
  

Brorsers Unber THE SKIN 

Piri Thomas 

Piri Thomas was born in 1928 in El Barrio (Spanish Harlem), New York. 

Thomas, now a prominent Puerto Rican lecturer, short-story writer, playwright, 

and poet, was originally limelighted by the success. of his autobiography Down 

These Mean Streets (1967). This was the first coming-of-age memoir, written in 

English by a second-generation Puerto Rican, to become a best-seller in the United 

States. Similar to his other major works, Savior, Savior Hold My Hand (1972), 

Seven Long Times (1974); and Stories from El Barrio (1978), it chronicles his 

experience with life on the streets arid in prison from the 1930s to the 1960s. 

“Brothers Under the Skin’? is one of the few chapters in Down These Mean 

Streets that focuses on Thomas’s home life. Here he poignantly recounts coming 

to terms with his identity as a black’ Puerto Rican in the United States, while 

confronting his own family’s racism and denial. 

MY DAYDREAMING WAS SPLINTERED BY MY BROTHER JOSE KICKING 

at the door in sheer panic. “Hey, who’s in there?”’ he yelled. 

“Me, man, me,” I yelled back. “Whatta ya want?” 

“Let me in. I gotta take a piss so bad I can taste. it.”” 

“Taste good?” I asked softly. 

“Dammit, open up!” 

I laughed, and reached out a dripping hard and flipped the latch. José 

rushed in like his behind was on fire. His face had a pained look on it. 

“Chri-sus sake,” he said, “‘you made me piss all over my pants.”
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“Tell dry, man, itll dry.” 

“Agoh,” he said as he relieved hiinself. ““That feels good.” 

[looked at my brother. Even his peter’s white, I thought, just like James’s. 

Only ones got black peters is Poppa.and me, and Poppa acts like his is white, too. 

“Poppa’s home.” 

“Yeah. Hand me the towel, simple.” . 

“Damn, Piri, you made me piss all over my pants,” José said again. 

He pulled back the towel he was offering me and began to wipe his 

pants with it. 

“Man, turkey, what you doin’?” I said. “You drying that piss and I 

gotta wipe my face with that towel.” 

“It'll dry, man, it'll dry.” 

I yanked the towel outta his hand and carefully wiped with what seemed 

to be the part he hadn’t used. “You know somethin’, José?” I said. 

“What? Jesus, I hope.this piss don’t stink when it dries.” 

“fm goin’ down South.” 

“Where?” 

“Down South.” 

“What for?” 

“Don’t know all the way,’ I said, “except I’m tryin’ to find somethin’ 

out.” 

“Down South!’’ He said it like I was nuts. 

“Sf, | want to see what-a moyeto’s worth and the paddy’s weight on 

him,” I said. 

““Whatta ya talking about? You sound like a moto who’s high on that 

yerba shit. And anyway, what’s the spade gotta do with you?” 

“T'ma Negro.” 

“You ain’t no nigger,” José said. 

“T ain’t?”” 

“No. You’re a Puerto Rican.” 

“I am, huh?” I looked at José and said, “’Course, you gotta say that: 

’Cause if ’'m a Negro, then you and James is one too. And that ain’t ‘ 

leavin’ out Sis and Poppa. Only Momma’s an exception. She don’t care 

what she is.” 

José didn’t look at me. He decided that looking at the toilet bowl was 

better. “So whatta you got to find out, eh?” he said. “You're crazy 
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stone loco. We’re Puerto Ricans, and that’s different from being moye- 

tos.” His voice came back very softly and his hand absentmindedly kept 

brushing the drying wet patch on his pants. 

“That's what I’ve been wanting to believe all along, José,” I said. “I’ve 

been hanging on to that idea even when I knew it wasn’t so. But only 

pure white Puerto Ricans are white, and you wouldn’t-even believe that 

if you ever dug what the paddy said.” 

“T don’t give a good shit what you say, Piri. We’re Puerto Ricans, 

and that makes us different from black people.” 

I kept drying myself even though there was nothin’ to dry. I was trying 

not to get mad. I said, “José, that’s what the white man’s been telling 

the Negro all along, that ’cause he’s white he’s different from the Negro; 

that he’s better’n the Negro or anyone that’s not white. That’s what I’ve 

been telling myself and what I tried to tell Brew.” 

“Brew’s that colored guy, ain’t he?’ José said. 

“Yeah—an’ like I’m saying, sure there’s stone-white Puerto Ricans, 

like from pure Spanish way back—but it ain’t us. Poppa’s a Negro and, 

even if Momma’s blanca, Poppa’s blood carries more weight with Mr. 

Charlie,” I said. 

“Mr. Charlie, Mr. Charlie. Who the fuck is he?” 
“That’s the name Brew calls the paddies. Ask any true corazén white 

motherfucker what the score is,” I said. 

“Tm not black, no matter what you say, Piri.” 

I-got out of the shower and sat on the edge of the tub. “Maybe not 

outside, José,” I said. “But you're sure that way inside.” 

“Y ain’t black, damn you! Look at my hair. It’s almost blorid: My eyes are 

blue, my nose is straight. My mother-fuckin’ lips are not like a baboon’s ass. 

My’skin is white. White, goddammit! White! Maybe Poppa’s a little dark, 

but that’s the Indian blood in him. He’s got white blood in him and—” 

“So what the fuck am I? Something Poppa an’ Momma picked out 

the garbage dump?” I was jumping stink inside and I answered him like 

I felt it. “Look, man, better believe it, I’m one of ‘you-all.’ Am I your 

brother or ain’t I?” 

..“¥eah, you’re my brother, and James an’ Sis, and we all come out of : 

Momma an’ Poppa—but we ain’t Negroes. We're Puerto Ricans, an’ 

we're white.” 
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“Boy, you, Poppa, and James sure are sold on that white kick. Poppa 

thinks that marrying a white woman made him white. He’s wrong. It’s 

just another nigger marrying a white woman and making her as‘black as 

him. That’s the way the paddy looks at it. The Negro just stays black. 

Period. Dig it?” 

José’s face got whiter and his voice angrier at my attempt to take away 

his white status. He screamed out strong, “I ain’t no nigger! You can be 

if you want to be. You can go down South and grow cotton, or pick it, 

or whatever the fuck they do. You can eat that cornbread or whatever 

shit they eat. You can bow and kiss ass and clean shit bowls. But—I— 

am-—whitel And you can go to hell!” 

“And James is blanco, too?” I asked quietly. 

“You're damn right.” 

“And Poppa?” 

José flushed the toilet chain so hard it sounded as ifsomebody’s neck had 

broken. “Poppa’s the same as you,” he said, avoiding my eyes, “Indian.” 

“What kinda Indian?’ I said bitterly. “Caribe? Or maybe Borinquén? 

Say, José, didn’t you know the Negro made the scene in Puerto Rico’ 

way back? And when the Spanish spics ran outta Indian coolies, they 

brought them big blacks from you know where. Poppa’s got moyeto 

blood. I got it. Sis got it. James got it. And, mah deah brudder, you-all 

got it! Dig it! It’s with us till game time. Like I said, man, that shit-ass 

poison I’ve been living with is on its-way out. It’s a played-out lie about 

me—us—being white. There ain’t nobody in this fucking house can lay 

any claim to bein’ paddy exceptin’ Momma, and she’s never made it a 

mountain of fever like we have. You and James are like houses—painted 

white outside, and blacker’n a mother inside. An’ I’m close to being like 

Poppa—trying to be white on both sides.” 

José eased by me and put his hand on the doorknob. 

“Where you going?” I said. “I ain’t finished talking yet.” 

José looked at me like there was no way out. “Like I said, man, you 

can be a nigger if you want to,” he said, as though he were talking with 

a ten-ton rock on his chest. “I don’t know how you come to be my 

brother, but I love you like one. I’ve busted my ass, both me and James, 

trying to explain to people how come you so dark and how come your 
” 

hair is so curly an’—   
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I couldn’t help thinking, Oh, Crutch, you were so right. We shouldn’t 
have moved to Long Island. I said, “You and James hadda make excuses 
for me? Like for me being un Negrito?”’ J looked at the paddy in front of 
me. “Who to?” I said. ““Paddies?”’ 

Lights began to jump into my head and tears blurred out that this was 
my brother before me. The buming came up out of me and I felt the 
shock run up my arm as my fists went up the side of his head. I felt 
one fist hit his mouth. I wondered if I had broken any of his nice white 
teeth. 

José fell away and bounced back with his white hands curled into fists. 
I felt the hate in them as his fists became a red light of exploding pain 
on my tender, flat-nose. Oh, God! I tried to make the lights go away. I 
made myself creep up a long sinking shit-hole agony and threw myself 
at José. The bathroom door flew open and me, naked and wet with 
angry sweat, and José, his mouth bleedin’, crashed out of the bathroom 
and rolled into the living room. I heard all kinds of screaming and chairs 
turning over and falling lamps. I found myself on top of José. In the 
blurred confusion I saw his white, blood-smeared face and I heard myself 
screaming, “You bastard! Dig it, you bastard. You’re bleeding, and the 
blood is like anybody else’s—red!”” I saw an-unknown face spitting blood 
at me. I hated it. I wanted to stay on top of this unknown what-was-it 
and beat him and beat him and beat him and beat.him and beat beat beat 
beat beat—and feel skin smash under me and—and—and— 

I felt an arm grab me. It wasn’t fair; it wasn’t a chevere thing to do. In 
a fair rumble, nobody is supposed to jump in. “Goddammit, are you 
ctazy?”’ a voice screamed. “Goddamn you for beating your brother like 
that. My God!—” 

I twisted my head and saw Poppa. And somewhere, far off, I heard a 
voice that sounded like Momma crying, “What's it all about? What’s it 
all about? Why do brothers do this to each other?” 

I wanted to scream it out, but that man’s arm was cutting my air from 
sound. I twisted and forced out, “Lemme go, Poppa. Cojfio, let me go!” 
And the arm was gone. I stayed on bended knees. My fists were tired 
and my knuckles hurt at this Cain and Abel scene. As the hurting began 
to leave me, I slowly became a part of my naked body. I felt weak with 
inside pain. I wondered why.



GROWING UP PUERTO RICAN 

“José, José,” Momma screamed, and 1 wondered why she didn’t 
scream for me, too. Didn’t she know I had gotten hurt the worst? 

“Why in God’s name?” Poppa was saying. ‘ 
Fuck God! I thought. 

“Why in God’s name?” 

Tlooked at Poppa. “Cause, Poppa,” I said, “him, you and James think 
you're white, and I’m the only one that’s found out I’m not. I tried hard 
not to find out. But I did, and I’m almost out from under that kick you 
all are still copping out to.” 1 got up from my knees. “Poppa,” I added, 
“what's wrong with not being white? What’s so wrong with being tre- 
gefio? Momma must think it’s great, she got married to you, eh? We 
gotta have pride and dignity, Poppa; we gotta walk big and bad. I’m me 
and I dig myself in the mirror and it’s me. I shower and dig my peter 
and it’s me. I’m black, and it don’t make no difference whether I say 
good-bye or adiés—it means the same.” 

Nobody said anything; everyone just stood there. I said, “I’m proud 
to be a Puerto Rican, but being Puerto Rican don’t make the color.” 

Still there was silence. “I’m going,” I said. 

“Where?” Poppa asked. 

“T don’t know...” 

“He’s going down South,” said José, sitting on the floor with his head 
in his hands and the almost-blond hair, the good, straight hair that could’ 
fall down over his forehead. 

“Where?’’ Poppa asked. 

I looked at José and felt sorry for me. I looked at the wall and said, 
“Down South. I joined the merchant marine and me and Brew’s going, 
and—” 

“Who? Brew? That’s that colored boy, ain’t it?” Poppa said. 
“—and I wanna find out what’s happening, and . . .” I wondered why 

everything I was saying didn’t sound like it was so important to anybody, 
including me. 1 wondered why James wasn’t there. I wondered why Sis 
wasn’t there... . , 

I walked away. Momma put her hand on me and she asked, “Why 
does it hurt you so to be un Negrito?”’ 

I shook my head and kept walking. I wished she could see inside mé. 
I wished she could see it didn’t hurt—so much. ‘ 
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“Judith Ortiz Cofer was born in Hormigueros, Puerto Rico, in 1952. She is the 
author of a novel, The Line of the Sun (1989); two poetry collections, Terms 
of Survival (1987) and Reaching for the Mainland (1987); a compilation 
of poems and personal essays, Silent Dancing: A Partial Remembrance of a 
Puerto Rican Childhood (1990); and The Latin Deli: Prose and Poetry 
(1993). Cofer’s work has appeared in numerous literary journals and anthologies 
and she has received fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts and 
the Whitter Binner Foundation. She resides in Georgia, where she is a professor 
of English and creative writing at the University of Georgia. 

Most of Cofer’s work reflects her struggle to create a history for herself out of a 
culturally ambiguous childhood spent traveling back and forth between the United 
States and Puerto Rico. In “Silent Dancing’’ she colorfully pieces together the 
images, sounds, smells, and faces of Puerto Rico in New Jersey. 

WE HAVE A HOME MOVIE OF THIS PARTY. SEVERAL TIMES MY MOTHER 
and Fhave watched it together, and I have asked questions about the silent revelers 
coming in.and out of focus. It is grainy and of short duration but a great visual 
aid-to. my first memory of life in Paterson at that time. And it is in color—the 
only complete scene in color I can recall ‘from those years. 
We lived in Puerto Rico until my brother was born in 1954. Soon 

after, because of economic Pressures on our growing family, my father 
joined the United States Navy. He was assigned to duty on a ship in


