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		They come from miles around, men and women of all ages.  Luís hears the music from his porch, far down the mountain.  Iluminada’s brother heard his favorite song, Estoy enamorado de tí, when he rode his burro past the cement patio where the band was playing.  He rode home to Los Dajaos and told his friends to come to the fiesta.  Jos(’s sister’s family was invited to eat lunch before the dancing started, so he knew about it already.  And everyone knows that the American students will be there.  Eight American girls to dance with, and with this in mind, Jos( lingers an extra minute by the mirror.  Luís runs the comb one more time through his hair.


	As the word spreads, each person reaches beneath the crumpled T-shirts and mud-stained jeans, soiled from the week in the coffee fields, to find the neatly folded outfit that has not been worn since the holiday of the Three Kings.  A bright Hawaiian shirt.  Black pants, unfaded.  A silky skintight top, with a color and cut that will draw the eyes of the men.  Out of their casitas along the winding dirt roads, they emerge in their best clothes, the women freshly made up, the men smelling not of earth and sweat, but of sweet cologne.  The little girls scamper out in frilly white dresses, their hair carefully braided and secured with colored bands.  The boys are already learning to swagger in their black pants and white dress shirts.  Men, women and children climb onto motos and pile into the back of pickup trucks to head toward Carmen’s house.  








	I step out of Carmen’s house and see that the crowd has grown.  Little Miguelina stands out among the couples on the cement patio, dancing with her twin brother.  In a mass of locked arms and swaying hips, her head bobs at about waist level.  But already at age seven, her lithe brown body and dancing eyes draw stares.  The bachata is smooth and slow.  Tapping my finger against the plastic rim of my cup,  I stand in the coolness of the doorway, resting my legs.  Since the music started and I was whirled away to dance, I have not sat down.  When each song ends, another partner is waiting to catch my eye and grab my hand.  Sometimes the next song does not start right away.  Then I am left there, my hand locked in the grip of a strange man or boy, while I wonder if it is polite to gently pull it away.  Others approach to claim me for the next dance, and the current partner moves closer, signals with a nod or a pointed look that I am his for the next five minutes.  Five minutes I can endure, enjoy even—the hips that gracefully pull me into the rhythm of the bachata (not so close, I warn), the touch of another person, even if his hands are too moist and his smell too sweet for my liking.  


The older women are missing in this crowd.  And most of the younger ones are gathered along the cement wall by the road, watching.  I understand that we are the prize today, the eight American girls—all of us, any of us.  Carmen appears in the doorway behind me, amber liquid swinging in the little plastic cups on her tray.  I have not seen her dance, but her hair is freshly washed and pulled back.  She notices that I am not dancing and turns to me, brows drawn together as she smiles, “No te gusta la música?”


	“Of course.  I love the music.  I’m tired,” I try to explain.





	Across the road and up the hill, a white house gleams in the sunlight, vast and empty.  It glares at me, as I stand in the shadowed doorway of Carmen’s casita, my fingers resting lightly on the rough adobe walls that are the same clay red as the ground. Same as the mud that paints the mountainside, soaks into the river, and creeps up the legs of my pants when it rains.  The mansion up the hill was built by an outsider—it was the ingeniero who carved a highway out of the mountain so that cars could come to Los Marranitos. But the government that had commissioned the road was replaced, and the engineer could not pay his debts.  Now, on certain still afternoons when the winter sun streams through the upstairs curtains, the caretaker passes through the master bedroom to find the crisp white sheets rumpled and stained.  Even a vacant house can be made useful.  





The next song starts, and Fran(ois appears by my side, pulling me out to dance.  It is a merengue, but I notice that he is following some internal rhythm, not the rhythm the Dominicans are following.  I wonder what dances he learned as a child in Haiti, if he still remembers how he danced when he was sixteen.  He is taller than the men here, and he bends his lanky frame towards me so that his face hovers just inches from my own.  I turn my head as far as I can and try not to notice that every time he breathes, I can feel the moist air on my cheek.  He is dressed in black—tight black jeans and a black team jersey.  His cologne swallows the air.  I look down at the place where our arms cross, between my waist and his shirtsleeve, and the contrast of our skin is like night and day—his pure black and mine pale and lightly freckled.  Instead of the right hand, his left hand holds mine, pulling it in a swinging motion, back and forth, in his own peculiar rhythm.  


I wonder if he remembers the conversation we had yesterday, while we were planting lettuce in the garden.  I wanted to practice my French, but he was struggling to recall the words, and he spoke to me in a strange mix of Spanish, and some French and Kreyol.  He wanted to know my name, and when I told him the Spanish version that I use here, he took a pencil from his pocket and scrawled Catarina in crooked, painstaking letters.  Then he asked for my address, and he told me to send him a postcard from France.  I tried to explain that France was very far from where I lived, and it could be years before I visited again.  Then he asked how old I am.  I answered twenty-one.


“I am thirty-three,” he told me that day, cradling his bottle of seeds and drawing the words out carefully.  “And you, twenty-one.”


“Yes.”


“Twelve years, is it too much?”


My eyebrows shot up, and I was speechless. 


“I want a woman, to live with me,” he continued, but then he was throwing in too many Kreyol words, and I could only catch bits and pieces.  Something about a house…children…living here.  I realized that he was asking me if I wanted the job.  He wanted an American wife.  


“But I already have a boyfriend,” I told him.


He paused briefly before continuing to list all the things he would offer a woman.  But again I was lost in the unfamiliar Kreyol words.  





Now we are two mute strangers.  I look down again at my hand on his shirtsleeve and the skin is smooth.  The hand of a student, not a farm laborer.  Not a country wife.  There is just a single callus, a pencil rubbing on my index finger.  Yesterday I wondered how he could ever believe that a life of domestic labor and a brood of children in the little house of a stranger could appeal to me.  


But today I realize that he never expected me to say yes.  He asked for the same reasons that bring the word love to the lips of Dominican men, whenever they find themselves standing in a group of American girls.  Always, somewhere in the conversation comes the question, expectant eyes turned toward us, “Could you fall in love with un dominicano?” The women ask this question too and watch our reactions closely.  “Of course,” we quickly answer, “if we are good friends, if we have a lot in common.” It is hard to explain.  Common interests do not feed children or keep a house clean.  The smiles are skeptical.  


Behind me, a couple moves closer on the dance floor, so that the bodies touch from head to toe.  A boy yells, “They’re falling in love!” 








Miguelo arrives, but his wife is not with him.  His ring gleams on his right hand, a sign to the whole village that he is one of the lucky ones—he went to university.  We know his story—we heard it one morning when we were lounging in the sun by the vacant engineer’s house.  His first wife was a very aggressive woman, that’s what he told us.  So he left her and found a younger woman, one he could still raise.  They married two years ago, when he was twenty-eight and she was sixteen.  I pictured myself at age sixteen, driving to high school every day, long afternoons at tennis practice, violin lessons.  We also heard about the man who is married now to his sixth wife, who has moved from one woman to the next like they are pairs of pants, that he can use and then discard when they start to wear around the edges.  But Carmen’s four children are unique, because they are siblings de madre y padre, of the same mother and father.  


Locally, this little house is called la casa de Carmen.  It is Carmen, not her husband, who spends her days here, washing and cooking.  Since she started cooking lunch for the wage workers every day, her children have been able to start school. Bolo is the oldest, and had to wait until he was twelve, though his father could have afforded the uniform long ago.  Now he is fifteen, and the nine year olds tease him because he can’t read.  But what good is reading and writing when there is a letter writer to send messages to your relatives, and coffee beans grow on trees, not in storybooks.  Miguel is a good man, the villagers say—he always puts food on the table.  








The dance ends and I thank Fran(ois, wiping the sweat from my left hand onto my jeans.  I sink into the wooden bench.  Carmen is still weaving through the guests with the tray of cups, the ice melting in the late afternoon sun.  I see Fredy, standing with other men beneath the shelter of the porch, reaching for a drink.  Carmen told us that he and his wife had agreed never to speak to each other again.  That was nineteen years ago, and in that time they have still managed to produce three children.  Carmen’s little Miguelina is prancing around the benches where we sit, the Americans, her small head dwarfed by a pair of black sunglasses.  She lets out a shriek of laughter when I grin at her.  The other children have wandered off to the dirt road to play, the bright dresses flitting back and forth like butterflies.  Everywhere around me is color—the bright clothes of the dancers, the pink, orange and green of the winter garden, the green of the steep mountains that fall to where the river creeps along the valley floor, and then rise sharply again, folding and unfolding, as far as I can see.  I look up again and see that Bolo has just arrived. 








The night four of us stayed up here at the casita, Bolo taught me to dance merengue and bachata.  One hand locked in his, his arm around my waist, his hips approaching mine, I also learned to keep my arms stiff.  Otherwise the distance between our bodies would suddenly close.  Fifteen years old, and I am twenty one, but age is not an issue in this culture.  “(Tienes un novio(” he asked me that night, as he had asked Candice the night before, and Liz the night before that.


I thought of my boyfriend back in frigid Connecticut and said sí, smiling.


“But do you have a boyfriend here in the Dominican Republic?” he persisted, his eyes seeking mine.


I told him that my boyfriend was very special, and that I couldn’t have more than one.  But still the space between us closed suddenly when I relaxed my arms.  


“I want an American girlfriend,” he confided, grinning at me.  I had no answer.  I thought of the spring two years ago when Adam and I met.  I was not looking for romance.  When we finally went on a date, he took me to a drive-in restaurant and we laid on a blanket in the grass, talking so long that the sun set and our dinner grew cold on the paper plates.  


A few minutes later, Bolo said, “I want to fall in love right now.”





I look at him now, one of the smoothest dancers in the crowd of men, the easiest to follow.  He grins at me as the band switches back to bachata, to a song I have already heard today, “Estoy enamorado de tí…”  He reaches for my hand and pulls me back out into the crowd.  Bolo would rather work in the fields and earn a man’s wages, Carmen told us yesterday, than go to school.  He wants it all right now.


  





When the song ends, Miguelina drops her brother’s hand and runs back to the benches.  The four guys in our group are there, throwing back cups of rum and watching the other eight of us float past with various partners.  I comment that I have not had time to finish my rum and coke.  “Are you kidding?” Tim laughs.  “I’ve had four already.”  The Dominican girls line the wall, but a woman cannot ask a man to dance.  Only Miguelina is young enough and bold enough to flit back and forth between her tiny playmates and the American men.  Her flowered skirt lifts and flutters around her as she runs, pale fabric against coffee colored skin.  I see her tiptoe behind Mike and tap him on the shoulder.  She watches him out of the corner of her eye when he turns around to look, her head tilted.  Her dimples give her away.  Carmen has stepped back inside and I hear the pots and pans from lunch banging in the kitchen, the symphony of a life.  I watch Miguelina, the dancing eyes and flirtatious smiles, and try to imagine a tiny Carmen.  I cannot shrink the shy, broad mother to the size of her nymph-like daughter.  I try it in reverse, imagining a grown-up Miguelina.  But I cannot picture her sitting quietly in a rocking chair while the family around her dances merengue.  Or bending over the fogón, stirring rice and habichuelas in the kettles, the way her mother spends all her days.  I can see only the dimples and the light in her eyes, and I will them to stay there.





Next to me, a man has his arm around a young girl.  She stands silently beside him, watching, while he talks to his friends, and his grip on her shoulder is a sign to other men that she is not available.  She is the youngest and most beautiful of the adolescents here.  But his eyes wander toward the crowd of Americans, up and down our bare legs, seeking a response first in one face, then another.  We have learned the game and the dance—the mock courtship of smiles and gently rejected offers.  It is rude not to play.  


Nearby, another adolescent stands with a group of girls, absentmindedly rocking an infant while she watches the dancing.  The baby squirms in her arms and she shifts him to her other shoulder with a quick, practiced motion.  This time I do not try to imagine myself at her age—this girl is already older than I am.  She is supporting another life in her arms, and where is the man who owns half of this child? Tugging on the hand of a friend’s sister, or an American girl, as the next song begins.  Or maybe he is not here today—he is in the capital, with his girlfriend and children there.  If he is gone for good, she must find another to take his place.  A country woman, a campesina, has no income of her own.  I sit down with a cup of coke, no rum, and tell the men who approach, pulling at my hand, that I am resting.  








Now black pants swagger past me. A little girl skips in circles around the bench.  In front of me, a Haitian worker passes, his head bent, left hand pulsing to a beat that no one else can hear.  Local men pull their American partners to the outer fringe of the crowd, a parade for their friends.  Over the next mountain, a silent woman sits at home while the father of her three children dances and takes long gulps of Dominican rum. A slim man passes an afternoon without once asking his wife to dance.  But she does not notice—she is washing pots in the kitchen and carrying the tray of drinks back and forth, back and forth, her quiet footsteps following a bachata rhythm.  All this is going on, while the band croons love songs and the couples on the patio move together, their hips pressing closer as the afternoon sun fades.  Soon they will start to leave, the motors revving and crowds filling up the beds of the trucks.  And tonight, who knows? Another dance, and another man who does not come home to his wife.  Another seed planted, a union formed, and a man and woman make love without speaking, the first of many nights.  


�PAGE  �








�PAGE  �3�














