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A Final Installment

Ernesto Quiñonez

Earth receive an honored guest,
Edward Rivera is laid to rest.

Drawing at his room in 9-11 East 107 St. spring 1958 .
Photograph courtesy of the Rivera family.
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In the spring semester of 1990 Ed
Rivera found himself with a mutiny in his hands. The class had just read How the Garcia
Girls Lost Their Accents, and we were damn sure not going to read Isabelle Allende’s Eva
Luna. We felt that one book by a privileged Latin American writing as if she was a poor
girl from the hills was enough. “That doesn’t matter,” Ed had said, “If it’s good, it’s good.”
But we felt that Allende was bad, a third-rate García Márquez. There was a poet in our
class, and she had taken Ed before. She told Ed that we would read Allende’s Eva Luna
only if we could write a paper comparing it to a novel of choice. Ed agreed. She chose his
book, Family Installments. I remember Ed smiling to himself, and then saying, “What’s to
compare? Allende is a third-rate García Márquez. I’m a second-rate García Márquez.”

It was the first time I had heard that Ed had written a book. So naturally I went to
the store to buy it. I read it over the summer break and found that the first three
chapters were brilliant. Ed had taken from García Márquez but he had turned and
stretched that influence, making it his own. The Puerto Rican village of Bautabarro
was very much like Macondo but it was Ed’s creation. Then something happened, the
story took a twist. The characters moved to Spanish Harlem. That’s when the book
sang to me. I had no idea that Ed was raised in the same neighborhood as I was and
that, although a generation apart, his upbringing wasn’t all that different from that of
mine. When I read the chapter titled, “In black turf,” I saw myself and the friends I
had grown up with in Ed’s characters. That summer I read Family Installments twice,
and when the fall semester at City College began, I took another one of Ed’s courses.
I brought Family Installments with me to class. When Ed saw his book he took it from
my hand and said, “This book is good for wrapping fish.”
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Anyone who has read Family
Installments knows that’s not true. The
mere fact that the book is still in print,
after all these years, is a testament to it as
a classic. But anyone who knew Ed Rivera
would also know that Ed couldn’t take a
compliment let alone give himself one. I
truly believe though, that Ed was very
proud of his novel; it was just his nature
not to blow his own horn and to shush
who tried to play it for him. I do know
that he was very angry at the publishers for
marketing the book as “a memoir.” It was a
novel. It was fiction. It was one of the
reasons Ed turned his back to the
publishing world. The fact that his agent
or editor were not at his wake was
evidence that the cold publishing world
was something Ed despised and had
broken away from many years ago. I
remember when we were at the bookstore
Papyrus on 114th street and Broadway,
looking at books. I picked up Family
Installments and noticed it had a new
jacket. Instead of the painting of a newly
arrived immigrant looking up at fire
escapes, it now had a true to life
photograph of kids splashing in water
from an open hydrant. I showed it to Ed
and he laughed. New jacket or not, it was
still shelved under nonfiction. “If I had
written a memoir,” Ed joked, “The book
would have had a lot more sex.”

Ed liked to keep his private life
private, as was his right. But that didn’t
mean he was a sexless hermit, a nerd who
only read books and taught literature. Ed
had a very balanced life of work and play.
He had his share of girlfriends. I would
always kid him about his latest “mystery
woman,” and he would say, “Don’t worry,
you’ll read about it.” One of them was
even a roommate of mine.

Ed Rivera loved books and loved even
more to give them away. Besides his family,
books were his true loves. His apartment
had more books than clothes or food
because books were what sustained him. I
still have all the books he “lent” me. But

Ed’s truest gifts lay in his generosity, in the
way he offered you literature in the name
of friendship. Ed’s classes were extensions
of himself—subtle, unpretentious, and
humble, but with a hidden fire
underneath. Ed knew his subjects well and
could relate to his students. When he
addressed the class he seemed to have a
natural, unassuming way about him. I
would later find out how much work he’d
put in his courses. How at times he’d
spend whole weekends reading, preparing.
Yet Ed preferred letting his students find
the arguments, or if any, the answers. He
hated the intellectual approach of
lecturing and studying literature as a
reflection of history or a search for social
patterns. Simply put, he would say,
“Society? Phooey. What does this book
have to do with you, and what’s in it for
you if you read it?”

Ed didn’t teach literature like some
angry academic or a bitter failed novelist.
He so much loved language that his
classes were more an emotional response
than a critical one. He forced us to look
at literature from an intellectual but
personal level. That is why the books he
taught became important to me, and I’d
treat them like parts of my being. They
became souvenirs of my life, and I’d
always be linked to them. 

The last time I saw Ed we had met at
a Barnes and Noble to go hear Abraham 
Rodríguez read from his new novel. It
was a triumph for Ed to have two of his
students follow in his footsteps. There
are more on the way, I had told him. He
smiled at me but looked weak, and his
voice was hoarse. After the reading, he
invited me to look around the store with
him, to look at books the way we had
done a few times before. I had to go meet
someone for dinner so I told him I
couldn’t stay. “It’s all right,” he said and
we made plans to get coffee the following
week. That same weekend I got a
message that Ed had died. I was very
angry at first. Then I thought, why? He
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had a good life. Short, but great. All these
brilliant highlights. He had helped many
people and had been a witness to many of
his students’ successes. I wasn’t so angry
anymore; I knew the wake would be filled
with students. And certainly it was, as
many students came to pay their respects.

There is a part at the end of Family
Installments that has always stayed with
me. It is near the end, when the Aunt
tells the narrator, “He was a very strange
private type. The kind that spend their
lives locked up in rooms with books and

other manias, as if doing penance for
something. Don’t take after him,
whatever you do.” Of course the narrator
doesn’t agree. “One could do worse,” he
says. I think Ed was talking to me. It was
one of the many reasons I loved him and
valued his friendship. Ed had a
wonderful life and that is why “Today I
joyfully type the word death.” I can only
hope that his best qualities are now a
part of me. I intend to honor his life by
practicing the things Ed loved most:
writing, teaching, and friendship. 
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On the stoop of 9-11 East 107 St. 1972 .
Photograph courtesy of the Rivera family.
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