tile attempts to reconcile their dual roles as men (in the
eyes of their families) and as mere boys (in the eyes of
the outside world). . . . There’s a lot of artistry in this
book, and where there is art, there is always hope.”
—Austin American-Statesman

“Remarkable . . . His style is succinct and unadorned,
yet the effect is lush and vivid, and after a few lines you
are there with him, living in his documentary, his nar-
ration running through your head almost like your
own thoughts. . . . Vignettes . . . observed with depth
and tenderness but most of all with a simple honesty
that rings as clear and true as a wind chime.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“Mesmerizingly honest, heart-breaking and full of
promise . . . Tales of life among the excluded classes of
the diaspora, they tread fearlessly where lesser writers
gush and politicize—which is exactly their political and
aesthetic power.” ‘ —Si Magazine

“Remarkable.” —Entertainment Weekly
" “The talent is strong and individual. . . . Dfaz’s language
is careful and astringent . . . powerful and revelatory.”

—Houston Chronicle

“A powerful writer. Diaz makes no apologies.”

—Albuquerque Journal
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Usually the name will come to me fast, the way the
numbered balls pop out during the lottery drawings,
but this time nothing comes: no magic, no nothing. It
could be anywhere. I open my eyes and see that Wayne
is still waiting. Edison, I say, pressing my thumb down.
Edison, New Jersey.

MR ST TSI B R




. Wait for your brother and your mother to leave the
apartment. You've already told them that you’re feel-
ing too sick to go to Union City to visit that tia who
likes to squeeze your nuts. (He’s gotten big, sh: il say.).

And even though your moms knows you ain’t sick you .
stuck to your story until finally she said, Go ahead and
stay, malcriado. -
Clear the government cheese from the refrigerator.
If the girl’s from the Terrace stack the boxes behind the
milk. If she’s from the Park or Society Hill hide the -
cheese in the cabinet above the oven, way up where *
she’ll never see. Leave yourself a reminder to get it out
+ before morning or your moms will kick your ass. Take
down any embarrassing photos of your family in the
éi;r‘li)af especially the oné ‘with the half—naked kids -
draggmg a goat on a rope leash. The klds are your
cousins and by now they’re old enough to understand
. why you’re doing what you’re domg‘medg_ghcpmm:es :

- of yourself with an Afro. Make sure the bathroom is
& T :

v i
1
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presentable. Put the basket with all the crapped-on toi-
let paper under the sink. Spray the bucket with Lysol,
then close the cabinet.

Shower, comb, dress. Sit on the couch and watch TV.
If she’s an outsider her father will be bringing her,

“maybe her mother. Neither of them want her seeing
any boys from the Terrace—people get stabbed in the
Terrace—but she’s strong-headed and this time will get

- her way. If she’s a whitegirl you know you’ll at least
get a hand job.

The directions were in your best handwriting, so
her parents won’t think you’re an idiot. Get up from
‘the couch and check the parking lot. Nothing. If the
girl’s local, don’t sweat it. She’ll flow over when she’s
good and ready. Sometimes she’ll run into her other
friends and a whole crowd will show up at your apart-
‘ment and even though that means you ain’t getting shit
it will be fun anyway and you’ll wish these people
would come over more often. Sometimes the girl won’t
flow over at all and the next day in school she’ll say
sorry, smile and you’ll be stupid enough to believe her

-and ask her out again.

Wait and after an hour go out to your corner. The
neighborhood is full of traffic. Give one of your boys
a shout and when he says, Are you still waiting on that
bitch? say, Hell yeah.

Get back inside. Call her house and when her father
picks up ask if she’s there. He’ll ask, Who is this? Hang
up. He sounds like a principal or a police chief, the sort

(

of dude with a big neck, who never has to watch his
back. Sit and wait. By the time your stomach’s ready
to give out on you, a Honda or maybe a Jeep pulls in
and out she comes.

Hey, you’ll sa};.

Look, she’ll say. My mom wants to meet you. She’s

got herself all worried about nothing,
Don’t panic. Say, Hey, no problem. Run a hand

through your hair like the whiteboys do even though
he onl thithat runs easily through your hair js

Africa. She will look good. The white ones are the ones

you want the most, aren’t they, but usually the out-of-
towners are black, blackgirls who grew up with ballet
and Girl Scouts, who have three cars in their drive-
ways. If she’s a halfie don’t be surprised that her mother
is white. Say, Hi. Her moms will say hi and you'll see
that you don tscare her, not really. She will say that she
needs easier directions to get out and even though she
has the best directions in her lap give her new ones.
Make her happy. |

You have choices. If the girl’s from around the way,
take her to El Cibao for dinner. Order everything in
your busted-up Spanish., Let her correct you if she’s
Latina and amaze her if she’s black. If she’s not from
around the way, Wendy s 'will do. As you walk to the
restaurant talk about school. A local girl won’t need
stories about the neighborhood but the other ones
might. Supply the story about the loco who’d been
storing canisters of tear gas in his basement for years,
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how one day the canisters cracked and the whole neigh-
borhood got a dose of the military-strength stuff. Don’t
tell her that your moms knew right away what it was,
that she recognized its smell from the year the United
States invaded your island. %

Hope that you don’t run into youf nemesisy Howie,
the Puerto Rican kid with the two killer mutts. He
walks them all over the neighborhood and every now
and then the mutts corner themselves a cat and tear it
to shreds, Howie laughing as the cat flips up in the air,
its neck twisted around like an owl, red meat showing
through the soft fur. If his dogs haven’t cornered a cat,
he will walk behind you and ask, Hey, Yunior, is that
your new fuckbuddy? '

Let him talk. Howie weighs about two hundred

" pounds and could eat you if he wanted. At the field he
' will turn away. He has new sneakers, and doesn’t want
them muddy. If the girl’s an outsider she will hiss now
and say, What a fucking asshole. A homegirl would
have been yelling back at him the whole time, unless she

_ was shy. Either way don’t feel bad that you didn’t do
anything. Never lose a fight on a first date or that will

._be the end of it.

Dinner will be tense. You are not good at talking to.
people you don’t know. A halfie will tell you that her

parents met in the Movement, will say, Back then peo-
ple thought it a radical thing to do. It will sound like
something her parents made her memorize. Your
‘brother once heard that one and said, Man, that sounds

like a whole lot of Uncle Tomming to me. Don’t repeat
this. \
Put down your hamburger and say, It must have

been hard.

" more. Black people, she will say, treat me real bad.

That’s why I don’t like them. You’ll wonder how she
fg_e_.liabgg;\llgr_n_i;ijggqs_.,Don’t ask. Let her speak on it
and when you’re both finished eating walk back into
the neighborhood. The skies will be magpifigent. Pol- .
lutants have made Jersey sunsets one of the wonders of

the world. Point it out. Touch her shoulder and say,

That’s nice, right? '

f

Get serious. Watch TV but stay alert. Sip some of the
Bermidez your father left in the cabinet, which nobody
touches. A local girl may have hips and a thick ass but
she won’t be quick about letting you touch. She has to -
live in the same neighborhood yoh do, has to deal with
you being all up in her business. She might just chill
with you and then go home. She might kiss you and

" then go, or she might, if she’s reckless, give it up, but

that’s rare. Kissing will suffice. A whitegirl might just
give it up right then. Don’t stop-her. She’ll take her gum
out of her mouth, stick it to the plastic sofa covers and
then will move close to you. You have nice eyes, she
might say.- ) '

_Tell her that you love her hair, that you love her skin,
hEr‘ Eg§3 Pc:;ause, in truth, youTove them more than you
love yourown. L 7 g S

s SaT a R

A -
ERRYY 4

Hoi to Date a Browngirl &' . . 147

- O G

. A




148 DROWN

She’ll say, I like Sp.anish guys, and even though

you've never been to Spain, say, I like you. You'll

sound smooth. : :
You’ll be with her until about eight-thirty and then
she will want to wash up. In the bathroom she will

hum a song from the radio and her waist will keep the

beat against the lip of the sink. Imagine hér old'lady
coming to get her, what she would say if she knew her
daughter had just lain under you and blown your name,
pronounced with her eighth-grade Spanish, into your
ear. While she’s in the bathroom call one of your boys
and say, Lo hice, loco: Or just sit back on the couch and
smile. '
But usually it won’t work this way. Be prepared. She
will not want to kiss you. Just cool it, she’ll say. The
halfie might lean back, breaking away from you. She
will cross her arms, say, | hate my tits. Stroke her hair
but she will pull away. I don’t like anybody touching
my hair, she will say. She will act like somebody you

don’t know. In school she is known for her attention-

grabbing laugh, as high and far-ranging as a gull, but
here she will worry you. You will not know what to
say.

You’re the only kind of guy who asks me out, she

- will say. Your neighbors will start their hyena calls,

now that the alcohol is in them, You and the blafkgo s.

Say nothing. Let her button her shirt, let her comb
her hair, the sound of it stretching like a sheet of fire
between you. When her father pulls in and beeps, let

e

ber go without too much of a good-bye. She won’t *-
want it. During the next hour the phone will ring. You
will be tempted to pick it up. Don’t. Watch the shows
you want to watch, without a family around to debate |

“you. Don’t go downstairs. Don’t fall asleep. It won’t |

help. Put the government cheese back in its place be-
fore your moms kills you. ’

he
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