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It was unclear in just what sense The Padre was a father.  This small, graying man had met us at the entrance to the La Vega Escuela Agricultura, and introduced himself next to a concrete Madonna.  Our school group missed his name, but the two large Dominican men who walked slightly behind him addressed him as “Padre.”  He led us through barns of twos of every kind in a slope-shouldered, toes out, hips forward, hands clasped in the small of the back walk.  A walk associated with contemplative old men, prophets, statesmen and the Godfather.  The Padre oversaw his agricultural school in glossy black shoes with tassels, pressed black pants, and a tropical shirt open one button too low.  He seemed to be the kind of man who gives sound advice followed by shady propositions, the kind of man who in the same morning could say “Ahh, Luis from what you have told me, your mother-in-law is feeling unneeded now that her daughter is in your care, perhaps if you buy her a small furry pet…” and then- “Luis, since it is also clear that these pets do not come cheaply, I have made arrangements for you to deliver this package to Miami.  If you chose not to accept this most attractive offer, with regrets I will order Tony and my other machos to take you deep into the banana plantation.  Comprende?”  

If The Padre did have this more sinister side he kept it well hidden in enthusiastic hospitality.  On the sweltering afternoon of our tour he kept saying “We will have refreshments, and bathrooms, lots of bathrooms.”  He said this after an hour of the tour, as we passed the tractor shed for the second time.  “As you can see the students like to take off some of the parts and sell them in town for money.”  He said it during the second hour as we stood around a tobacco plant, “The second most lucrative yet legal plant in all of the world.”  And he said it during the third hour when the tour began to feel like a march.  

Throughout The Padre remained remarkably cool and fresh.  He would frequently say “Whoo!  It is so hot, very hot here…” and flap his shirt front in and out, allowing his thick gold necklace to conduct heat from his body.  Or perhaps it was these quizzical little bursts of air and sound “Whoo!” that kept him cool.  Each time we asked a question, and he prepared an evasive answer it was as though someone had just poked him in a most surprising place-


“Padre, how do farmers who graze animals on steep hillsides prevent erosion?”


“Whoo!”  You see some have pigs, and some have cows, and some others have bunny rabbits, so it is really no problem.”


“Padre- how long before these mangoes ripen?”


“Whoo!  Who can say, for people are not mangoes afterall…

“Padre, why don’t Dominicans grow more star fruit, it’s so juicy and delicious?”


“Whoo!  They do not grow star fruit because they grow oranges, which as you can see is also a fruit which is orange.  It is not good to grow fruits of the same color on the same farm.  Bananas, they are yellow, and limes they are green, yes…  Refreshments! there will be refreshments and bathrooms, for both boys and for girls…”

 
Marching again toward the mirage of “refreshments” we stopped to lance blisters and watch boys play baseball.  

“Padre, why do you think some of the best baseball players in America are Dominican?”  

            “Whoo!  Clearly, Dominican boys have arms and legs, and heads with eyes, all of which allow them to play baseball.  Especially in America.”


After more sights and conversations that fade into the haze of that afternoon we again found ourselves next to the concrete Madonna, surrounded by concrete architectural splendor.  During the 1960’s Dominican architects managed to incorporate concrete shapes seen only at the bottom of swimming pools into the sides and roofs of their buildings.  The Padre pointed out “the bathrooms for both boys and for girls” and “a pond with swimming fishes” by which we could wait while he prepared refreshments.  We stared at the listless fishes from above until The Padre reappeared.  He beckoned us into the concrete slabs and down a long hallway.  On the way to a gloomy stairwell we passed walls lined with tarnishing trophies, and mug-shot type pictures of previous Padre’s.  Looming above our tired steps on the stairs was a two-story high mural of Jesus being crucified.  The artist had chosen the unique angle of a bird about to evacuate on his head, and a garish pink, yellow and purple color scheme.  And yet it was not ha-ha funny, it was uncomfortable laughter kind of funny.  And only got more so as we entered a room with a large table, set for twelve, with a “Last Supper” reproduction on the wall.  The Padre handed out crayon-colored sodas whose taste came purely from the suggestion of the color.  


“Whoo!  These Fig Newton’s are often hard to open” he said.  After wrestling the package open he handed us each a cookie.  As we ate he explained that the students grow experimental toxic molds in the room next door.  In the corner of this room underneath a gold-framed psalm were several emptying bottles of Canadian whiskey.  The Padre took long draws off his soda and wiped his lips with the back of his hand “Icy!” he said.  


Outside again, he stuffed cookies into our hands “Little souvenirs for you, of our time together”  Piled in the bed of the pickup we could see him standing next to the Madonna for a moment, before he turned on his heel, and we passed through the rusting gates.     


Perhaps this is all a fiction, an attempt to make a story of a long afternoon and an elusive personality.  The Padre may well ride a small scooter home each night through the dangerous La Vega intersections.  On a tree-lined street may be a tidy house kept by his wife and his mother.  He may have a name like Miguel Fernandez, a pet bunny named Garcia, and two daughters married, living in La Capital.  But if we were always to believe in the best of everyone there’d be no room for invention or imagination.  Without the refreshment and relief we take from our stories, how could we ever pass these long, humid afternoons?

