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Foreword: A Simple Habana Trajectory



by Arturo O’Farrill


In January 2024, I spent a week in Havana, the land of composers Moisés Simons (whose life inspired elements of A Simple Habana Melody), Ernesto Lecuona, and indeed, the protagonist of this novel, Israel Levis. I was touring around Habana Vieja, gazing upon El Capitolio, Parque Central, Teatro Nacional de Cuba, Teatro Karl Marx, and, of course, the neighborhood of my father’s childhood, Vedado, with its stately homes, expansive streets, and plethora of banyan and royal palm trees.


My father, “Chic” O’Farrill, was a famous composer, widely considered to be one of the architects of Afro Cuban jazz, the practice of layering jazz improvisational practice, jazz harmonies, and jazz structures over Cuban rhythms such as mambo, rumba, and cha cha cha.


He was also a dear friend of the late Oscar Hijuelos.


My father originally moved to New York in the 1940s but relocated permanently in 1964. He had a ritual in which he’d turn off the lights, sit in front of his stereo, fix himself a Dewar’s and soda, and listen to everything from Messiaen to John Coltrane and back for a solid two to three hours. So in our household growing up, music was the campfire around which we circled for warmth. I remember being eleven years old and getting on the M104 bus to go to the Manhattan School of Music Preparatory Division armed with my Bach preludes and Mozart sonatas. I remember watching my father composing in the little studio in the back of our apartment, a cigarette burning in the ashtray, a highball close by. I remember watching him conduct and rehearse, rehearse and conduct. I remember the crazy parties my parents had that lasted late into the night, with guests from all walks of the Afro Cuban jazz world. Crazies like Tito Puente, Machito, Graciela, Dizzy Gillespie, and all manner of folk who tended to drink to excess and smoke “jazz” cigarettes. My older sister and I, though generally a little frightened of their raucous behavior, were entranced by the strangeness of these “larger than life” characters.


Oscar Hijuelos and his lovely partner, Lori Carlson, were always there. I remember Oscar because he was quieter than most. He had a gentle demeanor and he intently listened to you, even if you were just a stray kid in an adult setting. He also had the most intense stare, a laser-like focus—he looked at you like you really mattered.


Thing is, I think he truly believed you did.


My father was also quiet in these settings, and it took me some years to understand why Oscar and Chico had this same stance. Then it hit me: They were both of Cuban and European bloodlines. They had the Cuban work ethic and bravura, the stoicism of far northern beginnings, and, of course, Afro Cuban rhythm running through their blood, a unique combination that resulted in self-control and passion.


What many people don’t know is that Oscar was also a musician. He played the guitar, and beautifully too. Among my father’s musical friends, none of them ever asked me to “play” with them, let alone took notice of my infatuation with the scene. I was already playing professionally when I met Oscar, performing in jazz clubs and at weddings and bar mitzvahs when I was in high school, but it would still be some time before the immortal Cuban bandleader Frank “Machito” Grillo would ask me to perform with his band at the Monterey Jazz Festival, which would be my breakthrough performance. But Oscar knew I would become a musician and, in fact, ultimately asked me to perform at his wedding to Lori, not because I was his friend’s kid but because he genuinely appreciated my music, the way I played.


In A Simple Habana Melody, the primary fugue subject is the wondrous unrequited love of Israel and Rita. Though Oscar and Lori’s relationship was fulfilled, it was equally awe-inspiring. They were inseparable but not in a cloying manner. Lori’s work as an author and her brilliance as an intellect were never overshadowed by her Pulitzer Prize–winning husband. Being with them was a reminder that partnerships can be a sanctuary from the workaday world of contracts, deadlines, book signings, and awards. I saw this same kind of love between my father and mother. When I was older, visiting the Hijuelos home on West 73rd Street on the Upper West Side was like stepping into one of the settings of A Simple Habana Melody. Israel’s home and studio as described in the book remind me of the nook-and-cranny tchotchkes that occupied every square inch of the Hijuelos place. The home of my childhood was the same—we had porcelain figurines, commemorative plates, even a full-size mannequin known as Lola who stood watch over the bar and met you as you entered our apartment.


This was where I’d habitually find Oscar. He’d be holding court with whoever else was visiting my parents, expounding knowledgably about composer Gustav Mahler, singer and pianist Bola de Nieves, string theory, or any number of other topics. His breadth of knowledge seemed encyclopedic. It was always late by the time these gatherings whittled down to just Oscar, Lori, Chico, Lupe, and Lola, the wooden bartender.


Besides playing the guitar, Oscar could play a mean bongo, and he understood the continuum between Beethoven and Chucho Valdés, between the Beatles and Orquesta Aragon. (There is a traceable musicological relationship between these artists, though most listeners would rather safely encamp themselves in familiarity and genre specificity.) If you read this book (and in fact all of Oscar’s books), you will appreciate his profound musical understanding and the resulting musicality of his prose. He doesn’t write about music and musicians; he writes like a composer or instrumentalist. Every phrase, every sentence, every articulation, every dynamic, every stroke is tied to the whole. These are exactly the types of issues that matter to great composers (and hopefully careful listeners).


Take, for example, the rhythmic cadence and melodic construction of a beautiful riff from the section titled “Little Memories”: “… his soul separated from the plump and amiable body that was its carrier, drifting into that palace room and grasping the bells as they passed him by, Israel happily floating inside a wondrous and supernatural place, as if through the soft folds of God’s own heavenly cloak.” Listen to the groove of that phrase; luxuriate in the cadence of the closing pitch. If this is not words masquerading as music (or vice versa), I don’t know what is.


It’s not all just about music, though. The descriptions of war-torn Europe and the personal sexual ambiguities and foibles of Israel Levis paint a picture of a human being whose music-driven existence too often overshadows the more common quest for “happiness” (whatever that is). Happiness is a vague word that is often used as a place holder for vapidity or even immediate gratification. Like Israel, I don’t believe in happiness, but I long for solace and contentment. In this sense I think Oscar is remarkably like the character he created—a human being ruled by an aesthetic, a culture, an upbringing, with a gift for shaping these contexts for life into an understandable form.


Music is perhaps the greatest abstraction known to man. It is devoid of visual solvency. It is a conceptual encounter that causes the most visceral feelings and takes you on a profoundly personal inner journey. When I was twelve, I listened to the orchestration of Maurice Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin and had no understanding of how the dissolution of chromatic harmony worked. All I knew was that when the strings took over the melody from the woodwinds in the prelude, I would cry, experiencing an existential crisis that, at that age, I should have had no business having.


This is really the genius of this book—using abstraction to elicit visceral experience. It is the trademark of Oscar’s writing and the goal of every storyteller, whether they are holding a saxophone, a pen, a camera, or standing en pointe, in large settings or local bars. We hope to lead our beloved listeners to a place where they feel something they may never experience or identify as an experience. We are flying, falling, leaping, gyrating, cavorting, all so our friends can come on a journey that can change their lives.


Now that I think about it, the obsession with beauty, the need for grace, the relentless work ethic, the feelings of great romantic love, the intolerable schedule, and, of course, the corpulence and Cuban/European descendance might be the exact reasons why I was asked to write this foreword. At first, I wasn’t sure I was the right person to introduce such a deeply personal story about a composer/pianist of Cuban descent. What do I know of touring, deadlines, sonata allegro form, celli, and tubas? What do I know of tone rows and mojitos? Whole-tone scales and vaca frita? What have I to do with puppet dictatorships, regimes, blockades, and chants of imperialism? Who am I to have political ideologies, historical understandings, and a fierce pride in the people of a tiny island nation who have defied every hardship possible to have a worldwide impact on culture, art, and history?


After rereading this novel again as an adult, it turns out quite a bit. I too am like Israel Levis, a composer and pianist of Cuban descent. I work on ballets and operas and perform my own Grammy Award–winning music around the world, constantly in transit from Philadelphia to Detroit, Miami to Mexico City, Guanajuato to Dhahran, Fujairah to Santiago, Chile, bringing my sound to listeners around the world. The travel, the long hours at the piano, the seeming indifference toward my own personal happiness—in some ways, my journey as a musician parallels Israel’s.


Sometimes we get lost in the pursuit of beauty. Sometimes we forget to nurture relationships in the pursuit of professional goals. Sometimes we miss actually finding ourselves in the pursuit of agency and authenticity. In my case, reading about Israel’s struggles reminds me to look carefully at my own existence and reassess the priorities that help me define myself. The man I am today is forever grateful to Oscar for this beautiful work that I now so obviously identify with. I hope you will similarly find yourself in his masterpiece.













A Simple Habana Melody















I travel my way through galleries of sound


I flow among echoing presences…


Octavio Paz





What is the use of all this joy and pain?


Sweet peace,


Come, oh come to my heart…


Goethe





“I’m feeling inspired—quick, I need a drink!”


Israel Levis, Habana, 1928















Zarzuela



A form of Spanish opera, it has its origins in those entertainments of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when traveling musicians and actors would appear in the lodges and palaces of their noble lords in Spain (notably, El Palacio de Zarzuela, near Madrid) to mount shows that loosely brought together whatever folk songs, gypsy melodies, bits of poetry and prose, dance and stage trickery that could be organized around the concept of a simple and capricious plot—usually one of love or of the devastation of war—a simple premise, often tragic, often comedic, for which in time original music would be written, when every entrance, every spoken word, worked toward the presentation of a melody. It had found its greatest heights in the late nineteenth century in Spain and had thrived in Cuba, with the presence of composers like Manuel Fernández Caballero, a Spaniard who had lived in Habana in the 1860s, his work inspiring a generation of zarzuela writers, like Israel Levis himself, who had become a master of that and many other forms of Cuban song.
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His Return to the City of Music


















 


Every sea wave was a clanging bell, the wind blowing from the west like a great and sonorous section of one hundred and seven violins; the sun at dusk was a glaring crimson cymbal, and the earth a kettledrum. On the horizon, beyond the water’s edge, a choir had gathered—a million choristers in long silk robes singing from the balconies of a palace, hidden in a maze of distantly humming sea mists, and in the waters below, beneath the currents, a hundred dance halls, and a hundred pianists, and rooms and rooms filled with instruments and musicians at the ready; an overture, as melodic as the picaresque orchestral ruminations of the Italian Alfredo Casella filling the air, a voice like Caruso’s calling down into the world, for the lights of day to be dimmed, a momentary silence prevailing, before the music would once again begin.…














 


In the spring of 1947, when Israel Levis, composer of that most famous of rumbas “Rosas Puras,” returned to Habana, Cuba, from Europe aboard the SS Fortuna, those of his old friends who had not seen him in more than a decade were startled by his appearance. He was not yet sixty, but his hair had turned white and he had grown an unruly beard, so that he resembled a forlorn guajiro of the countryside, or the painter Matisse in his later years. Peering out at the world through the distortions of his thick-lensed wire-rim glasses, his eyes seemed lost, as if under water, and he was gaunt, perhaps too frail, his expression careworn, and, in any event, beyond easy recognition—a bit of a joke because during his heyday in the Habana of the 1920s and early 1930s he had been quite tall and broad-shouldered and so corpulent that while walking along the narrow sidewalks of Habana on his way to the music conservatory or to the Teatro Albisu he would have to stand aside, his back pressed flatly against a wall, or duck into a doorway, to allow the ladies with their parasoles and beaded purses to pass. So great was his girth and imposing physicality that with his trademark mustache he reminded his friends of the silent-film comedian Oliver Hardy, “El Gordo” (of “El Gordo y El Flaco,” “The Fat One and the Skinny One”), which had become one of his affectionately intended nicknames, an appellation that he, in his good nature and with his grand reputation, frequenting the bars and restaurants and concert halls of the city, had always taken in stride.


But by the time Israel Levis sailed past the Morro Castle and its lighthouse toward the rosified fortifications of La Punta and the glories of Habana proper, its blanched neoclassical facades as regal as Cartagena’s, he had undergone certain transformations, for the events of his recent past had not been in keeping with the comforts and pleasures that his bourgeois existence in Paris and fame as a composer and orchestra leader had accustomed him to. With his stooping shoulders and bent back, he seemed to have shrunk to half his original size, and he had lost so much weight during the war that he now floated through the voluminous expanses of his old linen suits. In fact, he, whose idea of a diet had been to forgo a second helping of crème brûlée or strawberry shortcake after a heavy five-course dinner in the Paris Ritz, was now as thin, if not thinner, than Stan Laurel, El Gordo’s dim sidekick, and might have been called “El Flaco” had the clock been turned back to his glory days, and had the events of his recent years not seemed so tragic, or confounding to his soul.


He had never been a handsome man, even in his best days; he did not have the Spanish good looks of his older brother, Fernando; rather, he considered that his charm had once arisen from his gallant manner, his affability and the attention he paid to others, staring directly into their eyes, save when he felt blinded—or outraged—by the most beautiful of women or the most strikingly handsome of men. In those moments a mixture of envy and admiration entered his heart, for these favored daughters and sons of life, moving through the world with effortless grandeur, embodied the very qualities of beauty that he had always aspired to through his music. Some women were like glorious sarabands, their dark and intense eyes mysterious as the deepest tones of an operatic aria; others more lustily disposed—the cheap women whom he had often cherished in his youth—were like jaunty rumbas, the wild gyrations of the Charleston. And men? Some were as graceful as the tango, or surefooted and capricious in their movement through life as the habanera—while he, lumbrous, awkward and ever careful, had always been the equivalent of a waltz or a simple box step. For many years he knew this to be the truth, as most of his grace lingered within, and he had spent so many hours, as a younger man, in private self-ostracism, wishing he could change this or that on his face or some part of his body, as if it were not enough to attract others through the power of his understated personality and a presence that most found enchanting; how foolish he had been, he now thought, to have wasted so much of his time on such petty concerns.


He left the port city of Vigo in northwestern Spain a week before, the ship stopping off for one morning in the Canary Islands to pick up other passengers. He brought along a single black trunk containing what personal effects he had managed to salvage from his last years in Paris during the German occupation: letters that he treasured—among them his correspondences with Stravinsky and Ravel; a dense cache of notes from his old composer friends in Habana, Ernesto Lecuona and Gonzalo Roig to name but two; and of course those correspondences with his own family in the cities of Habana and Santiago, letters whose nostalgic significance and worth increased as he entered into his period of troubles. It should be mentioned that among the treasures he managed to smuggle away with sympathetic friends, among them the kindly but inept Spanish attaché Señor Ramos, were the letters and postcards he’d received over the years from one Rita Valladares, of Habana, with whom he supposed he’d once been in love—or as close to love as so guarded a man could have been. He would sigh thinking about Valladares, the petite singer affectionately known to many as “La Chiquita”—my beloved—and over how so many years had passed without his ever once saying how deeply he felt about her. Even when he belatedly realized just how much he loved her—after his life in Paris had begun and he had moved on into a too-brief romance with a Parisian named Sarah Rubenstein—not a day passed when he failed to remember their times together. A single photograph of Rita, in a Saturn-shaped hat, the photo no larger than a prayer card, remained tucked in his wallet for those years, its surface cracked, edges tearing, Rita smiling, her eyes emanating life and love, a kind of music, like that of a fandango, entering his heart when he beheld that fading but beautiful image. Even though her letters, filled as they were with tender asides and happy memories of their collaborations in the musical theaters of Habana, often disappointed him with their sometimes hurried tone, and even though she married two other men during those years, he always kept them, taking pains to ensure their safekeeping in the event he survived the war.


And what were those letters often about but the occasional discomforts and exaltations of her life: “Hollywood is crazy, but certain stars like Gary Cooper are very nice”; or: “My last tour was barbaric—my promoters are working me like a slave, my dear boy; my throat is hoarse and I think, on top of it all, I’ve caught a cold. I’m tired of living out of a suitcase in a hotel.… I miss my children, and Habana. I can’t wait until I get home.—Love, Chiquita.…”


Why did he treasure those letters so?


In that trunk, aside from a suit and a second pair of shoes that a kindly gallego had given him in Madrid, and a pearl white Bible that had been inscribed by Pope Pius XII some years before during a visit to Rome, there were the fragments of several scores that he had been working on when his blissful but increasingly uneasy life was disrupted. For more than a decade he lived in a well-lighted suite on an upper floor of Le Grand Hôtel, and, in his parlor, with high arching windows that faced the sunny boulevards off Opera Square, he kept a Concert Grand Steinway on which he wrote his music. In late 1943, as he entered into his autumnal years, Levis—or “El Maestro”—had been in the midst of two projects that he believed would finally take him beyond the category of composer of “popular tunes” and light lyric revues into a more serious realm. These were the scores of an opera that was to be based on Zola’s novel Germinal and an impressionistic ballet about Apollo and Daphne, two-thirds completed before Levis had been taken away.


As he sailed aboard the SS Fortuna, Levis could care less about those compositions. They had become the artifacts from a recent past that he’d rather forget. What were those works but the feeble attempts of a mediocre composer who might have been better off as a piano teacher, anyway? And while he had been an affable and pleasant enough passenger, gentlemanly and beyond reproach, and obviously of great importance—for he occupied one of the finer cabins on that ship and dined at the captain’s table—he was mainly thought of as the elderly Cuban who, indulging himself with a game of whist in the common room with some Spaniards, did not have much to say about his life.


Among his fellow passengers were a contingent of black Americans who had volunteered for the Loyalist cause and were now returning from imprisonment in Spain; an Englishman and his proper family; and many Spaniards, mainly asturianos and gallegos, heading to Cuba. Levis was cordial to them all. There were the ship’s musicians who, knowing that the composer was in their midst, one night greeted his entrance into the dining room with a stirring, string-driven rendition of “Rosas Puras,” or “Pretty Roses,” as it was known in English. Ever politely, with his large ears brimming red, he had stood before the small stage, motionless, his hands and the weight of his body resting on his eagle-headed cane, listening to their tribute respectfully but without any joy. Bowing and acknowledging their skills (as he had always loved musicians), he sat down to pick at his meal and drink his wine in silence.


His greatest pleasures were taken by the ship’s railing, where he sipped some brandy from a flask and watched the horizon of the sea by day or the starry heavens by night, his thoughts—his oft repeated murmurings of “¡Esta vida es un carajo!” (“This life is worthless!”)—interrupted only when the young Spaniard Antonio Solar, who’d accompanied him on this journey, appeared by his side with a blanket or to escort him to the dining room for dinner or to help the composer to his cabin.


Often he daydreamed, the horizon turning upside down; at once he was seeing his beloved Habana again, the city dense with its winding streets, great mansions, dust and smoke and horses and carriages and Packard automobiles, and with its alleys and courtyards in which the rumberos gathered past midnight; Habana as it had been, floating in the sky, he and his musical colleagues rushing to the Campoamor theater, circa 1922, where Pablo Casals or Ignacy Paderewski was appearing. Or he would see himself as a boy standing amid a crowd in the Parque Central listening to a municipal band playing a brassy rendition of Gioacchino Rossini’s “William Tell Overture,” the epauletted musicians dressed in military regalia, with their plumed and cord-wrapped shakos, brims gleaming in the sun. Or he saw Paris on a lovely spring day with its lilting willow trees and shaded parks; or he was mounting a stage in a grand theater—could have been in Mexico City or Buenos Aires or Paris itself—to lead an orchestra in a recital of his own compositions, the clamorous applause with which he had once been greeted coming back to him, even as so many foam-rimmed waves slapped against the ship’s prow, a rush of water like so many voices calling out to him.


Now and then, Levis would tap the deck with his cane, three times, a signal for the diminutive, quite handsome young man Antonio to assist him. Usually he would send him off to refill his flask, otherwise Levis would offer Antonio the crook of his arm so that he could walk more steadily around the deck for his constitutional. Twice a day, after breakfast and after lunch, he made these rounds. Often he wore a white linen suit, a black-brimmed fedora and a black opera cape that was a remnant of his more prosperous and confident past. As he moved slowly along, cane in hand, with tremendous dignity, nodding to his fellow passengers, he seemed in the harshness of his expressions to be castigating his assistant, which was not the case. He had simply forgotten how to express himself without anger, his tone sharp and strident, even if he was only telling Antonio about some pain in his gut, his stomach destroyed by so many medicines (and from drink), or asking for a few aspirins, as he was prone to the most debilitating of headaches and a lethargy of the soul.


Levis did not speak about the war to his assistant; there was no need to because Solar already knew. Antonio had been an orderly in the Madrid hospital ward where Levis, at war’s end, spent nearly a year recovering from hepatitis and diphtheria, among other maladies. There he might have perished, in a long and cavernous room of unfortunates, not so much from the illnesses of the body but from a flagging of the spirit and the will to live. Day in and day out for months he drifted through a world of dreams and sleep and memories, a scream or a cry of pain from someone in difficulty often awakening him in the middle of the night. Levis, startled, still clinging to the shreds of some lovely recollection of youth—a walk with his father and brother through a field of wildflowers outside of Habana in pursuit of a fleck-wing butterfly, a night spent happily in a Habana or Paris brothel, the pleasures of crafting a song, the coolness of the interior of a church nave alongside his beloved mother, Doña Concepción, and younger sister, Anabella, as they knelt before the altar, crossing themselves, the security of God around them, faith strong in the air.…


The orderly was twenty-three years old when he had become Levis’s attendant in that hospital. Nearly illiterate, good for changing bedsheets and emptying bedpans, Antonio, in his attentiveness and kindly nature, had seen the composer through that harsh time. As something of a musician himself, Antonio considered such duties an honor. In the years of his early adolescence, before the Civil War of 1936–39, when he was a farm boy in Galicia with his own musical aspirations, Antonio played the clarinet in a band that had traveled throughout northwestern Spain, performing in village squares and weddings and fiestas a lively repertoire of popular dance tunes, among them Levis’s own “Rosas Puras,” whose famous melody flew from his clarinet countless times, enrapturing even the most aged of priests, grandmothers and widows.


That Levis had written such a tune, beloved by many, provoked in Antonio a steadfast devotion to the old man’s care, the orderly regarding Levis with reverence and gratitude, whatever the cantankerousness of the composer’s moods, during that stay. Even when Levis shouted “¡Déjame tranquilo!” and was a gruff piece of work, brooding, screaming from lousy nightmares, and preferring to rot away, Antonio found ways to lift his spirits, regaling him with sunny tales of life in Galicia before the Civil War and bringing Levis an occasional honey-drenched or caramelized dulce. Antonio was so cheerful a soul that he once came into the ward with his clarinet and, finding an accordionist among the patients, presented a number of tunes to the infirm, the mad, the hopeless, rendering, on that suffocating afternoon of a blistering heat, an austere but lively version of “Rosas Puras” with which he’d hoped to please the composer. (“If you only knew how that song had been both a blessing and a curse to me,” Levis had thought, while putting on a grateful face.)


All in all, Antonio Solar had been fascinated by the depths of the composer’s talents and religiosity (for in the ward, on the worst of his days, he held on to a rosary, whispering prayers) even if, in that period, Levis often seemed lost to the world.


For his part, Levis liked Antonio from the beginning. Aside from his joyfulness at the proximity of youth, the purity of Solar’s eyes and the pockmarks on his face reminded Levis of his dear late friend and lyricist Manny Cortés, with whom he had once collaborated on many a song and zarzuela—his idealistic friend who was like a beloved brother to him. Such were his feelings of attachment and gratitude to the young man that Levis, upon his repatriation, prevailed upon the Cuban government to pay for Solar’s ship fare to Habana. Lacking plans for the future and without children of his own, Levis hoped, in a small way, to help find Antonio, who had no liking for the fascist government of Franco, a new life in his own country—“Cuba, mi maravillosa Cuba,” he often said. Once in Habana, if he so wanted, Antonio could go to school, learn to read and write, find work and become a proper caballero; or if he wanted to pursue the often hopeless destiny of a performer, Levis, through his connections, could procure him a job as a musician in the city.


“You may stay for as long as you like in my house in Habana,” he told Antonio one day. “Believe me, you will be treated well.” In good humor, and remembering the pleasures of his youth, Levis added, “And you will find the Cuban women unbelievable.”


He patted his young assistant on the shoulder and turned back to the railing, half-smiling, even if when looking out over the water he often trembled with the despair of a man fitful over the inescapable thoughts that haunted his mind. Considering his memories of the war such an affront to all that he believed about himself, the world and God, Levis sometimes thought about throwing himself over the side of that ship into the water. But he still loved life itself and, theologically speaking, he had become something of a coward.


Besides, he believed, simply, that he was returning to Cuba to die in what peace he could find.


WHERE LEVIS ONCE LIVED IN A FLORID AND PLEASANT UNIVERSE, filled with much wondrous music, especially so during his happiest years in Habana, he, with the unavoidable romanticism of an artist, now had to contend with those “contaminants”—to use a Nazi turn of phrase—that violated even the loveliest of his thoughts. How could he, Israel Levis, composer of so many lighthearted zarzuelas and danzones, even consider the delights of a harmonically pleasing major scale when his very thoughts were continually invaded by the unpleasantries of his recent past? Indeed, even if he had remained a part of this world, he still could not as much as look at the sweetest of children playing on the ship’s deck without thinking about the infants and mothers he had seen being herded off to their doom by the “Aryan masters.” What difference had his little compositions, or his lofty plans for aesthetic excellence, or his magnificent penis (to speak of the physical), or his life of luxury, or his faith in God—and a good Catholic God, such as the God his beloved mother had prayed to every morning and night—what difference had any of that made to the workings of history? And how was it that the very same Israel Levis, of the ever-burgeoning stomach, who in his younger days had never passed up a tasty morsel, had now lost his cravings for both food and the exertions of creativity that had once so excited him?


He did not like to dwell upon these things—but such torments came to him, anyway, followed him through his days and often put him in such a perturbed frame of mind that even with someone like Antonio he was severe.


“Forgive me,” he would say, after barking out some order. “It is my unfortunate manner.”


Occasionally, as he watched the sea, he tried hard to think pleasant thoughts. He might utter a telling phrase: “My father, Leo-cadio, was a physician, you know—and a good one—but his first love was nature.” Or, “My late mother believed that the stars were the tears of heaven.” One night, as the sun was setting, Levis pointed to the horizon, a great band of orange and red light and fiery clouds crossing endlessly before them, and said, “Mira, las glorias de Dios”—“Look at the glories of God.”


“It is beautiful, Don Israel,” Antonio answered.


And then Levis said, “Once, long ago, when I was a boy, I was certain that God existed. I saw him in everything—in every flower and plant, in the light of the day itself. And at night, I believed that I could go to sleep protected. I had my good and pure soul, and an angel watching over me. Sometimes, at night, I would look at the sky for hours and feel certain that this wondrous divinity was all around me—even the moon seemed like a manifestation of His being, as if its surface was the face of Jesus Christ. Why, my older brother and I would concoct some wild theories about the moon—that God had hidden all those souls who were waiting for life in our world under its surface, and we concluded that these souls resembled little glowing pearls. Y fíjate”—and imagine this—“because we truly believed in Heaven when we were little, we always wondered where it might be. Of course my mother always said it was located at el Camino de Santiago”—the center of the Milky Way—“and I would look up until my neck ached, hoping to get a clear glimpse of those souls who I believed were pouring through its entrance.” And then, with some other thought intruding, he added: “Such, dear Antonio, were the sweet fairy tales of my youth.”


IN HABANA, MAY 1947


Once the ship came into harbor, Levis was so filled with joy at seeing Habana again—el Castillo de la Punta on a high hill, the elegant Malecón drive, the Prado boulevard stretching into the center of the city toward the Presidential Palace, the many parks and high royal palms—that he nearly wept. Though eager to return to his house in the Vedado section of Habana, he waited for the other passengers to disembark first; a black portero with his trunk, Antonio with his own suitcase and clarinet beside him. Slowly descending the gangplank, his cane in hand, he found that the quietude of his thoughts, that revelry of memory and expectation then coming over him, was quickly shattered. There gathered on the pier to greet Israel Levis was a group of journalists, representatives from the Municipal Conservatory, and an oficial of the Chamber of Commerce. Preferring to be left alone, he reluctantly agreed to pose on the quayside for a photographer from El Diario de la Marina (Levis standing straight up, in his white three-piece suit, his hands folded over his cane, looking regal, stately, like a founding father of the republic), the picture making it into the next morning’s edition with the caption “A TREASURED SON OF CUBA RETURNS.” Articles would appear in other Habana papers, lauding the return of “that grand composer whose famous ‘Rosas Puras’ had done so much to bring Cuban music to the world.”


Despite his frail condition, he did two brief interviews, rather impatiently (“Of course I am happy to be back in Cuba!” he testily declared, “What do you think?”), breaking off the second interview when he caught sight through his quite myopic eyes of his late older brother Fernando’s son, Victor, then about twenty-two, and behind him his brother’s pretty widow, Gloria. She ran up to him, wrapping her arms around his waist, declaring, “We prayed and prayed for your return. Thanks be to Saint Lázaro!”—as if Levis had come back from the dead. And, “¡Dios mío! What a beard!”


In those moments, he had to contend with his nephew’s expression of pure pity and shock, for the last time Israel saw Victor, back in 1938 in his late brother’s house in Santiago, on the eastern end of the island, the composer seemed buoyantly immense and jovial, well satisfied with his life in Paris and his many travels, even if the political situation in Europe was changing in ways that should have made him wary.


During that visit to Santiago those years before, in 1938, he had sat in the parlor of his brother’s house, coaxing a hug from his nephew. “Reach into my bag, I’ve got something for you,” the composer told him. There his nephew found caramelos—hard candies—and a baseball, and shortly, like any Cuban boy, he ran out into the street to play with his friends, who were soon laughing and shouting with delight. Pleased with himself, Levis quickly downed his glass of orange juice and rum, a lovely diversion in the midst of a sunny day. Elated, he got up to make himself another drink. That’s when his thin and majestic older brother, Doctor Fernando Levis, stood by the doorway with a faint smile on his face, and having assessed his younger brother’s joy, asked: “My goodness, brother, why do you have to live so far away?”—he meant Paris. “It’s obvious that you love being with the family; when are you coming home for good?” And even as he began his answer (“One day, perhaps…”) he could hear his mother castigating him from another room: “You know why he hasn’t come back to us? It’s because now he does just as he pleases! Don’t you know that he’s famous?”


Now the composer seemed a different man, saddened by a knowledge of things that he could not express, his body nearly weightless, as if he would be swept off by the slightest salt-scented wind. Even his movements were different, for his head was thrust slightly forward, his body, it seemed, struggling to follow behind it, as if the gravity of his very thoughts would cause him to suddenly topple over.


As for his nephew, Victor, a “beautiful” youth (for all that was youthful was beautiful to the composer), the young man had yet to get over the fact that his father had passed away from leukemia the year before. A sad period that also saw the death of his grandmother Doña Concepción, from “natural” causes—worry and grief because of what had happened to her sons. Levis himself learned of these events in Spain, long after they had occurred, and had been inconsolable. I was so pained and distraught over the deaths of my mother and brother that I wept secretly like a baby. But at least Victor, so young and with the future before him, could find refuge from his sorrows through his medical studies at the university in Habana, as he wanted, in the family tradition, to become a doctor.


What could he do but wrap his arms around his nephew and feel proud.


“My God,” Don Israel said to Victor. “You’ve grown into a sturdy young man.”


Then his nephew planted a kiss on the composer’s neck, and Israel, after all he had been through, declared, laughing with the joyfulness of a child, “Oh you shouldn’t make such a fuss over me. I’m so happy to see you both.”


Disoriented, but pleased to have made the long journey home—finally to home—he had all the same regretted that one of the great loves of his life, Rita Valladares, had not been on hand to greet him. A few weeks before, she had telephoned him in Madrid at the Hotel Velázquez, lamenting the fact that upon his arrival she would be on tour, concertizing in Latin America—Caracas, Buenos Aires and Rio de Janeiro. “You don’t know how much I’ve missed you, querido,” she had said—that missed connection a common occurrence between them through the years, for their lives, over the past two decades, had never intersected in ways that allowed their romance to blossom. Though he always cited circumstances—his grand professional life with its commitments to tours and long runs of his own work in the capitals of Europe (yes, even in Berlin and Vienna), the writing of film scores, and countless deadlines—he could blame only the shortsightedness of his own inward-turned personality and his tendency for indecision when it came to matters of love as the reasons for his failures with Rita. And there had been the composer’s devotion to his mother (when she was alive), and his inability to state how he really felt about Valladares… and others.


Of course, it was now all too late.


He was not a bitter man, but prone to an ironic view of life, as if it were all useless, as if a man passed his years building upon his accomplishments only to watch everything—his loves, his work, his very world—turn into air in the end. With so much time and energy wasted by wondering how his little destiny might have played out had he been of a different character and disposition, Levis resolved to accept his situation—that of an aging man, plagued by illness, seeking the quiet and unspectacular finale to his days.


Still, he once loved Valladares enough that thoughts of her and music (and much good luck by way, he had sometimes thought, of divine intervention) had sustained him through some very bad times; and if he felt some disappointment that “La Chiquita” had not been waiting for him on the dock, he could not help but to thank God ( Please let there be a God ) that at the very least they would soon be united again, if not as lovers, as dear and vital friends.


ACCOMPANIED BY HIS RELATIVES AND A MEMBER OF THE CITY COUNCIL, Levis made his way to the Customs House, where his green passport was stamped. With his trunk loaded into the back of a taxi, he and his small entourage then made their way over to Vedado, the streets along their route jostling with life. Tourists, vendors and ordinary citizens jammed the sidewalks. The sight of familiar storefronts and cafés, the splendid architectural flourishes, the arcades and colonnade galleries, balconies and high doorways and windows of the buildings, and the very smells of that city, of flowers, beer, perfume, fried foods and burning fuels a tonic to his soul. And to see the city through Antonio’s eyes! For the young man took in everything with a great intensity and pleasure—every pretty, big-rumped woman, sashaying along; every musician standing outside a restaurant, strumming a guitar and singing. His youthful enthusiasm—indeed his handsomeness—was so redolent of what Levis himself had left behind (a sense of a promising future) that he found himself thinking that if he, in his current state of health and solemnity of mind, could not look forward to the myriad pleasures of life, then he would at least have the satisfaction of helping others find their way.


Sitting in the front of the taxi, Levis thought about what he would do for Antonio. The young man was good-looking despite his flawed complexion, and had a broad and expansive smile that, alas, was compromised by a set of rotting teeth. With that in mind the composer made the aside, “Antonio, we must make sure to get you to the dentist soon—you don’t want to lose your teeth.” And then: “I will of course pay for it.” And to his nephew he said, “Whatever you need by way of money you let me know,” for he meant to put his modest fortune (backlogged royalties to “Rosas Puras” accounting for a large part of it) to good use. To Gloria he said, “I know that my brother, may God bless his soul, took good care of you—you have been provided for, yes? But I extend to you the same offer, and don’t think twice about asking for it, as I have learned in my life that money doesn’t matter that much.”


“But Don Israel,” she told him. “You know that we are with you out of love.”


He appreciated that remark—those affectionate words flowing into him as a kind of sunlight. He told her, barely turning his head, and speaking softly: “You are too kind to me, sister-in-law.”


He did not have much to say. He did not care to convey his experiences during the war, not about his year and a half of internment, nor the name of that place, with its idyllic Alpine setting where he witnessed enough suffering to last a hundred lifetimes: Buchenwald, his little secret that was not a secret at all. On his arm seven numbers in green ink. In his heart, a rancor and disappointment over the way that his pipe dreams about morality, religion and the beauty and importance of music meant nothing; a black cloud of thought, passing through his mind, in such a way as to make him feel that his life as a composer and conductor of orchestras was really the life of a clown, or an impostor, or someone tricked by fate. It had not been so long ago that Levis believed himself a most fortunate man—even if his romantic vision had been wanting—an individual, blessed by a Catholic God, far beyond the “normal” rules of existence. But he had been cheated, throttled by his own failings, and that feeling, along with the disabilities of his physical state, produced in the character of his expression a solemn longing for a better world and a different, rejuvenated self.


An impossibility, he believed, though he yearned for it.


And why was it that even as he felt a great enthusiasm—even joy—and a nostalgia for his life in Habana, and a true affection for his family and those of his friends that remained, there existed within him a numbness to feeling? This disheartened Levis, for without emotion there would never be music, and without music his life would be a living death.


So it happened that without intending to the composer sank into a deep state of apprehension. Even as Gloria spoke gently about her son’s humility, his work ethic and high grades in medical school, and laid out the plans for that afternoon—“Of course, you will take a nap and bathe; and later we will have a wonderful dinner”—he could not imagine the point of his continuing existence. In those moments, as he went driving through the streets of that splendid city, he truly believed that he would never compose another piece of music again—not a tango nor a bolero nor a lyric opera nor another zarzuela, not even another simple Habana melody—as he once often did with effortless control.


HIS HOUSE IN VEDADO


Such were his thoughts when they finally arrived before the front gate to his house on the Calle Olivares, where he had been born and had lived for most of his life in Habana. The house was set behind walls of pinkish stone covered with bougainvillea, honeysuckle scented the air, and immediately as he passed inside he saw the familiar sight of the massive acacia that loomed over the front patio’s now wild garden. That house was a familiar yet strange apparition—why, he could nearly hear himself as a child, back before the turn of the century, practicing his scales on the piano, the tinkle of notes coming from a room deep inside; hear the very melody of that song which had so changed his life, “Rosas Puras,” on that day in 1928 when he first wrote it.


No sooner had he entered the foyer, with its arabesque-tile walls, than did the unmistakable aroma of his own past hit him, flowing out from the shadows, for the house’s shutters were closed: old wooden medical cabinets; the mildewy bathroom, or “inodoro,” as it was called in his day; the very smell of the piano and the cloth flowers that he had always kept in a vase on top of it; a thirty-year-old pencil that he had laid atop the piano a decade before, unmoved beside the vase (he wondered what notes he’d written with it). And of arrested time itself: the hallway with its photographs of family and of high points from his illustrious career; the crucifixes that his mother had put up everywhere, still in their place, the small evidences that his had been a beautiful life hitting him all at once—and he thought, This is where I will spend the rest of my days.


It was Gloria who threw open the shutters, flooding the rooms with light; Gloria who led her brother-in-law, Israel Levis, slowly toward the study, which looked out into a courtyard and garden, where he kept his piano, his “old friend.”


“Look, Israel, it’s waiting for you.”


He did not know what to do. Slowly, tentatively, he sat in a chair near that piano, as if, as in years past, he would once again preside over a student’s lessons or listen to a young composer’s latest efforts. As if friends like Ernesto Lecuona or Gonzalo Roig or Sindo Garay had dropped by and were about to premiere a new composition. As if Rita Valladares herself would pop through that door to go over a song. As if it were 1904 again and Fernando, attempting to study his medical books, would storm into that room, begging that he hold off on his scales: “You are a wonderful musician, but, por Dios, brother, I can barely concentrate!” As if on a Sunday morning, his late mother would find him, well into his thirties and quite plump, bending over his shoes to tie their laces, ready as always for their traditional outing to church, her hand stroking his dense neck and saying, despite his age, “My little son, it’s time to go.” As if he were about to see his physician father pull from the high oak shelves that lined the study one of his beloved volumes on ornithology or flowers, as he prepared for their weekly outings to the countryside, where he would often declare: “God is nature, my son.” Or, as if before him, his younger sister, Anabella, quivered in anticipation over the prospect of turning the pages of his piano scores as the young Levis prepared for a recital of Bach and Schumann to be given at a municipal fair in 1904. As if he were looking over at his handsome (and beloved) lyricist Manny Cortés, who, in a snit over some woman, declared, “I’ve had enough of all this nonsense, let’s go out and get drunk.” As if he were going to a salon in progress—so many of his composer friends and singers from the Albisu and José Martí theaters gathered by that piano, on a long and fruitful evening of drinking, eating and song.


In those moments, Levis, surprised by such memories, was barely aware of his sister-in-law’s voice: “Israel, come, we will get you into your room for a nap.”


“Yes, of course,” he responded. And then crankily, as she took hold of his arm, he told her: “I can get up by myself, thank you!”


And as quickly he said: “Forgive me, I am rather tired.”


But he was not beyond giving Antonio a certain instruction: “My boy, down that hallway, your room is inside the second door.” And he led Antonio there and told him: “This was my brother’s room when he was a boy.” And then looking around, he told everyone: “Don’t be worried, I am still very much alive, after all.”


HIS FIRST DAYS BACK IN HABANA


During his first days back in Habana, the pattern of his life with its little routines was established. Each morning he rewound the mechanism of an old Swiss clock on his dresser, moved idly through the rooms of his house with a cloth of felt in hand to dust every surface. Until about noon, wearing only a robe, a pair of white linen pantalones and slippers, he found much to amuse himself in watching his newly hired maid Octavia, who always hummed to herself as she scrubbed the tile floors, or laundered his clothes in a tub on the back patio, the composer taking great solace in observing her precise manner as she hung his undergarments and shirts out to dry on a line. Sometimes he sat in the shade under the trees, as the shifting sunlight went on its rounds, the plants and bushes and flowers around him suddenly ablaze. He was surprised to find himself feeling sentimental over the rediscovery of certain objects—things that he had forgotten about—his younger sister Anabella’s bisque dolls, set out on an old Spanish trunk in the hall, unchanged and unmoving for so many years, the sparkling hems of their dresses, crisp to the touch; an orrery—a wooden-and-bronze-limbed solar system, kept upon a mantel—that his father had once purchased in Holland and prized as a model of God’s universe.


“Here is Mercury, then Venus—and we are here on this Earth, suspended around the Sun, in the Heavens.…”


Mainly he dedicated himself to putting his things in order, going over the contents of his escritorio, at which, in years past, he often sat refining scores: pencils and fountain pens in their place, a compartment for old watches, another for religious medals, another for tacks and erasers. Fastidiously he would arrange old scores in piles, laying them out on a table: first by key, then by category, then alphabetically—as if anyone would care. He seemed not to mind the pointlessness of such tasks, for it idled away the time.


Slowly he got around to attending to the practical matter of finances. On certain afternoons his Habana agent, José Huertas, would come by to go over old contracts and to sort through payment owed on backlogged royalties, the two of them sitting at a parlor table with pencils and a ledger, a process to which the composer was poorly disposed.


Levis would sleep late. Even as a “gift to the nation of Cuba,” he no longer had any pressing matters to which to attend. He passed his afternoon awaiting the mail, and he received many letters that he opened but rarely answered. Letters from old acquaintances, distant family, and concert promoters in Europe and the United States, the latter inquiring if Israel Levis was still composing and conducting orchestras. No. A letter from the Spanish Society in New York expressing an interest in his presence at the restaging of one of his old zarzuelas, La Reina Isabel, that coming fall. No. A carefully written request in Spanish from the New York Herald Tribune for an interview about his experience as a repatriated “Jewish” refugee after the war. No. A letter from the music department of MGM studios asking if he would have any interest in writing some “incidental music” for a film, The Gentlemen of Seville. No. An inquiry from Juilliard in New York, as to whether he might be available to come to the school to teach composition and theory. No. Requests from Madrid, from Paris, from Rome. No.


In the evenings he often remained at home receiving friends. He had many beautiful reunions: Ernesto and Ernestina Lecuona came to pay their respects, and by and by, he played host to a number of other composers and musicians who, knowing of what had happened to Levis during the war, descended upon him with open arms and promised to help bring the “broken” composer back to his former stride. During a banquet held in his honor at the Centro Gallego, one of the largest social clubs in Cuba, the director of the Teatro Martí offered him a commission to write a light opera, but the gloom that had recently beset his heart was such that he had not been able to compose a thing in years. At best he could only promise to “consider the matter,” but alone in his study he would pace about the piano without touching a single of its humidity-dampened, out-of-tune keys, the days when the rhapsodic chortling of parrots in their cages or the singsong of vendors on the street would serve as a source of inspiration far behind him. And his poor maid—how she tried to cheer him up, setting out fresh-cut flowers in vases atop his piano and offering to accompany Levis on his constitutionals through the city, walks that often took him to the cathedral in the afternoons.


A man who kept his promises, he prevailed upon his connections to find Antonio Solar a job as a stagehand at the Martí. And he did not mind when the young Spaniard made a racket practicing his clarinet, for music still cheered him, as long as he did not play “Rosas Puras.” He bought four parakeets, whom he doted on as if they were his children, and was amused by their purity of spirit, their innocence. He found the Spaniard a guitar in a shop on the calle O’Reilly (“Maestro Levis, it’s been too long a time!” the owner had said), and allowed Solar the use of drums and gourds that Israel had acquired during his years in Habana when he was constantly on the prowl for instruments useful to his own compositions—agogo bells, claves, tumbadores, guiros, maracas, quijadas. He even succeeded in persuading Antonio to get his teeth fixed, so that one day, six months hence, the young man came home after an endless series of dental visits cured, “whole.” And truly handsome.


A little secret: Levis would never confess, not even to a priest, that over the years he sometimes felt inexplicable curiosities about men, that a welling of untoward feelings in the company of certain men filled him with desire. He had experienced this feeling most greatly with the Italian tenor Beniamino Gigli, who had performed often in Habana in the 1920s, a fellow whose superior physical attributes and Latin beauty made Levis quite nervous. Once, while chatting with Gigli backstage at the Teatro Campoamor, Levis had felt the strongest compulsion to embrace him in an amorous way but put that impulse off in the same manner he repressed himself around women. And sometimes when he and his lyricist Manny Cortés had been out drinking together and the composer was feeling such pure affection for their friendship, the same “nervousness” came over him, and he would crave a kiss from his friend, to touch him—to feel his skin, the tenseness of his body. He’d never acted on these feelings, or at least that he could remember—or chose not to remember, if he had. Sometimes in the mornings those years before, when he had been out late drinking with the crowd, he awakened with the oddest sense that he might have mistakenly allowed himself to get carried away and would anxiously await that moment when he would meet Manny again, or one of the more handsome fellows whom he knew from around, checking to see if there was an inkling of revulsion or pity in his friend’s eyes, some evidence that he had behaved in an unmanly fashion, the very thought making him tremble and feel ashamed.


For all the years that had passed, Levis had never gotten used to such temptations. Even in libertine Paris, whenever those sinful and “unnatural” impulses came over him, Levis had despaired.


But with Antonio in his house, as he made his way down the hall at night, knowing that the young and handsome Spaniard was resting in bed, he sometimes had the urge to rap on his door—not to fondle or kiss him in any unseemly way, nothing to do with a desire for the physical, but more out of the loneliness that comes to a man late in his life; and out of a fear of the dark, he told himself.


You see, when I was young I always knew that my family was never far away, just a few steps beyond my door, sleeping peacefully in their rooms, so that even in the midst of my worst dreams—of sinking like a phantasma into a stone wall without being able to escape, of going deaf, of my bed catching on fire—I knew that my family would be my salvation, their love flowing into me—my beloved family just a few steps away, down those beautiful tiled floors, in this house where I once lived when the world was good… how empty my bed is now.…


HE DID NOT MAKE PLANS. HIS NEIGHBORS NEXT DOOR, A HAPPY FAMILY, were always coming by with plates of food and much goodwill. He got along well enough with the father of that household, a fellow named Eduardo who owned a cinema in Habana and was always inviting the composer to see the latest Hollywood movies.


“There’s a new Esther Williams film,” he’d say, handing Levis some tickets.


“Thank you. Perhaps I will go tomorrow,” he’d answer, later sending off Antonio or Victor to the cinema in his stead.


He shaved off his beard one day, leaving his mustache, and was amazed by his thin, age-riddled visage, his eyes soft and searching.


DESPITE THE SADNESS OF HIS THOUGHTS, HE WAS DETERMINED TO put a good face on his circumstances. He commenced the routine of making a weekly telephone call to Gloria in Santiago, reporting that all was well. And he always found time to meet with his nephew for the occasional lunch—usually at one of his own haunts, a harborside café—the young man ever busy with his studies. Faced with the delicate matter of his late brother’s death, Levis avoided the subject with Victor. He would have liked to say with conviction that his brother had gone off to some heavenly award, for all his years of dedicated and uncompromised service as a doctor and his decency and good nature as a man, but Levis could not bring himself to do so. And it was unnecessary: Victor, despite his sadness over the loss of his father, was a well-adjusted young man, ambitious and steady, and like many other Cubans of that generation, so taken by the promise of the future that the brunt of his energies were dedicated toward gaining admission to an American medical school—hopefully Johns Hopkins. To that end, Levis promised to help his nephew with the finances.


During this period, Rita Valladares telephoned him twice, once from Caracas, then from Montevideo. He could not remember the call from Venezuela, for it had come late at night after he had consumed a great quantity of brandy, but during the second, he had listened to the tone of her cheerful and wondrous voice, hanging on to her every word: “I cannot wait to see you Israel.… Once I am back in Habana, we will get together, as we used to.…” Then: “Please, Israel, take care of yourself.”


“Yes, yes, I will,” he answered.


GHOSTS


One night, not two weeks after his return to Habana, he awoke because he thought he heard his dead father, Doctor Leocadio Levis, opening the door to his study, but when he called out—“Papá!”—and roused himself out of bed, he discovered that it was Antonio making his way out of the kitchen with a bottle of Hatuey beer. Later, he awakened to the music of a Bach fugue playing on his piano, and though the sound dissipated as he, with great difficulty, made his way into that room, he was convinced that his dear father was somewhere in that house, no doubt with the pallid ghost of Israel’s mother by his side.


He asked himself certain questions: How was it that he had outlived his brother and sister? How was it that he had outlived so many others in Europe?


To pass those sometimes sleepless nights, he looked over his late father’s books, the smell and texture of the pages, delicious, for they were redolent of his own youth. And he sometimes amused himself with books on spiritism and reincarnation, as he had once been a member of the Theosophical Society, from those days when he believed in fortune-tellers, astrology and destiny.


From time to time, he would summon a lovely memory of his father. He would remember how his father was sometimes contracted by certain large plantations as a visiting physician, these trips taking him far away from Habana to the eastern end of the island, where he would often assist in minor surgeries at the United Fruit Company hospitals in Preston and Banes. His father relished those journeys, for he was an amateur naturalist who loved to roam the forests and gardens of the island’s most distant provinces in search of rare species of flora and fauna, and knew Cuba’s riches by heart—the mangrove-fringed shorelines along the coast, the cristalina cane that grew wild along the streams, the royal palms that rose to stupendous heights everywhere. He was such an enthusiast that he had filled the large and airy study of their house with books, imported from England and America and Spain, massive volumes and small pamphlets on botany and ornithology, the works of Linnaeus and Darwin, nestled alongside his medical encyclopedias and reference books.


He traveled by carriage—pulled by two sturdy white horses—later by a Model T Ford, and sometimes took his sons along with him. On those boyhood journeys, along the dirt roads of the island, Israel had relished the sight of those little creatures and birds—“tan pequeños”—that he, with a hawk’s eye, happily spotted in their hiding places: tiny toads; froglets called “little bells,” or campanillas, in rotting piles of banana leaves; chameleons dozing under the petals of cowlilies. A Urania moth, with its iridescent wings, preceding them with a lilting buoyancy, as if, while bouncing in the air, its job was to lead the doctor and his sons on their progress along the roads. Above, in the trees, so many birds—doves and red-winged lizard cuckoos; owls and hawks; woodpeckers crying out ta ha; crows and little-winged vireos, lurking in the tangle of vines and creepers that hung down from the thick-rooted flamboyanes and ceibas; cave swallows, golondrinas; orioles and redwings; or, in a patch of Carolina blossoms, gently floating hummingbirds, which his father especially loved—rearing their heads. (And they seemed to love him, too, for sometimes when his father sat by his study desk, a book on respiratory illnesses open before him, or while he examined something under a microscope, in that cool room at the far end of their house which opened to the garden, a pair of pygmy hummingbirds would fly in through the window and alight upon his desk—so gentle was his soul when it came to the little creatures of this world.)


And in that dense forest there were the slender yayajabica trees (“Suriana maritima” his father would say in his precise manner) and majaguas (Hibiscus tiliaceus). And then the Erythrirta trees, sprays of carmine buds flourishing around them; then the flowering trees with trunks that seemed like candles dipped in blood (whose name the composer could not remember).


What did his father once say to him about such beauty, those years before?


“All this comes from Dios.”


Leocadio had made that pronouncement one morning long ago, with so much certainty that, right then and there, a nearly pagan appreciation for nature came over Israel. In those moments, every flower, plant and leaf seemed to reflect God’s love for man. His spirits and angels moved invisibly around the young boy; as if God’s own caressing hand could be felt in the sunlight itself.


And he would remember how the music of nature—the birdcalls, the wind, the rushing of streams, the soporific rains churning in the woods—enchanted him with its spell.…


HIS MUSIC WAS EVERYWHERE


When his maid, Octavia, happened to be listening to radio station CMQ, as a distraction from her chores, chances were that sooner or later some version of one of his older compositions from his heyday in the 1920s and ’30s would be broadcast over the air, a rendition perhaps of “La Habana Mía” (“My Habana”) or “Qué Bellas Estrellas” (“How Beautiful the Stars”), among so many others of his oeuvre that were still being performed and recorded by the orchestras and “tropical bands” of the city and north in the States. And he would tell her as politely as possible, “Por favor, cambia la estación”—“ Please, change the station.” And while making his way, as he often did in the afternoons, through the streets of Habana, on his constitutionals, slowly, slowly, his music often came drifting out of restaurant, bodega and bar doorways, and from car radios. And he heard it being performed by lounge pianists and sidewalk musicians, fellows who wore magic amulets and gold chains, the notes of his famous “Rosas Puras” occasionally mocking him—for the Israel Levis who had composed so many popular melodies and had given to the world, as Variety put it in 1931, “the infectious charms of the tropics in a song,” no longer existed.


Even at night, when Levis, his body weary and heart forlorn, lay in his late mother and father’s canopied bed, he sometimes heard certain of his compositions—maybe the melody of a danzon from one of his antique zarzuelas—emanating in the distance from the veranda of a local social club, and he’d marvel, uneasily, how, as much as he tried, he could not shut out the world.


He had memories of walking into a Paris brothel, circa 1940, the salon Pianola playing a roll version of “Rosas Puras,” and he’d recall not only the lividly red nipples of a favorite paramour, Gigi, expanding in his ravenous mouth, nor just the enormous but fleeting pleasures of those nights, but what a pompous and deluded fool he had been, to assume that he, a Cuban Catholic with a name like Israel Levis, was immune to the terrors descending upon the Jews of Europe. Or that he’d find himself in Vienna in 1933, conducting his symphonic variation of the zarzuela based on the aforementioned song, bowing in his long-tailed tuxedo before a packed house of the culturally elite, among them many Nazis—such cheerful and carefree Cuban music, thanks to him, a favorite in Europe—his head brimming with a false intimation of “immortality.” Or that on certain evenings in 1944 in the nicely appointed salon at the inn of Ettersberg, near Weimar, Germany, just a few miles outside of Buchenwald, he, as a privileged inmate of that camp, would sit behind a grand Bösendorfer piano under an enormous chandelier and gilded ceiling, performing Bach and Beethoven pieces for an Obergruppenführer and his aides and their wives. Or that when one of the commandants requested that the haggard pianist play “Rosas Puras,” an admittedly decadent but memorable song that this commandant had much enjoyed during his days in occupied France, at the Opéra Bouffe de Paris, Israel Levis, once the toast of Europe and now a “detainee” at Buchenwald, wanting to live, would smile and nod his head in accord.


What most tormented him was the violation of his belief that goodness would prevail over evil in this world, that the sovereignty of beauty should have magically protected him from the likes of Reinhard Heydrich, expediter of the “final solution” in France.


And he’d twist and turn in his bed, unable to help himself from seeing a clip of the 1935 MGM film short Rhumba Crazy, featuring the famous dancer Fred Astaire, stepping to the music of “Rosas Puras” across the polished floor of a grand ballroom of an imaginary palace “somewhere in the tropics”; Astaire spinning in circles and taking Ginger Rogers’s hands into his own and twirling her around, Astaire singing, ever so happily, his heart filled with love—the image of the dapper bon vivant kicking up his heels and somehow bringing forth a smell of ashes, a cry of murmured, prayerful chants from another time, 1944.


IN THE CATHEDRAL


Taking a trolley into the center of the city and making his way into Habana Cathedral (and other churches) became a part of his daily routine. He went there to think and to pray, for he felt himself waiting—not for some flash of inspiration that would help him to finish a composition, nor for some meditative insight, nor for that matter a sweet reflection on the Sacrifice of the Lord for the Salvation of Man, but for some reassertion of everything that he had once believed. He was waiting for something wondrous that would inspirit new life into his soul—a miracle, as if he would go back to the house on Olivares in the evening and, after having his nightly brandies, rest in bed and dream, a lovely and gentle dream in which Jesus Himself would come to him, and with a single whispered command remove from his mind the latter history of his life when he had witnessed so much useless suffering around him, breathe new life into his flesh, peeling away those sea green numbers of a diminutive size that had been tattooed onto his arm and that seemed the indirect emanation of a song.


He would sit for hours in a back pew, under the high ceilings, surrounded by columns, stunned that he now felt nothing at all. He could remember when he never failed to walk into a church, whether in Cuba or Europe, simply out of curiosity and because he always enjoyed those feelings of familiarity that came over him, and of nostalgia, no matter his state of mind. Liking most people who entered such places of worship, he held his greatest affection for those elderly ladies and gentlemen who seemed to truly believe in God and never failed to dip their fingers into the Holy Water font. But he was sometimes annoyed when he visited cathedrals and observed a lack of proper reverence around him—especially in Europe, where so many tourists and art historians went into churches simply to “appreciate” and “see” the superficial adornments of Catholicism, their casual attitudes toward the divine often provoking in Levis a sense of outrage. Even in his easygoing youth, if someone was in church speaking loudly and asking about some mundane matter, he would hush them, his face brimming with outrage. At one time he almost had a superior attitude about his religiosity, which seemed to blossom whenever he found himself inside a sanctuary, and although he never censored himself when it came to the enjoyments of the fleshly life, when the composer of “Rosas Puras” entered a church, he became as pious as anyone could be.


God, after all, as his mother had told him a thousand times, had given him his talents.


Yet, upon his return, he could care less if a group of loud and irreverent tourists stormed into the cathedral making jokes, chewing gum and clicking off their cameras—for, in fact, experience at that juncture in his life had taught Levis that the reliquaries, altars and other embellishments of the Church were now meaningless, at least to him.


THE SOUL


Principally, when alone, and feeling doubts (in his old age, in his house on Olivares and while walking in Habana as a younger man), he believed in the soul—sensed it within himself, and in others. And he always swore by a certain childhood memory that involved the soul and his father’s ministrations to the poor, when he and his brother would accompany their father on his rounds into the countryside. Though his father presided over the births of infants, and dispensed medicines among the poor like candies, he was often called to a dying patient’s bed only after the resources of prayer and the incantatory powers of the santeros had failed, when the ingestion of heads of garlic and the burning of candles had proved futile and there was often little that Doctor Levis could do. The sight of an old man, breathing his last, exhausted by a lifetime in the cane fields, although inspiring his brother to later pursue the study of medicine (“Yes, dear goodhearted Fernando.…”) had made a different impression on Israel. He had no stomach for suffering, and the idea that a person might lie dying inside a hut had overwhelmed him, so that he often wanted to run away into the countryside, to reside among the flowers and lianas, with life thriving around him. Often he simply waited outside in the front yard, occasionally climbing a tree or playing with the other children. But one afternoon, when Israel had reached the tender age of twelve, his father called him into a shack so that he might bear witness to an inescapable fact of life.


Doctor Levis had been attending to a mulatto of middle age, who had been suffering from tuberculosis and was breathing his last. Israel had been not three paces from his bed when the man’s throat constricted and he gave off what his father called the “death rattle.”


Then something unusual happened: In that moment, as the man expired, not only did an expression of tranquillity come over his face, but simultaneously the thatch-walled room, with its dirt floor and flickering animal-fat candles, filled with the slightest aroma of strawberries, and a presence, invisible to the eye, radiated peace—this man’s soul lingering briefly before flowing out that bohío’s door and integrating into the air. The man’s family praised God, for they had felt the presence. His widow had screamed in joy (or terror) and fainted. Attending to the widow, his father had looked at his son with bemusement, his scientific bent of mind knowing not what to make of this phenomenon. As he left, he said, “You see, this is what happens—and it all goes by very quickly.”


Then he simply picked up his bag, and nodding, said to his son, “Bueno, vamos para casa.”


Such was Levis’s belief in spirits that he often dreamed about his own soul—a spirit of light, tinged by blue, in a flowing robe, shooting across the night sky, each star resonating with music.…


As I used to say to some of my friends after a few drinks, each one of us possesses a spirit—what it matters to this world I do not know, but it is a fact, I am convinced of that, I swear to you.


UNTIL THE YEARS OF HIS INTERNMENT IN THE CAMP, HE HAD NO doubts about his life as a composer. That torment had not only been a slap from God, but had disemboweled and humiliated the grand deity before his very eyes, unraveling over a course of so many dangerous and disheartening days that sweet love of life and those religious convictions that had given an air of nobility to his own vocation. Levis, in fact, had very much preferred life before his notions of God had gone out the window. Not only had Levis missed that feeling of companionship and love that had been given him, but also the sense that he had been guided by—and, as it were, protected by—the Almighty (who, because of his time spent with the Jews, he had given the name “Yahweh”), but even that bit of recognition now seemed meaningless.


Ofttimes, he felt nostalgic for that state of mind that had made his own mild tendencies toward sin somehow more naughty and daring, when he believed that there would be—if what he had been taught by his mother and the priests was true—a final reckoning, to be undertaken in the great chamber of heavenly judgments. This was a prospect that had only slightly perturbed him, for, at his worst, his sins, most enthusiastically pursued in Europe, were of a carnal, perhaps idiosyncratic nature, involving brothel women. And his only other moral lapses could be called sins of envy, such as when he heard the music of Ravel or Stravinsky and felt himself merely a petty writer of little formulaic operettas and tunes—no matter how much physical comfort and money those compositions had brought to him.


FOR THE MOST PART, IN THOSE DAYS WHEN HE FIRST RETURNED TO Habana, he looked forward to his reunion with Rita Valladares, the singer for whom he had originally composed “Rosas Puras” nearly twenty years before.


She and the song were inseparable in his mind. When he thought about Rita Valladares that melody came instantly to mind, and, conversely, hearing that song, he imagined that he would turn around to find Rita standing behind him. But his feelings about “Rosas Puras” went beyond his past love for that woman, for it was the song that changed his life and brought him sudden fame, uprooting him from his tranquil existence in Habana. From that composition sprung his sojourn in Europe and many tours, operettas and ballets that were performed in the concert halls of Italy and France. That melody not only evoked the feelings he had for Rita Valladares, but, as well, the many eight-course meals he consumed in the restaurant of the Ritz Hotel and certain other indulgences, among them a passion for long-legged women in red garters. And, yes, he would remember, it also brought back the harassments and eventual incarceration in a camp, by those Nazis in occupied Paris, who, whatever his protests and his sometimes righteous ways, took him, a Catholic with a crucifix hanging around his neck, for a Jew.
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