
Holidays in the Heights
How our community came together when kids
needed us most.
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Jesús’s Christmas tree was lit with 200 lights and adorned with charamicos
— wood and straw folk art made into angels, deer, and wreaths; estrellas de
Navidad — poinsettias that grow outdoors in the Dominican Republic, which
a neighbor picked up during a recent trip; and glass figurines of the Three
Kings. Complementing the tree was a nativity scene draped in tassels that his
mother, Yolonda, had lovingly arranged on the fire escape outside their
apartment.

Navidad is such an important holiday that it can’t be celebrated in just one
day. In the Dominican Republic it lasts three months, from mid-October to
mid-January, and is filled with caroling, fireworks, and feasts. Though
Yolonda couldn’t afford to travel to mi país — my country — to see extended
relatives, she was elated that this was the first Christmas in 10 years she’d be
celebrating with Jesús and his brother, Pablo. And Jesús was thrilled to



decorate early with his family as their dog Nunu scampered underfoot.

Navidad is such an important holiday that it
can’t be celebrated in just one day.

One night, while everyone was sleeping and the tree stood in its illuminated
glory, a spark ignited in an electrical outlet and lit the tree’s apron. The fire
quickly spread upwards, devouring the charimocos, estrellas de Navidad,
and Three Kings. A needle broke off and tumbled onto the couch, igniting it,
too. Nunu barked frantically, bolting from room to room, trying to wake his
humans, but because he was always rambunctious, no one paid attention.

Then Jesús felt the heat, and roused Yolonda and Pablo. Coughing, they ran
into the living room, past the leaping and crackling flames, and out of the
apartment, as Nunu galloped through the halls, waking the neighbors.

"Nunu!" Jesús shouted as his family tore down the stairs, but Nunu wasn’t
behind them.

The building’s residents huddled together on the arctic sidewalk as black
smoke billowed from the building. "My dog’s in there!" Jesús cried as
firefighters rushed in. He tried following them but they pushed him away.
The police escorted everyone across the street where they watched men
battling the blazing beast. Flames bolted to the sky. Ashes fell to the ground.
Glancing up at his fire escape, Jesús was horrified to see the nativity scene —
Mary, Joseph, and the baby Jesus draped in tassels — melting.

The fire quickly spread upwards, devouring the
charimocos, estrellas de Navidad, and Three
Kings.

Twenty minutes later the fire was extinguished. While some people had to be



treated for minor burns and smoke inhalation, everyone survived — except
Nunu, who continued running through the building, making sure everyone
got out safely. He’d sacrificed his own life for the lives of human beings, a
Christmas gift unlike any other.

Jesús’s family was one of three left homeless. The Red Cross provided them
with a few basic necessities, but they couldn’t help with housing. His aunt
Adelaida, who’d raised him and Pablo when Yolonda was in prison, was
grappling with her own problems and facing eviction because of the rising
rents in Washington Heights. They refused to burden her and moved to a
shelter in Brooklyn.

I discovered what had happened from Nerida, who lived across the street
from Jesús and had seen his building burning; she’s the one who’d called the
fire department. In our English class, when Jesús had gone to the bathroom,
Nerida hurried to my desk and told me the whole story. She was gathering
donations for him, which had to be done discreetly, since he was too proud to
accept handouts. I told her to count me in.

The feast was a tradition borne of the
understanding that many kids endured trying
holiday seasons.

The donation drive was a resounding success, with administration, faculty,
staff, and students pitching in to make Jesús’s family’s holiday season a little
bit brighter. Nerida’s efforts had resulted in five Hefty bags brimming with
clothes, food, and toiletries. Students delivered them on Thanksgiving, riding
two hours on the subway to the Brooklyn shelter, and scrambling back to
their own families just in time for dinner.

Just before Christmas, the school threw a party for students in the cafeteria,
with faculty and staff serving them a delectable buffet. Jesús wore a brilliant



navy blue sweater that math teacher Dan had bought him. He moved down
the buffet line, eyeing the pork, chicken, and lamb; empañadas with beef;
roasted and mashed potatoes; and an assortment of sweets. When he got to
my station, I piled roast chicken and mashed potatoes onto his plate. He
thanked me and moved on to Nurse Belkis, who poured gravy on top, then to
veteran teacher Bea, who crowned his tray with a fat piece of chocolate
mousse cake and punctuated it with, "Mm, good!"

Started by Principal Sorrento, Assistant Principal Mitchell, and Bea, with
supervision by Nurse Belkis, who did all the cooking, the feast was a tradition
borne of the understanding that many kids endured trying holiday seasons.
Jesús wasn’t alone; in the last few weeks, a girl’s mom’s cancer had
metastasized; a boy witnessed his cousin getting stabbed outside their first
floor window; and one kid was crossing St. Nicholas Avenue heading to lunch
when a speeding car struck and killed her.

If our students started wallowing in self pity,
their resilience would be crushed. And they were
nothing if not resilient.

As students proceeded down the buffet line, a couple of teachers whispered
about the kids’ adversities. History teacher Eduardo — nicknamed "The Rat"
because he spied on teachers and students alike and then informed on them
to the administration — seemed to bask in the kids’ problems, his beady eyes
alighting with each new tale of woe. And his friend Carly, an English teacher
who spoke in the slow and didactic manner common to educators, whispered,
"Our kids have the worst lives," to which The Rat nodded, a smile detectable
on his thin, chapped lips.

I wasn’t the only one who’d witnessed the exchange. Nurse Belkis had, too —
and so did Jesús and Nerida, who gasped like they’d been gut-punched.
Though I was a new teacher, I understood how harmful these comments were



and was furious with Carly and the Rat. When I was a newly arrived Soviet
refugee, the teachers at my public school in Queens never felt sorry for me;
they understood that pity and compassion were not the same. While a
compassionate person was able to walk in someone else’s shoes and offer
strategic help, a pitier put himself on a pedestal from which he bestowed
nothing but condescending emotion. It was dehumanizing and crippling.
Belkis and I shot each other knowing looks; if our students started wallowing
in self-pity, their resilience would be crushed. And they were nothing if not
resilient.

She told them that no one can make them feel
badly about their lives unless they let them.

Jesús hadn’t been late to school a single time despite his long commute from
Brooklyn. And Nerida attended Dan’s math tutoring sessions each morning
before school, although she had an "A" in his class, was exhausted from
caring for her younger siblings, and tossed and turned at night, afraid of
getting dragged out of bed by the authorities and sent back to the Dominican
Republic. But she knew that education was her ticket out of poverty, so she
seized every opportunity. Inspired by Nerida’s ambition, Dan created
complex assignments just for her. She, in turn, told him that he was very nice
and that she prayed every day that her mom would marry a man equally nice.

Belkis motioned for me to join her as she approached Jesús and Nerida, who
moved their food around their plates without taking a bite. She told them that
no one can make them feel badly about their lives unless they let them. I said
that life wasn’t about how big your problems were, but about how you dealt
with them. Then Belkis explained that some people get pleasure out of other
people’s pain because it assuages whatever pain they themselves may be
feeling.

Jesús and Nerida stirred in their seats, absorbing what Belkis had said, and



looked over at Carly and the Rat. The kids’ eyes lit up with compassion, not
pity, and in that moment, the teachers were humanized.

"Never give up!" I ordered.

"Nunca te rindas!" Belkis beseeched.

"Nunca te rindas!" Jesús and Nerida repeated in unison. Then they dug into
the roast chicken, mashed potatoes, empañadas, and chocolate cake on their
plates.
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