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JUNOT DIAZ
(b.1968)
Wildwood

Aptly described by one British newspaper as “a truly

* all-American writer” and by himself as an “African

diasporic, migrant, Caribbean, Dominican, Jersey

boy” MIT professor and MacArthur Foundation

“genius grant” winner Junot Diaz lived in the Domini-

can Republic until age six; when he and the rest of his

family joined his father in the United States. While

: v his mother worked on a factory assembly line and his

father, a former military policeman, drove a forklift, Dfaz and his four siblings navigated

life in what he calls a “very black; very Puerto Rican and very poor” New Jersey neighbor-

hood. Dfaz supported himself through college, earninga BA in English from Rutgers and

4 Cornell MFA. A year after graduating, Dfaz published Drown (1996), a collection of

interrelated short stories. A decade later, his novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao

(2007) won numerous prizes, including both a National Book Critics Circle Award and a

Pulitzer. Hailed in a 2015 poll as the greatest novel of the twenty-first century (so far),

Oscar Wao is a tale of a lovelorn and utterly lovable “ghetto nerd,”-who dreams of becom-

ing the next J. R. R.Tolkien, and three generations of his Dominican American family.

Dfaz published a second short:story collection, This Is How You Lose Her (2012), and

cofounded the pioneering Voices of Our Nations Arts Foundation to nurture the work of

writers of color. “Wildwood,” published almost simultaneously as both a short story and a

chapter of Oscar Wao, is something of a departure for Dfaz thanks to its female narrator-

protagonist. But it is utterly characteristic in its creation of an entirely new fictional lan-

guage to capture the unique voices, experiences, and outlooks of its funny, complicated,
thoroughly all-American cast of characters. '

| ¢'s never the changes we want that change everything.

This is how it all starts: with your mother calling you into the bathroom.
You will remember what you were doing at that precise moment for the rest of
your life: you were reading “Watership Down”! and the bucks and their does
were making the dash for the raft and.you didn't want to stop reading, the book
had to go back to your, brother tomorrow, but then she called you again, louder,
her 'm-not-fucking-around voice, and you mumbled irritably, Sf, sefiora.

She is standing in,front of the medicine-cabinet mirror, naked from the waist
up, her bra slung about her hips like a torn sail, the scar on her back as vast and
inconsolable as the sea. You want to return to your book, to pretend you didn't
hear her, but it is too late. Her eyes meet yours, the same big smoky eyes you

1. Richard Adams’s classic novel (1972) about the adventures of a community of English rabbits who,
inspired by the prophetic vision of one of their youngest and smallest members, flee their doomed
warren and create a new home.. i :
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Smith® hair and wore all black and had the skin color of a ghost. Walking wj
her in Paterson was like walking with the bearded lady. Everybody would sta;
and it was the scariest thing and that was, I guess, why I did it.

We were walking down Main and being glared at by everybody and out:
nowhere I said, Karen, I want you to cut my hair. As soon as I said it I kn :
The feeling in my blood, the rattle, came over me again. Karen raised her ey
brow: What about your mother? You see, it wasn't just me—everybody was scare
of Belicia de Leén. . :

Fuck her, 1 said. .

Karen looked at me like I was being stupid—1I never cursed,.but that wa;
something else that was about to change. The next day we locked ourselves in her
bathroom while' downstairs her father and uncles were bellowing at some soccer
game. Well, how do you want it? she asked. I looked at the girl in the mirror fora
long time. All I knew was that I didn’t want to see her ever again. I put the clip:
pers in Karen’s hand, turned them on, and guided her hand until it was all gone:

So now you're punk? Karen asked uncertainly.

Yes, I said.

The next day my mother threw the wig at me. You're going to wear this
You're going to wear it every day. And if I see you without it on I'm going t
kill youl :

I didn't say a word. I held the wig over the burner.

Don't do it, she said as the burner clicked. Don't you dare— :

- It went up in a flash, like gasoline, like a stupid hope, and if I hadn't throw:
it in the sink it would have taken my hand. The smell was horrible, like all th
chemicals from all the factories in Elizabeth.®

That was when she slapped at me, when I struck her hand and she snatched
it back, like I was the fire.

OFf course everyone thought I was the worst daughter ever. My tfa and our
neighbors kept saying, Hija, she’s your mother, she’s dying, but I wouldn't listen:
When 1 hit her hand, a door opened. And I wasn't about to turn my back on it
But God how we fought! Sick or not, dying or not, my mother wasn't going to
go down easy. She wasn't una pendeja.’ I'd seen her slap grown men, push
white police officers onto their asses, curse a whole group of bochincheras.® She
had raised me and my brother by herself, she had worked three jobs until she
could buy this house we lived in, she had survived being abandoned by my
father, she had come from Santo Domingo all by herself, and as a young girl
she’d been beaten, set on fire, left for dead. (This last part she didn’t tell me, my
tfa Rubelka did, in a whisper, Your mother almost died, she almost died, and
when I asked my mother about it at dinner she took my dinner and gave it to my
brother.) That was my mother and there was no way she was going to let me go

5. Former Siouxsie and the Banshees guitarist (b. 1959) and (since 1976) lead singer-songwriter of
the English rock band The Cure.

6. Elizabeth, New Jersey, is home to a major oil refinery consistently ranked as among the nation’s
worst polluters.

7. Dumbass, fool, pushover, or coward (Spanish).

8. Gossips (Spanish).
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without killing me first. Figurin de mierda, she called me. You think youre
someone, but you ain't nada.® : o -

She dug hard, looking for my seams, wanting me to tear like always, but I
didn’t,  wasn't going to. It was that feeling I had that my life was waiting for me
on the other side that made me fearless. When she threw away my Smiths and
Sisters of Mercy posters—aqui yo no quiero maricones'—I-bought replace-
ments. When she threatened to rip up my new clothes 1 started keeping them
in my locker and at Karen’s house. When she told me that I had to quit my job
at the Greek diner I explained to my boss that my mother was starting to lose it
because of her chemo, and when she called to say I-couldn't work there any-
more he just handed me the phone and stared out at his customers in embar-
rassment. When she changed the locks on me—I had started staying out late,
going to the Limelight because even though I was fourteen I looked twenty-
five—1 would knock on Oscar’s window and he would let me in, scared because
the next day my mother would run around the house screaming, Who the hell
let that hija de la gran puta? in the house? Who? Who? And Oscar would be at
the breakfast table stammering, 1 don't know, Mami, I don't.

Her rage filled the house, like flat stale smoke. It got into everything, into our
hair and our food, like the fallout they told us about in school that would one
day drift down soft as snow. My brother didn’t know what to do. He stayed in
his room, though sometimes he would lamely try to ask me ‘what was going on.
Nothing. You'can tell me, Lola, he said, and I could only laugh. You need to lose
weight, I told him. .

In those final'weeks I knew better than to go near my mother. Most of the
tirne she just looked at me with the stink eye, but sometimes without warning
she would grab me by my throat and hang on until T pried her fingers off. She
didn't bother talking to me unless it was to make death threats: When you grow
up you'll meet me in a dark alley when you least expect it and then T'll kill you
and nobody will know I did it! Gloating as she said this.

You're crazy, | told her. ' ' :

You don't call me crazy, she said, and then she sat down panting.

It was bad, but no one expected what came next. So obvious when you think
about it.

-* All my life T'd been swearing that one day I would just disappear.

* And one day I did.

I ran off, dique,? because of a boy. -
What can I really tell you about him? He was like all boys: beautiful and cal-

low and, like an insect, he couldn’t’sit still. Un blanquito* with long hairy legs
who I met one night at the Limelight.

9, Nothing (Spanish). Figurin de mierda: literally, perhaps something like figure made of crap; figura-

tively, a phony, something that only looks refined (Spanish).
1. 1 don’t want to have those fags here (Spanish). Smiths and Sisters of Mercy: influential British alter-

native rock bands of the 1980s, fronted by highly literary singer:songwriter Morrissey (who once
described himself as “himasexual”) and Anidrew Eldritch, respectively.

2. Daughter of a bitch (Spanish).

3. Supposedly or so they say (Dominican Spanish).

4. Little white boy (Spanish). :

40
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His name was Aldo.

He was nineteen and lived
year-old father. In the back of his Oldsm
skirt up and my fishnet stockings down and the smell of me was everywher
didn’t let him go all the way, but still. The spring of my sophomore year we -
and called each other at least once a day. I even drove down with Karen toy
him in Wildwood® (she had a license, 1 didn’t). He lived and worked near
boardwalk, one of three guys who operated the bumper cars, the only one wit
out tattoos. You should stay, he told me that night while Karen walked ahead-
us on the beach. Where would I live? T asked, and he smiled. With me. Don't li
I said, but he looked out at the surf. I want you to come, he said seriously. L

He asked me three times. 1 counted, I know. :

That summer my brother announced that he was
designing role-playing games, and my mother was trying to keep a second
for the first time since her operation. It wasn’t working out. She was comi
home exhausted, and since I wasn't helping, nothing around the house was g
ting done. Some weekends my tfa Rubelka would help out with the cooking a
cleaning and would lecture us both, but she had her own family to look after, so
most of the time we were on our own. Come, he said on the phone. And then ir
August Karen left for Slippery Rock.6. She had graduated from high school
year early. If I don't see Paterson again it will be too soon, she said before sh
left. Five days later, school started. I cut class six times in the first two weeks.
just couldn’t do school anymore. Something inside wouldn't let me. It didn
help that I was reading “The Fountainhead” and had decided that I was Dom
nique and Aldo was Roark” And finally what we'd all been waiting for hap
pened. My mother announced at dinner, quietly, I want you both to listen t
me: the doctor is running more tests on me. ,

Oscar looked like he was going to, cry. He put his head down. And my rea
tion? 1 looked at her and said, Could you please pass the salt? :

These days I don't blame her for smacking me acros
it was all I needed. We jumped on each other and the ta
cho? spilled all over the foor and Oscar just stood in the corner bellowing, Stop
it, stop it, stop it! S

Hija de tu maldita madre!” she shrieked. And I said, This time I hope you die
from it.

For a couple of days the house was a war
out of my room and I was allowed to sit nex |
las with her. She was waiting for her blood work to com _
never have known her life was in the balance. She watched the TV like;it wa
the only thing that mattered, and whenever one of the characters did somethin

5. Beachfront community on the Jersey shore; the town’s population surges from around 5,000 in th
off-season to over 200,000 in season. ,

6. University in Pennsylvania about fifty miles north of Pittsburgh. o
7. Influential and controversial best seller (1943) by Ayn Rand; a celebration of individualism, it
chronicles young architect Howard Roark’s struggles to achieve success without compromising, eV
with the equally headstrong architect’s daughter (Dominique Francon) with whom he falls in love.
8. Thick soup or stew common in South America and the Caribbean. ) .
9. Child of a motherfucker, considered one of the worst possible insults in Dominican Spanish. -
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underhanded she would start waving her arms: Someone has to stop her! Can't
they see what that putal is up to? -

 hate you, 1 said very quietly, but she didn't hear.

Go get me some water, she said. Put an ice cube in it.

That was the last thing 1 did for her. The next morning 1 was on the bus
pound for the shore. One bag, two hundred dollars in tips, Tio? Rudolfo’s old
knife, and the only picture my mother had of my father, which she had hidden
under her bed (she was in the picture, too, but 1 pretended not to notice). 1 was
<o scared. 1 couldn't stop shaking. The whole ride down I was expecting the sky
to split open and my mother to reach down and shake me. But it didn’t happen.
Nobody but the man across the aisle noticed me. You're really beautiful, he
said. Like a girl 1 once-knew. , ‘

I didn't write them a note. That's how much 1 hated them. Her.

That night while Aldo and I lay in his sweltering kitty-litter-inf_ested room |
told him: I want you to do it to me. .

" He started unbuttoning my pants. Are you sure?

Definitely, 1 said grimly. __

He had a long thin dick that hurt like hell, but the whole time I just said, Oh
yes, Aldo, yes, bhecause that was what 1 imagined you were supposed. to say
while you were losing your virginity to some boy you thought you loved.

Tt was like the stupidest thing I ever did. T was miserable. And so bored. But of
course 1 wouldn't admit it. 1 had run away, so I was happy! Happy!

Aldo had neglected to mention, all those times he asked me to live with him,
that his father hated him like 1 hated my mother. Aldo, Sr., had been in the
Second World War and he'd never forgiven the “Japs” for all the friends he had
lost. My dad’s so full of shit, Aldo said. He never left Fort Dix.3 I don't think his
father said nine words to me the whole time I lived with them. He was one
mean vicjito* and even had a padlock on the refrigerator. Stay the hell out of it,
he told me. We couldn't even get ice cubes out. :

Aldo and his dad lived in one of the cheapest little bungalows on New Jersey
Avenue, and me and Aldo slept in a room where his father kept the litter box for
his two cats, and at night we would move it out into the hallway, but he always
woke up before us and put it back in the room: 1 told you to leave my crap alone!
Which is funny when you think about it. But it wasn't funny then. 1 got a job
selling French fries on the boardwalk and between the hot oil and the cat piss I
couldn’t smell anything else. On my days off 1 would drink with Aldo or I would
it in the sand dressed in all black and try to write in my journal, which T was
sure would form the foundation for a utopian society after we blew ourselves
into radioactive kibble. Sometimes boys would walk up to me and throw lines at
me like, Who fuckin’ died? They would sit down next to me in the sand. You a
good-looking girl, you should be in a bikini. Why, so you can rapeé me? Jesus
Christ, one of them said, jumping to his feet. What the hell is wrong with you?

1. Whore (Spanish).

2. Uncle (Spanish).

3. U.S. military post just south of Trenton, New Jersey. .
4. Old man (Spanish).
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To this day I don’t know how I lasted. At the beginning of October I was 1
off from the French-fry palace; by then most of the boardwalk was closed:
and I had nothing to do except hang out at the public library, which was ey,
smaller than my high-school one. Aldo had moved on to working with his dad
his garage, which only made them more pissed off at each other and by exte
sion more pissed off at me."When they got home they would drink Schlitz5 a
complain about the Phillies. I guiess I should count'myself lucky that they did
decide to bury the hatchet by gangbanging me: I stayed out as much as I coyj
and waited for the feeling to-come back to me, to tell me what I should do next
but I was bone dry, bereft, no visions whatsoever. I started to think that may
it was like in the books: as soon as I lost my virginity I lost my power. I got reali
mad at Aldo after that. You're a drunk, I told him. And an idiot. So what, hé
shot back. Your pussy smells. Then stay out of it! T willl ' :

But of course I was happy! Happy! I kept waiting to run into my family po
ing flyers of me on the boardwalk—my mom; the tallest blackest chestiest thirg
in sight, Oscar looking like the Brown Blob, my tfa Rubelka, maybe even my tig
if they could get him off the heroin long enough—but the closest I came to any
of that was some flyers someone had put up for a lost cat. That's white people
for you. They lose a cat and it’s an all-points bulletin, but'we Dominicans losed
daughter and we might not even cancel our appointment at the salon.

father and the old shows would come on the TV, the ones me and my brother
used to watch when we were kids, “Three’s Company,” “What's Happening!l,"

was very soft and tender. It was starting to get cold, too, and wind just walké
right into' the bungalow and got under your blankets or jumped in the shower
with you. It-was awful. T kept having these stupid visions of my brother trying to
cook for himself. Don't ask me why. I was the one who cooked for us. The only
thing Oscar knew how to make was grilled cheése. I imagined him thin asa
reed, wandering around the kitchen, opening cabinets forlornly. I even started
dreaming about my mother, except in my dreams she was young, my age, and it
was because of those dreams that I realized something obvious: she had run
away, too, and that was why we were all in the United States. R
I put away the photo of her and my father, but the dreams didn't stop. I guess
when a person is with you theyre only with you when they’re with you, but
when they're gone, when they're really gone, they're with you forever, =
And thenat the end of November Aldo, my wonderful boyfriend, decided to
be cute. I knew he was getting unhappy with us, but I didn’t know exactly
how bad it was until one night he had his friends over. His father had gone to

5. Notoriously cheap American beer. ] o

6. Like Three's Company (1977-84) and What's Happening!! (1976-79), a popular American sitcom
(1975—85). Where What's Happening!! features three working-class African American teens in Los
Angeles, both The Jeffersons and Three’s Company focus on the conflicts and humor arising from
particular living arrangements: The former features a newly affluent African American family' who
move from working-class Queens into a luxurious Manhattan high-rise; in the latter, which has an
all-Caucasian cast, two young women keep their apartment only by convincing their landlord that:
their male roommate is gay. :
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3' Atlantic City’ and they were all drinking and smoking and telling dumb jokes
 4nd suddenly Aldo says, Do you know what Pontiac stands for? Poor Old Nigger

hinks It's A Cadillac. Who was he looking at when he told his punch line? He

- as looking straight at me.

That night he wanted me but 1 pushed his hand away. Don't touch me.
Don't get sore, he said, putting my hand on his cock. It wasn't nothing
And-then he laughed. : :

So what did I-do a couple days Jater—a really dumb thing. 1 called home.
The first time no one answered. The second time it was Oscar. The de Leén
residence; how may I direct your call? That was my brother for you. This is why
everybody in the world hated his guts.

It's me, dumb-ass.

Lola. He was so quiet and then 1 realized he was crying. Where are you?

You don’t want to know. I switched ears, trying to keep my voice casual. How
is everybody?

Lola, Mami's going to kill you.

Dumb-ass, could you keep your voice down. Mami isn’t home, is she?

She’s working. ‘

What a surprise, I said. Mami working. On the last minute of the last hour
of the last day my mother would be at work. She would be at work when the
missiles were in the air. : :

] guess 1 must have missed him real bad or I just wanted to see somebody
who knew anything about me, or the cat piss had damaged my common sense,
because 1 gave him the address of a coffee shop on the boardwalk and told him
to bring my clothes and some of my books.

Bring me money, too.

He paused: I don't know where Mami keeps it.

You know, Mister. Just bring it.

How much? he asked timidly.

All of it.

That's a lot of money, Lola.

Just bring me the money, Oscar.

0.K., O.K. He inhaled deeply. Will you at least tell me if youre O.K.
or not? : :

m O.K. I said, and that was the only point in the conversation where 1
almost cried. T kept quiet until I could speak again and then 1 asked him how he
was going to get down here without our mother finding out.

You know me, he said weakly. I might be a dork, but I'm a resourceful dork.

1 should have known not to trust anybody whose favorite books as a child
were Encyclopedia Brown.® But [ wasn't really thinking; I was s0 looking for-
ward to seeing him.

By then I had this plan. [ was going to convince my brother to run away with
me. My plan was that we would go to Dublin. 1 had met a bunch of Irish guys
on the boardwalk and they had <old me on their country. I would become a

7. Somewhat rundown New Jersey beach town renowned for its casinos.

8. Fictional series (1963—present) about the adventures of bookish boy detective Leroy (“Encyclope-
dia”) Brown. ‘ : '
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backup singer for U2? and both Bono and the drummer would fall in love
me, and Oscar could become the Dominican James Joyce.! I really believe
would happen, too. That's how deluded I was by then.

The next day I walked into the coffee shop, looking brand-new, and he
there, with the bag. Oscar, I said, laughing. You're so fat!

I know he said, ashamed. I was worried about you.

We embraced for like an hour and then he started crying. Lola, I'm sorry ‘

Ifs O.K., I said, and that’s when I looked up and saw my mother and my ¢
Rubelka and my tfo Rudolfo boiling out of the kitchen..

Oscar! I screamed, but it was too late. My mother already had me in
hands. She looked so thin and worn, almost like a hag, but she was holding ¢
to me like I was her last nickel, and underneath her red wig her green eyes we
furious. 1 noticed, absently, that she had dressed up for the occasion. That
typical. Muchacha del diablo, she shrieked. I managed to haul her out of t
coffee shop and when she pulled back her hand to smack me I broke free. It
for it. Behind me I could feel her sprawling, hitting the curh hard with a crac
but I wasn't looking back. No—I was running. In elementary school, whenever
we had field day I was always the fastest girl in my grade, took home all the ri
bons; they said it wasn't fair, because I was so big, but I didn't care. I could even
have beaten the boys if I'd wanted to, so there was no way my sick mother; m
messed-up tfos, and my fat brother were going to catch me. I was going to rus
as fast as my long legs could:carry me. I was going to run down the boardwalk,
past Aldo’s miserable house, out of Wildwood, out of New Jersey, and I wasn
going to stop. I was going to fly.

Anyway, that’s how it should have worked out. But I looked back. I couldn’t help
it. It’s not like I didn't know my Bible, all the pillars-of-salt stuff,? but when
youre someone’s daughter that she raised by herself with no help from nobody
habits die hard. I just wanted to make sure my mom hadn't broken her arm or
smashed open her skull. I mean, really, who the hell wants to kill her own
mother by accident? That’s the only reason I glanced back. She was sprawled on
the ground, her wig had fallen out of reach, her poor bald head out in the day
like something private and shameful, and she was bawling like a lost calf, Hija
hija! And there I was wanting to run off into my future. It was right then that

needed that feeling to guide me, but it wasn't anywhere in sight. Only me. In -
the end I didn't have the ovaries. She was on the ground, bald as a baby, crying
probably a month away from dying, and here I was, her one and only daughter.
And there was nothing I could do about it. So I walked back and when I reached :
down to help her she clamped on to me with both hands. That was when I real

ized she hadn’t been crying at all. She’d been faking! Her smile was like a lion’s..

9. Wildly successful Irish rock band formed in Dublin in 1976 by frontman Bono, guitarist The Edge,
bassist Adam Clayton, and drummer Larry Mullen, Jr.

1. Celebrated Dublin-born author (1882—1941) of books including the short-story collection Dublin-
ers (1914), which includes “Araby” (p. 126).

2. In the book of Genesis, Lot and his wife flee the iniquitous.-Sodom at the behest of angels who
warn them not to look back lest they share in that city’s well-earned destruction; when Lot’s wife
ignores the warning, she turns into a pillar of salt.




