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Havana Bay

Tides of Change, Book Three

John Patrick


Chapter One

MARCH 1952

 

ERNESTO PAUSED IN his work to watch the spectacle unfolding on the beach.

He leaned his rake against a palm tree and raised a hand to shield his eyes against the sun’s glare. Next to him, his cousin Ivan placed his pruning shears on top of a high stone wall and squatted to rest in its shade.

His father’s admonition echoed in his mind. “Never slouch or squat, Ernesto. Always stand tall; otherwise, you’ll look like a peasant.” And Ivan did look like a peasant, with his sweat-stained T-shirt and worn cotton pants, cut short at the knees.

Ernesto wore denim pants, but they were clean—more or less—and fit properly. His lime-colored button-down shirt highlighted his amber eyes, and his black hair was oiled and slicked back from his forehead accentuating its silkiness.

Ivan was several shades darker than Ernesto and had features pointing to an African ancestry. Ernesto leaned more toward the Spanish side of the island’s genetic mix. It wasn’t supposed to matter—not in modern postwar Cuba. Not in 1952.

But it did matter, of course.

Both of them were darker than los gamelos blancos—the white twins—as the workers at Casa de Ada called them. They were wrestling on the beach, wearing tight bathing trunks, even whiter than the twins themselves. A film crew circled them, rolling their cameras and calling out directions in English.

Ernesto knew English, but Ivan had never tried to learn. There was no need to translate, however; the action was self-explanatory. The twins grappled in an easy way, more for show than dominance. Their oiled torsos gleamed in the sharp morning light, and their hands moved quickly, gripping a bicep, cupping the back of a head, sliding down a flank.

They weren’t really twins. In the few months Ernesto had worked at Casa de Ada, he’d learned to distinguish between its two most famous residents. The one who sometimes looked at Ernesto—looked him right in the eye—was slimmer than the more muscled one and not as hairy. He was beautiful, and when he did catch Ernesto’s eye and offered a knowing wink, it was terrifying.

He didn’t see him every day. Ernesto only worked a few hours in the mornings, cleaning up the gardens before most of the guests were up and about. But the twins were sometimes out early—when the light was best for photographs and filming.

They sank to their knees, and a wave washed over them, soaking their trunks, rendering them nearly transparent. Ernesto steeled himself against reacting.

Below him, Ivan snorted. “Locos,” he said and laughed as if he were watching a comic before a movie show.

Ivan was right; they were all such curious creatures, these Americanos who passed through Casa de Ada—the young, handsome ones as well as the older, rich ones. Who could say why they did what they did? Why they lay in the sun for hours even though their pale skin blistered and peeled. Why they drank so much, even in the mornings. Why they acted like girls sometimes and called each other “dear” and “darling.”

On the beach, the director called out instructions. “Mannix, flip Cordero over and get on top.”

Mannix. That was his name, the one who saw him.

The men switched places and Mannix pinned Cordero. He was looking up, away from his opponent and the cameras, across the beach and into the gardens. He caught Ernesto’s eye, and they locked gazes. Mannix offered a cocky grin and raised an eyebrow.

“Good,” said the director. “Good. Nice. Now push up into him, Cordero.”

Ivan turned to Ernesto. “What is he saying?” he asked.

“Nothing. Just giving directions,” Ernesto responded. “We should get back to work.”

“Sure.” His cousin stood and wiped his hands against his pants. “This is our chance though. What I told you about. Look at them.” With a nod of his head, Ivan indicated the mostly older white men—guests at Casa de Ada—who had gathered around to watch the show. They were transfixed by the white twins.

“That’s a wrap,” the director called. Mannix reached a hand down to help Cordero up. A soft smattering of applause rippled through the onlookers.

“Remember what I told you,” Ivan instructed. “Don’t make eye contact, but be certain they see you. Take one of the secluded paths into the deep parts of the garden. One will follow you.”

Ernesto wasn’t convinced he wanted to do that. Sure, it was easy for Ivan; he always talked of girls and all the sex he claimed to have had. He would view whatever happened at the end of a garden path, hidden behind a hedge, as purely transactional.

It was different for Ernesto. He couldn’t quite picture what Ivan had described went on in the thickets, and when he tried, it was all too close to what he thought he might enjoy anyway if the right boy were to come along. He thought about Mannix’s eyes, and his knowing smile.

“It doesn’t mean anything, Ernesto,” Ivan assured him, as if he were reading his mind. “It doesn’t make you a maricón. It only makes you a Yankee dollar richer. And you just have to stand there; the Americans do all the work. You don’t even have to look at them. You can close your eyes and think of a girl.”

Ivan reached up to retrieve the shears from atop the wall, and Ernesto took a step back. Ivan smelled ripe—a stronger odor than a morning’s work would account for. It was as if he hadn’t washed with soap and water in days. Ivan had come to stay with Ernesto’s family in the city, and failing to wash properly wasn’t the only bad habit he’d brought with him from his family’s rural tobacco farm.

It was absurd to think someone, even a loco Americano, would pay money to…do things…to Ivan. Ernesto wanted no part of it.

Still, a dollar…and maybe many more dollars if he didn’t find it too objectionable.

And he needed the money. That was without a doubt. If he did get into university—this time—there would be textbooks to buy, new shoes, supplies of all sorts, not to mention tuition. Ernesto’s father insisted they’d find a way to pay, but it was difficult to see how.

The small group of guests on the beach began to disperse, and the film crew started packing up, carefully placing the cameras into their large padded cases. The Americans were shifting about, sharing grins and slapping one another on the back. A few started ambling toward the gardens.

Ernesto looked for Mannix, but the white twins had already disappeared.

“I’m going this way,” Ivan said, pointing his shears toward the path that went alongside a row of palms and eventually turned to disappear behind the main house. “Don’t follow me.”

Ivan headed off, and Ernesto considered his options. He decided to put off any final decision regarding the Americans and their dollars until he had to make one. After all, he worked in the gardens, so he could hardly avoid them. He picked up his rake and headed in the opposite direction from Ivan.

One of the Americans who had been moving casually toward the path Ivan was on changed course when he saw Ernesto heading the other way. Ernesto told himself it was a coincidence, but he heeded Ivan’s advice and avoided eye contact. Did he want to encourage the fellow? He wasn’t sure.

He continued on his way, occasionally pausing to rake dead leaves and palm fronds into a pile, or to snip a spent flower from its stem. He passed the main house and followed the twisting path through the gardens leading to the fish pond at the far end of the property. There was a small bench there, and Ernesto hadn’t attended to the area in a couple of days.

It was cooler in the shade of the closely bunched palms, and it took his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light. It was quiet too. The sounds of the film crew on the beach faded away. An iguana scuttled through the dead leaves beside the path.

He reached the pond and was greeted by bright flashes of yellow and orange beneath the water as the fish—koi, he remembered they were called—approached him for food. “I’m sorry,” he told them. “I have nothing for you.”

There was a rustling sound from the bushes in front of him. “Maybe they’re just happy to see your handsome face.” It was Mannix.

He’d been shielded by a flowering shrub, but as he spoke, he stepped into view. He wore a loose robe, and Ernesto struggled between relief and disappointment that the damp swim trunks weren’t on display. Mannix’s gaze shifted to something over Ernesto’s shoulder. “We’re busy here,” he said.

Startled, Ernesto turned to see the American had followed him, but the man quickly nodded and disappeared.

He turned back to Mannix and was surprised he’d continued to move closer. Ernesto could reach out and touch him if he wanted to. Or Mannix could touch Ernesto. He tightened his grip on the rake and swallowed. They stared silently at each other for a moment.

Mannix looked puzzled. He cocked his head. “Habla Inglés?”

“Oh. Yes. I speak English.”

Mannix smiled. “Good. I thought you would. You look like a student.”

Ernesto swelled with pride and stood straighter, scrambling for something to say, but his mind had inexplicably emptied. Mannix was even more strikingly handsome up close. A blue-black shadow of a beard covered his jaw, and he smelled like citrus-scented oil.

His heart raced, thumping deep inside his chest, tapping out a rhythm that echoed through his body. Did Mannix want to…do something? To him? He’d happily let him and forgo the dollar too. He wouldn’t even close his eyes.

But Ivan hadn’t been clear on how this was supposed to happen. He’d implied no words were needed, that both parties understood the nature of the transaction. Ernesto waited for Mannix to make the first move.

“I keep food for them,” Mannix said, “in a tin over there.” He nodded to the opposite side of the pond, where a narrow wooden bench with a slatted back was tucked into a dense copse of tall bushes. Ernesto was embarrassed to see how many fallen leaves littered the area.

The path narrowed as it circled the pond, and without waiting for a response, Mannix began making his way to the other side. Ernesto followed. Somehow, the fish knew to follow too, and they moved under the water in a flashing, golden swirl of tails and fins, their mouths opening and closing in anticipation.

The path was only wide enough for one man, and Ernesto slowed his pace to keep his distance. Mannix moved through the garden with a liquid grace, like a jungle cat stalking its prey. His hair was as black as Ernesto’s, but it hung in loose curls, covering his ears and brushing the nape of his neck. The robe he wore was short, not even reaching his knees, and Ernesto admired the muscles of his thighs and calves as he moved.

Mannix’s white skin glowed in the shade of the trees. When he’d first stepped out onto the path in front of Ernesto, his robe had been tied at the waist in a loose knot. Now it hung open, and the sides flapped with his strides.

Had it fallen open? Had Mannix untied it?

Ernesto envied the fish, so sure of their goal, certain of what was to come.

“Watch out here,” Mannix called as he stepped over gnarled roots crossing the path. He glanced over his shoulder at Ernesto. “We wouldn’t want you tripping into the pond. I’d have to jump in and pull you out.” The image of Mannix hoisting him out of the pond, both of their bodies wet and slippery, nearly caused Ernesto to catch his foot on the roots despite Mannix’s warning.

They reached the bench, and Mannix bent to retrieve a small tin tucked behind a rock at the base of a flowering shrub. He unscrewed the lid as he came back to Ernesto. He sat and loosely folded his robe across his lap.

The partial glimpse of the white trunks beneath the robe was distracting. Ernesto’s heart raced alarmingly, urging him to do…something. Anything.

Mannix opened his palm and tilted the tin above it, tapping it with his index finger. A shower of small grey pellets dropped out.

“Here,” he said holding his open palm, now filled with a small mound of pellets, to Ernesto. He slid to the side of the bench. “Sit.”

There wasn’t really enough room for two men, but Ernesto sat anyway. Mannix’s naked thigh, warm and solid and dusted with dried sand, pressed against Ernesto’s leg. Ernesto remained motionless. Mannix jiggled his leg and nudged Ernesto’s arm. “Come on. Take it,” he said. “They’re starving.”

Mannix leaned in, moving his open palm closer to Ernesto. The fold of robe covering his trunks fell open.

Am I actually going to feed the fish with one of the white twins?

He wished Ivan was there so his cousin could tell him what to do, could explain how to go about things, how to get from here to there. No. I’m glad he’s not here.

He reached forward with his hand and offered his open palm. Mannix smiled and pulled his own hand back slightly—taking care not to spill the pellets—so that it hovered over his lap, forcing Ernesto to bring his own hand even closer, just inches above Mannix’s crotch.

Warmth radiated from Mannix’s body, along with an earthy smell below the citrus oil.

“Steady now,” Mannix said. He reached out with his free hand to grasp Ernesto’s wrist, pulling it lower still, until Ernesto was afraid his own trembling hand might accidentally bump against the man’s privates. His fingers were warm against Ernesto’s pulse.

“We don’t want to spill anything.” He tilted his open palm and tipped the pellets, one by one—a slow, sensual dropping—into Ernesto’s palm.

Ernesto closed his eyes. He hadn’t wanted to, but the tension was unbearable. Mannix’s fingers slid along the back of his hand as he released his grip from Ernesto’s wrist. “Do it,” he whispered into Ernesto’s ear.

Yes. But what?

He opened his eyes to find Mannix had pulled back, just a little. His smile hinted at a shared secret, and he dropped his gaze to Ernesto’s lap, causing Ernesto to blush furiously at what must surely be discernable there, even though he tried to shield himself with his palm filled with koi pellets.

Ernesto leaned forward, stretching his arm as far as he could reach, then opened his fingers over the swirling mass of fish. The pellets dropped into the water all at once, and the fish thrashed about in a frenzy, spraying droplets of rank pond water.

Mannix sighed. He stood and turned to face Ernesto. “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” he asked in a calm, almost bored tone, completely at odds with the circumstances. Mannix’s tight swim trunks were at Ernesto’s eye level, no more than two feet away. He didn’t want to stare, but his brain betrayed him—intent on discerning what each curve and swell of fabric might be concealing.

The frenetic activity in the pond quickly died down. “They’re hungry little beasts,” Mannix observed. He slipped two fingers beneath the waistband of his swimsuit to reach a spot low on his belly, as if scratching an itch there. “Are you hungry too?”

Yes.

Ernesto slowly leaned forward, moving as if in a trance. Mannix’s fingers inched lower.

A distant part of his mind clambered for attention. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. If he did this, it would mean he, Ernesto, was the—

“Wait,” he said. “Stop. This is…backward.”

“What?” asked Mannix. He pulled his hand out from his trunks.

“I’m not—” Ernesto began. “You’re supposed to—” He took a deep breath, trying to regain control of himself.

Mannix peered down at him. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s just that Ivan said, well, he said you’d…” Ernesto couldn’t find a way to continue. What if this had all been a misunderstanding?

“What? For god’s sake, spit it out.” Mannix huffed. “Who’s Ivan?”

“My cousin. We work together.” At Mannix’s blank look he added, “Here. Gardening?”

Mannix frowned. “Oh, the grubby one I see you with.”

Ernesto didn’t want to dishonor his cousin by saying yes, so he simply nodded.

“What did he tell you?” At some point in the last few moments, the robe had been retied. “Wait, oh…oh!… You thought… You thought that I would, what? Pay you!”

Ernesto’s face was flaming; the garden shimmered at the edges of his vision. Any thoughts of…whatever he’d been thinking, hoping for…shriveled away to nothing. “No, I…that is…well, Ivan said I could make a dollar—”

“Stop!” commanded Mannix. “Not another word. I have never and will never—” He huffed and tightened the knot on his robe. “Why am I explaining myself to you?”

Ernesto had no idea.

“Get back to work,” he said with a sweep of his arm, taking in the state of the garden. He turned away from Ernesto and retreated down the path.

*

ERNESTO HAD A long walk home, which gave him plenty of time to think.

Or panic, more accurately.

Clearly, he’d angered Mannix and insulted him by suggesting he’d be willing to pay Ernesto to…do things…to him. And of course he’d been insulted! Imagine, one of the white twins paying a gardener for…sex. Even if it was sex of some loosely defined sort, difficult to precisely imagine. It was ridiculous.

He should never have believed Ivan. Sure, some of the older white men might seek out a young Cuban and even be willing to pay a dollar for a quick encounter to brag about later.

But obviously Mannix had no need to do that. He was a god. And he made movies where he and the other white twin—Cordero, that was his name—wrestled and…and… well, Ernesto didn’t know what else they did when they were indoors in private. But he’d heard rumors there were pictures of them naked. Together.

Ernesto’s imagination took over, and he was nearly struck by a taxi as he stepped onto the Miramar Bridge. Its horn blared, and Ernesto jumped. A group of boys on bicycles laughed as they swerved around him. Below him the fetid waters of the Rio Almendares moved sluggishly into the Gulf of Mexico.

Will they fire me?

That was his biggest worry—that he’d have to tell his father he’d lost his job working with the Americans. It wasn’t the money; the gardening work didn’t pay as much as his afternoon job at his father’s factory. Rather, it was the opportunity to work with the Americans themselves his father valued above all else.

“Get in with the Americans, mijo,” he’d tell Ernesto. “America is the future. Learn from them.”

His father didn’t know Ernesto’s work at Casa de Ada consisted exclusively of gardening, or that he had never even been inside. His father also didn’t know his own brother’s son, Ivan, was letting white maricóns service him for money. Or that Ernesto himself had considered allowing that to happen. Had maybe even wanted that to happen.

Getting in with the Americans was proving to be complicated. Ernesto shut down the imaginary conversation with his father—one that would never happen anyway—and continued on his way.

Casa de Ada was on Havana’s north coast, several miles across the city from the railroad station near where Ernesto’s family lived above their small factory. He had two hours before his shift started, so Ernesto took the longer route home, passing through the university’s campus.

He could have taken a bus, but he enjoyed strolling through the campus, imagining himself as one of the students hurrying from building to building, carrying books and excitedly talking to his companions about things Ernesto could only hope to learn someday.

And he was grateful for the saved bus fare. Every bit would help—if he was admitted this time. His two prior rejections still stung. At twenty, he’d already be older than most of the first-year students. If he had to wait another year, his age would start to make things awkward.

“You’ll get in,” his mother insisted. “Keep trying.”

“Read more,” his father advised. “Practice your English. That will be important with the Americans.”

“We’re all counting on you, Ernesto,” his older sister Marta told him. She was the most honest of all of them. His family was losing its precarious grip on the middle class, and the small factories like his father’s were fading away quickly. Marta, who was twenty-one, would need stronger prospects to make a good match.

A young man—a student—came toward him on the path. He wore his oiled hair back like Ernesto’s, and he offered an easy smile and a nod as they passed each other. His large gold wristwatch identified him as wealthy, as did his finely laced shoes and green silk vest.

What would it be like to know such a boy? To share a class with him? To discuss literature or politics?

The clocktower tolled noon, and Ernesto picked up his pace. His shift started at one, and he hoped to have a sandwich before that and maybe a limonada if his mother had made him one. She often did before he started work; she claimed it was good for his voice.

From the pristine elegance of the university, the city declined—geographically and economically—as it approached Ernesto’s neighborhood and the train station. Well-maintained colonial villas gave way to mixed neighborhoods of factories, shops, open-air bars and small residences.

Ernesto made it home with fifteen minutes to spare. He entered the factory with its rows of worktables and its small, high windows, opaque from years of dust stirred relentlessly by the ceiling fans. The two dozen or so torcederos—cigar rollers—seated along the wooden benches were hard at work. A few looked up at the sound of the door and smiled when they saw Ernesto.

Behind the glass wall separating the office from the workers, his father poured over the ledger books. He shared a long table with Marta, who had an eye for color and design, and who prepared all the family’s cigar boxes, carefully illustrating and decorating both the inside and the outside.

Their mother knew nothing of cigars and had no interest in learning. She occupied her own space in the back half of the office where she did seamstress work. American fashion magazines were piled on a corner of the desk. Dozens of pages depicting elegant white women in fancy dresses had been tacked to the wall. Ernesto’s mother was renowned among the local women for her ability to modify an existing wardrobe to align with shifting styles—raising or lowering a hemline, reshaping a collar, strengthening or softening a shoulder line.

She always had work.

When she saw Ernesto, she smiled and waved him into the office. A mixto with pickles and a limonada waited for him.

“How was your morning?” she asked as Ernesto hurried to eat his lunch. She meant “Do you like that job with the Americans? Does it suit you? Is Ivan all right?” They all worried about Ivan. He’d always been…volatile, and now that he’d come to live with them, he seemed even more so.

“Good,” he replied. Ernesto didn’t like to lie to his mother, but what else could he do? He glanced through the glass window onto the factory floor and noticed Ivan’s customary space at a worktable was empty.

He was reminded of a different time, many years ago, and a different empty space at a worktable. But it was a shameful memory for Ernesto, and as he always he did, he shut it down before it could fully form in his mind.

He chewed and then swallowed a bite of his sandwich. It was delicious; the pork was still warm and fat mixed with mustard drizzled down his chin. Inexplicably, the sensation made him think of Mannix. He didn’t explore that thought.

“Did you speak English with the Americans?” his father asked. “Do they like you?”

Yes, I spoke English with one who wanted me to give him a blow job. But he didn’t say that to his father. And your brother’s son, Ivan, actually gets paid for sex by these American maricóns. But he didn’t say that either.

“Yes. And one thought I was a student.” At least that was true, as far as it went.

“Good.” His father beamed. “That is good, mijo. You’re going places; that’s for sure.”

Ernesto hoped so. But for now, the only place he was going was to his post on the factory floor. He finished his drink, cleaned his face with a damp cloth, kissed his mother on the cheek, and told Marta he liked the design of the box she was working on.

He took deep, calming breaths as he entered the factory. He walked to the open section in the middle, climbed the three steps to the small square platform holding his chair, and sat.

He cleared his throat, put all thoughts of the morning out of his mind, opened The Count of Monte Cristo, and began to read to the torcederos.


Chapter Two

“WHY SO GLUM?” Cordero asked before downing the last splash of whiskey remaining in his tumbler.

Mannix shrugged in response and twisted his empty glass in small circles on the bar top.

Nearby, a slot machine jangled, the sound of nickels pouring into the coin hopper announcing a winner. A woman in a white mink stole swept past them, her perfume competing with the cigarette smoke filling the air of the gambling floor. Ceiling fans with wide blades lazily moved the blue haze in soft swirls.

In front of them, a bartender wearing a dinner jacket poured a bright blue cocktail from his shaker into several glasses he’d lined up along the bar. When he finished, he looked at Mannix. “Another, sir?”

“Two more, please,” Mannix responded, nodding to indicate Cordero’s empty glass.

Across the room, an orchestra was setting up on the stage.

“Come on,” urged Cordero. “Spit it out. You know you’re going to tell me eventually, and soon we won’t be able to hear each other over the music.”

Mannix let out a sigh. “You’re a good friend, Tony.” He nudged Cordero’s knee with his own.

“I know. I always tell you that, don’t I?” Their drinks arrived. “Come on, Hank. What’s eating at you?”

Mannix twisted his stool to face Cordero directly and took a deep swallow from his glass. “Right. So, I think I may have put one of the gardeners in an awkward situation.”

Cordero grinned. Mannix was always creating awkward situations. “What did you do this time?”

“Well, I was walking in the garden—”

“Wait,” Cordero interrupted. “Were you walking in the garden or lurking in the garden?”

“Well…”

Cordero shook his head. “Hank. We’ve talked about this. You don’t need to keep doing that sort of thing. You shouldn’t keep doing it.” He looked his friend in the eye. “For god’s sake, you’re thirty years old.”

“I’m twenty-nine,” Mannix objected. But that wasn’t the point, and Mannix knew it.

“It’s not like the old days in New York when you needed the money, and you sure don’t need the validation.” Cordero took a sip of his whiskey. “Heck, half these men choose to stay at Ada’s just for a chance to see you. In the flesh, I mean, rather than just jerking off to pictures of you in Pumped.”

“To see us,” Mannix corrected. “You’re famous too.”

“Hardly. I’m just your foil. And besides, I…well, never mind that. Back to your gardener. What happened? Did he come upon you unexpectedly while you were giving some account manager from New Jersey the time of his life?”

Mannix looked away and took a sip of his drink.

“Which gardener saw you?” Cordero continued. “Not the grubby one, I hope. There’s something off about him. I don’t trust him; he might use something like that against you.”

“No,” Mannix replied.

“Oh god, not the old guy with the missing finger? You might have shocked him into an early grave.”

“No,” Mannix said again. “You see—”

“Wait, was it the cute one? The one who looks like he’d faint if you so much as talked to him?” Mannix was silent. “It was him, wasn’t it? What did he say when he saw you?”

Mannix finished the rest of his drink in one swallow. “Yes, it was the cute one. Except he didn’t come across me with someone else. He…that is…we…”

“Good lord, Hank! Please tell me you didn’t seduce the gardener.”

“Shh.” Mannix glanced at the bartender. “Keep your voice down.”

Cordero took a drink, then leaned closer to whisper, “Honestly, Hank, this is too far, even for you. He’s likely to have a father or big brother who’ll come punch your lights out. What were you thinking?”

“Well, obviously I wasn’t thinking, Tony.” Mannix let out a huff. “And it’s worse than you’re imagining.”

Cordero finished his drink and signaled the bartender for two more. “I don’t know how it could be.”

“Well, it seems the cute one’s cousin…the grubby one…told the cute one he could make a dollar if he let an American…perform oral sex on him…in the garden. At least, I think that’s what he intended.”

“Wait, the grubby one told the cute one or the other way around? Do these gardeners have names?” Cordero asked.

“Not that I’m aware of, no.”

“So go on…you tried to seduce a member of the staff at Ada’s—Hans will be furious, you know—and, no, wait.” Cordero paused for a moment before continuing. “You said he thought he could earn a dollar. But who would he…?” Cordero trailed off as Mannix blushed.

“Oh. Oh, my God.” Cordero clapped his hands. “You! He thought you’d pay him!” Cordero didn’t try to disguise the delight he took in Mannix’s discomfort. “He thought you, Hank Mannix, would get down on your knees and—”

“Enough, Tony!” Mannix hissed. He glanced again to make sure the bartender wasn’t within earshot. “I’m humiliated enough already. There’s no need to rub it in.”

A girl in a short skirt selling cigarettes approached them, and Mannix waved her off.

“Well, did you?” Cordero asked.

Mannix rolled his eyes. “Of course not.” He ran a hand through his hair, then adjusted his tie. “The thing is, I may have gotten rather angry at the boy and gone all American on him, making him feel small and telling him to get back to work.”

“Ouch,” said Cordero. “Poor guy. It’s not his fault you’re closing in on thirty and crossing the threshold from young and poor to rich and needy.”

“If you don’t stop grinning, I might punch your lights out,” Mannix said.

Their third round of drinks arrived. Cordero lifted his in a toast. “To the cute one, for humbling the mighty Mannix!”

“You’re not the least bit funny,” Mannix complained, but he lifted his glass anyway. “To the cute one,” he agreed. He downed half his glass. “And you know, up close, he really is handsome. In entirely different circumstances, it would be tempting.”

Cordero raised an eyebrow. “He’s just a boy, and you’re—”

“We don’t need to keep talking about my age, Tony. And he’s not a boy. I think he’s…well, old enough anyway.” He picked up his glass and finished the other half of his drink. “And honestly, I think he was interested. In me, I mean. I think it would have worked if he hadn’t gotten distracted by the advice he’d gotten from the grubby one.”

“We need to give these boys names,” Cordero said. “And I think you owe the cute one an apology. He’s probably terrified.”

Across the hall, the orchestra launched into a lively swing number and couples began making their way to the dance floor.

Cordero leaned in and raised his voice to be heard over the music. “Come on, old man. Let’s get out of here before someone asks us to dance.”


Chapter Three

IT HAD BEEN three days since the incident in the garden, and Ernesto was beginning to think he might be in the clear. Maybe he wouldn’t get fired. Maybe he’d blown it out of proportion, and his memory of the morning was exaggerated.

That must be it, he thought, as he skimmed the long-handled net across the water of the pool, scooping up leaves, palm fronds, and dead or dying bugs of various sorts. There had been a rainstorm in the middle of the night, with strong winds, so there was more debris in the pool and throughout the gardens than there normally would have been. Ernesto had arrived early, anticipating the added work.

His mind kept returning to the potential consequences of the incident in the garden. If anything were going to come of it, surely it would have happened by now. If they were going to fire him, they would have done it already.

It was simple, really. He and Mannix had both been embarrassed; there’d been a mix up—a misunderstanding. It was easy to mistake body language from a different culture. And maybe Mannix hadn’t been angry as much as he’d been shocked at Ernesto’s foolish misunderstanding.

Yes. That was what must have happened. And if so, Mannix would be over it by now.

A piece of debris—some sort of cloth—floated in a small circle in the middle of the pool, just out of reach. If it was a leaf, or even a palm frond, he’d ignore it and see if it had moved closer to the edge where he could capture it before he left. But the longer he studied it, the more convinced he became it could be something soiled, a used napkin perhaps, or a cleaning rag.

He couldn’t leave such a thing floating in the pool even for a short while.

Ernesto considered his options.

He could strip down and dive in to retrieve it. But he wasn’t permitted in the pool at all, let alone naked, and if anyone were to see him…no.

He could tie his shirt to the net, maybe extend its reach by a few inches. That could be enough. But it was a nice shirt, made from fine cotton in a rich burnt-orange color, and he thought using it that way might ruin it.

In the end, he decided to go back to the pool shed and see if there wasn’t a towel he could use for the task. If he tied it to the net, he might just gain enough reach to snag whatever was floating in the pool.

It was dark in the shed, and the air was thick and musty. There were shelves and boxes, goggles and life rings. And there, hanging on a nail by the door, was an old pair of swimming trunks.

I could do it. Change in here, slip on the swimsuit, and be in and out of the pool in less than a minute.

It was the best plan he could think of. He removed his shirt, kicked off his shoes and began unfastening his trousers.

“There you are,” Mannix said as he poked his head into the pool shed. “I’ve been looking for you. I need to—” He broke off abruptly as he took in Ernesto’s state of partial undress.

Ernesto quickly refastened his pants. This was it; he’d be fired now, and it would be doubly humiliating to go through such a thing exposed as he was in the close quarters of the pool shed.

“Oh. Don’t stop on my account.” Mannix braced one hand against the door jamb, as if he was unsure if he should step all the way in or leave.

“Lo siento, discúlpame,” Ernesto said. “Solomente—”

Mannix held up a hand. “English, please.”

Ernesto blinked. Had he just spoken in Spanish? Yes, he realized, playing it back in his head. What a disaster. He reached for his shirt, and braced himself for the bad news.

Mannix appeared to make up his mind and stepped fully into the shed. “Not that I’m complaining”—he pointed his finger toward Ernesto’s bare chest—“but why are you getting naked in the pool shed?”

Ernesto’s arm got stuck as he hurried to force it into his twisted shirt sleeve, and he had to wriggle it out to straighten the shirt so he could start the process again. Mannix reached over and untwisted the sleeve, freeing Ernesto’s arm.

“The pool,” Ernesto mumbled.

Mannix cocked an eyebrow. “You wanted to go swimming? Naked?”

“No, no, I—”

“Wait. Are you the only one getting naked? Should I be getting naked too?” Mannix placed a hand on the top button of his shirt.

“No, please.” Ernesto waved his hand at Mannix—trying to stop him from taking his shirt off? Trying to make the entire situation disappear? Ernesto wasn’t sure. “There’s something in the pool. Something floating in the middle. I couldn’t reach it.”

“So, you were going to jump in naked to get it? And I missed the show?”

Ernesto finally managed to get his shirt back on. “No, there’s a pair of swim trunks there.” He nodded to the shorts hanging on the nail.

“I see. Well, don’t do it. Those are disgusting; they’ve been there forever. They’re probably moldy. You don’t want them rubbing up against your privates.”

Ernesto squirmed uncomfortably at the mention of his privates and finished buttoning his shirt.

“Well, no sense staying in here if you’re putting your clothes back on. I’ll go see what’s in the pool while you finish getting dressed.” Mannix left the shed, and Ernesto stooped to put his shoes on. If he was going to be fired, he wanted to be dressed for it.

After a few moments, he rejoined Mannix, who had moved to one of the poolside tables. A glass of what looked like orange juice sat on the table—although you never knew with these Americans. He looked at the pool and saw the offending item had made its way closer to the edge, near enough to be retrieved with the net.

“Now’s your chance,” Mannix said. “But you’ll regret it.”

Before Ernesto could think through what that could mean, he picked up the net, reached out over the pool, and dragged the item closer. Then he scooped the net underneath and lifted the item out of the water. He brought the net closer and turned it over on top of the stove pavers.

A sopping pair of men’s undershorts plopped to the ground.

“Things got a little wild last night,” Mannix said. “I wouldn’t touch them if I were you.”

Ernesto poked at the shorts with the pole end of the net. “I can’t just leave them there.”

Mannix shrugged and took a sip of whatever was in the glass.

Ernesto hooked the shorts with the tip of the pole and carried them to the trash bin he’d already filled with garden debris. If no one claimed them and Mannix didn’t say anything, perhaps Ivan would find them and at least something positive would come out of his being fired. Ivan definitely could use a decent pair of undershorts.

Mannix put his glass down and stood. “Well, now that all the excitement is over, time to get down to business. I need to talk to you. Follow me, please.”

Ernesto was resigned to losing his job; he just hoped this wasn’t going to be drawn out. He followed behind Mannix and was surprised when they stopped at the greenhouse attached to the kitchen. Mannix opened the door. “After you,” he said, waving his arm in front of him.

He’d been in the greenhouse once before when he’d been asked to carry out a heavy clay pot filled with a dead shrub. It wasn’t the same as being in the house itself—where Ernesto had never been—but still, it was a place usually off-limits to him. And he was a mess from all his hard work. He was sure he had bits of leaves and grass stuck to his clothes.

And why would he be brought to the greenhouse to be fired?

No use worrying about it. I’ll find out soon enough. He crossed the threshold into the humid room. The spicy scent of herbs filled the air.

A glass wall made up one side of the room, and there was a small round table with two padded chairs pulled next to it, facing out into the garden. Ernesto had occasionally seen Hans—the owner of Casa de Ada—reading there in the morning. A pitcher of orange juice sat on the table next to an empty glass.

“Have a seat,” Mannix said as he stepped through the doorway behind Ernesto.

At the table? Ernesto hadn’t washed his hands, and he quickly checked his shoes for mud.

“Sit,” Mannix said again, pointing to one of the chairs.

Well, that was clear enough.

Ernesto lowered himself onto the edge of the seat, perching there and willing all the bits of leaves and dust to stay on him and not fall onto the floor. He nervously ran a hand through his hair and a dead beetle dropped out, landing with a soft click on the marble tabletop. It fell next to the empty glass, at least, and not inside.

But still…

Mannix had picked up the pitcher and had just begun to pour when the beetle intruded. He paused midmotion, staring at the dead bug. “Huh,” he said. “If you’d only gone swimming naked as you’d planned, you would have left all these outside parts outside where they belong.”

He filled the glass. “And I would have had a pleasant little show. Or maybe a big show,” he added wistfully. “Who knows?” He slid the glass closer to Ernesto. “Have some orange juice.”

Ernesto had no idea what was going on or why drinking orange juice would be part of getting fired, but all he could focus on was the beetle. Sadly, he’d been mistaken when he’d assumed it was dead. It lay on its back with its little legs twitching in the air.

“Can I please take this outside,” he begged.

Mannix looked relieved by the suggestion. He pointed to the door. “I’ll wait right here.”

Ernesto picked up the bug and stepped outside. He thought about simply running, but decided against it. He placed the bug on a palm tree and went back inside to face his fate.

He stood by the table, but Mannix stared him down without speaking, then smiled when Ernesto gave up and took his seat.

“Good,” said Mannix. “Now, I wanted to talk to you because I think I owe you an apology.”

An apology? From one of the white twins?

Ernesto knew he was probably supposed to say something, but his mind had gone blank, which seemed to happen whenever he was around Mannix. “I’m not being fired?” he finally asked.

“What? No.” Mannix shook his head and took a deep breath. “Look, we got off on the wrong foot. I…overreacted. Let’s start again.” He held his hand out across the table. “I’m Hank Mannix.”

Ernesto stared at Mannix’s fingers. They were slender, long and white with softly polished nails. And clean. His own hands were grimy, but he was clearly expected to shake. He was glad he hadn’t handled the dirty shorts.

“This is the part where you say, ‘Hello, I’m the cute one; pleased to meet you.’”

What was happening? “Uh…” Think, Ernesto! You know how to introduce yourself.

Mannix grinned. It was the unnerving smile that seemed to imply so much. “Take your time,” he said. “We can just keep doing this until we get it right.” He withdrew his hand and then slowly held it out again. “Hello, I’m Hank Mannix…” He paused, then added, “And you are…?”

“Ernesto. Ernesto Ruiz.” He let out a trembling breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding.

Mannix’s hand still hovered over the table between them. “And now the hand part, Ernesto.” He wriggled his fingers.

What the hell is wrong with me? Just shake the white twin’s hand, and get it over with.

He rubbed his palm vigorously against his thigh, then raised it from his lap and inspected it. “My hand is dirty,” he said.

“Good clean dirt though,” Mannix said. “Come on, my arm is getting tired.” He wriggled his fingers again.

Ernesto reached forward and placed just the tips of his fingers against Mannix’s palm. Mannix closed his grip and gave two quick squeezes before letting go. “Well, it’ll do for now, but if you expect me to pay you a dollar, you’re going to need to show a lot more enthusiasm.”

Ernesto’s face flamed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. That was— I mean, I’ve never done anything—”

“Oh stop,” Mannix interrupted, waving a hand to dismiss the apology. “And of course you haven’t; that much was obvious.” Mannix took a sip of orange juice. “I have though.”

Ernesto wasn’t sure what Mannix was telling him. He couldn’t mean…

“Earned a few dollars that way,” Mannix clarified. He leaned forward and winked. “I’ve had a very sordid past.”

So, he did mean what Ernesto thought he’d meant. But before Ernesto could formulate a reply, or ask a question, Mannix changed the subject.

“But tell me about you. You’re a student, right? Why are you working here as a gardener?”

The orange juice was cold and acidic. He forced himself to swallow a sip, giving him time to think. He wasn’t being fired. But beyond that, he wasn’t sure what was happening. It would be best to be brief and truthful.

“I hope to attend university next term. In the afternoons, I work in my father’s factory.”

“Oh.” Mannix frowned, and Ernesto was concerned he’d offended him somehow. Or perhaps disappointed him was more accurate. “But if you work in a factory…in your father’s factory, why spend time gardening here in the mornings? Surely it doesn’t pay as well as the factory work?”

A sour ball of anxiety filled Ernesto’s stomach. He did not want to talk about this, but he was asked a direct question, and politeness required a response. “My father thinks it will be good for me to work with Americans.”

“But…why?” Mannix seemed honestly bewildered, glancing outside at the gardens. “How can being a gardener here help you?”

It was too late to come up with a different story, so Ernesto told the truth. “He doesn’t know I’m just a gardener. He thinks…well, I’m not sure what he thinks…” He trailed off, unclear even in his own mind how to finish the thought, let alone express it to Mannix.

“Oh, gosh. That’s—”

“Hank?” a man called from the house. The door from the kitchen opened and Ernesto recognized Hans, the owner of Casa de Ada, as he stepped into the room. “Is it done? Have you fired—” Hans stopped when he saw Ernesto. “Oh.”

“I haven’t even started,” Mannix replied. “He’s not in yet.”

“Oh,” Hans looked at Ernesto again. He turned to Mannix. “So, he’s not the—”

“For god’s sake, Hans. What’s the point of having eyeglasses if you aren’t going to wear them?”

“They make me look old,” Hans grumbled as he dug into the pocket of his long floral dressing robe.

Hans was an odd one; none of the workers at Casa de Ada knew what to make of him. Whenever Ernesto caught a glimpse of him, he thought he looked like an American starlet fresh off a movie set. He had shoulder-length blond hair and wore soft and flowing clothing—not ladies’ clothes exactly, but certainly not what men normally wore either.

He was slight of frame, and his bright blue eyes dominated his face. He found his glasses in the second pocket he searched and fumbled with them before putting them on. He came forward and peered at Ernesto.

“I see,” he said, after studying Ernesto’s features for an uncomfortably long moment. He turned to Mannix. “You were right about this one, Hank. He’s delightful.”

It was the first time in his life anyone had called him delightful, and Ernesto struggled to identity what quality of his could have prompted it. Hans turned back to Ernesto. “I’m Hans Schmidt,” he said. He held out his hand but kept his palm facing down and allowed his fingers to dangle.

Ernesto wasn’t sure how to respond, but he knew he should be standing if he was meeting the boss. He pushed back his chair with an abrupt motion, causing it to scrape across the tiled floor. Everyone winced at the sound. “Sorry,” he mumbled. He reached forward and touched his fingers to Hans’s.

The man’s frown confirmed Ernesto had done the wrong thing. Again.

He was puzzling out what he might have done differently when Mannix spoke up. “He’s very bad at remembering his name. Hans, this is Ernesto Ruiz. Ernesto, this is the queen.”

Hans pulled his hand away and smiled. “Never mind him; he’s just teasing you, dear. I’m not really the queen. Well, I suppose I am—of my own little kingdom here.”

Once again, Ernesto flushed in embarrassment. Hans’s eyes sparkled behind his wide-framed glasses. “Oh, that’s a lovely shade you’re turning. Please, don’t let me interrupt. Sit.”

Sitting was the very last thing Ernesto wanted to do. He spied Ivan outside poking through the bin containing the abandoned undershorts. Good. “I really need to get back to work.”

Hans had followed Ernesto’s gaze outside. “Hank, the grubby one is here. Come find me when it’s over.” He tilted his head at Ernesto. “It’s a shame about your friend, but I can’t have speculation and rumor around my business. I run a quiet, respectable house.”

Ernesto thought about the undershorts floating in the pool, and the strange encounter with Mannix in the garden, and the nearly naked wrestling on the beach. But who knows what Americans meant by quiet and respectable? He nodded his understanding.

“It’s so nice to finally have a real name for you, dear, although I’m afraid ‘the cute one’ is probably going to stick for a while. It fits.” Hans left and Ernesto remained standing.

Mannix stood too. “I guess you’ve figured out I need to fire your cousin. What was his name again? I’d hate to have to ask him.”

“Ivan.” The grubby one.

“Right. See, the thing is, there’s talk about sex for money here. Hans can’t afford that, you understand, not with Arthur’s job.”

Ernesto had no idea who Arthur was but knew better than to ask. “Of course,” he said. Although, hadn’t Mannix just implied…

He let the thought drift away. It was too much for him to figure out. There were rules for the white Americans and rules for everybody else.

What on earth was Ivan going to do now?

*

MOONLIGHT FILTERED THROUGH the hazy Havana sky, bringing a soft glow to Ernesto’s small bedroom window. He was far too worried to sleep. His concerns and anxieties tumbled in circles in his head. He should have heard from the university by now. Why had he bungled the early morning conversation with Mr. Mannix and Mr. Schmidt? Why had Ivan arrived late for work again this afternoon?

His father’s sense of family obligation toward Ivan wouldn’t extend to out-and-out charity.

He rolled onto his side and peered over the edge of his bed. Below him, Ivan rested on his mattress, which Ernesto folded and stored under his own bed every morning. His cousin stared back at him. It seemed no one was having an easy time sleeping tonight.

“Do you miss the farm?” Ernesto asked.

His uncle’s family was on the raw materials side of the business—growing the tobacco, drying and curing it, then baling it for delivery to his father’s factory in the city. They lived deep in the countryside and didn’t have the middle-class luxuries Ernesto’s family did, like electricity or indoor plumbing.

Ivan snorted. “Miss it? The constant stink of fermentation? The work in the blazing sun? Dust everywhere. No.”

“Did you tell my father you were fired?”

“Of course not. And don’t you tell him either. He’d send me home. I’ll find something else.” He sat up on his mattress and twisted to rest his elbows on Ernesto’s bed. The soft moonlight reflected off his scruffy hair. It was clear it hadn’t been washed recently. “I don’t get why it’s a big deal to work with Americans anyway. I can just go full-time at the factory.”

He was probably right. He didn’t need to learn the ways of the Americans; Ivan wasn’t destined for a career in business.

But Ernesto was. It was his dream to take the family business to the next level. To become a direct exporter of cigars to the American market, rather than just selling to a wholesaler. But to do that, he’d have to learn about international trade, corporations, financing, and any number of other things he couldn’t even think to ask about.

And to do that, he’d need to go to university.

“If you’re going to work at the factory full time, you’ll need to show up when you’re supposed to.”

Ivan nodded, but Ernesto couldn’t see his face clearly enough to know if it was sincere.

“Okay,” Ivan said. “I want to show you something.” He stood and went to the dresser, stooping to open the bottom drawer—the one Ernesto had cleared out when Ivan came to live with them. He removed an envelope and something else and came to sit on Ernesto’s bed.

He put the envelope on the mattress but held the other thing out to Ernesto. “Look.”

Ernesto sat up against the headboard, then took what Ivan was holding. It was a crumpled wad of bills. He flattened them out and counted—four American dollars.

“What’s this?” Ernesto asked, despite his growing fear he already knew the answer.

“This morning, after the white twin fired me, I went to the malecón, down to the very far end where one of the Americans said I should go. All you have to do is stand there, by the spot hidden behind the seawall where men go to take a piss.” Ernesto nodded; he knew the place. “Rich Americans go there, looking for young Cuban guys. They say it’s busy at night, but I had the whole place to myself this morning.”

Ernesto considered his words carefully. This would kill his father, and Ivan’s too.

“You should go back to the farm, Ivan. Learn the fermentation process. It’s a real art; you could make a name for yourself.”

Ivan took the four dollars from him. “I don’t think so.”

Ernesto reached out and touched Ivan’s arm. “No, seriously. It would be a good living. And when I have the export business up and running—”

“You’re a fool, Ernesto.” He waved the four dollars in front of his cousin’s face. “This is real money, here and now. They’ll never let you own an export business. How many times will you be refused entrance to the university before you give up?”

Ernesto’s failure to get in weighed heavily on him, and his face flamed with shame.

“And look at these.” Ivan opened the envelope and took out a photograph. It was too dark to see clearly, but Ernesto saw a naked male backside, and he looked away quickly. “Put that back,” he hissed. “Where did you get it?”

Ivan stuffed the photograph back into the envelope. It looked like there were several more inside.

“I stole it from one of the maricóns before I was fired.”

“You went into the house—into a room? You could have gotten caught.”

“I’m always careful,” Ivan said. He tapped the envelope. “I saw him showing these to another guy in the garden. I figured I could sell them.”

“Ivan, you’ll never get a good job if you steal.”

“A good job,” Ivan scoffed. “Like cleaning up after your American friends?” Ivan moved his arms from the bed and sank back onto his own mattress. “Forget your fantasies, Ernesto. You should come with me to the malecón. We could both be rich.”


Chapter Four

MANNIX LOOKED ACROSS the breakfast table at the pained young man whose name he’d forgotten. Mark? Mack? Alan had only recently arrived with the boy, after sailing to Havana on that ridiculous boat of his. “It’s a yacht,” Alan would reply to anyone who called the Greek Prince a boat.

Alan came to Casa de Ada a few times each year, and always with a different young man. They were all the same: shorter than Alan, which ruled out many possible candidates, and muscled in an obvious way, as if the purpose of biceps was simply to display them. They tended to have short blond hair cut in a military style.

This one was no exception.

And he clearly was not feeling well; clutching his coffee mug and squinting his eyes against the morning light filtering into the dining room. Alan was nowhere to be seen. “Did you sleep well, dear?” Hans asked him.

The boy grunted.

Cordero, an annoyingly chipper morning person, came bouncing into the room. “Hey, Matt,” he said, giving the boy a manly slap on the back.

Matt, that’s it.

“Where’s your daddy?” he asked.

Mannix and Hans looked at each other, and Hans shrugged. It wasn’t always clear when Cordero knew what he was saying and when he was just being…Cordero.

Matt rubbed the bridge of his nose. “He’s at the yacht club.”

The annual Saint Petersburg to Havana yacht race had ended earlier in the week. After nearly two days at sea, Alan had swept triumphantly into Casa de Ada. Or he’d tried to anyway, but it was difficult, given the state of his young companion. Alan’s disgust with Matt was evident from the moment they stepped into the reception hall.

“How was I supposed to know I get seasick?” Matt had complained. He’d slumped into the chair by the counter as soon as they’d dropped their bags. He’d been sweating and trembling, and Hans had used his foot to nudge the garbage pail closer to him.

“I don’t know,” Alan had snapped. “But you should have been able to lean over the rail instead of vomiting all over my deck.”

Mannix shuddered to think of it—forty hours of vomit, anger, and resentment. Matt had gone directly to their room after they’d checked in, and Alan had gone to the casino for drinks with the other yachtsmen. He imagined the two wouldn’t be seeing much of each other once they arrived safely back in Florida.

Mannix felt sorry for the young man sitting across from him. He looked lost.

Two older men from Allentown sat at the end of the long table, whispering to each other. They’d checked in three days earlier and hadn’t stopped eyeing Mannix and Cordero in a frankly obvious way ever since. This morning, they’d turned their gaze on poor Matt, perhaps sensing an opportunity there.

Cordero stood at the sideboard, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “Where is everyone?” he asked. “There’s no one working the grounds. The garden hasn’t been raked since yesterday.”

Mannix was wondering the very same thing. He hoped he hadn’t overwhelmed the cute one yesterday. He was concerned the boy had become angry about his cousin being fired, or maybe the teasing about him swimming naked had just been too much. Or perhaps having to fish underwear out of the pool had been the last straw for him. Mannix eyed the men from Allentown and wondered if one of them had been to blame for that.

“You didn’t accidentally fire everybody yesterday, did you?” Cordero asked him. “It would be a shame to lose the cute one.”

The men from Allentown nodded their agreement.

“He certainly is handsome,” Hans offered.

“I saw him shirtless in the pool house,” Mannix said.

One of the men from Allentown dropped his fork.

Cordero grinned. “Knowing you, I’m surprised you didn’t talk him out of the rest of his clothes.”

“Well, I did try to—” Mannix began.

But Matt interrupted with a groan. He looked up from his coffee, bleary-eyed. “Is every young man’s worth defined solely by his looks?”

A stunned silence descended around the table. Outside, a truck rumbled by, blaring something from a loudspeaker.

“Unless he’s rich, yes,” replied Mannix. Everyone laughed. Well, everyone except Matt, who groaned again and rubbed his temples.

“It is odd none of the Cubans showed up today,” said Hans. His eyeglasses dangled from a pink, beaded chain around his neck. He lifted them and slipped them on, peering out into the garden as if the workers might be there after all.

Cordero went to the sideboard and lifted the cover off the dish holding the scrambled eggs. He dragged the serving spoon through the bowl, but evidently changed his mind. After replacing the lid, he took a banana muffin from the tray. “The eggs don’t look very hot,” he observed.

“It’s a lot of work making breakfast every morning,” Hans said. “Maybe if you helped out now and then…”

“Do I look like a houseboy?” Cordero asked through a mouthful of muffin.

The men from Allentown must have thought it a serious question.

“Well, you’re very nice to look at,” one offered.

“But probably too old for a houseboy,” suggested the other.

“You could be a fitness instructor though,” the first one said. Cordero had posed as an athletic coach in a photo spread for Pumped magazine. Mannix had been his “student,” but no one at the publisher bothered to explain why the scenario called for Mannix to lay on his back, wearing nothing but a posing strap, while Cordero bent over him, pushing Mannix’s knees up over his shoulders.

“Yes, or maybe a maintenance worker or a plumber,” said the second. That had been one of the more popular Pumped photo shoots. Both of them in posing straps, but with thick leather tool belts added to the mix. They worked very close together under a wide-open sink. Mannix still had nightmares about claw hammers.

“Or an FBI agent,” Mannix offered enthusiastically.

Hans spluttered.

Cordero had been an FBI agent back in New York, before they’d all come to Havana, but it wasn’t something they talked about with the guests. Arthur had been one too, although he was with the other group now, the new one that was all spies and secrets. Mannix struggled to remember the name. The CIA—that was it.

Arthur had left on one of his frequent trips to DC the week before. He was probably in some bigwig meeting right now, saving the world from Communism and eating warm eggs, while the residents at Casa de Ada drank lukewarm coffee and discussed the need for a houseboy.

“You could be a houseboy,” one of the Allentown men told Matt.

“He could be our houseboy,” the other said. “We’ve talked about getting one.”

Matt groaned. It sounded to Mannix like they were discussing getting a golden retriever. He decided to get some of the cold eggs.

“So, who won the boat race?” Cordero asked Matt. Cordero was good that way; he could soldier through even the most awkward social interactions.

“How the hell should I know?” replied Matt, which was pretty effective as a conversation stopper.

“Well,” continued Cordero, as if Matt had asked a reasonable question. “You were on one of the racing yachts. And obviously you didn’t win, because I’m sure Alan went slow to minimize your discomfort.”

Everyone at the table knew that for the lie it was.

“But didn’t Alan tell you who the winner was yesterday after the final results came in?” Cordero continued, “I heard they were hoping for a record. Thirty hours, isn’t it? Something like that?”

Matt paled even further at the idea of another two days on the yacht. He shook his head as he pushed his chair away from the table. “He didn’t come back last night. Said he’d stay at the club.” He walked over to the sideboard. “More coffee,” he mumbled.

Mannix turned to Hans. “If you had a houseboy, guests wouldn’t have to pour their own coffee.”

“And the eggs would be warm and fresh too,” Cordero added, before popping the rest of the muffin into his mouth. Before Hans could respond, the door banged open, and Alan rushed in.

“Pack your bags,” he said to Matt. Mannix thought Alan may have already forgotten the boy’s name. “We’re leaving.”

“We’re changing inns?” Matt asked. Mannix couldn’t tell if the idea disappointed the young man or not.

“No, we’re going home. Today. Now.”

It seemed impossible Matt could have gone even whiter, but he did. “I can’t. I can’t get back on that boat so soon. You said we’d have a week here.”

Alan’s eyes narrowed. “It is a yacht. And I have half a mind to leave you here.”

“Fine. I’ll stay.”

Mannix didn’t know any five-year-olds, but he imagined that is what one would sound like if he didn’t get his way.

“Suit yourself,” Alan said coldly.

Hans removed his glasses and let them dangle against his chest. “Well, there is the slight matter of the bill…”

“Why the rush?” asked Cordero.

Alan stopped glaring at Matt and turned to face the table. “There’s been a coup.”

“Oh no,” exclaimed Cordero.

Hans clutched his eyeglasses to his chest.

Mannix exchanged glances with Matt. He figured the young man might be as clueless about the news as he was. “Uh, is that bad?” he asked on their behalf.

“Only if you don’t like tanks in the streets and dead bodies at the presidential palace,” Alan said, and Mannix was reminded just how much he didn’t like the fellow.

“But what happened?” asked Cordero. “Who did it?”

“Batista is back in power,” Alan told him. “He took over last night. They say there’s at least one guard dead at the palace.”

“Well, that explains why the Cubans aren’t here,” Hans said. He peered into the garden again. “How did they hear about this before us?”

Mannix looked at his friend and decided to go easy on him. “Uh, maybe it’s because they speak Spanish. Might have something to do with those trucks that drove by a few times already with the loudspeakers.”

Alan poured himself a cup of coffee and moved right past Matt as if he wasn’t there.

“There was a message from the State Department tacked to the Yacht Club’s bulletin board. It advised us all to leave for home immediately.” He turned to Matt. “You should come with me. But you have to promise to lean over the rail when you’re throwing up.”

Mannix smiled at Alan. “Is this a first date you two are on, or did you know each other before?”
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