
"THE BRIEF WONDROUS LIFE OF OSCAR WAO” by Junot Diaz, Copyright © 2007. I They say it came first from Africa, carried in the screams of the enslaved; that it was the death bane of the Tainos, uttered just as one world perished and another began; that it was a demon drawn into Creation through the nightmare door that was cracked open in the Antilles. Fukú americanus or more colloqui- ally fukú—generally a curse or a doom of some kind; specifically the C
urse and the Doom of the New World. Also called the fukú of the Admiral because the Admiral was both its chief midwife and one of its great European victims; despite “discovering” the New World the Admiral died miserable and syphilitic, hearing (dique) divine voices. In Santo Domingo, the Land He Loved Best (what Oscar, at the end, would call the Ground Zero of the New World), the Admiral’s very name has become synonymous with both kinds of fukú, little a
nd large; to say his name aloud or even to hear it is to invite calamity on the heads of you and yours. No matter what its name or provenance, it is believed that the arrival of Europeans on Hispaniola unleashed the fukú on the world, and we’ve all been in the shit ever since. Santo Domingo might be fukú’s Kilometer Zero, its port of entry, but we are all of us its children, whether we know it or not. But the fukú ain’t just ancient history, a ghost story from the past with
 no power to scare. In my parents’ day the fukú was real as shit, something your everyday person could believe in. Everybody knew someone who’d been eaten by a fukú, just like everybody knew somebody who worked up in the Palacio. It was in the air, you could say, though, like all the most important things on the Island, not something folks really talked about. But in those elder days, fukú had it good; it even had a hypeman of sorts, a high priest, you could sa
y. Our then dictator-for-life Rafael Leónidas Trujillo Molinai.1 No one knows whether Trujillo was its servant 1For those of you who missed your mandatory two seconds of Dominican history: Trujillo, one of the twentieth century’s most infamous dictator, ruled the Domini- can Republic between 1930 and 1961 with an implacable ruthless brutality. A portly, sadistic, pig-eyed mulato who bleached his skin, wore platform shoes, and had a fondness for Napolean-era ha
berdashery Trujillo (also known as El Jefe, the Failed Cattle Thief, and Fuckface) came to control nearly every aspect of the DR’s polit- ical, cultural, social, and economic life through a potent (and familiar) mixture of violence, intimidation, massacre, rape, cooption, and terror; treated the country like it was a plantation and he was the master. At first glance your prototypical Latin American caudillo, but his power was terminal in ways that few historians or writ- ers 
have ever truly captured or, I would argue, imagined. He was our Sauron, our Arawn, our Darkseid, our Once and Future Dictator, a personaje so outlandish, so perverse, so dreadful that not even a sci-fi writer could have made his ass up. Famous for changing ALL THE NAMES of ALL THE LANDMARKS in the Dominican Republic to honor himself (Pico Duarte became Pico Trujillo, and Santo Domingo de Guzmán, the first and oldest city in the New World, became 
Ciudad Trujillo); for making ill monopolies out of every slice of the national patri- mony (which quickly made him one of the wealthiest men on the planet); for building one of the largest militaries in the hemisphere (dude had bomber wings, for fuck’s sake); for fucking every hot girl in sight, even the wives of his subordi- nates, thousands upon thousands upon thousands of women; for expecting, no, insisting on absolute veneration from his pueblo (tellingly, the na
tional slogan was or its master, its agent or its principal, but it was clear he and it had an understanding, that them two was tight. It was believed, even in educated circles, that anyone who plotted against Trujillo would incur a fukú most powerful, down to the seventh genera- tion and beyond. If you even thought a bad thing about Trujillo, fuá, a hurricane would sweep your family out to sea, fuá, a boulder would fall out of a clear sky and squash you, fuá, the shrimp
 you ate today was the cramp that killed you tomorrow. Which explains why everyone who tried to assassinate him always got done, why those dudes who finally did buck him down all died so horrifically. And what about fucking Kennedy? He was the one who green- lighted the assassination of Trujillo in 1961, who ordered the CIA to deliver arms to the Island. Bad move, cap’n. For what Kennedy’s intelligence experts failed to tell him was what every single Domini
can, from the richest jabao in Mao to the poorest güey in El Buey, from the oldest anciano sanmarcoriano to the lit- tlest carajito in San Francisco knew: that whoever killed Trujillo, “Dios y Trujillo,” and if, at any public gathering, you forgot to toast Trujillo’s health you could find yourself in a world of hurt); for running the country like it was a Marine boot camp (trusted generals would get themselves kicked out of a job because Trujillo found dirt in one of their barra
cks); for stripping friends and allies of their positions and properties for no reason at all (just imagine what he did to his enemies) and for his almost supernatural abilities (dude was the original Witchking of Angmar). Outstanding accomplishments include: the 1937 genocide against the Haitian and Haitian-Dominican community: one of the longest, most damaging U.S.- backed dictatorships in the Western Hemisphere (and if we Latin types are skillful at anything it
’s tolerating U.S.-backed dictators, so you know this was a hard- earned victory, the chilenos and the argentinos are still complaining); the creation of the first modern kleptocracy (Trujillo was Mobufu before Mobutu was Mobutu); the systematic bribing of American senators; and, last but not least, the forging of the Dominican peoples into a modern state (did what his Marine trainers, during the Occupation, were unable to do). their family would suffer a fukú so dre
adful it would make the one that attached itself to the Admiral jojote in comparison. You want a final conclusive answer to the Warren Commission’s question, Who killed JFK? Let me, your humble Watcher, reveal once and for all the God’s Honest Truth: It wasn’t the mob or LBJ or the ghost of Marilyn Fucking Monroe. It wasn’t aliens or the KGB or a lone gunmen. It wasn’t the Hunt Brothers of Texas or Lee Harvey or the Trilateral Commission. It was Trujillo; it was
 the fukú. Where in coñazo do you think the so-called Curse of the Kennedys comes from?2 How about Vietnam? Why do you think the greatest power in the world lost its first war to a Third World country like Vietnam? I mean, Negro, please. It might interest you that just as the U.S. was ramping up its involvement in Vietnam, LBJ launched an illegal invasion of the Dominican Republic (May 24, 1965). (Santo Domingo was Iraq before Iraq was Iraq.) A smashing milit
ary success for the U.S., and many of the same units and intelligence teams that took part in the “democratization” of Santo Domingo were immediately shipped off to Saigon. What do you think these soldiers, techni- cians, and spooks carried with them, in their rucks, in their suitcases, in their shirt pockets, on the hair inside their nostrils, caked up around their shoes? Just a little gift from my people to America, a small repayment for an unjust war. That’s right, fo
lks. Fukú. 2Here’s one for you conspiracy-minded fools: on the night that John Kennedy, Jr., and Carolyn Bessette and her sister. Lauren went down in their Piper Saratoga (fukú) John-John’s father’s favorite domestic, Providencia Parédes, dominicana, was in Martha’s Vineyard cooking up for John-John his favorite dish: chicharrón de pollo. But fukú always eats first and it eats lone. Which is why it’s important to remember fukú doesn’t always strike like lightnin
g. Sometimes it works patiently, drowning a nigger by degrees, like with the Admiral or the U.S. in paddies outside of Saigon. Sometimes it’s slow and sometimes it’s fast. It’s doom-ish in that way, makes it harder to put a finger on, to brace yourself against. But be assured: like Darkseid’s Omega Effect, no matter how many turns and digressions this shit might take, it always—and I mean always—gets its man. When I was growing up in the DR, if a kid was misbeh
aving or crying, folks would say, Cállate la boca or the Admiral will come and eat you. I didn’t know jack about the Admiral when I was three four five years old, but you better believe he had some of us little fucks scared shitless. I would run to find my tía Yrma anytime anybody even mentioned the Admiral’s name. Had me hiding in her goddamn skirt quick fast in a hurry. I mean, coño, man, you don’t know childhood fear until you’ve known childhood fear in the Thi
rd World. I’m sure all that Admiral nonsense has changed now that niggers got MTV Latino and MyAss.com, but back in my day it was some really spooky vaina. Whether I believe in what many have described as the Great American Doom is not really the point. You live as long as I did in the heart of fukú country, you hear these kinds of tales all the time. Everybody in Santo Domingo has a fukú story knocking around in their family. I have a twelve-daughter uncle i
n the Cibao who believed that he’d been cursed by an old lover never to have male children. Fukú. I have a tía who believed she’d been denied happiness because she’d laughed at a rival’s funeral. Fukú. My paternal abuelo believes that diaspora was Trujillo’s payback to the pueblo that betrayed him. Fukú. It’s perfectly fine if you don’t believe in these “superstitions.” In fact, it’s better than fine—it’s perfect. Because no matter what you believe, fukú believes in you.
 A couple weeks ago, while I was finishing this book, I posted the thread fukú on the DR1 forum, just out of curiosity. These days I’m nerdy like that. The talkback blew the fuck up. You should see how many responses I’ve gotten. They just keep coming in. And not just from Domos. The Puertorocks want to talk about fufus, and the Haitians have some shit just like it. There are a zillion of these fukú stories. Even my mother, who almost never talks about Santo Domi
ngo, has started sharing hers with me. As I’m sure you’ve guessed by now, I have a fukú story too. I wish I could say it was the best of the lot—fukú number one— but I can’t. Mine ain’t the scariest, the clearest, the most painful, or the most beautiful. It just happens to be the one that’s got its fingers around my throat. I’m not entirely sure Oscar would have liked this designation. Fukú story. He was a hardcore sci-fi and fantasy man, believed that that was the kind o
f story we were all living in. He’d ask: What more sci-fi than the Santo Domingo? What more fantasy than the Antilles? But now that I know how it all turns out, I have to ask, in turn: What more fukú? One final final note, Toto, before Kansas goes bye-bye: tradi- tionally in Santo Domingo anytime you mentioned or overheard the Admiral’s name or anytime a fukú reared its many heads there was only one way to prevent disaster from coiling around you, only one sure
fire counterspell that would keep you and your family safe. Not surprisingly, it was a word. A simple word (followed usually by a vigorous crossing of index fingers). Zafa. It used to be more popular in the old days, bigger, so to speak, in Macondo than in McOndo. I guess as Alistair Reid has pointed out, given the state of our Island, of our World, nig- gers are just saving their breath; otherwise our entire days would be one long zafa. There are people, though, like m
y tío Miguel in the Bronx who still zafa everything. He’s old-school like that. If the Yanks commit an error in the late innings it’s zafa; if somebody brings shells in from the beach it’s zafa; if you serve a man parcha it’s zafa.Twenty-four-hour zafa in the hope that the bad luck will not have had time to cohere. Even now as I write these words I wonder if this book ain’t a zafa of sorts. My very own counterspell. ONE GhettoNerd at the End of the World 1974-1987 the gold
en age Oscar was not one of those Dominican cats everybody’s always going on about—he wasn’t no home-run hitter or a fly bachatero, not a playboy with a million hots on his jock. And except for one period early in his life, dude never had much luck with the females (how very un-Dominican of him). He was seven then. In those blessed days of his youth, Oscar—our Hero—was something of a Casanova. One of those preschool loverboys who was always trying t
o kiss the girls, always coming up behind them during a merengue and giving them the pelvic pump, the first nigger to learn the perrito and the one who danced it any chance he got. Because in those days he was (still) a “normal” Dominican boy raised in a “typical” Dominican family his nascent pimp-liness was encouraged by blood and friends alike. During parties—and there were many many parties in those long-ago seventies days, before Washington Heights 
was Washington Heights, before the Bergenline became a straight shot of Spanish for almost a hundred blocks—some drunk relative inevitably pushed Oscar onto some little girl and then everyone would howl as boy and girl approximated the hip-motism of the adults. You should have seen him, his mother sighed in her Last Days. He was our little Porfirio Rubirosa.3 All the other boys his age avoided the girls like they were a bad case of Captain Trips. Not Oscar. 
The little guy loved him- self the females, had “girlfriends” galore. (He was a stout kid, heading straight to fat, but his mother kept him nice in haircuts and clothes, and before the proportions of his head changed he’d had these lovely flashing eyes and these cute-ass cheeks, visible in all his pictures.) The girls—his sister Lola’s friends, his mother’s friends, even their neighbor, Mari Colón, a thirty- something postal employee who wore red on her lips and 3In the fo
rties and fifties, Porifirio Rubirosa—or Rubi, as he was known in the papers—was the third-most-famous Dominican in the world (first came the Failed Cattle Thief, and then the Cobra Woman herself, María Montez). A tall, debonair prettyboy whose “enormous phallus created havoc in Europe and North America,” Rubirosa was the quintessential jet-setting car-racing polo-obsessed playboy, the Trujillato’s “happy side” (for he was indeed one of Trujillo’s best- know
n minions). A part-time former model and dashing man-about-town, Rubirosa famously married Trujillo’s daughter Flor de Oro in 1932, and even though they wer e divorced five years later, in the Year of the Haitian Genocide, homeboy managed to remain in El Jefe’s good graces throughout the regime’s long run. Unlike his ex-brother-in-law Ramfis (to whom he was frequently connected), Rubirosa seemed incapable of carrying out many murders; in 1935 he tr
aveled to New York to deliver El Jefe’s death sentence against the exile leader Angel Morales but fled before the botched assassination could take place. Rubi was the original Dominican Player, fucked all sorts of women—Barbara Hutton, Doris Duke (who happened to be the richest woman in the world), the French actress Danielle Darrieux, and Zsa Zsa Gabor—to name but a few. Like his pal Ramfis, Porfirio also died in a car crash, in 1965, his twelve-cylin
der Ferrari skidding off a road in the Bois de Boulogne. (Hard to overstate the role cars play in our narrative.) walked like she had a bell for an ass—all purpor tedly fell for him. Ese muchacho está bueno! (Did it hurt that he was earnest and clearly attention-deprived? Not at all!) In the DR during summer visits to his family digs in Baní he was the worst, would stand in front of Nena Inca’s house and call out to passing women—Tú eres guapa! Tú eres guapa!
—until a Seventh-day Adventist complained to his grandmother and she shut down the hit parade lickety-split. Muchacho del diablo! This is not a cabaret! It truly was a Golden Age for Oscar, one that reached its apotheosis in the fall of his seventh year, when he had two little girlfriends at the same time, his first and only ménage à trois. With Maritza Chacón and Olga Polanco. Maritza was Lola’s friend. Long-haired and prissy and so pretty she could have
 played young Dejah Thoris. Olga, on the other hand, was no friend of the family. She lived in the house at the end of the block that his mother complained about because it was filled with puertoricans who were always hanging out on their porch drinking beer. (What, they couldn’t have done that in Cuamo? Oscar’s mom asked crossly.) Olga had like ninety cousins, all who seemed to be named Hector or Luis or Wanda. And since her mother was una ma
ldita borracha (to quote Oscar’s mom), Olga smelled on some days of ass, which is why the kids took to calling her Mrs. Peabody. Mrs. Peabody or not, Os car liked how quiet she was, how she let him throw her to the ground and wrestle with her, the interest she showed in his Star Trek dolls. Maritza was just plain beautiful, no need for motivation there, always around too, and it was just a stroke of pure genius that convinced him to kick it to them both a
t once. At first he pretended that it was his number- one hero, Shazam, who wanted to date them. But after they agreed he dropped all pretense. It wasn’t S hazam—it was Oscar. Those were more innocent days, so their relationship amounted to standing close to each other at the bus stop, some undercover hand holding, and twice kissing on the lips very seriously, first Maritza, then Olga, while they were hidden from the street by some bushes. (Look at t
hat little macho, his mother’s friends said. Que hombre.) The threesome only lasted a single beautiful week. One day after school Maritza cornered Oscar behind the swing set and laid down the law, It’s either her or me! Oscar held Maritza’s hand and tal ked seriously and  at great length about his love for her and reminded her that they had agreed to share, but Maritza wasn’t having any of it. She had three older sisters, knew e
very- thing she needed to know about the possibilities of sharing. Don’t talk to me no more unless you get rid of her! Maritza, with her chocolate skin and  narrow eyes, already expressing the Ogún energy that she would chop at everybody with fo r the rest of he r life. Oscar went home morose to his pre-Korean-sweatshop-era cartoons—to the Herculoids and Space Ghost. What’s wrong with you? his mother ask
ed. She was getting ready to go to her second job, the eczema on her hands looking like a messy meal that had set. When Oscar whimpered, Girls, Moms  de León nearly exploded. Tú ta llorando por una muchacha? She hauled Oscar to his fe et by hi s ear . Mami, sto p it, his sister crie d, stop it! She threw him to the floor. Dale un galletazo, she panted, then see if the little puta respects you. If he’d been a diff
erent nigger he might have considered the galletazo. It wasn’t just that he didn’t have no kind of father to show him the masculine ropes—he didn’t—he s imply lacked all aggressive and martial tendencies. (Unlike his sister, who fought bo ys and pa cks of moren a girls who all h ated her thin nose and straightish hair.) Oscar had like a zero combat rating; even Olga and her toothpick arms could
 have stomped him silly. Aggres- sion and intimidation out of the question. So he thought it over. Didn’t take him long to decide. After all, Maritza was bea uti ful and Olga was not; Olga sometimes smelled like pee and Maritza did n ot. Maritza wa s allowed over their house and Olga was no t. (A puertorican over here? his mother scoffed. Jamás!) His l ogic as close to the yes/no math of insects as a ni
gger could get. He broke up with Olga the following day on the play- ground, Maritza at his side, and how Olga had cried! Shaking like a rag in her hand-m e-d owns and in the shoes that were four sizes too big! Snots pouring out her nose and everything! In later y ears, after he and Olga had both tur ned into overweight freaks, Oscar could not resist feeli ng the occasional flash of guilt when he saw Olga l
oping across a street or staring blankly out near the New York bus stop, couldn’t stop himself from wondering how much his cold-as-balls breakup had co ntribute d to her present fucked-upness. (Breaking up with her, he would re member, hadn’t fel t like anythi ng; even  when she start ed crying, he ha dn’t been moved. He’d said, No be a baby.) What had hurt, however, was when Maritza dumped him. M
onday after he’d fed Olga to the dogs he arrived at the bus stop with his beloved Planet of the Apes lunch box only to discover beautiful Maritza holding ha nds with bu tt-ugly Nelson Pardo. Nelson Pardo who looked like Chaka from  the Land of the Lost ! Nelson  Pardo who was so stupid he th ou ght the moon w as a stain that God had fo rgotten to clean. (He’ll get to it soon, he assured his w
hole class.) Nelson Pardo who would become the neighborhood B&E expert before joining the Marines and losing eight toes in  the Fir st G ulf War. At fir st Oscar thought it a mistake; the sun was in his eyes, he’d n ot slept en ough the night before. He stoo d next to them a nd admired hi s lunch bo x, how realistic a nd diabolical Dr. Zaius looked. But Maritza wouldn’t eve
n smile at him! Pretended he was n’t there. We should get married, she said to Nelson, and Nelson grinned moronica lly, turning u p the street to look for the bus. Oscar had been too hurt to  speak; h e sat down on the curb and felt something overwhelming surg e up from his  ch est, s cared the  sh it out of him, and before he knew it he was crying; when h
is sister, Lola, walked over and a sked him what was the matter he’d shaken his head. Look at the mariconcit o, some- body snic ker ed. S omebody else kicked his beloved lunch box  an d sc ratched it right across General Urko’s face. When he got on the bus, still crying, the driver, a famously  refor med PCP addict, had said, Christ, don’t be a fucking baby. 
How had the breakup affected Olga? Wh at he really was asking was: How had the breakup affected Oscar? It se emed to Osc ar that from the mo ment Maritza dumped him—Shazam!—his l ife starte d going down the tubes. Over the next couple of years he grew fatter. Early adoles cence hit h im especially hard, scramb ling his face into nothing you could call cute, splotching his
 skin with zits, making him self-conscious ; and fatter and his interest—in Genres!—which nobody had said b oo about before, suddenly became sy non ymous with being a loser with a capital L. Co uldn’t make friends for the life of him, too dorky, too shy, and (if the kids from his neighborhood are to be beli eved) too weird (ha d a habit of using big wor ds he had memorized only  the day before). He no longer we
nt anywhere near the girls because at best t hey ignored him, at worse they shrieked and called him gordo a squeroso! He forgot  the perrito, forg ot the pride he felt when the women in the family h ad call ed him hombre. Did not kiss another girl for a long long time. As though almost everything he had in the girl department had bur ned up that one fu cking week. No t like his “girlfriends” fared much b
etter. It seemed that whatever bad no-love ka rma hit Oscar hit them too. By seventh grade Olga had grow n huge and scary, a troll gene in her  some- where, started drinking 15 1 straight out th e bottle and was finally taken out of school because she had a habit of screaming NATAS! i n the middle of homeroo m. Even her breast s, when  they finally emerged, were floppy and te
rrifying. Once on the bus Olga had called Os car a cake eater, and he’d almost said, Look who’s talking, pue rca, bu t he was afraid that she woul d re ar back and tra mple him; his cool-index, already low, couldn’t have survived that kind of a p aliza, would have pu t him on par with the handicapp ed kids and with Joe Locorotundo, who was fa
mous for masturbating in public . And th e l ovely Maritza Chacón? The hypotenuse of our triangle, how  had  she fared? Well, befo re you c ould say Oh M ighty Isis, Maritza blew up into the flyest guapa in Paterson, on e of the Queens of N ew Peru. Since they s tayed neighbors, Oscar saw her plenty, a ghetto M
ary Jane, hair as black and lush a s a th underhead, probably the only Peruvian girl on the planet wit h pel o curlier than his sister’s (he had n’t h ea rd of Afro-Peruvians yet, or of a town called Chincha), body fine  enough to make o ld men forget their infirmities, and from the sixth grade on dating men two
, three times her age. (Maritza might  not have been good at much—not sports, not school, not work —bu t she was good at men.) Did t hat me an s he ha d avoided the curse—that she was happier than Oscar or Olga? Tha t was doubtful. From what Oscar  could see, Maritza was a girl who seemed to delight in get
ting slapped around by her boyfriends . Sin ce it happened to her all the time. If a boy hit me, Lola said cockily, I would bite his face. See Maritza : Fre nch-k issing on the front stoop of her house, getting in or out of some roughneck’s ride, being pushed down onto the sidewalk. Oscar would watc
h the French-kissing, the getting in and out, the pu shing all through his cheerless, sexless a do lescence. What else could he do? His bedro om windo w loo ked out over the front of her house, and so he always peeped her while he was painting his D&D miniatures or reading the la
test Stephen King. The only things that changed in th ose years were the models o f the cars, the size of Maritza’s ass, and the  kind of  mus ic volting out the cars’ speakers. First  freestyle, then Ill Will-era hiphop , and, right at the very end, for just a lit
tle while, Héctor Lavoe and the boys. He said hi to her a l most every day, all upbe at  and faux- happy and she said hi back, ind ifferently, but that was it. He didn’t imag ine that she remembe red their kis ses—but of course he could not forget. TH
E MORONIC INFERNO High school was Don Bosco Tech, and  since Don Bosco Te ch w as an urban all-boys Catholic schoo l pac ked to t he st rakes with a couple hundred insecu re hyperactive adolescents, it was, for a fat sci-fi-
reading nerd like Oscar, a source of endless anguish. F or O scar, high school wa s th e equ ivalent of a medieval spectacle, like b eing pu t in the stocks an d forced to endure th e peltings and out- rages of a mob of deranged half-
wits, an experience from which he supposed he should have emerged  a better pe rson , but t hat’s not really what happened —and  if t here were any lessons to be gleane d from the ordeal of those years he never quite figure
d out what they were. He walked into school every day li ke the fat lone ly nerdy ki d he was, and all he could think about was  the day  of h is manumis- sion, when he would at last  be set free from its unending horror. Hey, Oscar, are
 there faggots on Mars?—Hey, Kazoo, catch this. The first  time he heard the ter m mor onic inferno he knew e xactly  w here it was located and who were its inhabitants. Sophomore year Oscar found himself weighing in at 
a whopping 245 (260 when he was depressed, which was of ten) and it had b ecom e clea r to ev erybody, e s pecially his family, that he’d become the neig hborhood parigüayo.4 Had none of the Higher Powers of yo
ur typical Dominican male, couldn’t have 4The pejorative pari güayo, Wat cher s agr ee, i s a corruption of the English neologism “party watcher”. The word came into common usage during the First American O
ccupation of the DR, which ran from 1916 to 1924. (You didn’t k now w e we re o ccu- p ied t wice i n the twe ntieth century? Don’t worry, when y ou have kids  they won’t know the U.S. occupied Iraq either.) During the F
irst Occupation it was reported that members of the American Occ upyin g Fo rces would  ofte n att end  Dom inican pa rties pulled a girl if his life  dep ended on it. Couldn’t play sports for shit, or dominoes, was 
beyond uncoordinated, threw a ball like a girl. Had no knack for music or  busines s or d ance,  no h ustle , no rap, no G. And mo st  da mning of all: no looks. He wore his semi- kink hair in a Puerto 
Rican afro, rocked enormous Section 8 glasses—his “anti-pussy device s,” Al and Mig gs, his only frien ds, called them—sporte d a n unappealing trace of mustache on his upper lip and posses
sed a pair of close-set eyes that made him look somewhat retarded.Th e Eyes of M ingus. (A com pari son he made himself one day  going through his mother’s record collec- tion; she was the o
nly old-school Dominicana he knew who had dated a moreno until Os car’s  father put an  end  to t hat particular chapter of the  All-African World Party.) You have the same eyes as your abuelo, his Ne
na Inca had told him on one of his visits to the DR, which should have  bee n some comf ort— who doesn’t like resemblin g an ancestor?—except this particularly ancestor had ended his days in pris
on. Oscar had always been a young nerd—the kind of kid who read T om S wift, who lo ved comi c books and watched Ultraman— but by high school his commitment to the Genres had but instead of joining 
in the fun the Outlanders would simply stand at the edge of dances a nd w atch.  Whi ch o f course must have seemed like the craz iest  thing in the world. Who goes to a party to watch? Thereafter, the Marines we
re parigüayos—a word that in contemporary usage describes anybod y who st ands  o utsid e and watches while other people scoop up  the girl s but also someone who is inept. The kid who don’t dance, who ain’t got 
game, who lets people clown him—he’s the parigüayo. (Some Puerto Rican schola rs cl aim that it was the Dominicans who would stand and w atch the Marines party, but anybody who’s ever been to the DR can see how unlik
ely that claim is.) If you looked in the Dictionary of Dominican Things, the en try for par igüayo w ould i nclude a wood carving of Oscar. It is a name th at would haunt  him for the rest of his life and that would lead him to another Watcher, t
he one who lamps on the Blue Side of the Moon. become absolute. Back wh en t he r est of us wer e learning to play wallball and pitch quarters an d drive our old er brothers’ cars and sneak dead soldiers from under our parents’ eyes, 
he was gorging himself on a steady stream of Lovecraft, Wells, Burro ugh s, Ho ward, Al exander, Herbert, Asimov, Bova, and Heinlein, an d even the Old  Ones who were already beginning to fade—E. E. “Doc” Smith, Stapledon, 
and the guy who wrote all the Doc Sav- age books—moving hungrily  from  boo k to book, author to author, age to age. (It was his good fortune that the libraries of Paterson were so underfunded that they still kept a lot o
f the previous gen- eration’s nerdery in circulation.) You couldn’t ha v e tor n him  away from any movie or TV show or cartoon where t here  were monsters or spaceships or mutants or doomsday devices or destinies or mag
ic or evil villains. In these pursuits alone Oscar showed the ge- niu s h is gr andm other insisted was part of the family patrimony. Could wr it e in Elvish, could speak Chakobsa, could differentiate between a Slan, a Dorsai, an
d a Lensman in acute detail, knew more about the Marvel Universe  than  Sta n Le e, and was a role- playing game fanatic. (If only he’d been goo d at  videogames it would have been a slam dunk but despite owning an Atari and an
 Intellivision he didn’t have the reflexes for it.) Perhaps if like me h e’d  b een a ble t o hide his otakuness maybe shit would have been easier for him, b ut he couldn’t. Dude wore his nerdiness like a Jedi wore his light saber or a Lensman
 her lens. Couldn’t have passed for Normal if he’d wanted to.5 5W he re t his o utsized lov e o f genre jumped off from no one quite seems to know. It might have b een  a consequence of being Antillean (who more sci-fi than us?) or of living in the DR fo
r the first couple of years of his life and then abruptly wrench- ing ly r eloc ating  to New Jersey— a sin gle gree n card shifting not only worlds (from Oscar was a social  in trovert who trembled with fear during gym class and who watched nerd British shows like Do
ctor Who and Blake 7, could tell you the difference between a Veri tec h fig ht er and a  Zen trae di wa lker, and he u sed a lot of huge-sound- ing nerd words like indef atigable and ubiquitous when talking to Third to First) but centuries (from almost no TV or elect
ricity to plenty of both). After a transition like that I’m guessing only the  mos t ext reme  sce nario s could have satisfie d. Maybe it was that in the DR he had watched t oo  much Spider-Man, been taken to too many Run Run Shaw kung Fu movies, listened to too man
y of his abuela’s spooky stories about el Cuco and la Ciguapa? Maybe it was h is fir st lib rar-  ian in th e U.S., w ho hooked h im on reading, the electricity he felt when he  tou ched that first Danny Dunn book? Maybe it was just the zeitgeist (were not the early seventies 
the dawn of the Nerd Age?) or the fact that for most of his childhood he had absolu tely n o fri ends ? Or w as it someth ing deeper, something ancestral? Who can say? Wha t is cle ar i s that being a reader fanboy (for lack of a better term) helped him get through the rough days 
of his youth, but it also made him stick out in the mean streets of Paterso n even more t han h e alrea dy d id. Vict imized by the  other boys — punches and pushes and wedgies an d broken glass es and brand-new books from Scholastic, at a cost of fifty cents each, torn in half before his v
ery eyes. You like books? Now you got two! Har-har! No one, alas, more oppressive than  the oppressed. Eve n hi s ow n m other found his preoccu pations n utty. Go outsid e and play! she commanded at least once a day. Pórtate como u n muchacho normal. (Only his sister, a reader too, supporting him. Bringing him books from h
er own school, which had a better library.) You really want to know what b eing an X- Man fee ls like? Ju st be  a smart book-  ish boy of color in a contemporary U.S. ghetto. Mamma  mia ! Li ke having bat wings or a pair of ten tacles growing  out of your chest. Pa’ ’fuera! his mother roared. And out he would go, like a boy condemned, to
 spend a few hours being tormented by the other boys—Hey, Oscar, are th ere  fag- gots on M ars?—Hey, Kaz oo, catch t his—Please, I want to stay, he w ould beg his m oth er, but she shoved him out—You a in’t a woman t o be staying in the house— one hour, two, until finally he could slip back inside unnoticed, hiding 
himself in the upstairs closet, where we’’d read by the slat of light that ra zored  in from the c racked door. Eve ntua lly, his mother rooting  him out  again: What in  ca rajo is the matter with you? (And alr ea dy on scraps of paper, in his composition books, on the backs of his hands, he was beginning to scribble, 
nothing serious for now, just rough facsimiles of his favorite stories, n o s ign ye t that these  half-ass ed pa sti c hes were to be his Destiny.)  niggers who would ba rel y graduate from h igh  school. One of those nerds who was always hiding out in the library, who adored Tolkien and later the
 Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman novels (his favorite character was o f course Rai stlin), and  who, a s the ei gh ties marched on, d eveloped  a growing obsession w ith t he E nd of the World. (No apocalyptic movie or book or game existed that he had not seen or read or played—
Wyndham and Christopher and Gamma World were his absolute favorit es). You get the pictu re. His  adolesce nt nerdliness vaporizing any iota of  a chance he had for you ng love. Everyb ody e lse going through the terror and joy of their first crushes, their first dates, their first kisses while Oscar sat i
n the back of the class, behind his DM’s screen, and watched his adoles cence stream  by. Suc ks to be left out o f ad ole scence, sort of  like getting locked in the closet on V enus when the s un appear s for the first time in a hun- dred years. It would have been one thing if like some of the nerd boys I’d grown up 
with he hadn’t cared about girls, but alas he was still the passionate enam orao who fel l in lov e easi ly and deeply. He h ad secre t loves all over  town, the kind of curly- ha ired big-bodi ed girls who wouldn’t have said boo to a loser like him but about whom he could not stop dreaming. His affec- tion—that gravitati
onal mass of love, fear, longing, desire, and lust that he directed at any an d ever y g irl in th e vici nity without regard to l ooks, age, or  availability—bro ke his heart each and every day. Despite t he fact that he considered it this huge sput- tering force, it was actually most like a ghost because no girl ever really seemed to notice
 it. Occasionally they might shudder or cross their arms when he walked ne ar, b ut that was  abo ut it. He cried often for hi s love of so me girl o r another. Cried in the bathroom, where nobody could hear him. Anywhere else his triple-zero batting average with the ladies might have passed without comment, but this is a Dominican
 kid we’re talking about, in a Dominican family: dude was sup- posed to have Atom ic Le vel G, was suppo sed to be pulling in the bitches  with bo th hands. Everybody n oticed his lack of gam e and because they were Dominican everybody talked about it. Plenty of familiares offered him advice. His tío Rudolfo (only recently 
released from his last and final bid in the Justice and now living in their house on Mai n S treet) was espe cially ge ner- ous in his tutelage. Li sten, palomo: y ou  have to grab a muc hacha, y metéselo. That w ill take care of everything. Start with a fea. Coje that fea y metéselo! Tío Rudolfo had four kids with three different women so the
 nigger was without doubt the family’s resident metéselo expert. His mother’s only  comment ? Y ou need to worry abo ut your g rades. And in more introspec tive moments: Just be glad  you didn’t get my luck, hijo. What luck? his tío snorted. Exactly, she said. His friends Al and Miggs? Dude, you’re kinda way fat, you know. His abuela, La Inca? Hijo, you’re the most buen
moso man I know! Oscar’s sister, Lola, was a lot more practical. Now that her crazy years were over— what Dominican  girl doesn’t have tho se?—she’d turned into one of those to ugh Jersey dom ini- canas, a long- distance runner who drove her own car, had her own checkbook, called men bitches, and would eat a fat cat in front of you without a speck of vergüenza. When she was in f
ourth grade she’d been attacked by an older acquaintance, and this was common knowledge through out the family  (and by ex- tension a sizable section of Paterso n, Union City, and  Teaneck) and su rviving that urikán of pain, judgment, and bochinche had made her tougher than adamantine. Recently she’d cut her hair short—flipping out her mother yet again—partially 
I think because when she’d been little her family had let it grow down past her ass, a source of pride, something I’ m sure her attacker noticed and admired. Oscar, Lola warned r epeatedly, you’re goi ng to die a virgin unless you start changing. Don’t you think I know that? Another five years of this and I’ll bet you somebody tries to name a church after me. Cut the hair, lose the glasses, 
exercise. And get rid of those porn magazines. They’re disgusting, they bother Mami, and they’ll neve r get you a d ate. Sound counsel that in the end he did not adopt. He tried a couple of times to exercise, leg lifts, sit-ups, w alks around the bl ock in the early morning, that sort of thing, but he would notice how everybody else had a girl but him and would despair, plunging right back into eating, Penthouses, de
signing dungeons, and self-pity. I seem to be allergic to diligence, and Lola said, Ha. What you’re alle rgic to is tryin g. It wouldn’t have been half bad if Paterson and its surround- ing precincts had been like Don Bosco or thos e seventies feminist s ci-fi novels he sometimes read—an all-male-exclusion zone. Paterson, however, was girls the way NYC was girls, Paterson was girls the way Santo Domingo was girls. 
"The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao" by Junot Diaz, Copyright © 2007. Paterson had mad girls, a nd if that wasn’ t guapas enough for you, well, mother- fucker, then roll south and there’d be Newark, Elizabeth, Jersey City, t he Oranges, Union City,  West New York, Weehawken, Perth Amboy—an urban swathe known to niggers everywhere as Negrapolis One. So in effect he saw girls—Hispanophone Caribbean gir
ls—everywhere. He wasn’t safe even in his own house, his sister’s girlfriends were always hanging out, permanent guests. When they were around he didn’t need no Penthouses. Her girls were not too smart but they were fi ne  as shit: the sort of hot-as-b alls Latinas who only dated weight-lifting morenos or Latino cats with guns in their cribs. They were all on the volleyball team together and tall and fit as colts and whe
n they went for runs it was what the track team might have looked like in terrorist heaven. Bergen C ou nty’s very own cig üapas: la primera was Gladys, who complained endlessly about her chest being too big, that maybe she’d f ind normal boyfriends if she’d h a d a smaller pair; Marisol, who’d end up at MIT and hated Oscar but whom Oscar liked most of all; Leticia, just off the boat, half Haitian half Dominican, that special blen
d the Dominican government swears no existe, who spoke with the deepest accent, a girl so good s he ref us ed to sleep with thre e consecutive boyfriends! It wouldn’t have been so bad if these chickies hadn’t treated Oscar like some deaf-mute harem guard, ordering him  ar ound, having him run their errands, making fun of his games and his looks; to make shit even worse, they blithely went on about the particu- lars of their sex lives with 
no regards for him, while he sat in the kitchen, clutching the latest issue of Dragon. Hey, he would yell, in c ase  you’re wondering ther e’s a male unit in here. Where? Marisol would say blandly. I don’t see one. And when they talked about how all the Latin guys only seemed to want to date whitegirls he would offer, I like Spanish girls, to which Marisol responded with wide condescension. That’s great, Oscar. Only problem is no Spanish girl wo
uld date you. Leave him alone, Leticia said. I think you’re cute, Oscar. Yeah, right, Marisol laughed, rolling her eyes. Now he’ll probably write a book about you. These were Oscar’s furies, his personal pantheon, the girls he most dreamed about and most beat off to and who eventually found their way into his little stories. In his dreams he was either saving them from aliens or he was returning to the neigh- borhood, rich and famous—It’s him! 
The Dominican Stephen King!—and then Marisol would appear, carrying one each of his books for him to sign. Typical dialogue in his dreams : Please, Oscar, marry me. Oscar, drolly: I’m sorry, Marisol, I don’t marry ignorant bitches. (But then of course he would.) Maritza he still watched from afar, convinced that one day, when the nuclear bombs fell (or the plague broke out or the Tripods invaded) and civilization was wiped out he would e
nd up saving her from a pack of irradiated ghouls and together they’d set out across a ravaged America in search of a better tomorrow. In these a pocalyptic daydreams (which he had begun to write down) he was always some kind of plátano Doc Savage, a supergenius who combined world-class martial artistry with deadly firearms proficiency. Not bad for a nigger who’d never even shot an air rifle, thrown a punch, or scored higher than a th
ousand on his SATs. OSCAR IS BRAVE Senior year found him bloated, dyspeptic, and, most cruelly, alone in his lack of girlfriend. His two nerdboys,  Al and Miggs, had, in the craziest twist of fortune, both succeeded in landing themselves girls that year. Nothing special, skanks really, but girls nonetheless. Al had met his at Menlo Park. She’d come onto him, he bragged, and when she informed him, after she sucked his dick of course, that sh
e had a girlfriend desperate to meet somebody, Al had dragged Miggs away from his Atari and out to a movie and the rest was, as they say, history. By th e end of the week Miggs was getting his too, and only then did Oscar find out about any of it. While they were in his room setting up for another “hair-raising” Champions adventure against the Death-Dealing Destroyers. (Oscar had to retire his famous Aftermath! campaign because nobody else 
but him was hanker- ing to play in the postapocalyptic ruins of virus-wracked Amer- ica. At first, after hearing about the double-bootie coup, Oscar didn’t say n othing much. He just rolled his d10’s over and over. Said, You guys sure got lucky. It killed him that they hadn’t thought to include him in their girl heists; he hated Al for invit- ing Miggs instead of him and he hated Miggs for getting a girl, period. Al getting a girl Oscar could comprehend; Al (real na
me Alok) was one of those tall Indian prettyboys who would never have been pegged by anyone as a role-playing nerd. It was Miggs’s girl-getting he could not fa thom, that astounded him and left him sick with jealousy. Oscar had always considered Miggs to be an even bigger freak than he was. Acne galore and a retard’s laugh and gray fucking teeth from having been given some medicine too young. So is your girlfriend cute? he asked Miggs. He said, Dude, y
ou should see her, she’s beautiful. Big fucking tits, Al seconded. That day what little faith Oscar had in the world took an SS-N-17 snipe to the head. When finally he  couldn’t take it no more he asked, pathetically, What, these girls don’t have any other friends? Al and Miggs traded glances over their character sheets. I don’t think so, dude. But if they got any fat friends I’ll be sure to let you know. And right there he learned something about his friends he’d never kn
own (or at least never admitted to himself ). Right there he had an epiphany that echoed through his fat self. He realized that his fucked-up comic-book-reading role-playing-game- loving no-sports-playing friends were embarrassed by him. Knocked the architecture right out of his legs. He closed the game early, the Exterminators found the Destroyers’ hide- out right away—That was bogus, Al groused. After he showed them out he locked himself in his room, lay in 
bed for a couple of stunned hours, then got up, undressed in the bathroom he no longer had to share because his sister was at Rutgers, and exam- ined himself in the mirror. The fat! The miles of stretch marks! The tumescent horribleness of his proportions! He looked straight out of a Daniel Clowes comic book. Or like the fat blackish kid in Beto Hernández’s Palomar. Or like one of the bomb-crater ghouls from out of his Aftermath! games. Jesus Christ, he whispe
red. I’m a Morlock. The next day at breakfast he asked his mother: Am I ugly? She sighed. Well, hijo, you certainly don’t take after me. Dominican parents! You got to love them! Spent a week looking at himself in the mirror, turning every which way, taking stock, not flinching, and decided at last to be like Roberto Durán: No más. That Sunday he went to Chucho’s and had the barber shave his Puerto Rican ’fro off. (Wait a minute, Chucho’s partner said. You’re Domi
nican? You lying. Chucho defended Oscar: He’s from Azua. If he’s from Azua, Chucho’s partner said, I’m from Spain.) Oscar lost the mustache next, and then the glasses, bought contacts with the money he was making at the lumber yard and tried to polish up what remained of his Dominicanness, tried to be more like his cursing swaggering cousins, if only because he had started to suspect that in their Latin hypermaleness there might be an answer. But he was r
eally too far gone for quick fixes. The next time Al and Miggs saw him he’d been starving himself for three days straight. Miggs said, Dude, what’s the matter with you? Changes, Oscar said pseudo-cryptically. What, are you some album cover now? He shook his head solemnly. I’m embarking on a new cycle of my life. Listen to the guy. He already sounds like he’s in college. That summer his mother sent him and his sister to Santo Domingo, and this time he didn’t f
ight it like he had in the recent past. It’s not like he had much in the States keeping him. He arrived in Baní with a stack of notebooks and a plan to fill them all up. Since he could no longer be a gamemaster he decided to try his hand at being a real writer. (Wouldn’t be the first nerd to make the jump from RPGs to literature.) The trip turned out to be something of a turning point for him. Instead of discouraging his writing, chasing him out of the house like his mother 
used to, his abuela, Nena Inca, let him be. Allowed him to sit in the back of the house as long as he wanted, didn’t insist that he should be “out in the world.” (She had always been overprotective of him and his sister. Too much bad luck in this family, she sniffed.) Kept the music off and brought him his meals at exactly the same time every day. His sister ran around with her hot Island friends, always jumping out of the house in a bikini and going off to different part
s of the Island for overnight trips, but he stayed put. When any family members came looking for him his abuela chased them off with a single imperial sweep of her hand. Can’t you see the muchacho’s work- ing? What’s he doing? his cousins asked, confused. He’s being a genius is what, La Inca replied haughtily. Now váyanse. (Later when he thought about it he realized that these very cousins could probably have gotten him laid if only he’d bothered to hang out 
with them. But you can’t regret the life you didn’t lead.) In the afternoons, when he couldn’t write another word, he’d sit out in front of the house with his abuela and watch the street scene, listen to the raucous exchanges between the neighbors. One evening, at the end of his trip, his abuela confided: You mother could have been a doctor just like your grandfather was. What happened? La Inca shook her head. She was looking at her favorite picture of his mother o
n her first day at private school, one of those typical serious DR shots. What always happens. Un maldito hombre. He wrote two books that summer about a young man fight- ing mutants at the end of the world (neither of them survive). Took crazy amounts of field notes too, names of things he intended to later adapt for science-fictional and fantastic pur- poses. (Heard about the family curse for like the thousandth time but strangely enough didn’t think it worth inc
orporating into his fiction—I mean, shit, what Latino family doesn’t think it’s cursed?) When it was time for him and his sister to return to Paterson he was almost sad. Almost. His abuela placed her hand on his head in blessing. Cuidate, mucho, mi hijo. Know that in this world there’s somebody who will always love you. At JFK, almost not being recognized by his uncle. Great, his tío said, looking askance at his complexion, now you look Haitian. As for him, Miggs 
and Al, they were never quite the same friends again. After his return he hung out with them, saw movies with them, talked Los Brothers Hernández, Frank Miller, and Alan Moore with them but overall they never regained the friendship they had before Santo Domingo. Oscar listened to their messages on the machine and resisted the urge to run over to their places. Didn’t see them but once, twice a week. Focused on his writing. Those were some fucking lonely we
eks when all he had were his games, his books, and his words. So now I have a hermit for a son, his mother complained bit- terly. At night, unable to sleep, he watched a lot of bad TV, became obsessed with two movies in particular: Zardoz (which he’d seen with his uncle before they put him away for the second time) and Virus (the Japanese end-of-the-world movie with the hot chick from Romeo and Juliet.) Virus especially he could not watch to the end without cr
ying, the Japanese hero arriving at the South Pole base, having walked from Washington, D.C., down the whole spine of the Andes, for the woman of his dreams. I’ve been working on my fifth novel, he told the boys when they asked about his absences. It’s amazing. See? What did I tell you? Mr. Collegeboy. In the old days when his so-called friends would hurt him or drag his trust through the mud he always crawled voluntarily back into the abuse, out of fear and l
oneliness, something he’d always hated himself for, but not this time. If there existed in his high school years any one moment he took pride in it was clearly this one. Even told his sister about it during her next visit. She said, Way to go, O! He’d finally showed some backbone, hence some pride and although it hurt, it also felt motherfucking good. OSCAR COMES CLOSE In October, after all his college applications were in (Fairleigh Dickinson, Montclair, Rutgers, 
Drew, Glassboro State, William Paterson; he also sent an app to NYU, a one-in-a-million shot, and they rejected him so fast he was amazed the shit hadn’t come back Pony Express) and winter was settling its pale miser- able ass across northern New Jersey, Oscar fell in love with a girl in his SAT prep class. The class was being conducted in one of those “Learning Centers” not far from where he lived, less than a mile, so he’d been walking, a healthy way to lose w
eight, he thought. He hadn’t been expecting to meet anyone, but then he’d seen the beauty in the back row and felt his senses fly out of him. Her name was Ana Obregón, a pretty, loud-mouthed gordita who read Henry Miller while she should have been learning to wrestle logic problems. On about their fifth class he noticed her reading Sexus and she noticed him noticing, and, leaning over, she showed him a passage and he got an erection like a motherfucker. You
 must think I’m weird, right? she said during the break. You ain’t weird, he said. Believe me—I’m the top expert in the state. Ana was a talker, had beautiful Caribbean-girl eyes, pure anthracite, and was the sort of heavy that almost every Island nigger dug, a body that you just knew would look good in and out of clothes; wasn’t shy about her weight, either; she wore tight black stirrup pants like every other girl in the neighbor- hood and the sexiest underwear she co
uld afford and was a meticulous putter-on of makeup, an intricate bit of multitasking for which Oscar never lost his fascination. She was this peculiar combination of badmash and little girl—even before he’d visited her house he knew she’d have a whole collection of stuffed ani- mals avalanched on her bed—and there was something in the seamlessness with which she switched between these aspects that convinced him that both were masks, that there existed a 


