Notes on how to read DREAMING NICARAGUA


When I sat down to write DREAMING NICARAGUA I made a conscious decision not to limit myself to a single time frame, or single narrative voice, or single style of writing or fixed subject matter. I have the feeling that this variety of things happening on the pages of the book has caused some puzzlement, even bewilderment, among some of my readers. So I want to give you same basic hints that I hope will help you understand how and why this variety was created, and how to read your way through it.

1. Time Frames: The main “realistic” part of the book takes place in the summer of the year 2000 in San Juan del Sur, Nicaragua. Jesse Pelletier—a veteran of the Vietnam War whose mental anguish helped to undermine his marriage back in Boston—runs a small hotel called Ospedaje Gringo Pinolero. His previously estranged daughter, Suzy, comes to visit her old man and patch things up. She also falls for a local environmental activist, Camilo Sanchez, who promptly disappears. Jesse and Suzy struggle to find out what happened to Camilo. Jesse also has a “love interest” in the person a Caitlin Cuadra, who owns a sailboat. There are other lesser characters who make an appearance, including Jesse’s old Vietnam buddy, Tapper, and his creepy associate, Croce. These parts read like any traditional novel.

However there’s also a fair amount of what we call “back story” about   Jesse—about his earlier life in North Carolina, the breakup of his marriage, his decision to travel to Nicaragua in 1989 with the “Veterans’ Peace Convoy,” his decision to buy the hotel, and his sex life in San Juan del Sur.  So you should be ready to read about Jesse in the decades prior to 2000.

BUT Jesse is also a Nicaragua history buff, keeping extensive archives about the country on his old Mac. In fact, he has begun to write a series of “San Juan Sketches” in which he tries to imagine San Juan del Sur way back in the 1850s, when thousands of US citizens passed through the town on their way to the Gold Rush, thanks to the steamboat route created by the great Cornelius Vanderbilt--from New York through Nicaragua and then to San Francisco. In some of these sketches you will meet a US veteran of the Mexican War named (yes) Jesse Pelletier, who works for Vanderbilt for a while, marries a local girl, and starts his own hotel. Among other 19th century characters who appear in these sketches are a Mrs. McKnight from New Bedford who is delayed in San Juan on her way to California; Socorro Calderon Farrell, a Nicaraguan who marries an Irish deserter from the US Army in Mexico; Cornelius Vanderbilt himself; Mark Twain; the soldier of fortune William Walker who had himself “elected” President of Nicaragua in 1855; and one of Walker’s “filibusters,” Jake Pelham.  So be prepared to “dream Nicaragua” in the 1850s even as you’re trying to figure out what’s happening in the year 2000.

2. Narrative voices: Sometimes the story is told in a traditional third-person omniscient narrative voice focusing on Jesse—what he’s thinking or doing, or has thought and done. Sometimes Jesse seems to be telling the story in his own first-person voice, or to be writing dated journal entries or letters. Occasionally there’s a narrative voice that follows people and events about most of which Jesse knows nothing: these appear in italicized sections of fragmentary “vignettes” (quick snapshots), like scenes in a trailer for a movie. And sprinkled throughout the book are entries from “J.P.’s Nica Lexicon,” which presents key Nicaraguan words or phrases, with Jesse’s witty definitions.  So don’t be dismayed; be ready to go with the flow and read whatever appears on the page. All the various pieces fit together (at least so the author hopes.)

2. Styles of Writing (and subject matter):  Some of the writing is blunt and straightforward—with profanity and a sort of crude honesty (especially when Tapper is present). 

            Younger readers are cautioned that there are scenes in which people over fifty  

       have sex.  The sex scenes are explicit.

There are also deeply personal introspective, at times lyrical, at times nightmarish reflections from Jesse. Vietnam changed his mind forever. But he is also permanently a poet.

Jesse’s invented or dreamed-up alter ego from the 19th century has problems and passions that are not identical to those of Jesse 2000, but are at least parallel.

The 19th century passages are narrated in a language that has greater formality and a more old-fashioned vocabulary than the present-day material.

There’s a lot about Nicaraguan history in the book, particularly the relationship between the US and Nicaragua over the centuries. Some readers may find this superfluous, or even tedious, but the author sees it as central to understanding Jesse’s strong link to his adopted country. 

Readers are encouraged to register their comments about the book at http://fenwaypress.wordpress.com/dreaming-nicaragua/

[Note: a number of historical set-pieces involving US citizens in Nicaragua were cut from the final version of the book, but are available at http://fenwaypress.wordpress.com/dreaming-nicaragua-outtakes-2/]
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