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        Muñoz weaves a complex and poignant network of relationships, all connected by a shared exploration of how different types of love shape our personal worlds. Through its ensembles and agile tunes, this books recalls the fluid fabric of a contemporary musical.

        LEO CABRANES-GRANT, PH.D., AWARD WINNING PROFESSOR AND PLAYWRIGHT, UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SANTA BARBARA

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          First Act (of many)

        

        
          
            Luis

          

          
            Richard

          

          
            Luis

          

          
            Paul

          

          
            Antonio

          

          
            Antonio

          

        

      

      
        
          Intermission (Behind the Scenes)

        

        
          
            Paul and Antonio

          

        

      

      
        
          Second Act (of many)

        

        
          
            Luis

          

          
            Paul

          

          
            Antonio

          

          
            Richard

          

          
            Paul

          

          
            Antonio

          

        

      

      
        
          Intermission (Behind the Scenes)

        

        
          
            Antonio and Paul

          

        

      

      
        
          Third Act (of many)

        

        
          
            Elena

          

          
            Paul

          

          
            Elena

          

          
            Paul

          

          
            Luis

          

          
            Richard

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 Elías Miguel Muñoz

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      Rattling Good Yarns Press

      33490 Date Palm Drive 3065

      Cathedral City CA 92235

      USA

      www.rattlinggoodyarns.com

      

      Cover Design: Rattling Good Yarns Press

      

      Library of Congress Control Number: 2023946005

      ISBN: 978-1-955826-52-5

      

      First Edition

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Tracy D. Terrell and John Miller, beloved friends, still alive in my heart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Ya suben los dos compadres

        hacia las altas barandas.

        (They are climbing at last, the two friends,

        up to the high balconies.)
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      Why does he see his life as a play? Obviously, because he loves the theater, though he hasn’t seen that much of it. Luis mostly remembers the shows with songs, and a drama that didn’t have singing in it but which blew him away. Of course, he forgot the title. He tends to forget a lot of stuff for some bizarre reason, especially titles and character names. This play sounded like a superhero movie, something to do with spiders. But Mister Paul explained to him beforehand that it wasn’t about those creepy critters. The drama told the story of two men who are locked up in the same prison cell, and only one of them is gay, but they end up getting it on. No surprise there. Luis knows how that goes! The faggot loves old Hollywood movies and narrates a horror flick to his cellmate about a panther woman. Not scary at all, and in fact, it made Luis laugh. Most movies suck, anyway. Luis would never go on and on describing them like the character in this play. He wanted to shout at him, Just shut the fuck up and let the other guy talk!

      It turns out that the straight prisoner is in the slammer for his revolutionary work and his politics. And the queer guy’s doing time for corrupting minors, which means he likes to have sex with very young men. There are so many people like him who vacation here in Santo Domingo! Luis has known a good number of them, his johns. Those tourists could end up in jail too, but no chance of that happening. Lots of Dominicans know what’s going on at the Hotel Cristóbal, and they all pretend not to notice. Better for Luis and for his buddies in the biz. If the authorities started to crack down on the corrupters of minors in this city, a bunch of tourist money would stop coming in. So let all the horny foreign assholes keep coming to this tropical paradise!

      Only a few of his johns stand out enough for Luis to remember them without having to jot down their names, the ones who stick around longer than a couple of nights and come back, like Mister Paul. It was Paul’s idea to take Luis to see his first play at Teatro Las Máscaras. And he tries to get them tickets for new shows whenever he visits. Paul prefers American musicals on tour, even if all the actors are Dominican. He says a lot of gay men love musicals. Come to think of it, so does Luis, but that just means he digs a good story with songs ‘cause he ain’t queer!

      Mister Paul taught him all about theater stuff. Unbelievable that Luis can recall so many big words. It helps that he studies them from time to time, not minding that it’s just like doing homework. For example, the main characters can be either the protagonist (the good guy), or the antagonist (the bad guy.) There’s also action, what happens in the play. Conflict is the hardest idea to grasp, and it’s like a struggle between two characters, a character and the world, or between a character and himself. The turning point, an event that makes everything change for everyone. Resolution, how the conflict gets resolved. And message: what the work wants us to learn. Like in the case of the two prisoners, the fact that a straight man can fall in love with a gay man ‘cause true love knows no gender. Or some heavy shit like that.

      So, if he, Luis Miranda Ramos, is the protagonist in the story of his life, then who would be the antagonist? Definitely not his mom or his best friend Richard or Mister Paul. Could it be his father, though he’s not in the picture? Yeah, that creep is the villain because of what he did to Mamita. Luis has never met him, doesn’t even know what he looks like. Does that mean his father can’t be the antagonist? Could that bad character be absent during the whole story but still affect the action? Does every work of theater need that type of adversary (Paul’s word)? Can the antagonist be a place or a job instead of a person? And what about a whole city? A hotel?

      Too many questions to ask Paul, and too many words for the parts of a damn play! Yeah, ‘cause there are also unities of action, place, and time, and acts, which are like sections. By the way, this play about Luis would need many acts, at least three. You can’t pack all his thoughts and dreams into just two measly sections. That’s not how real life works. Not for him.

      Paul says there are plays called absurd that don’t follow any rules and where nothing makes sense. Luis hasn’t seen any shows of that type and doesn’t think he’d enjoy them. He wants reality to make sense, not like the telenovelas his mom watches, which tell stories that would never happen in the real world. They’re not plays ‘cause there’s no art in them, but they might be the closest thing to absurd that Luis has seen.

      He’s grateful to Mister Paul for all he’s taught him. Paul is an editor for a big textbook company in California, and he loves the theater more than anything. He’s seen many plays, read many books, yet he doesn’t show off his knowledge like some of the professors Luis has had sex with, johns who are always dropping names and quoting the great writers. Luis is very familiar with the type. Mister Paul can’t stand them, says they’re full of shit. But those profs buy and use the books he sells, so he has to be nice to them and praise the way they teach, even if they just talk at the students nonstop about themselves and how famous they are. Paul doesn’t do that. He likes to share what he knows, which is a lot, with young people. And he’s a good listener.

      Mister Paul is a huge fan of a Black singer from England named Shirley Bassey. Wow, Luis remembers her full name! Shirley sings big ballads with a deep chest voice, and Paul says she’s a gay icon, which means she’s popular with faggots. That’s the reason Luis didn’t know about her ‘cause he ain’t no fag. Paul gave him a cassette of her music last year, along with a tape player that also had a radio. Luis has enjoyed the gift and Mister Paul’s favorite song on the tape, “The Greatest Performance.” Paul explained the lyrics to him, and what a fucking sad story they tell! Shirley is singing as if she were an actress who gave the most fantastic performance of her life tonight, but her heart was breaking, and she was crying inside while she performed.

      That would definitely not be Luis’s case ‘cause he never cries, especially not when he’s singing or playing the guitar. It makes him feel so happy to play and sing his own songs. And, besides, only women cry. Luis has no reason to be sad, anyway. His life is exciting, full of possibilities, and with an open ending. In that sense, it’s not like a play that must end, ‘cause he plans to live forever, or at least for as long as people remember his music.

      Sometimes, after they’re done fucking, Paul pretends to be Shirley and tells Luis that he just gave the greatest performance of his life in bed. And then he sings the damn song instead of letting Luis take care of the singing, which he can do so much better than the Gringo!

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      Luis wishes he could get to see more plays, at least one a month. And maybe become an actor? Shit, that’d be so fucking amazing! Tough job, though, impersonating other people and having to memorize a ton of words. Could he do it? It’s the issue of memorizing stuff that he’d be concerned about. His brain has a tough time retaining information, though Luis does manage to remember the songs he writes, words and melody, and most guitar chords by way of repetition. To become an actor, he’d have to hire a drama coach and practice all the time. Hey, maybe Paul could give him some pointers about this, since he knows so much about the theater.

      The theater. Yeah, it’s more mind-blowing than movies for sure ‘cause a live drama entertains you but also makes you think, even comedies and musicals. Movies don’t get inside your head and teach you things, definitely not the ones with lots of action. Luis has enjoyed most of the sci-fi flicks his buddy Richard is into, like Blade Runner, the only title he’s managed to remember. At the movies, they always sneak in a bag of empanadas made by Luis’s mom and eat to their hearts’ content while watching androids who look just like humans, Earth colonies thriving all over the galaxy, and spaceships traveling at the speed of light. Those films give you a glimpse of the future, says Richard. Problem is, they typically have shoot-‘em-ups, laser gunfire, and lots of explosions. Boring crap! And Luis would just rather see a play. He hasn’t managed to get Richard excited about the theater ‘cause he says he can’t afford the tickets. Neither can Luis, for that matter. Theater is more expensive than movies, especially American musicals.

      So, yes, now everything in Luis’ life feels like he’s acting in a play as the protagonist, and everyone around him is a character. He has no idea what the conflict is and no clue how it’s going to end, but he’s sure it won’t be a sad ending. No, not like the play about the two cellmates, where the gay man dies, and the other one gets tortured. That’s why it’s a tragedy, says Paul. Because even if you don’t get to see the character’s death, they mention at the end that he gets shot. Luis will make sure the play of his life isn’t tragic. Maybe it’ll be a tragicomedy, like Paul has suggested, which is both serious and funny. Or better yet, a comedy ‘cause it’d make people happy, though Luis isn’t particularly funny. He should learn some jokes!

      The info Paul gives him sends his head spinning like a Ferris wheel sometimes. Luis has a hard time filing it all away. School is good for that, says the Gringo, not just to teach you things but also how to remember those things. Luis wishes he’d finished at least nivel medio in high school. He was getting good grades and learning a lot. But then, at the end of his second year, he had to quit ‘cause his mom was in the hospital, and he had to go to work to pay the bills. Hey, but that’s not the story he wants running through his head just now. Too depressing, though it has a happy ending ‘cause his mother got better, and Luis found a way to make lots of money and rent a nice house for her. Who cares that he doesn’t have a high school diploma. Certainly not his clients, as long as he can communicate with them about the basics.

      And speaking of communication, maybe Paul could translate this play about Luis’s life into English so it can reach a wide audience. English is an international tongue, says Mister Paul, which means that it’s spoken all over the world. Problem is, then Luis wouldn’t be able to say typically Dominican things like tostado, crazy, or the word you use when you’re surprised, Adió! He couldn’t say quillarse either, which means to get mad or angry. Or pollo, a handsome man like himself. And piña, not just pineapple but also a quarrel or a fight. Or the word arrechar, what Luis does to his clients: excite them. And fundillo, meaning ass. Oh, and there’s his favorite word, pechú. He likes that one because it means brave and daring, and it describes Luis perfectly. Yeah, he’s definitely a pechú kind of stud!

      Mister Paul knows all those Dominican words and likes to use them, though they don’t sound right coming out of his mouth. Why the hell is that? How can a person who’s a linguist and knows Spanish so well, who even uses idioms and colloquialisms (big Paul words!), not be able to pronounce things the way you’re supposed to? What happens in that person’s brain? He’ll have to have Paul explain this issue to him. And he’ll be careful not to hurt his feelings, of course. Luis will just say he’s referring to some of the dumb Gringos he’s known over the years.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      Okay, time to get this show started! First, he must mention where and when the action takes place: in the city of Santo Domingo, capital of the Dominican Republic (where Luis was born), during two weeks of May in 1984. Those fourteen days are usually the chunk of time that Mister Paul spends here, and maybe they can represent Luis’s life until now.

      A lot of people are saying that 1984 is a great year ‘cause Dominicans finally have a good president, and there are no corrupt politicians in the government. The president and his people have been declaring all the time lately, on the radio and on TV, that the country is going through a period of stability. Well, so far, so good, but anything could happen between now and December. Like, the country’s leader could be assassinated by the military in cahoots with the rich conservatives. Heaven forbid, as Mamita would say. She likes this new dude in power.

      What about the characters? He’ll start with his mother and himself. Damn, he almost forgot there have to be scenes in a play! Okay, here’s the opening scene, where he sees the bright morning light reaching every room and corner of his house. First, he’ll show the kitchen, which is welcoming and can work as a dining room, too, with a table and chairs. Some appliances stand out: a gas stove, a big refrigerator with an ice maker, a toaster, and a microwave oven, all stuff he’s bought for his mother. There are plants on the table and next to the sink; on the back wall, pictures of Santo Domingo beaches. The kitchen, with its trendy blue-tile floor, leads to a hallway where you’ll find the two bedrooms and the bathroom.

      He sees his mother entering the kitchen. How can he describe his own mom that he adores without saying mushy stuff? How about keeping it simple: Mamita (Elena Miranda Ramos) is a beautiful, forty-five-year-old mulatta from Santo Domingo. She’s wearing a loosely fitting beige cotton dress and is preparing breakfast: fried plantains, scrambled eggs, fresh cheese, buttered pan de agua, white coffee, and lots of fruit. Elena has trouble using her left hand, which hasn’t regained its full strength since she had an operation years ago.

      In the shower, Luis Miranda Ramos (that’s him, of course) is singing a ballad in the style of the Mexican performer Luis Miguel, his idol. And this is where he gets to describe himself. Better not overdo it! Okay: Luis is a handsome young man with a light brown complexion, black curly hair, olive green eyes, and Afro-Caribbean features. He’s also a gifted singer-songwriter.

      After his shower, he’ll offer to help Mamita in the kitchen…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RICHARD

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s that song again, playing everywhere he goes, in stores and homes and here at the Cristóbal, the latest hit from some New Wave group he hates. Many of his classmates rave about these singers, though to Richard, they sound like all the others. His school friends think something’s wrong with his head ‘cause he doesn’t care for music. But it’s just a matter of personal taste, isn’t it? For example, he digs sci-fi movies, and his buddy Luis can’t stand them. And there’s nothing wrong with Luis because of that, is there? Besides, Richard does like Luis’s songs, and it’s a good thing he does ‘cause Luis loves playing his music. It’d be a total bummer if Richard didn’t appreciate his buddy’s passion! He’d fake it if he didn’t, of course, because Luis deserves his support. Because that’s what best friends do for each other.

      Richard would probably not be working here if it weren’t for Luis, who helped him out a lot the first time he walked into this hotel. Richard was so nervous that day! He remembers that he headed for the bar immediately and found it packed with tourists, all men, and some local guys, the “workers.” There was so much cigarette smoke everywhere! Disgusting. How were you supposed to breathe in there?! He saw a few old Gringos in shorts and bright (too fucking bright!) color shirts, and a couple of johns who looked kind of young and were snazzily dressed. And he noticed a group of fem nerds in a corner, acting even more awkwardly than Richard and staring out at the terrace where there was no one, possibly because the hotel clients don’t want any passers-by to see them. Richard paid little attention to the Dominican guys, but he did note the ones seated at tables with their johns and being lovey-dovey with them, holding hands and letting their clients touch them all over… Revolting!

      He thought he could blend in, yet it must’ve been obvious that he didn’t know what to do. Should he sit at the bar counter, at a table, or just stand somewhere? He opted for leaning against the back wall, which was made of cobblestone and had flowerpots hanging across the top, overflowing with coralillo flowers. So pretty. And that’s when Luis came up to him, acting like he knew everything. Which he did! Later, much later, Luis said that he’d felt bad for him. Luis knew what it was like to navigate the Cristóbal the first time, how to hook up and who to trust. He’d been watching Richard since the moment he came in and wanted to help him…

      Now, when Richard thinks about that day, it all becomes a sort of time loop in a sci-fi movie. He sees it all unfold over and over again, and each time, there are elements that change, or things he remembers that he hadn’t noticed before. But some details appear in each replay. For example, the fact that Luis approached him smiling, gave him a pat on the thigh, and said, “Hey, buddy!” Then he leaned against the wall next to Richard to watch the tourists.

      That scene recurs in his memory as if projected on a big screen. After a while, Luis started describing some of the tourists, mostly where they all came from, and he asked Richard if he’d met Señor Zamora, the manager. Richard said no, and why should he have to meet him? Luis replied that no one could work at the Cristóbal unless they made arrangements with the boss. He suggested that they go to the malecón, and that’s where he explained the biz to Richard as they walked down the waterfront: how to carry yourself and what to say, what parts of the body were off-limits, which acts were not allowed, how much money to ask for, and what percentage of it went to the Cristóbal for providing the locale and the clients.

      The only thing Richard didn’t like was having to give Señor Zamora a cut of his earnings, and also asking for the same amount as all the other guys. No, Richard would set his own price, the highest price ever paid at the Cristóbal. Yeah! Because he was young, strong, healthy, and big down there. He’d had sex with his girlfriend, Isabel, and a couple of times with a guy, a classmate who’d offered to suck him off. True, Richard didn’t have a lot of experience and couldn’t imagine how he’d be able to fuck those foreigners, how he’d get turned on if they didn’t appeal to him. There wouldn’t be a problem getting hard; that was easy, but what if some of his clients repulsed him and made him throw up? A big challenge for sure, having to touch those people, caress them. Though fortunately, kissing wasn’t part of the deal, according to Luis.

      Richard told himself he was up to the challenge, highly motivated by the rewards. He’d just close his eyes and pretend he was making love to Isabel, or maybe screwing one of the really cute boys at school. In his head, Richard would become a pro, a sought-after and desired whore who swung both ways with ease and know-how. Like a bisexual alien from a planet on the edge of our galaxy, who could be anything and everything for everyone for the right sum of dough. Like a shapeshifter! Or like a member of an android race called sexoids. Yeah, the sexoid named Richard was programmed to make people’s fantasies come true, no matter how wild!

      So, yes, Luis showed him the ropes, asking for nothing in return. He didn’t touch him, other than the pat on the thigh, because he said they were real men and good friends, not faggots who got it on with each other. Luis introduced him to Señor Zamora in the manager’s office, the only penthouse in the Cristóbal, like no room Richard had ever seen. Zamora’s desk was all glass and had a huge computer on it, the new Apple model probably. The office was on the fourth floor, yet it felt like the top of a high mountain. What an amazing view! You could take in the city, the seawall, the cars, the ocean, and even the horizon.

      Señor Zamora didn’t look like Richard had expected; for one thing, he seemed so young. He was wearing tight blue jeans and a brightly colored guayabera with too many pockets; his hair was long, curly, messy in the style of British pop singers. He didn’t speak like a boss, either, with fancy words. The manager took a liking to Richard and invited him to be part of his “brood of chicks.” As a welcome present, he gave him a bunch of coupons for the movies, and that gesture won Richard over. He agreed to obey all the rules as one of the hotel’s new chicks.

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      His best friend, the only one Richard could trust with his life, that’s what Luis became to him. Too bad he got so bossy. Ordered him to follow his lead and kept repeating the four main rules of the biz. Number One: never show up at the hotel alone. Number Two: never let the johns get near your ass. Number Three: always use a rubber. Number Four: drink but never get drunk.

      There are times when Luis acts like he’s Richard’s big brother, and Richard knows he acts that way because he cares for him. His bossiness is actually kind of amusing, like a game, and Richard always does what he wants anyway. Like being here alone today, breaking Rule Number One. Shit, Luis is going to be so mad!

      Richard just said hi to Franklin, the bartender, who’s husky and kind of grouchy but has a nice face. The last time he was here, the place was packed. But not today. The indoor patio is sort of empty, in fact, though it won’t look that way tonight when it turns into a dance floor. In a corner by the stairs is the stage, big enough to fit two stools and a standing microphone. That’s where the guest performers of the Cristóbal play nice background music that makes it easy to talk. Richard likes the current musicians okay, though not as much as he likes Luis’s stuff. They’re called Los Bachateros, a trio that used to be famous and is known for singing bachatas, boleros, and some pop. Good singers, but they can’t belt like Luis. Oh man, it’d be so cool if Luis got to perform with them. He’d make them sound better for sure!

      Friday afternoon, too early for live music, and that’s too bad ‘cause instead, he’s being tortured by some loud New Wave. Richard walks to a table by the stage and sits down after ordering a Coke. He catches his reflection in the mirror behind the bar. Fuck, he looks young, which he is. It freaks him out sometimes to imagine himself as an old man, all wrinkled up, with aches and pains and that damn arthritis that’s threatening to cripple his father’s hands. Bah! No need to worry about that future. Chances are he’ll stay strong till the very end, if he takes good care of himself. And maybe by that distant time, they might’ve developed a drug to make people look youthful their entire lives, although that sounds like sci-fi, not reality.

      It’s the present that matters, after all, when the mirror shows him a hot young hustler looking back at him. Yeah, he’s younger than Luis and with a lighter complexion. Too white! That could be a problem, ‘cause the johns tend to go for a darker type. But ain’t nothing Richard can do about that. He could work harder on his outfits, though, maybe get some ideas from Luis. Never again will he come to work dressed so formally, wearing his black jeans and his brand-new sky-blue guayabera. And what the fuck did he do to his hair?! Instead of letting the wavy strands fall naturally on his forehead, like his mom says he should, he combed them all back with mousse. So, now he’s the spitting image of some fag dancer in a TV variety show.

      Wow, an old Gringo at the bar counter is trying to catch his attention. What should he do? Smile but not too much; he doesn’t feel ready to start working just yet. And it’s a good thing Richard hasn’t flirted with the tourist ‘cause there’s Luis walking in, obviously pissed off.

      “What are you doing here?” Luis asks him.

      “Nothing,” Richard replies. “Just hanging. It’s Friday, and I did all my homework already, so I thought I’d check out the scene…”

      Luis sits with Richard, lights up a cigarette, says to him, “Didn’t I ask you to always wait for me at the malecón? Don’t get into this biz alone, Richard. You don’t know shit.”

      “What’s there to know? Stick it in and pull it out ‘til they come, and that’s that.”

      Luis, sarcastic, “Really? That’s all there is to it, Richard?”

      “Yes, I have all the experience I need. You know I’ve done it many times with Isabel. But it’s not like I forced her or anything, okay? Don’t get the wrong idea; I’d never do that to her. She was the one who said we should go all the way. We’d been making out a lot, and then, one day, we were alone in her house ‘cause her dad was at work and her mom and sister had gone shopping, and we got so hot we just couldn’t stop ourselves.”

      “Yes, yes, you’ve told me that story already. Man, you sure talk a lot!”

      “Okay, but what I didn’t tell you is that Isabel took her clothes off first, and in a big hurry, saying that she couldn’t wait anymore. And I told her she needed to be sure ‘cause this was something you couldn’t undo, and I asked her if she didn’t want to save her virginity for marriage, which is what most girls supposedly want to do, and she just laughed and started taking my pants off, laughing the whole time, and grabbing my prick and putting a rubber on it and placing it between her legs. It was like she knew exactly what to do, how to move and…”

      Luis, laughing, “Sounds like you were the virgin, not her!”

      “Yeah, and it was amazing, Luis. Incredible. At that moment, when we were doing it, I thought there could be nothing better in the whole universe. It felt like…”

      “I know what it feels like the first time, Richard, so spare me the details, okay? Just shut up for a minute and listen to me!” He puts out his cigarette, lights another.

      “But I didn’t tell you the most important thing, Luis, and that’s that I care for Isabel. Though we’ve never talked about love or made any promises ‘cause she says she wants to be free. So, I don’t think she’s in love with me…”

      “And you’re not in love with her either, you idiot!”

      “I guess you’re right about that.”

      “Damn it, Richard, you’re so fucking naïve. You need to be careful working here, okay? This is serious business, not a game or one of those stories you like to read.”

      “I get that. And I’m being careful, no need for you to worry.”

      “You’d better! We wouldn’t want a john to get you from behind.”

      Richard, sure of himself, “No one’s ever gonna do that to me!”

      “Good to know.”

      Richard walks to the stone wall and leans against it. Luis joins him there seconds later.

      “How’s your mom doing?” Richard asks his friend.

      “Mamita’s just fine. Still bugging me about the Cristóbal. What about your folks?”

      “Okay, I guess. Papá is working too much, as usual. We hardly ever see him. And all of us kids are in school, which makes my mother happy.”

      “Your dad’s a pharmacist, right? Pharmacists make lots of dough. And your mom has a job as a teacher, no? I know teachers don’t get paid that much, but it’s still an income.”

      “It’s not enough for a big family like ours, Luis. And Papi has to use his hands so much at the pharmacy that they’re starting to hurt him a lot at the end of the day. Poor Papi. I’m glad I’ll be able to help out so he can cut back on his long shifts, and so Mami can quit her job. It’s hard for her to work and look after all of us without a maid.”

      “Even so, are you sure you need to be doing this, Richard?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. My brothers need lots of school supplies and clothes and shoes and stuff like that, and I want to chip in and get it all for them.”

      “Okay, you can always quit this joint if it doesn’t work out.” Silence. “Hey, don’t forget that Mister Paul is arriving on Sunday. We’re gonna go to the airport with Franklin to welcome him, okay? I want him to meet you. He’s coming for the book fair.”

      “But that fair is in almost two weeks. I heard the announcement on the radio.”

      “Yeah, but many of the attendees come here several days before to have some fun.”

      “Are you going to hang out at the fair at all, Luis?”

      “No way! I already have the only book I’m interested in, for learning English.”

      “I’ve heard it’s an exciting event. You get freebies and watch cool videos.”

      “Nah, just a horde of bookworms shooting the bull. What could be exciting about that?”

      “I like books, Luis, especially poetry. It’d be great to get some for free.”

      “Man, you’re weird. Poetry sucks.”

      “But you write songs, and they’re like poems, you know.”

      “Sure, with easy-to-understand lyrics and catchy melodies, not like those poems I had to read in school, which made no fucking sense.”

      “They would make sense if you let me explain them to you, Luis. Then you’d see how beautiful they are. A lot of poetry is hard for me to understand, too, but I try to figure things out using a dictionary and picturing the images in my head…”

      “Thanks but no thanks! Anyway, you won’t have time for that shit. By the time the fair rolls around, you’ll be dry as a bone and needing lots of sleep.”

      “Really, Luis? You think I’ll score big?”

      “Yes! You’re cute and fresh out of the oven, so you’ll be in high demand.”

      Richard feels flattered. “Thank you for saying that I’m cute, Luisi…”

      “Shut up! And don’t you ever call me Luisi again!”

      “I’m going to make a fortune off these tourists. Yeah!”

      Luis, caressing his friend’s face, “I know you will. With that pretty face of yours, they’ll offer you the world.” Suddenly faking annoyance, he slaps him gently. “Just be careful, okay? And remember that we all charge the same amount.”

      Richard, defensive, “I know how to fend for myself, okay? I can negotiate all kinds of deals with the tourists. I already have, more than once.”

      Annoyed, “You shouldn’t do any negotiating, Richard. We have a price agreement in this hotel. Didn’t Señor Zamora tell you?”

      “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

      “Suit yourself. Just don’t come crying to me when Zamora kicks you out.”

      “Men don’t cry, buddy.”

      “Of course not.” Luis laughs. “And since you’re such a macho man!”

      
        
        ❖❖❖

      

      

      Three of the hotel guys come in, men Richard doesn’t care for at all. They’re in their mid-twenties and act like they own the place. And they all have American names they can’t pronounce, which sound stupid when they say them. That happens a lot in Santo Domingo, parents giving their children English names, like they think that way their kids will be more important. That’s not the reason his mother named him Richard, no, no. She said it was because of a British actor she liked, Richard Burton. There are other popular American names he likes, Joshua, Evan, and Engelbert, although not as much as he likes Richard. He tries to say it right, practicing with his English teacher at school and in front of the mirror. Reichaardd…

      Something else that turns him off about those guys is that they pretend they’re popular and cool, always showing off the latest fashion. Yeah, but if you look closely, you’ll notice they’re as rough and unpolished as everyone else. The telling details: worn-out shoes on William, one of the two mulattoes of the trio; a stain on George’s pants; a peeling leather belt on Michael, who thinks he’s a Gringo because he has light skin and blondish hair.

      They go up to Richard, making a racket, and he feels bullied, harassed.

      “How is our new baby doing?” says Michael, pinching his cheek. “Still a virgin? Or did you get your bottom broken already?”

      William grabs Richard’s crotch, yells, “Ain’t nuttin’ here!”

      And George says, “Didn’t I tell you? Tweet tweet tweet, little birdie.”

      Luis shoves them away. “Leave the kid alone, damn it!”

      “The hubby!” yells George.

      “Look at him showing his spurs!” exclaims Michael.

      William, “Defending his chick!”

      The three young men sit with Richard and Luis when Juanito, the waiter, shows up. Juanito is playful, effeminate. “Be nice, my loves. Order something and shut up, okay?” George touches his ass. “How dare you? I’ll tell Franklin!” To the bartender, “Sweetheart!”

      Franklin, from behind the counter, “Careful, boys. Respect my wife or else!”

      “You know the temper he has,” says the waiter. “Better not make a scene… But, hey, it’s too early to start boozing up. So, how about a round of Presidente for everyone and nothing else until you start working tonight?” The young men give the offer their thumbs up. “Good,” reacts Juanito. “We’ll get that going for you. And I’ll just put it on your tabs, okay? Be right
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