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​​​​​​Prologue: The chronicler who found, read, and swore to tell the story of the Hidalgo del Malecón, so that the world can see what salt did not erase
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Let it be known, then, to all who go to read these pages, friends of truth and neighbors of disenchantment, that I am moved to write them by nothing other than compassion for an island that learned to live between promises and blackouts, and the desire, no small one, that one day we will be able to laugh again without fear. Because if laughter is freedom, ours, many times, has been just a permission.

I say that I found this story not in a solemn archive or in a marble library, but in a damp, room overlooking the Malecón, where the paint fell in shells like scales of a tired fish and the saltpeter wrote, with its rust calligraphy, on the fittings of the window. The fourth belonged to a man with a humble name and invented ancestry: Quirino Hidalgo de la Mancha del Cauto. There, among empty cookie tins, disassembled radios, and softcover notebooks, I found a bundle of papers with its handwriting tightly packed, an order that was disorder and a disorder that was a map. I read, and the more I read, the more waves I heard inside those pages.

Do not ask me for notarial proof; The town's notary's office was always closed when the truth came without an appointment. But, from what I was able to find out among old neighbors, winemakers with long memories and fishermen who see the past on the surface of the water, Quirino was a real man of thin flesh: an inveterate reader, a fixer of other people's radios, a reciter of Martí in the cool of the nights without current and, above all, sick of the ideal, suffering without cure in an apothecary or ministry. He had read so much about the gentleman from La Mancha that he mixed Castile with Centro Habana, and, by dint of comparisons, he confused chivalry with the Revolution and the Revolution with a decency that, according to him, should be more than a slogan.

If I write, therefore, it is not to add one more noise to the noise of history, but to bear witness to a dignified madness: that of wanting to straighten out, with words and Soviet bicycles, a reality that was twisted by the weight of its own discourse. I know well that there will be those who will accuse me of exaggeration or ill-thought; but, help me, God, and the sea, what chronicle can be lukewarm if it deals with the sadness of a people? Let this, then, be an ardent and pious chronicle, which wounds to heal and laughs so as not to weep.

In Quirino' papers there was, among other things, a list of small facts that big history tends to despise: the price of a pound of bread when bread became a metaphor; the plaster saints kept by the grandmothers behind the curtain of the living room; the nicknames of the inspectors who inspected everything except their consciences; the smell of kerosene as national incense; the trick to strain coffee when coffee was a fairy tale; the list of forbidden words that, because they were forbidden words, became music; and the names, alas, of those who left "for a while" and did not return except in crumpled photos.

There was also, in Quirino's box, a tattered volume of Don Quixote with notes in the margins: "Here the mill is the office", "Sancho speaks like Pancho", "Madness saves from obedience". The reader should not be offended if, in the manner of old Cervantes, I interrupt the story with glosses, comments and footnotes, because there is nothing more Cuban than talking over what is being said and adding a joke to the joke to take the edge off the pain.

But before I give myself up to the account of the adventures of our gentleman, it is well to declare who I am and under what obligation I write. My name is not Cide Hamete, nor do I take refuge in a discreet Moor; I am a neighborhood chronicler, by trade a patcher of words and, at times, a disillusioned teacher. I've seen too many queues to believe in shortcuts. I have seen too many slogans to believe in silences. And I have seen that this is the most terrible and the most beautiful, too many small anonymous bravery to be silenced.

It is also worth warning the prudent reader that what is told here is history and fable, mirror and caricature, document, and song. If any stern authority asks "and the proof?" ask one: go to the Malecón on an August afternoon, when the sun cracks and the sea mourns, and ask the peanut seller, the hook-and-hook fisherman or the old woman who weaves with her eyes fixed on the horizon for Quirino. If they do not respond with words, they will respond with a gesture: that of one who blesses himself not out of religion but out of modesty.

Someone will say: "Why reopen wounds if they have already healed?" And I told him: scar is not forgetting; it is memory of the flesh. On this island the scars speak softly so that one does not hear them; Our duty, that of the writer and the reader, is to prick up our ears. There are pains so deep that only satire can touch them without breaking them, and there are truths so dangerous that only allegory can take them out for a walk without being stopped.

That is why I took the resolution, which I now declare public, to follow Quirino in his delirium: to accept his horseless cavalry, his lance with a broken antenna, his shield with a Soviet lid and his faith, which was the oldest of arms. To follow him, I say, from his oath before the sea, which I will later tell with the respectful precision he deserves, to his last days of pedaling against the winds of habit.

But this book will not be hasty or complacent. I must not run as rumors go, but walk as the poor walk: step by step, pause by pause, with the dignity of one who does not omit detail because each detail was a world. The kerosene lamp that made the room a church; the fan that never ventilated; the ration book kept in a plastic sleeve as a passport to survival; the phrase learned by heart to pass the official's filter; the affectionate and lethal nickname with which the one in charge was baptized, to detract from its majesty without detracting from its danger.

I do not tremble in these hands, which are for writing and asking for forgiveness, to respectfully denounce what is known and silenced, nor does my voice tremble to honor the one who, from his madness, held the lamp lit when the darkness became a system. If I call what were mills "giants", it is not because of rhetoric: it is because their shadow moved people. If I say "windmills" to what were giants, it is because fear, that great engineer, put blades on them so that they would rotate eternally on the same axes.

There will be someone who asks me for equidistance: "Not so, not so," they will tell me; count the bad and the good." I agree, and I will do so: neither pamphlet nor settling of scores, but a chronicle of men and women who believed, got tired, resisted, or left, and of a Quirino who, instead of leaving, chose to stay and fight with words. The good: the solidarity that is born when everything is missing; the hands that multiply; the dignity that does not surrender. The bad: the excess of slogans, the invention of culprits, the stamped paper that sucks the blood of the day, the reward of obedience and the fine of opinion. The ugly: the habit of not looking.

And so that it is not said that I stand on other people's shoulders without giving thanks, from now on I name the one who made this undertaking possible for me: Pancho del Solar, squire and chronicler of the corner, chauffeur of almendrón, poet of the joke and philosopher of after-dinner conversation. Many of the pages that follow are woven with his anecdotes as with yarey: resistant, fresh, humble. Pancho saw where I couldn't get in, he heard where they told me to shut up and laughed when I trembled with laughter. If I sometimes give you the floor, let it be taken as an act of justice and style; His voice is that of the people who do not fit in the tribune.

With all this said, I declare Quirino's chronicle inaugurated not as a novel of a person, but as a novel of a country seen through the eyes of a lucid madman. And if in the course of the work the reader feels that the language is going to the heights, because the baroque is temptation and the island asks for music, he knows how to forgive me; I do not write from a chair but from the edge of the Malecón, where the wind messes up the words and the sea, an impartial judge, erases and writes as it pleases.

Having set the frame, I go on to beg three things: patience, complicity, and memory. Patience, so as not to ask me to run for decades that here will have to be walked without omitting even the dust. Complicity, to understand the keys to the joke and the double meaning, which are padlocks and keys at the same time. Memory, to remember that what today seems like an exaggeration, tomorrow is called a document.

And now, dear reader, let's take a seat on the portal of this book. Let us hear the murmur of the sea hitting the peeling wall. Let us feel the saltpeter on our lips as a promise of truth. Look there: a skinny man adjusts his glasses, smooths with dignity an overly washed guayabera and puts on, with gentleman's ceremony, a yarey hat that he knew better afternoons. Next to him, a pot-bellied neighbor lights a cigar and smiles half-heartedly. One is called Quirino; the other, Pancho. Between the two, the whole island, which is an old and very stubborn lady, dressed in a faded flag.

I, humble chronicler, swear to tell what I saw and what I was told, without hatred and without fear, with satire as a shield and compassion as a spear. And if in the trance I make enemies, let me avail myself the protection of the righteous and that of the sea, which hears everything and betrays nothing.

So, let's open the book. The adventure begins.
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​​​​Movement I: The Island and its Air
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In order for the foreign reader – and his own, who sometimes lives far from him – to understand where our gentleman came from, it is convenient first to tell the air he breathed; for there are countries that understand each other by their laws, others by their battles, and ours by its climate of soul. And it is that on this island the wind brings news and the waves dictate decrees: the saltpeter signs every document, even if no one invites it, and the walls, even when they are silent, sweat history.

It was the city – the same one we know today, only younger and with less plaster – a board where the sea played at moving foam pawns. The Malecón, an exceptionally long stone sofa for the sleepy poor and the rich with nostalgia, was both a border and a mirror; The whole country sat there to discuss without a microphone and to breathe without permission. During the day it smelled of gasoline and fried flour; At night it smelled of kerosene and postponed promises. And if the reader asks why I begin with smells and not with dates, I answer: because dates lie less, but smells never lie.

From the plots came a music that was a mixture of scolding and guaracha, and a philosophy that did not learn Latin, but understood the world: women who mended the day like clothes, men who fixed radios with a screw and two hopes, grandparents who told other people's wars as if they had been in all of them, and children who grew up fast,  not out of haste but out of necessity. The water came when it wanted; the current, when it could; and yet, every evening there were those who smiled out of the sheer habit of not giving failure more than they asked for.

Faded flags appeared on the balconies that knew more about the sun than about the homeland; In the kitchens, the pot blew like an impatient minister, and the ration book—that domestic Bible—rested in a plastic sleeve as a relic of an everyday saint. If it seemed that there was nothing, there was always a trick: coffee was brewed with powdered faith, soup was made with rumor and an inherited bay leaf, the snack was a philosophical concept that the people declined in the future: I will have a snack.

There was no lack of queues, a great universal school: there you learned arithmetic (how many in front, how many behind), rhetoric (how to ask without begging) and practical theology (who to believe in when the soap runs out). The queue was Parliament and confessional, theatre and newspaper, chair of patience and laboratory of satire. And if the reader thinks I'm exaggerating, he should ask any corner neighbor how much his science owes to those human cordons that, like time snakes, surrounded the city.

The blackouts, on the other hand, were the cursed poets of the block: they arrived uninvited, stayed longer than decent and, in the absence of light, ignited conversations. "Do you remember...?" they began by saying, and before the current returned, relatives, friends, exiles, and saints had already paraded. There were nights when the darkness was so wide that the contours of fear were better seen; but there were also nights when the darkness, pious, let the eye of so many posters rest.

In that geography of inventive scarcity and abundance of jokes, words moved with authority; some were keys, others padlocks. They said "compañero" with respect and irony, "resolver" as if invoking an angel, "management" as if they were praying a rosary. There were words that turned like mills – "orientation", "guidelines", "political will" – and words that cut like machetes – "bureaucracy", "deviation", "speculation"; But the most powerful of all were two: "Tomorrow," which he promised, and "Now," which he tenderly canceled.

Slogans and boleros, meteorological reports and epics crossed the Soviet radios, and more than once the announcer announced the arrival of the future with a triumphant tenor voice. In more than a few homes, portraits of heroes shared a wall with the Sacred Heart and with a photo of José Martí, a stern and sweet father whose forehead, if one looked carefully, seemed to wrinkle every time too much was lied about. The city, which is an old woman dressed in a party dress, maintained that decorum of its own without makeup: peeling and dignified, worn and proud, like those ladies who keep their step firm, even if the shoes are an inheritance.

There was no lack of the sea, an impartial judge. He did see everything: the secular processions, the meetings with wind, the lovers who, in the absence of a roof, wanted heaven; the patrols with blue headlights, the boats that left at dawn and did not return except in rumor. The sea, which is sometimes a mother and sometimes a jailer, returned a toy, a flip-flop, a secret that no one wanted to keep. If one day the Malecón were missing, there would be no country left but an island without a phrase.

In that air our Quirino was born, grew up, and was awakened. But before telling him, let yourself paint with a wider brush the moral climate of those early years that, like all beginnings, were promise and fever. There were multitudinous early mornings in which the city seemed like a single gorge; there were literacy teachers with light in their pockets and will on their backs; There were marches where the step of one corrected that of the neighbor, and songs that, if today sound naïve, then they were bread of spirit. Nor was there a lack of the shadow that all light produces: the doctrinal zeal, the letter that replaces the embrace, the slogan that dwarfs the simple gesture. Let no one be offended: there is no miracle without residue.

And yet—and I ask the reader to keep this on the next page—there was an elementary goodness that survived the discourse; small, domestic, indisputable: the plate split in two, the neighbor who lent the good candle for the wake, the driver who adjusted the route to leave the old man closer to his doorway, the teacher who added the forbidden verse in a low voice so that the child would know where dignity comes from. The country lives on that kindness – and nothing else – when grandiloquence tires.

Such were the streets: boards with changing rules. A police officer could become a poet if he was told the story well; a poet, an informant if history did not rhyme. There were days of miracle, in which a procedure was resolved without a godfather, and days of calvary, in which the godfather changed his faith. In each corner there was a wise man with a fourth degree who knew how to add silences and subtract dangers; and in each institution, an official with a narrow portfolio and broad criteria to demand. And, above all, in each courtyard there was a child with a rag ball who soon learned the offside of life.

If the reader wants dates, I will give only one: a long sunrise that goes from the late fifties to the mid-sixties. Not because of the laziness of a chronicler, but because in this country the clocks go with tides and the years are similar: the posters change, the queues change corners, the portrait heroes; the rest is provided by the resistance of the day. A new language rose up on the rubble of the old, and in that language the newborns learned to speak and the old learned to translate for themselves. What was unpronounceable yesterday became a slogan; what was intimate became public; What was a crime, was sometimes duty. We all experienced that alchemy, even those who tried to look the other way (which was, by the way, the usual side).

Quirino, I say, breathed that atmosphere of epic and row. And in the mixture of the two – march and notebook, hymn, and candle – its inner wire was tempered. Make no mistake: madmen do not spring up in a vacuum; circumstances stop them. And if ours became a gentleman, it was because the neighborhood taught him to survive with style and history promised him a meaningful life. Between the two schools he chose both, and from that choice his most lucid delirium was born.

On the banks of the Malecón, where cement has salt in its veins, there were still nonsense of the old republic: a French-style balcony, a baroque cornice, a kiosk with a zinc hat. At the foot of those survivals, people lined up for the bus, for bread, for the "it depends". And if there was a proclamation in the afternoon, it was no longer that of the peanut tree but that of the one who announced eggs as if he were shouting miracles. A type of news was also sold in a deep voice, made of plausibility and fear, which was called radio bemba; No one found it, no one closed it, everyone financed it with their care.

In this picture, no less dignified for its peeling edges, it is worth noting the economy of gesture: the hand that lowers the volume when one name is mentioned, the eyebrow that lifts when another comes up, the half-side laugh that works as both password and safe-conduct. With these signs, the neighborhood signed pacts more solid than any decree. And if the reader asks me for a metaphor, I’d say the city was a damp chessboard: the pieces moved, yes, but sometimes the salt made them stick.

One afternoon — and this is told by Pancho, who is already making his entrance — the August rain tore off half the roofs on the block. The entire neighborhood rushed out to gather the zinc sheets as if they were picking up the fallen pages of an old book. Amid those tying ropes and those handing out buckets, a little girl stood in a doorway and asked, “When is the sun going to come out?” An old man, with the authority of someone who knows he does not know, replied, “When it’s his turn.” That was the basic philosophy that ruled the island for decades: resist until the sun touches you.

Such was the air — a blend of salt, kerosene, frying oil, and something holy — when the world decided that a game larger than our hunger was being played here. And out of that smell and that rumor our gentleman would emerge not from any archive or decree, but from a damp patio facing the sea, with books that smelled of wet paper and a bicycle that, if you look closely, neighs.

Let us not rush ahead. Let it be stated that without this wind, without this stone, without this double-edged tongue, there is no possible Quirino. For knights are forged on the anvil of their people, and ours, with its heavy hand and its merciful laughter, tempered the steel of a skinny boy who, by sheer reading and watching, decided that reality, too, can be straightened.

So much for the air. On the next page, with the permission of the all-hearing sea, we will enter the flesh: the small lineage, the short family, the youth that wanted to believe everything; and we will see how, sooner than evening, hope became a profession — and the profession, an illness.
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​​​​Chapter I: Of the Plot Where a Madman Was Born and How He Inherited His Broom for a Spear​
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The chronicler says – who does not swear to be truthful, but he is an accomplice – that Quirino Hidalgo del Malecón was born in a plot of land in Old Havana so old that the bricks no longer remembered whether they had been a stately home or an honest ruin. The building stood just two blocks from the sea, just enough to hear it roar at night like a tied beast and smell it by day like badly strained salt soup.

The plot had more doors than families, more cracks than fulfilled promises and more stories than square meters. In the central courtyard, where the sun beat down like a hammer, chickens of dubious character, bicycles without brakes, limping water tanks and a row of ropes that held clean clothes like flags of a domestic homeland coexisted.

Quirino came into the world, in a narrow room that served as a bedroom, a visitor's room, a patchwork workshop and, on special occasions, a miniature revolutionary assembly hall, when a speech had to be heard on the radio.

His father, a man with hands black with fat and the patience of a tired saint, was known as Pascual the Mechanic, although in reality he did not have a workshop or license or anything. He was a mechanic of someone else's fate: he fixed radios that had already been declared dead, fans that were sadder than a breeze, irons that spat spark instead of heat, and even armless dolls that they embraced again thanks to his ingenuity.

"Nothing is thrown away here," Pascual said, "because the garbage dump in this country is the cradle of miracles."

His mother, Doña Melba, was also a mechanic, but of the stomach. With two heads of garlic, a piece of onion, and something that hardly deserved to be called meat, he raised broths that looked like the delicacies of a poor king. She was a woman of few words and a lot of stew. Where Pascual repaired metal, she mended hunger.

Between them they raised Quirino without factory toys, but with plenty of stories. He didn't have plastic horses, but he learned to see steeds on the rickety buses. He did not have tin soldiers, but he met neighborhood heroes with worn flip-flops. He did not have a sword, but he inherited a broomstick.

Because in that plot, as in all others, you had to mop more than philosophize. And it was in that humble exercise that the story took its first ridiculous turn.

As a child, Quirino had a habit that, at first, no one took seriously: he escaped to the Malecón. Not far away, of course; only to the cracked wall where the sea beat with more impetus than elegance. He would sit there, his bony knees in the air, his shorts inherited from some invented cousin, and spend hours watching the waves.

The other children played balls, balls with cloth, badge. He played at something else: deciphering messages.

"What is your son doing there, Melba, all day looking at the water?" A neighbor asked, shaking her cloth as if she were scaring away bad luck.

"Leave him, he'll be thinking something," replied Doña Melba, who never underestimated the oddity.

Quirino was convinced that each wave did not come alone, but loaded with words. One said "hold on"; another, "wait"; another, "still"; On difficult afternoons, the occasional "don't give up" would come with a "don't give up" so clearly that the child would get up with his chest tight.

He had learned, without anyone teaching him, that the sea listened. And that, from time to time if one knew how to look, he also answered.

"And what did the water say to you today?" His father asked him one day, wiping his hands on a cloth that had known cleaner times.

"It's not always going to be like this, Dad," said the boy, seriously unbefitting his years.

"What, son?"

"That," and he pointed to the lot, the bread line around the corner, the half-collapsed building, the peeling walls, the ration book tacked to the wall. He told me that this is not forever.

Pascual looked at him as if one looked at an old engine that, against all odds, had just started at the first try: with surprise, with affection and with a little fear.

The broom entered the scene one summer of indecent heat. The delegate of the block had organized a "revolutionary sanitation day," which in the language of the solar system meant that everyone had to sweep their piece of sidewalk as if it were the Plaza of the Revolution on the eve of the parade.

Quirino, skinny and listless, had the oldest broom, the one whose stick splintered from below and whose head crumbled into defeated straws. He took it with annoyance at first, like someone who accepts a punishment. But when he grabbed it, something ignited in his imagination.

The stick was long.

The tip was rough, but firm.

The posture he adopted when he wielded it was, unintentionally, martial arts.

In less than three minutes, the broom ceased to be a broom. He became an invisible spear.

"Hey, Quirino, sweep, don't play!" A neighbor shouted.

But he didn't play.

He stood in the middle of the courtyard and, with his pole raised, he imagined that in front of him stood concrete giants: buildings that fell on top of people, posters that promised what they never gave, offices full of papers that fed no one.

"On guard!" He whispered, and slammed a broom into the air.

The old straw crumbled a little, but he liked the gesture so much that he repeated it.

"My child went crazy," said an aunt, from the back room.

Pascual looked at him carefully. In that raised pole he saw something he did not expect was not a game, it was a mute protest. A child sweeping nothing against enemies that no one else saw.

From that day on, the site baptized him:

"Here comes the Hidalgo," they would say, when they saw him walking, broom on his shoulder, heading for the Malecón.

The broom accompanied him everywhere. He used it to support his back when he sat on the wall; to defend themselves from ill-tempered dogs; to push empty bottles that floated on the shore like glass castaways. But, above all, he used it to point.

"Look well, Pancho," he said to a childhood friend (who would later become his official squire), "do you see that ship over there?"

"Which one?" If that ship is the same as always.

"Well, that," replied Quirino, pointing his broom-lance towards the horizon, "that they are always the same."

Pancho didn't quite understand, but he laughed. He liked his weird friend, even if he didn't know why.

Over time, the broom became a symbol. When there was a blackout and the lot was dark, Quirino went out into the corridor with a candle in one hand and a broom in the other, as if he were a penitent in a pagan procession.

"And that ceremony?" The upstairs neighbor once asked.

"It's so that the darkness knows that we are not afraid of it," replied the boy.

Quirino's madness was strange: instead of screaming, he watched. Instead of breaking things, he named. He grew up listening to speeches on the radio and, little by little, discovered that many words were nothing like the life he saw from the balcony. Where the announcers said "abundance", he saw discreet dishes; where they said "achievements", he saw queues; Where they said "happiness guaranteed," he heard sighs in the night.

It was then that the broom began to serve for more than just sweeping or pointing out boats: it began to serve to underline the absurd.

"Look, Pancho," he said, already a teenager, broom at the ready, "here they say we're all the same, but the cable up there is fatter than ours."

"And how do you know that?" Pancho asked.

"Because theirs never goes out.

The sea, meanwhile, continued to speak to him. Sometimes he sent it foam like a sealed envelope; other times, broken bottles that looked like rejected letters. There was an afternoon, especially sad, when Quirino leaned out of the Malecón with the broom on his shoulder, and the water, curiously calm, left a single phrase in his mind: "Don't get used to it."

No one told him.

It was not written on any sign.

But the message remained there, nailed, like a stubborn carpenter's nail.

One day, in the middle of an assembly on the site, a neighborhood official came to give a talk on social discipline, revolutionary hygiene and "combative spirit in the face of difficulties." He spoke in long words, as if he were charging per syllable. He promised improvements, asked for effort, quoted slogans, distributed blame.

When he had finished, he asked, with false humility:

"Any questions, comrades?"

The entire lot kept that silence that was already customary: silence of resignation, fear, and tiredness.

Only Quirino raised the broom.

"Comrade," he said, in a respectful but firm voice, "who exactly are we supposed to fight?"

The man looked at him, annoyed:

"Against the enemy, of course.

"And who is the enemy?" Quirino insisted, staring as if his broom were a spear of questioning.

The official hesitated for a second, sought refuge in the mental manual and answered:

The objective difficulties, the international situation, the blockade...

Quirino lowered his broom, smiled sadly, and concluded:

"Ah... I thought that the enemy was that the complete truth is not told here.

Someone giggled nervously. Another cleared his throat. The official pursed his lips.

From that day on, on the site they no longer called him only "the Hidalgo".

They began to say to him, half-jokingly, half respectfully:

"Here comes the madman who talks to the sea and argues with the windmills.

And so it was that, in a plot of land in Old Havana, between collapsed walls, improvised mechanics and miraculous broths, the Hidalgo del Malecón was born, armed not with steel, but with a broom. Not against giants of wind, but against windmills of slogans, of hunger and of habit.

The spear was poor.

The madman, too.

But madness had an advantage: it didn't ask permission to see what others preferred not to see.

If the plot was his cradle and his first school, the entire island would be his adolescence. Because a country also grows, changes its discourse, falls in love with itself and demands loyalty, even from those who are just learning to ask themselves. Quirino went from child to citizen, and the homeland, from promise to mandate.
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​​​​Movement II: The Birth of the Gentleman
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If the air made the character of the island, the home made the soul of Quirino.

He was born on a Sunday in March of nineteen hundred and thirty-nine, when the country still smelled of guarapo and inequality, in a small house made of board and zinc on the banks of the Cauto River, which at that time ran with philosophical laziness between mangroves and oxen. From his father he inherited the surname Hidalgo, not by Castilian lineage —which here ancestry is invented—, but by a notary's joke: old Amancio, a cobbler, appeared at the registry in his Sunday clothes and, asked about his second surname, said:

"Tell me, Hidalgo, that my son did not come into the world to be a commoner."

And the official, between annoyed and compassionate, stamped the word that would mark the child as a parody and prophecy.

From his mother, Dolores del Cauto, he inherited the silent faith and the habit of talking to the saints as if he were arguing with relatives. She prayed out of habit, not out of doctrine, and she used to say that the saints were not on the altars, but in the kitchens where miracles were performed with little.

That home was, more than a house, a school of resistance: three unequal chairs, a stove that spoke in smoke and a shelf with a single glass that served everyone. There Quirino learned that poverty is not shame if it is swept away with dignity, and that hunger is better endured when it is set to music.

Amancio, his father, was a man with a long phrase and short shoes. He mended soles by day and dreams by night. He had a tube radio that he turned on solemnly: "to listen to the world," he said. On that radio entered, like different winds, the speeches of the 26th Movement, the boleros of Benny Moré and the stories of an old Spaniard who spoke of skinny gentlemen. The boy listened fascinated; he did not understand well whether it was Castile or Camagüey, but since then he associated justice with adventure.

When the Revolution broke out, Quirino was a tall and enthusiastic young man, fresh out of the teaching profession. He was enrolled in the literacy campaign and there, among cigars and lanterns, he learned the miracle of teaching reading to someone who only knew how to sign with a cross. "Master Quirino," the peasants called him, and he felt that the word had the weight of a sword.

At night, under the blanket of stars and mosquitoes, he wrote in his notebook:

"To be a teacher is to be a knight of knowledge; each chalk, a spear; each student, a shield against darkness."

That fervor lasted for years. He believed that justice could be decreed, that hunger had an expiration date and that dignity was contagious. It was then that he met María Crespo, also a teacher, with clear eyes and a firm word, who spoke to him of utopia as if he were talking about a freshly painted house. Work, cause, and marriage were promised.

But history – which in Cuba is Celestine and executioner – separated them: she was sent on a mission to Africa, and he was sent to organize cooperatives. Mary left on a Monday; The farewell letter arrived a month later; silence, the following Tuesday. From then on, Quirino kept his portrait between the pages of Don Quixote, just where the gentleman says goodbye to Dulcinea.

The years that followed were of idealistic obedience: meetings, five-year plans, brigades, and parades. Quirino marched with conviction, his head held high and his faith on his feet. But, little by little, he began to see cracks in the wall of enthusiasm: the official who repeated slogans without believing them, the neighbor who feigned conviction to keep his job, the fear that crept under the door like a cold current.

Then he returned to his books. He read again the old Cervantes and the young Martí, and between them he discovered that the dream without criticism is dogma, and criticism without the dream, defeat. That certainty was seed and thorn.

His room on the Malecón – legacy of the dead shoemaker and the cyclone of '62 – was filled with papers, antennas, and thoughts. There his transformation began: the master became visionary; the visionary, dissident of the soul. He didn't hate; I didn't know. But each speech sounded repeated to him and each slogan, an echo of a previous one. He began to write pamphlets that no one read, to repair radios that talked too much, to recite verses by Martí in the bread lines. The boys mocked; the old women blessed him; The officials classified him without a name: "strange guy, excessive idealist."

And it was then—it was the mid-sixties, and the August sun melted patience—that the wind from the Malecón brought him that vision of the windmills. The rest is already known: his oath, his Ural bicycle, his antenna lance, his Soviet pot shield. But what few know is how he decided it: not in an outburst, but in silence.

He spent the whole night looking at the sea. He asked each wave if it was worth continuing to believe; to every lamp extinguished if faith could be kindled without order. At dawn, the sea responded with a wave that splashed the papers on the desk. Quirino interpreted the gesture as a divine or historical response.

He wrote in the notebook:

"I have seen the sea, and I have understood that there is no madness more holy than hope. If I can't change the country, at least I'll dream differently. And if they call me crazy, it will be because the sane ones gave up earlier."

Thus began his lucid delirium, which is the worthiest mode of sanity.
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​​​​Chapter 2: Of the First Awakening and How Hunger Disguises Itself as Dignity
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It has been said – and not without reason – that childhood is a banquet of illusions where hunger does not yet bite; More so on this island, where yesterday eats tomorrow like a patient shark, even children learn early the trick of empty dignity.

Quirino, in those first years of promise and told, did not know hunger as a punishment, but as a patriotic discipline. When food was scarce, his mother did not cry or complain; he simply served the dishes as if he were officiating mass: with faith and resignation. Every spoonful was an offering, every piece of bread, a sacrifice. Just before sitting down, Dolores del Cauto repeated as a domestic prayer:

The homeland is nourished with hope.

And the boy, who believed everything, ate hope with washed rice and beans counted, convinced that this was a heroic diet.

I. How the Plate Taught Lying

The neighbors said:

"There is nothing, but thank God we are complete.

And that phrase, which did not fill the stomach, filled the duty. Dignity became marinade that disguised shortcomings. The pot was a teacher, but a theater teacher. He handed out papers: one of the poor, one of the patriot, one of the grateful.

Hunger had a script.

The tired-eyed mother had her own trick: She served the rice on small plates to make it look better. And when the ration of bread was scarce, he cut it into thin slices, so that the light passed through the crumb. He called that "transparent bread," and he served it with the solemnity of a fragile jewel.

"The important thing is not to eat, but that no one says that there was none," he repeated.

And so, Quirino learned that sometimes the most pious lie is the one that is swallowed first.

II. Of the Day When Truth Smelled Like Soup

One day a miraculous invitation arrived: a snack at the school for the visit of officials. The teacher announced that there would be milk, bread with goose paste and guava jam. The children were in an uproar as if they had named a new saint.

Quirino attended with a starched shirt and pride in his pockets. He saw long tables with empty plates, waiting for the miracle of coordination. The directors arrived, smiled, greeted, promised. They spoke of the future as if it were hot bread. And when the speech was over, they began to serve the food... visitors first.

The children looked with round eyes, as if they were watching the birth of a god who did not want them. The milk ran out after the third drink; The pasta was distributed to applause, but the tray did not reach the middle of the room.

The teacher, seeing the disaster, improvised dignity:

"We don't eat today, children. Today we learned that the future must be earned.

And the children, hungry and obedient, applauded the learning.

Quirino, however, felt something breaking, like old bread. She cried without tears. He just thought:

"If the truth has flavor, I didn't taste it today."

III. How Hunger Became a Promise

That same afternoon, when he returned to the neighborhood, his father Amancio mended shoes. He asked her how the snack had gone. The boy, looking at the floor, answered:

"We didn't eat, but we learned something big.

Amancio dropped the sole and stood still, as if listening to an inner thunder. He brought him to the table, poured him sugar water, the only candy of the day—and spoke seriously:

"Son, there is hunger that empties the body, and there is hunger that empties the soul. The first is cured by eating; the other, thinking.
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