered refrigerator boxes, painted them, cut open windows and doors, and placed my clubhouse on a vacant lot full of rats, charred bricks and thrown-out diapers. I called it the Brown House, home to the president of Spanish Harlem.

What I was too young to know back then was that it was during the decade of my childhood that my future boss, Eddie, and guys like him were hired. Eddie burned down half of El Barrio and most of the South Bronx. He got a cut of the insurance money from the property owners, including the city, which was also in on it by cutting down half of the fire services in neighborhoods like mine. It was a free-for-all. Everyone was on the take. Everyone saw it coming. As the influx of Puerto Ricans in the fifties and sixties became more intense, many Italians sold their businesses and split town. Many Jews followed suit, as did the Irish real estate owners who witnessed the neighborhood shift to a darker color and, most of them, turned to people like Eddie.

Spanish Harlem was worthless property in the seventies and early eighties. Many property owners burned their own buildings down and handed the new immigrants a neighborhood filled with hollow walls and vacant lots. Urban Swiss cheese. The city would then place many of us in the projects, creating Latino reservations. These city blocks, full of project buildings on each corner, were built not so much to house us as to corral us. To keep us in one place. We were being slowly but surely relocated, as many who owned real estate burned the neighborhood, collected the insurance, sat on the dilapidated property and waited for better days.

Today, the wait is over, Spanish Harlem’s burned out buildings are gold mines. Many of the same landlords who burned their tenements are now rebuilding. Empowerment zoning has changed the face of the neighborhood. Chain stores rise like monsters from a lake. Gap. Starbucks. Blockbuster Video. Old Navy. Like the new Berlin, El Barrio is being rebuilt from its ashes. The rents are absurdly high, and it breaks my heart, because Spanish Harlem had always been a springboard. A place where immigrants came to better themselves and, when they had reached the next plateau, they’d leave traces of their culture, a bit of themselves behind, and move on. A melting pot of past success stories—Dutch, Jews, Irish, Italians. When it came our turn to inherit these blocks, East Harlem was still a magical neighborhood made up of families dreaming of their sons hiring the men their fathers worked for. Dreaming of their daughters sleeping in the houses their mothers cleaned. And then, the bottom fell out. Yet Eddie sticks around, he grows old, seeing the neighborhood change, and he laughs, “Wha’ for? Who can afford these rents? Better when the city let it burn.”

Eddie has a son. I actually knew his son first, Trompo Loco, Crazy Top. He’s this wonderful guy I grew up with. He was never the brightest of people, probably borderline slow. But there’s a beauty to him. An imperfect beauty, like one you can detect when looking for shells at Orchard Beach. A happiness you feel when finding a shell that’s chipped yet it has markings like you’ve never seen before. Trompo Loco is like that. He is really skinny, making him look taller than he really is. Trompo Loco is so skinny that he would have been nicknamed Flaco, except that when he gets mad he starts twirling himself round and round until he falls to the ground. Sometimes he passes out from the dizziness. He’s done this since we were kids, and because back then we all played with wooden tops, he got the name Trompo Loco. I always felt bad for him, because all the kids from the block would make fun of him. “Yo, retardo,” they’d say, “why you gotta look so stupid?” Though at times—and this I hate to admit—to prove myself to the other kids, I made fun of him as well. But later on I was always defending Trompo Loco and trying to keep others from picking on him. I didn’t know what was happening in his house but I knew it was something really awful, because he’d rather be outside, where all the kids made fun of him, than go upstairs. We became friends and he’d spend a lot of time in my house. So much time that my parents would bring him to church with us. It was at church that I found out the truth about Trompo Loco’s crazy mother. I then understood why he’d rather be ridiculed by the kids outside than be upstairs with a woman who yelled threats to him and to herself. It was also at church that I heard the rumors that this big Italian guy was Trompo Loco’s father. How that man had driven Trompo Loco’s mother crazy. Then one day Trompo Loco took me to 118th Street and Pleasant Avenue, the last remnants of the Italian part of East Harlem. From a distance, Trompo Loco pointed at this coffee shop on the corner. I saw this tall man who first helped this old Latin woman and her shopping cart cross the street before he himself went inside the coffee shop. It was the first time I saw Eddie. Years later I wasn’t just looking out for his illegitimate son. I was working for him.

When I started working for Eddie and was ready to set my first house on fire, he came along. He told me I was a JAFO, Just Another Fucking Observer, to stay out of his way and watch. “These new houses? Ga’bage. You can burn them with firecrackers.” And he spilled kerosene all over the bedrooms, like he was about to mop the floors and was getting them ready. “But you know mattresses are fire eaters. The very thing we sleep on is a box of matches.” I saw Eddie take no delight in setting fires; I did see youth and longing in his eyes when he talked about his early days. “In the old days now those houses were made to withstand air raids.”

That first time, when I was being schooled, I spotted a Rolex watch on top of a dresser. My heart jumped and I was about to grab it and put it in my pocket. Eddie caught my eye. “Never take anything,” he said, “never even take the ice cream from the fridge. The adjuster is going to look for every valuable thing in this house, and it better be burned. You know, it’s gotta look good. I have people working for me, but it gotta look good. It’s my name at the end of the day.” And Eddie spilled more kerosene all over the floors. I asked Eddie if the firemen would know that this was deliberate. Eddie didn’t answer me. I never asked him again. I learned t that first day, you never ask. So I just listened.

“Each fire, Julio, has its own life, its own personality,” he said to me that first time, as we watched the house burning at a distance, us safely inside his parked car. “Depending on building design, material and how clean your kerosene is, the fire will burn at its own pace, the smoke will take its own color and smell.” I noticed that night that Eddie was not obsessed by fire. He saw no beauty in the flames. “Most fires are nasty, Julio. As soon as they reach a certain growth, they are like children that you can’t control, or never wanted. They pretty much become an avalanche of flames and you can’t take them back or stop them, Julio. So, know what you are doing before it’s too late.”

Like Eddie, I’m not obsessed by fire. But I have no problems with what I do.

My conscience is clean with God and men. I burn buildings, just like Eddie, and I burn them for the same reason, the money. But the person whose house I’m burning knows I’m coming. He even gave Eddie the keys and alarm code. And I don’t know how Eddie does it, how he fixes it with the insurance company, all I know is everyone gets paid and my job is to light that house up.

Tonight, right before I set this house in Westchester ablaze, I call Eddie. I want to make sure this is the right address; even though I’m already inside, I check to make sure. I don’t want to burn the wrong place.

“All right,” Eddie says over the phone, “read me the address back.”

I read it back to him.

“Yeah, that’s the one. Read me the alarm code.”

I read that back, too.

“You’re set. Go wet the bed.”

I tell Eddie this is my last job, that I’m quitting after this one. That I’ll work at the demolition site but that’s it. I don’t hear anything, so I repeat that this is my last job.

“How’s your friend?” Eddie always refers to his son as my friend.

I tell Eddie, Trompo Loco is fine.

“Good, good. Keep an eye out for him, okay? But keep him away from my coffee shop.”

I always do, right? Then I say it again, that this is my last job.

“Are you taking him to church?”

I remind Eddie that I don’t go to church anymore.

“Is he at least reading his Bible?”

“Yes,” I say, and “did you hear me, Eddie, this is my last job.”

“Are you getting married or something?”

“No,” I say, “what’s that got to do with it?”

Eddie hangs up.

I sigh and get to work.

I walk up the stairs and drench a bedroom, splashing some kerosene on the curtains. I do the other bedroom, where I hear a strange noise. Like someone or something crying. I get nervous. This house is supposed to be empty. I look for the source. I calm down some when I find under one bed a scared cat. He’s afraid and wailing. I stomp my feet on the floor and, like a frightened mouse, the cat runs to the other side of the room. I chase after him and he runs down the stairs. I get a good glimpse and I see it’s a beautiful Russian blue, I think it’s a boy. His eyes are gray and he is too thin. The poor cat must not have eaten for days, living on mice, roaches, or whatever he could find in this house, and drinking water from the toilet bowl.

Not my problem.

It’s just a cat.

I walk back down the stairs, pouring kerosene on the carpet. I take out my lighter. As soon as the lighter flame kisses the wet steps, the sound is one of thunder, and the fire quickly shoots up, running up the steps like a man possessed. The same possessed man who in the gospels asked Christ, It is not yet time to take us Son of Man? Because every time I start a fire, I think of my religious upbringing. I remember all the yelling, healing and anointing, and those sermons where the word of God was never “love” or “light” but “fire.” Tongues of fire. And His angry presence was evident around a neighborhood that kept burning night after night. So often that the fires were disregarded and the people branded as sinners. In the news, we were being punished for being junkies, thieves, whores and murderers. The evidence of God’s wrath was the blocks upon blocks of burned buildings we supposedly brought on ourselves. In my church it was a sign, these fires that consumed Spanish Harlem, the South Bronx, Harlem, Bed-Sty, you name the ghetto, it was being lit up. It was a sign, a pox on our houses, these fires were evidence of prophecy, of fulfillment, of… “The Truth.”

But the truth was, it was just a guy like me, who had set those fires. A schmuck like me who had been paid by a local city politician or a slumlord. Each and every one of them a poverty czar.

Outside.

I see the house is wet in flames, not an inch of it is dry from fire. I start my car and I drive out, toward the highway. I hear that wailing sound again, the same one I heard in the bedroom. I look back and see the crying cat curled up in a ball in the back seat. I had left one car window open, and when the cat ran out of the house, he must have hopped in my car. At first I brake, and I’m ready to open the back door and shoo it away, but I’m too tired to pull over. I have to be at the site in the morning, then school, and I’m sure Mami would love it if I brought home a crying cat.

So I drive away.

When I reach the highway, the New York City skyline parades all its beauty across the Hudson River. The cat jumps to the front seat like he wants to take in those glorious lights. He sits there staring, and I wonder how the city looks to a cat. Because New York City does different things to different people, even creatures. I started building my own private New York the second I came of age. When New York City was filthy and broken and, in my mind, holy. The city left its mark on me, like a fish hook that caught me, was yanked and scarred my flesh. That first image of a dirty, broken city burned in my nine-year-old eyes and memory. And no matter how much the skyline changed over the years, what towers fell, what new buildings rose, the changes have never supplanted the vision of when I first climbed up on that Spanish Harlem roof and gazed upon its bright lights. How up above on that roof, Spanish Harlem sang to a nine-year-old kid like our church choir, and the skyline shone so saintly there was no doubt I was, at that very moment, closer to God.

Now, years later, somewhere in that glorious mess of a city, I own an apartment. A real space, with walls, doors and locks. It is mine. I will not die paying rent.

And that’s how it’s going to stay.

“Right, cat?”


Complaint #2

I park the car and pick the cat up slowly and hesitantly, dunking he’s going to scratch me. I start to like him, because he doesn’t. The cat lets me pick him up as if he knew this was now going to be his home.

It’s late, I’m tired, and I begin to walk toward my building. I spot the white girl who just moved in. She’s ahead of me, dressed in black, and her waist is small and thin, like she could be snapped in half. She looks back and sees me carrying a cat. I know I must smell of plaster from work and of kerosene and smoke from the fire. She reaches the door before me and takes her keys out and opens it. I am about to thank her and go inside, when she turns around to face me. She has a polite expression laced with a bit of suspicion. The kind of look I’ve seen white people give to office janitors and delivery boys.

“Excuse me,” she says, blocking the door. “Do you live here?”

“Yeah, I’m on the third floor,” I say courteously. She becomes even more hesitant to move away.

“Really?” she smiles nervously. “Then you wouldn’t mind ringing? I just need to be sure.” She looks at the cat, thinking I’m homeless or something. “I don’t want to let anyone I don’t know in the building.”

I want to turn street on her and just rip her to pieces. Listen white bitch, I don’t have to prove I live here. I lived in this neighborhood years back, when this very block was burned and broken. So move out of the way and go back to that town in Middle America where you came from.

I would love to say that.

Instead I take a deep breath.

“It’s past midnight,” I sigh. “I don’t want to wake my parents up.”

Why am I being polite when, unlike her, I have history here?

“I’ve just never seen you before. These aren’t rentals,” she says, as if I don’t know this. Then she starts digging her hand into her purse and keeps it there. Mace, I’m thinking, cell phone or something?

Truth is, I want to push her aside and walk inside my property. But I just stand there. I see how vulnerable and small her body is. How her blue-green eyes highlight the splash of freckles around her nose, mirrored by a bigger splash just above the V-neck of her shirt and around her breasts. I stare at her. I think about when I was growing up, when there were not too many white people in Spanish Harlem. You only saw white people when you went to work and clocked in, and usually they were your bosses. At school they were your teachers. On TV these white people were always doctors, lawyers and detectives. They lived in another part of the city, or were wealthy and lived in Dallas or ran a dynasty, and you knew you were not wanted there. You’d be arrested on the very spot where you had set foot on their lawns. Now that I dealt with white people on a regular basis, and I never let them push me around, I stood my ground, but somehow, in Spanish Harlem, I felt they were in my backyard. On my lawn. I should be the one asking questions. But the other voice tells me that if I show them politeness and education, it throws them off. They expect the rude Latino from the street, and the truth is that I am that, too. And, at times, I have a problem deciding which face to put on.

“Please, can you ring?” she says again as a smile trails her last word.

El Barrio was no longer my barrio, and the past seemed irretrievable. White people living on many blocks. Some had money, some didn’t, but we were supposed to leave them all alone. We were supposed to accept them moving into our neighborhoods, as opposed to when blacks and Latinos started entering their suburbs. How they’d stare at us with evil eyes. Tell their kids to stay away from our kids. Made sure their daughters stayed away from our sons. They never warmly welcomed us into the great American Dream.

“Could you please just ring?”

Give us your tired.

Your poor.

But not on my block.

Not in my suburb.

Not in my building.

“If you don’t ring, I can’t let you up.”

And here, in Spanish Harlem, we were supposed to take the high road. Like Christ, turn the other cheek. Welcome white people and smile as greedy real estate brokers changed the name from Spanish Harlem to Spa Ha, because El Barrio was not a cool, catchy name. They needed a new name, something that would attract yuppies and make them feel hip while they wear all that black.

All that black, just like the girl blocking me from home is wearing.

“Sure,” I say to her, “I don’t mind ringing,” which I do, because I have to ring a lot and wake up my family.

“Quien?”

“Pa’, soy yo.”

“Coño, don’t you have keys?” my father grumbles over the intercom and she giggles with reassurance, now that she is sure I live there.

“Nice cat,” she takes her hand out of her bag and holds the door for me to walk inside.

“Thanks,” I say. I can smell the booze on her breath, and her cheeks are bubble-gum pink. She must have been out drinking late with her friends. Because with the influx of yuppies, bars are springing all over the neighborhood. It’s actually brave of her to confront me. I wonder if she would have done it if she wasn’t tipsy.

We walk inside the lobby, and I hear my father ring me up.

“You live with your parents?” We start walking up the creaky stairs.

I mutter, “Yeah well, even if I had the money, I’m never putting them in a home.”

“Excuse me?” she says.

“Nothing,” I say, wondering if I said that too loud. “Yeah, we help each other out.”

She becomes really friendly and tells me that her name is Helen and that Manhattan is so expensive and how she always wanted to buy an apartment.

“My god, I don’t know how much you paid, but even in this neighborhood, it’s so goddamned expensive.”

This neighborhood? This has been my home for three decades.

“Yeah, it’s not a good neighborhood,” I say.

“Do you know where there’s a good, cheap place to eat around here?”

“La Fonda, it’s good food and cheap. It’s on 105th between Lexington and Third.”

I say this nicely, but I know that if it was the other way around, if I moved into an all-white neighborhood, my neighbors wouldn’t want me around. Even if I hit the lotto jackpot of a hundred million dollars, I’d still not be in their class. The board members of the luxurious Dakota building on 72nd and Central Park West wouldn’t let me buy even if I could. I’d be rejected on the spot. It’s not all about money. And I really wanted to do the same to Helen. Let this white girl know how it feels to be invisible and hated. Even feared.

“Go check it out, great Puerto Rican dishes,” I say.

“Great,” she says, smiling again, “want to get coffee at Starbucks sometime?”

“Sure,” I say, thinking that I wouldn’t be caught dead in that place.

“Bye.” She then strokes the cat, “Bye cat,” and opens the door to her floor. “I’m Helen, by the way,” she says again.

“Julio,” I say.

“Great,” she says, closing the door.

I’m happy she’s gone.

I walk upstairs and hold the cat with one hand while I fumble for the door key with the other. When I finally find it, my father opens the door.

“Mira un gato?” my father says, half asleep, “wha’ you doing with a cat?”

“Sorry Pa’,” I say as I kiss him hello. My father, who is getting old before his time because of all that work and fast living in his youth, groans at the cat.

“Not a mean cat,” he says and takes the cat from my arms.

“I brought it for Ma’.” And just then I hear Mom get up and walk toward the living room.

“Mira, it’s late. Where’s the vi-va-poru? Quien ha visto el vi-va-poru?” Mom is looking for the Vicks VapoRub. I laugh. Whatever linguists say about Spanglish being invented in the street is wrong. It was invented in the home. By our parents, who weren’t born in America or didn’t come as children. “Where’s the vi-va-poru}” Our parents never had a chance to grasp the English language. They just worked and worked and worked. With no schooling, they made English their own. Pichon for pigeon, rufo for roof, and so on. It’s a language of family, of home, not street.

Mom sees the cat and forgets about the medicine. “Que lindo, de quien es ese gato?”

“Ours,” I say. Mom takes it from Pop’s arms.

Hot potato with a cat.

“It’s hungry and skinny,” she says, then lifts its tail. “Un macho. Kaiser,” she holds the cat up, “te vamos a llamar Kaiser.“

“No that’s a terrible name,” I protest, “that’s not a cat name.”

“Let’s call him Hector Lavoe,” my father says and we pay him no mind.

“Kaiser is a German king, Ma’.”

“No it’s not.” She goes to the kitchen to pour the cat some milk. I follow her. The dishes are dirty. Mom looks at Pops and points at the dishes.

“You better start dishwashando,” she says to Pops and then tells me, “Is not a German king,” picks up a clean plate, “ese nombre esta en la biblia.” She takes the milk from the fridge, pours a plateful of milk, and places it on the floor.

“Kaiser?” I say. “I never read that name in the Bible.”

The cat starts licking the milk clean, like it hasn’t eaten in ten years.

“Well it’s there, in the Book of Job,” Mom says.

“How you spell that? Cómo se escribe, Ma.’”

My father starts doing the dishes. This late, and he’s doing the dishes. Why? Because like me, Pops can never say no to Mom.

“No se, but it’s in the Bible.” She strokes the cat as he drinks. “I’ve seen it. Mira, Trompo Loco was around looking for you.”

“What he want?”

“Nada, I guess he just wanted to play. Bendito, Trompo Loco, he should just move in with us,” Mom says to me, not looking up, admiring Kaiser licking his whiskers.

“Barretto, let’s call the cat Barretto,” my father says as he washes, “after Ray Barretto.”

“You forget about those old musicians and just keep dish-washando,” Mom tells him as she strokes the cat’s fur.

Having both my parents up, I decide I might as well tell them that things are going to be tight.

“I quit my second job,” I say, and Mom takes her eyes off the cat and embraces me. Her hair smells of almonds.

“Graciasal Señor,” she says. “Now you’ll be a full-time student?”

“No, I’ll still have to work, at the construction site,” I say. I know they had their suspicions about my second job, but they never asked me what it was. I see Pops start to nod and smile as he keeps washing. “I want to pay more attention to graduating next year. It’s taken me seven years,” I say.

“Mijo,” Mom says, “now see, see,” she says, pointing a finger at me, “now all you have to do is find a good girl, get married, have kids, come back to the Truth, mira que el fin está cerca.“

“Ma’, please,” I say, and she gets a little embarrassed; because we had this discussion already, years ago when I broke away from the church.

“Look at what happened in September, those are signs, Julio. Cristo viene y pronto.”

“Whatever, Ma’.” I’m not going to get into it with her.

“Then at least get married, let Christ come back and at least find you married. Mira, que hay una blanquita, muy linda que se mudó aquí.” Mom whispers about our new neighbor. “She seems nice.”

“Ma’, please. You sound like Papelito.”

“Oh no, not that man,” Mom shoots the wall a dirty look, “that pato es hijo del Diablo.”

“I like him, Ma,’ and Pentecostals have their little weird shit, too—”

“Don’t curse, Julio. Every time you curse the Devil takes a little piece of you.”

“If that were true, Ma’,” I say, “there would be no Puerto Ricans. Come on, Ma’.”

She calms down. “’Ta bien, he’s your friend. But why don’t you make that blanquita your friend, too?”

I stay quiet.

“The thing is, those blanquitas don’t clean their houses,” Mom says. “We may never be rich but we will always be clean. Our cup may be small but it will never leak. These women dress nice but their apartments are a mess. But I hope you find someone soon. You’re almost thirty.”

“Jesus never got married,” I say. “I’m just following in his footsteps.”

“You’re so funny today,” she smirks, and I await another of her favorite expressions. “Did you swallow clown for lunch?”

“Yes,” I say, “how did you know?”

“All I’m saying Julio, is I can pray al Señor.” Mom shrugs, looking at me, “I can pray that you’ll get married, see the signs and come back to truth.”

“Keep praying, Ma’,” I say, “al Señor y al doctor chino.“

“Mira cuidado,” she says, knowing I’m making fun of her praying. “Cuidado. You can’t talk to me like that, I carried you for nine months. So you can’t talk to me like that. Nine months I carried you.”

“Oh yeah, Ma’,” I say and lift her up, “well I’m going to carry you for nine minutes.”

“She’s heavy,” Pops says, “like nine seconds is all you gonna make.”

I put her down after she complains.

“Mira que sinvergüenzas los do’,” she says, laughing.

My father cleans his last dish, wipes his hands dry on his shorts, and joins Mom, who is petting the cat again.

“Mira Julio,” my father says, looking up at me, “I’m happy you’re leaving that other job, too.” His stare holds my eyes. I know what he means. “You did a good thing.”

“Gracias, Pa’.”

“But your mother’s right, you should get married.”

“You can’t force marriage Pops.”

“No you’re right, you can’t force it,” he says.

Mom puts the cat on the floor and places her hands on her hips.

“Yes you can,” she says to him.

“No you can’t,” Pops shakes his head.

“But if Julio was a girl, you’d then be forcing him to get married, verdad?”

“That’s different. A woman is different.”

“No it’s not,” she says.

“Oh sí,” he says.

“Oh no, señor,” she says.

“Oh sí,” he says, and I leave them arguing as Kaiser finishes his milk and starts sniffing around his new home.

I go get ready to shower. Maybe later get in a bit of studying for class tomorrow night. I leave my parents in the kitchen talking. My parents always talk in the kitchen. It’s like their conference room. When I was a kid, the kitchen was always warm, even when there wasn’t enough heat. I’d usually see my parents sitting at the table, with the oven door open, emitting its warmth at full blast as they argued, laughed, or just stared at the walls. The kitchen had food and water, and so it was the ideal room to discuss matters of survival, rent, family, God.

My parents had met during the glory years of salsa, when the neighborhood was full of people and not projects. My mom was the religious one, really. She loved singing hymns with that voice of hers that went high enough to break glass and low enough to make you shiver. My father, Angel Santana, could play the timbales like Puente. Okay I’m lying, no one could play like Puente, but my father came close. I have the tapes to prove it. My father played with the greats, though—Barretto, Blades, De Leon, Colon, Palmeri, Cuba, Feliciano, Pacheco, and “el cantante de los cantantes,” Lavoe. He was partying with Lavoe, when my father said, “el Señor se me presentó.” When the Lord appeared to him. Lavoe and Pops had shot up everything “hasta gasolina, and when we ran out of that, we cooked the Pepto-Bismol in the medicine cabinet and shot that up, too.” Hector Lavoe was always late to his concerts, and many times it was because he was living it up with my father. All this hard living led Pops to fall into a deep depression. He stopped playing music and one day, while sitting alone in his apartment, ready to jump off the fire escape, my father asked God to give him a sign that He loved him. At that instant, he heard a knock on the door, and it was my mother, preaching with her fellow sisters, the Good News of Jehovah. Not only did he convert, he married Mom, who helped him kick the habit, and years later Pops even played his music at church.

They are a pair, those two. I love them dearly, and as insane as Mom can be and as wimpy as Pops gets, I never doubt their love for me and they never doubt mine for them.

Getting ready to shower, I hear my parents talk about helping me pay the mortgage. I hear my father regret how he threw his life away doing too many drugs. And that his disability check is nothing. Mom thanks the Lord for what we have and how her job at the hospital can help me pay the bills. They talk about fixing some of the bedrooms that are not fit for anyone to live in them. Especially the walls. What a mess. That will be expensive. Mom would rather have new wooden floors put in. That is expensive, too.

But they are happy. Especially now that I am doing the right thing. My parents aren’t stupid. They know that I have done things God wouldn’t approve of. But they never questioned me. And if I had told them, given them the choice, your son can be an arsonist and buy a place in five years or just work a nine-to-five job, go to church, and die paying rent?

I know what they would have said.

So I made my own choice.

Not just because I love this town but because I also know this town. And New York City, like the country it’s in, is a place that promises you everything but gives you nothing. And those things that can’t be worked for must be taken, conned, or traded for with bits of your soul and sometimes even the morals of your parents. In America, it’s where you end up that matters, not how you get there. As long as you get there, no one asks questions. You don’t ask. You never ask. And if someone does ask how you got there? It’s usually a harmless person who never got anything, never got out, died paying rent as he waited for God to deliver him.


Complaint #3

It’s payday in America,” the new boss, a small man with huge slumping shoulders, as if his arms weighed him down, hollers at the workers. “It’s payday in my country and I want to hear English, Ennnnglish!”

Just a minute ago I was stripping the roof of a five-story walk-up groomed for renovation. It’s one of five tenements lined up on 108th and First Avenue. They’re beautiful buildings, one of the many that were set afire years ago and are finally being renovated.

Like the rest of the workers, I get in line to collect my pay.

We know this new boss is nothing like the old one. The other boss was kind and understanding. There is a nervous silence on the line. But I knew this about the job the minute Eddie offered it to me.

“James Steven Phillips,” the new boss calls out and a worker walks happily to collect his check. The boss stares at him.

”No habla English?”

The Mexican worker just smiles at him.

“You tacos,” the boss hands him his check, “are stupider than the niggers ever were.”

I’m sandwiched between Antonio and a new worker, a real white guy, not a phantom but a white man of flesh and bones who keeps cursing under his breath.

The boss yells out another Anglo name, and another Mexican worker walks up to get his check. “No English, too?” The boss gives him the check. “Ah fuck it, at least you work, not still angry about the past.”

On line, Antonio whispers to himself in Spanish, knowing I can hear it and understand him.

“I didn’t come to this country to be an American. I came to work.”

I don’t answer Antonio. I just nod.

“Vincent Pennisi,” Antonio’s named is called. He goes to get his check. “A satellite dish for your house in Mexico. Pick up Baywatch. Learn English,” the boss says, laughing, and behind me the white guy loses it. He barges to the front of the line.

“Mario DePuma!” he yells. “Just call my name and give me my fucking check!” the white guy demands.

The boss smirks at him.

“DePuma, right? Mario DePuma,” the boss says, fumbling for the guy’s check. When he finds it, he doesn’t hand it over to him. “You must be a very important man, Mario DePuma. So important, you have to actually be here in the flesh.”

Mario looks up, shrugging his shoulders in embarrassment.

“I got a parole officer with a hard-on, threatens to show up at any time, you know.” Mario reaches behind his ear for a cigarette.

“So what you are telling me,” the boss says, “you actually have to work, just like these tacos here?”

That right there tells me that whoever got Mario this job isn’t anyone important, like Eddie. Mario is just a favor for someone’s brother, cousin or nephew.

“Hey, I was told I would work for real
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