

  

    

      

    

  




  

    Praise for A Wedding In Haiti




    “An unlikely friendship between two people, two families, and two countries shines at the center of this book. We are privileged to witness it and become a part of this journey via Julia Alvarez’s funny and reflective narrative of both pre- and post-earthquake Haiti.” —Edwidge Danticat, author of Brother, I’m Dying




    “No one will walk away from this book without having had a compelling and memorable trip to the brink of death and back, a journey actually made fascinating by the beautiful language and open heart of Julia Alvarez, one of the world’s great novelists.” —BookReporter.com




    “A touching, funny, eye-opening and uplifting memoir, and a rare intimate look at our poorest neighbor in the Western Hemisphere . . . A fine companion to Isabel Allende’s historical novel about Haiti, Island Beneath the Sea, and the work of Haitian-American author Edwidge Danticat.” —The Seattle Times




    “A Wedding in Haiti is simultaneously heartbreaking and humorous, simple and elusive. Alvarez uses her command of language to convey how language will never be enough to build relationships, nor to rebuild a country.” —MsMagazine.com




    “Beautifully told and moving, Alvarez’s memoir serves to introduce readers to all Haiti once was—and what it could be again.” —SheKnows.com




    “Alvarez’s devotion, her admiration and hope, and most clearly, the love for her extended family, is palpable throughout. The small black-and-white pictures scattered on the pages help emphasize the individual humanity throughout.” —The Christian Science Monitor




    “A deeply personal story of family and connection that casts a light on larger issues of global community and the need for unity, compassion, and understanding.” —Shelf Awareness, starred review




    “This beautiful memoir from Alvarez is a look at Haiti through an unlikely friendship . . . Wonderfully told.” —New York Post




    “Alvarez’s unaffected prose and her warm and caring voice make this intimate introduction to a troubled country one many readers will savor.” —Booklist




    “With all the layered emotion that she brought to In the Time of the Butterflies,Alvarez’s story is a compelling account of friendship, loyalty and perseverance.” —Philadelphia City Paper




    “An open-eyed view of Haiti before and after the earthquake . . . A Wedding in Haiti is Alvarez’s view into the rural Haitian family life that never makes the news.” —The Associated Press




    “A glimpse into the heart of a complex country during a tumultuous time.” —National Geographic Traveler




    “A memoir with the structure and impact of a novel . . . Alvarez’s theme—how following the heart leads one across boundaries and plunges one in politics, personal and national—has infused many great books: Nadine Gordimer’s My Son’s Story (South Africa); Olive Tilford Dargan’s Call Home the Heart (Southern Appalachia); Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory (Mexico); and others. A Wedding in Haiti joins that list. It is hopeful, folksy, sobering and graceful with good story-telling.” —Asheville Citizen-Times




    “[A] sensitive portrait of a country teetering on the brink of several kinds of disaster . . . This is a quiet little book that acts like a telescope. Looking from the Dominican Republic, readers can see Haiti and, thanks to the assistance of Alvarez, with great clarity.” —LibraryJournal.com




    “[A] beguiling memoir of family and culture.” —O: The Oprah Magazine




    “Award-winning Dominican writer Julia Alvarez finally, sweetly, gets to know her sister country as she travels to a friend’s fete.” —Ebony




    “A sudden promise leads an acclaimed author on the journey—and to the wedding—of a lifetime . . . [An] extraordinary story.” —Marie Claire




    “Taken together, the author’s trips to Hispaniola represent an interrupted, but no less powerful, voyage that forced her to confront her darkest imaginings. A warm, funny and compassionate memoir.” —Kirkus Reviews




    “Alvarez tenderly recounts her two life-altering journeys to Haiti . . . If you enjoyed Sandra Marquez Stathis’ Rubble: The Search for a Haitian Boy, which explores similar themes, then you’ll find Alvarez’s latest work equally moving.” —Univision News




    “Alvarez offers a moving homage to the Haitian people . . . [Her] account sounds an urgent need for a humanitarian reckoning between the haves and have-nots.” —Publishers Weekly
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    Author’s Note




    In telling this story, I am not claiming to be an authority on Haitian matters. This is a book about a friendship with a young Haitian, Piti, who happened into a farm and literacy project my husband and I set up in my native country, the Dominican Republic. Through that friendship has come an opportunity to discover my neighbor country, who was and still is “the sister I hardly knew.” But these two journeys to Haiti are only the beginning of an evolving relationship, which has deepened with the writing of this book. My friendship with Piti and Eseline and little Ludy and their extended families and friends back in Haiti also continues to evolve and teach me how much is possible when we step outside the boundaries that separate us one from the other.




    Julia Alvarez




    September 2009–October 2011




    con la Altagracia a mi lado
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    Going to Piti’s Wedding in Haiti




    


  




  

    

      [image: HaitiI-1-eyespeering.jpg]




      Circa 2001, the mountains of the Dominican Republic




      My husband and I have an ongoing debate about how old Piti was when we first met him. I say Piti was seventeen at the most. My husband claims he was older, maybe nineteen, even possibly twenty. Piti himself isn’t sure what year we met him. But he has been working in the mountains of the Dominican Republic since he first crossed the border from Haiti in 2001 when he was seven­teen years old.




      Bill and I might have forgotten the year, but we distinctly remember the first time we met Piti. It was late afternoon, and we were driving past the barracks-type housing where he lived with half a dozen other Haitian workers on a neighboring farm. On the concrete apron in front, the group was horsing around, like young people having fun all over the world. Piti, whose name in Kreyòl means “little one,” was the smallest of the group, short and slender with the round face of a boy. He was putting the finishing touches on a small kite he was making.




      I asked Bill to stop the pickup, as I hadn’t seen one of these homemade chichiguas since I was a child. I tried to explain this to Piti, who at that point didn’t understand much Spanish. His response was to grin and offer me his kite. I declined and asked if I could take his picture instead.




      On the next trip, I made a point of finding Piti so I could give him the photo in the small album I’d brought as a gift. You’d have thought I was giving him the keys to a new motorcycle. He kept glancing at the photo, grinning and repeating, “Piti, Piti!” as if to convince himself that he was the boy in the photo. Or maybe he was saying thank you. “Mèsi, mèsi” can sound like “Piti, Piti,” to an ear unused to Kreyòl.




      A friendship began. Every trip I sought him out, brought him a shirt, a pair of jeans, a bag in which to cart his belongings back and forth on his periodic and dangerous crossings of the border.




      What I felt toward the boy was unaccountably maternal. Somewhere in Haiti, a mother had sent her young son to the wealthier neighbor country to help the impoverished family. Maybe this very moment she was praying that her boy be safe, earn good money, encounter kind people. Every time I spotted the grinning boy with worried eyes, I felt the pressure of that mother’s prayer in my own eyes. Tears would spring up and a big feeling fill my heart. Who knows why we fall in love with people who are nothing to us?


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      A coffee farm or a mistress?




      Over the years, Bill and I got to see a lot of Piti. Whenever we could get away from our lives and jobs in Vermont—short trips of a week, longer trips of a few weeks—we headed for the Dominican mountains. We had become coffee farmers.




      Every time I get started on this story, the curtain rises on that vaudeville act that long-term couples fall into: who did what first and how did we get in this fix.




      It began in 1997 with a writing assignment for the Nature Conservancy. I was asked to visit the Cordillera Central, the central mountain range that runs diagonally across the island, and write a story about anything that caught my interest. While there, Bill and I met a group of impoverished coffee farmers who were struggling to survive on their small plots. They asked if we would help them.




      We both said of course we’d help. I meant help as in: I’d write a terrific article that would bring advocates to their cause. Bill meant help, as in roll-up-your-sleeves and really help. I should have seen it coming. Having grown up in rural Nebraska with firsthand experience of the dis­appearance of family farms, Bill has a soft spot in his heart for small farmers.




      We ended up buying up deforested land and joining their efforts to grow coffee the traditional way, under shade trees, organically by default. (Who could afford pesticides?) We also agreed to help find a decent market for our pooled coffee under the name Alta Gracia, as we called our sixty, then a hundred, and then, at final count, two hundred and sixty acres of now reforested land. I keep saying “we,” but, of course, I mean the marital “we,” as in my stubborn beloved announces we are going to be coffee farmers in the Dominican Republic, and I say, “But, honey, how can we? We live in Vermont!”




      Of course, I fell in with Don Honey, as the locals started calling Bill, when they kept hearing me calling him “honey, this,” “honey, that.” The jokey way I explained our decision to my baffled family and friends was that it was either a coffee farm or a mistress. Over the years, I admit, I’ve had moments when I wondered if a mistress might not have been easier.




      We were naïve—yes, now the “we” includes both of us: We hired a series of bad farm managers. We left money in the wrong hands for payrolls never paid. One manager was a drunk who had a local mistress and used the payroll to pay everyone in her family, whether they worked on the farm or not. Another, a Seventh-Day Adventist, who we thought would be safe because he wouldn’t drink or steal or have a mistress, proved to be bossy and lazy. He was el capataz, he boasted to his underlings, the jefe, the foreman. He didn’t have to work. Every day turned out to be a sabbath for him. His hands should have been a tip-off, pink-palmed with buffed nails. Another manager left for New York on a visa I helped him get. (Like I said, it takes two fools to try to run a coffee farm from another country.)




      Still, if given the choice, I would probably do it again. As I’ve told Bill many a time—and this gets me in trouble—even if in the end we’re going to be royally taken, I’d still rather put my check mark on the side of light. Otherwise, all the way to being proved right, I’d have turned into the kind of cynic who has opted for a smaller version of her life.




      And things have slowly improved on the mountain. Over the years, the quality of the coffee being grown in the area has gotten better. Local farmers are being paid the Fair Trade price or higher, and the land is being farmed organically. We also started a school on our own farm after we discovered that none of our neighbors, adults or children, could read or write. It helps that I’m associated with a college, with ready access to a pool of young people eager to help. Every year, for a small stipend, a graduating senior signs on to be the volunteer teacher. Recently, we added a second volunteer to focus on community projects and help out with the literacy effort.




      During the tenure of one of the better managers, Piti was hired to work on the farm. It happened while we were stateside, and when we arrived, what a wonderful surprise to find him at our door. “Soy de ustedes.” I am yours. “No, no, no,” we protested. We are the ones in your debt for coming to work at Alta Gracia.




      Piti later told me how it had happened. His Haitian friend Pablo had found work on a farm belonging to some Americanos. (Because I’m white, married to a gringo, and living in Vermont, I’m considered American.) It was a good place: decent accommodations, reasonable hours, Fair Trade wages “even for Haitians.” Piti put two and two together. The chichigua lady and Don Honey. We were not in country at the time, so Piti applied to the foreman, who took one look at this runt of a guy and shook his head. Piti offered to work the day, and, if at the end, he hadn’t done as much clearing as the other fellows on the crew, he didn’t have to be paid.




      Piti turned out to be such a good worker that he became a regular. His reputation spread. After several years at Alta Gracia, he was offered a job as a foreman at a farm down the road. Piti had become a capataz! One with calloused hands and cracked fingernails who could outwork any man, Haitian or Dominican.




      He was also a lot of fun. Nights when we were on the farm, it was open house at our little casita. Whoever was around sat down to eat supper with us. Afterward came the entertainment. At some point, a visiting student taught Piti and Pablo to play the guitar, then gave it to them. A youth group left a second guitar. Bill and I bought a third. Then, like young people all over the world, Piti and Pablo and two other Haitian friends formed a band. Mostly they sang hymns for their evangelical church. Beautiful, plaintive gospel songs à la “Amazing Grace,” in which the down-and-out meet Jesus, and the rest is grace. We’d all sing along, and invariably, Bill and I would look at each other, teary-eyed, and smile.




      And so, the curtain falls on the coffee-farm vaudeville act.
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      It was on one of those evenings that I promised Piti I’d be there on his wedding day. A far-off event, it seemed, since the boy was then only twenty, at most, and looked fifteen. One of those big-hearted promises you make that you never think you’ll be called on to deliver someday.


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      Early August 2009, Weybridge, Vermont




      The new volunteer on the farm, Eli, calls us. Piti needs to talk to us. Can we please call him? These messages are always about money: someone’s mother is sick; someone needs a loan to buy tools, food, medicines, a motorcycle; to get back to Haiti for a birth, a funeral, or in this case, a wedding.




      I had heard rumors. On one of his trips back home, Piti had gotten his girlfriend pregnant. (Piti had a girlfriend!) I had assumed the marriage had already taken place and that Piti had either forgotten to mention it or had thoughtfully decided not to inconvenience us by reminding me of my offer. There has to be an expiration date on grand promises.




      When I call the number, Piti is giggly with good news. The baby was born back in April. Piti is leaving for Haiti within days to meet his infant daughter and to marry the mother, Eseline, on August 20. Will my husband and I be coming?




      This is short notice indeed. And very inconvenient. In fact, the very week of the wedding, I’m scheduled to be at a five-day gathering of the International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers. A Latina friend told me about the group and urged me to attend the conference. She and a contingent of her Latina friends are going. (This is during the height of the Sotomayor hearings, when the term wise Latina has gone to some of our heads.) I’m ripe for such a gathering. I need to connect with wise elders. As both my parents continue their decline into Alzheimer’s, I’ve become the parent of my parents. I need an infusion of grandmotherly wisdom as I transition into being an elder myself. In addition, my registration has been paid, and there is a penalty for canceling.




      “Ay, Piti, I’m so sorry. I can’t,” I try explaining.




      But now there’s a pebble in my shoe, even at night when I’m barefoot in bed. I go back and forth in a tizzy of indecisiveness. I pile up the reasons against changing my plans, a long list that includes the grandmothers, the conference cancellation penalty, the penalty to change my plane ticket, and more importantly, the lost opportunity for psychic help on the caretaking road ahead. On the pro side is Piti’s round, boyish face, grinning at my long-ago promise that I’d be at his wedding. Sometimes a conscience is an inconvenient thing to have, and costly. But not to follow it exacts an even greater cost, having to live with the hobbled person you become when you ignore it.


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      Getting there from here




      In a subsequent phone call, I ask Piti where in Haiti his wedding will take place. “You go almost to Port-de-Paix,” he explains.




      On the map, Port-de-Paix is clear across northern Haiti as the crow flies, but unfortunately, there are no direct roads there. Piti can’t take us there, because he himself will have left for home before our arrival in order to make preparations for the wedding.




      I e-mail my friend Madison Smartt Bell, who has written extensively about Haiti and whom I consider an authority on all things Haitian. Does he have any suggestions on how to get there from here? Madison says our best bet is to hire a guide. He recommends one based in Cap-Haïtien with the reassuring name of Handy. But Handy’s English e-mails are not only not handy, they’re incomprehensible. A large Bonsor especial for you and your husband, one of them reads. Now I just write you for a great Remerciment especial . . . Please I am still the only for you an answer of your compreansion your answer please thank you please?




      My husband, whose Spanish is only a little better than Handy’s English, suggests I call Piti back and just ask for his address in Haiti. “We’ll find him,” Bill says confidently.




      Piti laughs outright when I put the question to him. “An address? It is not possible that way.” A comment that shakes my confidence, always in much shorter supply than my husband’s.




      But Piti comes up with his own solution. A Haitian friend who has been working with him in the Dominican Republic is from the same area in rural Haiti. Leonardo hasn’t been back home in two years, but for a fee and his return passage (he’s undocumented so he will have to pay a buscón to smuggle him back across the border), he’ll take us right to Piti’s doorstep.




      Leonardo turns out to be a young man of about twenty who looks like a rap star, with a big silver crucifix blazoned on his black T-shirt, mirror sunglasses, a cocky smirk, and a thick chain with a Che Guevara medallion. (Leonardo isn’t sure whose image it is but guesses a famous rapper.) This tough guy appearance makes me a little wary at first, until I find out that along with his small suitcase, Leonardo is bringing a box full of spaghetti for his mother.




      Midway on the trip, we’re to pick up Piti’s old friend, Pablo, who is already in Haiti visiting his own family. (“He’ll be waiting for you at the gas station,” Piti has told Leonardo.) Also along for the adventure is a Dominican friend who works as a coffee researcher for an agroforestry institute run by the government. Homero, another promising name, is curious about everything. What he doesn’t know, he’ll go out of his way to find out. Which is why he wants to go with us. “Haiti is like a brother I’ve never gotten to know.”




      I agree with Homero. Except for a brief trip to Port-au-Prince with my aunt and uncle twenty-five years ago, I’ve never set foot next door. Haiti is like a sister I’ve never gotten to know.




      Our volunteer from Middlebury, Eli, asks if he can join us. He only just arrived in the DR three weeks ago, and I, anyhow, am a little worried about how he will fare in the year ahead. To begin with, Eli is a redhead with fair skin, a challenging complexion type in the tropics; and we are that much closer to the sun’s burning rays on our mountaintop. Eli also comes with an incredible résumé: head of the student government at Middlebury, a year’s teaching position at a prestigious private school, a just-completed masters in Spanish in Madrid. But those same spiffy achievement skills might prove a handicap in a remote farming village where male ambition is pretty much confined to cockfights and mistresses.




      “So you really want to spend a year on a coffee farm with no electricity, no hot water, sometimes no water at all, no Internet, no museums, cafés, restaurants, movie theaters?” Bill had asked during a phone interview while Eli was still in Spain. The guy had said “Yes”! We had to pinch ourselves in Vermont. Mid-September, Eli will be returning stateside to take his Law School Admission Test (LSAT) for law school. At one point during the trip, I pick up his heavy backpack and joke, “What have you got in here?” Sheepishly, Eli admits he brought along his thick book of LSAT exams. Our first evening in the Haitian countryside, in the waning light, I’ll catch Eli sitting under a mango tree taking a practice exam. By the trip’s end, I’ll have no doubts at all: Eli will do just fine this year at Alta Gracia.


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      August 18, Santiago, Dominican Republic; los pitouses




      We arrive in Santiago the night before we’re to set out. All flights are on time, no cancellations or delays. A good thing because in order to be at the wedding two days from now, we have to get up at dawn tomorrow to make the journey to Piti’s in one day.




      Eli and Leonardo are already waiting for us when we get in from the airport. We’re all spending the night at my parents’ house; then at dawn, Homero will join us, and we’ll be off, picking up Pablo at his gas station, and on to Piti’s.




      Because we get in so late, I don’t bother waking my parents, already asleep in their bedroom. The night nurse slips out to give me her report: both had a good day, both ate well, both played a little dominoes—a compromised game with slippery rules, and a single objective: letting my mother win. Losing can throw a pall over the rest of her day, long after she has forgotten having played dominoes in the first place.




      She has also forgotten that she no longer lives in New York. In 2002, after forty-three years in the United States, my parents decided to move back “home,” and just in time. Within the year, my father’s erratic behavior and faltering memory were diagnosed as Alzheimer’s. My mother followed soon thereafter.




      Since the Dominican Republic is a country without institutionalized elder care, we four daughters have had to cobble together our own facility. My older sister has virtually moved down there to help run what amounts to a small business, with a social worker, Vicenta, to oversee a staff that includes a cook, a chauffeur, a person to clean the house, two gardeners, a night watchman, a night nurse, and a three-person replacement weekend crew. Good thing my parents have the resources to pay for what is not cheap care if you do it right: a decent hourly wage, an eight-hour workday, a five-day workweek, two ­week’s paid vacation, and health insurance for employees and their large families. All those enlightened concepts their daughters were taught in good schools their money also paid for.




      Good thing also that they had this house to come back to. Actually, the house was my father’s idea, built with his money. My mother was dead set against it. I imagine a vaudeville act not unlike Bill’s and mine over the coffee farm. It was the early seventies; we were living in the States with no plans to move back. We didn’t need another house, my mother argued. But my father went ahead with his dream house. And since my mother had washed her hands of it, he didn’t have to rein in any of his wild ideas. He ordered a windmill. (He loved the scene of Don Quixote tussling with one.) Inside, he housed his growing library on shelves you could access as you went up the winding stairwell. Since he also loved birds, he dug out a hollow on the hillside for a sanctuary, covered with a netted structure. Underneath, he planted trees and vines, special varieties that bore fruits the birds liked. A waterfall splashed down into the sanctuary, and the waters ran through it, then were pumped back up to the top of the falls by the windmill.




      My sisters and I had theories about the house. Built on a hillside for all to see, it was Papi’s way of showing off to Mami’s family that he had made it on his own. He had proved himself worthy of my mother’s hand, after all.




      Theirs had been a legendary love. As a young medical student in Santiago, my father had joined un underground group of classmates who were disaffected with the dictatorship. Unfortunately, the group’s revolutionary agenda never evolved beyond the level of a schoolboy prank: strewing nails on the dictator’s motorcade route from the capital to Santiago. It was a naïveté some members paid for dearly with their lives, but my father managed to flee. He arrived in New York City in 1939, thinking he could get a job. Of course, no hospital would recognize his Dominican medical degree.




      He decided to head for Canada, where he’d heard some Dominican doctors had found work. By then, he had forty-five dollars left in his pocket. On the train, he met a Canadian who asked if my father wanted to see the country and earn some money while doing so. It turned out the man owned a logging camp, a remote operation of fifteen-hundred men up near Hudson Bay. He was looking for a resident doctor for the winter. The owner didn’t care where my father had gotten his degree, just as long as he could set a broken limb or tourniquet a slashed arm. My father accepted on the spot.




      How this was a way of seeing Canada, I don’t know. It still gives me a pang to think of him, a young man with no experience of northern winters, taking off to such a cold, desolate place. But my father always considered himself a fortunate man. “My friends in Canada call me McAlvarez, because they say I have the luck of the Irish,” he used to brag, laughing. Just counting the number of times he barely escaped death at the hands of the dictatorship, I’d have to agree with them.




      After the snows melted, my father collected his salary (less than he had been promised) and settled in Montreal, where he took night courses at the medical school, while also working full-time during the day. Over the next eight years, Papi managed to reearn his medical degree, at one point selling his blood to pay for his credits. (The stories were marched out whenever any of his daughters brought home a report card with a grade lower than an A.) Papi became fluent in French, and had girlfriends we sometimes heard about when Mami was out of earshot or he’d had too much to drink.




      During his time in Canada, Papi took a trip to New York City to attend to a dying nephew, who’d been brought to the States in a desperate attempt to save his life. While there, my father was invited to a party, thrown by a distant cousin who fixed him up with her best friend, my mother, who was then on a shopping trip with her parents. They happened upon each other at several subsequent gatherings. By the time she had to return home, and he to Canada, they were both smitten.




      During the ensuing separation, they wrote to each other every day, long letters, supplemented by cards, phone calls, telegrams. At some point, they began using a pet name for each other, pitou, which my father had picked up in Canada—from one of those girlfriends, I suppose.




      Initially, my mother’s parents did not approve of my father. They were from the oligarchy, people who could afford shopping trips to New York. Papi was a struggling doctor, his foreign degree considered second-rate, however subsequently beefed up by his Canadian credentials. He would not be able to give my mother the lifestyle she was used to. Furthermore, Mami was ten years younger, a beauty who turned heads wherever she went. The dictator’s son was said to be after her—perhaps that’s why she had been whisked away to the States on a shopping trip. “Are you Katharine Hepburn?” she was often asked on New York City streets. Not that Papi was any slouch in the looks department. Those Canadian girlfriends didn’t call him pitou for nothing.




      My grandparents had hoped that distance would snuff out the romance. But it just served to stoke the young couple’s determination and ardor. There was no keeping apart los pitouses, as they soon came to be known in the family. My grandfather finally relented and gave his approval, my grandmother reluctantly complying. My parents were married in New York City and set up housekeeping there. Soon after my sister and I were born, my grandmother began lobbying for the family to move back, where my mother’s parents and their money could help fill in the financial gaps.




      Although the dictatorship was still in place, my grandparents reported that the regime was loosening up. Elections were being scheduled, and a general amnesty was being extended to all exiles to return home and help build a new democracy. My father was not fooled; at least he claimed not to have been when he recounted the story to his grown daughters years later. This was a ploy by the dictator trying to ingratiate himself with the Americans who were putting pressure on him to liberalize his rule.




      But Papi ended up caving in. My mother was homesick, overwhelmed with taking care of two babies, eleven months apart, with no servants to help out. Once back, my father discovered that nothing much had changed. Again, he reconnected with the underground. By the time I was ten, he was up to his ears in an imminent plot, which was cracked by the Secret Police. What saved us was a CIA contact who had promised to provide guns to the plotters. He managed to get my father, his wife, and four daughters out just in time. Four months after we left, the Mirabal sisters, who had founded the underground movement, were killed by the dictator’s henchmen.




      Those first years back in New York, our family scraped by on handouts from my grandparents. Eventually, my father was able to renew his license and open a practice in Brooklyn. He worked seven days a week, getting up at four thirty, leaving the house by five thirty, before the sun had come up, returning after nine at night. He scrimped and saved wherever he could. I recall how he’d take the Queensboro Bridge when he had to drive into the city to avoid paying the dollar toll through the Midtown Tunnel. Then, twice a year, he went down to his house in Santiago and lived for a week like a rich man.




      My mother was finally won over. By then, our once-lone house on the Cerros de Gurabo, the hills outside Santiago, was surrounded. The area had become an exclusive suburb of McMansions. Ours was now the oldest, and a poor relation to the others. After all, the things that had made the place so grand had been the imaginative accents: the waterfall; the sanctuary; the windmill where my father, dressed in a kind of monk’s robe, liked to climb to the little balcony on top to get inspired. He had started writing books on odd subjects: how to learn Chinese as a Dominican; how to be happy in old age (keep active, always have a project, write books, learn languages, play dominoes). He also wrote about his travels to an imaginary planet named Alfa Calendar, where all the problems that were now doing us in on earth had been resolved. (No wars, no poverty, plenty of windmills, nifty solar-powered belts to strap on and fly to your destination.)




      Now, forty years later, the house has become their refuge. Shabby genteel is how I’d describe its current condition. Without constant maintenance and the infusion of funds, the tropics can do a number on buildings and gardens. Ceilings have begun to crack; a retainer wall has crumbled; one corner of the second floor tilts slightly; the plumbing is iffy. The birds have all died. The waterfall no longer works. Inside the windmill, the rats have helped themselves to my father’s library. One small blessing of Papi’s condition is that he is no longer cognizant enough to understand what has happened to his dream house.




      Before I head for my bedroom, I peek in on them. They are fast asleep, holding hands as they always do across their joined hospital beds. Sometimes, Papi will wake up in the middle of the night calling out, “Pitou? Pitou?” I’ll hear Mami singing lullabies to him, as those seem to be the only songs she remembers anymore.




      I try to fall asleep but the weariness after a day of travel, the excitement and uncertainty about what lies ahead, compounded by my worries, keep me up for hours. (How will we know what gas station Pablo will be waiting at? How will all six of us fit in Bill’s new pickup? What if we can’t find Piti’s house in time for the wedding?) When the alarm rings, it’s still dark outside, and I’ve driven almost to Port-de-Paix so many times in my head that it seems unnecessary to have to get up after so little sleep and actually drive there again in person.
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      August 19, from Santiago to Moustique




      The border crossing




      We wake up at quarter to five in the morning so we can be on the road by six. It’s a two-and-a-half- to three-hour drive to Dajabón, the Dominican border town, another hour to Cap-Haïtien, and then, it’s anyone’s guess how long the drive will be to wherever near Port-de-Paix Piti’s family lives.




      Before our arrival in Santiago, I had asked Vicenta to pack a box with snacks and water, precautionary supplies to which she has added a cooler with cheese, ice, boxed juices, and even a bottle of wine. These go in the flatbed of the pickup, along with our backpacks and suitcases, the box of spaghetti, some tarps in case it rains. Inside the cab, Eli, Homero, and Leonardo are crammed in the backseat, Bill and I in front.




      As we drive west to Dajabón, the sun rises behind us. Since Bill and I landed last night in the dark, it’s a bit of a shock to go from yesterday’s serene green hillsides of Vermont to the bright, jazzy colors and noisy clutter of the Dominican countryside. We’re all chatty, elated by the idea of the trip, the happy occasion of a wedding, the thrill of not knowing what we are going to find.
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“A sudden promise leads an acclaimed author
on the journey—and to the wedding—of a lifetime . . .

[An] extraordinary story.” —MARIE CLAIRE
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