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Part One / Delgado 
One 

 
 Concon! 
 The cry they hear from me every day. 
 Concon! Concon! 
 At lunchtime and again in the evenings, when we 
often have reheated leftovers, I bandy the word about in 
much the same way fishermen toss bait into streams. 
They know I'm going to badger them with it until 
someone scoops the blackened, stuck-together remnants 
of rice from the bottom of the pot and spoons a portion 
on to my plate. 
 I like most this part of the meal. But then 
something redeeming has to come out of eating white 
rice day in and day out. Our lone respite comes at 
breakfast when Milagros and Sylvia dole out fruit, yogurt 
and bread complemented by various kinds of spread 
including cheese. In fact, I can never raise interest in the 
meal and would sit it out altogether but for their pushy 
ways. Sylvia near yanked my arm from its socket 
dragging me to the table the other morning. 
 When I have concon on my plate I'll begin eating 
as opposed to acting the goat. I'll grab the spoon they've 
provided, stick it in the casserole - or whatever name it 
goes by - and ingest a mouthful. I'll yelp a lot less than 
usual. I'll be a good deal quieter all round, my noises 
under wraps.  

Gumming the crunchy pieces or, better still, 
chomping them with the teeth I have remaining, I fidget 
less and reduce the frequency with which I smack myself 
on the back of the head with my left hand and gnaw my 
index finger, sometimes in the same instant. 
 Milagros and Sylvia will stop eating and exchange 
the most eloquent of knowing looks, one imbued with a 
modicum of genuine hope. If Delgado can sit still and 
behave himself when he chooses, might there not yet 
come a day … ? 
 But before they get carried away with a there may 
be hope for him fantasy I pull the rug out from beneath 
their feet in no uncertain fashion. I'll spit out the 
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medicine they thrust between my lips and upend my 
plate or push it halfway across the table.  

One time the contents ended up in the distraught 
Blanca's lap. Sylvia flew out of her chair, screamed at the 
top of her lungs and would've given me a terrific slap had 
I not shielded my head with both arms, denying her 
vehemence access. 

I'd be the first to admit my table manners leave 
something to be desired. In truth they used to be much 
worse. But what did they expect when they brought me 
here? Did I ask to come and join this community? I 
hadn't been in the place an hour when they stuck me at 
the head of this table and here I've sat morning, 
afternoon and evening ever since, like a prize exhibit. 

As often as not in the early days, I grunted, 
chewed a piece out of my index finger, thumped myself 
on the chest with my right fist and hit the turf. Not one 
mealtime passed without their trying to anchor me to the 
chair and my rebelling against their resolve with all my 
might, as one long accustomed to squatting on the 
ground and eating with his fingers. 

I had no use for knives, forks, spoons and fancy 
ornamentation like napkins. My knife, fork and spoon 
rolled into one lay at the end of my right arm. But in 
time I grew disillusioned with waging a one-man war. On 
a morning weeks after my arrival they led me to the table 
and there I stayed. The then caregivers looked amazed at 
my lack of resistance. To all intents and purposes, there 
ended my habit of languishing on the floor and stuffing 
my face with my fingers. 
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Two 
 
 My earliest recollection, in this life of perdition, 
comprises two faces glowing down at me. Two young 
faces, the male one aloof, gruff, in spite of the smile, a 
two or three-day growth around the chin and 
cheekbones. I'd entered the world weeks before and no 
one had as yet pinned the malevolent label handicapped. 
 However, the smiles gave leave to other 
expressions soon enough. A kind of revulsion in the 
visage of the man and deep sadness and concern - I 
would call it trepidation - on the face of my mother. I 
hesitate to class the man my father. Before long his face 
receded, then it became fuzzy, then it vanished. I know 
not where. 
 We subsisted in a shantytown on the outskirts of 
the capital. When savvy enough to take in more than the 
few feet extending either side of me, I recognized our 
small hut of wooden planks to be one of many, no better 
or worse than its neighbors. 
 The outside world began its trespass, an 
encroachment more daunting by the day. For most in the 
neighborhood, hightailing it from point a to point b 
meant getting off the backside and walking, an idea 
shocking to me. My mother coaxed and cajoled to no 
avail. I can picture her today, turning away disgusted 
whenever I collapsed in a heap where I stood. 
 But this never stopped her bringing me to the 
church to beg. When I became too big for her to bear in 
her arms, she sought the assistance of a neighbor or 
passer-by. At the church, we propped beside the main 
doors. While the spiffily dressed congregation filed in and 
out, my mother implored me to thrust a hand and accept 
what the goodly-hearted had to offer. 
 She met their gazes with a look of lamentation, 
explicit in its quality of earnest beseeching. Words would 
have sullied the effect created. My lamentable state 
spoke for itself in any case. I could neither walk - no one 
would've guessed the part unwillingness played in the 
scenario - nor talk. In this regard, my mother's efforts 
and those of others met with failure ignoble and 
complete. 
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 I understood the comments people directed at me 
from their enormous heights but elected to respond in a 
language home-brewed, with a signature tune of grunts, 
yelps and squeals. I would perfect it in years to come and 
it communicated all I wished to convey. 
 I never considered how people looked at me, 
whether with sympathy, as in many cases, indifference 
or disdain bordering on malice at the thought such a 
pathetic one had been born, breathed and lived. But now 
and again, those who deemed me a figure of fun had to 
be shown a lesson. 
 A casual acquaintance in the village, a boy about 
my vintage, used to come calling with his mother, a 
woman on good terms with mine. Thinking back, her 
darling may have been beset with a disability too but one 
lacking the profundity of mine. If you want my opinion, 
most people have a disability though I won't open that 
can of worms here. 
 His parents had named their boy Rafael, far from 
an auspicious moniker for any toting knowledge of the 
not-too-remote history of this pretty but tarnished 
Caribbean nation. Did his parents possess none or had 
they been admirers of Trujillo? Whatever, pintsized 
Rafael exhibited dictatorial traits, notwithstanding the 
shorts and grubby fingers. 
 Whenever he and his mother dropped in, they 
discovered me on the floor of the hut or lounging on the 
step out front, minding my business and doing my thing. 
He would stop and stare as if no more peculiar specimen 
could have existed on the planet.    
 I didn't appreciate the look in his eye because I 
discerned more behind it than our dear mothers did, 
entangled in the latest gossip about so-and-so down the 
street who had broken his arm in a car accident or 
someone else who had decorated his wife with a black 
eye, or another who had done or failed to do God only 
knew what. They had plenty to keep their tongues 
wagging. 
 Sure enough Rafael played the cherub until they 
left us alone. Then he revealed the card he wished to 
play. I grunted louder and rocked back and forth in my 
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place upon his approach but my mother, immersed in 
the gab with her neighbor, never noticed.  
 Rafael would tug at my matchstick thin arms and 
legs, harder and harder until it hurt. He would fling an 
open hand or clenched fist in the direction of my face, 
drawing back from striking me at the last moment. He 
would put food out of my reach and grab it himself when 
I lunged. A sweet boy, like I said. 
 This had been going on months when I taught 
him a lesson. He had begun interlacing the tugs, pulls 
and feints with pinches when I bit him fair and square 
on the left hand. He lacked the limberness, the 
suppleness of form, to pull back in time. Of course he 
burst into tears and ran and took refuge in his mother's 
skirts. He maintained his distance from then.  
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Three 
 
 Someone nicknamed me Delgado, on account of 
my lean physique, when I arrived in the community. The 
designation has held down the years. These days most 
people wouldn't equate me with Otto, my real name. To 
friends of the community, to anyone who stops by the 
house long enough, I'm Delgado. 
 I don't care what they call me. But if I loathed the 
name and could make the fact known would it change 
anything? I doubt it. More than likely they would go on 
using it. All sacredness flies away when you're in the 
position I'm in. They pinned a nickname on me with the 
same impunity they did everything else.  
 Would Sylvia appreciate it if all and sundry began 
referring to her as Flaca? Few are as skinny as she, after 
all. By the same token, would Milagros - older than me 
by five years - thank anyone for the soubriquet Vieja? Of 
course they wouldn't. Both of them would be ticked off.  
 Sometime after I turned the tables on Rafael, my 
mother abandoned me like that man had done years 
before. From overwork, her heart stuttered to a halt. 
During the last years of her life the burden of daily 
hauling me off to church, to say nothing of dealing with 
my behaviors, must have done her in.  
 I fought tooth and nail every inch of the way in an 
effort not to face the churchgoers, whose guilt and self-
torment hung from the rafters. The cocksureness they 
radiated at the same time struck me as funny. But my 
mother, with her clips around the ears, always won the 
day.  

Once, a man in his thirties halted before us, took 
one look at me, bowed his head and burst into tears. 
Finding his exhibition distasteful, I grunted loud in the 
hope of scaring him away but gained another crack 
across the ear for my trouble. The bleeding heart fished 
in the pocket of his trousers, withdrew a handful of coins 
and then entered the church. 

The most infuriating of the lot elevated their 
hands and prayed over me, intoning mumbo jumbo, as if 
they had a direct line to God in His manifestation as the 
Holy Ghost. Did they believe He might then descend 
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upon me in all His mercy, like the proverbial dove out of 
heaven, and erase my ills in a trice?  

I know parents never miss an opportunity to extol 
the virtues and successes of their children. But what did 
my mother have to show? A useless lump, good for 
nothing bar taking up space. I never did a thing for or by 
myself, with the exception of eating, though for several 
years, in an ironical twist, I amounted to her principal 
means of livelihood.  

Neighbors buried her and in so doing banged 
shut the lid on my days of forced marches to the church 
and humiliating alms begging. I didn't shed a tear when 
it dawned on me she'd gone and would not be 
transporting me anywhere anymore. My vision never 
advanced beyond the day at hand - the moment at hand, 
in actual fact. Nor did I ponder how I'd survive alone. 

I would have preferred to be left alone, to dream 
cockeyed dreams of the world and my martyrdom, to 
flounder in the dirt in a corner of the hut. Instead, 
neighbors from the parish looked in on me daily, 
washing and feeding me. Their degree of efficiency 
depended on my state of mind. 

They took turns attending to my needs. For 
instance, Rafael's mother bagged Monday mornings. Of 
an afternoon, Mercedes had her turn. In conclusion, in 
the evening, Pilar trilled her way into the hut. Three 
other women had the dubious pleasure of my company 
the next day, another three the next day and so on. 

The more intrepid endeavored to persuade me to 
step into the open air for light exercise though the 
majority met with failure. Had my caregiving circle been 
comprised of young, pretty women the success rate may 
have been higher. Alas, the lined faces of the señoras 
denoted the hardship of their lives. 

Their ministration palled. But I had absorbed a 
fact or two over the years and knew I wouldn’t have 
lasted long without them. Sometimes I refused to open 
up and swallow the food they spooned toward my mouth 
or coughed it back in their faces. Other times I accepted 
it with relish. 

This went on a long while. I read nothing into it 
when I began overhearing chatter about an intentional 
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community in an impecunious neighborhood on the 
other side of town. I never objected to the visits of the 
delegation representing them, headed by Mariane. She 
didn't mind when I propped myself beside her and 
lowered a hand on her bare-from-the-knees-down legs.  

One day more than a year after my mother 
passed away, Rafael's mother bid me good morning, 
faithful as ever to her Monday calling. Afterwards, she 
and a neighbor insisted I climb aboard a van with 
Mariane and two other members of the delegation.  

The stop-start transit across town to my new 
home took an hour and a half. The prayers my unsung, 
unofficial caregivers had held in their hearts since my 
mother's death had been answered. And I'd been 
abandoned again. 
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Four 
 

Allow me to digress and introduce my family. I've 
mentioned Milagros, Sylvia and Blanca. Blanca sits to 
my left at the table. In a population in the main made up 
of people with shades of complexion ranging from olive 
through to ebony, they don't come fairer than Blanca. 
She couldn’t have been christened with a more apt 
name. 

Like me she doesn't have much to say for herself. 
Sometimes I reach out my left hand and grab her or 
interfere with her plate or bowl. This elicits a reaction 
but at no time could she be accused of garrulousness. 
Her favorite word by far is Dee. I assume this is the 
name or nickname of a relative. She comes alive, quivers 
with delight, wrings her hands, at the mention of the 
woman.  

She acts much the same on prayer night when we 
chorus at the outset of the meeting or when a favorite 
tune airs on the radio. I have seen her pick her nose and 
masticate the contents when she believed no one, 
Milagros and Sylvia at least, to be watching though God 
would be an inflexible customer if he held this against 
her at the pearly gates. 

Frizzy-haired Lidia occupies the place on her left. 
We call her Liddy. At her last birthday she turned fifteen. 
I remember the day, long ago, a shamefaced young 
woman brought her to the house. I had never glimpsed 
agony of conscience on a par. 

Liddy draws the attention of most everyone who 
comes to the house to the photographs fastened to a 
notice board in the living room. She prods the guest or 
visitor into hazarding guesses as to who the people are. 

One features her as a young girl, hair in pigtails 
and ribbons. Another shows a young woman with 
features similar to Liddy's. But she can't make up her 
mind about the identity of the individual in this print. It 
boils down to her mother or her sister.  

Her carefree laugh resounds in the chapel, in the 
workshop, in the other house and her bedroom. She has 
to suppress a chuckle on the frequent occasions I'm 
taken to task. The other morning Milagros declared 
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straight to my face tu eres un bebé. Liddy laughed so 
hard her food channeled down the wrong pipe. 

Next to Liddy we have Didi, when she'll consent 
to join us at the table. Often the last to take her place, 
she needs constant reminders to sit up straight like a 
young lady, stop roaring at the rest of us, concentrate 
when she pours water into her or someone else's glass, 
to name the most common infractions.  

Our neighbors across the street invite Didi over 
every once in a while. The daughters often pop in to say 
hello, warm hands outstretched. Whenever they run out 
of water they ask if they can replenish their supply from 
the black barrel in our yard. We maintain it as near to 
the full mark as possible.  

Didi dashes on to the front patio and yells out 
their names at least once a day. But then I've seen her 
scream at perfect strangers in the same fashion. Since 
she entered our lives I've watched her bite, spit, scratch, 
hit, pinch and gouge. 

I'll own she can melt into another's arms when 
the mood is on her. But the sight fills me with unease for 
thinking of the risk run by the embraced one. The 
expression in her eyes never changes and when she tilts 
her chin and gazes at the one she has her arms around I 
know the hug will soon metamorphose into a vise. 

I once saw her clinging to Miguel. She raised her 
head, laughed a deep-throated laugh and pinched him so 
hard he jumped. Countless times I've witnessed her 
aggression, camouflaged or not, with the folks from the 
other house. 

Sylvia occupies the place at the other end of the 
table. To her left, morning, noon and night, sits 
Reynaldo. When I say morning, noon and night, I'm 
discounting the times he absents himself, claiming no 
interest in food. I doubt anything will ever satisfy his 
pining for the place he hails from, west of the capital. To 
this day, Reynaldo's father makes his home there. 

On my day I can wake the dead hammering on 
the closed door of my bedroom. But this pales in 
comparison to the din of Reynaldo slamming his 
bedroom door. How the hinges have stood up to the 
battering as long they have I'll never know. 
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When he has done with the door he stuffs a bag 
with rudimentary items. Then he bolts out the front 
door, slamming it on its springs for good measure, 
realizing the futility of his flight only after rounding the 
bend leading to the main road. People gape and the less 
empathetic among the younger brigade taunt him. 

When I've been walked to my room of an 
afternoon or gone there of my own volition, I often hear 
the local boys improvising a baseball game out front of 
the house, their pet gathering place for sport and less 
arduous recreational pursuits.  

The plastic slats doubling as a window shade in 
my bedroom will be closed against the afternoon sun. 
Nonetheless, noise filters in, the smack of a ball hitting a 
board propped against a brick or several large rocks - 
their approximation of a pitcher's throw - and the 
subsequent giving chase depending on how well the 
hitter dispatches the ball when it ricochets toward him.  

They're spent within half an hour, at the latest 
forty-five minutes. I can tell the ones who aspire to the 
American leagues and baseball's Hall of Fame. I've 
observed from the patio and know right off the swagger 
and the portentousness.  

But why did I refer to this? To make the point: 
besides improvised baseball contests they expend a good 
deal of time and energy baiting Reynaldo. And how he 
falls for it. I overhear the ruckus much as I do the clap of 
ball against wood when they're at play.  

When he has launched all the rocks within reach, 
he slams the palms of his hands down on the roof or 
hood of the nearest parked vehicle - as a rule the 
property of the father, uncle, cousin or elder sibling of 
one of the provokers. 

This gang of young underemployed goads each 
and every one of us who reside in the houses. I notice 
them leering at me when I occasion by on a walk. They 
entertain each other with random impersonations of my 
behaviors. But, unlike Reynaldo, I pretend they don't 
exist. 

Reynaldo's father, Pedro, enters our midst once 
or twice a month. He tends to arrive early on a Saturday 
or Sunday, worn out after the overnight journey. 
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Following a bite to eat, he unbuttons his sleeves at the 
wrist and drops to his haunches in the garden. Milagros 
reminds him he needn't feel obligated but he proceeds in 
all weather.  

Reynaldo's elation on these weekends knows no 
bounds. He shadows the small-boned man, whose 
creased brow and jowls take me back to the women who 
provided my care through thick and thin after my 
mother discarded the burden of her body.  

But he sinks into the depths in the days 
thereafter. Then, more than ever, he lowers his hands on 
my shoulders and guides me into his room across the 
corridor. In the inner sanctum, he rustles up and 
proffers his most treasured possession, an old-style 
black and white portrait. 

I'm able to recognize Pedro in the young man. The 
attractive woman with him must be his wife, Reynaldo's 
mother. Whenever Reynaldo reveals it, he taps the image 
of his father, as sober and somber in youth as now, and 
kisses it. 

'Pedro,' he says. 
The woman exudes pensiveness the equal of 

Pedro's. On the photographic evidence, I think of the 
couple as having united less out of joy than a need to 
find solace and companionship in a hostile world, putrid 
around the edges. Reynaldo resulted from the merger. I 
once overheard someone inquire about the whereabouts 
of the woman in the portrait. 

'In heaven,' he answered. 
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Five 
 

Milagros situates herself two down from 
Reynaldo, on my immediate right. By design. Her 
reprimands wouldn't carry half the sting they do if she 
couldn't physically upbraid me at the same time. Every 
second mouthful of food she takes she precedes with a 
verbal and / or physical volley. 

Between them, she and Sylvia have run the 
household for the last four years. During this time many 
people, young men for the most part, have played second 
fiddle. Their regular station at the table has been 
between Reynaldo and Milagros. 

A number come to mind. Rainer, who lugged a 
camera with him everywhere we went, spoke Spanish 
with a distinguished accent unlike anything I'd heard. 
Then came Isabelle, also from a far-off land and fair of 
cheek like none in this country. 

There have been locals too, Miguel and in his 
wake Juan. Miguel's stay lasted a year and a half and he 
continues to play an important role in our lives. He'll 
rally round for a day or two when his schedule allows, 
undermining us with his high-pitched cackle. 

Of late, the talk about Germany, where a relative 
lives and works, has waned. I wonder if he'll make an 
exploratory trip let alone shift there. By his own 
admission, his German leaves a lot to be desired and we 
don't hear of courses, tapes, books or other efforts to 
expand his knowledge.  

I miss Miguel, notwithstanding the guest 
appearances. I miss his jovial nature. He wanted me to 
do the same things Milagros and Sylvia do every day but 
his approach led me to laugh at things otherwise found 
daunting and objectionable. 

Returning to the residents, how could I not make 
honorary mention of Oscar? Until he died he formed the 
axis. The house, maybe the entire community, revolved 
around him. They took turns feeding him at the table, 
his wheelchair drawn close to Milagros, between her and 
me, or Sylvia, betwixt her and Reynaldo.    

The women, not only Milagros and Sylvia but also 
Luz and Liana from the other house, adored him. He 
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magnetized with his helplessness. Sensing his pain, they 
gathered him out of the chair and cradled him in their 
arms. Instinctive mother love never invested in children 
of their own - with the exception of Luz, who has a 
daughter - found release in the crippled frame.  

Oscar's death came out of the blue regardless of 
the sicknesses lined up one after the other on the short 
stem of his truncated existence. Months before he 
passed, a chest infection throttled him. But somehow he 
rallied and pulled through, giving in to death without a 
whisper one fine morning in the middle of the wet 
season. 

The women could not be consoled. Liddy paced 
the property, tears streaming. Rachel and Adriana, from 
the other house, keened like seasoned pros. Ages after 
the event, Liddy gravitates toward the front patio and 
signifies the stars above. 

'Look,' she'll say. 'Oscar.' 
Who would be bold enough to take the wind out 

of the sails of her assertion? Not Reynaldo, who talks as 
often of his mother being up there. Somehow I'm unable 
to visualize lame Oscar shining down from the 
stupendous heights though everyone else accepts the 
idea. But wherever Oscar has gone could it be worse 
than the place he left? I have my doubts and therefore 
envy him. 

Besides Luz, Liana, Rachel and Adriana, the 
other house accommodates Vivian, Max and Ricardo. On 
the same site as the second house we have a chapel. The 
two-level building adjacent houses the community 
workshop. 

Didi in confrontational mode makes a point of 
targeting Rachel and Ricardo. Both are able enough for 
self-defense, in particular Ricardo who prefers crawling 
to wielding the two shortened crutches a benefactor 
endowed him with in days gone by. All arms in the 
tussles, he can yet hold his own against Didi.    

Rachel and Vivian are in their thirties. Adriana, 
on the other hand, would be around twenty, the same 
age as Reynaldo. Gazing at her, a young woman poised 
and charismatic enough to represent the community at 
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conferences abroad, I never fail to wonder how she ended 
up in a place like this.  

Last year, together with Milagros and three of the 
board members, she traveled to Europe. What heart 
palpitations she must've caused when she lowered her 
eyes, knowing those of a boy or a man had singled her 
out.  

Luz and Liana must go through a box of tissues 
daily wiping the dribble from the corners of Max's 
mouth, or if not then after it has fallen in elongated 
droplets, moistening his shirt, shorts and bare knees as 
well as those of the individual sitting beside him. 

A natural imbalance has him on a perennial 
incline. A domino effect begins at the tiny, round head 
and continues down the shoulders, chest and arms, 
taking in the belly before ending at the legs. His legs may 
be thinner than mine.  

I don't appreciate being stuck next to him in the 
van on our jaunts to the river or the beach at Boca 
Chica, to cite two of the more common outings. If he 
starts leaning in on me like he has no ballast and 
nowhere else to go, I make my displeasure plain. 

But for all his lack of finesse and social graces, as 
it might be termed, he makes more of an effort to fend for 
himself than I do with fewer limitations. I envy the 
closeness of his daily relations with Luz, his primary 
caregiver. 

I would have been more willing to compromise in 
the day-to-day picture had Luz rather than Sylvia or 
Milagros been my principal helper. Milagros would make 
an ideal schoolmarm while Sylvia's solemnity has 
become full-fledged over time. I can warm to neither.  

Were Luz to become disillusioned with her lot, as 
Sylvia often appears, I gather she wouldn't think twice 
about leaving and pursuing another way of life. The eyes 
of the neighborhood louts pop at the sight of her, clad in 
shorts and a light top, when she shepherds us into the 
van on the days set aside for an excursion to the water. 
Green to the gills they might be, though they yet make 
time to snigger for thinking of the ineptitude of idiots 
when it comes to the realm of the senses.  
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I could tell them a thing or two. For envisioning 
Luz's honey-colored skin, I had an interesting experience 
sometime ago. We had taken the day off from the 
workshop and usual activities to go to Boca Chica - or 
Chica Chica as Reynaldo likes to refer to it with his 
lopsided grin. 

Luz occupied the front seat with the driver and 
Sylvia, who sat nestled between the two of them. Rojo, 
the driver, and Luz had their windows down. Her brown 
hair danced every which way on the breeze and 
whenever she turned to him - he could talk without 
drawing breath, Rojo could - she raised a hand to the 
side of her face to keep the unruly strands out of her 
eyes.  

Observing her from my perch in the back of the 
van, I grunted my approval at the character in her face. 
Other women might have turned heads quicker but few 
could've possessed more spunk. Her face and figure 
inspired confidence and in her presence I remained 
peaceable on the journeys to the river or Boca Chica, 
arduous though they could be. 

At our destination Luz lathered several of us with 
suntan lotion. Before long Rachel and Adriana teamed 
up and tried without success to lure me into the water. I 
would've held my position, midway between the water 
and a shady nook at the rear of the beach where the 
non-swimmers had gathered, had Luz not tiptoed by, left 
hand extended.  

In contrast to most of the foreign women, many of 
whom strolled the sands naked but for the flimsiest of 
coverings on their lower parts, she had stripped to a 
more modest one-piece. Like most of her attire, it suited 
her down to the ground. 

Over the next half hour she accompanied me in 
the shallows. Further out, in deeper water, she splashed 
me until I received a more thorough dousing than I ever 
gained at the house. Her tender, well-modulated voice 
enticed without stint.    

On the brink of sleep hours later, huddled in 
warm semi-consciousness, Luz's skin and hair loomed 
up in my mind's eye. Soon, the odd appendage of mine 
down below became rigid. I placed my right hand on the 
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spot and when I drew it away it came covered with a 
sticky substance. 
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Six 
 

 As I've made clear, they tried to instill table 
etiquette from the outset. The founding resident - as they 
called me - had much to live up to and could not be 
allowed to go on doing with his food and utensils what I 
had a tendency to do with mine. A fine example for those 
to come! 
 Months after the community opened its doors, 
Didi shrieked her way into my life. How thankful I am 
she learnt to keep her distance. I turned a blind eye to 
the pokes, prods and assorted assaults until she gave up 
on me to roar her lungs at poor unfortunates shambling 
by on the street. 
 Others who joined the community in later years 
she molded like clay in the palms of her large hands. I 
think of Liddy, at least until she grew big enough to 
physically match Didi and, as I had witnessed on 
occasions, outgun her. 
 The house had been up and running a year when 
Liddy entered the scene. Until then Mariane, the 
community leader, bore the bulk of the caregiving 
responsibility. But with the arrival of Liddy she needed 
help to shoulder the burden. Henceforth, others began 
living and working with us. 
 Peeved to discover much of the attention given me 
by this beautiful woman in earlier times siphoned off on 
the baby girl, I still maintained my custom of sidling up 
to Mariane to imbibe a trace of her delicious warmth and 
aroma. 
 She moved out altogether before the year's end. 
Tasks of an administrative bent demanded more and 
more of her time with the community's expansion. 
Reynaldo, Blanca and Oscar moved in in quick 
succession and a second house began to buzz with the 
life provided by five residents and two caregivers. The 
chapel and community workshop soon filled out the 
space. 
 Until Oscar died we numbered eleven residents. 
Together with Max, he attended a special school located 
down the road. Another ten disabled children from the 
neighborhood also took classes at the school. The 
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workshop had room for nine and three day staff oversaw 
us. 
 Whether Mariane dreamed of this all along I don't 
know. Who bankrolled the enterprise? A board of 
directors comprised, no doubt, of dedicated people 
possessed of financial clout. But did they have to bring 
me into their dream? 
 What have the years done for me? Couldn't they 
have left me to my own devices, unschooled, in the 
twilight, where I could indulge to the utmost my 
disinterest in rational dialogue? No, they insisted - and 
still insist - on trying to teach me things. 
 They wanted me to make something of myself at 
the workshop, for God's sake, as if they had the right to 
decide. I held out as long as I could and none of the 
caregivers at the time forced the issue. On the contrary, 
they conceded ground at the first show of disinclination 
on my part.  
 Thus for a lengthy period of time - it may have 
been nigh on two years - while everyone did his or her bit 
at the workshop someone stayed back at the house with 
yours truly. A cleaning lady, a young woman by the 
name of Marta, had come into the community's employ. 
She supplemented the miniscule income she acquired at 
her other place of employment with two or three hours 
every weekday morning in the houses.       
 She went about her business in shorts and bare 
feet, or a pair of sandals on the wet, slippery floors. I 
admired the dexterous movement of her feet and ankles 
when she pranced around the rooms. I drummed my 
appreciation on my chest not only then but also when 
she dropped to her haunches by our antiquated mop and 
bucket. 
 It hailed from the days when they manufactured 
them without a mechanism through which the user 
could wring out the long, wet strands. Failing that, 
Marta squatted and had recourse to her bare hands, 
moving right the way up to the nape of the mop head 
neck. 
 She must've had years of practice because the 
mop dried out as if it had gone through a hand or foot 
operated roller. Sometimes she caught my eye in these 
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moments, with a look troubling to me inasmuch as it 
exuded condemnation. I knew she sensed me to be 
capable of far more than I cared to reveal. 
 My fellow residents busied themselves for five 
hours a day in the workshop, with tapitas, cards for any 
and every occasion, tablecloths, pot holders, crosses 
made out of clothes pegs and other items. Meanwhile, I 
drifted in my dream world and took pleasure in Marta's 
endearing lower legs and ankles. 
 Yet those responsible for my care couldn't accept 
the hopelessness of the cause though if ever they 
pressed a point with above average insistence I howled 
out my anguish. Not for a second did I contemplate the 
possibility I might be causing distress. It had no place on 
the table of reckoning. 
 In time, however, I yielded, much as I had done 
on the matter of my table high jinks. I rose at such and 
such an hour, took breakfast, joined the community 
outings and visits to the homes of board members or 
other well heeled friends, adopted a respectful, if not 
attentive, deportment whenever we sang, played games 
and prayed.  
 Before I knew what had hit me, I began walking 
in the house more than I had walked before, anywhere. 
There followed a day when my mornings of indolence 
ended and I became one of the workshop crew. The fact 
must've inflated their hopes precipitously though in 
order for me to be the least bit constructive someone had 
to sit and work hand-over-hand with me. 
 The situation of an afternoon remained the same. 
My routine right after lunch, ninety percent of the time, 
consisted of a nap. Behind the closed door of my 
bedroom, with the slats on the window shut against the 
light, lying on my bed or hammering on the door, horror 
consumed me at the thought of how prefabricated my life 
had become. Around the time Juan joined the team 
other changes began manifesting. 
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Seven   
 

 'My name is Juan. How are you?' he said, giving 
me his hand. 
 I gazed up at the newcomer Milagros had brought 
into our midst. When we received visitors she behaved 
toward me as one adult to another. I suppose she 
banked on my meeting them with something other than 
my usual tomfoolery. I could be gnawing my finger or 
rapping on my chest, but she would go so far as to stop 
me for the seconds needed to press the offered mitt. 
 No physical intervention proved necessary on the 
day Juan made his sole visit before throwing in his lot 
with us. I had come to the table for lunch, covered in 
rare pensiveness. I took his hand straightaway and 
remained quiet, watchful as he lowered himself into the 
recently vacated position between Milagros and 
Reynaldo. 
 Jubilation greeted the news of his imminent 
arrival, from Reynaldo most of all. A number of times 
during the meal he swiveled his bespectacled, smiling 
face toward Juan. He reached out at regular intervals 
and patted him on the hand or forearm.  

Juan did not mind the attention. Like all who 
came, and regardless of their reasons for wanting to 
share their lives with people like me, Didi, Max and 
Ricardo, he had a quality of even-temperedness. But I 
swallowed the middle of the day meal knowing he too 
would not stay.  
 Like his predecessors, like Miguel, like Mariane - 
who eventually stood down from her position as 
community leader - he would be a factor in my life for a 
short time. On his departure I would be left as alone as I 
had been on innumerable occasions past. 
 The thought of his future treason made me sad 
and sharpened the reflective manner weighing on me at 
the meal. I noticed him appraising me whenever 
Reynaldo on his immediate right and the three young 
ladies opposite let him be a moment. I imagined he had 
never before encountered desolation of this magnitude in 
the eyes of a human being. 
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 He shifted in a week after this prelude, taking 
Oscar's old room. Blanca roomed with Liddy but 
everyone else had his or her own space. Didi had shared 
with others in the past but wisely it had been decided no 
one should have to endure her imperious nature. A 
roommate merely added to the distractions she found of 
her own free will. 
 I soon showed Juan my true colors. He seemed 
alarmed by my conduct and one day about two weeks 
after he joined the team he called Milagros into my 
bedroom and pointed out the deep indentation in the 
index finger of my left hand, inevitable outcome of the 
multitude of bites delivered daily. 
 She made a cursory inspection of my hand before 
looking at Juan as if to infer my stupidity level never 
ceased to amaze her and muttered something about 
attention seeking behavior under her breath. Juan also 
showed her the oversize spot on my upper chest, the 
direct result of the pounding. But this too failed to 
intimidate her.  
 The first two weeks of his stay in the community 
coincided with the Christmas-New Year respite from the 
standard round of school and workshop. Sylvia made it 
clear little would be expected of him until everything 
returned to normal in the middle of January. In the 
meantime he could use the holiday period to find his feet 
and keep us company. 
 We rose much later than we ordinarily did. We 
took our places for breakfast and discovered the ever-
busy Marta well advanced on her chores. The hours 
consisted of games, music, walks and prayer.  

Juan passed minutes on end playing board 
games with Liddy and Reynaldo though Reynaldo's 
attention span at this time left much to be desired. No 
sooner would he sit himself down and begin playing than 
off he would dash, either to his room or the other house. 
 Blanca lounged outdoors for the most part. When 
the sun became too strong for her, however, she 
reentered the house, where she could hear the radio 
better, and made herself comfortable on the couch by the 
front door, diagonally opposite the kitchen table.  
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 Juan distributed himself equally. He paid Blanca 
as much heed as Reynaldo and Liddy, joining her on the 
couch from time to time. Without fail she sought his 
hand after a minute or so and launched into her Dee 
spiel.  

Juan made valiant attempts to engage her on 
other subjects but to no avail. Her face close to his, she 
insisted on driving home the point she impressed on 
everyone to a greater or lesser degree. 
 All demanded consideration. Blanca, Liddy on 
account of the photographs on the notice board, 
Reynaldo with the portrait of his parents, and Didi of the 
vindictive hands and arms - she began usurping his 
space with what passed for her as hugs the day he 
moved in. 
 My clamoring took a different form to theirs. 
Juan made a top priority of my routines. The others 
alerted him as to what to look out for at mealtimes, the 
steps to institute if I lagged too far behind the others, my 
bathing routine - this usually occurred late in the 
afternoon while Liddy, Blanca and Didi napped - and the 
procedure to be adopted on the afternoon walk. 
 He can't but have noticed my aversion to the 
facets of daily life in the community. As pigheaded as I 
proved to be at the dining room table, this amounted to 
nothing compared to the hardheadedness I displayed at 
bath time. I'll have more to say on the subject. 
 Who knows what he read into my constant shying 
away as if from a slap. Did he regard it as a reaction 
deriving from the occasions when Milagros or, less often, 
Sylvia approached me with a palm upraised? In truth, I 
had been feinting and dodging all my born days. I would 
have reacted much the same to a hand held out 
caressingly, afraid lest it bode evil intent. 
 The period directly after lunch often began with a 
bang. Most of the time I ambled off to my room of my 
own accord or Milagros led me by the hand. She stripped 
me with the same simplicity she showed removing the 
linen from the bed. But if I objected to the undressing 
she never went through with it. Instead, she prepared 
the bed and left the room, pulling the door shut behind 
her. 
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 Then, ladies and gentlemen, the games began. 
Knowing full well the latitude I had behind my closed 
door, I went to town. I didn't care who might be within 
earshot, aware their desire to gain quiet time would win 
out over any urge to respond to my mischief making. 
 Out the window my clothes would go, rain, hail or 
shine. Some days I fell asleep at once but as a rule this 
didn't happen until I'd grunted and hammered at least 
an hour. 
 My bedroom clowning around deteriorated when 
Juan joined the ranks. He reacted the same way to the 
noise as he did my self-administered bites, chest and 
head thumps. Milagros insisted he not take it to heart 
but whenever my din became excessive he appeared. 
 He tapped on the door – an unemphatic noise in 
stark contrast to the din made by the raps dealt on the 
other side - and entered the room. I never failed to back 
into a corner, smug but ill at ease, not daring to meet his 
eyes. 
 He never appeared off-put in the least. Most of 
the time he drew near and wound an arm about my 
shoulders. He would encourage me to sit on the bare 
mattress if it had remained in its rightful place during 
the commotion and talk away in a soothing tone of voice.  
 The longer he sat with me the less vocal I became 
until the frequency of bites and hits dwindled. If Milagros 
had dumped the sheets in the washing machine, off he 
would traipse to the linen cupboard halfway along the 
corridor, where he would gather what he needed to cover 
me up.  
 He checked on my state throughout the 
afternoon, whether or not I had been rambunctious 
earlier in the piece. Straddling the line separating the 
world of make-believe from sleep, I would hear him open 
the door. Few of my former caregivers had acted the 
same in similar circumstances. 
 I would go on lying there and sure enough the 
door would close with nary a sound seconds later. Many 
a time I must have been fast asleep and unaware of his 
presence. I wonder what he made of these moments of 
tranquility.  
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 Knowing him as I do now I venture to suggest the 
sight of me in this state of unaccustomed repose touched 
him. He would've been the last to begrudge me this 
peace, interrupting as it did a cycle of tempest, 
restlessness and rage. He may have regarded me there 
and then as complete in a way beyond my reach in the 
conscious state, as a whole person, no different to 
anyone else. 
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Eight 
  

The peacefulness met an abrupt end when it 
came time for my shower and walk. When I met him I 
intuited Juan to be the type who would never resort to 
force in an endeavor to gain what he wished. Something 
in his demeanor led me to believe he lived his life 
according to a strategy of nonviolence. 

To put my hypothesis to the test, I point blank 
refused to budge the first few times he made his way into 
my room with the intention of putting me in the shower. 
Not meeting success, he took my hand in his and applied 
a modicum of pressure. Aware of it, I tensed and held 
doubly firm. 

Now and again Milagros intervened and showed 
Juan how things should be done. Or reminded him, I 
should say. But her brook no nonsense style appeared 
heartless to him. For many a day a standoff ensued at 
this juncture of the afternoon. I refused to bend and 
Juan knitted his brows, reluctant to drag me into the 
men's room. 

Oftentimes I resolved the impasse myself when I 
padded barefoot into the compressed space to use the 
toilet. Whether naked, semi-naked or clothed, I preferred 
to squat on the porcelain on all fours, my hands on the 
rear part and my feet balanced on the other end. It 
must've looked strange to others but with my elfin-like 
build I could bring off the feat. 

If Juan showed up at this time I knew I would be 
in the tub before long, whimpering against the onslaught 
of bucketfuls of lukewarm water. Two steps separated 
the toilet and the tub, thus rendering further resistance 
futile.  

Other occasions Reynaldo broke the standstill 
when he came and grabbed my hand and ushered me 
squealing into the place where I did not wish to go. His 
powerful wrists and arms would've vanquished many a 
good deal broader and stronger than I.  

Milagros must have taken Juan aside and laid 
down the law one evening because there followed an 
afternoon when he revealed himself as less willing to go 
on condoning my defiance. But the first time I detected 
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more resolve in his hands he nearly lost me. At the 
bottom of the corridor, about to enter the bathroom, I 
shook him off. 

Without a stitch on, I set sail for the kitchen / 
dining area, where Milagros had gathered with a group of 
family friends. Juan grabbed me again in the nick of 
time. I'm sure he must laugh about the incident today, if 
ever he recollects the look on Milagros' face. At her end 
of the corridor, her expression registered displeasure, to 
say the least.    

From my perspective, the walks amounted to 
added torture. On the streets, Juan had little choice but 
to be more decisive. Reynaldo, who often accompanied 
us on these jaunts, proved to be a valuable sidekick, as 
adept at handling me as anyone else.   

During the initial weeks of Juan's stay, Reynaldo 
took the lead on several occasions. He knew how to keep 
me on task. He paid about as much attention to my 
displays as he would have done a mosquito on the wall 
of one of the residences we passed. 

When in the position to do so I opposed him with 
all my might and compelled him to rein in his progress. 
But, as in the bathroom, his strength won out over my 
resistance. Juan remained less willing to apply force, 
unless the situation demanded it.  

In certain circumstances both of them grasped an 
arm, as they might have held a thief caught in the act, 
and vouchsafed me no means of escape. If I allowed my 
legs to give out beneath me, they carried me airborne 
until I consented to touch solid ground again.  

Until he changed his way with me, I gave Juan a 
terrible time on the days we went out by ourselves. What 
embarrassment I caused him. I, a well-known identity in 
the impoverished neighborhood, renowned for behaving 
like an ingrate in the public eye. 

Though they had seen it all before, people 
stopped and stared when I threw my tantrums. The 
villagers lived life in the open air. Doors stayed open till 
late and on bright, lazy afternoons the streets seethed 
with humanity.    

Juan, like all who didn't know me well, would've 
preferred to take me down more secluded paths. But few 
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options existed. Therefore, I played to the gallery, folks 
strolling along minding their business or clustered out 
front of humble dwellings. 

The loping Juan became my consort - me, the 
figure of fun par excellence. Laughter and ad hoc 
remarks followed in our wake. Sometimes he cut the 
walk down to one circuit on their account. But in 
Milagros' opinion I needed to be out longer and after 
listening to her protestations in the doorway off we would 
traipse again. 

I played much on the way he looked at me, his 
innate compassion for the despondency in my eyes, 
though this state of affairs did not last. I don't know how 
long he'd been with us when Sylvia had a cozy chat with 
him in her capacity as house manager. 

Yes, Sylvia rather than the authoritarian Milagros 
held this position in our happy home. But Juan went to 
Milagros with his concerns and questions. He kept his 
distance from retiring, timid Sylvia until the day she 
approached him. 

I'd been out on the patio an hour, rocking back 
and forth but biting and hitting myself infrequently. I 
heard Sylvia ask Juan if he had a moment. He answered 
yes and joined her on the couch by the front door. We 
had finished supper and Didi, Reynaldo, Liddy and 
Blanca had dispersed. 

I could hear little from my vantage point on the 
patio but put the brake on my movements and pricked 
up my ears when my name floated toward me on the 
breeze. In an instinctive movement I rose from my chair 
and moved near the front door.  

From what I could ascertain, the roots of Juan's 
dilemma lay in my chronic fear. He wished to know what 
it stemmed from. Had I been maltreated in years gone 
by? Sylvia replied no, not as far as she and those who 
had preceded her in the community knew. 

She related something about my history, as she 
understood it, as it had come down to her from others, 
beginning with Mariane. The evidence confirmed what 
Milagros must have told him on other occasions: my 
moods could not be easily rationalized.  
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I showed my face in the doorway. Juan's glance 
let it be known I had lost the advantage held over him to 
this point in time. In the past he had given me the 
benefit of the doubt and regarded me as a poor, 
unfortunate victim. Now, he knew otherwise. 



 30

 
 
 

Nine 
 

 Something else about the moment left an equally 
irrevocable impression. Juan's manner of relating to 
Sylvia left me in no doubt as to the strength of his 
attraction to women. His posture alone, the legs at a 
forty-five degree angle to her, spoke volumes.  
 I had never seen Sylvia this at ease with a man, 
particularly one whom she did not know well. How 
unusual to see the wallflower, who rarely if ever put 
herself forward in situations, unperturbed in Juan's 
company. He might have been her kid brother.   
 On a trip to Boca Chica the previous February 
we'd driven less than three miles from the houses when 
someone had the bright idea to check on our drink 
supply for the outing. We had far from enough and 
pulled to a stop out front of the nearest supermarket.   

Both Sylvia and Luz had dressed appropriately 
for the beach, in fancy hats and summer dresses 
disclosing more of their brown legs than they cared to 
reveal on a normal day. Thinking back, Luz might not 
have been wearing a dress but rather the shorts she'd 
been known to don for trips to the water.    

As the one seated by the front passenger door, 
the onus fell on Sylvia as a matter of course. However, 
she claimed she couldn't enter the store and make the 
required purchase dressed in clothes unfit for the street. 
Luz, for her part, exhibited no inhibitions of the kind. 

In the final analysis, Sylvia, emboldened by Luz's 
resolve, overcame her misgivings and off they went. They 
returned minutes later with plenty to keep our thirsts at 
bay for the duration of the afternoon. 

With Juan, she displayed few reservations. They 
swam in the pools of each other's eyes and conversed 
with animation. She had Juan's complete attention, a 
mixture of fraternal solicitude with an enticing hint of 
the would-be paramour thrown in, and it had roused the 
brighter, more outgoing side of Sylvia. 

True, she had a droll humor and a winning smile 
but of late we had seen little evidence of it. The year 
before she threw us into a frenzy prior to February's 
fiesta when she appeared at the workshop in a far-too-
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large dress of gaudy colors and high heels. To her credit 
she managed to maintain her balance.  

Talking with Juan, entering into his thoughts and 
feelings about community life, her smile captivated. Did 
he feel especially drawn to her? I did not believe so. 
Rather, I sensed the fair sex in general garnered his 
interest. What I observed over the coming weeks did 
nothing to negate the impression. 

Certain members of the board made periodic 
visits to the houses, most of all Juanita. The class divide 
between those of us who lived in the houses and the 
board members yawned and while many of them may 
have shied away from gracing our presence for this 
reason the accusation could never have been leveled at 
Juanita. 

She appeared amongst us every other week at 
least, parking her air-conditioned BMW out front. 
Moments later she stepped through the doorway, 
natural, self-confident and gorgeous in an understated 
way. Like Mariane in previous years, she made no 
remonstrance when I sat beside her and plopped a hand 
on her knee or arm. 

She had a habit of bringing gifts for us but on the 
advice of Milagros and Sylvia never overstepped the mark 
and spoiled us rotten. She made newcomers amongst the 
caregivers feel at home and catered to them no less than 
the permanent members of the household. 

She chatted with Juan for half an hour when she 
first met him despite the ongoing distraction provided by 
Didi and, to a lesser degree, Reynaldo, Liddy and myself. 
Oh yes, Reynaldo likes the opposite sex too though as far 
as I'm aware he restricts himself to beaming and 
humming at them. He'll touch the hand of the one he's 
with if he feels like it. 

What else could you expect from one of the boys? 
This side of him helped to explain why he hobnobbed 
with the worthless bunch who congregated daily by the 
front fence. Juan, whom I supposed to be near thirty, 
bore no resemblance to the type and as had happened 
years before when Oscar came to reside with us a certain 
amount of the women's attention previously given to me 
now went his way. 
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Marta had her head turned too. She observed 
him while navigating the puddles of water she created in 
the bathrooms and the dining and kitchen areas, 
dodging the overflow with a skill suggesting she had 
been born for the vocation. 

Rarely did she pause to exchange 
extemporaneous remarks with Juan but if ever she did 
curiosity could be read in her expression. What made 
him tick, this individual of lingering silences and a 
manly visage who had dropped out of nowhere to sew a 
new seam in the fabric of our uncomplicated lives?  

Juan had been with us a week when the old year 
acceded to the new. Every New Year's Eve, every 
Christmas Eve too, featured dancing on the streets to 
loud merengue. At three, four and five in the morning, at 
first light on the special day, the music pounded on 
much as it had at midnight. 

Our typical celebration in the community 
consisted of a fulsome meal, fulsome for us at any rate. 
In the middle of the evening, Luz, Liana, Rachel, 
Adriana, Vivian, Max and Ricardo joined us. By then the 
table had been extended and elaborately set. Milagros 
and Sylvia had done the bulk of the cooking though the 
others contributed to the feast with a range of small 
dishes. 

Not for us the frenetic excitement of the street. In 
two to three hours we would advance full steam into the 
uncharted territory of a new year, but nothing 
extraordinary beckoned. Milagros and a number of the 
others planned to be at church when the hour struck. 

Not my idea of a rollicking good time, I can tell 
you, and I am sure Adriana dreamt otherwise when she 
shampooed her shoulder-length hair and dabbed on 
make-up. She looked prettier than ever in a dress dusted 
off and exposed to the light of day only on evenings of 
similar import. Wouldn't she have preferred to be 
elsewhere at midnight, anywhere but the parish church 
at the far end of the street? 

Among those her age she might have met 
someone appealing, one who at a timely moment would 
bring his face near and suggest a kiss. Or if he dared not 
be so bold, he could count on a fleeting touch of her 
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hand or a stroke of her hair to fix forever an instant 
neither would witness again. 

At this point, everyone in the other house 
regarded Juan as a dark horse. Every time his eyes 
lighted on Adriana's she lowered hers, thus confessing 
yearnings bound to remain unfulfilled because singly or 
as a group we went out once in a blue moon. 

Life meant work and the home, work and the 
home, work and the home … The real world drifted in by 
degrees, carried on the draughts like the merengue 
music forming an obtrusive aural backdrop to our meal. 
Despite the formidable volume it went unremarked. After 
the fashion of our compatriots, we sang and danced but 
not like they did on the streets.  

Shortly after eleven the party began breaking up. 
Those whose bedtimes had long since passed shuffled off 
without further ado. Milagros went on her way single-
mindedly, taking a couple of people with her, including 
the thwarted Adriana. 

I had still to make my way down the passage to 
my room when I heard Liana ask Juan if he wanted to 
join her for a drink. Everyone else had disappeared and I 
had relocated from the table to one end of the couch. I 
rocked back and forth at a sedate rate of knots, without 
much energy in reserve at the uncommon hour. 
 Juan explained he couldn't leave the house given 
the absence of Milagros. Furthermore, she would not be 
back before one o'clock. Sylvia, on the other hand, had 
begun her day off. But Liana had a ready solution. She 
would fetch a bottle of wine from across the way.  
 During the ten minutes it took Liana to walk to 
her house, gather the wine and return, Juan approached 
and grasped my hand. I started along the passage and 
hopped straight into bed when he drew the sheets aside. 
After tucking me in he brought his face close to mine, 
patted me on the shoulder and bid me feliz año before 
withdrawing into the shadows.  
 Through the closed door I made out Juan and 
Liana's voices, lifted in occasional laughter. The embers 
of the dying year glowed fainter and at midnight the 
noise from the street momentarily reached a crescendo. I 
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stole out of bed and scurried into the bathroom, where I 
assumed my regular posture on the toilet.  
 Back in my room, with the merengue at a less 
ear-splitting volume, I continued to cock an ear in an 
effort to follow whatever happened to be transpiring 
between Juan and Liana. But I must've drifted off to 
sleep. When I stirred, unaware of how much time had 
elapsed, I could hear nothing from the bowels of the 
house.  
 Convinced he had left with her I leapt out of bed 
and began hammering on the door. Imagine my surprise 
when a bleary-eyed Juan emerged on the threshold, 
demanding to know the cause of the rumpus. The hour 
had struck one. Liana had gone on her way and Juan 
had been dozing in anticipation of the return of Milagros. 
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Ten   
 
 I'd lost count of the number of trips we'd made to 
Boca Chica. Many a special occasion received its 
acknowledgement by the water. We woke on these 
mornings with a sense of expectancy and reached our 
goal with our enthusiasm intact if dented by the fact of 
the journey across town, through the ciudad vieja and 
east beyond the turnoff to the airport. 
 As soon as we left old Santo Domingo, crossed 
the river and rounded a succession of bends, the going 
quickened but most days the trek took in excess of one 
and a half hours. By the time Rojo dropped us at the 
back of the foreshore beneath the middle of the day sun, 
half of our eclectic group already showed signs of wilting. 
Nevertheless, we pressed a claim in whatever place 
offered shade for those who preferred to avoid the sun. 
 Max never went near the water for obvious 
reasons but a number of the less physically challenged, 
Vivian for example, couldn't even be prevailed upon to 
dangle the tips of their toes. My aversion shocked no one 
though I could tally on the fingers of one hand the days 
when we commenced the return journey without my 
having taken a plunge. 
 Whether hazy, clear or in between, the state of 
the skies mattered little to those who had ventured to the 
beach for the day. The foreigners stood out from the local 
people. Many of the former congregated in enclosed areas 
at the rear of the beach. There they worshipped the god 
possessed of the power to turn fair skin a different 
shade. 
 I gained a vicarious pleasure watching a 
particular type loll in the sun or stroll to and fro without 
a care. They promenaded in their near nakedness 
without reserve. Of what use the garments they fitted 
themselves out in at other times when those same outfits 
obscured their most sensual and attractive sides, their 
real selves? So they seemed to say. 
 The golden tanned and curvaceous occupied one 
end of the spectrum. At the other end could be found our 
little group, living testimony of the gamut of mental and 
physical shortcomings.  
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The sun many could not gain enough of wore on 
us in no time and by the middle of the afternoon even 
the most resilient, Adriana and Reynaldo for example, 
had begun to flag and pass more time in the shade than 
swimming or sitting in the direct light.  
 But we never left before time. We'd traveled far to 
reach our destination and the return journey would take 
as long, if not longer. Max's obvious discomfort, Blanca's 
weariness - she adopted a fetal position on a towel 
spread on the sand - Rachel and Ricardo's tempers, to 
say nothing of the increasing frequency of my bites and 
grunts, received as noble a treatment as possible in the 
circumstances. 

Luz, Liana, Milagros and Sylvia made a big deal 
of nothing. They tended to what they could with water, 
food, baby wipes, handkerchiefs, hats and additional 
dollops of sun lotion. They attended to us with a 
composure noticed by passers-by, most of whom 
observed us mutely.  

One time while we ate lunch a barrel-chested 
man stood eyeing us. Those of us capable served 
ourselves. The exceptions, Max and Oscar - alive at the 
time - received their portions on plastic spoons. The man 
sidled up to Luz and commented on the exacting nature 
of the situation.  

Luz gave him an even look and said any day out 
had its tough side. But everyone regarded the beach as a 
rare treat. Better the inevitable hardship than staying 
indoors day after day, a state of affairs exasperating for 
all in the long run. The man made no reply before 
wandering off. 

Sylvia never ventured to the waterline. She stayed 
with the rest of our party, content to keep watch over our 
things. Someone needed to be on hand to ensure no one 
tried to make off with our paltry possessions. More 
important, she could keep an eye on Max and Oscar and 
whoever else happened to be resting at any given time.  

Her reticence suited her to the role. Nonetheless, 
she insisted I remove my top and join the others in the 
turquoise shallows. What a refreshing change it would've 
been to see her follow her own advice. But I doubt she 
ever thought to put on a bathing suit beneath her dress.  
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During the year and a half Rainer lived with us 
we undertook the trip to the river or the beach three or 
four times. At the house at the conclusion of one of those 
days, Rainer asked Sylvia in his genteel Spanish if she 
didn't like to swim. She brought a hand to her mouth 
and laughed good-naturedly in response.  

Members of her immediate family visited the 
house on a regular basis, often dropping in for lunch or 
supper, our lightest repast of the day. They lived in the 
vicinity and Sylvia spent her día de descanso with them. 
She had a brother and a sister. Both, in particular the 
sister, reminded me of Sylvia. 

I had seen her brother busy himself with odd jobs 
around the house. Every Epiphany, or if not then in the 
week following, he set himself the challenge of 
dismantling our Christmas tree, garlanded to its highest 
and innermost reaches with decorations and lights. The 
unraveling of those wires and bulbs took an age of 
patient attention. 

He had little to say for himself, like Sylvia's sister. 
She preferred to call on her sibling during our unofficial 
siesta time. They relaxed on the couch and carried on 
subdued conversation inaudible to the rest of us. It 
would continue until Didi or one of the others sung out 
for attention.  

Looking at the older sister, seeing the way she 
held herself, I sensed jaundice. Could she visualize other 
than no exit signs on the road she had carved out for 
herself? I had my doubts. Whenever I encountered her 
and Sylvia's brother, I felt I understood Sylvia better. 

But how different the Sylvia of my dream to the 
everyday caregiver. Two people could not have been more 
unalike. In my dream she and Juan have the beach at 
Boca Chica to themselves. The crowds have left, 
vanished as if in the face of an impending hurricane. 

The sting of the midday sun has long gone, faded 
with the afternoon. A breeze blowing out of the north 
further tempers the heat. The sun nuzzles the horizon in 
the west, its descending footfall mirrored by the fulgent 
light on the water. 

Rather than her customary place, more or less 
out of sight at the back of the foreshore, Sylvia lingers 
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near the waterline, her bare knees drawn in to her chest. 
Her withdrawn expression might be a copy of the one 
often to be glimpsed on the face of her sister when the 
latter sits at ease, not distracted by conversation or other 
stimuli. 

A bright smile transforms her the moment Juan, 
caught up in the motion of the shallows against his 
thighs and hips, calls out. Sylvia fails to understand 
what he says across the distance, but the beckoning 
gesture he makes cannot be misinterpreted. 

A long tentacle of breaking wash drenches her to 
the hips. Laughing at herself, she peels off her light 
frock, patterned in bright colors and summer scenes, 
and eases her way into the shallows. She lets the 
discarded garment float back and forth with the tidal 
motion. 

She plays catch with Juan, using the medium-
sized beach ball we bring with us whenever we journey to 
Boca Chica. She exudes the sort of energy and 
exuberance Adriana does. She delights in every 
movement of her lean body and welcomes the feel of the 
water against her skin. 

When they have had their fill of playing, Juan 
bridges the distance between them. He pushes Sylvia's 
hair, now loose about her brow, out of her eyes and 
takes her hands. She resembles her sister, not the one 
who calls at the house but rather a person we've never 
met. Arms linked, Juan and this other Sylvia step lightly 
in the shallows, marking broad figure eights with their 
dancing feet. 
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Eleven  
 
 Unlike Sylvia in my dream I continued to look 
askance at the hands offered me. But much as Sylvia, 
Milagros and their forerunners discovered a method to 
deal with one as bull-headed as myself, so did Juan. In a 
nutshell, this consisted of resisting my resistance, if I 
can put it thus. 
 Mentored by Milagros, Juan showed signs of 
becoming proficient at the art when we made our first 
trip to the river in six months. We had been nowhere 
near the place since his arrival and I caught the 
momentary confusion on his face when Sylvia mentioned 
our destination: el río. 
 No, she added with a chuckle, she did not mean 
the Ozama, upon which Santo Domingo lies. No one in 
their right mind would voluntarily wet their wings in the 
polluted, brown mess flowing through the city, the 
mouth of which had once been the solitary port of note 
in the country.  
 The river we visited from time to time, miles from 
the city, would more accurately be described as a 
tributary or water hole than a river as such. I dreaded 
this trip as much as any other we made. Boca Chica had 
its drawbacks but brought with it a number of 
compensations, to which I've alluded.   
 The river offered no saving graces. We undertook 
the long drive knowing we would not have to struggle to 
find space or comparative privacy, both at a premium at 
the beach. Nine times out of ten we had no more than a 
few companions. Local people cooled off in the clear 
pools and scrubbed hard at their laundry at the same 
time. 
 We'd been coming to the place for eons. People 
waved in recognition when Rojo burned into town at the 
end of the hour-long hop. To me it felt as if we had 
traveled much further than we had done in reality, 
having passed by innumerable squalid shanties in 
hamlets edged in by fields, lusty green on account of the 
high rainfall. 
 We climbed and descended till I grew weary, 
forgetful of how in the Dominican Republic you can scale 
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frigid peaks and bathe at tropical beaches in the space of 
a morning or afternoon, let alone a day. The river sat at a 
slight altitude. The sky seemed closer and telegraphed a 
threat of rain likely to soon find release in a heavy 
downpour. 
 Whenever he drove us any distance, to the river, 
Boca or elsewhere, Rojo dropped us off and proceeded on 
his white-hatted way. Often he caught up with an 
acquaintance or stopped for a drink and returned at a 
prearranged time. So he did on this day. Grinning from 
ear to ear, he left us standing. 
 Sylvia, Luz and Juan set to work on the tricky 
task of shepherding us down the steep slope leading to 
the water. Milagros, Liana, Vivian and Rachel had not 
joined us for the outing. The able-bodied, Reynaldo and 
Adriana, assisted as best they could. 
 Luz attended to the dribbling Max single-handed 
and Juan took great care guiding Ricardo along the path 
of shifting earth and rocks. His discarded crutches, of 
questionable use in this terrain, stood out against the 
grassy plot where they'd been summarily dropped. 
 As soon as Ricardo had been left safely by the 
water, Juan wended his way back up the slope, his gaze 
on me. I bit my left index finger and resolved to have no 
part of it. In a similar situation at Boca Chica one who 
knew me better had advised my compañero to leave well 
enough alone, the prevailing assumption being I would 
come around in time. 
 However, Juan had other ideas on this day. 
Having expended much energy on Ricardo, I dare say 
humoring Delgado came a long last on his shortlist of 
possible responses. Firmly but gently he drew me on, 
responding to my grunts in an undertone. He steadied 
me where necessary and in less than two minutes I 
found myself beside Ricardo. 
 He made sure I did not miss the opportunity for a 
cleansing. At its deepest reaches the water flowed no 
higher than the level of my midriff, but anyone who 
didn't follow Ricardo's lead and throw himself in 
horizontally became wet from fore to aft regardless. 
 It became a case of who could splash the most 
water upon his neighbor. Ricardo crowned himself king 
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and not because he aspired to the title. Minus his 
crutches he could not stand without support. But he 
grew tired of using them and more often than not at the 
houses preferred to crawl along the ground like a baby 
boa constrictor. 
 He moved through the water in the identical 
fashion when Juan had other people to look out for and 
could not be there to help him make use of those flaccid 
legs. As a consequence, everyone within a radius of a 
yard received a thorough soaking. 
 Juan formed a pouring receptacle out of his 
cupped hands, immersed them and allowed the water to 
course down the crevices of my narrow back, shoulders 
and chest. I felt the ministration to be placid compared 
to the bucket treatment I received in the shower.  
 We had noteworthy company by the water on this 
particular afternoon. A matter of yards away a woman 
and four youngsters gathered. They observed us without 
stint during the time they remained there, spellbound by 
our composite of unsullied eccentricities and physical 
deformities.  

The woman had been blessed with good looks 
and skin a shade or two lighter than Liddy's. Had they 
not been wiped out centuries ago, I could have imagined 
her to be a distant descendant of the Indians who had 
peopled our part of the world in days of yore. 
 A quality of innocence in her eyes led me to think 
of her as one who looked out at the contemporary world 
as a stranger, with bemusement at the customs and 
rituals witnessed.  

I drank in her sparse but proficient movements 
during the moments she washed clothes - a boulder and 
scrubbing brush comprised her tools - and maintained 
the scrutiny when she scrubbed the four children. They 
lathered up well and good before dunking their small 
heads, covered in soapsuds.     
 She disappeared beneath the surface for ten 
seconds after the others took their turn and when she 
reemerged, blinking water out of those large, expressive 
eyes, the little ones greeted her with unrestrained 
shouts. 
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 With a final glance in our direction, they went on 
their way. I grunted loud in appreciation of the view of 
swaying hips, visible through the folds of her threadbare 
dress, and the long black hair plastered against bare 
shoulders. 
 Ricardo's teeth had begun to chatter ten to the 
dozen after all his writhing in the cool water. Juan had a 
dry shirt and pants on him by the time Rojo returned, an 
hour after leaving us. He then busied himself with me 
and Rojo hoist Ricardo in his arms as if he weighed no 
more than a leaf. 
 Juan bid me change my clothes. I acquiesced 
straightaway, the fight having seeped out of me for one 
day. Goose bumps broke out on my skin but I had an 
easier time dealing with the chill than Ricardo and 
Adriana, who had braved the water like she did the 
ocean at Boca Chica. 
 Hunger and weariness accompanied us back to 
the city. Reynaldo, to the amusement of all, made a 
running joke of his stuttering attempt to mouth a 
particular word, a place-name we passed en route. To 
the amusement of all except me, I should say. I sat 
disgusted by the way the others encouraged him with 
their inane hooting. I would've liked to block my ears and 
drown out the sound of their merriment. 
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Twelve  
 
 After the outing Juan never looked back. He 
became as consistent in his dealings with me as Milagros 
had been from the start. But unlike her he never lost 
patience. He never called me a baby or raised the palm of 
his hand in threatened or actual retribution. His manner 
could not have been less threatening. 
 I went on trying his patience, to say nothing of 
the endurance of everyone who had to endure life with 
me. I did this in incalculable ways. Sometimes I wet my 
pants at the workshop out of wilful bloody-mindedness. 
My caregivers permitted me a bathroom break every two 
hours in the hope of preventing accidents, to coin the 
euphemism. 
 But the three young ladies who supervised the 
workshop occasionally forgot my mid-morning pee. I 
could have left my chair and wandered the few feet to the 
door of the outside cubicle under my own steam but no. 
 Whenever they discovered what I'd done they 
rolled their eyes in repugnance. Incensed, one of them 
bent at the hips to clean up the mess. The other 
marched to the house to gather a change of clothes and 
the third gave me a fierce tongue-lashing and rushed me 
outside to the narrow compartment. Invariably, she 
stripped me with enough calculated fury to take my 
breath away. 
 On the days when he helped out in the workshop 
the job of toileting and changing me, if necessary, fell to 
Juan. Not once, however, did he upbraid me in the 
manner of the ladies, accident or not. Rather, he sat me 
down and attended to me with an absence of fuss. He 
appeared to regard soiled underwear and pants as an 
integral part of the job. 
 In the early weeks of his stay he assisted in the 
workshop most days. Did tapitas bore him as much as 
they did me? I suspect he felt the drudgery of spending 
hour after hour inserting pieces of foam into the tops of 
medicine bottles. Who wouldn't have been jaded after a 
while? A pharmaceutical company contracted with the 
community to prepare the lids. 



 44

 
 
 

 We did our own quality control. If a piece of foam 
or a cluster of them had split around the circumference 
or broken in any shape or form, we tossed them in a to 
be discarded pile. The same held for the tops. Those in 
less than pristine condition, bearing any sign of chipping 
or cracking, we put to the side.   
 A sizeable number did not come up to scratch 
and wound up in a separate stack, together with the 
many marked with no other defect than dirt or minor 
discoloration. Those in charge of us made a point of 
inspecting our efforts because the likes of Liddy, Blanca, 
Ricardo and to a greater extent Didi paid less than one 
hundred percent attention to the task at hand. 
 I ought not use words like our and we because 
the terminology makes it sound as if my commitment 
equaled the steadfastness shown by the best of them. In 
actual fact, I wanted nothing to do with the tapitas. The 
hand-over-hand procedure successful for a time when it 
came to other workshop projects did not work nearly as 
well up against the prospect of bag loads of foam and the 
tops of medicine bottles. 
 On set days at different periods of the year, when 
the company required the tapitas by a particular date, 
they took up more space in the workshop than we did. I 
detested these times because everything else went on 
hold. Then, despite a history of failed attempts in days 
gone by, someone made an effort to remind me how the 
foam went into the lid in the hope I might prove willing to 
make a contribution, however token and measly. 
 One day, feeling more out of sorts than usual, I 
rebelled in style. One of the ladies grabbed my hand as 
she ordinarily did, placed a tapita in my left paw and a 
piece of foam in the other. But instead of doing what she 
wished I sent the tapita flying, tossed the foam on the 
ground and upended the full bag of lids on the table in 
front of us. They went from here to breakfast time.   
 For good measure I stood bolt upright, chewed 
another millimeter of flesh out of the index finger of my 
left hand, emitted an almighty grunt and in the act of 
turning away from the table caught the loose end of a 
bag of the foam pieces, scattering the contents far and 
wide. 
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 All hell broke loose. Ricardo slipped and slid on 
the tapitas beneath his feet and began grappling with 
Rachel. Liddy split her sides with laughter. Blanca eyed 
me with her calm but mystified brown orbs. Meanwhile, 
in the other corner of the room, Vivian went into her 
standard, robotic gestures and Didi sprang to her feet 
and roared at me. 
 'Cállete, Delgado! Cállete! Cierra la boca! Cierra la 
boca!'  
 Sometimes when she screamed at me like this 
her outburst preceded a booming laugh. But this time 
devilry flashed in her eyes and I knew at a glance what 
this meant. I had overstepped the mark in her view. She 
was about to lunge at me across the table when I nearly 
lost my footing. 
 The instant I regained my balance screeching 
women at their collective wit's end surrounded me on all 
sides. I'm sure I would have been shaken from pillar to 
post had Juan not left his place beside Blanca and taken 
my hand. 
 Before further anger could be vented he trundled 
me out of sight and led me to a chair on the front patio of 
our sister house. He did not release my left hand as I 
expected but kept holding it in his own. Therefore I had 
to be content with the occasional self-inflicted thump on 
the chest. I calmed down soon enough and had lost 
interest in battering myself when he let go my hand 
altogether. 
 I left my finger alone despite the reopened 
prospect of chewing away on it well and good. I resumed 
the rocking but no more. I went at a slow clip and for 
seconds at a time all motion ceased. The clatter of pots, 
pans and other cooking receptacles reached us from the 
kitchen at our backs. Two women from the neighborhood 
prepared lunch for us daily except Sunday and had all 
but reached the end of their allotted task.  
 The aroma of cooked rice, meat and vegetables 
hung in the air. At our place, Juan and I observed the 
middle of the day comings and goings. I lapped up the 
moment of indolence and threw the odd glance at Juan 
out of the corner of my eye.  
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 Believing he would preserve the ambience, the 
sound of his voice caught me by surprise. I had begun 
regarding him as one of a rare breed. He made no song 
and dance about my obnoxiousness. Had I not for years 
longed for someone as tolerant and composed as him? 
 'I'm trying to help,' he said. 'But you don't make it 
easy. You don't make it easy for any of us. Why do you 
do such things? Your life could be better this instant, if 
you wanted it to be. We offer you the chance every day 
but you throw it in our faces.' 
 No one had ever talked to me with such a degree 
of reason interlaced with passion, or not for a long time. 
Stung by the rebuke, I uncomplainingly took his hand 
when the call for lunch rang out. Liddy and Blanca had 
ambled back and forth in front of us over the past five 
minutes. They had lugged several bowls and pots filled to 
the brim with our house's portion of the steaming hot 
meal.    
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Thirteen  
 
 The months passed and Juan received kudos for 
his perceived winning ways with me. I could see in the 
eyes of Sylvia and Milagros what an impression this 
made. More than once I overheard Milagros remark to 
his face on the wonders he had worked. I had never been 
more compliant or willing to do the things, great and 
small, expected of me in the community. 
 My noise level decreased and I hit and bit myself 
appreciably less than in the past. In the view of most, I 
had improved all round though I failed to see how 
anyone could say this extended to my input of a morning 
in the workshop.  

Yet the female coordinators echoed the view. 
Under the mature influence of Juan, I had begun faring 
better, they said. Well, this only goes to show what a lazy 
so-and-so I must have been before Juan's influence 
became apparent.  

On his arrival, Milagros and Sylvia hoped he 
would serve as a father figure to Reynaldo. In reality, he 
passed the greater part of his time with me. Yet he 
proved a godsend for Reynaldo too. There could be no 
mistake about this.  

He had the knack of taking him aside and 
piloting him through his white-hot anger. The 
mellifluous voice, the arm about the shoulders, achieved 
much. Before, on the occasions Reynaldo threw a wobbly 
at the workshop, everyone ducked, afraid he might injure 
someone when he started dragging the tables away from 
the walls and overturning chairs. No one could deal with 
him in this frame of mind. 
 At the house Sylvia went bananas at the first sign 
of impetuosity on his part. This frequently occurred prior 
to our gathering at the table for a meal or when we had 
already seated ourselves and intoned the ritual grace 
and thanksgiving. 
 Once during Miguel's sojourn with us Reynaldo's 
mood appeared flat from the moment Miguel hailed him 
with a wake-up call in his distinctive tenor. To judge by 
the expression on her face, Sylvia had come through a 
problematical night of her own. 
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She began wrestling with him when he wouldn't 
desist from rearranging the breakfast things. Milagros 
and Miguel cried out warnings but by a miracle neither 
of the protagonists took a tumble. Instead, Reynaldo 
rushed from the scene and slammed his bedroom door in 
rapid succession upwards of twenty times.  
 Prayer time acted as a natural curb on my 
ingrained restlessness. All the same, had I acquired an 
aptitude for something other than grunts and nonsense 
phrases, I would never in a month of Sundays have sung 
along to hymns like Yes, Jesus loves me. Irrespective of 
what the Bible said, I found it impossible to believe he 
loved pathetic, inept individuals like me. 

Milagros insisted he did. She based this not only 
on the scriptures but also on the simple fact of the 
existence of communities like ours, communities in the 
business of offering care and shelter for the weak and 
downtrodden. But what of those who missed the boat, 
who had to fend for themselves? Thousands lived in the 
city, right outside our doors. What did Jesus' love 
amount to for them? 

If I displayed pugnaciousness in the chapel it 
flared up the moment everyone began Yes, Jesus loves 
me, and violated the bounds of good taste at the mark 
most suspect, the line Yes, Jesus loves me, for the Bible 
tells me so. 

But, as I have said, noise had never been my 
natural wont in there. The altar, the crucifix above it and 
the icons to either side had a steadying effect. Juan's 
presence enhanced my non-truculent mode.  

What did he make of the prayer and other 
manifestations of the community's spiritual bent? I can't 
say for sure but at times I noticed a distance in his eyes, 
as of one seeking a solution of his own, in the solitary 
space of his heart. I wondered about the stamp of his 
yearning. 

Reading held pride of place. He and Milagros 
chatted at the table about books in their personal 
libraries. They discussed spiritual questions their 
reading raised as readily as they might have talked about 
the weather though admittedly not on a daily basis. 
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Sometimes, Juan came to check on me with a soft or 
hardcover tome under his armpit. 

I'm sure he aired his plan to travel to the United 
States to live and work in a community much like ours 
months before it came to fruition. But because I failed to 
credit it at the time the eventuality when it arose 
resembled a bolt. 

I gather too he seldom referred to the subject 
because no one could hazard a guess as to how long it 
would take him to receive an offer of employment from 
an American community and then to acquire a visa for 
the United States.  

Miguel's wish regarding Germany had become 
glued in the mire of red tape and the man himself 
remained anchored at home. Would the United States 
prove an easier proposition for Juan? 

The Dominican Republic had for decades been 
characterized by a signal amount of migration. Our 
neighbors to the west on Hispaniola, the Haitians, 
crossed the frontier in droves to slave for miserable 
wages in sugarcane and other concerns.  

Within the country there had been massive 
internal migration from rural to urban areas, first and 
foremost the capital, for about as long. Finally, many 
locals - the lucky ones? - immigrated to the States. A fair 
percentage traveled there in the first place with tourist 
visas. 

Juan had other ideas. He hoped to work for a 
year in the foreign community and to gain a special kind 
of visa for the purpose. Early one afternoon we'd taken 
up our respective positions for lunch when Luz 
sauntered into our midst on her long legs and handed 
over the day's mail.  

One of the letters for Juan bore the seal of the 
United States consulate downtown. He broke it open, 
removed a single sheet of paper from the envelope, 
browsed the contents and announced he had been 
granted the sought-after visa. As casual as you like. 

 
Lately, I've developed new behaviors and many 

dispensed with long ago have risen from the dead and 
reared their heads in fresh incarnations. I wonder what 
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everyone thought when I first gazed up at the whirling 
blades of the ceiling fan in the main room and grunted 
louder than I'd done in months. 

In my twisted mind's eye, the blades approximate 
the rotating propellers of a helicopter or single engine 
plane about to descend and chop me to ribbons. If only it 
would. Then, I would be free of this accursed existence. 
An indentured servant would be better off. One thing 
can’t be denied: I am not a free man.    

Since Juan left for America there've been days 
when my refusal to do the behest of the women has 
exasperated them to the point of throwing in the towel. 
They rely on Reynaldo's strength whenever they can. 
Were he as calm and collected as a renunciant his biceps 
would yet receive a good workout heaving the water 
bottles we purchase at the tienda down the street.  

But he can make himself scarce and there are 
times when he sees me act up but shows no interest in 
helping the caregivers. A dark tunnel, the downswing 
mode of his bipolar disorder, or whatever odd name it 
goes by in the medical profession, can render him a 
hopeless case. 

I am now as reluctant to go any distance out of 
doors as in the early days and strip off in my room and 
toss the clothes through the slats with alarming 
regularity. The more Milagros and Sylvia scold the more I 
do it. If I maintain my present noise level much longer, 
I'm sure they'll start extricating tufts of their hair if they 
don’t invest in earplugs first. 

I’ve become more intractable in the chapel but 
am a good deal more so when everyone commences 
singing at the weekly house meeting, sometimes held in 
conjunction with the members of the other house.  

When they start throwing the ball about and 
Liddy stands with her back to the room and calls out 
para, para, para, para … I go ballistic. Milagros has had 
to physically restrain me at times and I can imagine her 
thanking the Lord I'm a lightweight midget. 

I object to the game, the end of which occurs the 
moment Liddy calls out para for the last time. The 
person with the ball has to share – God, how I despise 
this concept too – and do a turn on the floor, whatever 
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they care to come up with. But, like Vivian from the 
other house, I'm a reluctant performer. The only act I 
rely on is my habitual one-noter. 

I miss Juan. The day before he flew out of the 
country he presented everyone in the community a gift. 
His present to me, a picture someone took of us wading 
in the shallows at Boca Chica, adorns the notice board in 
the dining area.  

Smiling, he has his arm draped about me while 
I'm pulling one of my more wretched faces. On the back 
he penned the following: To Delgado, with thanks for all 
you have taught me. Love and Blessings, Juan. 

Of course, I don't take the sentiments seriously. 
He appeared innocent of guile and true of heart but he 
deceived me, betrayed me, like the rest. Again, I've been 
abandoned. I'm the castaway on a desert island. Boats 
pass my forlorn shore and ply me with food and clothing 
but none will entertain me aboard.  

I made the mistake of falling asleep and when I 
woke my father had upped and left. The same happened 
with my mother. So with all of them down the years. 
Why did they take me in? Why didn't they leave me to 
fade into oblivion, in the darkness and depths of my 
lonely chamber?  

The vultures, creatures with the ability to soar 
high in majestic circles but whose minds travel no 
further than the carrion far below, could have had a 
feast on my flesh and blood. A better prospect than this 
apology for a life.  

Para, I hear Liddy calling.  
How I wish it would. Now and forever. 
Para. 
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Part Two / Juan 
One  
 
 'That's such good work,' remarked the 
immigration officer, browsing the covering letter I handed 
her together with other documentation sent me by the 
community months before. 
 'You're to be commended.' 
 I could think of nothing to say to this vote of 
approval. Half an hour before I had touched down in New 
Orleans. From the air, Louisiana's legendary city had 
appeared hemmed in on every side by the water reputed 
to submerge its streets whenever heavy rain fell. 
 The young woman opened my passport and 
stamped the first blank page she came across. Walking 
away I scanned the page and realized I had been granted 
permission to stay in the country six months. A period of 
one year had been specified in the covering letter but I 
decided not to quibble. 
 I boarded a shuttle bus destined for downtown. A 
young black man with a cap on his head and wearing a 
black and white uniform took the wheel. I stared out the 
window, awed by the size of the vehicles to the front, rear 
and either side of us. I had never seen roads this well 
maintained. When he pulled up at a red light the driver 
interrupted my ruminations. 
 'Wherebouts you goin', mister?' 
 'The bus station.' 
 'I know that. Where are you takin' a bus to?' 
 'Alabama.' 
 'Alabama, huh.' 
 The bus and train stations rubbed shoulders in a 
sprawling edifice on the edge of town. I waited more than 
an hour for a bus east and during this pause took a 
minute to dial the contact number I had been given. 
 I had never heard anything like the accent of the 
community's coordinator, Josh. He drew out not only the 
pauses between his sentences but also the words 
comprising those sentences. Several times during our 
conversation I waited on tenterhooks for him to complete 
his statements. 
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 He sounded surprised I had made it to the United 
States at last. My application stemmed from far enough 
back for him to have grown skeptical about my chances 
of ever traveling to the community to assume the 
position I had been offered. 
 I insisted I had entered the country without 
incident. Furthermore, only one hundred and fifty miles, 
or thereabouts, separated us. I hung up the phone and 
found myself a place on a bench in the immense foyer. 
There I lingered until it came time to board the 
eastbound service. 
 Josh had given me four phone numbers on the off 
chance no one made it to the bus station in time to meet 
me when I alighted at my destination. I quartered the 
piece of paper on which I had made a note of the digits 
and placed it in the right front pocket of my pants.  
 The final stage of my day's journey commenced at 
one o'clock, in the company of ten or so fellow 
passengers. I gaped at the sights the new land afforded. I 
stretched my legs and reclined in my seat without 
inconveniencing anyone on a bus never more than half-
full through the course of the journey. The coziness as 
well as the uniformity of the landscape of southeast 
Louisiana and southern Mississippi lulled me into a 
drowsy state.   
 Years ago, prior to thinking about community life, 
I had dreamt of a town I could not identify in an 
unfamiliar country, of my arrival there on a bus. The 
wiry men with coal black faces and lined brows of my 
dream resembled those I glimpsed out the window at 
each of the stops along the route.  
 Mauvila, my destination, crept up on me 
unawares. I expected a larger terminus than the plain 
building off to the side of an exit leading from the 
interstate. My bag came out of the luggage hold with a 
thud. I raised it to my shoulders and strode into the 
terminal, where, again, I sighted the black faces of my 
dream.  

As Josh had warned me might happen, a greeting 
party had not yet arrived. However, the first number on 
the list in my pocket yielded a vague connection. 
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Someone would be by within the half hour, the voice at 
the other end of the line informed me. 
 Outside, I welcomed the late winter sunshine and 
settled into another period of waiting. It must have been 
half an hour later when an old blue van lumbered to a 
stop on the road. The driver indicated left and pulled into 
the parking lot in front of the terminal. 
 Having been advised to look out for a blue van, I 
began reaching for my things. Moments later the vehicle 
inched to a stop yards away and a longhaired young man 
emerged. Without standing on ceremony, he introduced 
me to the residents of my new home. Though the names 
of the two men and three women went straight in one ear 
and out the other, the uniqueness of their faces struck 
me, in particular the mien of the individual beside the 
driver. 
 He could not have stood more than five foot and 
yet the pinhead looked too small irrespective of his 
compact frame. He acknowledged me with no more than 
a slight turn of the head until the driver suggested he 
take my hand. 
 'Don't kiss him now,' he added, grinning. 

In the quarter hour it took us to reach the house 
I responded to a multitude of questions. The house, a 
large, two-story building, occupied one corner of an 
intersection on a street a matter of blocks from the main 
thoroughfare. Everyone went straight inside with the 
exception of Rob, the one who had introduced me to the 
others, and the slowest of the residents. Rob tapped an 
index finger on the roof of the van while waiting for him. 

More than a minute passed before he consented 
to step down. From where I stood, I heard him mutter 
something over and over. As soon as his feet touched 
solid earth, I made out the words. In the interim Rob 
held his ground, a world-weary expression on his bony 
cheeks. 

'Marvin did it!' said Dean, taking the hand Rob 
offered him. 

'Oh, sure he did.'  
Rob shadowed the resident along the path leading 

to the front door. I followed close behind, wondering 
where everyone else had gone. Dean, a man of about 
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thirty, covered the ground with the hunchback slant of 
an old-timer.  

His manner of holding himself put me in mind of 
Ricardo though Dean's legs served him to a degree 
impossible to imagine in the case of the young resident 
from my home community. 

Rob helped him negotiate the steps at the end of 
the path and counted off each one as they ascended. I 
lingered at their backs the whole way, poised to offer a 
hand if necessary. At the top of the steps I beheld a wide, 
long veranda. I imagined myself taking the air out there 
on sultry evenings to come, much as I had done on the 
modest patio of my erstwhile domicile in Santo Domingo.       

 
I lifted my head when I heard the front door open 

and met the gaze of the trim, brown-haired woman who 
entered the house. I stood up and with a smile took the 
hand she offered. 

'Jayne.' 
'Hi. Juan.' 
In the half hour since my arrival I had been 

shown my room, offered a bite to eat and chatted at 
random with Margaret and Leah, the two caregivers with 
whom I would be working besides Rob and Douglas, the 
portly driver of the van.  

After a minute of pleasantries, Jayne and I set 
out for the office. Josh had worked late on this day and 
she thought we might be in time to meet him if we 
hurried. We walked four blocks to a complex harboring a 
number of offices and meeting rooms.     

No sooner had we entered the building than we 
glimpsed a man in his forties approaching us from an 
out-of-the-way corner. At once Jayne slowed in her walk 
and presented Josh.  

I felt the loose press of his hand and gazed into a 
careworn face notable for the bags under the eyes. He 
could not take the time to confer with me there and then, 
he explained, but in a day or two we would have the 
opportunity. Jayne he did not acknowledge before 
proceeding, a briefcase in his right hand. 

'If you're not too tired, we can do a circuit of the 
houses.' 
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'I'm not tired.' 
The first house we visited boasted a striking 

façade and a leafy front garden. Late winter flowers 
bloomed in abundance. In the expansive dining room I 
met a number of residents and staff. But once again the 
names failed to lodge. Outside, Jayne led me across the 
street and we started along a road veering off to the right 
at an angle. 

'We'd love to hear about your community. Would 
you be open to doing a presentation at one of our 
meetings?' 

'Sure. I've brought photographs and slides with 
me.' 

She liked the idea of a visual staging and spoke of 
setting an appropriate date a number of weeks hence. 
We called at the community's third and fourth houses, 
single-story structures located on the same street. In 
both, evening routines had commenced, allowing scant 
opportunity to attend to visitors.  

Dan, a balding resident with Down's syndrome, 
provided my strongest impression of the first. In the 
space of less than five minutes he asked me where I lived 
three times. First, I answered the Dominican Republic. 
When he asked a second time, I replied Santo Domingo. 
The third time, I named the house a short walk away 
where I would be residing during my stay. I assumed he 
wished to know this, not my foreign origin. 

The residents of the other house had their hands 
full cleaning up after supper and planned an early 
evening outing. Of the introductions made to date these 
formed the briefest. But despite being hustled along, I 
exchanged civilities with all of them. 

I met Eric, a tall, thin man who maintained his 
balance while in transit by placing the palms of his 
hands against the walls. A pudgy woman with Down's 
syndrome introduced herself as Beatrice. Next came 
Dana, who plotted a course around the room on a 
wheelchair. Last of all, I stood before Henry.  

The moment I approached him his mouth 
overflowed with chewing tobacco. It had blackened his 
gums, lips and each one of the teeth he revealed when 
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his jaw opened. An older woman, Janine, and a young 
man from the city, Chuck, administered the house. 

'It's our custom to give people from abroad a day 
or two to catch their breath,' said Jayne, unlocking the 
door of an apartment set aside for the caregivers on their 
days off. 

'I can work tomorrow.' 
But she did not think this a good idea. 
'We don't want you to be overwhelmed. You'll be 

busy enough before you know it.' 
She showed me the guest room in the downstairs 

section of the building. Here, staff could make a retreat, 
if they desired. At other times the room served as 
accommodation for out of town visitors.  

Jayne switched on a light and we began taking 
the stairs. How well everything ran, I thought to myself. 
At home we had as many switches and power outlets but 
fewer appliances to plug into them.     

The door of the apartment stood opposite the top 
of the stairs. After walking me through the empty rooms, 
Jayne and I agreed on a meeting time of ten o'clock in 
the morning. We would then go over paperwork and 
other matters of importance, she told me. 
 Over the next quarter of an hour I wandered 
about the large apartment, inspected each and every 
room, noted the sparse furnishings, the plentiful food 
supply in the refrigerator and freezer, and picked up 
magazines only to put them down at once.  

I retired to one of the single bedrooms but lay 
awake and restless. We had seen not a soul when we 
stopped there in passing, but someone must have been 
staying in the downstairs guest room. I made out 
footsteps and miscellaneous noises until close to 
midnight. 
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Two  
 
 Home lived on in my dreams. A week after leaving 
for the Deep South, the faces of everyone in Santo 
Domingo reappeared, none more vividly than Blanca, 
Liddy, Reynaldo, Didi and Delgado. Delgado, brooding, 
dour warrior bent on a grim fate, loomed largest and 
made the most impact.  
 After him I saw Liddy, guffawing as she used to at 
the house or the workshop when someone fooled around 
and received a stern ticking off. Blanca drew as near as 
she used to do when I joined her on the couch. Her lips 
moved and she mouthed the word more meaningful to 
her than all others in the language put together.  
 With his face about the same distance from mine 
as Blanca's, Reynaldo smiled and hummed a tune I did 
not recognize. I felt the touch of his hand on my shoulder 
and forearm before he pointed out a scar I had borne on 
the right side of my face since undergoing minor surgery 
in the recent past. Una herida de guerra, I called it, 
much to Sylvia's amusement.   

Didi threw herself into my arms uninvited. Her 
jaw dug into my chest and her eyes, a dark gleam at 
their farthest reaches, regarded mine. Ricardo, Max, 
Rachel and everyone else from the other house came to 
me also, but in medium or long view.  

The young, easy-on-the-eye daughters of our 
neighbors across the street danced across my vision and 
bid hello with bobs of the head and light presses of the 
hand all round. Never put out by their presence, we 
helped them boost their water supply with myriad 
bucketfuls until one of them deemed they had amassed 
sufficient. No one could say how long the power outage, 
and consequent loss of water, affecting their side of the 
street would last.  

Then, the circle turned. I stepped out of our 
candlelit house and gazed across the street at evening 
rituals in the windows, listened to merengue music as 
inviolable as on the eve of a fiesta. Next came Pedro's 
kind, wrinkled face and the countenance of an adorable 
girl with the mark of Down’s.  
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She attended the special school and protested 
whenever her mother left her at our house of a morning. 
If the breakfast things had not been cleared, we offered 
her morsels or a glass of something to drink.  

For the hundredth time, I feigned ignorance of 
her name. But she refused to tell me, knowing full well I 
had learnt it. One morning she presented a face distorted 
by pouts and tears. Her mother had chastised her and it 
took multiple assurances from Milagros and me before 
she calmed down. 
 The simplest things bring back memories of 
home. Trudy, one of the female residents of the house, 
celebrated her birthday earlier in the week. The next day 
she received a visit from a longtime friend, a lovely 
woman clad in a warm jacket who spoke with the accent 
of an archetypical southerner.  
 Soon, the woman pointed out, the weather would 
turn humid and jackets would not be necessary. Talking 
with her, I sensed my English hovered around the level 
of commonplaces. Nevertheless, I explained, as though I 
had been itching for the opportunity, how in my country 
trade winds swept across the island from the Atlantic the 
whole year and tempered the tropical clime.  
 I related a host of other facts to my receptive 
listener in the minutes we spent together. She appeared 
fascinated to discover I came from the eastern part of the 
island of Hispaniola, the second largest island in the 
Caribbean Ocean after Cuba. We shared the landmass 
with Haiti in a partnership characterized by long periods 
of turbulence. 
 The frontier with Haiti had been so drawn that 
the Dominican Republic approximated a triangular 
shape. Three hundred and fifty kilometers separated the 
frontier from the easternmost point but the coastline 
accounted for five times this length because of the 
numerous bays and promontories sprinkled around the 
periphery.  
 I alluded to the diversity of the landscape, the 
prodigious heights of Duarte Peak in the Central 
Mountain Range, the broad arcs of the Cibao Valley to 
the north of the range. Further north, other ranges 
covered the landscape in resplendence. Beyond, falling 
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away to the coast, lay the northern plains, rich in 
vegetation and agricultural products. 
 South of the Central Mountain Range, plains with 
large sugarcane conglomerates competed with forests 
boasting major peaks. Damp tropical forest and dry 
steppes occupied the same region, the direct outcome of 
high altitudes with abundant rain and dry, drought 
conditions respectively.  
 The most unusual feature in the southwest, 
landlocked Lake Enriquillo, rested at more than forty 
meters below the level of the sea. Nothing of agricultural 
value grew in its dry, salty soil.  

To the south of the country's easternmost point, 
to add another string to the bow of variety, fishermen 
eked out a living on coastal reefs. There, they fashioned 
lives far removed from the experience of those who 
resided amid the urban tumult of centers like Santo 
Domingo, Santiago, San Pedro de Macoris and La 
Romana. 
 
 'Juan, I believe you're the only male joining us 
today,' said Margaret, when I entered the kitchen at 
Cana House. 
 The chime on my watch beeped to signal nine 
o'clock. The March weather had turned gray following a 
fine spell. Nonetheless, the city had come alive with floral 
displays, in large part profuse, multicolored azaleas.  

Over the last week I had drowned myself in their 
fragrances on peregrinations about the town. The 
following week, on one of my days off, a group of us 
planned to visit well-known gardens in a nearby locale.  
 Periodic days out enabled members of the team to 
gain time off from the habitual round and make a 
daylong outing. But not everyone could participate on a 
given occasion. None of the houses had sufficient back-
up staff to provide the coverage required. 
 Thus the caregivers took turns, as did the women 
- six in total - who helped out in the community's 
workshop. I had been fortunate enough, considering my 
status as a relative newcomer, to be invited to join the 
planned trip to Mississippi. 
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 'That’s okay be me,' I said, in response to 
Margaret’s statement. 
 'You like to keep us gals company?' asked Wendy, 
the young woman in charge of the workshop. 
 'How do they say it in court? No objections, your 
honor.' 
 Besides Wendy, Margaret, a close friend of 
Margaret's by the name of Patricia, who had volunteered 
to do the driving, Janine and myself, our group consisted 
of Sophie, a young Swiss who lived and worked at Unity 
House, the residence with the stand out façade and well-
tended garden.  
 Drumming her fingers on the wheel, Patricia 
drove south before turning on to the interstate, a stretch 
of road familiar to me from when I entered the city late in 
February. We settled down for the drive to Biloxi, a 
Mississippi town notable for the casinos lining its shore. 
 En route we stopped in the village of Ocean 
Springs. Janine had visited an art museum here in the 
past and on her recommendation we included it on our 
itinerary. The gallery bore the name of its featured artist, 
Walter Ingliss Anderson. 

I had little experience of art galleries, having 
rarely ventured into those existing in Santo Domingo. 
But the artist's tender, unadorned depictions of the 
plants, animal life and people of the Gulf Coast region 
moved me. 

He had portrayed them in watercolors, drawings, 
oils, block prints, ceramics and carvings. In addition, we 
saw a selection of his painted murals, most notable of all 
those decorating the walls of the adjacent town 
community center. They illustrated the discovery of 
Ocean Springs as well as coastal flora and fauna. 
 'How do you like it?' I asked Sophie, when I 
passed by her during my track around the room. 
 She conveyed her favorable impression with an 
inclination of the head. We went on to view examples of 
other murals painted by Anderson during his relatively 
short lifetime. They included stylized representations of 
notable town identities, past and present, created in 
1934 on commission for the Ocean Springs High School.  
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 A video presentation outlined the story of his 
Little Room murals. These he painted in his cottage and 
there they lay undiscovered until after his death. Aptly 
entitled Creation at Sunrise, they chronicled the 
transition from night to day. The artist had synthesized 
his life and art in this work.  
 'What a gift of seeing,' I whispered to Sophie 
during a pause in the video. 
 Anderson had married and become a father but 
an ever-growing hunger for solitary contemplation of his 
beloved Gulf Coast led him to spend long periods away 
from his family. The coastal nature had been his first 
love. The increasing need for seclusion of his later years 
and the scrupulous detail of his art left little doubt in the 
mind. 
 But I sensed his wife and family had been dear to 
him. How could he have depicted profound kind-
heartedness in his art without its having formed the 
cornerstone of his existence? But she had lost him 
ultimately and thereby endured the exasperating 
loneliness of one loved but neglected. 
 We drove from Ocean Springs to Biloxi. We had a 
vast number of casinos to choose from but Patricia did 
not hesitate in stopping at the first one on the coastal 
highway leading into town. Margaret, I learnt, had 
obtained a number of coupons providing for a discount 
at the lunch buffet upstairs. Afterwards, we crossed the 
threshold of the foyer, aglow with lights and the noisy 
intricacies of row upon row of gambling machines. 
 I tried my hand at one but the desultory nature of 
the pursuit left me cold. Sophie accompanied me 
downstairs after we took our leave of the others with the 
assurance we would be back in an hour. The sand lining 
the foreshore held firm beneath the soles of our shoes 
though for part of the time we continued our ramble east 
along the adjacent sidewalk.  
 From time to time the sky spat droplets of rain 
though never enough to cause us bother. Sophie and I 
had talked for a good half hour on first meeting thus I 
knew for a fact she had the gift of conversation.  

I commented on the museum in Ocean Springs. 
She too had been impressed. This acknowledgement 
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provided me incentive to expound my thoughts on the 
subject of the painter. 
 'I guess many artists must find themselves in a 
similar situation,' I said. 'Neglecting their family and 
other duties for their work.' 
 Sophie fiddled with a strand of her long hair. 
 'How hard it must've been for his wife and 
children. Men often neglect their spouses for a lover, 
whom they might grow tired of eventually. But his wife 
wasn't up against a lover. Had she been she might have 
stood a chance. What she couldn’t compete with was his 
… essence, if that’s the right word.' 
 'Why do you think so?' 
 I paused and collected my thoughts. 
 'There's an expression I like in English. Perhaps 
you've heard it? Lone wolf.'  

Sophie knew what I meant. I continued.   
'I think the painter was a classic example. He 

couldn’t blossom in a conventional relationship. It's like 
his soul needed something other. I'm a bit of a lone wolf 
myself. It's strange because in our culture we’re a rare 
breed.' 

'Are you from a big family?' asked my redheaded 
companion, giving me a dreamy look. 

'I'm one of six children. Not so big for the 
seventies, when I was born. Until then the women in my 
country often had eight or nine children. These days the 
average number in a household would be three or four.' 

Sophie leaned over and picked up a stick. 
'I can't get over how many old people there are in 

this country.' 
'It's the same in Europe. Switzerland. All over 

Europe. The populations are aging.' 
We walked on. The lanky young woman matched 

me stride for stride. 
'Do you think a painting's more important than a 

person?' 
'It's not that. But I think he lived his destiny. 

Without the marriage and father / child relationships, he 
might not have realized it so well. But it could've ruined 
him. You know how seriously a lot of people take 
marriage.' 
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'Weeks after he came to the community Rob and I 
started dating. We're committed to each other but I don't 
think we'd want to be together all the time, even if it were 
possible. And everything will change when I leave in 
June.' 

I acknowledged her point before speaking again. 
'Funnily enough, if I were to meet someone, I 

think I'd always want to be with them at first. But I 
wonder it if would be the same after a passage of time.' 

'Test it,' she said. 
I glanced at her fair complexion, perfect 

complement to the long, reddish-blonde hair. Before we 
could converse further, Patricia drove by. She sounded 
the horn and continued a short distance before turning 
around and pulling over by the curb. 

On the return journey we visited a nature walk in 
Alabama, located near the Mississippi line about a 
quarter mile from the main highway. Late afternoon 
sunshine broke through the canopy of gloom and fell 
subtly upon the vegetation and swampy ponds bordering 
the walkway. 
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Three 
 
'Picture this, if you can,' said Stella, rising. 
She paced back and forth, hands behind her 

back and eyes upon the ceiling. 
'It's important that you imagine this as well as 

you're able because not so long ago … ' 
Her eyes swept around the room and dwelt a 

moment on the older faces amongst us. 
'Some of you will not only remember this time but 

may also have had direct experience of similar places. To 
go on, not so long ago this was the reality in North 
America.' 

Stella paused, thus adding further to the 
dramatic effect created. We had gathered for the regular 
Wednesday staff meeting minutes before, in a large room 
down the corridor from Josh's office and the smaller 
space shared by Jayne and the community's part-time 
secretary. All eyes held on the speaker. 

'Imagine a place that at first glance looks 
innocuous enough. It might resemble a school. But if 
you care to take a longer look you'll see it's surrounded 
on all sides by tall barbed wire fencing.' 

She placed her left hand on the back of her chair 
and emphasized the occasional word with an apposite 
gesture of her right hand.  

'Now, there's nothing so strange about a barbed 
wire fence, you might say. Well, look again because the 
wire on the top of this fence is angled in. Barbed wire 
fencing is usually angled out, to keep the general public 
out of the facility.' 

She paused once more but did not shift from 
behind the chair. 

'The wire angled in is saying pretty plainly that 
those running this establishment don't want the people 
living there to … ?' 

'Leave,' said Rob. 
'Precisely,' agreed Stella, smiling. 'Leave. And 

remember what we have here is not a prison. The 
residents aren't paying for crimes they've committed. Nor 
is this an institution for the insane.' 
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She took a deep breath before carrying on with 
her description. 

'If you were to enter the building you would find 
padlocked doors. There are padded cells for whenever a 
resident is out of control, when every other measure, 
medication included, has failed. But medication control 
is the key. No other way is known in this era.  

‘Three of the staff spend most of their time 
administering needles. One holds the patient's arms. The 
other takes him by the legs and pulls down his pants. 
The third inserts the needle. Do you think this has a 
calming effect? 

'The immediate effect is that it practically knocks 
the person unconscious. But when they recover in 
several hours time you wouldn't want to be in the same 
room as them. They're as crabby and out of hand as they 
were to begin with. 

'What they've been injected with isn't a drug like 
ativan, risperdal or lorazepam, those commonly 
prescribed today for people with behavioral issues. They 
have a calming effect and ease the individual's anxiety 
though I have doubts about them too. What they've been 
given is a dose of something far stronger.' 

She went on. 
'Meals are a free-for-all. There's a time limit and 

it's rigidly enforced. If you don't finish what's on your 
plate within the set time, bad luck for you. You don't get 
an additional five or ten minutes to complete your meal 
at your own speed. No, the plate's whipped out from 
beneath your nose. 

'For those with limited use of their hands and 
arms this is a living hell. If you're in the unfortunate 
position of being blind, you haven't a chance. The other 
residents make off with your food. No matter how much 
you hit, bite or kick, no matter how loud you scream, 
you can't stop someone who's determined to steal your 
portion.' 

From my seat near the door, I listened with 
disbelief.  

'Animals in a cage, pigs on a farm, are shown 
more respect than the unfortunates living behind this 
barbed wire fence. It goes without saying the dining area 
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and the residents need a thorough clean at the end of 
every meal. Many of the residents have food literally 
dripping off them. But the staff have more important 
things to do than spend the next hour or two giving 
showers all round. They cut corners.  

'Each resident's clothes are stuffed in a bag and 
after they've suffered the indignity of a hose being turned 
on them they put the same clothes straight back on. It 
doesn't matter how filthy they might've become.  

‘The staff are about as interested in ensuring 
those in their care are dressed in clean clothes as they 
are concerned the residents have the opportunity to eat 
their meals with dignity. What happens next?' 

Stella moved away from the back of her chair and 
left the question hanging. She resumed wandering to and 
fro. 

'It's back to the isolation of the locked ward or the 
locked day room. There may be a barred window or two 
but they're seldom opened to let in air. As often as not, 
there's another window but to those inside it's like a 
mirror. They enable the staff to see what's going on 
inside without fear of being noticed.' 

She drew to the end of her description. 
'There you have it. A-run-of-the-mill North 

American institution for the disabled in years gone by. 
How many of you are from other countries?' 

Rob, Sophie and I raised our hands and named 
our respective homelands. 

'I would imagine that living circumstances for 
institutionalized disabled people were much the same all 
over the world at this time. Correct me if I'm wrong, of 
course.' 

The direct look and smile she gave me amounted 
to an invitation to speak. However, for the time being I 
kept silent. 

'Far more is known about mental retardation 
today than was known then. There are more than two 
hundred and fifty identified causes but in the majority of 
cases the exact cause is a mystery. In the general 
population, mentally retarded people are thought to 
number one to three percent.  
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'Of those, roughly ten percent are moderately or 
severely retarded. Their intellectual impairments will be 
obvious and frequently come with other handicaps, for 
instance, cerebral palsy, epilepsy, blindness and 
deafness. 

'The majority, the ninety percent, aren't in many 
ways so different to nonretarded people. I know some of 
the people you live and work with don't have the 
appearance of being that different. From their look alone 
they might be regarded as normal individuals with the 
same capacities as everyone else.' 

I raised my right hand and began speaking when 
Stella gave me a nod. 

'In my country I never saw a place like the one 
you described. I think disabled people were cared for by 
their families unless their families abandoned them or a 
parent died or something like that.' 

I told her and the rest of the group about Delgado 
and his background before he joined the community in 
Santo Domingo. Rob and Sophie then spoke of what they 
knew from personal experience, or hearsay, in their 
countries. 

'The institutions still exist,' said Stella, resuming. 
'There's a big one in this city. Do your staff go on visits?' 

'If they stay any length of time,' drawled Josh. 
'They have things in place there I can't agree 

with. Time-out rooms, for example. The powers-that-be 
would say they're necessary because some of the clients 
are capable of violence. Personally, I think there are 
other ways you can deal with violence but that's by the 
by. 

'The bottom line is that it's a virtual paradise 
compared to the institutionalized care that was the norm 
years ago. But the world's far from ideal. In an ideal 
world all disabled people would receive the kind of care 
and love your group provides. You're the A students and 
I laud you for it.' 

She left a brief pause and gathered her forces 
again. 

'The stigma of mental retardation no longer 
carries as much weight. Nowadays, it's widely accepted 
that disabled people can contribute to society. They can 
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hold down jobs in the community at large and do as well 
at them as their workmates. I'm sure there are many 
ways, far-reaching ways, they could teach us a thing or 
two. Would you agree?' 

'One hundred percent,' I answered. 
'In closing I'd like to tell you a story. A true story. 

Some of you may have met the person I’m going to talk 
about. She was born in the 1940s with Down’s 
syndrome. These days everyone knows what that is but 
in the middle of the century it was an unknown. Until 
the sixties it had another name. Does anyone know what 
it was called?' 

'Mongolism,' someone replied. 
'Yes. What causes it is a chromosome defect. In 

this case the twenty-first chromosome. Would knowledge 
of that have made a difference? Arguably not. The 
slanting eyes, the broad, short skull, the broad hands 
with the short, stubby fingers were unnerving for most 
people to behold. 

'That was her parents' reaction. They took one 
look at their baby girl and could not bear the thought of 
raising and caring for such an infant. They drove to 
another neighborhood in their city and left her on a 
doorstep.'    

Aware she had our full attention, Stella digressed 
once more.  

'It was an extreme action but think of the 
parents' heartache and what they must have gone 
through to abandon their own flesh and blood.' 

Not for the first time, she made fitting use of a 
moment’s silence before proceeding. 

'As things turned out, luck was on the side of the 
abandoned girl. The couple who lived in the house took 
her in as their own. When they became too old and 
infirm to go on attending to the needs of their adopted 
child they placed her in the care of the state. By then 
she'd turned eighteen. 

'She was institutionalized for the next twenty-five 
years of her life. Despite that she never lost her open, 
loving nature and this was one of the reasons why she 
stood out in the eyes of the community, kind of like this 
one, that eventually offered her a home. 
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'Today, no one would guess she'd been 
abandoned or spent the greater part of her life in an 
institution. Whenever I see her she stops what she's 
doing and gives me a hug. I count myself as lucky she's 
only four feet ten because all two hundred pounds of her 
goes into that hug and believe me you can feel it! 

'But she doesn’t play favorites. She may be a shy 
one at first but once she gets to know you she'll chase 
you down with those hugs! She's the life and soul of her 
community. One time she had traffic backed up for 
blocks on her street while she toddled down the middle 
of the road and shook hands with the drivers and 
passengers. This woman has no value? Nothing to offer? 
Is a lesser mortal in the eyes of God?' 

Stella regained her seat and looked at each one of 
us in turn. 

'One of the cash registers at the supermarket 
where I buy groceries is manned by two deaf and dumb 
young men. This would've been unthinkable in the 
recent past. But there's a long way to go. I personally 
know a doctor who won't hesitate to recommend 
abortions to couples fully aware the babies they'll soon 
give birth to will be disabled.' 

She allowed the fact to sink in before concluding. 
'I've talked you all half to death. But I believe 

passionately in these people and I know you do too. 
Josh, it's always a pleasure.' 

We gave our visitor a hearty round of applause. 
The meeting had run overtime by ten minutes and at 
once drew to a close. Leaving my seat, I entered into 
conversation with two of the caregivers with whom I had 
dealt little to this point in time. Aaron and his wife Clare 
coordinated La Roche and Unity Houses respectively. 
Both insisted I come for supper at the first opportunity. 
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Four  
 
 I have minimal contact with the other caregivers 
on my days off and I am still adjusting to the luxury of 
having two free days every week. Rob, Douglas and 
Margaret could not credit the situation in the community 
at home and agreed a similar paucity of leisure time 
would be tough for many North Americans. 
 Few make use of the apartment, despite its 
accessibility. Douglas frequented it at one time in the 
past but grew tired of the inconvenience of every so often 
needing to bunk down on the couch in the living room. I 
struggled to imagine a time when it might have become 
this crowded.  

The only person I encountered, Unity House's 
Jeffrey, drifted past on the periphery. Like Douglas, 
Aaron and Clare, he had been with the community many 
years. He preferred the smaller of the two single 
bedrooms, behind the closed door of which, for hours on 
end, I would make out the muffled sound of television.  

From the other single room, I used to hear him 
open the door from time to time to go to the bathroom or 
prepare a bite to eat in the kitchen. Only then did I gain 
a better hearing of the television though I understood 
nothing but snatches of the broadcasts. Nevertheless, I 
knew when he had tuned into a sporting telecast of one 
flavor or another. I could tell by the idiosyncratic rhythm 
and a particular quality evident in the commentators’ 
voices. 
 On one of the infrequent occasions we crossed 
paths, Jeffrey mentioned he liked to work out at a local 
gym, explanation enough for his periodic absences and 
use of one of the vehicles intended for the staff on our 
days off. 

I hesitated to inquire flat out where he went and 
he never volunteered the information. If he reappeared 
while I had my feet up in the living room reading a book, 
he uttered a greeting without changing stride and 
wandered off to the cloister of his room. Moments later I 
would hear the familiar refrain of the television, 
attenuated by the barrier of the closed door. 
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Short and nuggety of build, with a large head and 
a prominent jaw, he had a habit of punctuating every 
second statement he made with a burst of staccato 
breathy laughter, whether or not the topic of 
conversation possessed inherent amusement. 

Our periods at the apartment overlapped by 
twenty-four hours or less, depending on whether Jeffrey 
retraced his steps to Unity House on the evening before 
his scheduled return to duty or held out till the morning 
of the day. I would hear him gather his gear together in a 
flurry. A more distant sound would follow seconds 
afterwards: the apartment door shutting with a bang. 

 
Besides the television set in the main room, each 

of the three bedrooms had one. The set in the larger of 
the two single rooms - the one I routinely occupied – 
emitted noisy, blurry reception. I found this incentive 
enough to all but ignore it. In any case, on the rare 
occasions I switched it on I struggled to decipher much. 

The language sounded unlike the English I had 
listened to in the past on a series of cassettes. This had 
been years before, when I set myself the goal of acquiring 
knowledge of the rudiments of the universal tongue, 
convinced this would stand me in good stead though at 
the time I could not have said how it might do so. 

I had much the same difficulty with the American 
English spoken to me on a day-to-day basis. I continued 
to rely for comprehension as much on the facial 
expression and intonation of the individual speaking to 
me as I did a concrete understanding of the gist of the 
words. 

The week before, Margaret had approached me 
and asked if we could meet between nine and ten o'clock 
the following morning. I understood her request and 
responded with a counter question as to the exact time 
she wished us to meet, nine fifteen, nine thirty or when? 
When I glimpsed the expression on her broad, 
bespectacled face, I realized I had failed to comprehend 
her meaning. 

Television viewing might have served a purpose in 
acquainting me with colloquialisms, accents, speeds of 
delivery and the like, but I did not have the stomach for 
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it. On more than one occasion I switched on the set and 
caught glimpses of couples, heterosexual and 
homosexual, slobbering over one another. 

Other times I chanced on flashes of grotesque 
violence such as bludgeoning or garroting. Sickest of all, 
a vile sequence from a dubbed Italian film - a slow-
motion depiction of a series of gangland killings 
perpetrated at the ends of machine guns - came 
juxtaposed with an aria from an Italian opera. 

I preferred to pass the time alone at the 
apartment listening to the silence. Lying in bed late at 
night, I plotted a course down the short corridor to sleep 
to the tune of scattered, oddly dissociated noises from 
the street or the guest room down below, when occupied. 
The interludes never failed to remind me of my first two 
nights in the community. 

 
Clare's invitation to supper became a reality 

within days of her broaching the subject. We decided 
upon one of my nights off, this being the easiest 
arrangement on both sides. Eager to break the solitary 
pattern I had established on my days away, I mounted 
the steps of the grand old house on the chosen 
Wednesday evening half an hour before mealtime. 

At the apartment the day before Jeffrey had 
reminded me of the invitation. He had mentioned the 
house took the meal at six o’clock sharp but okayed my 
arriving anytime after five thirty. The residents would be 
there and I could sit and chat with them until food 
appeared on the table.  

Six residents, three women and three men, lived 
at Unity House. Penny appeared at the door in response 
to the ring of the bell. Right behind her, stairs led to the 
upper level. To the left, glass doors opened on to the 
living room. Though we had met briefly on my first, flying 
visit to the house, I introduced myself again, uncertain 
my face would have stuck in her mind. 

'How are you liking it here so far?' she asked, 
erasing the doubt.  

A native of this part of the world, her accent 
sounded like a milder version of what I had grown 
accustomed to hearing of late. The ease with which I 
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understood her led me to believe I might be coming to 
terms with the peculiar intonation of the Deep South. 

'Está bien,' I said, unable to check an instinctive 
lapse into my native language. 

I would have translated my response into English 
had Penny not appeared to grasp my meaning. I followed 
her into the spic and span living room. The residents, 
with the exception of Wes and Jack, sat quiet in chairs 
arranged in an L shape. Wes and Clare had their hands 
full tying up meal preparations in the adjacent kitchen 
and Jack had gone to the bathroom. 

Wes, a gray-haired, middle-aged man bearing a 
visage with the expressive potential of a clown's, learnt of 
my arrival and delayed not a second in leaving his 
station to greet me. Though limited to noises, gestures 
and facial expressions, his warmth and friendliness 
shone through.  

He endeavored to call my attention to something. 
I had no idea what until I noticed Jack and Jeffrey 
appear from a bathroom located in a remote corner by 
the kitchen. The resident lifted his right hand in bashful 
response to my greeting. Five or six brisk steps brought 
him to one of the vacant chairs, where he joined Winnie, 
Shirley and TJ. 

TJ, more intent on crooning a country and 
western tune to himself, paid no heed to those in his 
midst. Shirley too did not mark my appearance. She sat 
spread-eagled on her chair, her head at an angle.  

Winnie, by contrast, held herself prim and erect. 
From the moment I entered the room her gaze did not 
leave me, or so the piercing nature of the look suggested. 
I felt discomforted by it but conversed with Penny 
regardless.  

Winnie cut in now and again but I found her 
abstruse references incomprehensible and needed to ask 
her to repeat herself every time. After the third or fourth 
instance, I felt I understood her drift and replied 
accordingly, less intimidated by her stare.  

On the stroke of six Clare announced supper and 
in the next breath excused herself. She and Aaron lived 
in a humble apartment two blocks south of Esperanza 
House. They retired there every working day around 
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supper or following the completion of the evening 
routines in their houses. After indicating my place at the 
table, Jeffrey wheeled TJ into position. He then assisted 
Shirley. Finally, he moved into the seat beside her and 
sliced her food into bite-size portions. 

'Jack, it's your turn to say grace,' he said. 
Jack hunched forward at the table, held his head 

low and began. The smothered voice came in fits and 
starts and I could not make out the words. The meal 
passed, for the most part, in silence though Jeffrey made 
a point of asking everyone how his or her day had been. 
We had nearly finished when Sophie entered the house 
and bid us hello. 

'Must be a ghost,' remarked Jeffrey, catching 
sight of her. 

At the conclusion of the meal, all those capable 
attended to a chore. Someone cleared the table, someone 
rinsed dishes, someone else stacked them in the 
dishwasher and another resident put things away. 
Shirley, meanwhile, remained at her place.  

With everything in readiness, we returned to the 
dining room. Jeffrey positioned a candle in the center of 
the table and helped Jack reach over and light it, 
steadying his forearm and hand the necessary degree. 
Moments later, he brought a copy of the Bible from a 
drawer, resumed his place and began reading. 

'From the gospel of St. Luke, chapter six, verses 
twenty to twenty-six: Blessed are you who are poor for 
yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are 
hungry now, for you will be filled. Blessed are you who 
weep now, for you will laugh. Blessed are you when 
people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, 
and defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice in 
that day and leap for joy for surely your reward is great 
in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the 
prophets.' 

I observed the residents. Jack's head remained 
bent. Penny had begun staring off into space. Winnie 
had removed the gaze reserved exclusively for me since 
my arrival and begun scrutinizing Jeffrey with a similar 
passion.  
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Shirley rotated her head from side to side on her 
lean neck. To her left, conscientious and thoughtful, Wes 
sat with his chin resting on the palm of his right hand. 
On his other side, TJ fidgeted with the pockets of his 
trousers and shuffled his feet. Jeffrey's voice returned. 

'But woe to you who are rich, for you have 
received your consolation. Woe to you who are full now, 
for you will be hungry. Woe to you who are laughing 
now, for you will mourn and weep. Woe to you when all 
speak well of you! For that is what their ancestors did to 
the false prophets.' 

Jeffrey closed the volume and initiated the private 
prayer intention part of the process. The residents, 
excluding Shirley and TJ, followed suit. When it came 
Wes' turn, Jeffrey interpreted the medley of hand signals 
and verbalized his intentions for him. 

'I pass,' I said. 
'You don't like to pray?' asked Jeffrey, leavening 

the element of disapproval underlying the question with 
his breathy laugh. 

'Not in public.' 
We clasped hands with our neighbors for the 

closing Our Father. At the final amen, my dinner 
companions dispersed, Shirley and TJ assisted, as 
before, by Jeffrey. I stayed at the table gathering my 
thoughts and did not rise for upwards of a minute. 



 77

 
 
 

Five  
  
 Waste from the city's major local manufacturing 
industries of paper, ship parts, chemicals, forest 
products, textiles, processed food, aerospace equipment 
and refined petroleum coalesced and leant the air an 
overwhelming putrid tinge. 
 In the first part of the nineteenth century the city 
ranked as a great cotton port. But the weatherworn 
docks now shipped different products and the aromatic 
mélange created by the range of industry could be 
detected daily to a greater or lesser degree. I noticed it 
more than ever on fine, still mornings when I would 
descend the back steps - often with the purpose of 
calling Rob, who roomed in a self-contained enclosure in 
the rear yard, to the phone. 
 On still, clear days the acidity sat heavy, 
unpleasant and as pervasive as a bad case of heartburn. 
On the other hand, I hardly noticed it on days when a 
breeze blew. Nor did it penetrate the interior of the 
house, reinforced with storm windows on the upper and 
ground levels. 
 I struggled to integrate myself into the rhythm of 
the days at Esperanza House. I felt cut off from the 
household in my room in the rear by the laundry, in turn 
adjacent to the kitchen.  

The downstairs air-conditioning unit, operational 
since mid-March, lurched on and off through the night 
at its place beneath one of my windows. Once in a while, 
the sound impinged on my dreams or kept sleep at bay 
altogether. 
 Margaret and I had a wide-ranging discussion on 
the morning we put our heads together at the dining 
room table. She, like Jayne, thought much of the idea of 
a presentation to the group about my home community 
and country. I had become equal to her intense ways at 
Esperanza when, out of the blue, she shifted to Cana 
House to take on the coordinator's position in place of 
Janine. 
 Douglas ascended to the helm at Esperanza and 
proved a reluctant heir. The additional meetings, the 
extra burden of responsibility, grated from the start. As 
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early as his first week in the position, I heard him 
grumble about what he had let himself in for. Rob ought 
to have been offered the position instead, he opined. 
 My live-in colleagues provided a study in 
contrasts on various levels. Rob's long locks hung 
tentacle-like down the middle of his back when not 
restrained at the nape of the neck. Tattooed forearms, an 
outlandish Irish humor and a formidable drinking 
capacity rounded out the portrait.  
 Douglas, by comparison, bore the weight of the 
world. A playful side sprang to the fore in his dealings 
with the residents, but much of what Rob found funny 
failed to impress the big man, a sober individual with a 
tendency to close in on himself in onerous 
circumstances. 
 After years residing in the house, he managed to 
cruise through the daily round with a minimum of fuss. 
But the barriers he erected did not come down 
effortlessly. Few could encroach on the coveted space 
behind them.         
 He languished in his room on his days off, 
making sporadic appearances every three hours or 
thereabouts, more often than not to gather food. Because 
he never took the time to salute anyone, as a rule we let 
the moment pass. Now and again, Trudy, April or Maisie 
bid him hello but ninety-five percent of the time he 
received them with stony silence. 
 He carried the identical not to be disturbed air on 
the occasions he left and returned to the house. But his 
attempts to scurry by often backfired. Owing to his haste 
in those seconds and his bulk - he tipped the scales at 
more than two hundred pounds - he made more noise 
than he would have done had he passed by at a more 
sedate speed. I felt sorry for him whenever I encountered 
him rampaging about the lower level like a man charged 
with a secret mission.  
 His living situation might have been more 
tolerable had he resided in the self-contained unit in the 
backyard, where he would have had a private entrance 
and exit. Upstairs might also have proved a better 
option.  
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The room Margaret vacated looked out on a 
balcony and could have been his for the taking. But he 
expressed no interest. The same held for the cramped 
room - large enough for no more than a bed and a 
miniature chest of drawers - at the far end of the 
upstairs corridor.  
 The residents lived on the upstairs level. Dean 
and Will, the pinheaded man, shared the space opposite 
Margaret's former room. I had listened all ears to her 
comments about the nocturnal visits paid her by Will 
and his flare-ups, littered with a series of goddams or 
oaths of like taint. She also remarked on the regularity of 
Dean's seizures. 
 Further along the corridor, Maisie had a room of 
her own and Trudy and April shared the big room at the 
head of the stairs. When I considered the matter in the 
clear light of day, I knew why Douglas showed not the 
slightest interest in residing upstairs. 
 Once, uncharacteristically loquacious at the 
dinner table, he lapsed all of a sudden into a silence 
from which no one could budge him. Mystified, we 
watched him skulk into his room during after-dinner 
prayer. There he stayed until the post-meal routines had 
been underway a half-hour. In time I did not bat an 
eyelid at his habit of disappearing and reappearing 
without as much as a by-your-leave.          
 An elderly man by the name of Mulroney called 
the house biweekly to inquire what he could purchase 
for us in the way of grocery items. According to hearsay, 
he played the stock market. When his shares did well, he 
brought a trunk load of odds and sods. The bounty 
shrunk when his shares plunged in value.  
 Douglas made a point of conferring with him 
when he rang, so as to request this, that or something 
else for the larder. Our benefactor threw in two 
containers of ice cream as a matter of course, one of 
which Douglas regarded as his own.  

During my first month, I helped myself to a scoop 
from this container, and earned a rebuke for my faux 
pas later, one not entirely in jest regardless of the grin 
on Douglas' face. 
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 For a period of weeks I accompanied him grocery 
shopping. Will and Maisie also came along. The little 
man brought items from the shelves and loaded them in 
our trolley. Maisie did a reasonable job finding things 
while she paced down the aisles with her hands at her 
midriff, the tips of her fingers touching. 
 Anything in particular I wanted, we would buy, 
Douglas told me. Furthermore, I could regard it as mine. 
But I never took him up on the invitation or added my 
dollar's worth to the containers in the kitchen 
cupboards, refrigerator and freezer labeled with the 
owner's name.  

Trudy, more than anyone, grew antsy if ever 
another member of the household made the mistake of 
helping him or herself to something of hers. My and 
mine, she liked to parrot, in a superior tone.  
 Early in the morning on one of his days off, 
Douglas cudgeled the slower moving Maisie into a half-
trot over to a café on the street leading into town. 
Despite the early hour, she loved the Friday treat of a 
pastry and coffee.  

At first I regarded it as a commendable gesture. 
But I viewed it otherwise when I discovered Douglas 
partook, removing the money for his share from Maisie's 
miniscule pool. I had not realized his partiality to pastry 
equaled his yen for ice cream. 
 
 During my first weeks at Esperanza House I 
wondered if Trudy, the quiet one among my Alabama 
family, could not have managed life outside the 
community. She went by herself to local garage sales and 
church services. She visited friends and liked to wine 
and dine in their company.  

I learnt she had a friendship bordering on a 
romantic attachment with a man who lived around the 
corner from the house, a relationship encouraged by the 
rest of the community. But before long I regarded her in 
another light. If things did not go her way, she 
bellyached without surcease. On such occasions she 
reminded me of an out-of-tune string instrument.  

On Trudy's bad days, her roommate, April, 
appeared more happy-go-lucky than ever though two 
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weeks after I arrived in town she threw the wildest 
tantrum I had witnessed. She hoarded things in a chest 
in her room with the single-mindedness of one who had 
spent her life dispossessed. She fixated on out-of-date 
magazines and whatever other written material she could 
seize, irrespective of the claims of the original, or 
rightful, owner.  

When Margaret discovered something of hers had 
gone astray, she scolded April. Subsequent to the 
caregiver's rant, the hapless woman ran screaming and 
wailing up the stairs. Within twenty minutes Aaron and 
Jeffrey appeared on the scene. Their assured manner 
succeeded in calming April down in time and she 
reconciled herself to the consequence of a night at one of 
the other houses - the standard penalty when a resident 
misbehaved.   

Maisie, as prone to fits of rage as anyone in the 
community, went from a benign state to one of anger and 
despair with enough swiftness to throw me off-guard in 
the early days.  

One morning we left for the workshop at the 
customary time of eight o’clock. I wheeled Dean on to the 
sidewalk. April and Trudy set the pace a step or two in 
front of us. A yard or so behind me followed Maisie and 
the straggling Will brought up the rear. The rest of us 
drew to a stop at each corner and waited until he bridged 
the distance. 

Short of the main intersection on the route, I 
stopped once more and threw a glance over my shoulder. 
Maisie's brandished fist loomed inches away. At a loss to 
fathom the rage, I thought back to the morning routines 
and asked myself if I might have done something to 
exasperate her. I could not say. We resumed the walk 
though I heard her mouth the word gorilla and other 
epithets whose meaning escaped me. 

We never knew when Will might flip. The simplest 
thing, an item missing from his bag of tricks, could set 
him off. He compounded the trouble by insisting on 
carrying a great deal with him. Whenever he lost control 
downstairs we directed him to his room though 
oftentimes he went without coercion.  
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In either eventuality a mishmash of sounds 
followed, the tell-tale scrape of beds pulled away from 
walls, the thud of upended mattresses, the rattle and 
clatter of pens, pencils, crayons and model cars hitting 
the wooden floor. Will would also strip off and 
masturbate. On his worst days we resorted to a PRN 
medication, if he quietened down enough to enable us to 
administer it. 

Dean could be as much of a handful. The 
preferred exclamations pointed to his mood, no and uh-
uh if in a bad mood, Marvin did it or I did it when in a 
better space. Dean, I discovered, had a cousin Marvin. 
But why he invoked the name of his cousin in a tone 
alternately insistent, whiney and loud no one appeared 
to know, least of all his immediate family. 

His noise and negativity grated on Margaret, Rob 
and Douglas in equal measure. One suppertime 
Margaret reacted to an excess of noise and 
noncompliance at the table by leaping out of her chair, 
grabbing Dean from behind with both arms and dragging 
him into the kitchen. The resident intoned a series of 
frantic uh-uhs and nos in protest at this handling. 

Until Margaret consented to open the kitchen 
door and allow him back to the table, we heard him 
make repeated calls to his mama, as he referred to her.  
These alternated with cries of didn't want it, a variation 
he often voiced when something unpleasant happened. 

He suffered from tonic clonic seizures. They could 
imbue calm and docility far removed from the state of 
mind frequently seen in the hours leading up to the 
event. While unsteady feet negotiated the rocky road 
back to the shore of consciousness we let him be and 
heard little from him.    

The women in the house had the ability, the 
adept touch, to bring out his loving, tender side. He 
responded to their hugs, in particular April's, and once 
in a while we heard him utter I love you, or what 
sounded much like it, to one or more of us. 

Early on, I adopted the habit of sitting next to 
him and taking his hand, much as I had done with 
Delgado in distant Santo Domingo, in an effort to 
assuage his agitation level. Margaret, Douglas or Rob 
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never fell back on a like strategy, to my knowledge, 
having long since become fed up with his noise and 
moods. 

The prospect of a shower brought on an elevated 
degree of stern intransigence. If possible, we attended to 
this straight after his return from the workshop. 
Beginning with my second week at Esperanza, the task 
of bathing Dean fell to me most days. In Douglas’ opinion 
the resident responded to a certain modulation in my 
voice when it came time for the routine.   

I had observed his obsession with the color green. 
Green … gr … gr … gr … greeen, he repeated, wagging 
the index finger of his right hand at any green item held 
in front of him. Most of the time I dangled the carrot of a 
green tube of shampoo. It occupied a permanent place 
on a shelf in the glass cabinet, grotty with stains, of the 
downstairs bathroom.  

The ploy succeeded more often than not. Dean 
would push back his chair at the table in the dining 
room and shuffle into the kitchen in pursuit. The 
moment he eased his way through the laundry and into 
the bathroom I shut the door behind him, secure in the 
knowledge the hardest part of the exercise had been 
accomplished. 
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Six 
 
 Mauvila’s annual Azalea Trail Festival 
commenced, leaving me to marvel daily at what I sighted 
of the twenty-seven-mile-long Azalea Trail. On a sun-
kissed Tuesday morning toward the end of March, a 
group of us gathered for the journey to the gardens and 
home in Theodore, to the southwest. 
 The week before the community had welcomed 
Des, a young man training for the Jesuit priesthood. He 
drove one of the caregivers' vehicles, a Dodge, to our 
destination. Four of our party traveled with him while 
the remaining members of the group squeezed into a 
Honda. 
 Des peppered us with questions about the part of 
the world he would be living in for a while. He mentioned 
he would be with us two months and then undertaking 
Spanish language studies in preparation for a placement 
of longer duration in the Latin world.          
 The landscaped area of the gardens encompassed 
sixty-five acres. Flowers blossomed year-round, the 
azaleas of late winter and early spring preceded by a 
bulk display. We dallied in the Rose Garden, awed by the 
colorful profusions and the numerous other flowers in 
evidence at this juncture of the year.  
 In late spring and summer, allamanda, roses, 
salvia, coleus, hibiscus, crotons, chenille, copper plants 
and others came into their own.  A wealth of camellias 
abounded in the months September to February and in 
the late autumn and winter chrysanthemums and 
poinsettias drew consistent crowds. 
 I thought of the parks and gardens in my 
hometown - first and foremost, the Botanical Gardens - 
but I found it hard to compare them with this site. Tidy 
trails dissected the landscaped area and on every side 
expanses of green grass had been trimmed and hedged 
to perfection.  
 The orderliness, the concept of it alone, appeared 
to run counter to the ramshackle nature of life in a 
Caribbean nation like mine. Many of our flowers and 
trees, much of the fauna and a significant number of the 
populace grew wild and unkempt. In this context, the not 
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infrequent natural disasters resembled rabbit punches. 
They undermined the body fabric and softened it up for 
man-made assaults. 
 Our small group split. Jeffrey remained by the 
side of a woman I had met for the first time when we set 
off on the excursion. She had worked and lived at Unity 
House years before and returned there every summer to 
renew acquaintances and help out at a traditionally lean 
time.  
 Douglas kept Des company. Their animated chat 
punctuated with chortles called to mind friends who 
have found each other again after a lengthy severance. In 
large part, I felt Douglas' relaxed manner to be 
attributable to the presence of the brown-haired trainee 
priest, a talkative young man not short of an opinion on 
anything.  
 For a time I proceeded by myself, content to 
delight in everything the still, mild day had to offer the 
senses. I encountered Leah, the part-time worker in our 
house, here and there and soon we began to amble in 
each other’s company. 

She helped out at the house for four hours at a 
time three days a week. The money she earned, meager 
though it may have been, helped to defray the expenses 
of her schooling. She nursed a burning desire to attend 
occupational therapy school and make a living in this 
competitive field. 
 Twenty-years-old, she hailed from a town to the 
east, across the Florida line. My fondest memory of my 
initial week at the house derived from the second evening 
when we had yet to breakup after supper.  

During the individual petitions stage of after 
supper prayer, Margaret uttered diverse appeals 
including one for me. She hoped, she said, I would settle 
into life in my new community and find a friend. He's got 
me, interjected Leah, at the other side of the table. 
 April and one or two of the others laughed out 
loud and yet I knew from Leah’s intonation I could take 
her at her word, as I had done since then. In the 
unpredictable atmosphere of the house, privacy to talk in 
any depth came at a premium but I made the effort to 
sound out Leah as often as possible. 
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 The time after supper, when the clean-up ended 
and we began winding down with basic evening routines, 
teeth brushing and the dispensing of bedtime medication 
predominant among them, provided the best chance. 
Leah would articulate her hopes and dreams for the 
future.  
 I listened avidly. I had already discovered the 
people, by and large, liked to chat and did not delay in 
offering the gift of friendship. Her mother, a Thai woman, 
walked out on the family, leaving her only child to pass 
most of her formative years in a single-parent household. 
 Her father lived in northwest Florida. Leah 
maintained regular phone contact with him and visited 
every weekend her schedule allowed. Everyone in the 
house liked her and valued her input as a part-time 
member of the team though Rob and Douglas also 
expressed reservations. 
 One of the first times I worked with Leah, 
Douglas and the young woman exchanged a kiss on the 
mouth when she prepared to go on her way at the end of 
her shift. A matter of weeks later, he vent frustration on 
her account - for what reason I did not know. I heard 
Rob, who had a degree in one of the disciplines Leah 
studied, point out how much of a novice she remained in 
the field. 
 'Are we anywhere near the island … Dauphin? 
How do you say that word?' 
 Leah moved out of the posture she had adopted 
on a patch of lawn overlooking a pond in the center of 
the gardens and glanced my way. 
 'Dow … fin,' she said. 
 I dropped to my haunches beside her. 
 'Dauphin,' I repeated. 'What an odd name. Do you 
know where it comes from?' 
 'It's French.'  
 'I've seen a Dauphin Street downtown.' 
 'That was its original name. It was called 
something else in the time of the Spanish.' 
 'Naturally,' I said, with a smile. 
 I waited while Leah tried to recall the name the 
street had borne during the brief Spanish ascendancy. 
 'Galvez, I think.' 
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 'Ah, Galvez. I wonder which. There've been many 
in the history of Spain. You like history?' 
 She nodded before removing the plastic clip 
holding her black-brown hair in place behind her neck. 
 'Have you visited the City Museum?' 
 'No.' 
 'My mind is strange,' she said, with a big smile. 
'Some facts I hear once and they stick. Other things I 
could be told many times but I wouldn't remember them. 
The bit about Dauphin Street stuck in my mind.' 
 'How trivial to change the name of a street 
because its yours rather than theirs. The street stays the 
same.'   
 Leah told me about the Indians who lived in the 
area in the early eighteenth century. Until then I had 
thought little about the Native Americans who had long 
inhabited the land when European expansionism 
advanced westward. 
 'I'm beginning to see the Deep South has as 
colorful a history as my country.' 
 I repeated my original question. 
 'It's about ten miles away,' she answered. 'You 
haven't been there yet?' 
 'No, I can't drive until I sit a test with Aaron or 
Margaret. And I need to take some kind of course.' 
 Dauphin Island, she said, formed a long, narrow 
strip of land. Its attractions included a fort, a sea lab and 
estuarium and a golf club. Gulf of Mexico waters washed 
over stretches of beach popular with swimmers.  
 'How is the swimming?' 
 Good, Leah replied, but she hastened to point out 
she preferred the Gulf beaches on the other side of the 
bay. I supposed them to be more like what she knew 
from home. She did not disagree with my surmise.  
 'Some days the water is so clear and blue I can't 
wait to get down there.' 
 Later in the afternoon she bought herself a drink. 
I picked up my camera and tripped the shutter the 
moment she pulled the ring top lid of the can. She 
giggled, as much at the gentle spray blown back at her 
on the breeze as in an attempt to present an arresting 
face to the lens. Afterwards, she made a purchase in the 
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gift shop and there we rendezvoused with the rest of the 
group. 
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Seven  
 
 A disparate atmosphere permeated each of the 
houses. Judging by what I had seen of it, Unity House 
ran like a clock. Around the corner, at Esperanza, 
disorder reigned. La Roche and Cana sat somewhere in 
between the extremes though my opinion of Cana 
underwent a transformation when I became privy to the 
news of Margaret's struggle adjusting to her new role as 
coordinator. She had to fight day in and day out, she 
said, with the residents, Eric, Beatrice, Dana and Henry. 
 I viewed La Roche at closer quarters the night I 
took Aaron up on his invitation to join them for supper. 
A week and a day had passed since my visit to Unity 
House for the same reason. There, no conversation as 
such had occurred at the table. Jeffrey's questioning had 
elicited standard responses from the residents.  
  Arriving on the doorstep of La Roche around a 
quarter after five, I raised my hand preparatory to 
knocking when someone called to me. I glanced over my 
shoulder and spied Henry on the opposite sidewalk. 
Hands deep in his pockets, he plodded to a stop. 
 'Hey,' he called out. 
 'I'm busy,' I said. 'Talk to me later.' 
 'Hey, commere. I got somethin' to say to you.' 
 I heard the door open and turned my head 
toward the agreeable face of Loretta. She had parted her 
long hair in the middle of her scalp and braided the ends 
in two separate lengths. She opened the screen door 
between us and moved on to the step. 
 'Hay is for horses,' she said to Henry. 
 'I'm not talkin' to you, sister,' he responded. 
 'Good. Go on your way then. Get.' 
 I laughed at the repartee. To this point in time my 
dealings with Loretta had been few. In any event, I had 
not been able to decipher more than the occasional word 
of her endless jousting.  

She led me straight to my place at the dining 
room table. As soon as everything stood in order and 
everyone had assumed his rightful position, we joined 
hands and Aaron led us in a prayer and blessing.  
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The warmth in the man's countenance could not 
be mistaken. It indicated loud and clear the satisfaction 
he gained from his lot in life. I doubt he would have 
foregone moments like this for anything in the world. He 
made particular reference to me and initiated a song to 
close the blessing. 

'Thank you, Lord, for giving us Juan. Thank you, 
Lord, for giving us Juan. Thank you, Lord, for giving us 
Juan, right where we are. Alleluia, praise the Lord. 
Alleluia, praise the Lord. Alleluia, praise the Lord, right 
where we are.' 

The welcome touched and the sung honors 
evoked memories of the long ago instance of my entry 
into the fold in Santo Domingo. We began eating. Andy 
checked Lon's portion one final time - it needed to be cut 
into small fragments - and to my right Dora, a hefty 
black woman who labored at the house in a similar 
capacity to Leah at Esperanza, made sure Jessie fended 
for herself to the extent possible. 

'So, Juan. How many years are you going to be 
with us?' 

'Five,' I answered, in the same spirit adopted by 
Aaron in posing the question. 

He took my response thus. 
'I can't say for sure. I'd like to stay a year. Maybe 

longer, if I can.' 
'We'd love to have you,' said my affable host, 

elated to discover the time factor did not appear to be a 
pressing concern. 

But I qualified my statement by pointing out I 
would need to gain an extension on the six-month stay I 
had been granted on entering the country. 

'That should be no problem,' said Aaron. 'There's 
an immigration office downtown and I'm sure Josh will 
assist you however he can.' 

Though they contributed little to the 
conversation, the proceedings revolved around Lon, 
Jessie, Dan and Loretta. Propped on a bulky cushion, 
Lon's prepossessing frame towered over all. He relied on 
Aaron to rephrase much of what I said.  

By the same token, I cocked an eyebrow in 
Aaron's direction when I failed to understand Lon's 
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questions or comments. I understood Loretta and Dan 
more readily. At her place, Jessie appeared to be 
listening closely though the way she held herself at the 
table, head to one side, might have given a contrary 
impression. 

Dan addressed Jessie and Loretta as ma'am but 
made a point of not using the term when talking to Dora. 
More than once throughout the meal, he pivoted in her 
direction and stared with a furrowed brow. The woman 
made no comment about his importunity. 

He consumed his meal with drawn-out precision 
after first taking his evening medication. Dora struggled 
to convince him to drink a glass of water rather than 
soda with the medicine and had to rely on Aaron's 
intervention to bring about a change of mind. 

He often fell back into repetitive movements, a 
swaying back and forth of the upper part of his body. In 
the same motion, he incorporated something I had never 
seen. With his eyes and mouth gaping wide, he extended 
his left arm and splayed the fingers and thumb in a 
bizarre fashion. Every time he reverted to his normal 
state he gawked at one of us. 

He might have continued in this way for the 
duration of the meal had Aaron not signaled to him in a 
corrective tone. Dan apologized and concentrated once 
more on his food. Dessert followed the main dish, in 
acknowledgement of my presence as a guest. I did not 
have much appetite for desserts but I helped myself to 
this one. 

I thought to ask Aaron how long his association 
with the community had lasted. It had begun in the late 
eighties, he said. He had stayed four years, gone abroad 
for an extended period and then returned. His 
subsequent marriage to Clare had been a gala 
community event. 

'You're not planning on leaving soon?' 
'We've made a lifetime commitment to the 

community. I enjoyed my years away but I knew this was 
home. When I returned it was like I'd never been away. 
And you know I found it a relief to think I could bring all 
my attention to the folks.' 
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I shifted my gaze away from him and became 
aware of the expression, full of curiosity and warmth, on 
Loretta's face. Like Lon, she had interjected comments 
throughout the meal and asked questions but none like 
the one she posed now. 

'Are you an Indian?' 
I looked from her to Aaron and back. 
'An Indian?' 
'Loretta's interested in Native American culture,' 

explained Aaron. 
I chuckled. At the same time, I drew her attention 

to the map of the world pinned to the wall behind Lon. 
'See the islands to the southeast of Florida? I'm 

from one of them.' 
But Loretta went on appraising me with a smile, 

as if she regarded it as likely I could number ancestors 
among the Native Americans. Aaron and Dora, with 
Loretta and Dan's assistance, cleared the table. Loretta 
then attended to the candle lighting ritual. 

'Juan. There’s a tradition in the house whenever 
we have a first-time guest. We share for a few minutes so 
we can get to know each other better. I'll start.' 

Aaron presented a potted version of his life story, 
certain of the details of which I had gleaned from our 
conversation. He had a degree in farm management and 
put these skills to use during a two-year sabbatical. He 
lived on St. Kitts and Nevis, of all places, my country's 
near neighbor in the Lesser Antilles. 

We proceeded clockwise around the table. Each of 
the residents gave a spiel about him or herself, aided and 
encouraged by Aaron. My turn - I elaborated on much 
already revealed at the table - came second to last in the 
circle and after me Dora spoke. Her closing remarks 
sounded like an entreaty.  

'I believe God is a good God, in whom I willingly 
entrust my life every day and that His grace and mercy is 
with us all the time, if we would but see it through the 
darkness.' 

'Amen, praise the Lord,' said Dan, with a shake of 
his jowls. 

Aaron wheeled Lon into the bathroom and 
reappeared in the living room after fifteen minutes. 
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'Have you ever gone kayaking?' 
'Never.' 
'I used to take all the new caregivers out on the 

waterways at the top of the bay, north of highway ten. I 
haven't done lately because my health's not been up to 
par. But if it continues to pick up over the next few 
weeks I should be up for it.' 

I expressed interest in a turn on the water. We 
sat and conversed but paused whenever Dan, Loretta 
and Jessie required help of any kind. In Jessie's case a 
guiding arm often sufficed. 

'What did you think of the West Indies?' 
'I loved it. They were the best years of my life in 

many ways.' 
'I don't know the Lesser Antilles. There are flights 

from Santo Domingo and Puerto Rico but I've never been. 
I think of them as a chain of tiny islands exposed to the 
ocean.' 

'The day I flew back to Miami, I didn’t recognize 
my own country. Everything was rush, rush, rush, faces 
set in stone. Living on St. Kitts and Nevis, I learnt to 
breathe and see. You know I was tempted to fly back 
east on the spot. Only the thought of the community 
stopped me.' 

Aaron recounted the highlights of his time 
abroad. The combination of poverty and beauty 
reminded me of home, as did the responsibility people 
felt for the welfare not only of their own flesh and blood 
but also neighbors and fellow villagers.  

He remarked on the joy found in song and dance 
and the simple acts of daily life. One did not have to go 
out to have fun or be diverted. Fulfillment underpinned 
the daily round.  

For the two years of his contract, he lived the 
down-to-earth existence he longed to live. A lifestyle 
unembellished and devoid of trappings enabled him to 
draw closer to himself and a primal force, call it what 
one wished. Daily after work he removed his sandals and 
strode barefoot along the beach, an emblematic act 
unthinkable in the American cities of his youth and early 
adulthood. 
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Eight 
 
 After reminiscing about his time on St. Kitts and 
Nevis, Aaron asked me about the Dominican Republic. 
 'It's a beautiful country,' I said. 
 I made the same point to anyone who inquired. 
But I never failed to stress the gulf between the country 
and city I grew up in and the one the Spanish invaded 
five hundred years before. I tried, again, to put this in 
words. 

'Columbus was beside himself when he first saw 
Hispaniola. Nothing in Spain compared with it. The trees 
were green and heavy with fruit. The flowers were tall 
and colorful. The paths good and wide. Nightingales and 
other small birds sang. The air reminded him of 
springtime in Spain, it was so fresh and clear.' 

'Who were the indigenous people?' 
'They went by the name of Taíno. All traces of 

them were wiped out. They didn't survive the conquest, 
unlike the Mayans of Central America or the Incas of the 
south. I've read different estimates but the most common 
one numbers them at around ten million at the end of 
the fifteenth century. 

'They were an agrarian culture. The food they 
needed to survive came from that and hunting and 
fishing. Their methods were primitive but effective. They 
built what are known as conucos. Do you have any idea 
what they are?' 

'No.' 
'It's a mound of earth distributed at regular 

intervals across wide areas. They cultivated their food 
within, mostly yucca and something known as pan de 
cazabe.' 

'Bread?' 
'Yes, cassava bread. It became a fundamental 

part of the Spanish diet. They tried but failed to grow 
wheat. The Taíno also had corn, yams, sweet potatoes 
and peanuts. They hunted rodents, birds, iguanas and 
snakes and lived in circular structures with walls made 
from the wood of palm trees and covered with guano or 
palm leaves. They had no knowledge of the … lathe.' 
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Aaron knew what I meant but hastened to correct 
my pronunciation. 

'Despite that they made clay pots and drinking 
receptacles and small, funny looking symbolic statues. 
They had no loom but were able to sew linen. They made 
small gold utensils but other than that were unfamiliar 
with metallurgy. It was remarkable they achieved so 
much with limited means.' 

I paused a moment when Dan stood up and left 
the room. 

'There were chiefs and tribes but the chiefs did 
not have absolute power. In governing the people, they 
were assisted by the nitayanos. N-I-T-A-Y-A-N-O. I guess 
you know that in many societies where the law of the 
tribe prevailed the tributes of free men sustained the 
power of the chiefs. Not so with the Taíno chiefs. The 
work carried out by their slaves propped them up.' 

Jessie, who had changed into her nightclothes 
moments before, returned to the room disoriented, 
unsure of her bearings. She fumbled around until Aaron 
reached out and guided her to a chair. 

'Are you ready for your tea, Jessie?' 
'Yeah.'  
Aaron prepared a mug of tea for Jessie and 

returned to his seat. I resumed where I had left off. 
'The Taíno welcomed the Spanish with open 

arms. They traded with them. They risked their lives for 
them. Columbus' first trip was made in the Santa María. 
When the vessel was shipwrecked on Christmas Day 
1492 the Taíno rescued the crew and helped salvage 
nearly all the provisions. 

'Columbus abandoned the island early in the New 
Year though he left behind about forty men. When he 
returned the following November he came with more 
than a dozen ships and hundreds of men. They brought 
farming implements and farm animals. A short time 
later, La Isabela was founded, the first Spanish city in 
the Americas.  

'That led to the opening of a passage from the 
coast in the north to the south. At the time the Spanish 
arrived the plains were covered by vegetation. But it 
wasn't long before forests were leveled to make use of the 
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wood. None were spared. They took them all, mahogany 
forests, ceiba forests, oak forests and pine forests. The 
Spanish also used the land for harvesting.  

'It was three centuries before the destruction of 
the forests was complete but the conquistadors sewed 
the seeds. At the start of the nineteenth century, 
mahogany forests stretched to the coast. Today, all that's 
left are small tracts in the interior. Where the forests 
once held pride of place, agricultural products were 
harvested, mostly sugarcane.' 

I stopped and nodded in the direction of the 
bathroom. 

'Aren't I keeping you from your work?' 
'Lon likes a long soak in the tub.' 
I went on. Speaking of something so close to my 

heart, the foreign tongue proved less of a hurdle.   
'The wiping out of the indigenous people didn't 

take as long. Despite their initial goodwill, they were 
subjected to abuses, forced work and insults of all kinds. 
They couldn't withstand the diseases the Europeans 
brought. 

'There were times when they reacted extremely. 
There were uprisings and battles. As early as 1495 there 
was a fierce battle at a place called Vega Real. But it was 
a disaster for the Taíno and from that point on they were 
dominated. This city is how old?' 

'The tercentennial is in four years.' 
'My hometown was established five hundred and 

two years ago. The admiral's brother, Bartholomew, 
founded it at Columbus' request. They established their 
fortress, or alcazar. Construction began on the first 
cathedral in the Americas and Columbus' nephew, 
Diego, became governor of the island.  

'I have photographs of the alcazar. It stands on 
one side of a broad square in the old part of Santo 
Domingo. At one time I loved to visit the old part of my 
city. I liked to relax on a bench or step or at a table at 
one of the outdoor cafes on La Alarazana, across from 
the fortress. It’s been restored much as it was in 
Columbus' day. 
 'It may be possible to restore old buildings but 
the forests and the Taíno people will never come back. It 
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makes me sad to think so and to realize I'm a child of a 
stolen country.' 
 Aaron excused himself to go and assist Lon with 
the final phase of his bathroom routine. 
 'The main square in the old part is Parque Colón,' 
I told him on his return. 'There's a statue of Columbus. I 
find this peculiar, false and dangerous somehow. Since I 
first saw it as a boy I've wondered about this man 
pointing in the distance.   
 'He left the island in chains in the year 1500 and 
when he tried to return not long afterwards he wasn't 
allowed off the ship. In the 1530s most of the Spanish 
left to search for greater riches elsewhere. What 
remained of the countryside fell open for the taking. 
 'Other European powers, the French and English 
for the most part, filled the space. The Indians were on 
the way to extinction, gold resources were dwindling and 
much of the land was neglected. It was a mecca for 
pirates, privateers and outlaws. They penetrated regions 
far from the capital, especially in the west, and began 
hunting and trading the skin of wild livestock.' 
 Aaron's face bore a pensive expression. 
 'In all truth I don't think a lot has changed for my 
country. The first three hundred years were like a 
rehearsal for the problems of this century and the last.' 
 
 Two nights after the supper engagement, during a 
quiet spell at the apartment, I put aside the book I had 
been reading and dwelt on the many occasions I had 
passed through Santo Domingo's old town in the 
company of the community's residents.  
 On one of the more recent of those, caught in 
heavy traffic on our way back from Boca Chica, Rojo, 
Sylvia and Luz sat huddled in the front seat. Rojo stood 
out by dint of his requisite Stetson and the two women 
on his right had yet to remove the headgear they had 
worn at the beach. 

Both had chosen broad-brimmed hats, ideal for 
warding off the tropical sun and of an outlandish, 
unconventional design one could have imagined 
appealing to a foreign visitor. 
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Rojo inched the van down Arzobispo Mérino 
toward Parque Colón in the bumper-to-bumper late 
afternoon snarl. He kept up a running commentary on 
matters major and minor. 
 Most of the youngsters had long since begun 
dozing off the effects of the day's cerulean sky and salty 
air. We approached the square above which Columbus 
soared supreme and made out a group of local men 
lining the roadside at the corner. Waving their hands, 
they marshaled visitors into expensive parking berths 
adjacent to the square. 
 Without a doubt none other than the hats of the 
three riding up front fooled them into believing us to be 
from out of town, conceivably from another country 
altogether. They approached us as they might have done 
any minivan load of innocents begging to part with their 
cash.  

I smiled to myself at the recollected irony of being 
taken for tourists in our own city. The front door opened 
at this point and Jeffrey appeared. He brought me out of 
my reminiscences when he mentioned Unity House 
would be opening its doors to a new caregiver, a young 
German, later in the evening.  

'How long will she stay?' 
'Four or five months.' 
'Do you speak some German?' 
'Not a word. We ask the foreigners not to speak 

their languages in the houses. It wouldn't be fair to the 
residents.' 

The assertion puzzled me. 
'But this community welcomes a lot of us.' 
'You're a help,' granted Jeffrey, with the 

beginnings of his breathy exhalations. 'But if someone 
stays no more than four or five months, it's helpful to a 
limited degree. The community doesn't like to have too 
many foreigners at any given time. How would that be for 
the residents? They'd be in danger of losing their 
culture.' 

Despite the disjointed laugh, I sensed his 
seriousness and inflexibility on the issue. 

'Losing their culture? But if you think back we're 
all foreigners.' 
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Jeffrey made no comment about this. 
'What the community needs to secure its future is 

more Americans. But if the economy's in good shape and 
there's low unemployment it's hard to find the Americans 
we need. It would help the community if the economy 
went bad!' 

Later, Jeffrey set off for Unity House and the 
usual distant, choked sounds from the street began 
lulling me into a state of semi-consciousness. I also 
heard a series of light, unobtrusive movements in the 
apartment at the last moment but drifted off to sleep 
before I read anything into them.  

Not until the morning, when I caught sight of a 
closed bedroom door, did it occur to me it must have 
been the newcomer Jeffrey had referred to, the one who 
had provoked his contentions, albeit unbeknown to her.   



 100

 
 
 

Part Three / Daniela 
One 
 
Dear Katarina, 
  I've decided I'll write my impressions 
piecemeal and send you something to read when I have 
enough for a letter. I prefer to do it this way. As you 
know, I've never been much of a writer. A little by little 
approach might not work so well, either, I'm aware. We'll 
soon see. 
 Here and now, I apologize for any disjointedness 
in the flow. But better scattered remarks than no word at 
all. Wouldn't you agree? I want you to gain an idea of the 
life here, many miles from home. Who would've thought 
one day I would be sending you news from the south of 
the United States? The idea will sink in when I post this 
and you receive it in Jena, however many days 
afterwards. 
 
 How to describe the feeling? Do you remember 
the foreign films we loved to go and see at the 
cinematheque? And how, regardless of our best 
intentions, we arrived late most of the time, with the 
lights already down? Holding on to each other's arms 
and whispering and giggling, bats couldn't have been 
blinder, as they say. 
 What trouble we used to have finding two vacant 
spaces together. In the meantime, we bumped along as 
helpless as children lost in a forest and came up against 
arms, knees and ankles, the way barred wherever we 
turned. When our eyes grew accustomed to the dark, we 
gazed at each other in astonishment, mystified at our 
earlier sense of displacement. 
 Another kind of perplexity followed when we 
lowered ourselves into the seats and tried to make 
headway of the play on the screen. I laugh to think how 
long this sometimes took, longest of all at the screenings 
of films by maverick directors featuring unconventional 
plots and techniques.   
 This describes how I feel at the moment. Again, I 
have the sense I've arrived late for a film - they refer to 
them as movies here. I have my seat but the essence of 
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the play lies beyond my grasp in spite of the attention 
I'm paying.  

Today I met most of the community. I think for a 
while I'll be hard pushed remembering the names. After 
the first two or three yesterday, I made no attempt to 
commit them to memory.  

Toward the end of the afternoon a Latin American 
who works at Esperanza House, Juan he calls himself, 
dropped in. He had come to help but Jeffrey suggested 
we use the down time before dinner to visit the other 
houses. Wes and Penny accompanied us on the walk. 
 I made do as best I could. At least I'll always 
know, or should, the general frame of mind of the one 
speaking to me, whether happy, sad or somewhere in 
between. This much can be detected from facial 
expression and body language. Do I really understand 
next to nothing of this language we studied at school? 
Studied, I know, may not be the best verb to describe the 
slipshod efforts made to verse us in a tongue other than 
our native German. 
 At La Roche I met a black woman who plied me 
with standard questions. Where are you from? How long 
are you planning on staying? Among others. Then she 
made a remark about Sophie, a Swiss working in the 
same house as me, I could not comprehend. I turned to 
Juan, who transformed the statement into plainer 
language. 
 His English may not be a whole lot better than 
mine but I had to rely on someone's interpreting skills on 
this round. I doubt many people in the Deep South of the 
United States will have heard of Jena, notwithstanding 
the university. But Juan knows all about the former 
GDR. From reading, he knows something about cities 
like Weimar and Leipzig too. 
 I've never experienced this degree of humidity in a 
climate. Strolling back to Unity House alongside Wes, 
Peggy and Juan, I stopped for a second look at two 
women clad in runners, shorts and gym tops charging 
along the sidewalk. They refer to it as power walking. 
What a sight.     
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 The other day Josh made a bold prediction. In a 
month, he said, I won't need the German / English 
dictionary I've kept within arm's reach since I stepped off 
the plane in Atlanta. I'm not sure. But I'll do my utmost 
to make progress with the help of an assortment of texts 
suggested to me by others. 
 Today, Easter Sunday, I turned twenty-four. We 
commemorated the day with a celebration and meal at a 
nearby church hall. I dressed up for the occasion, as did 
the majority of the caregivers. We went to great lengths 
to ensure the residents appeared in their finest though 
Shirley took an hour to put on her clothes. I thought I 
would scream. 
 We broke up the eating, too much eating, with 
skits and Clare led us in a song. I wish I could convey 
the tune. But here are the words: It's you, it's you, it's 
you that builds community. It's me, it's me, it's me that 
builds community. It's us, it's us, it's us that build 
community. It's us that build community. Roll it over the 
ocean. Roll it over the sea. Go back to your homes and 
build community. 
 Clare taught us the hand movements to go along 
with the tune and for minutes the hall filled with arms 
and hands fluttering in unison, a number of them better 
coordinated than others. I don't know who instigated it 
but at one point a chorus of happy birthday filled the air. 
I hadn't imagined anyone would make a big deal of it let 
alone sing to me.  
 Later in the afternoon, I stood ladling punch into 
my cup when Juan drew beside me and bid me a happy 
day. I smiled and thanked him. We said no more than 
this though I must admit I exchanged eye contact with 
him more than once through the afternoon. 
 He and the other Esperanza volunteers had their 
work cut out today. They'd been at the hall, setting up, 
an hour when the rest of us burst in the door and the 
bulk of the clean-up afterwards fell to them. The duty 
rotates amongst the houses when we meet as a whole.  
  
 I'm to attend a defensive driving course on the 
second of next month. If I pass I'll be a step away from 
driving the Unity House van and, more important as far 
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as I'm concerned, the vehicles available for us on our 
days off. Both have clocked up thousands of miles, 
especially the beat-up Honda. 
 It has two doors and the one on the passenger 
side jams as a common occurrence. The temperature 
gauge doesn’t work. Therefore, you're not going to be 
given much warning if the engine overheats. I would 
regard this as more than a minor consideration in a 
climate where the cars must build up heat like an oven.  

I'm prepared to take my chances. You know how 
bored I can become and I don't like the idea of spending 
most of my free time at the apartment, as Juan has been 
doing. It doesn't appear to bother him, but I know it 
would me. 
 I've wasted no time leaning on people for rides. 
The other day I imposed on Chuck. What's Dauphin 
Island like, I asked him. He took the hint and off we went 
late in the afternoon. The long, straight-ahead part of the 
route begins soon after you leave the highway. Can you 
imagine how I felt with the water of the bay the other 
side of the trees off to our left and the Gulf of Mexico up 
ahead? 
 When we stopped behind the beach, made our 
way on to the sand and approached the waves I would've 
loved to throw myself in. I’d thought of bringing my 
swimsuit but decided against it in the end. According to 
Chuck, in another two weeks the water will be warmer, 
better for swimming. I'm determined to try it sooner, if I 
can find a way. 
 Late this afternoon I visited Esperanza House 
with Shirley. We stopped on the sidewalk to smell the 
flowers. They're a sight to behold though Shirley didn’t 
show interest. I wonder if she ever loses her void 
expression and if there might be a way to brighten her 
days. Clare and Jeffrey exchanged a look when I made 
suggestions yesterday. I could see they weren't pleased 
by what they felt to be presumption, given the short time 
I've been in town. 
 At Esperanza I chatted with Douglas and Juan 
after walking Shirley to the bathroom upstairs. When I 
confided what Clare had told me about not being able to 
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stay at the apartment until I've been in the community a 
month they looked nonplussed.  
 According to Douglas, this had once been a 
community policy but he didn't believe it had been in 
effect for sometime. A gleam appeared in his eyes, as of 
whimsy or amusement. He thinks the idea dates from 
the time he joined the community, when many more staff 
competed for beds at the apartment. He told of the 
occasion two former caregivers stood chest to chest and 
screamed at each other over the matter before 
mentioning he would look into it and let me know. 
 Our conversation went ahead against the 
background of extraordinary noises from the direction of 
the downstairs bathroom. I could hear someone yelling 
out not now at the top of his voice. Other times I heard 
the same individual gasp and laugh.  
 I excused myself to use the upstairs bathroom. 
Returning to the first level minutes later, I found Juan 
and Douglas examining a map on the dining room wall. 
Juan had pointed out our part of Eastern Europe and, 
based on the information I had given him, made a good 
rough estimate of the location of Jena with the tip of his 
right index finger.  
 I overheard Douglas tell him how relaxed I 
seemed in his presence. He has a point. Many of the 
people I'm meeting at the moment believe they have to 
impress me in one way or another. Most of the time this 
has the opposite effect. I haven't detected a hint of this 
with Juan. 
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Two 
 
 A video I borrowed days ago had five minutes to 
run when Juan knocked on the door. I suppose you 
would call it an offbeat American gangster movie – 
excuse me for adopting local idioms! This one comes with 
the novelty of soul-searching hit men. But somehow I 
find movies where violence is depicted as knockabout 
fun repulsive. They remind me of second-rate slapstick 
comedies.  
 Special effects or other gadgetry it may be. I've 
been to the cinema hundreds of times and yet I can't 
help cringing in the face of extreme violence. I want to 
turn my head away or anchor my eyes shut. Sex can be 
overdone too, needless to say, but at least a person can 
view it as life affirming! 
 I must tell you something about the churches in 
this city. What interest could I have in houses of 
worship, I can hear you asking. In fact, I accompany the 
residents to church on Sunday mornings.  

To be honest, I'd rather not and Jayne gave me 
the impression someone else would step in to fill the 
breach if I objected. But I've not made a song and dance 
about it. The majority of the residents join the faithful for 
the midmorning service at a parish west of downtown.   
 I enjoy the music but don't find Catholic services 
gripping. I hope one Sunday to take Wes or Winnie to 
their Southern Baptist congregations. I’m curious about 
those people. I would love to discover whether the picture 
in my mind bears any relation to reality.  

The picture in my head? Harangues of fire and 
brimstone delivered at congregations largely made up of 
taciturn, long-suffering black women. Their enormous 
hats obscure their features and the colors of their 
dresses radiate vibrancy. There are men and children 
present too but they're outnumbered and all are folding 
in the heat.    
 Juan couldn't tell me anything about the Big Zion 
African Methodist Episcopal Church. We passed by it on 
our way downtown. Blocks further on we called into the 
Chamber of Commerce and there gathered information 
about the church and other sights in the city.      
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 A group of slaves founded the Big Zion in 1842. 
Less than twenty years later, they obtained the means to 
purchase a site. They constructed a wooden shed and 
parsonage. The shed became the site of the first 
ordination of a black minister by a black bishop in 
Alabama. 
 Elsewhere, in or around the town, can be found a 
Presbyterian Church housed in a Greek Revival building, 
a Greek Orthodox Church raised and decorated after the 
style of an original church in Greece, Episcopal 
Churches, one of them in the English Gothic style, and 
the many Baptist Churches.  
 A mighty wind out of heaven knows what 
direction buffeted the whole day. I stopped at one point 
and asked Juan to provide a windbreak with his chest 
and arms. I had no chance otherwise of lighting my 
cigarette. The shelter he provided proved expansive 
enough and upon the third attempt I achieved my aim. 
 Close to the river end of Church Street stands 
Fort Condé. Erected by the French, they made it their 
headquarters until the colony fell to the British and, 
after their occupation ended, the Spanish. When the 
Americans took over, they declared it surplus and sold it 
at a public auction. We explored the interior for an hour. 
In comparison to Europe - our own city, for example - 
the history appears like yesterday. This is not to say I 
find it any less interesting.  

I know I'm going to sound like the last of the 
tourists, but on one of the walkways at the top of the fort 
I prevailed on Juan to take a picture of me against the 
background of the downtown skyline. I had in mind the 
view in a postcard glimpsed the other day.  
 Juan had brought his camera and let me take a 
shot of him in the identical place. By next week I should 
have a roll of film to take into the developers. As soon as 
the prints are ready, I’ll send you a bunch. 

We stopped for coffee in the French Quarter Café 
and them ambled west along Dauphin Street. I heard the 
blast of a horn a good three seconds before a Chevrolet 
with two black male occupants sped into view.  
 'That's been happening a lot,' I said. 'Every time I 
go for a walk.' 
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 'That's understandable,' said Juan. 
  I insisted he spell out what he meant. 
 'They think you're attractive. It's like a sign of 
appreciation for them.' 
 'Yes, but so are many women attractive.' 
 'But you're, how can I say it, different to the local 
women. It's obvious you're not from here. You dress 
unlike the locals, for one.' 
 He said more about this but I'm not sure I 
followed him. Near the apartment, I asked him what he 
wanted to do. 
 'We can walk some more.' 
 But I had a sneaking suspicion he wanted at 
least an hour or two to himself. Juan went back to the 
apartment and I stopped at the house. Penny has as 
much of a penchant for idling away the minutes on the 
swinging seat on the front veranda as I do. We gossiped 
over a cigarette and then I dropped in on Nick. 
 A volunteer agency placed a girl by the name of 
Amanda at the community's workshop and, as things 
turned out, arranged Nick’s placement too. He helps 
long-term homeless people find their feet. He and 
Amanda and two others reside in a four-bedroom house 
around the corner from Unity House. I'll write more 
about Nick in another letter. At the moment I don't know 
what to make of him. 
 I enjoyed the day from beginning to end and the 
evening capped it off. It reminded me of our nights in 
Jena, when we'd get together with friends, dance, drink 
and smoke weed, if fortunate enough to have a supply. 
Tonight had a similar feel minus the marijuana. What a 
pity I haven't located a source. But I'm looking into it!  
 Juan resembled a boy in his elation when I made 
good on my promise to stop by the apartment with wine. 
He fetched glasses and uncorked the bottle. Less than 
five minutes later, Des joined us from Cana House. He 
couldn't stay long but he shared a glass and a tête-à-
tête.  
 When I think of his plans to enter the priesthood 
- the Jesuit priesthood, to make matters worse - I'm 
mortified. The vixen in me regards it as a waste. Though 
he insists this is his one true vocation, in the 
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conversations we've had he's sounded less than 
convincing. He could, of course, change his mind. He has 
plenty of time to see reason. I'll keep my fingers crossed. 
 'You've no idea what you'll be missing,' I said to 
him tonight, in German. 
 Des translated for Juan. I trail off in German 
when I'm with Des. He studied the language at college 
and built on what he learnt during the semesters he 
spent as an exchange student in Freiburg. 
 'What would happen if a woman came along and 
swept you off your feet? Where would your priesthood be 
then?' 
 For a split second he looked pained. 
 'Everyone going into religious life has to deal with 
that. Perhaps I'll find it more of a struggle than others. 
Perhaps not.' 
 'I don't believe it's healthy or wise. I've only been 
here a week and I'm missing my partner.' 
 'That's different. You’re not talking about a fling.'  
 He translated the word for my benefit before 
continuing. 
 'I've never been one to see much value in short-
term relationships. Take Rob and Sophie for example. It's 
easy to imagine what he's gotten out of it. But I doubt 
he'll go to pieces when she leaves.' 
 'I'm not so sure,' said Juan. 
 'Nor me,' I added. 'Rob may miss her more than 
she does him. This won't be her only love affair. She'll 
know better now who she is and what she wants in a 
partner. In this way Rob's been good for her.' 
 'It wouldn't surprise me if he follows her to 
Switzerland,' said Juan. 
 
 I've swum at Dauphin Island twice. Last Friday 
Chuck drove me for the second time. He sat and smoked 
a cigarette while I explored the shallows. How wonderful 
to be an hour's drive from the ocean. Living in Jena, 
what choice do we have on a hot day? The public baths 
or the Saale. 
 The other side of the bay has some beaches of 
note too, I'm told. I'll see them for myself soon enough, 
I'm sure. But somehow the idea of the ocean, the 
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entrance to the Mexican Gulf, captures my fancy more. 
To give you an idea of distance, Atlanta lies three 
hundred and fifty miles from here and New Orleans one 
hundred and fifty.  

In the American mind these distances amount to 
a trifle. We consider Berlin another world but the folks 
here regard the journey to New Orleans, closer to here 
than Jena is to Berlin, as a leisurely day trip. 
 The two hours of today's weekly staff meeting 
consisted of discussion on a reflection topic. I came close 
to dropping off within five minutes of settling into one of 
those comfortable chairs.  

The sunshine streaming outside held more of my 
attention than the topic under discussion in our circle. 
At any rate, I'm not grounded enough in English to 
tender an opinion with confidence in a group of any size. 
 'Do you have time for a stroll?' asked Juan. 
 The meeting had closed and Juan, Des and I had 
exchanged the comfort of the air-conditioned room for 
the heat outside.  
 'I've a better idea. Let's go to the beach.' 
 Both liked my spur-of-the-moment suggestion. 
All the same, Des hesitated, unsure whether time would 
allow him to make the trip until he looked at his watch 
and did a hasty mental calculation. Half an hour later we 
set off. I squeezed into the rear of the Honda and sat 
with my knees lightly touching. 
 'You look tired,' said Juan, turning around in the 
front passenger seat. 
 'The hours are destroying me. I don't think I'm 
made for six o'clock starts.' 
 Des flew along Dauphin Island Parkway and we 
staked a claim on the sand less than fifty minutes after 
leaving town. I took the precaution of putting my hair up 
before entering the water. It needs an age to dry when 
wet and I didn't want to go back on at three o'clock 
looking as if I'd been caught in a serious rainstorm. 
 Juan, tan by nature, lay on the sand sunning 
himself. Des, I coaxed into the water. I made sure he 
captured me on film while I bobbed up and down on my 
toes or adopted other masquerades, whatever folly 
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entered my head. My hair stayed dry except for loose 
strands at the neck. 
 Des indulged me with grace enough but kept his 
distance. The bashfulness had an engaging side, 
however. I know he mulled over the question of whether 
a man in his position should humor a worldly German 
woman, one whom he had known only two weeks. 
Perhaps I scored a small triumph in his battle of 
conscience. 
 We hung out, as they say, at the beach an hour. 
Then, Des tore back to the city in a repeat of his 
performance on the drive south. Not even the air blasting 
through Juan's open window ruffled the serene feeling 
present in each and every cell. 
 Nearer town I listened closer to Des and Juan's 
discussion. At the same time, my mind kept drifting to 
other matters, as it does when I'm with Des but not 
speaking German. But if I didn't mishear him, I'm sure 
he made the point evil does not simply happen out of the 
blue. 
 He cited Joseph Stalin, scourge of much of 
Eastern Europe, as an example. As a young adult, it had 
been Stalin's goal to become a religious, a man of God. 
But something in his experience led him to repudiate the 
notion, to drop the plowshare and take up the sword. 
Europe changed for all time as a result. 
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Three  
 
 I can stay at the apartment. A meeting earlier in 
the week resolved the issue. New caregivers no longer 
have to wait a month for the privilege. Already I've taken 
advantage of the fact.  

I've also wandered over there once or twice during 
my break in the middle of the day, to help myself to ice 
cream - we don't always have it in the freezer at Unity 
House - and to put my feet up. I'm no hermit. I doubt I'll 
ever be but I need space now I’m a member of a 
household totaling nine people. 

 When she leaves the community in three weeks 
time, I plan to shift into Sophie's room at the end of the 
upstairs corridor. Light enters through windows on 
either side and it has a balcony. I'm sure it will be more 
my style than where I am at the present.  
 'Shall we do a blessing?' Juan asked me today 
over lunch at a Mexican restaurant on Dauphin Street.
 I'd not adapted to the custom but I didn't object 
in the circumstances. 
 'Silent or out loud?' 
 'Silent.' 
 We clasped hands. I snuck a look at him after a 
moment or two. Eyes closed, he invoked unspoken 
phrases of blessing, or gratitude, or both.  
 'How are things for you in the house?' 
 'Mostly okay but I have a difficulty.' 
 'That is?' 
 I outlined my uneasiness with the post-supper 
prayer ritual. 
 'I'm all right with the blessing. Like what we just 
did. But afterwards, Clare and Jeffrey pick up the Bible 
and read a passage. That would be okay too but they 
expect me to do the same.' 
 Juan stopped eating. 
 'Wouldn't they accept it if you didn't?' 
 'I don't believe so. I can tell by the expressions on 
their faces. Jeffrey always looks at me as if he's 
suspicious.' 
 'He's one of a kind.' 
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 I burst out laughing but soon regained my 
demeanor.  
 'It's hard for me because I don't want to parrot 
something I don't believe in.' 
 'Tell them,' said Juan, dabbing a napkin at the 
corners of his mouth. 'They mightn't like it but it would 
be better for them to find out not everyone’s comfortable 
with formal prayer. You're having lunch with one. I've 
never been much of a praying man.' 
 'What do you do at your house?' 
 'Something less rigid. Someone might read a 
reflection and then whoever wants can respond. We close 
with petitions. Other nights there's so much hullabaloo 
it's not worth the trouble. Instead, we join hands and do 
a closing prayer. Other times we might sit in silence. 
 'It changes from day to day. The format is up to 
whoever's prepared the meal. If I have something to say, 
I'll say it, but I prefer the silence. But there are others 
who find the verbal prayer important. Trudy is one. I like 
listening to her. She's sincere.' 
 'I wish I had your self-assurance.' 
 'I'm sorry you're being made to feel 
uncomfortable. But I think it would be good if you made 
it clear where you stand.' 
 

Juan called this morning. We spoke for twenty 
minutes before returning to our responsibilities. As of 
last week, I'm less thrilled to hear from Nick. Friday 
night I went with him and Des to Spring Hill College.  

The more I see of Nick the more I'm alarmed by 
his conservatism. He mounts his hobbyhorse and comes 
across sounding as boorish as one of those young to 
middle-aged Germans who would've fitted well into 
medieval society.  

The other day we argued about capital 
punishment. They should all fry, he said, referring to 
people on death row. When I explained how most 
Europeans see this issue, he gave me an ugly look and 
muttered the word bitch under his breath.    

I know cruder insults can be leveled at women in 
the English-speaking world. Still, I didn't take kindly to 
it. I'm in two minds, doubtful anything can be gained 
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from a friendship of this kind but loath to cut off any 
new contact. I might have something to learn from him 
though I find his ideas abhorrent.  

I don’t feel one hundred percent at the moment. I 
need a change from the routines. The postponing of the 
defensive driving course until the middle of May hasn't 
done anything for my morale. Until I can drive, my free 
time will permit nothing more than a break from the 
house.  

Two out of every three people I meet ask about 
my family. I can hear myself giving my rote response: I 
have a mother, a stepfather, but no brothers or sisters. 
My real dad, I point out, resides in the western part of 
the country.      

Next weekend I plan on attending the New 
Orleans Jazz Festival. Jayne and a friend of hers will be 
driving. They intend to stay with friends over the 
weekend. I'll take a bus back. I've invited Juan but I 
doubt he'll come. He admires my determination. I think 
why not, knowing I'm unlikely to have the opportunity 
again. 

You know my soft spot for the month of May and 
the vines and wild orchids that flourish in our town. I 
didn't think I would miss the valley and East Thuringia 
to the degree I am. 

The Americans I've met don't know Jena features 
on the map. But I never fooled myself into believing talk 
about four hundred meter high limestone slopes, for 
example, would mean a great deal to people bred on 
images of the Grand Canyon. Nor do the names Carl 
Zeiss, Ernst Abbe and Otto Schott resonate, regardless of 
their renown. 

Aside from Juan, no one has asked me about the 
town. As a result, I tend to steer clear of the subject. But 
if I did have much to say, certain things I wouldn't dwell 
on, the industrialization following the Second World War 
and the monstrosities the Communists erected, to name 
two. If Jena had been left in ruins, the effect couldn't 
have been more dismal.    

Des, I discovered to my delight, has read Goethe. 
He tried him in German though I understand he didn't 
persist; Goethe in the original can be difficult enough for 
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us Germans. Together with him, I can be proud of where 
I'm from and never tire of mentioning the five years spent 
there by one of the greatest German poets.  

I continue to be astounded by this period of his 
life. How did he manage to achieve what he did? How did 
he find the time to write, regulate the river's flow, build 
streets, design the botanical gardens and catalogue the 
university library? On my less slothful days, I dream of 
fashioning a similar kind of life. 

I tell myself I too could be encircled by, and talk 
shop with, poets and personalities of the stature of 
Schiller, Fichte, Hegel, Feuerbach, Schelling, Hufeland, 
Doebereiner, Tieck, Novalis and the Schlegel brothers. 
The thought sends a shiver the length of my spine.   

 
Three days later. What a brilliant weekend! But I 

left for New Orleans on Saturday with a bad taste. At 
nine o'clock Juan came to pay his respects. The kitchen 
bustled and in the midst of it there glowered Jeffrey, 
turning over hotcakes. When he burnt a batch of half a 
dozen, he growled at the rest of us. 

'All those who don't belong in the kitchen, leave.' 
What a jerk - to coin the common term. Does he 

think he owns Unity House? Juan and I withdrew to the 
veranda and I calmed my nerves with a cigarette. He 
didn't have much planned for the day besides a visit to 
the Oakleigh Mansion. 

I think I would've enjoyed the festival more but 
for the heat. I felt it sap my strength in no time. It might 
be trumpeted as a jazz festival but many kinds of music 
featured on the bill. The smell of marijuana had me 
wetting my lips. The guy standing next to me must've 
read my hankering because he rolled me a joint without 
a second thought. So ended my month-long involuntary 
abstinence.  

Po-faced police roamed the turf wherever you 
looked. But they turned a blind eye to the drugs and let 
everyone enjoy the occasion. All in all it bore an eerie 
resemblance to the festivals we've attended back home.  

Much to my amusement, the singer in one of the 
reggae bands repeated f----n hell like a mantra between 
every number his band performed. I could understand 
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this and his y'know mon but not the rest of his 
babblings.   

When the bus drew into town yesterday, I 
overheard someone say the modern day Mardi Gras 
festivity began here. The City Museum houses an exhibit 
of costumes worn by the Queens of the event over the 
years. I must go and take a peek sometime. Nowadays, 
the mega party happens in New Orleans.  

Yesterday Juan celebrated his birthday. I stopped 
at the apartment and found him in a happy frame of 
mind. Straight after I returned from the community 
gathering at the workshop, we set off for the Garage. I 
like the name of this pub near Government Street, a 
twenty to thirty minute walk from the houses. 

I’m interested in the live music on Sundays. Last 
night I could do as I wished because I had the day off but 
I can't see it being easy over the coming weeks. Jeffrey 
doesn't appreciate my abandoning the premises at nine 
o'clock. Everyone has bedded down by then and the 
routines have been completed but it makes no difference 
to him. 

'I hope you like the book Des and I chose for you.'  
We had stopped to sample the crayfish arrayed in 

containers by the entrance. 
'I'm looking forward to reading it. I don't know 

this writer.' 
'Des thinks the English won't be too hard for you. 

Maybe I should read it.' 
After eating our fill we relocated to a table inside, 

opposite the bar. Juan ordered our first drinks. While he 
waited, the tan blonde beside him raised her left arm, 
turned the index finger of her hand in a half-circle and 
undulated her hips, unable to resist the infectious stamp 
of the music. On his return to the table, two full glasses 
in hand, he asked me if Albert, my partner, had made 
his travel arrangements. 

'I don't think so. I told him he ought to if he 
wants to find a cheaper fare. But there are certain things 
he likes to do his way no matter how much someone 
suggests otherwise. That's who he is.' 
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'Douglas thinks we're seeing a lot of each other 
and that Albert might be jealous when he arrives in 
town.' 

'Is he a romantic?' 
'I don't know him well enough to say. He's not in 

a relationship, as far as I know. But we have been 
together a lot over the last month.' 

'Does that bother you?' 
'No. But people might say things. You realize 

that?' 
'I don't mind.' 
'Even when you're in a relationship?' 
'People will see that for themselves when Albert 

gets here.' 
'When's he coming?' 
'He's planning to take vacation time in August.' 
We discussed this no further. For my part, I 

wanted to know how he viewed himself and the world at 
the outset of the fourth decade of his life though we had 
to strain to make ourselves heard above the music. 

'I think I'll need many more years.' 
'What?'  
'I don't know if I can make myself clear in another 

language.’ 
He carried on after a pause, looking right into my 

eyes.  
‘I think I've lived a slow life. I'll need more time to 

accomplish what I'd like to accomplish. God willing, I'll 
be given the time.' 

A slow life. I thought I knew precisely what he 
meant. Yet I wouldn't have been able to verbally 
formulate the concept had someone dragged me by the 
hair. We put the smoke and clamor of the bar behind us 
at half past ten, a minute after the band of jazz 
musicians resumed playing after a break.  

'We'll see each other tomorrow then,' I said, by 
the driveway of Unity House. 

In the community the one celebrating their 
birthday can invite two guests to a special dinner. Juan 
had chosen Des and me to join him and the rest of 
Esperanza House the following evening. 

'I'm glad you and Des can make it.' 
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'Even if it adds to Douglas' case!' 
'Even then.' 
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Four 
 
My life is beset with routines. While bathing 

Shirley this morning - she must've had more than usual 
to drink last night because everything, I mean 
everything, needed to go into the washing machine - I 
wondered if it would matter if Jack didn't have his shave 
at such and such a time or if Shirley missed her 
afternoon meander. 

Would it spell disaster? Of course it wouldn't but 
Clare and Jeffrey, in particular Jeffrey, insist on a 
timetable being followed to the letter. Don't they see we 
risk losing part of the enjoyment to be had living and 
working with the folks? 

I'm well aware they can forget what they've been 
shown, irrespective of how many times something 
might've been drummed into them. Without prompting, 
or a focus, any life can end up in disarray. But can't we 
have fun in the doing? 

I hear the other houses function much the same. 
But I find it impossible to imagine any of them could be 
as rigorous as Unity House. Juan has provided me 
insight into the machinations of the morning shift at 
Esperanza. Two mornings a week the duty falls to him. 

At seven o'clock he goes into Dean and Will. 
Unless Dean has had a seizure in the early hours, he 
raises himself, ready to be given assistance dressing. 
Every second utterance is gr… gr… green or Marvin did it 
but the process of making him presentable and helping 
him down the stairs and over to the table takes less than 
fifteen minutes most mornings. 

Dean tucks into his cereal. Meanwhile, Juan 
heads back up the stairs and sets to work on Will. He 
also takes a moment to make sure Maisie's awake and 
checks on April and Trudy. Nine times out of ten they 
don't need this reminder because the movements of the 
independent Trudy will have roused April. She counters 
with a hello, baby or coming, baby or be right there, baby.  

He returns to Will, who'll be slouched naked or 
half-naked on the side of his bed, up to his ears in 
plastic bags and their contents. Though he has a home 
now, no one imagines there'll soon come a day when he'll 
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cast off his most precious possessions. Aren't we all a bit 
possessive, as if we came from institutions? I sometimes 
think it. 

There are mornings Juan can pull his leg while 
helping him slip on shirt, pants, socks and shoes. But 
most of the time he wears the aspect Juan has described 
to me as vintage Will: head down, fingers touching, one 
hand picking at the nails of the other. 

If ever someone walks in on him during one of his 
outbursts, they don't have far to look to find him amidst 
the chaos. Will reacts to their entrance by recoiling and 
rebuking himself with a shake of the head and a sotto 
voce that's bad.   

Dean acts with the speed of light on the rare 
mornings Will begins the day in a bad mood. He'll goad 
him with laughter, loudness and gestures, throwing him 
off his rhythm until there remains no chance of his being 
ready to depart for the workshop on time.   

Juan finds another spare moment to look in on 
Maisie. She'll be waiting, in her nightgown or already 
dressed, for him to brush the knots out of her long, 
curly, cream-colored hair.  

He inquires how she slept. No one could be more 
direct in answering. If her depression has a hold or she 
feels bad about herself, she'll make a point of saying so 
to anyone who will listen.  

One by one, sometimes within seconds of each 
other, the ladies' heels sound on the carpeted stairs and 
they take breakfast. Medicines are meted out, other 
heads of hair tended to - April's requires more attention 
than Maisie's - and the walk to the workshop 
undertaken. So goes the morning routine at Esperanza. 

 
Des' time with us has come to an end. He left to 

begin a retreat somewhere on the coast east of here. 
Afterwards there will follow intensive Spanish language 
tuition. He remarked to me he would take the time to 
think about his immediate future. By the end of the 
summer, he'll have made his decision. 

I'm convinced it would be an enormous error of 
judgment for him not to leave the novitiate. What would I 
do then, he asked. If he gives it serious thought he might 
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come to realize the future holds more alternatives than 
he seems to think.     

Juan and I chipped in and bought him a 
paperback novel as a going away present. He chose it, 
being better read than I. Juan knows it in Spanish and 
feels it may help him unravel his dilemma. Is it my fancy 
or has Des fallen for me? If so, I'm sorry because I can 
never be his and I'd prefer not to have to hit him over the 
head with the fact. 

The community also lost Sophie this week. The 
common language and our living and working in the 
same house bound us, albeit for only a month. Had we 
met in Europe, I doubt we would've become friends. 

Having been brought up in Switzerland, I don't 
think she could appreciate it when I said how much I 
valued the freedom to make, and live with, my own 
choices. Not a decade has elapsed since we began 
experiencing the kind of self-determination Western 
Europeans have long taken for granted. 

Jeffrey never liked Sophie. On the morning she 
left he gave her short shrift. I took him to task on the 
spot. He looked angrier than ever and I thought for a 
second he might turn on me. He restrained himself, 
however, protruded his jaw and turned and left the 
room.  

Against his and Clare's express wishes, Sophie 
and I often conversed in German. Our favorite topic of 
discussion? You guessed it. But whenever Jeffrey 
roamed within earshot we referred to him as Heinz. 
Heinz did this or Heinz did something else, we would 
recount, when all along we meant him. 

I wouldn't be surprised if he suspected 
something. At any rate Heinz caused us no end of 
perplexity mixed with amusement. After a time, Jeffrey's 
jaw protruded another centimeter at the mere mention of 
the name. 

He needs a woman. Yesterday, one of intense 
heat, I dropped everyone off at the workshop and went 
straight back to my room at the house to change into a 
light, cropped top and the shorts I wore last summer 
whenever it topped thirty degrees in Thuringia. 
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Jeffrey sized me up as if he'd never laid eyes on a 
woman with bare midriff and legs. I have the gut feeling 
he needs a woman not only on that account but also 
because it would add balance to his life. I don't think he 
could help himself yesterday.       

I wasted no time taking possession of Sophie's old 
room. Juan dropped in and assisted with minor 
renovation and furniture shifting. We discovered a black 
garbage bag filled with empty beer bottles and cans, a 
leftover from the weeks when Rob courted Sophie. By 
three o'clock, the room looked better. I like the white 
walls, to say nothing of the balcony. 

Juan had enough time before a meeting with 
Jayne to listen to my sampler of GDR punk rock. I 
translated the text, to the extent I could. My English 
must be on the up. A month ago I couldn't have rendered 
more than a few words into the foreign language. They 
may belong to the same family but I see little connection. 

 
I prepared pancakes à la the German mode for 

brunch. Juan and I ate after midday and then walked far 
and wide. First, to Carlen House, a Creole cottage about 
the same vintage as the Greek Revival House at Spring 
Hill College. I found the nineteenth century furniture and 
fashions quaint. 

We continued to Church Street. The eastern part 
forms a small-scale historic district, most of the 
buildings being from the same era as Carlen House. 
These days the majority of them are used as professional 
offices, businesses and residences. Besides mid-
nineteenth century, you encounter Federal, raised 
cottage and Victorian styles. 

Not before time we paid out to enter the City 
Museum. I don't know what to say about the Mardi Gras 
dresses. The colors alone astound one from a country 
dominated by grays and browns and devoid of the 
sparkling hues common here. I thought the antique 
carriages on display every bit as way-out. Other displays, 
the Civil War exhibits for example, reflect the local 
history. 

We broke the sightseeing with a spell on one of 
the benches in the adjacent Spanish Plaza. I often glance 
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this way on my way down Government Street and let my 
eyes dwell on statues, fountains and benches. The site 
honors a sister city relationship with Malaga in Spain. 

I'm not one of those morbid people who must visit 
every gravesite mentioned in the tourist brochures, but 
as it lay on our route, west of Spanish Plaza and right 
beside the main library, we ventured into the Church 
Street Graveyard. Clusters of weeds add to the general 
sense of otherworldliness and many of the graves feature 
raised tombs and detailed monuments. 

We took an unusual route home, reaching Broad 
Street near where it intersects Canal, at a point where 
you can count on a heavy traffic flow. We bided our time 
and crossed at an appropriate moment. While a 
screaming ambulance siren sounded at our backs, we 
advanced to the heart of the Oakleigh Garden District. 

'Washington Square,' said Juan, halting at the 
northwest corner of a park. 

We can't have been more than ten minutes from 
the houses but I'd had no idea of the existence of the 
park. We drifted to a bench submerged in the shade of 
an oak. 

'A popular place,' I commented, taking note of the 
people strolling, playing or relaxing in the vicinity.    

'Locals have been coming here a long, long time. 
So the tourist board says.' 

At Oakleigh Mansion, three white chimneys stood 
out against the darker-colored roof tiles and a 
background of trees and branches. From the eaves to the 
veranda, a light color predominated though the shutters 
on the windows, all of which remained open, had been 
painted a dark shade. The muted light beyond the 
windowpanes afforded momentary, tantalizing glimpses 
of high society of old. 

I surmised we had wandered further south than 
necessary when we reached the eastern side of Magnolia 
Cemetery. I dreaded the prospect of the walk around the 
circumference in the full heat of the afternoon. As far as 
the eye could see, few trees mitigated the conditions. 

'Don't worry. We can cut through here,' said 
Juan, noticing the look on my face.  
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No sooner had he said this than he led me to a 
gap in the fence. I followed Juan's lead, bent my back 
and knees and shimmied a path through the opening. 
On the other side Juan extended his hand in assistance. 

'You've never been this way?' 
I shook my head. Long rows of graves extended 

either side of us. 
'This part is a national cemetery,' said Juan. 'See 

the confederate flag? I guess many of the area's dead 
from the Civil War are buried here.' 

The graves sat in tidy plots at regular intervals 
and the flag - I remembered having seen a photograph of 
a confederate flag in a history book - made a thwack, 
thwack sound in the faint breeze at its place high above 
our heads. The sight of so many graves left me brooding. 

'What's on your mind?' 
'Places like this make me jumpy, if I see too much 

of them. How brief were some of these lives.' 
'You don't believe in an afterlife?' 
'I think most people who say they do have been 

brainwashed. The saddest thing is when someone holds 
back from living to the full on the promise of something 
that may not even exist. I don't want to be like that.' 

A half-smile lighted on his face. 
'Do you believe in an afterlife?' 
'Let's put it this way. I don't think this is the end,' 

he said, indicating the stones and their inscriptions with 
a broad sweep of his right hand. 
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Five 
 
 Jeffrey rolled his eyes when the clock struck nine 
and I began preparing to go out with Juan. But I 
forewarned him days ago. Besides, Jayne and Clare have 
okayed it, within reason. I don’t see the need for the two 
of us to be around when everyone has gone off to bed. 
 'What if there's an emergency?' he asked. 
 'What emergency could there possibly be?' I 
snapped. 'They sleep as soundly as children.' 
 This may not have been the best way to express 
myself. I tried again. 
 'I'll be back by eleven thirty, at the latest. If 
something happens, call one of the other houses. Better 
still, call me at the pub.' 
 He stalked off before I could scribble down the 
number. But I discovered a flyer advertising the venue, 
phone number included, on top of my dresser. I pinned it 
to my door and on the verge of closing it heard Juan 
mount the stairs. He sat and listened while I gave him a 
rundown of the events of the day and early evening. 
 Ten minutes later I set off from the house with 
Juan and Rob, who had waited for us downstairs. We 
arrived at the Garage to find a rock band had taken the 
stage.  

The hair down to the shoulders and the posturing 
of the singer-guitarist, made me think of certain well-
known American bands of the seventies and eighties. 
Our country also had the type, you'll remember, though 
very few before our borders opened up in 1989. 
 Toward the close of one of their brackets, I asked 
the barman to name the vocalist's drink and paid out for 
a glass of the same. When he received this unexpected 
gift and learnt the identity of the magnanimous one, he 
saluted me. During the break following he took a seat at 
the end of a bench by one of the pool tables, smiled and 
waited for me to join him. 
 Later, Rob took me aside and reminded me of the 
maybe not undeserved reputation of rock musicians. 
Much of what he says to this day I can't understand on 
account of his brogue but I make headway in one way or 
another. His concern touched and amused me. Here, as 
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everywhere however, I have to struggle for others to 
accept me as a grown woman. Is it only because I have a 
frail appearance? 
 I honed my competitive streak at the pool table 
with Rob and Juan, winning and losing in equal 
measure. We called it quits after eleven o'clock and 
began the walk back. I bid goodnight to my chaperones 
by the side of Unity House, thinking how careworn and 
sad Rob had looked through the evening. 
 'She's my woman,' he'd said to me above the 
pounding of the band, referring to the departed Sophie.    
 
 I returned from the caregivers' retreat two hours 
ago and am enjoying the view from my balcony while I 
pen these lines. Most of the staff had their retreat two 
weeks back. I went this time with the five others who 
had still to go.  

The campground, to the east, straddles the 
western shore of an inlet. Its generic feel reminded me of 
the settings we frequented in our early to mid-teens, 
when considerable effort went into ensuring we grew into 
specimens worthy of the mighty Soviet regime. I exclude 
the sunshine and the water, tepid and blue. I found it 
irresistible.  
 I spent hours in the sun, by the pool, on a kayak 
- I headed out once with Margaret and once with Aaron - 
and bunched up at the end of the pier. Now, my arms, 
shoulders, legs and part of my back are chestnut brown. 
As for the formal side of the two days, the reflections and 
sharing, I observed rather than participated. I made no 
more than the mandatory contributions. No one minded. 
 I hadn't been back five minutes when I took a call 
from Nick. I've now asked Clare and Jeffrey to say I'm 
not in when he rings in future. Some days he calls more 
than once. Before I left for the retreat, Juan volunteered 
to drop in on Nick and ask him to stop hassling me - 
Juan's word. I made it clear this wouldn't be necessary. 
 We have a guest in the house at the moment, a 
former caregiver from the UK by the name of Cate. She 
lived at Unity House for six months two or three years 
ago. I see a lot of myself in her though her hedonistic 
approach to life may surpass mine! Every second word 
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she says is naff. This is naff. That’s naff. I had no idea 
what it meant until she explained.  

In her presence, Jeffrey relaxes and fills the air 
with his roller-coaster laugh. One afternoon I had to 
break up their absorption in each other at the kitchen 
table. Smiling all over my face, I reminded him about a 
routine. He looked through me for a moment and then 
stood up to take care of it. 

Rumors don't interest me but I can well imagine 
something went on between them when Cate lived and 
worked in the community. They're planning to rent a 
vehicle and visit Destin Beach, on the northwest limb of 
Florida's Gulf Coast, on his days off. What a pity for him 
she can only stay two weeks. 

 
The week turned out okay. According to Juan, I'm 

looking healthier and I feel it. I may have regained the 
weight I lost during the first month of my stay. I'm 
thankful, never having had much to spare.  

I wish I had more your well-rounded build, the 
kind better equipped to withstand the rigors of the 
climate. The height of summer must be an experience. 
Right now, in the third week of May, the temperature 
climbs above the thirty-degree mark most days and at a 
guess the humidity would average out at in excess of 
eighty percent. 

My discouragement when I tip the scales and find 
my weight has dropped, or stayed the same, derives from 
the camps of way back when. The women in charge 
looked with displeasure at those of us with pencil thin 
arms and legs and pigeon-like chests. How will we ever 
put meat on this bag of bones, they no doubt asked 
themselves. 

Try as they did, they never had much occasion to 
celebrate on my account. In the long run, the forced 
feeding left me a pickier eater than I'd been to begin 
with. At times I would've loved to regurgitate the lot in 
their faces. 

In later years, I gained pounds but not before the 
memory of those camps faded into the background. I'll 
never have the appetite of a glutton but I've accepted my 
shape and know the build I have will be mine until the 
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end of my days. I understand the drugs might have 
something to do with it, as you've suggested! 

Barring the unforeseen, Juan and I will be able to 
drive the community vehicles after Sunday. We 
completed the defensive driving course last Wednesday 
and I've sat and passed a written test given me by Jayne. 
If one with my limited English can manage, it should 
prove straightforward enough for Juan.  

The final step involves a drive with Aaron. This 
too should be a breeze. No one wants to see us fail, after 
all. One additional driver at Unity House and another at 
Esperanza will be a boon to the community and at long 
last we'll be able to travel around on our days off. 

When the heat and humidity set in on a daily 
basis, Juan tapped on my balcony window and 
presented me a hat. Before you faint in the sun, he said. 
Now I'm the proud possessor of a portable fan, redeemed 
from a corner of the closet in his room at Esperanza.     

'Don't you need it?' I asked. 
'Not with the air-conditioning.' 
There could not be a lovelier place to take it easy 

of an evening than my balcony. But the room can grow 
hot during the daytime, with the light streaming in. I 
think I can use a fan. 

 
'It's you, it's you, it's you that builds community. 

It's us, it's us, it's us that build community.' 
Juan laughed at my serenade and wound an arm 

about my waist for a split second. I had no objection. The 
drive with Aaron had, as we predicted, proceeded 
without a hitch. Juan? He shared my exultation. I don't 
wonder. In his case, the wait for permission to move 
behind the wheel of one of the vehicles has taken all of 
two and a half months.  

We rejoiced in our minor success over a bowl of 
ice cream at the apartment. Then, we continued the visit 
on my balcony. I showed Juan something I bought prior 
to leaving on this adventure. I think I gave you a look at 
the Latin American worry dolls, didn't I?  

'They make a difference?' asked Juan. 
'When you have worries, you put them beneath 

your pillow before going to bed.' 
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'And everything's fine in the morning?' 
'That's the idea.' 
'I'm not much the worrying kind.' 
'Nor me, most of the time. But I think I would use 

them if ever I felt stressed.' 
'It's a bit like someone holding on to prayer beads 

in a time of need.' 
This led us back to the topic of spirituality. Juan 

had to explain the meaning of the English word agnostic. 
An agnostic doubts the existence of God or a creative 
force or being. 

'So that's what I am. But I don't believe anyone 
can know whether there is or isn't a God.' 

'Saints and sages all over the world have reached 
the point of knowing. If they can, why can't we? Are they 
so different to everybody else? Maybe the only reason 
they succeeded where others fail is because they never 
gave up.' 

'I'm yet to meet such a person. I'm not sure they 
aren't freaks of nature who come along rarely. And even 
if you, or someone else, were to prove to me this instant 
that there is a God, that He exists in all His … brilliance, 
it wouldn’t change my behavior. Because for me it's as if 
He's not there.'  

'That's interesting.' 
He made no other comment about my arrant 

unbelief.  
'The older I become, the more I read and 

experience, the more confused I get. I wish I had your 
faith, your sense that it's logical there is something. But 
I don't. The only thing I'm certain of is that I'm 
uncertain.' 
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Six 
 
 What wonderful news! In a few weeks' time you'll 
be here and able to see for yourself this town and the 
curious life I've been leading. I didn't imagine when I 
applied to come here living in community would be like 
this. I see an exemplary dedication in certain of the 
people, Aaron, for example, but I doubt I could equal it, 
short of a burning desire to live in this manner. 
 Exactly as at home, I continue to have days when 
I'm convinced I could achieve eminence, pride myself on 
the letters after my name, boast the illustrious title 
doctor before it, and gain respect and esteem from every 
quarter. But those on which I suspect I'm deluding 
myself counterbalance them.  
 Am I cut out for year in and year out of hard 
work? I wonder. If not, wouldn't it be healthier to accept 
the fact and learn to live with the idea of a self-effacing 
life? Doctorates and degrees don't fall out of the sky. It 
would be insane to believe they did. 
 I'm sorry Eduard hasn't stopped giving you the 
runaround, as they say in English. But why you deal 
with him is something I've never been able to figure out. 
Haven't you learnt anything from his irresponsibility yet? 
He won’t make a commitment to you. I hope the month 
you'll be here will help you see things clearer. 
 By now I think you know two places could not be 
more different than our Jena and this town centrally 
located on the Gulf Coast. I've taken a liking to the old 
Southern and French flavor, the gardens and houses. 
Until Juan insisted I look with greater deliberation, I had 
no idea of the elaborateness of the wrought iron work on 
many of the houses.  
 A week ago Clare and I took the residents to the 
city's botanical gardens, sixty something acres of natural 
flora. Jena's heart, I have pointed out, lies at its heart, 
the Markt, because it reflects the town's medieval 
heritage. I told Juan about the astronomical clock in the 
baroque tower of the Rathaus, the fourteenth century 
building at the southern end of the Markt. 
 I explained how on the hour a trapdoor opens 
and out comes the devil- fool Schnapphans, who tries 
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but never succeeds in catching the golden ball dangling 
before him. He guessed correctly the golden ball 
represents the soul.  

Another time I mentioned the same story to 
Jeffrey. He gave me a glib look and couldn't reconcile the 
idea of Jena’s having seven wonders, the clock in the 
Rathaus being among them. I suspect the people here 
suffer myopia when it comes to the far light of an old 
world. 
 I wonder what Jeffrey would make of the statue of 
Prince-Elector Johann Friedrich 1st, the founder of the 
university. I would point it out to any visitor, as well as 
the building with a half-timbered upper section at the 
western end, the Stadtmuseum Göhre.  

As everyone who resides in Jena knows, the 
walkway beneath the regional history museum leads to 
the Gothic Stadtkirche St. Michel and the original 
engraved tombstone of the reformer, Martin Luther. The 
passageway beneath the altar marks another of our 
seven wonders, I would inform our hypothetical tourist, 
not without a tinge of pride.  
 Here, the geographical center of town may be 
Bienville Square, where mid-nineteenth century 
buildings, live oaks, azaleas and other flowers catch the 
eye. Blocks to the west, on the other side of Dauphin 
Street, the Romanesque Cathedral of the Immaculate 
Conception boasts stained glass windows and polished 
marble.  

We can look too, if you're interested, at the West 
Indian style City Hall on Royal Street, once a city market. 
Few city hall buildings in the country still in use can 
claim its longevity. 
 I can tell you about one famous son, William 
Crawford Gorges, the conqueror of yellow fever. At the 
Bankhead Tunnel end of Government Street stands a 
statue of Admiral Semmes, the confederate naval officer, 
another local hero.  

From the park by the river, opposite Fort Condé, 
you can make out the USS Alabama, a Second World 
War battleship, anchored in the harbor on the other side 
of the river. A submarine, USS Drum, and a B-52 
bomber called Calamity Jane, are tethered to it. 



 131

 
 
 

 Downtown, dilapidated buildings compete with 
retail outlets and offices. Many businesses operate out of 
the malls to the west, Springdale, Bel Air and the 
Festival Center. The pubs and clubs don't compare to 
our pub mile on Wagnergasse. You'll like the Garage but 
don't imagine anything along the lines of Rosenkeller or 
Johannisstrasse 13. Nevertheless, we'll find good places.  
 
 At the retreat I made Aaron promise to take me 
kayaking as soon as possible. Our turn on the water of 
the inlet whet my appetite. He made good on his pledge 
one steamy morning. Leaving the Bankhead Tunnel, we 
pulled to the side of the road and prepared to launch 
ourselves in the delta north of the stretch of highway 
linking both sides of the bay. 
 In the conditions I could not muster the energy to 
be of great assistance to Aaron. The bulk of the work fell 
to him in his place at the helm. I could not have been 
given a starker reminder of the lack of robustness of my 
arms, shoulders and chest. For the most part, the 
second pair of oars lay unused by my side. 
 Unperturbed, Aaron stuck to the task. He took a 
breather every once in a while as he felt the need for it. 
Amidst the solitude, I imagined the city far away and I 
could detach myself from thoughts of the routines 
governing my present mode of existence.  

Aaron pointed out features of the landscape and 
bird life I had never set eyes on. Hundreds of creeks 
crisscross the county, he said. A glance at a topographic 
map revealed the multitude of rivers and streams flowing 
into the bay.  

After three hours, suffused with fatigue, we 
returned to Aaron's vehicle and loaded the kayak in the 
rear. Back at the house, I showered and napped for more 
than two hours. Not a dream made inroads into the most 
profound and refreshing sleep I'd had since my arrival in 
town.  

 
Today, Juan deposited a present in my mail 

pouch, a novel by a Chilean writer who went into exile 
after the military coup of 1973 and made his home in 
Germany. In a note he left with the book, he stressed the 
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readability of the English translation and voiced the hope 
it would aid my study of the language. 

I'm happy whenever someone makes me a 
present but he shouldn't have. When he asked me why 
not, I could not say. It can be hard to verbalize an 
inkling. I suppose I read gestures in a similar vein 
differently to many people, for better or worse. 

Knowing the extent of my homesickness for my 
mother tongue and how well-versed I am in film, he 
borrowed four German language titles from the main 
library. I've liked the ones I've watched. As for Juan, he 
doesn't care whether he sees them or not. 

Recently, we made two trips to the beach in the 
space of a week, the first to Dauphin Island. I needed the 
time out of town to quash my irritation. Margaret, of all 
people, kept the Honda an hour longer than the time she 
had it signed out for, unaware Juan and I had appended 
our names to the list.  

We arrived at the beach well after three.  The 
relative lateness of the hour worked to our advantage 
because the sun and heat soon lost a measure of their 
combined force. I spread my towel a good distance from 
Juan and immersed myself in a book. 

I maintained the distance when we swam and 
through the afternoon silence prevailed. I can hear you 
laughing but I'm determined not to give the wrong 
impression to any man I meet here.  

Five days later we went to West Ship Island, 
twelve miles from a place called Gulfport on the 
Mississippi coast. West and East Ship Islands didn't 
exist until 1969 when a hurricane slammed into the 
coast and cut Ship Island in two. Now, West Ship Island 
forms an arc of white sandy beach four miles long at the 
point where the Mississippi Sound enters the Gulf of 
Mexico.    

From where the boat docked, we strolled along a 
boardwalk to the south side of the island. Directly in 
front of us stood Fort Massachusetts. We beared left and 
wandered to a broad stretch of uninhabited beach.  

I watched a he-man do his thing on a jet ski a 
hundred yards offshore. I observed him for five minutes 
or more and would've insisted on a ride had I managed 
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to catch his attention. But, engrossed in his own 
prowess, he didn't notice me. 

You know the idiotic show they make in 
California? The one set on the beach, with the blonde 
bimbos possessed of more substance in their breasts and 
butts than their heads?  

Cheesy as this will sound, I had their definitive 
dumbstruck look in mind while horsing around in the 
shallows before the lens of Juan's camera. I can't wait to 
see the results but should I send them to Albert? He may 
be curious to know who took them. 

Later in the afternoon I asked Juan if he would 
hand over not only the prints when they're developed but 
also the negatives. My reasoning lay in what happened 
when I went scouring the beach for shells. I caught sight 
of a guy sunbathing naked in one of the dunes towards 
the back of the shore, near the fenced-off wilderness 
area. 

So what, you might say. We've seen people 
sunbathing naked before. I think back to the time we 
visited the Tiergarten in West Berlin. Every second 
woman had conceded to the heat and sun and discarded 
her top. You might also recollect the folks who ventured 
to a less crowded part and discreetly took everything off. 

His nakedness didn't bother me in the least. But 
the surreptitious way he reached for a camera and took a 
photograph when I passed by caused me vexation. I 
heard the click of the shutter and lifted my head in time 
to see him put the camera aside. I had half a mind to go 
and demand the film but thought better of it. 

Yet I felt violated in a way and told Juan about 
the incident at the conclusion of the walk. My chance to 
turn the tables on the stranger arose when he crept by 
an hour or so later. As soon as he drew within range, I 
grabbed my camera and tripped the shutter.  

Juan took more shots of me on the boat back to 
Gulfport. He said the contrast of light shades - my outfit 
- against the backdrop of blueness looked well. Playing 
the minx, I charmed my way into the cabin and 
blabbered with the captain and his wife, all big hair in 
the American fashion.  
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You see much more from the driver's seat. I think 
back to the first time I flew when I managed to sweet-talk 
one of the attendants into granting me entry into the 
hallowed realm. 

The drive home felt endless after the extra long 
day. We interspersed lengthy periods of silence with 
chatter about one thing or another. In fact, Juan and I 
don't chatter. Not once in the weeks I've known him - 
less than two months - have we wasted time on idle talk 
or trivialities. 

'There's no woman in your life, Juan?' 
'No,' he replied, shaking his head. 'I'm as free as a 

lark.' 
'In my country people panic if they reach their 

mid-twenties and they haven't found somebody. I'm sure 
I would be panicking if I didn't have Albert.' 

'How long have you been together?' 
'Most of the last six years. We've had our 

struggles. At one time, for months on end, we saw little 
of each other. But now we're more settled and the 
relationship is strong. This time apart can't help but be 
good for us though I miss him.' 
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Seven  
 
 I don't believe I've written you about Benny, an 
Italian who lived in the community three years. He met 
and married a local girl but split with her after a year 
and a half. He established himself in business as a 
landscape gardener.  

We see him at the monthly gatherings. I made his 
acquaintance for the first time at the event in April. He 
suggested we meet for a date when Juan and I bumped 
into him at Cana House on the afternoon we had to wait 
for the Honda. 
 Naïve me didn't realize this until Juan spelled out 
the fact, but the connotation of the word date extends 
beyond an innocent assignation between friends. It 
implies no less than a romantic attachment, potential or 
actual. Small wonder Jeffrey looked enraged when I 
informed him I had a date with Benny!  
 He picked me up at the house and we drove 
nowhere in particular for half an hour until he pulled 
over to the side of the road. He switched off the ignition 
and turned to me. By then I knew what he had in mind. 
 I had to be decisive in my no and I hate to be put 
in a position where I have to say no. From that point on 
he kept his hands to himself. He gave a shrug, as if it 
didn't matter much whether I rejected his advances or 
not.  

If I didn't succumb, someone else would soon 
enough, he seemed to believe. He has an air of conceit 
about him. I'm sure many American girls find the 
combination of movie star good looks and European 
accent enticing. I don't know your opinion, but the type 
leaves me cold.  
 The evening did have its positive side. Back on 
the road, he asked straight out if I smoked marijuana. I 
wonder if people can see this in my eyes. I couldn't have 
asked for more reason to agree to meet him again. He 
said he would set something up with a married couple he 
knows.  

So he did. Juan kept me company in the half 
hour before I left to join Benny. I took his advice to be 
careful in the spirit intended. As things turned out, we 
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had a great evening and for the first time since I joined 
the community I took a vacation. With every puff, I felt 
an easing of the tension in my body and mind. 
 When I say we I mean Benny, Jerome, his wife, 
Stacy, a stunning big boned blonde, and me. She and 
her husband have a daughter two-and-a-half-years-old. 
Somehow I could imagine Albert and me being not unlike 
them were we to one day leave Germany and settle in the 
Deep South. But I doubt anyone could talk Albert into 
the move!         
  
 I tell you, the pair of them don't make life easy. 
Jeffrey gawks at me as if on the brink of perforating a 
blood vessel. Clare rants if ever I omit to do something I 
should have or vice versa. On Saturday, Juan and I 
together with Trudy, TJ, Shirley and Winnie drove to an 
event at Government Plaza. 
 Yes, the heat blazed. But Juan and I know the 
ropes. I thought of it as an opportunity for an outing for 
several of us. We hardly ever have lunch out and the 
residents can’t be too thrilled to linger inside all 
weekend, counting the cracks in the walls and ceilings. 
 In the building, Winnie keeled over and had one 
of her tonic clonic seizures. She can have them any hour 
of the day or night. Nonetheless, Clare lost it when she 
learnt of the circumstances.  

Later in the day, she conceded an inch and 
acknowledged we'd never go anywhere or do anything if 
we allowed the chance of someone having a seizure to 
stand in the way. 
 As for me, I am who I am. One day last week, 
running around town on errands, Clare pointed out a 
place where motorists pay exorbitant amounts for 
topless women to wash their cars. But what she regards 
as an offence to public morality, I laugh at.  
 If men are wanton enough to pay for the spectacle 
let them, I say. The thought of guys getting their kicks 
from the sight of semi-naked babes rubbing their boobs 
against the windshields of their vehicles sends me into 
hysterics. What will they think of next? Two well-oiled 
babes making out on the hood? 
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 I would consider prancing around naked except 
for the bottom part of a string bikini if I had no other 
form of income, I told Clare. But I left it there when I 
caught the expression on her face - like she could not 
believe she had stood me in the house as long as she 
had. 
 
 At this morning's meeting we sat through an in-
service on the topic of sexuality and the retarded. To be 
honest, I found much of what the speaker had to say 
obvious. Doesn't everyone know disabled people can 
respond disproportionately to attention and give affection 
indiscriminately in return? 
 Yes, a lack of judgment and reasoning ability can 
lead them to embark on various kinds of relationships. 
Yes, they may never have had significant opportunity to 
mix naturally with members of the opposite sex. Yes, the 
likelihood of them being used sexually and lacking 
access to information available to others of the same age 
happens to be greater. 
 But all this and more could easily apply, I feel, to 
normal people. Not only the disabled can be adrift when 
it comes to explaining, let alone processing, their 
experiences. I've listened to girls pride themselves on 
their willingness to do anything their partners asked of 
them, no matter how demeaning, and in the next breath 
talk of love. 
 Anyone can be on the receiving end of incorrect 
information from peers, give credence to myths and be 
poor in their judgement of where reality ends and 
fantasy begins. Bad self-image and an inability to face 
the consequences of actions or to put events in 
perspective are endemic problems. 
 Enough. I thought of the residents during the 
talk, Loretta as much as anyone. I don't see her with 
Juan often, but a crush exists. In the past, male 
caregivers have been caught on thin ice by her 
overbearing attention. I fear she could misinterpret his 
innate warmth. 
 Right after the meeting, I snuck into a corner 
with Juan. He listened to me rave on without comment. 
When I paused to inhale, he knew as well as I the reason 
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for my negative frame of mind: the letter I'd received from 
Des the day before. 
 'He's going to stay with the Jesuits,' I blurted. 
 I couldn't keep the disappointment out of my 
voice. We left the building and crossed the parking lot. 
 'It matters to you?' 
 'I was hoping he'd see reason.' 
 'It's his life, Daniela. Let the man decide.' 
 'But I know he's making a mistake.' 
 'Even then.' 
 The depth of my indignation intrigued him. We 
paused at the curb to allow a car to cruise by. The 
chassis reverberated before our eyes to the sound of rap 
music playing at an excruciating volume. 
 'I don’t see the point of our continuing to be 
friends,' I shouted. 
 Out of the blue, I laughed at a memory of Des. 
 'Every time we walked or drove somewhere and a 
car making that horrible noise passed us, he went 
berserk!' 
 We reached the side of Unity House. 
 'We will talk later.' 
 'Are you going to meet him?' 
 'He'll be in town later this week and stay for the 
gathering on Sunday. After that he and the other novices 
spend a week at Perdido Bay. I'll try and visit him.' 
 'La Bahia de Perdido.' 
 'What does that mean?' 
 'In English? Lost Bay. Bay of the Lost.' 
 'Then it's right he should be on his way there.' 
 
 I entertain Juan on my balcony two or three 
nights a week. More often than not he brings a bottle of 
white and I roll the joints. I think he could do without 
the weed but he shares it with me. We play tapes at a 
modest volume and blather.  
 There've been a number of lovely evenings. I 
haven't noticed a marked change in Juan with alcohol 
and marijuana in his system. But I know from other 
people's observations, and feel it in myself, how much 
more tranquil I am. All round I feel better equipped to 
take life as it comes. 
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 Four nights ago Juan rapped on my window after 
nine o'clock and stayed till two in the morning. The 
hours flew by. When we met the following night for a 
session at the Garage, we both remarked on how 
fantastic the evening had been. 
 For all his natural gregariousness, he may be on 
the shy side. I can tell from the way he stands and looks 
at me when we part in the early hours. I think then he'd 
like nothing more than to bid me goodnight with an 
embrace. But I'm always on the move, retrieving our 
empty glasses, the bottle, or the tape player. 
 How detached we must appear to people with 
Latin blood coursing through their veins! I hope he 
understands. I've spoken of Albert oftentimes after all, 
our relationship over the years, the fact that he'll be 
coming in August and so on. 
 I continue to discover more about myself. Good 
things and others I'm less proud or happy about. After 
my meeting with Des at Perdido Bay last Tuesday - he 
emphasized the risk he ran coming to see me - I'm forced 
to conclude I may be other than the person I've believed 
myself to be. 
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Eight 
 
 What a short road can separate relative 
contentment from blank despair. Writing you now, I'm 
amazed to think I journeyed from one to the other and 
back in less than a week. As recently as three weeks ago, 
I hadn't given away the thought of extending my stay 
with the community, four and a half months being in 
reality nothing.  
 Yes, it may surprise you to know I considered 
postponing my return to university another term. But 
before long I dropped the idea wholesale. Did I want to 
dwell in the same house as Jeffrey and Clare another 
four months? I knew the answer. 
 Far from desiring to add to my stay, I thought 
what a relief it would be to enjoy the remainder of the 
summer at home. Your forthcoming visit and Albert's as 
yet unconfirmed visit resolved the issue.  

In any case I couldn't have taken the decisive 
step when I fell ill with a bad throat and ear infection. 
Jayne insisted I spend Friday in bed, arranged an 
appointment with a doctor, picked up my antibiotics and 
covered as many hours of my shift as she could. 
 Lying flat on my tummy in bed through the 
course of the day, hearing the noises from the corridor 
and downstairs, I laughed for thinking of the twists and 
turns my mind can take. I began viewing my time here in 
a different light. I tried to focus instead on the positive 
aspects. 
 Had I not made this journey I would never have 
met Juan, Aaron or Des, to begin with. Life would've 
been less rich. I clung to the train of thought the whole 
day and I'm sure it helped offset much of the 
disenchantment I'd been feeling. 
 I know as well as anyone how tough times can 
bring out the best in us if we face them with courage. 
The young offenders I worked with at the detention 
center threw down the gauntlet the moment I set foot in 
the door.  

I knew they would try their luck. But once I 
overcame initial misgivings and set aside my long-held 
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conviction about the advantages men hold over us in this 
world, all went smooth. 
 I answered every challenge. Not by trying to 
browbeat them - this would never have worked - but by 
being the person I am. After I beat Werner at table 
tennis, the hardest-headed among them owned to a 
grudging admiration. I've related the tale to you many 
times, I'm aware. I had never before been as determined 
to emerge the victor in a contest.  

I brought off shots only dreamt of in the past. 
Everyone stopped what he was doing to watch the 
outcome and when Werner hit the net in the final rally 
looks of utter disbelief appeared on all sides.  

If I could vanquish the champion table tennis 
player in the institution, I couldn't be too bad - for a 
woman. Guys who had held back approached on more or 
less equal terms and confided to a degree missing until 
then. 
 
 The antibiotics broke the back of the infection 
Saturday, though I felt soreness in the neck area for the 
duration of the weekend. Juan rang early Sunday 
afternoon. To his inquiry as to how I felt, I told him like 
shit.  

I could think of no more suitable English word. 
He climbed the steps to the balcony an hour later. I had 
the phone to my ear and for a quarter hour had not 
wavered in my efforts to convince Albert to cross the 
Atlantic in August irrespective of the fare. But he 
sounded concerned. 
 'I don't think he's going to come,' I said to Juan, 
when I put down the phone. 'He didn't book the flight 
when he had the chance and now the fare's more 
expensive.' 
 'Much more?' 
 'Two hundred deutschmarks.' 
 Juan handed me two more videotapes borrowed 
from the library. 
 'He ought to come.' 
 'That's what I keep telling him. There are things 
far more important than money. I've never been so 
apprehensive about it.' 
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 On an impulse I put through a call to my mother. 
But I found her adamant in her refusal to tide Albert 
over with a loan. 
 'I'll call him back later and tell him not to come.' 
 I began blubbering. 
 'Sometimes I think it'd be better to be alone.' 
 From his chair Juan witnessed my scene in 
silence, neither condemning nor condoning. I stammered 
a thank you to him for his understanding and he went 
on his way. I next met up with him on Tuesday evening 
when we began our time off. We put away our things and 
moved to the couch in the living room. 

'I spoke with Albert.' 
'Is he coming?' 
'I don’t think so.' 
'He could change his mind.' 
The chance appeared remote and not worth 

entertaining.  
'You get used to someone being there when you 

need them.' 
I thought of my grandmother and the 

circumstances surrounding her death. They go on 
haunting me two years after the event. I had made 
reference to her in Juan's presence but in passing. On 
the spur of the moment, I went and retrieved my journal 
with the idea of reading him an excerpt dated months 
before. 

'I don't write in it every day,' I said, regaining my 
seat and opening the soft, velvet cover. 'I don't have the 
discipline. Weeks can go by without a word. But I'll make 
the effort if I have something to say. On those days I 
might finish up with two or three pages.' 

I held the book before him and flicked through 
the pages to demonstrate what I meant.  

'I hope my reading doesn't sound too terrible to 
your ears. Remember, I'm translating from the German 
as I go. What a pity you don't understand German.' 

I found the relevant entry and proceeded 
sentence-by-sentence, paragraph-by-paragraph. 

'If something gets me down, I make matters worse 
by rehashing old ground, the mistakes I've made. For 
instance, my ineptitude on the night grandma died. No 
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one apportions blame. Least of all my mother, who 
reasons that if gran's heart hadn't given out on her then, 
it would've done within a year at the outside. But what 
cold comfort the thought provides. 

'As much in waking moments as in dreams, I 
relive our conversation, my leaving the room to bring her 
something, the thud when she hit the floor. I rushed 
back to where she lay and froze. I didn't think to call an 
ambulance until I'd wasted precious minutes on ham-
fisted attempts to revive her. 

'When help arrived she’d already gone. Had Albert 
and others not been there to offer support, I would've 
fallen to pieces. She was three-years-old when the war 
broke out and nine when it ended. By then, most of Jena 
lay in ruins. 

'She lived through the GDR. She observed 
firsthand the 1969-70 demolition of what remained of 
the old town center to make way for the high-rise 
university building. She witnessed Jena's seven hundred 
and fiftieth anniversary celebration and the dawn of the 
new age in 1989-90: the renovation in the city center, 
the efforts to preserve buildings, particularly those in the 
Damenviertel, and monuments that had been neglected.  

'I admired no one in the world more than this 
woman, my living connection to history, but when it 
came to the crunch I could do nothing for her. A life that 
might have embraced many with its gentleness instead 
ebbed away at the age of sixty.' 

I stopped reading and closed the book. Moments 
later Juan placed his left hand upon my right hand. 

 
The next day the sun broke through the clouds in 

more ways than one. In the middle of the afternoon we 
drove to Magnolia Beach at Fairhope, a village on the 
eastern shore of the bay.  

Again, I remained many feet away from Juan. The 
water stood all but motionless and we had to wander 
yards from the shore before it climbed to waist height. 
Every step we took in the muddy shallows sent puffballs 
spiraling toward the surface. 

I stopped at the house early in the evening and 
learnt, in rapid succession, of your arrival on the 
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thirtieth and Albert's change of heart. I could've howled 
to the moon with joy at both pieces of news. I passed on 
the tidings to Juan at the apartment.  

'How did he swing it? Did he borrow money?' 
'No. He's counting on picking up a cheap flight 

when he returns to Jena.' 
For the remainder of the evening we put our feet 

up and watched one of the videos he'd borrowed. He 
never stays long before a screen - the reality TV I'm 
fascinated by, for example, can't hold him for more than 
a minute or two - but this film retained his attention. 

Few interpretations of the life of Christ portray a 
man struggling to master human longings. But in this 
production he has to deal with temptation, like ordinary 
mortals. Suffering on the cross, it assails him as a vision 
of an existence as a husband and father content with the 
things of this earth, unmindful of the call of Spirit.  

At the end both of us stayed silent while the tape 
rattled in the machine on its course back to the start. 
The atmosphere reminded me of the times we stumbled 
back into the light after viewing an uplifting film at the 
club. Heads drooping, absent-minded, we couldn't have 
murmured monosyllables had we wished.  

 
I'll drop this letter in the mailbox tonight though I 

realize I may have left my run too late given you'll be 
here in the flesh in nine days! I can't wait for your visit 
and Albert's in August. I know now I'll have the strength 
to see out my commitment. 

I do what I'm required to do at the house, as 
proficiently as I can, but by subtle means they chip away 
at my self-confidence. I'm convinced Jeffrey harbors 
enmity as strong as what he felt for Sophie though he 
wouldn't dare be as rude to my face. I would spit right in 
his eye. 

I spent an hour this afternoon sculpting on my 
balcony. When Juan came by, I presented him a dollop 
of clay and he succeeded in molding a cup or at the least 
a reasonable approximation of one. In the interim, I tried 
to perfect three figurines.     

'I didn't know you worked with clay.' 
'I do it maybe once or twice a year.' 
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I made an attempt to gauge the look on his face. 
'I suppose it's the thought of starting from this,' I 

said, touching the wad of clay in the plastic bag next to 
me.  'And ending with something I can call my own.' 

'Not much allows for that.' 
We borrowed the Dodge and drove west on Old 

Shell Road in search of a café we'd tried but failed to 
locate earlier in the month.  

'Have you ever tried to write in your journal every 
day?' 

'No. Why?' 
'Just a thought. You might find it helps. It could 

become a creative habit.' 
The café appeared on our right. Seated opposite 

Juan at one of the outdoor tables, I scrutinized the 
menu. At the top of the page I made out the name of the 
café followed by words in Latin. 

'What does that mean? Any idea?' 
'Aetas: carpe diem, quam minimum credula 

postero.' 
'Very good.'      
'Seize the day and let tomorrow take care of 

itself.' 
'A good philosophy,' I commented, drawing deep 

on my cigarette. 
'It sounds like something Christ said,' added 

Juan, lifting his chin and glancing skyward. 
Behind him, a wall of heavy gray bode rain and 

the atmosphere oppressed with its weightiness. At the 
house the day had been clear and hot. 

'What did you think of that film?' 
'I can't get it out of my head. I read the novel 

years ago.' 
He pointed out the difficulty he had experienced 

watching certain parts. I knew what he meant.  
'It's strange. I could feel the suffering and now I 

feel I know him better. No other film I've seen about 
Christ has affected me this way.' 

We conversed over coffee and a pastry until half 
past three. My break time had ended ten minutes ago. 
But whether I returned to duty on time or arrived late 
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hardly mattered anymore. Either way it would not alter 
Jeffrey or Clare's estimation of me.    
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Nine  
 
 I plan on becoming a more consistent journal 
writer, as Juan suggested. Somehow I doubt I'll be able 
to write on a daily basis but I should at least show a 
marked improvement on one entry per month, as has 
been the average up to now.  

Juan never specified how the practice might 
benefit me. But I can well imagine the ways. The 
steadfastness of my attempts to keep Katarina informed 
of my adventures gives me hope I can succeed. 
 I could, I think, regard the letters I sent her over 
the last two-and-a-half-months as journal entries in 
another guise. For the moment, it feels a bit odd to be 
writing not to her but rather myself - not forgetting an 
unknown god! If ever I have the desire, I'll be in a 
position to read them to others. 
 This morning we had our regular meeting. What 
creatures of habit we are. Everyone enters the room and 
goes straight to the chair he sits in nine times out of ten. 
We have our early birds and those who drag their feet, 
Josh being one of the latter. Without fail, he appears 
last. I gather he finds it hard to wrench himself away 
from his office at the far end of the corridor.       
 I admit I don't see him often but the bags beneath 
the eyeballs and the preoccupied air tell the tale. We 
turn to Jayne as our first point of contact. She attends 
our meetings in the houses and meets with us 
individually to inquire how things stand. 
 Whether the Wednesday meeting involves an in-
service, reflection or sharing, from my point of view they 
smack of ritual. Most everyone holds himself like a robot, 
hands on lap, as if terrified of rocking the boat. If Josh 
unexpectedly barked jump, I'm convinced all would be 
out of their chairs and up in a flash. 
 At a recent reflection session, we viewed a video, 
forty-five minutes of pure pedagogy, in my opinion. When 
we reconvened following a break, two or three of the 
group commented favorably. I made an attempt to 
summarize my misgivings after they finished, but 
ascertained from the body language of most in the room 
what this led to: at best misunderstanding, at worst 
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downright resentment. Then again maybe I'm imagining 
it.     
 'In a week my friend Katarina will be coming,' I 
said, when it came my turn to speak at today's sharing 
session. 'A few days after she leaves, Albert will arrive. 
It's important that he comes. He needs me.' 
 This brought smiles across the room and laughter 
from Rob. I carried on in the same earnest tone, not 
unaware of the danger of intensifying any 
misunderstanding I might already have created in the 
group. 
 'I'm looking forward to regaining my freedom in 
two months. The way of life here is different to that of a 
student in Germany. I studied some English at school 
but I didn't know anything when I arrived. When you 
don't know the language, you are disabled.  
 'Those of you who've been in foreign countries 
might know what I mean. After a conversation, I never 
have the feeling I've said all I wanted to say. The hours 
I've put in trying to master English haven't changed 
that.' 
 My emotionally charged state left me near the 
point of tears. But, however it affected others, I needed to 
make my feelings clear. 
 'Maybe things would have been different had I 
gone to one of the other houses, but at Unity House I 
struggle.' 
 Jeffrey's eyes bored through me. On the other 
side of the room, Clare compressed her lips at her place 
between Margaret and Aaron. Her gaze fell on empty 
space but I know she absorbed every word. 
 'We speak of the residents but I need love too. I 
need to be told what I'm doing is good and worthwhile. I 
need to be held, to be loved physically. If that's missing, I 
don't feel right. I can feel bad about myself. Not like 
Maisie at Esperanza but similar.' 
 I paused, unsure whether to add more. I could've 
shared for another five minutes but I decided to give the 
person next in the circle, Wendy, her chance. She left a 
long silence before starting. Outpourings like mine 
must've been the exception. 
  



 149

 
 
 

 Juan's knock brought me out of a sound slumber 
at two o'clock this afternoon. I leapt out of bed bleary-
eyed and disheveled and opened up for him. 
 'Do you want to come with me to Fairhope?' 
 I made a vague response. 
 'We will meet at the apartment,' I said, when he 
started down the steps. 
 But I didn't fancy my chances of being ready 
before he left. I fell back into bed until my alarm woke 
me anew at a quarter to three. Over the next ten 
minutes, I made myself presentable and gathered my 
things for an overnight stay at the apartment. By the 
time we'd had a bite to eat, Juan thought it too late to 
bother with the journey across the bay. 
       'Have you seen the Duffee Oak?' I asked him. 
 During the first weeks of his stay in the city, 
Juan had strolled by an oak tree on Caroline Street. But 
he did not realize he had seen the grand Duffee until 
later and liked the idea of a second look. 
 'Do you know how old it is?' he asked. 
 'About three hundred years, I read. There are 
thousands of live oaks in this city one hundred years or 
older.' 
 Arriving at Caroline Street, we sheltered in the 
immense breadth of its shadow. I touched the trunk with 
my right hand and ran it back and forth over the rippled 
bark. 
 'It's as old as four humans put together, if they 
live to an average age,' I said. 'It may not think but it has 
that advantage over us.' 
 Juan smiled. 

‘There's much to be said for a long life. But if I'm 
alive and that's all, sixty years sounds like too much.' 
 I thought so too but something else played on my 
mind. We crossed Government Street and advanced to 
Washington Square.  
 'Do you think I went too far yesterday? In the 
meeting?' 
 'No.'  
 He elaborated when we passed the square and 
began approaching Oakleigh Mansion. 
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 'It can be hard for someone from a different 
culture to fit in. Maybe all it takes is consideration. Or 
love, to borrow your word.' 
 'When I saw Margaret yesterday she spoke of her 
concern. It was like she'd started looking at me with 
other eyes.' 
 At the apartment I showed Juan assorted 
snapshots of my near and dear. Later, I persuaded him 
to accompany me to one of the two-dollar shows at 
Movies Ten. The session didn't begin until nine o'clock, 
leaving us sufficient time for a spell on the swinging seat 
by the front door of the building.  
 Under the cover of partial darkness, I rolled a 
joint. But we had only taken two or three drags each 
when it grew dangerously busy. First, Margaret showed 
up. Then, Aaron and Clare came round the corner from 
La Roche and shifted into their vehicle, parked opposite. 
I concealed the joint in the palm of my hand until the 
coast cleared.     
 'What does this do for you?' I asked Juan, 
handing him the remainder. 
 'To tell the truth, not much.' 
 'But I don't believe you inhale properly,' I said, 
watching him. 'It's different to the effect of drink. The 
feeling the next day is more agreeable. You are more 
relaxed than tired and there's rarely, if ever, a headache.' 
 
 Katarina will be here in two days. She flies into 
Houston, Texas on Tuesday afternoon and after a brief 
layover continues on to Pensacola. Therefore she'll be 
traveling further west than she needs to before coming 
back east. A small price to pay, I guess, considering the 
excellent fare she obtained. 
 I won't be able to pick her up because I have to 
be at the house Tuesday night. Beforehand, I join six of 
the caregivers on a day out. I still hadn't worked out a 
way over the problem when Juan offered to meet her. It 
might be the best solution but I'll let him know for sure 
at tomorrow's special breakfast. 
 Tonight we met on my balcony for more than four 
hours. As usual, I kept the music at a judicious volume. 



 151

 
 
 

Whenever a song I liked began, I cranked it up a fraction 
but never enough to drown out conversation.  

A breeze blew up as the evening wore on and 
carried with it the smoke from three joints. I thought it 
okay to reveal what Des confided to me about his 
depression. I alluded in the same breath to the 
possibility of its gaining a foothold in my life. 
 'Refuse to let it in,' Juan said, giving me a long 
look. 
 If only it were that simple, I thought to myself. 
 'Attitude is central,' added Juan, as if he had 
discerned my unuttered reflection. 
 'What do you believe?' I asked, moments later. 
'I'm interested to find out because you're different from 
the rest of them here. Yet the Dominican Republic is a 
Catholic country, isn’t it?' 
 'Oh yes. But I find organized religion difficult. I 
can sit alone in a church for hours but an hour-long 
service has always been tough for me. It’s when I'm there 
on my terms that I have a feeling of peace.' 
 'I think that's wonderful but I doubt your way 
could ever be mine. And I'm one hundred percent sure 
this community's direction isn't for me. I'm in that state 
of unknowing I told you about.' 
 'Then you're at a place where discovery can 
begin.'  
 Because I wanted to be sure what he meant, I 
asked him to repeat what he'd said. I hope I've made a 
correct note of it.  
 'But you asked me what I believe in. Basic 
humanity and fellowship.' 
 'But is it enough for you?' 
 Juan didn't reply. The meaning behind the 
question mightn't have been apparent to him. But I 
wanted to raise the point. I'm confounded by the fact 
that there exist attractive individuals - I'm referring to 
more than good looks - without partners. 
 
 It would be better if Katarina stayed at the 
apartment but late yesterday Jayne relayed the news. 
The council, or whatever they call themselves, has 
decided she cannot. I'd like to make the acquaintance of 
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this council but don't suppose I'll have the chance. 
Katarina will have to endure the poky spare room at 
Unity House, the one I inhabited until Sophie left.   
 The day out provided a break from the routines 
but exhausted one and all. The temperature topped the 
century mark. On the drive east we passed an 
abandoned car at the side of highway ten. The engine 
had erupted in orange-yellow flames and dense, black 
smoke funneled into the air. Juan dropped in before 
setting out for Pensacola. I handed him the sign I'd 
made.  
 'Katarina is about my height but more attractive 
and fuller of figure,' I said, reiterating her most obvious 
physical characteristics.     
 'Okay,' said Juan, laughing at the sign. 
 'Thank you for doing this.' 
 'De nada.'   
 Turning towards the stairs, he halted in his 
tracks, gave me a smile and told me he loved me. 
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Part Four / Loretta 
One 
  

The ones I'm attracted to begin keeping their 
distance sooner or later. If Aaron or someone else who 
knows me doesn't give them a warning, they find out for 
themselves. From then on, they watch for anything with 
the potential to incriminate.   

It might be as innocuous as the pining, misty-
eyed look I give any guy who turns me on. One day years 
ago I planted myself in front of the mirror in the 
bathroom adjacent to the space I share with Jessie. I 
feigned my look, wanting to see myself from another's 
point of view. I could hardly believe what I saw.  

Since Maurice left we haven't had a male living in 
the house. He stayed with us years but the attraction I 
felt when he moved in didn't last. I obsessed, instead, 
with Sananda or one of the many others who've come for 
weeks, months, or a year and then gone.   

I've lost count of the number and the countries, 
most of which they have to show me on the map. When 
Maurice, from the Midwest, sat with us at supper one 
night and in a faltering voice announced his imminent 
departure I turned to wondering who might be hired to 
replace him.  

There've been opportunities to bring in other 
males. About two years ago an Aussie joined the team. 
He went to Esperanza but helped at La Roche from time 
to time. Tall, cute and as lean as a reed, he joked with 
me about the knives he used to hunt crocodiles in his 
homeland, weird angles and crooked lines on the map, 
far from anywhere else. 

Aaron and Sarah, our only live-in caregiver, 
discussed the idea of his joining us from Esperanza. But 
by then he had Brazil in mind, for no other reason than 
the reputation Brazilian women enjoyed as the sexiest in 
the world. The cad.   

'Why wasn't he sent here when he arrived?' I 
asked. 

Aaron demurred, befuddled by the business. Rob 
stormed his way into town a month after the Aussie left. 
I had no more an idea of Ireland's location on the map 
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than I did Australia's. When he first entered out midst, I 
steered him to the wall and insisted he point out his 
homeland. 

I laid eyes on a tiny plot northwest of an immense 
landmass, separated from us by miles and miles of ocean 
and not much else. I ribbed him about its size and asked 
if he didn't get lonely on the small parcel of turf. I rib 
them all though for the first six weeks Rob had as much 
trouble picking me up as I did him and jokes fizzled like 
a balloon. 

His thin but hard-muscled arms bear tattoos 
above the elbows. He has an earring in his left ear and 
hair about as long as mine. His neck and elegant wrists 
bear chains and he reveals a mouthful of carious teeth 
when he smiles or laughs. 

Sananda, his opposite in every way, roared with 
laughter whenever I asked him to name his tribe. He too 
pointed out his country one day. It has the contours of a 
cone upon which a liberal scoop of ice cream threatens 
to topple over.  

I loved him, his earnestness, his boisterousness, 
his dark skin. I made him presents of one thing or 
another until someone cottoned on. From then, he 
averted his eyes and turned his face away when he saw 
me and returned the gifts unopened.      

His departure, soon after Maurice's, skewered my 
heart and I forgot how to laugh until the Aussie burst on 
the scene with his how’s it goin’, mate, rights and reallys 
and after him Rob, who entranced with his tight-fitting 
jeans and t-shirts and the metal around the neck and 
wrists. 

Then, Sophie showed up and inveigled her way 
into his mind - and elsewhere. I pictured the two of 
them, arms about each other's shoulders or waists, 
striding down Michigan or Government, hips touching in 
an unforced gait, Rob's hair loose at the back and longer 
than hers by inches, neither caring about the motorists 
who leered and jeered in passing. 

My heart sank before the vision and for a week 
straight I cried myself to sleep for thinking of my golden-
haired lad and she who'd taken him from me. Whenever I 
ran into her, I couldn't speak and the times Rob came to 
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La Roche I no longer accidentally blocked his path or 
shadowed him as in recent weeks.  

'Okay, Loretta. If that's how you want it,' he'd say 
with a sigh when I feigned deafness to his conversation. 

 
Soon, my dreams lost their preoccupation with 

long, fair hair, tattoos, bizarre inflection and muscle 
tone, to be replaced by features poles apart. Compared to 
the distances most of his predecessors had traveled, 
Juan had not had to come far.  

On one of his early visits, I watched him 
approach the map and bring the index finger of his right 
hand in a sharp downward line across the base of the 
Florida peninsula, past a series of dots known as the 
Bahamas, before coming to rest at an island by the name 
of Hispaniola. 

The first word I learnt in Spanish, it took a week 
before he approved my pronunciation. Since then I've 
learnt other words but forgotten as many as I've 
retained. Yet it brings a smile to his face when I see him 
and I call out buenas días or hola. Cómo estás, he 
replies, at which point I resort to the southern slang I'm 
more familiar with.   

'There were Indians on Hispaniola but they died 
out after the Spanish arrived,' is his standard rejoinder 
when I bring up the subject of his ancestry. 

I'm sure he has Indian blood in him, like 
Sananda. He never flat out contradicts me. Aaron sat 
opposite me at the dining table one day and tried to 
explain a supposed difference between the Indians of 
North America and those of other nations, the Caribbean 
islands included. 

The North American Indians had originated from 
another part of the world, he said, availing himself of the 
map. His fingertips started at a continent colored yellow 
and went right the way across the width of an ocean to 
North America. 

But he lost me in the transit. If large numbers 
had come from one direction, I pointed out, might it not 
be feasible others had appeared from another direction, a 
shorter distance into the bargain? Juan's finger had 



 156

 
 
 

moved less than an inch. Aaron's, by contrast, had 
trailed from one edge of the map to the other. 

Aaron stared at me but made no further attempt 
to refute my hypothesis regarding Juan. The Latin man 
and I shared things I never did with Sananda, among 
them hugs as warm and close as I've known from a man. 
Sananda and I never touched.  

I ached to be held but he refused to give ground. 
Off would come the glasses and to repeated quivers of 
the head, he would bring up the justification of his 
culture, where men and women, blood relatives included, 
did not touch. Then how did they manage to have babies, 
I asked, a question met with gales of laughter. 

I could count on the fingers of one hand the times 
Maurice and I embraced in the years we shared the same 
roof. Whenever I hovered near enough, he tensed as if 
the beady eye of a venomous reptile had lighted on him. 
Rob would slouch, unwilling to take my need seriously or 
sensing - like Maurice? - he had best leave well enough 
alone.   

Most every time I see him now, Juan presses me 
close and I press back. In this way we say hello, how are 
you, nice to see you and I don't care what anyone thinks. 
Why should I care?  

Trudy has her man. He tries to kiss her in parting 
for five to ten minutes every time he visits Esperanza 
House for supper. Lon, here at La Roche, nightly 
conjures dreams of ecstasy. Every morning they strip his 
bed of the linen, chalky or still damp with the stains of 
his doings through the early hours.  

I can imagine what brings on his fervor. One day 
I noticed him in the living room, engrossed in a musical 
about a group of sailors amongst dark-haired maidens in 
the South Seas. Did he not envision himself a player in 
the ludicrous sequences of men and women cavorting 
underwater? What gnashing of teeth must have followed. 

At least Trudy has someone, a relationship 
recognized by everyone in the community, from Josh 
down, as exceptional, though it might never be 
consummated. The rest of us aren't so fortunate; we can 
boast no tried-and-true partner.  
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Every time romantic sequences grace the screen 
and the eyes of the actor and actress foretell the obvious, 
April intones kiss her, kiss her, as if she can't wait for 
those responsible for this trivia to depict the inevitable. 
When an advertisement disrupts the action, April leans 
forward at her place and reprises her kiss her, kiss her 
call the instant the fiction resumes. 

It resembles a plague. Eric at Cana House jerks 
himself off by slamming his portable radio-tape player 
against his loins. Will deserves an award. Trudy told me 
he once made a run for his room at least half a dozen 
times in the space of an afternoon. 

Long ago, male caregivers assisted Shirley with 
her bath at Unity House, a practice discontinued 
because of her habit of bringing the sponge to a 
particular place, hoping thereby to introduce transitory 
pleasure into the wilderness of her mute pain.   

I've discovered plenty from my observation. I 
know Jeffrey's eyes run the length of a woman, those 
standing but a foot or two from him included, while he 
chews over what he wouldn't do with them given half a 
chance. I remember the time someone found him and a 
foreign caregiver in bed together at the apartment. 

Up until two years ago we had Rick, bulwark and 
protector of the ship of our fragile community for more 
than a decade. Our St. Francis, a friend to and the lover 
of all, the confidant of each and everyone who threw in 
their lot with us, the reason many came, the reason 
others ignored the urge to go elsewhere and stayed. 

One day, in the era when Lon hadn't lost his 
mobility and could manage the distances between the 
houses with the aid of a walker, I visited Unity House 
with him and Maurice. Wes took me by the hand and 
made a gesture I'd never seen him make before. He then 
tossed his head in the direction of the stairs.        

 I pursued him out the side door and up the steps 
leading to the balcony adjacent to the top floor bedroom. 
Reaching the top, he placed a finger against his lips and 
motioned me to step closer.  

What I perceived in the lamplight shining the 
other side of the window has remained engraved to this 
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day. I struggled to recognize Rick and the woman sliding 
back and forth in the demesne of his bulk.  

Wes and I looked on transfixed for upwards of five 
minutes. The inhalations and exhalations of the couple 
reached us through the glass. Backs arched to form 
bridges and arms and legs entwined and then relaxed 
their grasp before coming together again in new-fangled 
configurations. 

We stole away and didn't breathe a word to 
anyone. But word went around. Jayne's fair complexion 
flecked red for days and Josh bore himself with greater 
austerity than usual.  

I'm sure they had a long, private chat with Rick. 
After all, he had broken one of the community's rules. 
His one-night lover, a summer assistant from upstate, 
returned home. Time passed and all reverted to normal, 
as if the incident had never taken place. 
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Two 
 
 What I wouldn't give for a kiss. Sally used to tell 
me she liked this the most and referred more than once 
to the time a man's kisses alone brought her to the point 
of orgasm. But I keep in mind her imagination and 
realize she may have fabricated certain of her 
experiences. She could have distilled a great deal from 
television and other sources. 
 But if only twenty-five percent of it derived from 
fact, she could claim a rich and colorful erotic life. 
Everyone in the house with a remote interest in the 
subject talked about it. I never dreamt of trying to pin 
her down and separate fact from fiction. Then, one day 
she left the house never to return, a step she'd 
threatened to take for months. 
 We shared a room at the group home in 
Pensacola and became best buddies. One could see at a 
glance she didn't hail from the south. She had a shock of 
unruly auburn hair and an attractive face. In repose she 
had a secretarial look about her. 
 She lived with her parents until she shifted into 
the Haven and had been there ten years when I became 
a resident. Back then, she took life as it came for the 
most part. Yet from time to time I noticed a lethargy, or 
distance, in her eyes, blue as eternity, suggestive of an 
interior world known only to her.  

Always solitary, in the final year, she spent more 
time than ever sitting by herself in the living room, arms 
across her midriff, legs tucked under. When she sat 
thus, her head drooped and cloudiness entered her gaze, 
a lack of clarity befitting the netherworld of half-sleep.  
 She had changed. The joy of living had vanished. 
Forever at loggerheads with the staff, she kicked like a 
woman sinking. They objected to the outfits she donned 
in the months of steamy temperatures. Her typical retort, 
the pointing out of a staff member whose summer tops 
revealed fulsome breast, they parried. That was different, 
they told her, though they never explained how.     
 Countless times I heard them advise her not to 
stroll beyond the plaza on her afternoon walks. They 
didn’t trust the ethereal quality in her manner, the 
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power it might yield over the unsavory, promenading 
along the sidewalks or gliding past in their vehicles. 
 They advised her. She ignored their advice. They 
recommended she not do this or that. She turned her 
back and ignored their recommendations. Patience 
exhausted, various staff members revoked her walking 
privilege, seeing no other course available.     
 She could have counted on the fingers of one 
hand the number of times she had been approached by 
strangers outside the facility, Sally would inform me 
after lights out. And what business was it of theirs 
anyway? They could go home at the end of their eight-
hour shifts and have sex the whole night long with their 
boyfriends or girlfriends.  

Why should she deny herself excitement? I asked 
myself when she could have experienced the things she 
related. I assumed they occurred on the occasions when 
she met someone outside. Either then or in clandestine 
circumstances with acquaintances at her day program.  
 
 We had been roommates a matter of weeks when 
she described how she liked to kiss. I absorbed the 
details. Men who slobbered turned her off. If she could, 
she pushed them away in preference to abiding their 
clumsiness. Once, laughing, she said she bit the tongue 
of an individual who approached her accordingly, 
dampening the fire of his ardor in no uncertain terms. 
 She had met her share of novices amongst her 
suitors. Putty in her hands, they had no idea where to 
turn when she thrust her hips with impunity until there 
could be no mistaking her yearning. The most feckless 
needed guidance every step of the way. 
 The first kisses could be long. But only when 
good and ready did she like to continue in a way more 
intimate and, if the truth be known, natural to one of her 
temperament. When the heat of her passion warmed, she 
had no objection to the wet kisses she could not abide 
otherwise. 
 She spoke of this and much more matter-of-
factly. She might have been a sexually active eighteen-
year-old confiding in a younger sister, revealing 
something of the pleasures her sibling would experience 
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for herself in the future. I began dreaming of one day 
possessing her dynamism and decisiveness.  
 On occasions I became privy to tales of a definite 
taint. Years before I moved into the Haven, a male staff 
member received his marching orders for having sex with 
her. As the story went, he entered her bedroom after 
dark to check on her then roommate.  
 When he gave the other woman a goodnight hug, 
Sally sprang to life in her bed in the opposite corner and 
asked if he would hug her too. The young man did her 
beckoning and insisted he intended no more.  

When she raised her head, he went to turn his 
face away in an instinctive reaction. Nonetheless, her 
mouth found its mark. As for what ensued over the next 
five to ten minutes, he expressed deep regret. 
 Another time a different nightshift worker 
upbraided her for strolling down the passage to the 
bathroom without a stitch on. Incensed by the 
reprimand, she concocted a story about the individual’s 
having touched her up and resolved to inform the facility 
manager the next morning.  

However, her tardiness in the cold light of dawn 
led her to forget the incident. Others did not have the 
same degree of fortune. A hapless character at her 
program not only lost his place but also faced criminal 
charges after she accused him, in a welter of tears, of 
harassment.        

Like the most knowing femme fatale, she outlined 
what she enjoyed, the positions she preferred for their 
innate, delirious pleasure, how she loved to have her 
breasts tongued and kneaded. The best lovers, she 
asserted, took their time. The ones who simply stuck it to 
a woman and then washed their hands of her knew 
nothing. If I wanted to know a surefire way to avoid 
becoming pregnant when having sex, a particular 
position achieved the end.  

Hearing this, my head began spinning. I needed 
days to recover. Could it be so? I felt lost for all time to 
the girl I had been, the one who until recently had 
believed babies appeared from New York City aboard 
trains out of Grand Central Station. 
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In the weeks leading up to Christmas, she 
consulted her doctor and psychiatrist. They altered the 
strength of her medication in the hope this might allay 
her dejection. But nothing changed and when her sister 
and brother-in-law brought her back to the Haven after 
the holiday break, I overheard the woman remark on 
Sally's downheartedness.    

Late one evening, in contravention of the rules of 
the facility, she helped herself to a bowl of ice cream. 
Alarmed, I watched her scoop a spoonful of the 
strawberry flavored sweet and hold it an inch from her 
mouth for a minute before swallowing. 

I caught her staring at me without a grain of 
recognition, as if she had clean forgotten my identity. 
She disregarded attempts at conversation. Then, of a 
sudden, her melancholy lifted and when it came time for 
an early spring trip to Kentucky with the rest of her 
family, she had the old spark about her. 

The spring reunion brought the whole family 
together for the first time in years and on her return to 
the Haven, Sally made it sound as if the ten days had 
been like an Indian summer in the dreary heart of a 
winter of unforgiving cold and misery. 

How fast everything fell apart. The staff pestered 
her about her medication, her eating habits, her attitude, 
the slovenly state of her side of the bedroom. They took 
her to task over money, her walks and her chores in and 
around the house. 

Most nights they made her resweep the floor in 
the kitchen because her first efforts left much to be 
desired. To make matters worse, a weekend she 
anticipated spending with her sister and brother-in-law 
went by the wayside when the two siblings roared at 
each other toe-to-toe in the bedroom while Sally packed 
a bag.        

She raged, muttered oaths under her breath or in 
a full-throated screech, pouted, sulked, mimicked and 
banged doors. Fine. She knew someone who would 
accept her. Wade, at her program, gave her the eye daily, 
brushed her knees when near enough and in other ways 
announced his lust. The morning after an explosive night 
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at the house she informed me she planned to have sex 
with him. 

They met at the commencement of the morning 
break, dropped to the dirty floor in one of the workshops 
and started exchanging avid kisses. Her revolt had 
begun assuming glorious shape in the smack of her and 
Wade's loins when someone discovered them. 

Undaunted, she arranged a rendezvous with a 
deaf-mute the next day. They understood one another 
without words. But this time someone stumbled upon 
them before she finished unbuttoning her top. 

The following Friday, within an hour of returning 
from her program, she left the house. I remember her 
over large blouse, the bra strap upon her right shoulder 
visible and in danger of slipping off altogether. She had 
imitation gold on a small chain around her neck and 
cheap bangles on her fleshy wrists.  

I wonder if she found what she sought and if in 
the finding her anger and fear faded away. Every time I 
entered the bedroom after she left I surveyed her corner 
of the room. The traces of a life: the knickknacks 
acquired for dollars, tapes listened to once or twice and 
then discarded and forgotten, clothes jammed in 
drawers.  

I dream of her a lot and in my dream she lives out 
of a makeshift shelter on a solitary sweep of beach. She 
pricks up her ears when boats go by of a morning. In the 
afternoons, she bathes naked with her lover in the 
shallows. They pass the nights locked in each other's 
arms beneath their rudimentary cover. 

The sun falls dry on the earth. Her fair skin has 
become the color of a berry. And she shows her man 
where to look for things in the sand, how to locate the 
faces of children and heroes in the exposed roots and 
branches, their arms extended, beckoning for love. 
Together, they travel blind to far-off places. 
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Three 
 
 If I were more like Sally, life would be different. If 
it had been her rather than me receiving Juan's warmth 
and tenderness, she would've long ago started working 
her belly, turned on him the magnetic power of her eyes 
and face, lovelier still when lit with a smile.   
 In my place she would've stolen innumerable 
kisses, and maybe more than kisses by now. First, the 
kind she liked to begin with and then those in keeping 
with the cut and thrust of zealous love.  

But I'm the eternal bridesmaid and have adhered 
to the script since long before people I didn't know well 
began bellowing about my stupidity. Faithful to the part, 
I've held back and awaited signs, beginning with the 
boys I grew up with.  

I waited for Sananda, the Aussie, Rob and I wait 
for Juan. Every time he holds me I don't want to let go. I 
want him to kiss me on the forehead and whisper sweet 
nonsense because then I'll know for sure. 
 I hanker for the evening at the house when I'll 
turn and he'll be there and smother me for a second. 
This too will amount to a sign and my head will 
practically burst because I'm as special for someone as 
they are for me. I've waited too long. Don't have me wait 
much longer, Juan. I implore you. 
  
 I've watched you when you're not looking. I've 
wandered into the kitchen at La Roche and spied you 
through the window, idling away the time on one of the 
swinging seats by the entrance to the apartment. 
Sometimes you're alone but lately you've been sitting a 
lot with the German girl who lives at Unity House. 
 Do you know how jealous I feel? The mood 
consumed me for two weeks. It started in May, when 
you'd begun squeezing me in greeting and farewell and 
she'd been with us a month.  

There you sat one afternoon. She had a cigarette 
- unlikable trait - and your seats rocked to and fro at the 
end of their chains. Never did I go out the front door of 
the house to perform my afternoon chore in the garden 
as stridently as I did then. 
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In disrupting your conversation, I succeeded in 
my aim. You turned your head and called out a greeting 
though you conceded me no more. I went about my task 
in a state of ferment, convinced I had mistaken you.  
 You never touched. You never occupied the same 
seat. You stayed opposite each other. But from this day 
on, life turned full circle once more. I became as remote 
with you as I had grown with Rob. 
 Till I heard mention of Daniela's partner and his 
impending appearance in August. Daniela partook of 
dinner at La Roche, together with Wes and Jack, and at 
the table rhapsodized about her guy, as if there could 
never be another man in her life. As swiftly as I assumed 
the role of jilted one, I cast it aside. 
 Another day, to test you out, at a community 
meal, I referred to Daniela as your woman. You looked 
flabbergasted. All went quiet around the table and you 
turned the question over in your mind: where can she 
have picked up the notion?  
 'She's not my woman,' you said, in a gentle tone, 
with prudence.  
 Later, I regretted the embarrassment I caused 
you before others. My paranoia had no justification and I 
communicated my wish to make amends through my 
arms when next we met.  

Again, I beheld you with tenderness. Your being 
alone with Daniela or another woman meant nothing. My 
place in your heart secure, I hoped for the day when we 
might, like Sally and her men … 
 A stranger in this land, you longed for love. Like I 
longed for it. Could no one see through the books, how 
they became superfluous when Daniela, or another, 
caught your attention? You desired flesh and blood, not 
words or abstraction.  
 I love you, Juan. I'll give you your heart's desire. 
Show me another sign, so I can be sure. But where can 
we go? How will we find a place and the time alone? Sally 
had a point: they talk to death about it, but won't allow a 
couple who wish to be together five minutes privacy. 
 Shall we have to run, like Sally? Be patient, I beg 
you, because I've never … But you must've been with a 
woman. You light the path. I'll follow and if my feeling 
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threatens to become lost in sentiment or I grow maudlin, 
redirect me with your intelligence and reason. 
 
 Over the past two weeks I've sighted someone 
new on the porch of Cana House, around the same time 
every day. At first, I thought him a visitor. But when he 
began undertaking chores around the house, gardening 
and suchlike, I realized otherwise. I had witnessed many 
pursue the same route to a live-in caregiver position. 
 'Who's the guy at Cana House?' I asked Sarah 
one morning after breakfast.  
 My position by the window in the living room 
afforded a view of the house, diagonally opposite on the 
next street. Sarah drew beside me. 
 'Ivan,' she said. 
 'Ivan?'  
 I had never heard the name. Sarah went back to 
the kitchen and I resumed my prework rituals. Partway 
through, I stopped to take another glance out the 
window. Ivan had a cigarette between his lips. 
Unmindful of my observance, he blew a series of smoke 
rings in the air.  

I stepped outside and entered the garden on the 
Cana House side. At the same time, Margaret backed 
their van on to the road and stopped by the curb. Ivan 
appeared behind the vehicle, pushing Dana in her 
wheelchair. He also kept an eye on Eric, covering ground 
with his walker.  

'Where's he from?' I asked Sarah, when she 
joined me. 

'The Ukraine.' 
'The Ukraine?' 
'He can show you on the map sometime,' said 

Sarah, deadpan. 
'How did he get here?' 
'That's a long story,' she said, smiling. 
'I'm a good listener.' 
She turned and reentered the house before I 

could question her further. I went on with my scrutiny of 
the proceedings across the way. Ivan took minimal part 
in what happened next, the loading and securing of 
Dana's wheelchair on the lift at the rear of the van. But 
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he assisted where he could and I overheard Margaret 
offering pointers. 

With Dana's chair in position in the van, 
Margaret and Ivan stepped down and helped Eric board 
without mishap. Beatrice then dawdled into view, gave a 
feisty toss of the head and succeeded in climbing up on 
her own. The screen door behind me squeaked on its 
hinges and Sarah came over, pushing locks of gray hair 
out of her eyes. 

'How did he get here?' I asked a second time. 
'He says he jumped ship.' 
'Are the police after him?' 
'I'm sure they probably were, as well as his 

captain and crewmates.' 
'He didn't want to leave town?' 
'Obviously not.' 
How fascinating and mysterious, I thought. But 

as much as I wished to preserve the obscurity, I had a 
thousand other questions on my mind.  

'I didn't think people from the former Soviet bloc 
had to jump ship anymore,' Sarah mused. 

'I don't understand.' 
'Never mind. This isn't the time to talk about 

such things.' 
She gave me a significant look and then turned 

away. 
'Is he going to stay?' 
'Apparently,' she said, suspending her movement, 

amused and puzzled by the fact. 
'He's handsome.' 
Sarah wagged the index finger of her right hand 

at me before disappearing. 
'Watcha starin' at, sister?' 
Henry's rhetorical question - what passed for him 

as a salutation - alerted the others to my presence.  
'Go and wash your mouth before you talk to me.’  
My rejoinder put him in his place and he waddled 

off. Margaret gave me a half-hearted wave. No doubt she 
wondered how I could afford to dither at this hour of the 
morning. But no sooner had I begun acting on the 
subliminal message than Ivan's eyes seized on mine. I 
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smiled for thinking of the adventure of his passage, the 
risk and the excitement. 
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Part Five / Delgado 
One  
 
 Two years ago we performed the Biblical story of 
the Ark. The occasion before, in the week leading up to 
Christmas, time and effort went into the presentation of 
a Living Nativity. I'd hoped the new administrator, the 
Peruvian woman who arrived to take up her post months 
after Juan left, would put an end to the monkeyshines. 
 But when someone said biannual theatre 
productions had been mounted since the community's 
inception, she made known her glee. Moreover, she had 
the perfect thing for this year, an adaptation of a story 
not from a well-worn source like the Bible but fossilized 
Greek mythology no less. 
 They've hauled me along to the rehearsals much 
as they tow me to the tables in the workshop and in a 
matter of weeks they're expecting I'll take my place on 
stage like everyone else in the cast. They'll fold their 
hands and pray I don't make too much of a brouhaha. 
 Four of us comprise the chorus, Max, Milagros, 
Luz and me. I'd love to know if an odder-looking Greek 
chorus has ever debuted under the spotlight. Because 
Max and I aren't capable of speaking, Milagros and Luz 
will attend to the speaking bits, supporting us at the 
same time. 
 I wonder what ridiculous costume they plan to 
put on me this time. I'll find out at the full dress 
rehearsal, set down for the venue where the real thing 
will be held, the local community hall at the apex of the 
hill near where the school stands.    
 We're a chorus of sailors. My imagination runs 
wild thinking of the scenery and outfits they're bound to 
rustle up. This is where Juanita and other members of 
the board come into their own, like they have wardrobes 
at home bursting with junk they can't wait to see the 
back of.  
 The last time no garret remained unexplored. The 
night of the performance all agreed the stage and each 
one of us looked right. Speaking for myself, I took 
exception to being forced into a costume equivalent to a 
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cross between a horse and a donkey. I didn't hide my 
feelings either. 
 On the night of the Nativity, I passed the duration 
of the show held in an upright position or supine on the 
bare boards. The highlight of the evening, without doubt, 
came when Rachel, in the role of Mother Mary, tripped 
and fell flat on her face, bringing Joseph and the baby 
Jesus down with her. I grunted with sheer joy. 
 Sometimes I think Max could well be of the same 
mind as me. But whatever they say or do to him he goes 
on dribbling his elongated drops of spittle and inclining 
one way or another - generally right into you. I imagine 
the solid earth exerts a gravitational pull on him different 
to the effect it has on the rest of us.   
 Wouldn't it be interesting if deep down he resents 
being put on show as much as I do? Leaving aside the 
paradox of putting Max and me in a Greek chorus, would 
it not make doubly ironical their constant turning to one 
or both of us when an appearance in the wider 
community has been lined up?  

Are they trying to tug heartstrings? Or show 
people how good they are to spend their lives with poor 
unfortunates when they might've forged careers and 
earned a decent living?  

Come to think of it, how would they like not being 
given any say in what they ate? What would they think if 
they had to endure force-feeding one day only to have 
their bowl peremptorily whisked away from them the 
next? I could go on. 

There are few dramatis personae in this play. 
Adriana has a central role and Sylvia, Liddy and Rachel 
have been assigned the other main parts. To general 
consternation, Sylvia readily agreed to a role. Of late, 
Milagros and others have been whispering among 
themselves about la tímida inching her way out of her 
shell. 
 Everyone hopes Juan will be in town, home on 
vacation, in time to assume the remaining part, minor 
but crucial in the context of the play. If not, Miguel or 
Claudia, our administrator and the architect of this 
farce, will take it on. 
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 Juan has sent two postcards from the Deep 
South, as he refers to it, of America. They took three 
weeks to arrive. Both appeared when I’d convinced 
myself he'd dumped us for good and we'd neither hear 
from nor see him again. 
 With great ceremony, Milagros read what he 
wrote though no one could judge from three or four 
sentences how things stood for him. To her question 
whether we looked forward to seeing him again, the 
others responded with a loud affirmative. At my place I 
rocked back and forth after my fashion.  
 In a nutshell, the play depicts a warrior in the 
Greek army, an archer. On the way to Troy, a snake 
bites him, leaving him in diabolical pain. His howling fits 
rattle his comrades-in-arms. They lose their peace of 
mind, not least when worshipping at their altar.     
 When they stop at the island, the archer, fatigued 
by the sea and the swell and his pain, falls asleep next to 
a rock down by the shore. On waking, he finds he has 
been abandoned with no more than a bundle of rags.  

In the years following, he has little human 
contact. From time to time, ships skirt the coastline by 
accident and weigh anchor. Sometimes the crews endow 
him with supplies and clothes but none are prepared to 
take him aboard. 
 At the commencement of the play, ten years have 
elapsed since the momentous abandonment. The captain 
who left the archer to his fate arrives at the island with 
the son of Achilles. They need the archer's help. His bow 
and arrows have miraculous powers without which the 
Greeks won't be able to take Troy.   
 The captain instructs the son of Achilles to 
fabricate a story and trick the archer into handing over 
the bow and arrows. The son of Achilles, concerned 
about the loss of self-respect resorting to lies will entail, 
expresses reservations. But, after further thought, he 
agrees to do the captain's bidding. 
 He gains the sympathy of the archer by telling 
him he too has been a victim of the captain's 
deceitfulness. The captain acquired Achilles' arms, after 
the god's death, by convincing his son Troy would never 
be theirs without him. The archer befriends the son of 
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Achilles, recognizing him as one ill-treated by the same 
man. 
 Achilles' son has agreed to bring the wounded 
man aboard when, in a preplanned move, a disguised 
merchant appears and informs him of the pursuit of Old 
Phoenix and two sons of Theseus. Furthermore, the 
captain and Tydeus' son are coming for the archer. A 
captured soothsayer, they are told, has informed the 
captain the Greeks will never win Troy without the 
archer. 
 Achilles' son and the archer make haste. At the 
other's suggestion, the archer gathers what he needs, 
healing herbs, arrows and the bow inherited from 
Hercules. Touched by the charity of Achilles' son, the 
archer allows him to hold the bow and relinquishes it a 
second time after they visit his cave. 
 There he suffers a further agony and falls asleep 
exhausted after being assured by Achilles' son he will not 
be left behind again. The son of Achilles experiences a 
pang of conscience. Rather than stealing the bow and 
arrows, he waits until the archer revives and confesses 
his treachery. 
 The captain's appearance prevents Achilles' son 
from returning the bow to the archer. He insists the 
archer accompany them and help conquer Troy. Met with 
a refusal, the captain resigns himself to departing with 
the bow and deserting the suffering man a second time. 
 At the last moment, Achilles' son seeks to make 
amends. He returns to the archer's cave and hands the 
bow back to him, against the wishes of the captain who, 
again, orders the archer to join the force at Troy. The 
archer aims at the captain with his bow and arrow but 
Achilles' son steps in and restrains him. 
 You are a wounded man in need of healing, he 
tells him, but you snarl at those who try to help. 
Nevertheless, Asclepius, the healer, and his sons will be 
at Troy and will provide a cure for his ills if he comes of 
his own accord to win the city. He will be the hero who 
accepted healing and then healed the rupture of the 
Trojan War, as foretold by a Trojan soothsayer.     
 But do you think the archer sees reason? No. 
Unbending as ever, he reminds Achilles' son of his pledge 
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to carry him home. They have prepared to depart when 
Hercules appears and tells the archer to capture Troy 
and be cured, settling the issue once and for all. 
 What the audience of desperates who attend the 
performance will make of this miscellany of howls and 
shrieks only time will tell. Blabber about gods, 
miraculous bows and healing cures means zilch to me. 
Will things become clearer on the night? I've no idea but 
for the moment I'm in the dark.  

But wait on a second, this dude reminds me of 
someone…  
   
 
   



 174

 
 
 

Part Six / Juan 
One 
      
 What unexpected curves life can throw. Growing 
up in the capital city of a baseball crazy nation, none can 
have been keener on the sport than I. The rough-and-
ready games of the neighborhood youths outside the 
community house never failed to evoke memories of long 
ago afternoons when friends and I improvised contests in 
backyards or on the streets.    
 In later years, the local leagues piqued our 
interest. We watched the games whenever possible, from 
outside the stadium if we couldn't afford the entrance 
fee. Peering through cracks in the wooden fencing, we 
envied the players, many of them not much older than 
ourselves. Our dreams of becoming stars had gone by 
the wayside but theirs still lived. 
 But of those who reached the top level of the 
sport in our country, only a handful caught the attention 
of the money-spinners from the United States. Fewer still 
became the toast of the American city their adoptee club 
played in, let alone the nation at large.  

Those who ascended to the American majors 
became stock items in the national and local press, 
whether they tasted success or not. Their lives resembled 
open books and they made periodic reappearances on 
their native turf before an entourage of fans, pursued by 
a media prepared to bend over backwards in their efforts 
to fete them like royalty. 

I viewed with fascination the tactical battles 
fought by pitchers and hitters, believing the advantage 
lay with the pitcher. His target at the plate could not 
ascertain the type of ball about to be launched his way 
until the pitcher released it. Little margin for error 
existed at speeds averaging out at more than eighty 
miles an hour.  

Every hitter received his share of first-class 
pitches, balls worked with the surest of hands. Despite 
every effort on his part, they eluded him because of the 
way they curved or dipped at precisely the right moment. 
In hindsight, he knew he ought to have conserved his 
energy rather than swung his bat in vain. 



 175

 
 
 

Other pitches had home run written all over 
them. As soon as the hitter connected, he could begin 
his circuit of the diamond. By the time he touched first 
base, the ball would have rocketed into the stands or 
sailed clean out of the park. 

I had regarded life in the same way. As long as 
you lived, you had to allow for unexpected curves and 
the occasional strike out. Regardless of the quickness of 
your eye, they would prove unhittable and off you would 
trudge to the dugout. 

But the pitches possessed of sweet arcs 
countered every unreachable curve ball. During the 
innings of struggle and doubt, when the pitcher had your 
number, you bided your time and patience became of the 
essence. If you waited long enough, your reward came. 

I passed the time on the drive to Pensacola 
Airport pondering all that life had set in my path, much 
of it agreeable, in the four months since I had left home. 
I maintained the Dodge in cruise mode. The darkness 
cocooning my progress on the interstate proved a 
stimulus to thought.    

I pulled into the parking lot of the regional airport 
and went straight into the terminal. Katarina's flight 
from Texas had landed, according to an arrivals screen 
in the foyer. I mounted a flight of stairs to the gate and 
held aloft the sign Daniela had gone to the trouble of 
making. 

People appeared in dribs and drabs though none 
resembled the young woman I had been told to look out 
for. Daniela had mentioned her friend might be wielding 
a sign bearing my name. So she appeared. I took her 
hand in greeting. 

'Welcome to America.' 
She thanked me and I led her down to the 

baggage claim area. Her two principal pieces of luggage 
appeared on the carousel in no time but we continued to 
wait in vain for another item. She did not know the word 
for it in English. 

Minutes later the carousel ceased its revolutions. 
A number of unclaimed bags remained on the belt but 
Katarina could not find her third piece among them. I 
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understood her sleeping bag had been misplaced when 
she opened up a dictionary and pointed out the word. 

We reported the loss, Katarina describing the 
sleeping bag as well as she could. When she became 
stuck, I added what I assumed to be the missing word or 
phrase. In conclusion, the woman at the counter handed 
her a slip of paper with a phone number scribbled on it 
and advised us to call later in the week. 

'Have you been in this country before?' I asked 
her, leading the way through the car park. 

'No,' she answered. 'First time.' 
We deposited her things on the back seat and 

began the drive. 
'I think we’ll arrive about one,' I said, glancing at 

the time display on the dashboard. 'Time enough for you 
to sleep, if you want.' 

She smiled and assured me she felt fine. As on 
the drive east, I had little traffic to contend with. In 
deference to the jet lag I imagined she might be feeling, I 
did not pester her with conversation though I called her 
attention to various points of interest along the way, 
among them the sign marking the Florida-Alabama line. 
Every time I glanced at her she looked alert. 

Despite the late hour and the mantle of night, I 
supposed her to be in something similar to the wondrous 
state I had felt descend on setting foot in the country 
four months ago. Given this, fatigue of body and mind 
did not run deep.  

'What time is it now? In your country?' 
Katarina could tell me to the hour and minute, 

having not yet adjusted her wristwatch. 
'Now I know why you're wide awake. It's time to 

get up!' 
From the halfway point of the drive on, I regaled 

her more often with tidbits of information. It became 
clear Daniela had told her much about the area and the 
city we would soon enter. Driving by the Spanish Fort 
exit, we made out the lights of the waterfront and 
downtown area.  

A red light temporarily halted our progress at the 
city end of the Bankhead Tunnel. Further on, near 
Government Plaza, countless bright bulbs coalesced in a 
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display of the current temperature reading. It held at 
seventy-six degrees. 

I turned down the street running along the side of 
Unity House. In passing, we gained a glimpse of 
Daniela’s bedroom and the balcony fronting it. As 
anticipated, no light showed. 

'She said she'd come by between half past eight 
and nine o'clock in the morning.' 

I continued to the building housing the 
apartment and helped her carry her luggage into the 
guestroom. Then, I took a minute to show her around 
the space where she would be spending her first night in 
town. I made certain she knew where to find something 
to eat and drink and brought a number of basic items 
from the apartment upstairs to ensure she would not go 
without.  

'Goodnight,' I said at the last. 'Sweet dreams.' 
'Danke,' she replied, taking my hand and 

pressing it. 
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Two 
  
I had imagined I would see less of Daniela when 

her friends from home, first Katarina and then Albert, 
came to town. In actual fact, our parleys on her balcony 
went on as before, the only difference being Katarina's 
presence.  

They went nightclubbing every second or third 
evening and accepted an invitation from two young men 
they met at a Dauphin Street venue to spend the first 
weekend of Katarina's visit in Pensacola.  

They returned from this venting about the 
fickleness of American men. Daniela's experience with 
the musician she approached at the Garage had been 
akin. Weeks after their picturesque first contact, she 
returned to the club. The inebriated guitarist showed no 
sign of recognition, however. Daniela mentioned he 
stared at her as if a blurry shadow had pierced the 
periphery of his vision. 

In the middle of the same week, Wes turned one 
year older. He honored the occasion with a visit to his 
favorite restaurant. April joined the party as one of his 
invited guests and reappeared at the house accompanied 
by Wes, Daniela and Katarina.  

I extended my best wishes to Wes and then 
turned toward Katarina. Her auburn hair brushed my 
cheek when she stooped down to embrace me. The fair 
complexion of a week and a half ago had turned golden 
in the sun.  

'Du bist schoen,' I whispered in her ear.   
She smiled at the compliment. When Daniela 

called me later in the week, around the time I 
customarily set off for a visit, I sensed affliction in her 
voice. But she insisted I drop in on her and Katarina. I 
found them both on the balcony, smoking. 

Less than five minutes later, Katarina drained the 
dregs of her glass of white and bid us goodnight. Before I 
could venture the question, Daniela began enlightening 
me as to what had come to pass. Her tone alternated 
between tearful and annoyed. 

'She's with me every day. It's too much. Not even 
in Germany do we see this much of each other. I can't be 
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with her all the time. She's going to have to do more for 
herself.' 

I reflected a moment before speaking.     
'It's natural for her to rely on you. Once she's 

been here longer she'll be more independent. But for the 
moment … it's tough barely knowing the language. You 
know as well as I do.' 

My comments gave her pause to ponder. She took 
another puff on her cigarette. 

'I know how selfish I must sound.' 
In time her mood lightened and she relaxed in the 

way habitual to her on the balcony of a mid to late 
evening.   

'We're good to go then? The three of us in the 
morning?' 

We had arranged to spend the weekend in New 
Orleans. Daniela nodded. 

'I’m glad.'  
I told her I had picked up a rental car already. 

Every so often, a vehicle swished by in the street. Then, 
more removed, we made out the high-pitched yodel of an 
ambulance or fire truck. 

'How are things with you?' Daniela asked me. 
'Bien,' I replied. 'My visa's been extended. But 

only for three months. If I want to stay after the end of 
November, I'll need to apply again.' 

'Will you?' 
'I don't know. I plan to take vacation days in the 

autumn. I'll go home for a week. Last year my father had 
an operation on his lungs. Since then his health's been 
up and down.' 

She asked my opinion of Ivan, the Ukrainian who 
had appeared on the scene after jumping ship at the 
port. Daniela had formed a strong impression of him, 
whereas I had yet to encounter the man for more than a 
minute or two at a time. 

'I was at Cana House last week when Jayne 
dropped in and asked him when would be a good time to 
meet. You want to meet with me, he said. I'll let you 
know when I'm ready to meet you. I've never met anyone 
so arrogant. I find it incredible they're giving him the 
time of day.' 
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Our time in the city of New Orleans, sandwiched 

between the Mississippi River on the south and Lake 
Pontchartrain to the north, began on Saturday 
afternoon. We sampled beignets at a café in the French 
Quarter. Afterwards, powdered sugar on our lips, we 
mingled with the crowds on Bourbon Street, dogged at 
each step by humidity as pernicious as what we had 
become used to in Alabama. 

In the evening, we dropped into two or three 
clubs before settling on a venue where the band at the 
top of the bill comprised ten players adept at reggae. We 
called it a night around four am. Katarina hugged and 
kissed me goodnight by the door of her and Daniela's 
room. 

Early the next morning we drove to the city's 
Garden District and lined up to enter a café. Once inside 
we propped ourselves on three stools arrayed around a 
counter curved in the shape of a horseshoe. We took the 
edge off our appetites with brunch and then explored 
other districts of pedigreed gardens and iron railings. 

At Jackson Square, horse-drawn carriages 
trundled past the Sunday afternoon crowds, their canter 
accompanied by a steady clip-clop. In the middle of the 
afternoon, my companions and I drove over one of the 
bridges spanning the Mississippi and whiled away an 
hour in a park.  

Katarina had become withdrawn. If she and 
Daniela acknowledged each other, they did so in terse 
exchanges in their native tongue. The voices never rose 
but the curtness of their conversation concerned me. 

Returning to town, I left Daniela at La Roche, 
where she had been asked to spend the night. Katarina 
bid me goodnight in the same way she had done early in 
the morning. I responded to her kiss by holding her 
tight. When she turned away and started for Unity 
House, I stood gazing after her. 

 
She boarded a bus for Pensacola the following 

Tuesday afternoon, accompanied by two young German 
students. The community had opened its doors to them 



 181

 
 
 

at the commencement of the month, grateful for the 
temporary help they had provided. 

Leah, a year or two older than them, had taken 
both under her wing and arranged for them and Katarina 
to stay three nights at a beachside locale in Florida's 
northwest, one she knew well and recommended. 
Katarina rendezvoused with her traveling companions at 
Esperanza, while I sat in a meeting with Doug.          

Once again she enclosed me in her arms. I looped 
my left arm about her waist in response, the extent I 
could reciprocate seated with a ballpoint pen snug 
between the middle and index fingers of my right hand. 
Opposite, Douglas' face assumed a gruff expression. 

It bore a resemblance to the aspect Ivan's face 
wore at the morning's meeting, the occasion of his 
introduction to the group at large. I noticed him glaring 
at Daniela and me. I ignored the attention but caught 
the distaste radiated by Daniela during her scrutiny of 
Ivan's bull neck, short fair hair and the gold 
ornamenting his wrists and chest. 

'He thinks half the world's still under Soviet 
domination,' she whispered to me at the break. 'Didn't 
anyone tell him the empire collapsed?' 

Later in the afternoon, Trudy accompanied me to 
Cana House. She waited outside on the porch while I 
opened the unlocked front door and started along the 
short passage leading within. 

'You remind me of my mother,' I overheard Ivan 
saying, in his thick accent. 

I stopped at the end of the passage and saw 
Margaret gazing up at Ivan. She recovered herself when 
she became aware of my presence and went to retrieve 
the food item Trudy and I had come for.  

'I know you, Latin man,' Ivan said, looking me up 
and down. 'You can't make out with Daniela, so you pull 
her best friend. You're a dangerous person.' 

'You think so?' 
'Take my advice and try your luck with the 

American girls. The men here have no idea how to pick 
them up. I've watched them in bars. But someone like 
you would have no trouble.' 
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Three 
 
 Daniela received a first-time guest on her balcony 
on Tuesday night. She had met Peter at one of the clubs 
she and Katarina frequented after the latter's arrival. She 
found him amiable, friendly and sincere. Weeks after 
their first meeting she acted on her presentiment and 
invited him to the house. 
 She called early on Wednesday afternoon to let 
me know how well everything had gone. As she spoke, I 
pictured conviviality on the scale of our meetings in the 
same place, the cloying humidity ameliorated by the 
breeze and the conversation mellow and unhurried.  

Had she been able to see my face, she might have 
upbraided me in a joking manner for my knowing smile, 
as she termed it. In truth, the degree of her trust moved 
me. At the end of the call, I thanked her for her 
confidences. I met with her on the balcony later. 
 'What do you think of Katarina?' she asked. 
 'She's like you described,' I said. 'Lovely.' 
 I remained with her till midnight. She 
interspersed our conversation with numerous further 
references to the previous evening. 
 'Did you think it mightn't go well?' 
 'I wasn't sure. I was pretty sure but not 
absolutely. But I like him a lot. Trust me, he kept 
saying.' 
 'Did he need to say that?' 

'Not really.' 
 'Then you have nothing to worry about.' 
 Daniela did not disagree. At the same time, 
something in her manner led me to believe she harbored 
doubts about the situation. She revealed their plan to 
meet again on Friday. Not long afterwards, she began 
anticipating Albert's arrival - less than three weeks away 
- with as much eagerness as at any point over the past 
two months. 
 'I miss not waking beside him of a morning. Can 
you understand that?' 
 'I think so.' 
 'I wonder.' 
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 She looked away from me and fell silent a 
moment.  
 'He broke his left hand.' 
 'In an accident?' 
 'He banged it against a wall. He got frustrated 
when he missed out on a seat for the flight he wanted to 
book.' 
 'He'll be okay,' she added, noting my expression. 
'He's like that. He gets annoyed and lashes out. Doesn't 
everyone from time to time?' 
 I said nothing in response. 
 'But he hits out at things rather than other 
people and then hurts himself. You see how much he 
needs me?' 
 She mused further. The tape we had been 
listening to wound to the end of the spool and the play 
button rose with a click. The shrill creaking of cicadas 
counterpointed the silence.  
 'I liked what Margaret said about anger at our 
meeting. Do you remember? If I heard her right, she said 
to own up to your anger and not be afraid of it. That's 
something I could learn.' 
 'It was a good comment,' I said. 'I couldn't think 
of much to say because I don't have a problem with 
anger.' 
 'It's extraordinary to hear someone say that, 
someone not much older than me.' 
 Once more she spoke of Albert. 
 'I talked to Jayne about him or rather she talked 
to me. But it wasn't necessary. As if we're going to do 
anything in front of the residents. We're like Clare and 
Aaron, I told her. She should be able to see that, 
considering the relationship she's in.' 
 'Maybe. But you'll have a hard time convincing 
some of the other people in the community. An 
unmarried couple isn't quite the same.' 
 'Perhaps we'll get married in the Deep South!' 
 I laughed. 
 'We could marry soon. I've relied on him in 
everything. The one time I took heroin I was more scared 
than I'd ever been. I wouldn't have done it had he not 
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promised to stay by my side in case I freaked out. Is that 
how they say it? I didn't know how I'd react.' 
 'Aren't you playing with fire?' 
 I elaborated on my misgivings when Daniela did 
not understand the expression. 
 'I don't believe they're stronger than me,' she 
said. 'I don't want them to be and with heroin it was only 
the once.' 
 
 Katarina and I kept each other company on the 
night Daniela entertained Peter for the second time. Her 
visitor had still to arrive when we left her to her own 
devices at nine o'clock, wandering direct to the 
apartment.  

Katarina had become less self-conscious about 
her English and though we aimed to watch one of the 
German language films I had borrowed from the library, 
the tape sat idle in the machine for more than an hour 
while we made conversation.  

'No matter how long I live I'll never be as without 
fear as Daniela. As long as we've known each other, she's 
been like that. She tries things she's never done before or 
where there's uncertainty. But me?' 
 She exhaled long and loud.  

'I wouldn't lose sleep over it,' I said. 'If you were 
alike in every way you mightn't be the friends you are.' 
 'I try to be more spon … ' 
 'Spontaneous?' 
 ' … spontaneous but I almost never enter 
situations where I can't see the end.' 
 Katarina laughed at a number of bleakly 
humorous moments in the first twenty minutes of the 
film but then began dozing by my side. At the end, when 
I stood up, I heard her stir as if from a deep sleep. 
Murmuring an apology for her inattentiveness, she 
disappeared into the bedroom closest to where we'd been 
sitting.  

Her door opened minutes later and she 
reappeared clad in a nightgown. I had returned to the 
couch and begun dwelling not on the subject matter of 
the film but on what she had said, the glimpse she had 
given me of her soul. The sight of her standing there, 
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open and defenseless, rent my heart. I stood up at once 
and took her in my arms. 
 
 Late the next morning, I shared brunch with 
Katarina and Daniela. For a quarter of an hour, my 
companions talked to each other in German. Katarina 
drew to the close of the interval with tears streaming 
down her cheeks.  
 'She's crazy,' Daniela remarked, shaking her 
head. 
 We went our separate ways until early in the 
evening when we drove to the cinema complex Daniela 
and I had visited a short time ago. On this occasion less 
coercion needed to be applied and I sat through the long 
movie - an epic Hollywood disaster flick complete with 
downbeat conclusion - with greater tolerance than 
Daniela. 
 For the first half hour, children scampered up 
and down the aisles to either side of the main block of 
seating. Their noise all but obliterated the soundtrack. 
But once they quietened down they were drawn into the 
suspenseful narrative. During the finale, I stole a glance 
at Katarina. 
 No matter how she tried she could not stem the 
flow of tears. For the second time in the space of hours, I 
caught sight of them cascading down her face. Every 
time she blinked her eyes more tears spilled off the long 
lashes and traced an irregular line either side of her 
nose. 
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Four 
 
 Daniela had alerted us of her Sunday objective: 
more time with Peter. Katarina and I set off for Gulf 
Shores in the middle of the afternoon. The intermittent 
showers we drove through, as near to our destination as 
three or four miles away, did not augur well for a trip to 
the beach. However, within the blink of an eye the skies 
brightened.  
 The muted light accentuated the golden hue the 
sun at this latitude had brought to Katarina's skin in 
less than three weeks. We lay side-by-side on the sand, 
close enough for our shoulders to touch when either of 
us moved. She went on entrusting me with revelations 
about herself and her life in Germany. 'My mother 
did not love me,' she said. 'I don't believe she wanted a 
child but I came along to spoil things.' 

She spoke matter-of-factly. 
 'She turned forty-five this year, just twenty-one 
years older than me.' 
 'She was a young mother.' 
 'Not so young for women of her generation.' 
 'Did she feel she lost … her youth on you?' 
 'I don't know. I was closer to my father. But he 
died when I was five and my grandfather took the role of 
father figure in my life. My mother's father that is. He 
was so strict with me. So strict.' 
 She perused a German language novel for half an 
hour before removing her glasses and dropping off to 
sleep. Lost to the world for a considerable time, she 
wakened when I leaned over and brushed my lips against 
hers. She resumed reading, happy to stay at the beach 
longer. In the meantime, the sun held its own against 
the cloud cover in the western corner of the sky.    
 'I can hear my colleagues when I go back to work. 
You're so brown, they'll say.' 
 We had driven most of the way home. 
 'You have been transformed,' I said. 
 Later, she alluded to her teary-eyed reaction to 
the movie the night before. She felt chagrined to have 
been taken in, as she described it, by a mere play of 
shadow and light.  
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But as often as she reminded herself of the 
illusion of cinema, she could never refrain from weeping 
when exposed to the spectacle of tragic love. I left her at 
the driveway of Unity House, this time holding her and 
accepting her kiss without any of the tired uncertainty of 
the weekend before.  
 

Aside from a visit in the middle of the next day, I 
did not see her again until the following Thursday. The 
intervening days she passed in New Orleans with the two 
students. Like Katarina, they would soon bring their 
time in the country to a close. 
 She wanted to spend one hundred dollars or 
more of her remaining funds on clothes, an item less 
expensive in the United States than in her country. 
Daniela and I accompanied her to the Bel Air Mall on 
Thursday and I returned there with Katarina for three 
hours on Friday.  
 When she had had her fill of department stores, 
we made a last minute decision to drive to Fairhope. The 
storm-laden, gray skies of the morning had still to 
dissipate but we took our chances on the vista in the 
east, not as low or intimidating as the clouds to the 
north. 
 The clearer conditions at Magnolia Beach 
vindicated our decision. While wading in the shallows, I 
inquired about the scratches or bite marks on her skin, 
near where her neck curved into her shoulder.  

Katarina explained she had discovered them the 
morning after a game of truth or dare. She and the 
students had passed the time engaged in this and like 
pursuits at the suggestion of a group of people they met 
in New Orleans. 
 'It's stupid of me, I know,' she said. 'I'm not a 
teenager.' 
 I went on treading water nearby. Every once in a 
while I took one or both of her hands in mine or brushed 
her hip or waist with my fingertips.  
 'I'd like to go under,' she said, making a diving 
gesture. 'But I'm afraid I'll lose my contacts and without 
them I'm blind.' 
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 'I wouldn't think you'd have trouble finding 
replacements in Jena.' 
 As soon as she caught on to my oblique 
reference, she laughed.  

'Yes. The masters of optical technology.' 
I stamped my feet on the muddy bottom and 

watched two dark patches waft towards the surface. We 
left the water and lay on the sand, as we had done at 
Gulf Shores the previous Sunday. 
 'I've done things on this vacation I've never done. 
But I don't know if I've changed.' 
 'Soon you'll be home,' I said, a moment later. 
 'A side of me would like to stay longer but then I 
think it's right to go now. My problems will be the same, 
with my mother and my job. I spend all day at the 
hospital trying to find solutions to people's difficulties or 
commiserating with them. But half the time I can’t get 
my mind off my own troubles.' 
 'Could you work less?' 
 'I doubt I could support myself. A social worker in 
the former GDR doesn't make a lot of money.' 
 'Be yourself,' I said, following a silence. 'Even if it 
means going against the grain. And don't compare 
yourself with anyone. There'll always be some better or 
worse off.' 
 'If only I knew who this person was,' she said, 
touching her breast. 'But I hope I can begin living in a 
more balanced way.' 
 Over the weekend Daniela suffered a relapse. 
Waning anew under the impact of a cold and respiratory 
ailment, she had no desire to socialize on either evening. 
But she called me during the break on Monday and 
immediately handed the phone to Katarina. Her last day 
in the country had arrived and she wished to borrow a 
bicycle accumulating rust and cobwebs in a corner of the 
Esperanza House garage. 
 We met again in the evening. Katarina had had 
her work cut out attending to packing and other 
pretravel concerns but kept an hour free for a drink on 
the veranda. Having become familiar with her music 
tastes, I made a gift of a tape I thought she might enjoy.  
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She sounded more hopeful for her future than at 
any other time over the previous month. The fact uplifted 
me and when our hour together ended and she melted 
into the darkness of the street tears welled into my eyes. 
  
 I thought of Katarina as the orphan child of her 
upbringing. The idea predominated over the next days, 
infiltrating the mysterious armor plate of my dreams. Yet 
all stood in this relation to their culture and 
environment. Those of us born in the Dominican 
Republic provided a case in point. 
 I had the opportunity to speak in greater detail 
with Aaron about the more recent history of my country. 
I referred to the partitioning in 1697, the ceding of the 
western part of Hispaniola to the French at the Peace of 
Ryswick. Thus, a new country, Haiti, arrived on the 
world stage. 
 Less than one hundred years later, Spain yielded 
the entire island to the French, who proclaimed their 
independence in 1809 and again in 1821. The Haitians 
invaded the eastern part in the first years of the century 
and made a second incursion years later. Their 
occupation lasted until 1844, when Juan Pablo Duarte 
defeated the Haitians and proclaimed the independence 
of the Dominican Republic. 
 Over a fourteen-year period no less than nine 
presidents held office. A shaky autonomy persisted three 
more years until the Spanish regained sovereignty in 
1861, initiating a second colonial period. This lasted 
until 1865, the year of Spain's definitive expulsion. But a 
legacy of disharmony could not be reversed and between 
1865 and 1916 thirty-seven presidents rose to power. 
 The new century repeated the pattern but with 
new faces in the leading role. United States auditors took 
control of customs in 1907 and nine years later 
American marines invaded, the last of them departing in 
1930. The chief of the newly created National Guard, 
General Rafael Leónidas Trujillo, then governed as a 
dictator until his assassination in 1961. 
 Simmering tensions exploded on his death. Direct 
American intervention occurred a second time in 1965 
during a period of economic stagnation and massive 
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external debt. In reality, the blend of a stagnant 
economy, external debt, military coups, internal 
leadership fights and dictatorship had been the hallmark 
of the Dominican Republic since the mid-nineteenth 
century proclamation of independence. 
 On the eve of a new millennium, rural areas, the 
southwest in particular, remained underpopulated and 
underdeveloped. Bauxite, gold and other natural 
resources did not exist in sufficient abundance to make 
the country self-reliant, leading to too great a 
dependence on agriculture. A small white oligarchy 
imposed itself on the majority, comprised for the most 
part of mulattos and Negroes.  
 My entry into this hybrid world came at a time 
when the picture looked rosier. The price of sugar, coffee 
and other primary products like bauxite ascended to a 
new high. But the bust followed in due course and the 
funds borrowed in the years of soaring confidence could 
not be repaid.  
 The casual visitor might never imagine a dearth 
of rice, corn, beans, yucca, yams, sweet oranges, 
aguacate, mango, platanos, cacao and tobacco. They 
symbolized the country in the same way as the palm 
trees, snakes, iguanas, lizards, salamanders, alligators 
and birds like parrots, quail, ducks, turtledove and royal 
heron.  
 But we had next to no energy sources. Coal and 
petrol had to be imported and the flow of people to the 
cities went on unabated. Whenever I examined the wall 
map at Esperanza, I realized few countries or continents 
had not been overrun by conquerors hell bent on pillage. 
Everywhere, native populations had been snuffed out 
and the children learnt the history and languages of the 
plunderers.    
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Part Seven / Daniela 
One 
 
 How emotional you became when I saw you off 
last Tuesday. Remember I'll be back before the end of 
September, a period bound to fly by. The day after you 
left, when my neck began aching like hell, Albert called 
to say he'd had an operation on his hand. But I'm 
expecting him Tuesday all the same and shall drive out 
to Pensacola to meet his plane. 
 Because I've been fully booked up, as Juan put it, 
I haven't seen him on my balcony for two weeks. But he 
joined me at the house for a light lunch on Thursday. I'm 
sure you'll think it does not concern me, but I asked him 
what he felt for you. 

He confirmed my hunch. I knew you would fall 
for each other. I'm not surprised in the least. Juan 
looked perplexed when I asked him what he planned 
with regard to you. I can't remember the exact words he 
used in response, but I insisted he would never reach 
you just as you'll never reach Eduard.  

Afterwards, I wondered if I hadn't talked out of 
turn. We met again Saturday and discussed other 
things. He didn't seem put out or resentful but once 
more I had the feeling I may have misjudged him.  

Yesterday morning the Dodge and the Honda sat 
idle in the parking space next to Cana House. They had 
been signed out but no one came to take them. I 
should've gone ahead and borrowed one or the other. It 
would've been more productive than sitting twiddling my 
thumbs. When I uttered a tirade about thoughtlessness, 
Juan looked at me as if he fears I'm burning out.  

I received someone new on my balcony this week. 
Douglas, the one whose eyes you commented on. We had 
a multilayered discussion. Sometime last year a teenage 
girl from the Midwest joined the community. They felt a 
mutual attraction but thought it best to keep their 
relationship hush hush. 

Of course, these things have a way of surfacing. 
In this instance, it happened in an unusual manner. The 
girl used to visit Douglas at Esperanza during the middle 
of the day respite, slipping off her shoes and leaving 
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them by his bedroom door. This went on for weeks until 
Jayne appeared at the house unannounced early one 
afternoon.  

She must have glimpsed the shoes at the 
threshold and then listened hard and picked up the 
sound of them laughing and talking in the bedroom. 
Before the week ended, she conferred with Douglas. She 
probed him as to whether anyone had anything to be 
concerned about with respect to him and the girl. 

Strictly speaking, a male and a female caregiver 
can't be alone in the same bedroom in this community, 
unless they are married. Have you ever heard anything 
more absurd? But after being reminded of the fact, 
Douglas kept his distance from the girl. She returned 
home after two months. 

Can a forty-two-year-old man have a relationship 
with a nineteen-year-old girl, Douglas asked me. If they 
are of the one mind, a marked difference in ages needn't 
matter, I answered. But what good does hearing it do 
him now? 

Douglas brought a photograph album with him. 
He let me flick through it. Grinning, he explained the 
who and what of each shot. Despite his congeniality, I 
kept thinking a person's life couldn't be encapsulated in 
a collection of photographs. 

 
I have a few minutes before I leave to pick up 

Albert. Juan and I had a long visit last night. Both of us 
agree on the pointlessness of lamenting steps taken or 
not taken. This can blind individuals to opportunities in 
front of them. 

We also talked about growing old. If one, with 
good grace, accepts what life has to offer, not excluding 
the hardships, growing old will never be viewed as a 
tragedy, according to Juan. I hope I'm able to see it in 
this light when I reach a mature age! 

 
When we met at the airport Albert and I dropped 

everything and kissed and hugged. Of course he couldn't 
squeeze me too tight because of his poor, stricken hand. 
The fear of the past two weeks dissolved in a moment 
and I felt released from my conflicting emotions. 
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How terrible it would've been if I'd let myself fall 
head over heels for Peter. How would I have explained 
this to Albert? How could I have looked him in the eye 
and told him my heart had gone to another? What a 
pittance our struggles and the years together would've 
amounted to then. 

The past week and a half has been a time of 
catching up. Albert and I have not been out of each 
other's sight. You know how much I appreciated the 
photographs you brought with you, the ones you took 
the night before I stumbled aboard the bus to Leipzig, 
flustered and disheveled in the rain, and from there flew 
west.  

I treasured most the shot of Albert and me 
kissing. I taped it to my wall and studied it every night 
before turning in. In this way, I could better imagine his 
kisses and our lovemaking and the pangs of loneliness 
lost their edge. Needless to say, we've been discreet. 
Before the residents, we're a model couple of whom 
Jayne would be proud! 

I introduced Albert and Juan last Wednesday and 
we got together Sunday evening. Juan described it as a 
warm rider to a long day. Those are his exact words. We 
sat out on the balcony for more than four hours and 
until I grew somnolent I translated everything the two of 
them said for the other's benefit. 

The next morning, together with Juan and two 
recently arrived caregivers, we visited Will's former home. 
I didn’t like the atmosphere. Too many people milling 
around and too few staff supervising them. The time-out 
rooms unnerved me though sending a misbehaving 
resident to their room or another house amounts to more 
or less the same thing when I think about it. 

Out front of the administrative building 
something bizarre happened. From a way off, a black 
man began blundering towards us. At first, everyone 
thought he intended to enter the building though the 
closer he came the less likely this seemed.  

A blank acrimony in his eyes leapt out at us but 
still no one expected him to throw his weight around in 
the way he did. Right to the last second we lingered in 
the state of suspended animation disbelief can generate. 
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I shied away but too late to evade the rampant fists. No 
sooner did he appear than he staggered toward another 
part of the grounds. 

I uttered not a word on the drive back to the 
house. I sat in the rear of the van, my head in Albert's 
lap, smarting from the shock of the incident. Earlier, 
Juan had suggested we pile into the Dodge on our return 
and spend an hour or more at Dauphin Island. The clear 
weather of the early morning had held and no trace 
could be seen of the storm activity often in evidence 
around midday. 

The idea had appealed to me but I lost all thought 
of it sitting with my head against Albert’s lap. He 
caressed my hair with one hand and my back, shoulder 
and arm with the other. I felt better by the time we 
reached Unity House but made no effort to acknowledge 
the goodbyes of the others. 
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Two 
  
 Rob flew to Switzerland days ago to be with 
Sophie, the girl I told you about. Until I received the 
news, I had my doubts. Three or more weeks have gone 
by since I sat and had a good talk with him, but I 
thought his enthusiasm for her might've cooled by now. 
He'll be finding out for himself how much more awkward 
a relationship with a lover can be living under the same 
roof as the parents.  

Juan drove him to the airport. The subject of Rob 
and Sophie has never interested him much as a talking 
point. I think he considers it none of his business. But 
he believes we've seen the last of Rob though the 
community has paid for his return airfare. When I asked 
him what grounds he based this on, he couldn't or 
wouldn't say. 

Since my last letter, Albert and I have visited 
Pensacola, among other places. We attended a concert at 
an auditorium near the interstate. Beforehand, we 
stopped at the beach for an hour. Albert went giddy with 
excitement, as if he'd never been near the ocean and 
removed his clothes in a flash.  

I laughed at the sight of him and the way he 
marched to the waterline, emitted a war cry and flung 
himself headfirst. Warm, salty air has the same 
enlivening effect on him as it does me, it would appear. 
We Germans don't experience much of it in our lives, 
let's face it. 

It might interest you to know I never found the 
bikini I hunted high and low for. How frustrating. My 
campaign extended as far afield as Biloxi, the Mississippi 
coastal town with all those casinos in the midst of miles 
and miles of white sand beaches.  

It may be popular with parasailors - Albert and I 
watched them glide over the water one afternoon - but I 
couldn't find a bikini I'd dare show myself in. Every one I 
tried on embarrassed me up top or down below. The fact 
would concern me less if I possessed your shape but I've 
decided I'll make do with my old-fashioned suit. 

My teeth bothered me all day long in Pensacola. 
On and off over the past year, one tooth in particular has 
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caused me pain. Alas, I found out the reason when I 
consulted a dentist Friday morning. I'm in desperate 
need of a root canal. 

If you have no idea what I'm talking about I can 
relate. When the white-coated doctor swiveled the 
intimidating beam out of my eyes and gave me the news I 
too had to ask him to please explain. Not to beat about 
the bush, when a tooth decays to the extent of needing a 
root canal it means trouble. An ordinary filling won't 
make any difference. 

For someone with a phobia about dentists and 
their stainless steel arsenal - going back to childhood - 
the expectation of a root canal turns my stomach. 
Furthermore, I'm disgusted to think one of my teeth has 
rotted down to the root.  

I'll attend to the problem back home. I have no 
choice. The community provides minimal dental coverage 
and a root canal can cost hundreds of dollars depending 
on the degree of complication. I have the time constraint 
to bear in mind too. Days after Albert leaves I board a 
flight for the northeast. 

Something's always happening to me, to be sure! 
If I could roll with the punches with the aplomb of 
certain people I could name. I realize a blow, whether a 
glancing one or one with the potential to knock the living 
daylights out of the person on the receiving end, might 
be a blessing in disguise. But I can't yet relate the fact to 
my life. When things don't go how I want them to … well, 
you know how I react. 

Albert, Juan and I had another sublime evening 
on my balcony. It came at the close of a day when the 
pain in my mouth troubled me worse than ever. In the 
special ambience, it lost its sting and when I bid 
goodnight to Albert and Juan they had me believing in 
the power of positive thought. They convinced me I could 
minimize the pain, if not override it altogether, by 
harnessing the right attitude.  

Curious as to how their conversation would flow 
without my presence, I requested the balcony door be left 
ajar. They made do with the hodgepodge of languages, to 
their credit. But they've developed a rapport and the 
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absence of a common tongue will not stand in the way 
for long when a connection exists.  

I'll next write you from a cottage on the western 
shore of the bay, owned by an elderly lady, a longtime 
friend of the community. Albert and I have been given 
the go-ahead to stay there for three days later in the 
week. We're hoping Juan will favor us with his presence 
on Thursday.     

 
We set off on Tuesday morning. I followed the 

interstate to the exit we use for Dauphin Island. We 
hadn't long been on Dauphin Island Parkway when I 
made a left turn on to an unmade stretch of road. It 
wound past properties to either side before dead-ending 
at a gate.  

Corinne, the owner, had made a note of the 
directions. I glanced at them again to erase any doubt. 
Yes, we had arrived at the correct gate. Wire rubbed 
against hinges and made an audible squeal when Albert 
opened it and again when he closed it in my wake.  

Corinne's cottage stood on the grassy area in 
front of us. Beyond, the ground followed a gentle decline 
to the bay. A pier extended over the water a distance of 
at least a hundred meters.  

Its construction and the sheltered area at the end 
with the bare wooden seating around the circumference 
brought to mind the pier at the camping area where we 
went on retreat in the spring.  

What a wonderful three days we had. Our trips 
had been good but what a difference when you can be 
with your man without having to rush hither and 
thither. I wanted this time now because he'll be back at 
his job in Berlin when I return home. 

There are four bedrooms in the cottage and 
plenty of foldout couches and the like. They convert into 
beds with deft maneuvers and serve the purpose when a 
large group comes to stay.  

According to Corinne, the cottage receives a 
constant flow of visitors year round, comprised in the 
main of family and friends. I admire the woman's spirit 
of magnanimity. If I were ever to own a place like this, I'd 
hope to be as generous.  
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On one side, the side facing the road and the 
properties to the west, you have the standard wide 
veranda. On the other side, an enclosed area serves as a 
dining room and recreation room. In lieu of windows, 
screens in the upper part woven with tightly meshed wire 
permit air but block access to flies and mosquitoes.  

Albert and I passed more time in this part of the 
cottage than we did on the veranda but more still at the 
end of the pier. The weather has lost none of the sultry 
feel you experienced during your visit and we took the 
sun daily, ever heedful of the increasing drum roll of 
thunderclouds.  

Not a soul disturbed the stillness if you discount 
the occasional boatman holding a northerly or southerly 
course in the middle reaches of the bay. When the sun 
shone bright, we removed everything, to enable those 
parts of our bodies hidden from the elements by 
necessity in the wider world to feel its loving goodness. 

'We've company,' I said to Albert, early on 
Thursday afternoon. 

We had advanced halfway along the pier when I 
noticed the car at the gate. Shortly thereafter, Juan 
approached with deliberate step. His greeting possessed 
the warmth I had come to expect of him. He directed a 
few words in German to Albert, as he had done all the 
time of late. I'm sure the gesture, minor though it may 
be, goes down well.     

We showed him around and indicated a place for 
him to bed down for the night. Clouds out of the 
southeast thickened by the minute and the afternoon 
drew in but prospective rain did nothing to tamper with 
our buoyant spirits. 

We preceded Juan down the pier and alternated 
snatches of conversation with periods of silence when we 
listened for the ripple of the water, or the breeze, or the 
chug of a motorboat. 

'How relaxed you looked,' said Juan, honoring me 
with his smile.  

I'm sure the dope I had smoked contributed! 
Juan had a puff or two every time Albert and I offered 
him something. But again I sensed he took what we 
handed him more out of politeness than need or desire. I 
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don't need anything to feel okay, he'd remarked one day 
when I pressed him.  

Lightning and peals of thunder came nearer. 
However, not one of us suggested we scurry for shelter. 
On the contrary, we felt fortunate to be in possession of 
box seats at nature's play. When the initial cloudburst 
intensified we made haste, running as fast as our 
sandaled feet could carry us over the damp boards.  

We reached the cottage, hair plastered to our 
scalps, and surveyed the scene from the vantage point of 
the screened-off area. Mouth agape, Albert watched the 
gradual overturning of nature's wrath before excusing 
himself to go and prepare a bite to eat. 

'Before I know it, you'll be gone,' said Juan. 
He meant, I think, not my imminent three-week 

trip to the northeast but rather my ultimate departure. 
When I return to the city from New York it will be for no 
more than two nights.    

'You won't lose me.'  
He made no comment. I could tell he did not 

doubt my sincerity. But he appeared less sure of my 
ability to be true to my word once I reacquainted myself 
with the familiar substance of home. Albert rejoined us, 
bringing three full plates, and commented between 
mouthfuls how wonderful life could be at times. 

'Most of the time,' qualified Juan. 
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Three 
 
 Our idyll ended Friday morning. Albert and I saw 
Juan on his way but postponed our departure as long as 
we could. Neither of us relished the idea of leaving 
behind our solitary togetherness. We returned to 
civilization via Bayou La Batre and Grand Bay, to make 
the wrench less overpowering.  
 These three weeks have added a new lease of life 
to our relationship. I did not regard it as wanting for 
such but it has proved a boon in many ways, some 
unexpected.  

Maybe, within, I might acknowledge a fear of a 
relationship's becoming mundane. But my aversion to 
the commonplace may encompass every avenue of life. 
Are the drugs an attempt to blot it out? At what cost, I 
wonder. A fresh wad of blotting paper fast becomes 
speckled with the ink soaked off the page. 
 Juan invited Albert and me to supper at 
Esperanza House on Friday night. While telling everyone 
about my travels, it occurred to me I hadn't finalized the 
arrangements, either for my trip north or my flight to 
Germany. I hope I’ll find a seat available on Wednesday, 
the twenty-third. 
 I won't be able to do anything this weekend. 
Albert and I plan another visit to Pensacola. I'll have to 
make the time next week, in between the chores and 
other routines at the house - my last working week in 
the community. How typical of me to leave everything till 
the last minute but with Albert here I've not had a 
moment to spare. 
 No one could accuse the Esperanza residents of 
keeping their thoughts to themselves! Dean approached 
the table in an unruly mood. When he picked up the 
plate Douglas set before him, I thought he intended to 
Frisbee it across the table. He peered at all of us with 
hostility, rotated his head back and forth and uttered uh 
oh or no in time to the movements.     
 Douglas censured him in a stentorian tone and 
Juan removed his plate, mug and cutlery until he eased 
into a more compliant frame of mind. If you don’t eat 
your main course, you don't get any ice cream, Douglas 
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told him. As it happened, I had far from a hearty appetite 
and left my vegetables untouched. I hope I'm allowed ice 
cream, I said.  

My comment elicited smiles. You can have 
anything you want, replied Juan. At his place, Dean 
personified a state of quietude. The whining had given 
way to fetching smiles and heartfelt love yous. April 
spoon-fed him with tenderness and assiduousness.  

 
 I depart for the north first thing in the morning. 
My travel plans fell into place with uncanny ease in the 
middle of the week. But I'll admit to nostalgia for 
thinking this is my last night out here on the balcony, 
absorbing the aroma of light, warm rain and damp grass.  

The Lithuanian caregiver who joined the team 
last month will shift into the room this weekend. I 
encouraged her by waxing lyrical about the advantages 
of the living space as well as the balcony and the steps 
leading up to it. Twice when Juan called over recent 
weeks she took the air with us for twenty minutes. 
 Juan could not spare the time to pop in tonight. 
Esperanza accepted a newcomer days ago, a giant of a 
man from Africa, and Juan didn't think it fair to leave 
him alone at the house given his inexperience. 
Nonetheless, I'll see him bright and early.  

After supper I called at the other houses. To 
think, less than five months have elapsed since the late 
afternoon I did the circuit of Esperanza, La Roche and 
Cana alongside Juan, Wes and Penny. For the first time, 
I thought how much I had changed in this period.  
 I gained a lot from the discussions I had with 
Penny on the veranda. She never tired of exclaiming the 
residents didn't want us to feel sorry for them. But I 
can't help feeling sorrow on their behalf and the absence 
of choice in their lives. I know they're allowed to choose 
whom to invite for their birthday meal, to cite one 
example, but choices concerning life direction are 
another thing. 
 When it comes to someone like TJ, I’m of the 
opinion we're doing him a disservice. I think it takes a 
specific personality type to measure up in a community 
year after year. He never ceases nit-picking or griping. 
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He may have been happy enough years ago but those 
days are gone. Still, no one has stood up on his behalf or 
taken decisive steps to discover an alternative living 
arrangement. 
 Juan voiced his dread of the morning. He could 
foresee the moment when he would come by, now less 
than six hours away. It won't be light but he'll have no 
trouble finding his way to Airport Boulevard because he 
has transported arriving or returning travelers, 
community members, guests and visitors, with the 
diligence of a paid chauffeur.  
 He intends to wait in the car park at the airport 
while my flight taxies on the tarmac, gathers speed and 
lifts off. I see him holding out until nothing remains of 
my leave-taking but a wispy tail of translucent haze in 
the near distance. His fidelity could not fail to touch a 
chord though I stressed it would behoove him to return 
to bed at Esperanza.  
 
 By way of an afterthought - on board the plane. I 
meant to respond to what you shared with me in your 
last letter. I'm proud of you, encouraged by your 
willingness to change and thereby accomplish things 
regarded till now as out of reach.  
 Juan believes the sole limitations we have are 
those we impose on ourselves. Imagine how much more 
we would gamble and win if we lived in accordance. The 
world would bend to our will and we would stamp out 
the paralyzing recipe for inertia: our conviction of 
haplessness in the face of mysterious, unknown forces. 
 You found the jazz band to your liking, not least 
the guy at the drum kit! Nothing could've been more 
natural than seeking him out backstage after the show, 
engaging him in conversation and inviting him for a 
drink. I applaud you because it took courage. Do you see 
now how effortless life can be?  
 If you'd not stepped across the line, the one 
you've always imagined to be in front of you, you might 
now be regretting the missed opportunity. I know well 
enough there've been instances when my impulsiveness 
has bordered on the reckless but I would rather take a 
chance than hover in the wings all my life.  
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Continue approaching guys whose looks send 
your heart aflutter, enroll in the Greek dancing classes, 
do the other things you've effused about, and see if you 
don't enjoy life more. Remember, most people would 
achieve beyond their imaginings if they feared less and 
trusted themselves more. I sound like Juan! 
 I've enjoyed corresponding with you, the sending 
and receiving. But I guess this will be the last. I'll post it 
as soon as I can. I'm not expecting I'll find the time to 
write between now and when I fly home. Till September 
then. I send you my love. 
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Four 
 
 Juan wrapped me in his arms and squeezed me 
tight at the airport.   

'So which is best?' he asked. 'North or south?' 
 'The south.' 
 We salvaged my luggage and I gabbed without 
drawing breath on the drive back to town. I identified the 
highlights of my three weeks away but bounced from day 
to day, incident to incident, without rhyme or reason. 
Somehow, I managed not to lose Juan in the mix. He 
knows me well enough by now not to be disconcerted by 
my contrariness. 
 'Do you have time to come to my balcony? My 
former balcony, I should say.' 
 'I'd love to,' Juan replied. 'But what about 
Natasha?' 
 'Before I left I asked if I could have this night. I 
pleaded for this night! She said okay and she'll have 
gone to the apartment by now.' 
 Juan returned to Esperanza House. After nine 
o'clock - I'd been on the balcony a while - I heard his 
footsteps ascending the stairs.  

'It was a great trip,' I said, summing up what I'd 
told him at the airport and in the car. 
 'You must try and see the north while you're 
here,' I added, further memories becoming unleashed in 
my mind. 
 'The Big Apple is everything it's made out to be?' 
 'It's much more,' I answered, smiling. 'For the 
first time I tried cocaine.' 
 I described the circumstances on the night when 
I experimented with the demon. Regardless of the glitter, 
I hastened to confirm my preference for the south over 
northern metropolises like New York or Boston. The 
three weeks had given me a taste of another side of the 
country but affirmed my predilection for the southern 
lifestyle. 
 'Now I can better understand people who live 
their lives going from one part of a country to another. 
Or one part of the world to another. Living a year or two 
here, a year or two there. I find the idea refreshing.' 
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 I turned to Juan. 
 'What's the latest with you? Are you going to visit 
your family?' 
 'Very soon.' 
 'How long will you be gone?' 
 'Two weeks, if everything goes to plan.' 
 A regular cigarette dangled from the fingers of my 
right hand. As I pointed out to Juan, my supply of dope 
had been exhausted in New York City and I had not had 
the foresight to set aside a stash for my return. 
 'You're not about to suffer a withdrawal?' asked 
Juan. 
 I laughed. In the car I had made a fleeting 
reference to my visit with Des at his parent's home in 
Virginia. With the evening winding down, I knew I could 
postpone the subject no longer. 
 'Des is not with the Jesuits anymore.' 
 Juan's expression did not alter. Had he half-
expected it? 
 'What are his plans?' 
 'I think he's going to teach.' 
 'You don't sound overjoyed. I thought you would 
be.' 
 'It's something positive. Yes.' 
 'But?' 
 'It's difficult for me to say this but to you I will. 
When he picked me up at La Guardia, he made it plain 
he wanted to talk to me about something. I already knew 
of his decision and I was thrilled.' 
 I continued, a quake in my voice.  
 'I thought he was about to tell me he loved me. 
I'm sure you can imagine how I felt about that. Already 
on the tip of my tongue was the reply rehearsed months 
ago.' 
 Juan heard me out in an absorbed silence. At his 
place a matter of feet away, the emotion roused in him 
became concentrated in his lips, pursed under the cover 
of semi-darkness. 
 'Whatever it was couldn't wait. We were an hour 
from his parent's place when Des left the interstate and 
drove into the parking lot of one of those chain 
restaurants lining the interstates everywhere. We bought 
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foul-tasting coffee and sat facing each other at a 
nondescript table. 
 'What he had to tell me was far from what I 
expected to hear. He told me he is homosexual. For five 
minutes I couldn't move. I sat listening to mindless 
repetitive noises coming from a toy-dispensing machine 
by the front entrance.  

'People were gathered three deep around it, 
itching for the chance to deposit quarters in the slot. You 
can then have a try at one of the prizes, furry toys of 
multiple shapes, sizes and colors. Leaving that horrible 
place with Des, I felt indignant, enraged. But, above all, I 
thought: so that was why I felt secure with him!' 
  Juan laughed, an infectious laugh I couldn't 
resist. When we recovered ourselves, he proposed we 
undertake the trip from Fort Gaines to Fort Morgan the 
next day, my last in the country. I didn't see how I could.  

But he agreed to my countersuggestion. I want to 
visit a store on Airport Boulevard and purchase a bag for 
the collection of books, clothes and other paraphernalia 
amassed through these months. Juan will accompany 
me and afterwards we'll stop at the café adjacent.  
 Stacy and her daughter will pick me up at Unity 
House in the evening. Because Juan has been asked to 
spend tomorrow night at the house - covering for Jeffrey, 
away on vacation - I'll see him then too. But I'll unwind 
at Jerome and Stacy's and she'll transfer me to the 
airport Wednesday afternoon. 
 I want quality time with this couple before I go. I 
continue to see much of Albert and myself in them. The 
differences are skin deep; they have long, blond hair, 
southern accents and are tanned. I would rather not 
have to do this but I must face the likelihood of our not 
meeting again. 
 
 I'm lounging in the window seat of a plane 
cruising high above the Atlantic, gazing out at the indigo 
world. The captain has assured us a smooth transit most 
of the way to Frankfurt. I've lowered my tray table and 
jotted down random thoughts. I must make a point of 
telling Katarina what transpired at the airport.  
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I'd given up on Juan arriving in time when he 
appeared out of nowhere. I'd known in my heart he 
would make it for a last farewell but couldn't let go a 
nagging doubt till then. We filled the air with chat. My 
voice climbed an octave in an apparent struggle to be 
heard above the extraneous noise of the gate lounge. 
 During a pause, Juan handed me an assortment 
of photographs and an envelope containing a letter 
written the evening before. He suggested I leave reading 
the letter until airborne. The glossy prints, from the day 
of our Ship Island outing, I studied on the spot.  
 I cringed at the sight of myself in the one-piece 
I've worn now for countless seasons but, like a second 
skin, can't replace. On a repeat viewing, maybe they're 
not so bad and Albert, for one, will appreciate. I like most 
the photo of Katarina.  
 It features her in three quarter back view though 
she has turned her head toward the camera. A peaceable 
expression plays on her face and her gaze falls not on the 
lens but a point below it. I gather Juan called her from 
behind and caught her in the midst of turning. 
 Someone not familiar with the kind of bikini top 
she wears - strapless - could be forgiven for thinking she 
has shed all her clothes. The ambiguity adds to the 
appeal of the shot.  

Though she can be as critical of herself as I can 
be of myself, she could not help but like it. In years to 
come, she may hold it to the light and seeing her bare, 
brown shoulders, think back with fondness on the 
circumstances and the one with her at the time.  

I left my three companions. Waiting to hand over 
my boarding card, I glanced at Juan, Stacy and the girl 
and bit down on my bottom lip. Before the others 
vanished from my sight tears broke through in a trickle. 
My noble intentions then amounted to nothing. On 
board, the porthole window by my seat provided a 
glimpse of their waving hands. 
 
 Frankfurt can't be more than half an hour away. 
Day has dawned over continental Europe. Ten hours on 
the plane has done nothing but confirm my antipathy 
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toward flying, the impossible seats, food as bland as it 
comes and dank air comprised of Lord only knows what. 
 It might be wiser if I dismiss ideas of emulating 
the itinerants I've come to admire. Maybe Albert and I 
will settle down and live happily ever after, as they say, 
in Germany. In the former eastern sector of Berlin, for 
instance. I would not object if we did. 
 I've now read Juan's short letter, with its affecting 
declaration of joy at the fact of our having met, a number 
of times. You'll stay in my heart, he writes. I now know 
who he reminds me of. The young man, the mysterious 
visitor, in Teorema, one of the most remarkable films 
Katarina and I saw at the university. 
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Part Eight / Juan / Loretta / Daniela / 
Delgado 
One 
 
 So when are we going to hit the beach, I'd asked 
Leah in the kitchen at Esperanza House a week and a 
half before. In all truth, I'd not held out much hope. 
Despite having conferred about the idea for weeks, her 
busy schedule had intervened time after time. 
 Recalling this, Leah apologized. But she did not 
forget my entreaty and mentioned Wednesday of the last 
week of the month, the day before my departure for 
Miami, as the time most suitable for her. Revision for 
forthcoming exams demanded a considerable amount of 
commitment but she reckoned she could afford to goof-
off for one day. 
 I had in mind a visit to Dauphin Island or, if we 
made an early enough start, Gulf Shores on the other 
side of the bay. But when Daniela could not take me up 
on my suggestion of the Fort Gaines to Fort Morgan ferry 
crossing, I put the idea to Leah and found her receptive. 
 We started out on Friday in her Escort, following 
the same route I had covered many times with Daniela. 
Within half an hour, we sped on to the familiar parkway. 
I reflected on the area's colonial history.  

A short-lived colony, located somewhere on the 
shores of the bay to our left, predated the French 
colony's establishment in 1702 by one hundred and fifty 
years.  

How different things would have been had it 
survived. Pierre le Moyne sieur d'Iberville would never 
have dropped anchor off Dauphin Island in 1699. The 
cassette girls brought by ship from French convents to 
relieve the solitude of soldier-settlers at Fort Louis would 
have saved their music for other lonely hearts.  

The town would not have known of Fifise Langlois 
or been the glad recipient of her inspired move to import 
the azalea. What might have been Spanish at the 
commencement had, instead, flourished with a French 
imprint. 
 'Have you been watching the progress of the 
hurricane?' asked Leah. 
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 'When you've experienced as many as I have, 
they're no big deal,' I replied. 
 A gigantic storm had entered the Mexican Gulf in 
recent days, progeny of a tropical depression bred off the 
West African coast earlier in the month. It had 
sideswiped the Florida Keys, lost a significant amount of 
punch, but regained venom thereafter. For nigh on three 
weeks, it had deviated but degrees from a consistent 
west-northwest track. 
 'It's scary. Often they drift north and run out of 
gas. This one has other plans.' 
 'Back home we don't obsess on them - at least 
not until they're on the doorstep. They can take another 
direction. Let's enjoy the day.' 
 Leah smiled at me behind her dark glasses. I felt 
the marginally lighter, cooler air of early autumn as a 
relief after the rank heat of the summer now gone. Atop 
the bridge linking the mainland to the island, we drank 
in an unsurpassed vista of diaphanous water. Not a wisp 
of cloud streaked the horizon. 
 At the beach, Leah took to the water with aplomb, 
coming up for air after a protracted turn. Over the next 
half hour I admired her from the shore. Two or three 
times she called me to join her, but I desisted, averring I 
would swim at Gulf Shores. 
 'Are the fish doing all right?' I asked, when she 
left the water. 
 'They're happy.' 
 She dried out in next to no time beside me. In 
spite of myself, I dwelt on the tempest she had referred 
to, destined to soon eliminate traces of this serenity. I 
had lived through a number of hurricanes at home and 
never failed to notice a contrasting composure in the 
lead-up.  

We approached the bend leading to the ferry dock 
on the eastern extremity of the island. Beyond a turnoff 
to the Sea Lab and Estuarium, we paused at Fort 
Gaines. 

The old brick structure, together with its consort 
opposite, Fort Morgan, safeguarded the entrance to the 
bay during the civil war until a Union fleet brought off a 
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decisive victory. Eight months later Union forces 
captured the city of Mauvila.  

Fort Morgan stood at the far western end of the 
peninsula looping around and under the landmass on 
the other side of the bay. Our eastward path continued 
on a strip of land of similar dimensions to Dauphin 
Island.  
 'Any news from the students?' 
 'Not a word,' said Leah, a picture of vitality after 
her immersion. 
 'I would've thought they might send a postcard,' 
she added. 
 'Some will write. Some never will,' I said. ‘But how 
you welcomed them was wonderful.' 
 We remained east of the main stretch of beach, 
azure like the best beaches back home. To either side of 
us, nary a soul could be seen. This time I joined Leah in 
the crystalline element. Standing close by, I divined the 
progress of her evanescent figure beneath the surface, 
propelled by the unforced rhythm of her arms and legs.  

Moments later, treading water someway off, I 
noticed her disappear in a graceful duck dive. She 
surprised me when she resurfaced, laughing, inches 
away. I swept her off her feet and kissed her on the lips 
when her face came close on the reverse motion.  

On the drive home, she expressed a measure of 
perplexity in the face of a sentiment, uttered by her 
boyfriend when they last met, to the effect of her 
centrality in a life otherwise bereft. 

'Can the rest of your life be that bad, I asked 
him.'  

Malbis and Spanish Fort lay to the west. Night 
had prevailed and in the near distance the band of light 
from the car's headlamps mirrored our momentum. 

'He doesn’t sound sure of himself,' I said. 
Minutes later we roared on to the stretch of 

interstate extending over the water. 
'I guess everyone carries a certain amount of 

baggage,' I continued. 'But at the end of the day, you 
make do with the hand you're dealt.' 

'Maybe I need to learn to do the same,' I added, 
after a pause. 
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Get Ready, Mauvila, read the headline 

emblazoned across the front page of yesterday's paper. 
Yesterday turned out fine and hot, like in mid-summer, 
and this morning augured the same. But at two o'clock I 
showed my face on the front step and my hair, loose and 
combed to perfection after fifteen minutes before the 
mirror, stood on end like a flag. 

I took one look at the pale blue dome above and 
regained shelter. The wind hasn't let up since the early 
afternoon and now I lie in bed, wrapped from top to toe, 
scared half to death.  

It'll be like this into tomorrow, into the evening if 
it packs a wallop. The power has held. The red digits of 
my clock wink in collusion, but the rain has been coming 
down in sheets for three hours or more. 

According to the grave faced weatherman on the 
news, landfall looks probable at Biloxi. I'd be glued to the 
TV still, hungry for the updates, but Aaron switched off 
at eight thirty and, with a staid expression like the 
weatherman’s, recommended rest.  

He and Sarah intended to do likewise. Jessie and 
Lon called it a night at their regular hour. But we're 
missing one member of our family. Dan's mother brought 
him home Friday despite the dissent of her one and only.  

I can't sleep with the wind and rain battering the 
storm windows. What if they don't withstand it and the 
fury rushes in? And what of the other windows, 
reinforced with flimsy tape? But were the night clear and 
calm, I couldn't sleep, not with the pounding in my head. 

At Wednesday's dance, I took the floor. Ivan 
wouldn't accept no for an answer. I blushed clear 
through to the roots the first time he bumped his hips 
against mine but that didn't stop him. When he cornered 
me later, the languorous voice and accent, his eyes, 
entranced.        

He said things about Juan. He asked whether 
he'd felt my breasts or butt or kissed me. The more 
insistent Ivan became the more plausible the ideas 
appeared until, blinking tears, I said Juan had done 
those things. Jayne and Josh would hear about it, Ivan 
decided.  
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I hadn't known what I'd been saying. Juan had 
never handled my breasts or butt - the places I'd been 
told no one should touch me, ever. Nor had we kissed - 
on the cheek doesn't count. I didn't want to cause him 
trouble. I loved him. 

I wanted to retract it all. I wanted the controversy 
to die on the vine, for all to revert to how it had been 
before Ivan plunked evil in my brain. But he accosted 
Jayne the next morning and she dropped in, red around 
the forehead, temples and gills, an hour after I reached 
home yesterday. 

As late as the morning, I saw myself breaking 
down in the confessing - Ivan had dreamt it up. Why he 
hated Juan, I couldn't know. How could I be expected to 
fathom the depths of a person like him?  

But he arrived unannounced half an hour before 
Jayne. My flesh slithered and I stood mute, unresponsive 
to his calls for me to reel off by rote the detestable things 
devised two nights before. Taking me by the arm, he 
bustled me out the door. 

He lit a cigarette and I couldn't detach my eyes 
from his profile. My blood boiled afresh when he let me 
know Juan had gone on a mid-week date with Leah, the 
leggy part-time help at Esperanza. Rumor had it they'd 
gone to the beach and had sex in the shallows and on 
the sand.  

Slack-jawed with indignation, I said nothing. 
Jayne entered the house minutes after Ivan left. Tears 
gushing, in a cracked voice, I started. Juan had felt me 
up at La Roche. He'd darted his tongue in my open 
mouth, stuck his hands in my pants and bras, stripped 
naked in my presence and made me do the same. He'd 
rubbed his rigid thing against me until he lost his load. 
Did I need to go on? 

In the space of seconds, the fair spots remaining 
on Jayne's complexion went from ashen to bright rouge. 
Why had I allowed it, she asked, raising her voice. Why 
had it taken me this long to divulge? Because I thought I 
was special to him, I screamed back, bawling into a 
tissue.        
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I don't believe it for a second. When Juan gave 
me the news over the phone, I thought I had misheard 
him. But there could be no mistaking it when he 
repeated himself. How can they entertain Loretta for a 
second? Don’t they realize the sway Ivan has over her? 

Of course they have a procedure for this kind of 
situation and put it into effect without consulting Juan, 
who departed the country a day or two before everything 
blew up. Jayne called him in Santo Domingo to relay the 
claims made by Loretta and outline the steps he needs to 
take. On the phone he sounded philosophical, 
determined to clear his name but regretful he had not 
been more judicious in his dealings with Loretta.  

The first piece of news I received from the Deep 
South on my return home related to the hurricane. I 
called Clare, who informed me Unity House lost power 
from Saturday night until Monday. She spoke of water 
feet deep in the surrounding streets, of toppled trees and 
branches scattered everywhere.     

The storm careered into Dauphin Island and 
nearby low-lying areas. Corinne's place suffered damage. 
The pier will need considerable work to be rebuilt. But 
Corinne, I'm sure, considers the plight of others before 
her own and will be thinking more of the impoverished 
souls who lost homes and businesses. 

Many residences and businesses on the island 
could not endure the northeast brunt of the hurricane - 
the most treacherous part, according to Juan, the winds 
being strongest from this direction.  

Flooding also occurred further up the bay. The 
fish restaurant on Battleship Parkway, near where Aaron 
and I launched the kayak, has become a shadow of its 
former self and will be torn down soon.  

I can imagine many of the places I grew familiar 
with over the last five and a half months transformed 
into ruins I would fail to recognize were I to board a 
plane and return tomorrow.  

I haven’t asked Katarina whether she can 
empathize with my experience, but when my plane 
skidded on to the tarmac in Frankfurt I had the feeling 
I’d lived a dream over the previous twenty-four weeks.  



 215

 
 
 

My reality sat at a remove from sticky summers, 
pale blue skies and streets overflowing after a half hour 
or more of driving rain. It comprised another, grimmer 
and less bright, one with no relation to the sight of 
vehicle engines overheating to the point of flames, as I 
witnessed again at the Springdale Mall weeks before I 
turned my back on it all. 

A sense of reverse culture shock assailed me less 
because of it. I knew I had made peace with my rightful 
place, one of castles - the Dornburg, Heidecksburg, 
Kochberg and Kapellendorf - cathedrals of the eminence 
of Naumburg's at Thalburgel, and convent churches.  

A place of scientific facilities, memorials, 
mineralogical collections, planetariums, gardens and 
museums. I swell with pride at our having achieved twin 
status with the town of Weimar after 1785, at the 
thought of the thriving classical period, thanks in part to 
the unparalleled Goethe. 

Distances have assumed more manageable 
proportions. Katarina's apartment lies a ten to fifteen 
minute stroll from my place and my mother and 
stepfather are no further than a bus ride to the other 
side of town.  

If the thought of the two hundred and fifty 
kilometers separating Albert and me still constricts the 
throat and chest like it did when he moved to Berlin in 
the spring, I have the divide in perspective nonetheless. 

I regret missing the tempest, knowing I'm 
unlikely to reside again in a part of the world where 
hurricanes are as much a component of the life as 
subzero temperatures, snow, sleet and frost in a German 
valley in wintertime.  

But another two weeks away would've cost me 
the semester, a price I didn't wish to pay because I can't 
overlook the example of Goethe, Schiller, Fichte, Hegel 
and the other doyens who turned the Saale Valley into 
an intellectual and cultural center.  

During one of Juan's visits to my balcony, I 
suggested he consider living in Germany. He could find a 
well-paid job, in Berlin for example, and relay money to 
his family in Santo Domingo. But afterwards I thought it 
would be like taking a fish out of water. 
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Will I meet him, or the likes of him, again, one 
bound to take joy in the three-hundred-kilometer-long 
Thuringian Classics Trail? If he comes here, I'll make a 
point of showing him the principal locations connected 
with the German classics.  

I'll lead him to Schiller's Garden House, where 
the great man spent most of his ten years in Jena. I'll 
indicate the way to the house's little wooden shack, the 
scene of the writing of Wallenstein, whenever the author 
paused long enough from talking shop with Goethe or 
preparing his classes. 

Juan and I will talk there a while, like we did on 
the balcony. In his receptive manner, he'll back to the 
hilt my yen to one day compose a Wallenstein, or teach 
at the university after I obtain my doctorate. Once again, 
I'll believe greatness to be within reach. 

 
A sailor in the chorus of a Greek play? I never 

imagined things would come to this. But so they have. 
Milagros suited me up when we arrived at the hall, 
looking like a bunch of shiftless medieval players. The 
other cast members are reciting what they've learnt while 
Milagros, Luz, Max and I are loitering in the shadows. 

I came to discover community meant setting the 
needs of others, people I couldn't stand included, before 
my own. But they kept the fine print from me till later. It 
went like this: I'll play any game they want me to play; I'll 
sing frivolous songs though they mean nothing to me; I'll 
perform at community nights like a lion performs in its 
cage when the whips crack. 

I resist to the degree I can and beat my chest with 
pride in the fact. I will go on beating it! Their coercion on 
community nights might bear fruit with Reynaldo, 
Blanca and Ricardo but it never will with me! Mark my 
words. 

Vivian and I back each other up. I watch for the 
nervous tics when her turn comes and see them glance 
at each other as if to say why do we bother. If her spot 
comes before mine, I'm inspired by her example to do my 
thing during my allotted space. If I precede her, I make 
sure to pave the way.  
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In their first speeches, Milagros and Luz 
expressed sympathy for the archer in his abandonment, 
loneliness and suffering. Our pity rose to loftier heights 
listening to his account of the events leading up to his 
desertion. But we are loyal to Odysseus and when the 
opportunity to take the archer's bow presents itself, we 
advise the son of Achilles to act with due presence of 
mind. 

But he cannot go through with the plan to trick 
the archer out of his bow and arrows. You have your fate 
in your hands, we remind the archer. You rejected the 
better fate for the worse. You can escape the plague of 
your existence and follow the road to healing. 

The grip Milagros had maintained on my hand 
since leading me on stage tightened a smidgen when the 
play closed in on its finale. She need not have taken the 
precaution. Hearing the archer's baloney and the efforts 
to knock sense into his head, a change came over me.  

I didn't feel like thumping my chest, rapping the 
back of my skull or gnawing on my finger in febrile 
rebellion. On the contrary, for the first time in months I 
became aware of something similar to the submissive 
state I used to reach in Juan's company. Juan? Where in 
the world had he gone? I had heard mention of his 
return but he had not shown his face at the house. 

For the umpteenth time, someone advises the 
archer to let go his misery and heal and yet again he 
refuses the offer. Resigned, the son of Achilles returns 
the bow and arrows and agrees to transport him home, 
thus fulfilling the archer's desire. 

I heard movement, the rustle and sweep of a 
costume, at the back of the hall. Despite the outfit, no 
one needed a second glance to recognize Juan, back 
from America. People called out his name in delighted 
recognition. In a booming bass I would never have 
associated with him, he ordered the archer to go with the 
son of Achilles, capture Troy and be healed. 

I propelled myself into my exaggerated rocking 
motion while Milagros' hand retained its grip on mine. 
But whereas before I had often harnessed the movement 
to my double-barreled bodily assault, this time I cried 
out, in unison with the archer. 
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'I am leaving you. I who had never hoped for such 
a thing.' 

They were the first rational statements I had 
made in my born days.  
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