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! 'M NOT A BAD GUY. | know how that sounds—defensive,

unscrupulous—but it's true. I'm like everybody else: weak,
full of mistakes, but basically good. Magdalena disagrees
though. She considers me a typical Dominican man: a sucio,
an asshole. See, many months ago, when Magda was still my
girl, when I didn't have to be careful about almost everything, 1
cheated on her with this chick who had tons of eighties free-
style hair, Didn't tell Magda about it, either. You know how it
is. A smelly bone like that, better off buried in the backyard of
your life. Magda only found out because homegirl wrote her a
fllcking letter. And the letter had detai/s. Shit you wouldn’t
even tell your boys drunk.

The thing is, that particular bit of stupidity had been over
for months. Me and Magda were on an upswing. We weren't as
distant as we'd been the winter | was cheating. The freeze was
over. She was coming over to my place and instead of us hang-

-ing with my. knucklehead boys—me smoking, her bored out
of her skull-—we were seeing movies. Driving out to different
places to eat. Even caught a play at the Crossroads and 1
took her picture with some bigwig black playwrights, pictures

where she’s smiling so much you'd think her wide-ass mouth
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LeT ME TELL YOU about Magda. She’s a Bergenline original:
short with a big mouth and big hips and dark curly hair you
could lose a hand in. Her father’s a baker, her mother sells kids’
clothes door to door. She might be nobody’s pendeja but she's
also a forgiving soul. A Catholic. .Dragged me into church
every Sunday for Spanish Mass, and when one of her relatives
is sick, especially the ones in Cuba, she writes letters to some
nuns in Pennsylvania, asks the sisters to pray for her family.
She’s the nerd every librarian in town knows, a teacher whose
students love her. Always cutting shit out for me from the
newspapers, Dominican shit. I see her like, what, every week,
and she still sends me corny little notes in the mail: So you
won't forget me. You couldn’t think of anybody worse to screw
than Magda.

Anyway I wor't bore you with what happens after she finds
out, The begging, the crawling over glass, the crying, Let’s just
say that after two weeks of this, of my driving out to her house,
sending her letters, and calling her at all hours of the night, we
put it back together. Didn't mean I ever ate with her family
again ot that her girlfriends were celebrating. Those cabronas,
they were like, No, jamds, never. Even Magda wasn't too hot on
the rapprochement at first, but I had the momentum of the
past on my side. When she asked me, Why don't you leave me
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Amazing what you notice, Like how she never used to ask me
to call back when she was on the line with somebody else. I
always had priority. Not anymore. So of course I blamed all
that shit on her girls, who I knew for a fact were still feeding
her a bad line about me.

She wasn't the only one with counsel. My boys were like,
Fuck her, don't sweat that bitch, but every time I tried I couldn’t
pull it off. T was into Magda for real. I started working over-
time on her again, but nothing seemed to pan out. Every movie
we went to, every night drive we took, every time she did sleep
over seemed to confirm something negative about me. I felt
like T was dying by degrees, but when I brought it up she told
me that I was being paranoid.

About a month later, she started making the sort of changes
that would have alarmed a paranoid nigger. Cuts her hair, buys
better makeup, rocks new clothes, goes out dancing on Friday
nights with her friends. When I ask her if we can chill, I'm no
longer sure it’s a done deal. A lot of the time she Bartlebys me,
says, No, I'd rather not. I ask her what the hell she thinks this
is and she says, That’s what I'm trying to figure out.

I know what she was doing. Making me aware of my pre-
carious position in her life. Like T was not aware.

Then it was June. Hot white clouds stranded in the sky, cars
being washed down with hoses, music allowed outside. Every-
body getting ready for summer, even us. We'd planned a trip to

Santo Domingo early in the year, an anniversary present, and
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Let me conress: 1 love Santo Domingo. I love coming
home to the guys in blazers trying to push little cups of Brugal
into my hands. Love the plane landing, everybody clapping
when the wheels kiss the runway. Love the fact that T'm the
only nigger on board without a Cuban link or a flapjack of
makeup on my face. Love the redhead woman on her way to
meet the daughter she hasn't seen in eleven years. The gifts she
holds on her lap, like the bones of a saint. M'ija has tetas now,
the woman whispers to her neighbor. Last time I saw her, she
could barely speak in sentences, Now she’s awoman. Imaginate.
T love the bags my mother packs, shit for relatives and some-
thing for Magda, a gift. You give this to her no matter what
happens. |

If this was another kind of story, I'd tell you about the sea.
What it looks like after it’s been forced into the sky through a
blowhole. How when I'm driving in from the airport and see it
like this, like shredded silver, T know I'm back for real, T'd tell
you how many poor motherfuckers there are. More albinos,
..more cross-eyed niggers, more tigueres than you'll ever see.
And I'd tell you about the traffic: the entire history of late-
twentieth-century automobiles swarming across every flat
stretch of ground, a cosmology of battered cars, battered motor-
cycles, battered trucks, and battered buses, and an equal num-

ber of repair shops, run by any fool with a wrench. Td tell you
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red dust. There 1 was. Pointing out all the shit that had
changed since the year before, The new Pizzarelli and the lit-
tle plastic bags of water the tigueritos were selling. Even
kicked the historicals. This is where Trujillo and his Marine
pals slaughtered the gavilleros, here’s where the Jefe used to
take his girls, here’s where Balaguer sold his soul to the Devil,
And Magda seemed to be enjoying herself. Nodded her head.
Talked back a little, What can T tell you? I thought we were on
a positive vibe.

I guess when I look back there were signs. First off, Magda's
not quict. She’s a talker, a fucking boca, and we used to have
this thing where 1 would lift my hand and say, Time out, and
she would have to be quiet for at least two minutes, just so
could process some of the information sheld been spouting.
She'd be embarrassed and chastehed, but not so embarrassed
and chastened that when I said, OK, time’s up, she didn
launch right into it again.

Maybe it was my good mood. It was like the first time in
weeks that T felt relaxed, that I wasn’t acting like something
was about to give at any moment. It bothered me that she

_insisted.on reporting to her gitls every night—like they were
expecting me to kill her or something—but, fuck it, I still
thought we wese doing better than anytime before.

We were in this crazy budget hotel near Pucamaima. I was

standing on the balcony staring at the Septentrionales and
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Exactly where T want to be when I'm in Santo Domingo. In
a fucking resort. Magda was reading a book by a Trappist, in a
better mood, 1 guessed, and T was sitting on the edge of the
bed, fingering my useless map.

T was thinking, For this T deserve something nice. Some-
thing physical. Me and Magda were pretty damn casual about
sex, but-since-the breakup shit-has gotten weird. First of all, it
ain’t regular like before. I'm lucky to score some once a week. I
have to nudge her, start things up, or we won't fuck at all. And
she plays like she doesr’t want it, and sometimes she doesn't
and then T have to cool it, but other times she does want it and
T have to touch her pussy, which is my way of initiating things,
of saying, So, how about we kick it, mami? And she’ll tarn her
head, which is her way of saying, I'm too proud to acquiesce
openly to your animal desires, but if you continue to plﬂ.i your
finger in me | won't stop you.

Today we started no problem, but then halfway through she
said, Wait, we shouldn't.

1 wanted to know why.

She closed her eyes like she was embarrassed at herself. For-

—get-about-it, she said, moving-her hips under-me.Just forget

about it.

I pon’T EVEN want to tell you where we're at. We're in Casa

de Campo. The Resort That Shame Forgot. The average
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Like maybe once a day, you do one thing, I do another.

Like when? Now?

It doesn't have to be now. She looks exasperated. Why don’t
we just go down to the beach?

As we walk over to the courtesy golf cart, I say, I feel like
you rejected my whole country, Magda.

Dor't be ridiculous. She drops one hand in my lap. T just
wanted to relax. What’s wrong with that?

The sun is blazing and the blue of the ocean is an overload
on the brain. Casa de Campo has got beaches the way the rest
of the Island has got problems. These, though, have no meren-
gue, no little kids, nobody trying to sell you chicharrones, and
there’s a massive melanin deficit in evidence. Every fifty feet
there’s at least one Eurofuck beached out on a towel like some
scary pale monster that the sea’s vomited up. They look like
philosophy professors, like budget Foucaults, and too many of
them are in the company of a dark-assed Dominican girl. I
mean it, these girls can’t be no more than sixteen, look puro
ingenio to me. You can tell by their inability to communicate
that these two didn’t meet back in their Left Bank days.

Magda's rocking a dope Ochun-colored bikini that her girls
helped her pick out so she could torture me, and I'm in these
old ruined trunks that say “Sandy Hook Forever!” T'll admit it,
with Magda half naked in public I'm feeling vulnerable and
uneasy. I put my hand on her knee. I just wish youd say you

love me.
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stiff-legged toward the water. She's got a half-moon of sand
stuck to her butt. A total fucking heartbreak.

Homeboy’s saying something else to me, but I'm not listen-
ing. I already know what she'll say when she sits back down.

Time for you to do your thing and me to do mine,

TuAT wigHT I LorTER around the pool and the local bar,
Club Cacique, Magda nowhere to be found. I meet a domini-
cana from West New York. Fly, of course. Triguefia, with the
most outrageous perm this side of Dyckman, Lucy is her name.
She’s hanging out with three of her teenage girl cousins. When
she removes her robe to dive into the pool, I see a spiderweb of
scars across her stomach.

I also meet these two rich older dudes drinking coghac at
the bar. Introduce themselves as the Vice-President and Bar-
bato, his bodyguard. I must have the footprint of fresh disaster
on my face. They listen to my troubles like they’re a couple of
capos and I'm talking murder. They commiserate. It’s a thou-
sand degrees out and the mosquitoes hum like they’re about to
- inherit the earth, but both these cats .are wearing expensive
suits, and Barbaro is even sporting a purple ascot. Once a sol-
dier tried to saw open his neck and now he covers the scar. I'm
a modest man, he says.

I go off to phone the room. No Magda. I check with recep-

tion. No messages. I return to the bar and smile.
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trusted. I doubt that 1 can speak for all Dominican men but I
doubt they can either. From my perspective it wasn't genetics;
there were reasons. Causalities.

The truth is there air’t no relationship in the world that
doesn’t hit turbulence. Mine and Magda’s certainly did.

I was living in Brooklyn and she was with her folks in Jersey.
We. talked. every day .on the phone-and on weekends we saw
cach other. Usually 1 went in. We were real Jersey, too: malls,
the parents, movies, a lot of TV, After a year of us together,
this was where we were at, Our relationship wasn’t the sun, the
moon, and the stars, but it wasn’t bullshit, either. Especially
not on Saturday mornings, over at my apartment, when she
made us coffee campo-style, straining it through the sock
thing. Told her parents the night before she was staying over at
Claribel’s; they must have known whete she was, but they never
said shit. I'd sleep late and she'd read, scratching my back in
slow arcs, and when I was ready to get up I would start kissing
her until she would say, God, Yuniox, you're making me wet.

I wasr’t unhappy and wasn't actively pursuing ass like some
niggers. Sure, I checked out other females, even danced with
them when I went out, but I wasn’t keeping numbers or
nothing.

Still, it’s not like seeing somebody once a week doesn’t cool
shit out, because it does. Nothing you'd really notice until some
new chick arrives at your job with a big butt and a smart mouth

and she’s like on you almost immediately, touching your
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but I dort have the clothes or the energy to dress up. Magda,
though, has both. She pulls on these super-tight gold lamé
pants and a matching halter that shows oft her belly ring. Her
hair is shiny and as dark as night and T can remember the first
time I kissed those curls, asking her, Where are the stars? And
she said, They’re a little lower, papi.

We both end up in front of the mirror. I'm in slacks and a
wrinkled chacabana. She’s applying her lipstick; I've always
believed that the universe invented the color red solely for
Latinas.

We look good, she says.

It’s true. My optimism is starting to come back, I'm think-
ing, This is the night for reconciliation. I put my arms around
her, but she drops her bomb without blinking a fucking eye:
tonight, she says, she needs space. |

My arms drop.

I knew you'd be pissed, she says.

You're a real bitch, you know that.

I didn't want to come here. You made me.

If you didn't want to come, why didn’t you have the fucking
puts to say so?

And on and on and on, until finally I just say, Fuck this,
and head out. T feel unmoored and don't have a clue of what
comes next. This is the endgame, and instead of pulling out

all the stops, instead of pongindome mds chivo que un
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bugs swarm like a biblical plague. We're passing the cognac
around. I'm with a vice-president, I figure what the fuck.

He's talking—about his time in upstate New York—but so
is Barbaro. The bodyguard's suit’s rumpled and his hand shakes
as he smokes his cigarettes. Some fucking bodyguard. He’s
telling me about his childhood in San Juan, near the border of
Haiti. Liborio’scountry. I wanted to be an engineer, he tells
me. I wanted to build schools and hospitals for the pueblo. I'm
not really listening to him; I'm thinking about Magda, how ['ll
probably never taste her chocha again.

And then we're out of the car, stumbling up a slope, through
bushes and guineo and bamboo, and the mosquitoes are chew-
ing us up like we're the special of the day. Bérbaro’s got a huge
flashlight, a darkness obliterator, The Vice-President’s cursing,
trampling through the underbrush, saying, It’s around here
somewhere. This is what I get for being in office so long. It’s
only then I notice that Bérbaro's holding a huge fucking
machine gun and his hand ain't shaking no more. He isn't
watching me or the Vice-President—he’s listening. I'm not
scared, but this is getting a little too freaky for me.

“What kind of gun is that? I ask, by way of conversation.

A P-go.

What the fuck is that?

Something old made new.

Great, I'm thinking, a philosopher.

1t’s here, the Vice-President calls out.
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I cry, and when they pull me up the Vice-President says,
indignantly, God, you don’t have to be a pussy about it.

Thar mustT HAVE been some serious Island voodoo: the
ending [ saw in the cave came true. The next day we went back
to the United States. Five months later I got a letter from my
ex-baby. I was dating someone new, but Magda’s handwriting
still blasted every molecule of air out of my lungs.

It turned out she was also going out with somebody else. A
very nice guy she'd met. Dominican, like me. Except be loves me,
she wrote.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. I need to finish by showing
you what kind of fool T was.

When I returned to the bungalow that night, Mﬁgda was
waiting up for me. Was packed, looked like she'd been bawling,

I'm going home tomorrow, she said.

I sat down next to her. Took her hand. This can work, I said.

All we have to do is try.
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