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WRITING IN THE WILDS!


Three years ago Bill and I bought some land in the mountains of the Dominican Republic.  We wanted to get involved in some sort of service project in my native country.  When we discovered a mountain area where the local farmers (campesinos) had started a cooperative dedicated to organic, shade grown coffee, we decided to join them.  We bought sixty acres, and then another sixty, and then a hundred and sixty more.  The project grew.  We named it Alta Gracia after our national virgencita, La Virgencita de la Altagracia.  We did so, in part to honor a Dominican icon, a female at that, but also because her name, Alta Gracia, fit the spot, a place high in the mountains, alta.  A place from which grace might spread, gracia.  


Alta Gracia.


What we hoped was that the farm would become a model of sustainable agricultural methods for the local campesinos.  That it would provide a resource center for all the growers, returning a share of the coffee profits back to the people and the community.  Eventually, the farm would fund an educational center for the local people and for artists (in the broadest sense) who would come to do their work and join in the life of the farm and the community.  Already, after three years, we have begun to sell our own coffee and our neighbors’ coffee in the local co-op and on the web.


In January 2000 we took a shaky step in the direction of the second, educational part of the project.  Twelve Middlebury College students, adventurers on paper and in spirit, joined Bill and me for a winter term course called WRITING IN THE WILDS.  They were our guinea pigs to see if our concept could work--an internship that would immerse students in the community, working side by side with the campesinos (in the schools, on the farm, cooking, composting), and also attending a three-to-four hour writing workshop daily.  As an educator, I am more and more concerned about our academies becoming gated communities where students are protected from the realities of a large number of the world’s people.  No matter how rich an education students receive from the best teachers in the best facilities, they are the poorer for having only a privileged, diminished experience of the world.


Twelve hardy souls joined us:  Alexa Gilbert, Mike Kautz, Scott Leach, Liz Lokey, Corinna Luyken, M. C. Maxwell, Sunny Park, Rosa Maria Rogers, Sara Stewart, Tim Sullivan, Sisa Suriel, Candice Wilson.  


These twelve gifted students worked hard to integrate all the parts of their experience (from farming with the campesinos to learning Dominican Spanish to sleeping in their homes, dancing on their patios, climbing the tallest mountain in the Caribbean, spending a weekend at the beach, harvesting and cooking food for our lunches, working late hours to prepare for the next morning class).  They worked hard to become better writers.  They left behind a lot of grace at Alta Gracia among the campesinos and their families.  


This little book shows what they brought back with them on paper .

Julia Alvarez

Bill Eichner
Arrival Renga

Scott Leach, Sisa Suriel, Sunny Park, Corinna Luyken, Mike Kautz, R. M. Rogers, Sara Stewart,

 M.C. Maxwell, Liz Lokey, Tim Sullivan, Alexa Gilbert, Candice Wilson, and Julia Alvarez

Plane to Santo Domingo

from this height all houses 

look the same.

A tropical breeze

blows on a distant palm tree.

Where is Disney Land?

Packed like eggs in the

back of a pickup.

Sore butts anyone?

Driving up the mountain,

orange, yellow, blue and green--

rain ponchos blooming.

Houses are balanced

disobeying the hillside--

Mountain Casitas.

Somehow these mountains 

hold the weight of heavy rains

and this boy in field boots.

Wings that glitter green--

the Hispañola parrot’s

aerial greeting.

Crazy hair, small feet, 

stares from the side of the road--

Who’s looking at who?

On a mountain road

the brown of your skin

makes me colder.

Shiny motorcycle

pops a wheelie and winks--

latin machismo.

Father, daughter, son:

huddled in that order—

a motorcycle.

A woman on the road--

relaxed hips,

easy shoulders.

A gnarled-face woman

takes her water in bottles

from a split in the road.

Cement truck,

blowing kisses,

Jarabacoa.

Even in winter

Supersoakers soak the streets:

Jarabacoa.

The sky opens wide

and rain pours from heavy clouds—

a chill in the air.

From palm-thatched rooftop

drips winter rainwater

down the back of my neck.

Plinking on the zinc roof,

ebbs and flows the merengue

from the bar.

Our tin roof song ends--

rain stops falling,

silence begins.

The air is heavy

with the voice of the river--

sleepy eyes close.

Night rain and sleep stops--

Is all this distant cheering

the village roosters?

A cock’s call cuts 

dark thread of horizon--

shadows released on the field.

Rain all night

and in the morning, laundry

still not dry.

Shackled, fat pig groans,

a farmer hones his machete—

for breakfast, bacon!

Yucca for breakfast,

beans and rice for lunch--

where do the days go?

What could be better

than honey on pancakes?

Maybe less honey?

Mist in the valley,

a hidden river yodels--

currents sure and fast.

Smelling the warm air

reminds me of August nights

finishing the summer.

Mud, like a nosebleed,

stains my unprepared feet--

Yet I travel on.

Hands pulled from the soil,

an earth-worn wave, a gentle shake--

los campesinos.

One heart holds the beat

behind weary eyes and feet--

campesino life.

The kid in the sun whose

knife cuts at boot rubber looks up--

How am I doing?

Coffee beans scatter,

spread and smoothed in the sun--

front-porch afternoon.

Bananas hanging

unmoved by the gushing wind—

good harvest.

In the midst of weeds

like startled butterflies--

flowers discovered.

Focused silence, sliding pens--

why don't we sing

like crickets?

(writing a haiku-

am i pulling teeth?)

Life of a poet--

to be spent carving the world

from a cube of ice.

A poetry reading inside

brings wide brown eyes

to the slated window.

On the sunny hillside

mountains reel, browned men work, hard

to keep our eyes on paper.

Visiting students--

by month’s end they are part of

our blood familia.

Mother of five,

she points at hollow shelves, 

“Take all that you need.”

I shout, “Please slow down!”

Carlos smiles sweetly, nodding,

and spurs the horse on.

Recollecting the adage,

You must respect your elders,

as he presses me closer.

For one still moment,

Miguelina and I dance,

removed from the men.

She lives in bare feet,

Mud stains on her legs and dress--

only six years old?

Little, bare-footed girl,

solemn eyes in too-small face--

so young, soon so old.

A lone man stoops,

losing himself in the folds

of a twilight field.

Eastern slant of sun

between blue-exhaust streets

stops two men walking

The work of the day 

is through--across the high fields

shadows light the windows.

(I caught your eyes

--two sparrows alight

leave a branch trembling.

In this room of sheets,

your dress falls so softly

the walls quiver.)

Francois’ gold earring

each night under his pillow--

a rich obrero.

Late into the night

in the light of a bare bulb--

an old man reading.

¡Adios!  We climb on 

the truck--How to let go of

a part of your heart?

Reflections 2000

Candice Wilson

Las Terrenas

Facing the mirror

correcting a crumpled dress

that will not uncrumple

Smoothing tangled hair:

mirror, mirror, on the wall,

Snow White lives here no more

A familiar route

of liquid red on curved lips—

a dark siren’s call

A lover’s moon drifts,

alone in the blackened sky. 

She turns off the lights

Hemorrhaging moon—

in its wake: a trail of blood

stains the surging waves

Like a burning eye

the red moon illuminates

faces in the dark

Slick sands gleam wetly

raised red dress reveals her knees

dimpled in the night

She settles her mask

slowly, moistens ruby lips

provocatively

Her eyes capture his—

once again the same routine

for one full night— his

She closes the door,

worn foreign bills exchange hands,

again the same words

He mouths, I love you,
the moon bright through the window

floods her open eyes
Afterwards he smiles

his absent hand pats her head—

she smiles, absently

*           *           *

Cabarette

The night breathes softly

stirring sands along the shore—

my footprints dissolve

The smell of the sea

lingers on sun-soaked dark skin,

eyes burning with salt

A pregnant, pale moon

rides low upon midnight clouds,

heavy with moisture

Above, a star falls

an angel flung from the skies

no one to catch it

Moonlight on water

reveals my wavering face,

small against the stars

And for one moment

a face surrounded by stars

floats on clear water

Clouds blindfold the moon,

falling rain like skipping stones—

ripples on water

The hidden moon leaves

only shadows on the shore—

left without a face

*      *      *
Pico Duarte

Reaching the campsite 

unable to catch my breath—

reaching for the phone

So hard to describe

the sound of the wind at night…

like a cold mule’s cry

Wrapped inside the womb

of a thermal sleeping-bag,

eyes squeezed tightly shut

Wishing for daylight—

until it coldly arrives

with frost on its breath 

Skiing in red mud

Iguana leans right, I left…

left without a mule

Trapped in a nightmare

of digestive red muck, ah!

the Venus-fly trap

Staggering in mud

Every boulder calls my name—

I greet them each time

A ladder of roots

I climb up into the skies,

still not high enough!

From here I can see,

the distance I have traveled—

a second in time

On my narrow path

small clusters of flowers bloom—

the smell of twilight

Camera eager,

I pause to capture the view,

alone, on the trail

From out of the mist

a lone rider approaches,

I rise to meet him

Eyes rooted to ground, 

ascending, others descend—

smiles urging me on

Scaling the summit

How lovely to see…nothing

at the top of the world

*     *     *

Francois

The Haitian, Francois:

a man known by many names

except for his real one

Living secretly

in a country that scorns him,

forced to forget patois

Winking in and out

like an eye upon his ear—

a small gold earring

Feet in heavy boots

he trudges up muddy hills,

as though level land

Another day’s work

working with coffee

on land that’s not his

Dirty, work-worn hands

cradle tiny coffee plants,

head bowed in the sun

*           *           *

Snapshots

The blue tarp flies free

we mimic “The Three Monkeys”

and leap for the ties

Like migrating birds,

always making each home theirs,

flying between homes

Hands supporting hers,

they lay the final boulder

to preserve their home

*            *            *

The Dance Club
       The dance music coils sinuously around my spine to settle like wine within my mind.  My body, feeling disconnected from rational thought, declares “mutiny” and proclaims independence through a series of dance moves akin to a mental patient having an epileptic fit.  Suddenly tired, my dance partner excuses himself and melts into the shadows only to reemerge a few moments later with a buxom girl in tow for the next dance.  He avoids my eyes and I smile.  For now it is just the music and I — alone in the midst of hundreds, old friends who go back a long way.  And I loosen myself to the embrace of the melody.  Like a body without bones I sink, lost in a world of fluttering lights, surrounded by a constellation of whirling faces painted in shades of day and night.

Awake in a dream,

And falling without moving

Inebriated.

A Portrait of Bolo

       “I love you,” Bolo says, peering sincerely into my eyes as we dance to the wafting Bachata music.  My eyes open wide as I stare down at his movie-star-like features.  

“Don’t you really mean that you love Rosa Maria?” I struggle out in Spanish, sure that I had misunderstood the ardent words spoken from the fifteen year-old mouth.   

“Sure I do,” he helpfully agrees.  I smile in relief.  Bolo grins.  “But I love you too.”  

“And what about Corinna?” I inquire after a moment, indicating the other American girl dancing on the packed patio.  “Do you love her also?”  Bolo turns his head and regards Corinna intensely for half a minute.  “I don’t know, I have not danced with her yet.”  He smiles, the smile of a lover.  “So…do you have a boyfriend in the States?”    

A Love Story

Mary Catherine Maxwell


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.  
Haiku

Mike Kautz

Night rain and sleep stops

Is all this distant cheering

the village roosters?

Driving bad roads fast

he explains, Yo soy Santos

solo de nombre

Eastern slant of sun

between blue-exhaust streets

stops two men walking

On a mountain road

the brown of your skin

makes me colder

A worn-out saying

becomes a situation:

Ants in my pants!

Somehow these mountains 

hold the weight of heavy rains

and this boy in field boots

life of a poet

to be spent carving the world

from a cube of ice

the work of the day 

is over across the high fields

shadows pass in windows

Francois’ gold earing

each night under his pillow-

a rich obrero

In this room of sheets

your dress falls so softly

the walls quiver

late into the night

in the light of a bare bulb

an old man reading

EARLY ATTEMPTS AT HAIKU

My grandmother is embarrassed

to be caught

in rollers.  

But this woman 

walks a muddy road

with straight shoulders

and dark new curls

setting before the rain

Aggressive bare breasts

of women in the waves

are sirens to men

who can’t swim on the shore

A hairy old man

A woman who will eat him

A symbiosis

Slink hipped Latin dancers

cried themselves to sleep, her name:

Rosa Maria

chicas americanas 

stand on the edge of the road

fighting and soaking in stares

once naked it seems

so much furthur to the sea

to drown our outlines

Dominican Republic, 2000

Elizabeth Lokey

Anticipation

Finally awake

I wander --

where I belong.


Traveling infuses me with life.  My brain is sharper and senses heightened as if I am breathing pure oxygen.  As I encounter new people, even my heart opens up.  No matter how many details the guidebooks have, adventure and the unexpected are the only certain components of a trip.

Gleaming white sneakers

revel in the earth 

stepping out of bounds.

Scenes from the Camioneta

On our first ascent of the winding mountain road for writing class at Alta Gracia, Julia and Bill’s coffee farm, I find myself longing to peek outside of our camioneta’s blue tarp that keeps us dry and warm, but isolated from the land and people we had come to meet.  


Finally sick of sneaking glances through the crack between the tarp and truck, I decide to lift the taut tarp. My head now protrudes from the side of the truck exposed to the wind, water, and whatever else that is to come. 


My first fleeting image of Dominican life is the carcass of a cow on its back with its hooves in the air slit open from udder to neck.  Its belly skin is stretched out and pinned to the ground exposing its entrails to a small crowd of onlookers.  Two young boys eagerly hunch over the carcass with their hands on their knees as if they are catching their breath in a soccer match.  Instead of air, they inhale an equally important vital element, knowledge of their alimentación.


After this split second encounter with the world, I duck back under the blue tarp.  The boys of the campo must understand their animals to eat them; I must live in ignorance of my carnal nourishment in order to swallow it.

This slaughtered beast couldn’t be

how my sausage-egg Mcmuffin 

comes to me!

As we ascend and descend a steep drainage in the mountains, water rushes down ravines and between houses.  I am impressed at the ingenious uses of these streams.  In addition to trapping water for pools to accompany roadside merengue bars and using river rocks as advertising space for presidential candidates, this running water serves as a washing machine.

However do they 

get clean bathing in the river --

wash water of neighbors.


Nearly every house we pass bears wrought-iron rods, which protrude from their cement foundations.  Some of these foundations are empty awaiting further attention, but others are inhabited on the ground level and left unfinished on top. It makes me realize how even in the United States where projects are not left undone, we are all a work in progress.  

From every other house

protrude sagging metal rods,

is any home complete?


Cellular telephones, techno music, movie theaters, and sky-scrapers abruptly arrived on this island of subsistence farmers with donkeys and machetes.  Without a transition from the old way to the new, the two now exist together creating seemingly anachronistic moments.

Cooking over fire 

as horses clop by cars --

D. R., 2000.

We pass children dressed in distinctive blue and khaki uniforms walking to school.  Sometimes school here seems superfluous to villagers, who would rather be earning money working in the fields.  Concerned about where their next meal will come from, they cannot see how school can lead to a professional job that would make more money than their farm labor.  Sporadically, parents who can afford uniforms send their children to school for a half-day of classes.  Despite these realities, seeing them on the road this morning fills me with hope for their futures.

Wide-eyed, blue khaki

uniforms march to school.

Minds to sharpen like pencils.

Animal Rights

During an overnight stay at a campesino’s house, I am shocked to see how Dominicans treat animals.  Overused horses with saddle sores chew weeds as if trying to make their ribs less visible.  Dominican campesinos have enough trouble feeding themselves without worrying about the bellies of their mules.  Pets, which Americans spoil with gourmet food, clothing, and sitters, have to serve a purpose in order to stay around a campesino household.  Dogs’ barks serve as alarm systems, and their bites as guns. Guinea pigs are fattened until they are eaten on a holiday. Cats keep mice populations in check.

Pet cat screeches, 

scrambling for the floor --

tail as leash.

While in the campo near Jarabacoa, our writing class follows a line of parked trucks to a cock fight.  Even before we enter the circular arena, death surrounds us.  A young boy cleans a plucked rooster with a small knife.  With queasy stomachs, we hesitantly approach the arena bounded by a chain-link fence and roofed with corregated zinc.  Led by our fearless professor, we penetrate the mob to find at the center two cocks egged on by animated men.

Within the metal 

circle the cocks each with a 

bet of his own.

Women’s Rights

Our second night in Rancho Baiguate, the ecotourist hotel where we spent our nights, a friend and I vow to keep up our running regiment even though it means getting up forty-five minutes before the rest of the bunk house.  At 6:45 AM we roll out of our sleeping bags, slip on our running shoes, and hit the gravel road.  Just as the first rays of light come over the mountains, we come upon a gigantic greenhouse full of flowers as workers arrive.  As we pass them, a cacophony of catcalls sound.  Embarrassed and confused at why these men would be interested in two disheveled runners, we smile and run faster.  One hundred yards later a motor scooter passes us and the driver, who shares his seat with a girl, calls to us.  By the end of our route, our peaceful sunrise run had been interrupted eighteen times.

 The cat is calling,

“Take me to Miami.”

Foreigners flush red.

Seeing Each Other


After a few days of overfilling my stomach at lunch in order to make it to dinner without a gnawing hunger, I decide to break the Latin tradition of feast followed by famine and buy some snacks at the grocery store.  After browsing through isles of assorted cookies, candy, and chips, I choose cereal thinking it would be a healthy alternative. I am disappointed to only find various forms of sugar flakes in the cereal section and that skim milk does not seem to exist in this country.

“Leche sin grasa?”

she smiles at the skinny gringa

shaking her head.


As we walk around Jarabacoa near Rancho Baiguate late on a sunny afternoon, our foreign faces stand out pink in a sea of brown.

Crispy crimson skin-

the sun’s harsh lesson.

Morenos’ heads shake.

Group Living


In our bunkhouse of eight girls, I quickly learn everyone’s morning and evening habits.  Upon nightfall, names are lost and people become identified by the one who falls asleep first or snores or tosses and talks in her sleep.  There is little rest for the light sleeper. Thankful for my mother’s foresight, I pull out my earplugs and eye mask every night and pray for sleep.  

Through my eye mask,

a shard of light --

dream interrupted.

Peak Ascent 

One weekend we attempt to summit Pico Duarte, the highest mountain in the Caribbean.  When we arrive on the first morning of our three day expedition, it had been drizzling for a week.  

Earth swallows my foot

blessing each step with a kiss.

I walk on puckered lips.

As we continue, the trail gets progressively worse. Our guide tells us that the path was traveled by 318 Dominicans and 108 mules on New Year’s Eve.  These islanders sought cold weather to make the season more festive, but their huge numbers wreaked havoc on the soft clay trail. My tightly laced sneakers encounter mud two feet deep, a decomposing mule, and numerous candy wrappers.

The quicksand sucks. 

I sink defeated, but then

trudge on like a mule.

Our Salida
On Tuesday of our final week, we decide to plan a weekend getaway to a beach town.  Worried about securing reservations for our large group, I embark on the expedition of using the phone.  

“Ahh, you want to call outside of Jarabacoa,” infers the Swiss receptionist at Rancho Baiguate who speaks Spanish with a French accent. “Well you must buy a phone card then,” he explains.

“Okay, I’ll take the cheapest.  I just have a few calls to make,” I confidently respond.  The third hotel I try picks up.  “Sí, Sí.  Twelve people for this weekend,” I repeat in my working Spanish.  “Holá, HOLÁ?”  The line is dead.  “My card is finished,” I whine to the Swiss.  

He smiles and asks, “Now would you like to buy a more expensive card?”

On my second attempt, the hotel receptionist sounds hurried and says, “You will have to call again on Thursday to confirm your spot.”

“You mean I won’t know if I have a room until the day before we leave?” 

“That’s right,” he smugly replies.  

I feel my cheeks burn as I hang up.  “How is it that one cannot make a reservation in this country?” I ask the Swiss.  

“The people here live day by day. Life is hard and full of the unexpected, so they put their future in God’s hands.”

“Real convenient,” I mutter.  “Well, I can at least call a taxi, can’t I?”  

Dialing the number he hands me, I focus on the words I will need in my head and hope they will come out my mouth with no trace of a southern accent.  “Hello.  I would like a taxi for six in the evening on Friday,” I enunciate carefully.

“¿A las tres?” a voice in a crowd calls.

“No, a las seis,” I repeat.

“¿A las tres?” he asks again.  Now I hear laughing in the background.

“No, no. A las seis,” I try again.

“¿En la manana?” I hear.

“¡NO!  En la tarde,” I scream.  “If you fail to help us, I search for other service,” I state with conviction.  

In a more serious tone he levels, “Bueno, chica, I will come to get your group at four in the afternoon on Friday.  No later.”  

Compromised, I hang up.  The Swiss explains, “The people here do not like to travel by night because of all the donkeys, bikes, and pedestrians on the unlit roads.  The white cross you see at each mountain curve is in memory of a person who died there.”

Distractions, delays-

Resigned, I stop

fighting the culture.


Our final weekend as a group turns into a fiasco.  After a jam-packed four hours in the car, we arrive at the beach. On the final stretch along the ocean, our taxi driver stops the car, gets out, and says definitively, “No!”  We survey the sandy path we have been following and agree that the sand is just getting to deep to plow through. “And the locals call this a road?” I muse to the group, mildly humored.  

We walk towards the hotel with backpacks, purses, coffee bags, and roller suitcases in hand.  The one hundred yards the driver promised turns into two kilometers, and as sweat rolls down my back, my demeanor darkens.  I charge ahead of the group envisioning twelve charming beach villas on the water.  At the end of the beach, I follow the path inland, cross a bridge, and enter a swamp. When I reach the end of the path, I’ve already been bitten by several mosquitos. A little French woman greets me cheerfully with a cigarette and cell phone in hand.  When I announce that I am with the group of twelve, she scratches her head like a dog with fleas and fires up the cigarette and cell phone. The reservation for doce had been confused with dos. 

Twelve of us and twenty-four of pieces of luggage piled into the last available room in town.  

Somehow, we survived the night.  As I cram clothing in my bags the next morning for the return, I begin to dread my job applications, move into a single apartment, and graduating boyfriend at home.

Coming home to more

confusion than living with

twelve tourists in one room.


As I brush by a friend in Proctor, he calls, “Hey, Lizzie, how was your trip?”

With loaded backpack,

I escaped to worlds unknown 

to those close to me.  

Each New Day

Scott Leach

January 28, 2000
So it begins at 4:26 am, three minutes before a wristwatch alarm sounds.  My mind sounds an alarm before its technological counterpart can-- sensitive to the upcoming challenge of attempting to see the birth of a new day.  For some, the sunrise is a daily occurrence; for others, it is an entirely unknown experience. More often than not, the later group listens to the whines or screams of an inner monologue that looks for the easy way out-- conceding defeat before the challenge is faced.  Camping at 2100 meters-- two miles away from the summit of Pico Duarte-- my sleeping bag protects my body from the freezing air biting my nose and this little voice becomes much louder.  At 4:26, it is this summit I have taken upon myself to climb to see the sunrise.

Reaching an arm out, then in, then back out of the warm confines of my nylon cocoon, I feel around for my headlamp.  Instead, I fumble with the tee shirt I used on yesterday’s hike.  This requires the upper half of my body to be exposed to the cold air as I struggle into the stiff shirt.  Bathed in goose bumps and uncontrollable shivers, I again hear the voice from inside. “For God’s sake, it is freezing out, get back into your sleeping bag!” it screams.  “You were drinking rum and coke last night!”

“Last night,” I remembered, “There was a really good bonfire.”

“Like, everyone who lives here does it,” he explained.  I think back to a conversation with a wiry Dominican whose straight hair reflected last night’s campfire.  “It is, after all, the highest peak east of the Mississippi. At night you can see all the way to Santo Domingo.  I’ve skied at Vail before…you know Vail Mountain in Colorado.  Pico Duarte is almost as high as those ski mountains in the United States.”  He was right I thought to myself as my eyes drifted from his hair to the fire.  Pico Duarte stood just over 3,000 meters high.  Higher than any peak I had climbed before.  “What an opportunity,” I thought.  “I could even be standing on the summit for sunrise.”

The plan called for the stars to be shining in order for the hike to be worth it.  Crawling into my clothes, my body heat is drawn into them to no avail as my inner voice begins to whimper, “Please let it be cloudy out….Please let it be raining out.”  As I walk to the door, my damp shirt sends me into further shivers as the night air sweeps across the room.  Outside, the sky is spotted with white stars that disappear along an invisible line of an incoming cloud-cover sweeping down the mountainside.  “The stars are out and I am out of bed,” I think to myself.  Back in the shelter, I shoot flashes of light at those who last night, also drinking the strong Brugal rum, thought about the two mile hike and find the number dwindling down to only one.  With that, my fellow traveler and I turn away from the nylon sleeping bags and the camp’s shelter to summit Pico Duarte.


“An hour and a half,” I think to myself.  An hour and a half of walking straight up the last leg of the summit in the dark.  An hour and a half ticking away, challenging me to fail at waking and walking this early morning.  

Home for the holidays last month, I took a three-hour moonlight hike through my surrounding woods.  Though I had a headlamp that night, the moon and my familiar footsteps on the trail were all the guidance I needed.  Now, with no moon, having never traveled this trail, my steps fall with little confidence.  I glance up at the sky above the trailhead and see the last of the night’s stars snuffed out by clouds and begin to doubt myself.

Ten minutes into the hike, the greenhouse mist touching my faces weighs heavily on me.  I’m weighted down by the darkness with only a penetrating circle of light in front of me. Weighted by the possibility of finding a cloudy sunrise, or even worse, discovering my own inability to physically reach the summit in time.  My dim headlamp cuts away just enough of the moonless night to cast stones into shadows mere steps away.  Like a fine snow caught in the headlights of a car, the floating mist of the cloud-cover creeps through nearby trees, kissing my skin.  Shivering and shaking, I stamp on the uphill slope to find warmth.  As time passes, I warm up and begin to remove fleece layers.  

The trail of shadows I follow is supposed to take me up to the summit of Duarte.  Instead darkness envelops my world until the only thing I see is the light in front of me.  Staring, I focus so hard on this single circle of light it now begins to blind instead of guide like the flash of a camera before senior prom.  At the same time, my feet, shaping and shifting move on their own accord to the contours of the trail underneath. They are able to feel what I can not see.  Blood beats through my ears just soft enough to be deafened by my breathing.  Walking and walking and walking, I am finally forced to stop from fatigue and solitude.  

I find myself hiking too quickly for my lagging companion as well as my screaming thighs.  I stop and turn off my light to escape from its circle, and surrender to the shadows.  The gray silhouettes of trees stretch up into the sky.  The giant sentinels surround me--trees that, due to their remote location on the island of the Dominican Republic, have never been logged, and now, due to laws and regulations, will continue to stand free from human harm. These guardians of the forest loom above me-- sublime and silent with strength withstanding the wind whipping down from the mountainside. Like a waterfall, the wind echoes around me, around the trees, around the mountain.  “I am here to see my first sunrise,” I think.  “How many have they seen?”  I stare until my companion comes to join me.  

“Do you have any water?” he asks.  “Sure is dark.  I think my batteries are going out.”

“Here ya go,” I reply looking down at my own dimming headlamp.  “I don’t think we have that much more to go.”

We start up the mountain trail again-- trying to step out of our small confining circles of light. 

For the next hour, I push ahead racing against time. The rising sun puts pressure on one’s walking.  A sign ahead informs us that there are only 60 vertical meters left until the summit.  Encouraged, I follow the circle of light up the final section of the summit hike.  It is not until I glance to my left, to the east, to the first purple smudge of dawn that I begin to feel confidence. I increase my stride to a desperate pace up the mountain path.  Sweat drips off my nose.

As I near the summit, hammering winds call attention to the temperature that the sweat dripping down my back could not.  Forcing myself to slow down and stop, I quickly strip down. Ripping my sweaty shirt off, unbuckling my pack, my fading light exploring a damp bag for more layers.  Shirt, fleece, vest, pants.  The purple horizon deepens to the east.  Buckling my pack, I continue in the race to beat the changing colors.  I look up for the first time to see the few overhead stars beginning to fade into deep blue.  A glance behind me shows I am leaving behind my companion, but so close to the top, I would not want to miss the sunrise.  With the approaching light, my dim headlamp is even less effective and I fall from the path.  Relying solely on my feet, I follow the fall line of the mountainside straight up.  Overhead, a flag is amplified beating back and forth.  I finally press my exposed hand to the rough rock pile that marks the summit of Pico Duarte.  Despite the additional layers, my body begins to shiver--cold and excited.  Unfortunately, it is the cold that numbs my hands as I clumsily grope around for handholds to drag myself up the rocks.  Wedging my body between two large boulders, I push my eyes over and onto the summit.  

On top, two flagpoles stand, one flying a tattered blue and red Dominican flag and the other flagless.  The rocky summit has two statues standing twenty meters apart—one of Juan Pablo Duarte, “Fundador de la Republica”, and the other of the Virgin Mary.  Looking east, the head of Founder marks the true summit of the mountain, while the slightly lower Madonna faces west, as if praying each sundown for the crimes committed by mankind during each day.  Feeling the full force of the wind, I grasp the empty flagpole and turn east to witness a clear purple sky.  I shout to my companion who climbs to my side, “Heeyyy! Over here! We’rree here!! It’s really awsome!” 

We sink among the rocks for shelter. 


One bright star still shines through the fading blue in the night sky.  On the horizon, the purple softens as clouds erupt in orange, pink, and violet. The first birth of the day.  In the far distance, cottonball alto cumulous clouds tower into the atmosphere, each one touched by the approaching sun-- pink to red to orange across the entire horizon. With the sun about to break past these clouds, the colors deepen by the second.  I pull out a camera and snap two pictures.  Closer, in the mountains surrounding me, low lying blankets of clouds flow over the summits and down into the valleys changing entire mountainsides from green to white to green in matters of minutes.  Constantly in motion, these swirling clouds shimmer; a river of color moving across the mountains in front of me.  Numb to the cold wind and deaf to its howling, I feast in the constantly changing painting in front of them.  Again, I attempt to preserve the painting taking three pictures.


The next fifteen minute pass as I sweep my eyes back and forth across this scene noting each new change in distant cotton clouds moving purple to pink, each white river sailing over summits, and the eastward clouds erupting in the deep orange of the approaching sun.  Deeper and deeper the colors grow until finally the sun can not be contained.  East--above a cotton tower--the first curved orange glow of the sun breaks through.  Like an acrobat balancing on a giant circus ball, here on the mountain summit I feel the earth rotating beneath me as the sun moves up into the sky.  More and more rays of light rise up and unleash themselves on the surrounding clouds.  Now the horizon is ignited with fire—turning the cotton towers every shade of orange, flying all the way to the rivers in front of me. 


I stare at the sun rapidly rising in the sky.  I want to see how long I can hold it mentally, hovering just on the horizon.  I try to freeze this picture in my mind since the pictures I am trying to take with my camera can never do it justice.  How do I capture the swirling mist, the orange towers, and blazing orb with such a piece of plastic, if my mind’s eye cannot do it.  Even now, as I watch, trying to take in everything, the sun is almost above the clouds and the colors surrounding me begin to fade.  Knowing that shortly the day will take on its normal colors--the distant clouds will return white, the rivers will dry up, and the sun will circle in its arc across the sky completing the cycle it begins each new day.  With the final colors beginning to disappear, the wind awakens me like an alarm, and I scramble down from the summit.  Down into the bright forest to seek warmth among the towering pines.


Away from the trail, off a beaten donkey path, I find myself sitting on pine needles.  Morning sunshine shoots between the tall trees as I fall asleep. 

Gift Horse

Sara Stewart


This is the best one of all the horses.  “Lo mejór.” Carlos nods, smiles at me, and crosses his brown arms across his chest.  He imitates a Dominican farmer after a day in the fields who leans his back against the warm stone of his house, tips his head back, and stares out at his crops. Carlos looks up at me.     


“I can’t ride this horse,” I say, my tongue thick in my throat.  Carlos slides the saddle off the horse and places it on the ground beside him.  Underneath the red leather the animal’s skin is rubbed off.  Flesh gapes like an open mouth, soft, damp, and crimson.  White skin lines the edge of the sore like sand around the fringes of the ocean.  A fly lands in the wound’s center and rubs its legs together. 


“But, what happened?”  I ask in choppy Spanish.  

“Nada.” Carlos shrugs, and a smile flashes across his cheeks, reflecting the whites that surround the soft brown of his eyes. “It is the horse of my cousin.  He rides it each day.  Es el mejór caballo.”    


I squint and tighten the muscles in my forehead.  The horse’s head hangs.   Each time his nostrils expand the outlines of sharp ribs are visible through tight skin that reminds me of the tanned leather of a women’s purse.  His hipbone juts like tree roots exposed in the soil.  At the end of bony legs his black hooves are chipped and broken - scars from the sharp rocks that pepper these high mountain roads.  His mane lays matted with spiny burrs along the ridge of his neck and a tail hangs limp behind him.  The horse shifts his weight from leg to leg and his ears are twitch at flies that circle his face and land once on the corners of his milky eyes, and again in the dark caves of his nostrils. 


I watch Carlos. His delicate hands yank, yank, and yank on the girth strap, wrapping it around the metal ring that is tucked into the warm crevice where the horse’s front leg joins with his chest.  A tattered pink turtleneck hangs from Carlos’s shoulders and there is a hole where the dark skin of his stomach peeks through. Big rubber boots, outgrown by his older brother, rise up to his knees and crinkle his pants.  His zipper is broken.


“Lista? The horse is ready.”  Carlos turns and thrusts his chin at the animal.  I stand still and silent for a moment.  My eyes sting at the thought of the oozing blister hidden now beneath the saddle.  I look at Carlos and his shy smile slides back into place.  He stands with his fingers tugging his tattered gray pants. 


Yesterday Carlos nodded quickly when I asked him if I could borrow a horse and go riding.  He had cut school that afternoon.  With his small stomach still warm and full of the noontime comida, he had tromped through the uneven fields in search of a horse for me to ride.  From my seat in the back of the truck on the windy mountain road to the farm, I had spotted him.  His chin led his body forward as he strode across the field, his boots visible above the tall grass.  Pricker-bushes pulled at his dirty sleeves, and tore at his hands.  Behind him stumbled the prettiest horse of the bunch, its muzzle brushing across tops of purple clover. 


“Lista?”  He asks again.  


“I can’t.”  I bite my lip.  The horse pulls his hoof through the red dirt once.  Flicks his ears forward and then back.  Carlos’s eyes are down, his smile is gone, and he winds the end of the twine bridle around and around his middle finger.  Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes, shove my foot into the stirrup.   

Miguelina

Her eyebrows like

dark clouds above 

earth brown eyes,

She squeezes a sticky sweet-lemon

in her hand--

a vanilla bean grin,

an absent front tooth,

flesh from the fruit stuck to her chin.

Bony knees and stony eyes,

she skips, she spins, she shakes.

Sungbae Park

“I wonder how much he’s paying her to walk beside him like that?” I think out loud, eyeing the unlikely couple: a gray-haired, heavyset white man and a painfully gorgeous Caribbean beauty covered by nothing but a bikini bottom that covers nothing.

He brushes the air away from him, making some comment about the weather, or perhaps a soon-to-be ex. She doesn’t even turn her head. She struts on like a model on a catwalk, staring straight ahead, yet nowhere in particular.


I ponder a moment and write a haiku:

Big-bellied old man and

Bare-breasted bronze beach beauty--

What’s up with that?

I frown in thought, and write another:

Fat old man walking with

Miss Caribbean look-alike.

Why doesn’t he smile?






*
*
*

Equipped with only the Spanish I learned the last few days, I am nervous at first about working one on one with François. I introduce myself to the only worker on Bill and Julia’s coffee farm from Haiti.

“Yo soy un Americano” I say “pero hijo de Koreano.” 

We shake hands. He says a string of words as if to ask a question. In response, I can only frown at him, and squint my eyes under the sun. He repeats the words “chicas Americanas” slowly, and with puckered lips makes a sound of universal understanding. 

“Comprendo,” I say, smiling. “Chicas Americanas.”

Three of my classmates walk out as if on que, following Lupé, our Dominican chef. She says something and laughs, the three girls with her. She looks over at me and François and bursts out into laughter again. I realize that she’s laughing at how my learning Spanish is just like François when he first started to work here. I laugh with her. But François doesn’t laugh. He can only stare at the three angels from America trailing behind Lupé, learning to garden or something. 

The women disappear to wherever it is that women go, and we start digging the composting pit. I, son of Korea, teach François English, and François, son of Haiti, teach me Spanish. At his request, I teach him the words “I love you” in English and in Korean. 

“Sa-rang hae” I say to him. 

“Sa-rang hae” he repeats. 

I can’t help but grin. Perhaps taking my grin for a sudden burst of enthusiasm, François calmly teaches me his vocabulary on love. Some words that even my Spanish speaking classmates don’t recognize, words that they tell me not to ask Professor Julia Alvarez about.

All this love talk makes me wonder about François’ love life. I remember learning about the Dominicans’ prejudice against Haitians. I wonder if the light-skinned Dominican women ever even look beneath his dark skin. I wonder if François thinks his chance is here and now with the angels from America.

At the end of the day’s work, François leaves our composting project and swaggers steadily up the hill. He walks like a maestro, his heart swaying to the merengue beat of the upcoming fiesta.





*
*
*

It actually felt good to wake up at four o’clock in the morning, Saturday, only two thousand feet below the peak of the Caribbean world. I had a headcold before the trip to Pico Duarte even began, and the past night’s coughing and sniffling built up phlegm in the back of my throat. So, I slouched my body to lean against the wall, half-awake. I threw on the essential socks, boots, rain pants and jacket, for the mud and the freeze. 

Tim, Mike, and Sara gave up. Sara simply declared, “I’m gonna sleep!” from inside her cocoon mummy. Mike and Tim stumbled outside, took a look at the one star they could find in the hazy sky and said, “Hell, no.” So, it was up to Scott and me to taste the warmth of sunrise this frigid morn, atop the highest peak of the Caribbean. 

My only problem was the flow of blood from my left nostril. I blamed it on my uncle who used to have nose-bleeds all the time studying for the bar, or whatever you call the law exam you take to be a judge. Year after year, he would fail. Giving up law, he would try his hand at business, moving through clothing, toys, books, debt, Italian suits, debt, money laundering, and debt again. ‘Is it in the blood?’ I ask myself, as I blow my nose and wipe it with crusted fingers. 

“You know what I think it is?” asked Scott.

“What?” 

“The rum from last night.” 

That was it. The rum that warmed me up inside, the rum that blew sparks into the conversation, the rum that sang the zing into Lizzy’s birthday song, had also sabotaged my nasal blood circulation.

The bead of sweat, drop of blood, and blistered steps faded into memory as we climbed over the final stretch of bedrock on top of Pico Duarte. Scott and I sat among rugged rock faces, one of them being that of Juan Pablo Duarte, Fundador de la Republica Dominicana. Scott and I huddled against Duarte, trying to ignore the cold, and lost ourselves to the beauty.

The sun was doing what it had been doing for who-knows-or-can-count years. Scott and I hardly blinked, not wanting to miss one moment. We took pictures frantically, not knowing that not a single picture would end up capturing what we were witnessing. We ‘ooh’ed and ‘aah’ed at the pink flamingoes in the clouds, swans with gold-tipped feathers. Sunrays bloomed into a flower, into a halo of lava orange. Drift-clouds, some crashing like waves, some floating like wedding veils, all started to catch on fire.

Cloud rivers flooding

The mountain beds below--

Pico Duarte sunrise

The Padre 
Mike Kautz

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?

“Biembo”

Rosa María Rogers

Biembo's eyes slowly trace upward the lines of the bedposts.  He can still see Miguel sitting on the lumpy mattress in his fresh school uniform, the light blue dress-shirt matching the color of his socks.  Biembo wondered where his mother could have misplaced his own school uniform.  He followed behind his older brother when it was time for school, but a firm grasp on Biembo's arm dragged him back into the house. "But Mami, I want to go too....Why can't I go to school with Miguel?"  She had looked at him with dark, wet eyes.  Her hands had been twisting one of Papi's clean shirts.  "We can't afford a uniform for you, too," she had replied.


Outside, his friend, Luís, has grown impatient waiting for him and puts the whole weight of his upper body upon his car's horn.  Biembo jumps up from his chair and runs out through the porch door.  He yells a quick goodbye over his shoulder to his father, who sits rocking back and forth in his favorite porch chair.


La Cantina is bustling tonight with the start of a holiday weekend. Circles of men stand outside the dimly-lit bar with drinks in their hands, their laughter growing louder and louder.  A few lean on the bar to support themselves.  Merengue music blares from a portable radio and drowns out the shuffling of dancing feet and the knocking of billiard balls on the two pool tables.  Once at the bar, Luís motions to the bartender and they are immediately handed a couple of grand-size Presidente beers.  Biembo notices how Luís has fixed an intense gaze on one of the dancing females.  Biembo now, too, looks at the woman.  Yes, he could see how she would resemble Luís' wife a little, except, of course, for her much larger bottom and deeper cleavage.  Luís clears his throat and turns his attention back to Biembo.


"So, mi amigo, you should be thinking of marriage!  You're getting to be an old man at twenty-eight.  Soon all the pretty ones are going to look the other way...," he tells Biembo while raising both eyebrows.


"Like that one over there?" Biembo motions towards the big-breasted female.  


Biembo laughs at his friend.  It amazes him how Luís still remains oblivious to their different tastes in women.  For Luís, everything that's bigger is better.  Biembo, however, has always preferred a conversation with a woman's face rather than one with her chest.  He looks around at all the women in the bar, their flirtatious bodies and seductive smiles demanding the attention of the nearby male.  Biembo knows that this will not be his lucky night.  


He walks outside away from the deafening music and chatter.  He looks over his shoulder and sees that Luís is now in full swing with the female.  Their hips move in simultaneous rhythm to the sounds of bachata.  Biembo turns his head back towards the road.  The brightness of the full moon allows him to see the outline of the surrounding mountains.  Two head-lights suddenly appear at the top of one of these hills.  Biembo watches the lights disappear and appear around the mountain bends as a camioneta quickly approaches La Cantina.  A large tarp flaps in the wind and he wonders what creature is being kept under this false protection.


As the truck passes, Biembo quickly steps out onto the road to peer into the truck's backside.  He is surprised to see several white faces staring back at him under the ghostly glow of the moon.  Biembo's body stiffens and he looks away.  He waits for the camioneta to gain some distance and then braves another look.  Only faintly can he see the single, pale hand that waves at him through the darkness.


"Ay, that's the American group that arrived yesterday," Luís tells Biembo the next morning at work. "That camioneta will be driving them back and forth from Alta Gracia every day.  You telling me you didn't know about this?  The whole area is talking about them!"


"No, I didn't....you're always the one who gives me any exciting news. So what are they doing here anyway?" asks Biembo.  He feels like an impatient child who demands fast answers. 


"They're students of Julia's.  You know, the Dominican woman who writes?  I went up to the house yesterday to do some garden-work and all twelve of them were there, sitting and talking in a circle, writing things into small notebooks.  And I tell you this, Biembo, for your own sake, of course," Luís continues, "Eight of them are women and they look good!  Angelic beauties, I tell you...light skin, dark skin, blue eyes, brown eyes....


Luís rambles on about the American womens' appearences, but Biembo is not listening.  He nods his head at Luís once or twice so as not to appear completely disinterested, but he cannot help but wonder what the group is doing.  Why would they come all the way here just to write?  What for?

"So where are they staying?," he interrupts Luís in mid-sentence.


"El Rancho Baiguate," answers Luís.  "Speaking of news, Biembo...I hear they're looking for drivers...."


Biembo shrugs his shoulders. "Yes.....and what?" 


"Dios mio, Biembo....you're always telling me how much you want to quit this job!  Why don't you try being a driver?  Who knows....you may be lucky enough to drive around the Americans!"  Biembo looks into Luís' gleaming eyes.  In truth, it's not a bad idea, Biembo thinks.  He steals a quick glance in the direction of the large office.  His nervously grins as lights suddenly illuminate the room, indicating his boss's arrival.


Biembo arrives at Rancho Baiguate early the next morning.  Just as he had hoped they would, they assign him to chauffer the American group up to Alta Gracia in the mornings.  He heads over to the truck, but he is soon confronted by a man standing outside the driver's door.  He is taller than

Biembo and his dark, bushy beard makes him appear quite a bit older. 


"I'm Santo," he tells Biembo in a cool voice.  Saint.  "I drive the Americans in the afternoon.  So are you going to be the morning guy?" 
Biembo nods, somewhat apprehensively, not sure what to make of this man. 


"All I have to tell you is that the tall one with brown hair is for me. And you should know that I'm known as Santo, but only by name." He grins and replaces the baseball cap on his head backwards, then walks off in the direction of the office.          


Biembo watches him go and shakes his head in disbelief.  He climbs into the truck and quietly waits for them to pile in.  When they are all seated, he starts the engine, pushes the gas pedal, and turns left out of the Rancho's driveway toward the mountains.  As he drives, Biembo can't help but glance into his rear-view-mirror to look at this group.  He finds it amusing that they still shiver underneath their bright, plastic jackets and fuzzy hats.  Miguel would have been able to understand them, Biembo thinks as he watches them talk and laugh.  His knuckles grow white on the steering wheel. Glancing down at his hands, he releases the pressure and turns his attention back to the group.  One of the girls is staring back at him.  Her right dimple deepens as she starts to smile.  Biembo returns the smile, but makes it an even bigger one, and he is surprised by how his face muscles feel so loose.  He smiles at her again and she does the same.  Biembo turns his eyes back toward the road.  This could not be Santo's pick, he thinks.  This pretty one has red hair.   He sighs with relief.  


The sleepy group appears at 8:30 on the fourth morning, dragging their steps.  It is raining again and some of them are already huddled together under the truck's tarp.  Biembo finally sees the red-headed girl emerge from the bunkhouse and hurry towards the truck, jumping rain puddles along the way.  With a shaky hand, Biembo quickly lowers his window.


"Would you like to sit inside with me?" he asks her as she passes by. She stops and jerks her head upward.  Her startled expression is replaced with a smile upon seeing Biembo's face.


"Yes, of course...." she answers.  She runs around the front of the truck, and with a quick tug on the passenger door, she hops out of the rain.


"So what is your name?" Biembo finally asks her after they pull out of the Rancho's driveway.


"My name is Angela," she answers him with her slow Spanish pronunciation.


"An-ge-la," Biembo repeats with a smile, "Like an angel..."


She gives a shy laugh and brushes off his flattery.  "And what do they call you?"


"Biembo.  But my real name is Antonio Roberto Ferrera."


"Well, I can understand why they give you a nickname," she exclaims, and then turns to admire the passing waterfall.


"Do you like it here in the Dominican Republic?," he asks her.


"Yes, very much," she tells him, "And I especially love writing about it.  This countryside has so many wonderful sights and smells and sounds...."


Biembo had never thought of his home like that before.  He nods.


"And why do you do this writing?" he asks.  "To sell it for money?"


"No, nothing like that," she responds. "This is a college course.  It's to

improve our writing skills."  She looks over at Biembo, who is silent.


"Haven't you ever done any creative writing?" she asks quietly. 
Biembo shifts in his seat.  He pauses several times before answering her.  "I haven't had much schooling.  My family couldn't afford it," he finally tells her.


Angela looks down at her shoes, as if unsure of what to say.  "But it seems like you're earning your own wages now," she finally says, "Why don't you go back to school?"


"Well, I'm too old now.....and I like to have money in my pocket," he replies.  Besides, he thinks to himself, If I go now they'd probably put me in the back of the classroom with the rest of the boys who are too big for their desks.... 


Angela looks over at him with warm eyes, but Biembo just stares at the road in front of him.  


When it is finally time for the Americans to go back to the States, the

students pile into the back of the camioneta for the last time and wave their farewells to the large group of campesinos standing at the back of the truck. Angela waves to Biembo.  He wonders whether she is the same one who waved to him from the back of the truck that night at La Cantina.


"I wish that you could pack me into your bag and take me with you!" he shouts to her as the truck starts down the hill.  She laughs and shrugs her

shoulders while looking down at her empty bag.  Suddenly, she jumps up and makes a scribbling motion into her left hand.


"Escríbeme!," she yells to him. Write to me.

Biembo watches her as the truck descends the hill and disappears around the bend.  Over and over again Angela's request echoes in his ears.  He looks to his right where El Rubio, the letter writer, sits sharpening a pencil with his knife, preparing to serve the long line that has already formed behind him.  Then, Biembo slowly turns to where the old schoolhouse sits quietly on the hillside.  There, he sees no long lines, only the outline of its open door.

Ingeniero's Satellite House

Alexa Gilbert

So empty was this monstrosity

that locals would sneak in

back windows to make

love on unused sheets.

Never leave a fresh plum

cut in half, juice dripping,

unjustly unattended

on the cutting board.

Making Casabe

She stores secrets in the 

heels of her hands.

They move

rhythmically,

up and down,

grating the boiled yucca.

White flakes fall 

on the surface

of an earthen oven.

She shovels and smooths

the meal into mounds, 

flattening and patting 

with her palm 

to form each round.

Her fingers fold 

and press

excess dough

to the center.

Our cameras trace her tradition

like a girl who will

copy her mother's signature

on sheet after sheet of

white paper

until she finds a

believable imitation.

Her focused eyes

do not reflect the flash

of our inquiring lenses,

her mouth does not respond

to our hungry questions.

Simply, she pushes

grains into rounds

tracing a cross

across the surface

as if to bless each one.

Bailando en la casa de Carmen 

Sunny, Alexa, Sisa, and M.C.

Instead of writing a renga,

we dance to the merengue--

Oooooohhh--sounds good!




--Alexa






Move, mami, move,






move to that merengue beat,






go on---wag that ass.








--Sisa

¡Yo no se bailar!

A cool cheek, hips synchronized--

I learn to pegao.




--M.C.






Dancing merengue






under the moonlight--






enamorado.








--Sunny

Too late, eyes are locked.

Merengue with me,they say.

(I was only looking.)




--Sisa







How do you swim through






Piranhas on the dance floor?






How do you dance still?









--Sunny

A crowd on the porch

in this mountain casita--

Where do they come from?




--M.C.






The assignment was:






tonight you write a renga.






We danced one instead.








--Alexa


Re-entry Renga

Scott Leach, Sisa Suriel, Sunny Park, Corinna Luyken, Mike Kautz, R. M. Rogers, Sara Stewart,

 M.C. Maxwell, Liz Lokey, Tim Sullivan, Alexa Gilbert, Candice Wilson, and Julia Alvarez

We have flown away--

the thick taste of yucca

still on our tongues.

We land in bright lights

but my heart begs for quiet--

life in el campo.

Customs official

keeping his distance--

Welcome to America!

Just before he asks,

What’s in the bag?

Scent of a mango.

Traveling through the dark,

this could be any country--

except for Christmas lights.

Back in Vermont,

head stuffed, nose running--

cold in America.

Bags packed with laundry

souvenir sand, coffee--

head full of stories.

Unpacking my bags--

red mud from the roads

still on my boots.

It just won’t wash off

my socks, shoes, and memory--

Dominican soil.

Sandals in the closet--

rooftop

covered with snow.

Snow storm

and our car still

with summer tires.

Sand spills on snow.

I fold up my bathing suit--

silence of winter.

Snow-covered sidewalks.

Dominican flower fades—--

return to winter.

Midd snow drips from boots,

D.R. sand falls from pockets.

Where am I now?

Burning calves--

my heels recall sand

as snowflakes fall on my nose.

No sun burns through the

swirling, silent sky.  Winter:

freckles are fading.

Blurred sight in the storm--

snowflakes, droplets on my cheek--

tearful homecoming.

Re-meeting old friends--

held on an island for a month--

Tell me how you’ve changed?

To speak of such places,

we reach with hard hands

tear out the words.

There are no more hummingbirds –

a blank screen buzzes 

in my face.

Life moves indoors--

large spacious buildings replace

warm, flowering island.

A three-story house

cannot hold all our longing--

"first world" monument.

Remembering you

while drinking steaming coffee

in a cold dorm room.

A clear winter day--

the cold sun brightens

palm trees taped to glass.

The melting mountains

mark the minutes of years left—

one sun’s short lifetime.

There are many ways

to pass through heaven--

skiing down.

A world in white--

faces masked by hats and scarves--

What would Carlos say?

Back in the classroom, snow melt


leaves a puddle

in the shape of the D.R.

At dream’s border-

I recall eyes of river stones

and her gaping tooth smile.







