



[image: image]









[image: image]







Also by Zoé Valdés


Yocandra in the Paradise of Nada


I Gave You All I Had


Dear First Love


The Weeping Woman






[image: image]









Copyright © 2016, 2023 by Zoé Valdés


English-language translation copyright © 2023 by Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.


Translator’s note copyright © 2023 by David Frye


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


First English-language Edition


This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022948433


Cover design by Erin-Seaward-Hiatt


Cover illustration: CSA-Images/Getty Images (woman’s face and flowers);


Angelo Ferron/EyeEm/Getty Images (Venus de Milo); Sean Gladwell/Getty Images (texture)


ISBN: 978-1-956763-40-9


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-956763-69-0


Printed in the United States of America







For Giorgos


For Attys Luna, Tonino, and Gilberto (Bel Ami), remembering Crete




That is for the future. We only take care of now.


Tomorrow is out of our hands.


Sophocles


In the clamor in which we live, love is impossible and justice is not enough.


Albert Camus




Translator’s Note


This short, lyrical novel opens with a walk that the protagonist, Zé, takes through La Habana Vieja, the original core of Cuba’s capital and largest city, from the Malecón seawall to her family’s tiny one-bedroom apartment in one of the moldering nineteenth-century mansions that had been converted, generations before the revolution, into tenement housing for the poor and working class of the city. You can follow the exact route that Zé takes through the city—if, that is, you know which Old Havana landmarks have moved since the 1970s, like the Regla ferry dock; which have changed names, like the Parque Habana (renamed Plaza Vieja in the 1990s); and which have disappeared altogether, like the Cine Habana. By re-creating these details, and doing so with a language filled with Cuban and Havana slang—in the Spanish, that is; there is no real way to duplicate the effect in any other language— Zoé Valdés stakes a claim to literary ownership of the island whose government pushed her into exile nearly three decades ago.


A Greek Love opens in the Havana of Cuba’s “gray years” (el quinquenio gris), the mid-1970s, when the authorities responded to the crushing failure of their economic plans by imposing a strict, almost Stalinist regime of cultural repression and sexual conformity on the country. As Zé’s story shows, all was not well behind the scenes. When she tells her parents that, at age sixteen, she had gotten pregnant by an equally young son of a Greek ship’s captain, her father bursts with a rage that he has to keep carefully muffled, in a pretense of not letting the neighbors find out. The scene reveals her father’s domestic violence and sexual hypocrisy, and also shows her father’s (and Cuban society’s) inward-turning distrust in the 1970s of the foreignness symbolized by Greek sailors in the nearby port of Havana. Fear of informers, tempered by the dangling carrot of advancement within the system, is enough to keep people in line, though. Publicly, at least, silence reigns.


The next scene shifts thirty-three years ahead, to the go-go years of 2008 or 2009, when, as Zé observes inwardly, “the gangsters who stole democracy on the island had decided to stop being rabid communists and had turned instead into savage capitalists.” The scene takes place in a sterile, hermetically sealed, air-conditioned office—the physical opposite of the decaying tenement scenes in the first chapter—where Zé is being interviewed by a government functionary. Emblematic of the times, it is impossible to tell throughout the interview whether the bureaucrat is acting in his old function as an agent of the state police or in his new guise as an aspiring entrepreneur; as he speaks, he flits back and forth effortlessly between the two personas.


Subsequent chapters alternate between the storyline from the past and the novelistic present of the early 2000s. In the first time line, the young and pregnant Zé moves from the capital to the provincial city of Matanzas—less than sixty miles from Havana, though it takes her an agonizing twelve hours to get there on board the ancient electric train built in the early 1900s by the Hershey corporation to bring sugar from their plantations to the ports. In Matanzas, under the watchful and maternal eyes of her aunt, mother, and mother’s lover, she gives birth to a son, Petros, who goes on to become a musical prodigy. Growing up in Matanzas, Petros specializes in the rural music of the region, which he plays on the tres, the three-chord guitar typical of those genres. But with the help of his three mother figures, he also picks up the small, lute-like Greek bouzouki, combining the folk musical forms of his twin heritages in an implicit rebuke to the cultural isolationism and xenophobia that had marked his earliest years. The second time line follows Zé as she prepares for, and in part two of the novel goes on, a much-anticipated first trip off the island. Traveling to the Greece that she had for so long dreamed of seeing, she meets for the first time in decades the Greek lover who gave her a son.


The novel creates a counterpoint between two types of “Greek love”: agape, the selfless loving-kindness that Zé and the women in her life shower on Petros and which he returns in kind; and pathos, the passion she felt for her young Greek lover, which she never quite recaptures— though she comes tantalizingly close in her relationship with an older Greek man in the second part of the book. In some ways, A Greek Love is a counterpoint to Zoé Valdés’s quasi-autobiographical second novel, Yocandra in the Paradise of Nada, which she wrote early into her exile in Paris in 1995. The protagonist of the earlier novel, the Yocandra of the title, whose life trajectory mirrors Zoé Valdés’s own, even makes a cameo appearance in A Greek Love as Zé’s childhood friend, schoolmate, and long-distance correspondent. But Zé is not Zoé, despite the similarity in their names; or if she is, she’s the Zoé who never left Cuba, the alter ego that almost every Cuban in exile seems to wonder about: who would I have been, if I had stayed?
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PART I


Petros,
or
ἀγάπη




TWILIGHT SPREAD ITS colors across the Havana bay. Zé sat on the seawall sunk in thought and contemplated the purple-tinged sky. The sea glimmered golden, rimmed with a coppery, tarry foam. She tucked her legs in front of her and wrapped her arms around them where she sat, just steps from the Regla ferry dock. The descending sun dissolved like butter into the waves on the horizon. At the same time the thick foaming swell of the blue sea seemed to give birth to the moon’s transparent oval, rising at the same mellow, ghostly pace at which the sun opposite it was falling. The two gleaming, blinding lights crossed precisely at the center of a sky as resplendent as a painting, placid and exact, at the very moment she was telling herself she’d never seen such a sky as this, had never imagined a heavenly dome like this could exist anywhere in the universe, painted in the most unanticipated hues, from the purest, most innocent blue to the guiltiest, most brutal scarlet.


Night caught her in the same pose: arms wrapped round her legs, staring into the horizon. Surrounded now by darkness, she heard the musicality of the waves, as if they were performing just for her, while from the east she heard the roar of the ocean proclaiming a distant storm. Overhead, though, for a short while the sky was still clear, enormous, full of stars. It was only when she noticed the distant flashes of lightning that she decided to go back home.


She crossed the boulevard, turning in the direction of the convent of San Francisco de Paula, and paused in front of the Fuente de los Leones. The carved lions had always looked rather feminine to her. Why, instead of lions, had it not occurred to them to carve dolphins from alabaster? She smiled and pronounced the word softly, syllable by syllable: “A-la-bas-ter.”


“What’s the Parthenon like?” she had asked Orestes not long after they met.


“Marble and alabaster,” he answered simply.


That word “alabaster” sounded to Zé like the most beautiful in the world. Orestes’s frugality with words didn’t surprise her—he spoke Spanish but sometimes he became tongue-tied, so he preferred to leave things unsaid rather than make grammatical errors; besides, he wasn’t highly educated as she had imagined most Greeks would be.


She walked along Mosquito Park, across from the old Customs House building, then turned into the darkness of Calle Muralla, the street she lived on. She passed the house where Alexander von Humboldt had lived much more than a hundred years before. A few blocks later she turned into number 160, leaving the Parque Habana and the Cine Habana behind.


The tenement was unlit, as always. The bare bulbs that dangled in the hallways and the lamps in the common areas had been smashed by neighborhood gangs of rock-throwing kids. The damp staircase stank of pooled excrement and urine. Piss and feces of the second-story neighbors, fifteen families, more than a hundred people all told, oozed from the ceiling. The bathroom drain had been clogged for over a decade; no one who lived there could afford the repairs, and the government never offered any help. She sidestepped the drain spouts that tainted everything they touched with earthy, foul-smelling stains.


Finally, she reached the room where her father sat waiting for her, rocking his wide wooden armchair, swish-swoosh, swish-swoosh, swish-swoosh, in the shadows, his thick leather “bully-tamer” belt slung across his knees.


Her mother lay on the old bed pretending to be asleep, acting like it didn’t matter that her daughter had come home so late, hoping that her husband, Gerardo, would come with her to bed instead of turning violent, the way he usually did. Her younger brothers lay on rickety but clean cots, snoring.


“Where the hell you been?” he demanded, angry but restraining himself, brandishing the belt menacingly.


Her mother leaped up and stood between them. “Leave her alone, Gerardo, she’s almost a full-grown woman. Don’t whip her!”


“Shut your trap, Isabel. That girl’s driving me up the wall. Dragging herself in here like a whore so the whole neighborhood’ll be talking about us, pointing their fingers at us. They’ll fire me at work! She’s gonna fuck up my Party membership! Don’t you see? Can’t you see? She’s just trying to get on my nerves! She’s gonna ruin my life, that . . . that . . . that son-of-a-bitch daughter of yours!”


“She’s your daughter, too, bastard!”


Up to that point Isabel had been gently patting the arm that held the frayed belt, trying to calm him down, but her attitude changed when she heard the insult, though she kept doing all she could to restrain him.


He brusquely shoved her aside. Deaf to his wife’s pleas, he gave her a flick of the belt, then laid into their daughter. The leather smacked the arm that Zé had raised to protect her face from the buckle; she already had too many scars on her legs and refused to give him the luxury or the pleasure of cutting her cheeks, too. Yet she didn’t let out so much as a whimper or let her face show pain. Instead, she puffed out her chest, squared her shoulders, showed courage, made herself taller, upright, proud, and angry as she faced up to him.


“Mamá, Papá, I have to talk to you. It’s serious. I need you to really listen to what I’ve got to tell you. I know you won’t like it. Especially you, Papá, you won’t like it at all,” she said in clipped phrases.


Her father took a few steps back and fell into the rocking chair, exhausted. He whined almost comically about a pain he felt on the left of his chest, lifting his hand to squeeze his breast through the wide white undershirt that he wore.


Zé panicked at the thought she might have given her father a heart attack. But no, that wasn’t it, just more of the old man’s theatrics.


“Stop piling it on, don’t be so dramatic!” her mother agreed.


The little ones woke up and jumped from their cots, rubbing their eyes, accustomed to the annoyance of scenes like this between their father and big sister.


Embarrassed in front of the kids, Zé tried to shield them from witnessing yet another quarrel between her and their father, but how could she? She had to confess her dark secret right away, and there was no choice for her but to do it in front of the boys. She had no place else to go and talk to him where the young ones wouldn’t hear. The room they lived in was too narrow. Where else to go? Where could she hide them? In the end, she decided to speak.


“Papá, Mamá, I’m . . .” She glanced furtively at the kids, who stared in fear, perhaps because they guessed she had something more terrible than usual to say. Pavel, the youngest, held his forearm over his eyes to keep from witnessing the storm. She plowed ahead. “I’m, well, you haven’t noticed, but, I mean—what I’m trying to say is, I’m pregnant.”


“What did she say, Isabel? What did that girl say? What did you say, you little shit?” Gerardo’s face suddenly regained its composure, a weird, disturbing calm, as he turned pale and his teeth began to chatter.


The young woman could see that he was keeping his fury in check only for the sake of the children.


“What did you say?” Isabel repeated in a strained voice, as ash-gray as her husband.


“It’s been three months, Mamá. I’m pregnant, there’s nothing I can do about it.”


The belt struck her right in the face, raising an ugly welt and splitting her lip. Her brothers scrambled under the bed to hide.


When her mother tried to separate them, she too felt the painful bite of the lash and couldn’t keep the man from unleashing his rage on the girl’s body.


The scene played out in silence, though. Nobody screamed or shouted this time. Zé found this silence even more terrifying, because she knew what it signified.
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