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    ‘Kennedy is a writer with something to say, about matters that touch us all, and he says it with uncommon artistry’


  




  Washington Post




  

    ‘Kennedy’s power is such that the reader will follow him almost anywhere, to the edge of tragedy and back again to redemption’


  




  Wall Street Journal




  

    ‘Kennedy’s art is an eccentric triumph, a quirky, risk-taking imagination at play upon the solid paving stones, the breweries, the politicos and pool sharks of an

    all-too-actual city’


  




  The New York Review of Books




  

    ‘His smart, sassy dialogue conveys volumes about character. His scene setting makes the city throb with life’


  




  Newsday




  

    ‘What James Joyce did for Dublin and Saul Bellow did for Chicago, William Kennedy has done for Albany, New York: created a rich and vivid world invisible to the ordinary

    eye’


  




  Vanity Fair




  

    ‘His beguiling yarns are the kind of family myths embellished and retold across a kitchen table late at night, whiskified, raunchy, darkly funny’


  




  Time




  

    ‘William Kennedy’s Albany Cycle is one of the great achievements of modern American writing’


  




  Daily Mail




  

    ‘William Kennedy is pre-eminent among his generation of writers . . . Kennedy is peerless in the depth and acuity of his sustained vision, and the lost, past world of

    Albany says more to us today about the current state, about the heart and soul, of American politics than any recent bestselling, Hollywood-pandering political thriller has ever done’


  




  Spectator




  

    ‘Kennedy’s writing is a triumph: he tackles topics in a gloriously comic, almost old-fashioned language. You feel Kennedy could write the Albany phone book and make

    it utterly entertaining’


  




  Time Out




  

    ‘Kennedy proves to be truly Shakespearean’


  




  The Sunday Times




  

    ‘Kennedy is one of our necessary writers’


  




  GQ
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  Just because my hair is curly . . . No. My hair’s not curly, is what occurred to Quinn. The words must have come up and over the hall banister and eased their way

  into his sleep. Somebody is singing is what it is. Just because I always wear a smile . . . Quinn knew the voice. He opened his eyes to no daylight and he listened: ’Cause,

  I’m glad I’m livin’ . . .




  Quinn threw back the sheet that covered him and stood up into the musical darkness. He was still dressed but no shoes. He found them and walked to the hallway and down to the first landing of

  the stairs where he could look through the uprights of the banister at whoever was singing in the parlor below. It wasn’t the radio, not a Victrola. Somebody in the house was singing. Just

  because my color’s shady . . .




  “Bingo, you want the same?” somebody asked.




  “Never change horses in a six-furlong race, Alex.” Was it Bingo who answered? Bingo was the singer. There were other men in the parlor: Alex, this was his house, a Negro man Quinn

  didn’t know, the one Alex calls Bingo, and one who was a stranger to Quinn. The front door opened and Quinn moved two steps down to see his father coming in with two more Negro men who were

  lifting a small piano over the threshold and onto the marble floor of the foyer.




  “One upright piano comin’ at you, Alex,” George Quinn said.




  “Into the parlor and behind the large sofa,” Alex said. He pulled a roll of money from his pants pocket and gave it to George, who divided it between the two Negroes. They went

  out.




  “Nice going, George,” Alex said. “You did it.”




  “Jimmy was glad to let us borrow it,” George said. “For that kind of money he can buy a new piano.”




  Alex went to the bar and poured from a bottle, was it whiskey? He put it in five glasses and passed them out to the others. “To fast horses and beautiful women,” Alex said, raising

  his glass.




  “Or beautiful horses and fast women,” Bingo said.




  “Or fast horses and faster women,” the stranger said.




  “You’re a speedy citizen, Max,” Bingo said.




  “Should I find some beautiful women to join us?” Max asked.




  “Patience, Max, patience,” Bingo said.




  “This is one hell of a mansion you got here, Alex,” the Negro said.




  “The pharaohs didn’t have it this good,” Bingo said.




  “Where do we sleep?” the Negro asked.




  “You’re in the guest house, Cody,” Alex said. “I’ll give you the tour.”




  “I didn’t bring a toothbrush.”




  “We’ve got extras.”




  “You been here before, Bing?” Cody asked.




  “Been to Albany but not in this manse.”




  “Bing and I go back a couple of years in Saratoga,” Alex said. “My father bred thoroughbreds and Bing bought one of them.”




  Bing, not Bingo.




  “A nice horse,” Bing said, “not swift.”




  Quinn knew Bing from the radio. Bing Crosby is really singing right here. A party.




  “You were with Paul Whiteman,” George Quinn said.




  “My traveling days,” Bing said.




  “Whiteman got my brother-in-law fired from Riley’s,” George said. “Billy Phelan. Billy was dealing at the crap table and Whiteman asked him for five hundred cash for an

  IOU. He called Billy ‘sonny.’ ‘Give me five hundred, sonny.’ Billy wouldn’t give it to him and Whiteman said, ‘Do you know who I am?’ And Billy said,

  ‘Yeah, you’re the guy with that hillbilly band playing over at Piping Rock.’ ”




  “Big Paul loved that,” Bing said.




  “They fired Billy.”




  “Too bad,” Bing said. “He had a good ear for hillbillies.”




  “Music, Cody, we need music,” Alex said.




  Cody carried a chair to the piano and sat down. He hit a chord and Bing sang a note and held it. He sang some words:




  

    

      “Just because my hair is curly,




      Just because my teeth are pearly . . .”


    


  




  Quinn looked at the five men, trying to understand this gathering. He jounced down a few steps. Bing sang:




  

    

      “Just because my color’s shady,”


    


  




  Then Cody sang:




  

    

      “You’s a shady baby,”


    


  




  Then Cody and Bing sang together:




  

    

      “That’s the reason, maybe,




      Why they call me shine.”


    


  




  Cody saw Quinn at the foot of the stairs and stopped playing. “Hey, whose little man are you?”




  “That’s Danny, my little man,” George said. “He’s had to follow me around all day and all night. Peg had some work in Atlantic City.”




  “Come on, join the party, Dan,” Cody said.




  Quinn walked to his father, who put his arm around the boy’s head and squeezed.




  “Howdy, Dan,” Bing said. He offered Danny a handshake.




  Quinn shook hands and looked at all the men he only half knew. What were they doing? “You’re Bing,” he said.




  “Hey, you been followin’ me? You been tappin’ my telephone?”




  “I heard you on the radio.”




  “Can’t deny it. I’ve been on the radio.”




  “He stays up till your show is over,” George said.




  “The boy will go far,” Bing said.




  Quinn looked at Cody and thought he should also shake hands with him. “You’re going to stay in the guest house,” Quinn said.




  “You got a lot of information on people,” Cody said.




  “I like that song,” Quinn said. “Shine—what’s that?”




  Nobody answered him.




  “Shine,” Alex said, “like a shine on your shoes.”




  “Or ‘Shine on Harvest Moon,’ ” Bing said.




  “Like the thing at the end of our kitchen light string,” George said. “It shines in the dark.”




  “ ‘Shine’ ’s a song,” Cody said. “Bing recorded it with the Mills Brothers. You ever heard of the Mills Brothers?”




  “No,” Quinn said.




  “Well, you should,” Cody said. “Get your daddy to buy you their records.”




  “Very great singers,” Bing said.




  “ ‘Shine’ isn’t just a song,” Cody said.




  “No,” said Bing. “It’s an insult. A bad word but a great song. The song turns the insult inside out.”




  “What insult?” Quinn asked.




  “I’ll tell you later,” George said.




  “I got a boy like you,” Cody said. “He’s three. How old are you, Danny boy?”




  “Eight.”




  “My boy’s got five years to catch you.”




  “Is he coming here tonight?” Quinn asked.




  “No. He’s with his mama.”




  “What’s his name?” Quinn asked.




  “Roy. He’s a shine. Like me.”




  “You’re a shine?” Quinn asked.




  “Oh, yeah.”




  “I’ll tell you about it in the morning,” George said.




  “Can you sing the song again?” Quinn asked.




  “Sure can,” Bing said.




  Cody turned back to the piano and he and Bing sang one chorus, then Cody played alone, his right hand roaming half the keyboard, his left hand showing how it could ramble, both hands flying at a

  furious speed that electrified Quinn, made him move his head and his hands and feet in ways he maybe never moved them before, seeing Cody’s racing fingers and hearing, even feeling, the

  humming sound Cody was making with his mouth.




  And then Cody sang:




  

    

      “Bop bop a deep deep deep-a-deep dee . . .”


    


  




  Then Bing sang:




  

    

      “Deet deet du duderidda bombom . . .




      Doosaday sosadah spokety spone . . .




      Bahnzay dreeeem doodlediddle diddle diddle diddle diddle . . .




      Dayddle-dayddle-deedle-dahddle seneday’s beem . . .




      Dah day tour-it’s-in-his-dream . . .




      Dig dig the deep peninsulate deem . . .”


    


  




  Bing was funny and he sang fast, very, very fast, baby talk, crazy talk. Quinn couldn’t repeat a single word, except diddle, but Bing’s words must mean something. Quinn would have to

  find out. What good was there in secret language like that? Quinn couldn’t say. But it was a wonderful song and he loved its beat and its mystery and he loved Bing’s voice and

  Cody’s voice and his piano. He loved everything about what he was seeing and hearing. Loved it.




  Max came out of a second parlor with a camera and took pictures of Cody and Bing. Then Cody played alone, breathing out loud, humming in time with his own tempos—a boogie-woogie beat, a

  plunge into a left-handed bass solo, a rushing, double-handed domination of the entire keyboard, no phrase unfinished, every note on the money, no such thing as a wrong note from the magical hands

  of a maestro who hummed and he hummed and then he hummed very hard and then he slowed, and Cody sang:




  

    

      “Just because my color’s shady,”


    


  




  And Bing sang:




  

    

      “You’s a shady baby,”


    


  




  Then they both sang:




  

    

      “That’s the reason, maybe,




      Why they call me shine.”


    


  




  Slam, bang.




  The end.




  Cody turned to look at Quinn. “Shine,” he said.




  “Shine,” Quinn said, nodding and wanting to say what he didn’t know how to say, no words about those words, that music. “That was good.”




  “Not too bad,” Cody said.




  “It was great,” George said. “Great, great music. You may never hear anything like that again as long as you live, Danny.”




  “Unless he hangs out with Cody and Bing,” Max said.




  “Somebody’s got to record you, Cody,” Bing said.




  “Oh, yeah, lotta people gonna record me,” said Cody, and he stood up. “Great playin’ for you, little man,” he said to Quinn. “You hear the music. You’re

  gonna be all right.”
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  Quinn met Renata the same night he summoned the courage to talk to Hemingway. She too had come to El Floridita to see the great writer, in part because Alejo Carpentier, who

  was beginning to fall in love with her, spoke well of the man from their days in Paris and thought The Sun Also Rises was masterful. Renata had read much literature and believed she might

  one day write a novel and would feel stupid if she could have talked to a major living novelist but had not. She had seen Hemingway looking at paintings in the Palacio de Bellas Artes where she

  worked with artists, studied art, and served as a tour guide, a volunteer. She had no need for salaried work; her family owned two sugar mills on her father’s side and tobacco on her

  mother’s. Renata was twenty-three and for more than a year had been living a dual life: as an haute bourgeoise in the heady Cuban social swirl, and, clandestinely, as an associate of

  revolutionaries who were working to overthrow the government of Fulgencio Batista. One of her revolutionary friends had fought with the Republicans in Spain and later with the American army in

  World War Two; and he admired Hemingway for being unafraid to dodge bombs in the streets of Madrid. Her brother-in-law, Max, knew Hemingway and Max told her yes, if you approach him at the

  Floridita in the right way he may talk seriously to you, but it would be better if he was a few daiquiris in before you approached, for the rum brings out his friendly side; he has other sides and

  it’s better to wait for the rum to do its work so you can avoid those.




  Quinn had been in the Floridita almost two hours. He’d been in Havana a week and had come to the Floridita three nights in a row to wait for Hemingway, who never turned up. Then tonight

  here came the man, alone. He sat on a barstool in his corner, a bronze bust of himself on a high shelf over the end of the bar, and he chatted with the bartender. But he also turned his back on two

  people who approached him. Quinn waited, and when he saw him smile and wave at someone across the room he decided this was the moment. He stood up and made eye contact and by the time he was

  standing in front of Hemingway he was saying, “I’m Daniel Quinn. I just quit the Miami Herald to write a novel and you’re responsible for me being out of a job. Does it

  bother you how many reporters you’ve led into poverty?”




  “Did you eat today?” Hemingway asked, frowning with his eyes.




  “I had breakfast.”




  “You had breakfast and you’re drinking rum at the best bar in Havana and you’re crying poverty?”




  “I was exaggerating to make a point.”




  “Keep it up and soon you’ll have a novel,” Hemingway said.




  His beard was white and so was what was left of his hair, and he wore a white guayabera with long sleeves. He still had his stomach but he was thinner than his photos and no longer the robust

  fisherman with the great chest and big shoulders.




  “I may overcome my poverty,” Quinn said. “The Time correspondent here may use me as a stringer. You think I can get an interview with Batista?”




  “El Presidente hijo de la gran puta,” said Hemingway.




  “You know him?”




  “No thank you.”




  “Will you write about him?”




  “Not in this lifetime. What are you writing?”




  “Grim stories about political exiles in Miami buying guns to send to Cuba,” Quinn said. “The grimness is redeemed by my simple declarative sentences.”




  “Remove the colon and semicolon keys from your typewriter,” said Hemingway. “Shun adverbs, strenuously. What do you think of the woman who’s sitting at that far

  table?”




  Quinn looked at the young brunette sitting at one of the square wooden tables, sharp nose, large black eyes, full lips in a curvaceous smile that was radiant, her black hair falling just below

  her shoulders and with a natural wildness in its curl. She was slender, in a white blouse, tan skirt, and sandals.




  “She is spectacularly beautiful,” Quinn said. “I could fall in love with her right now. I might marry her.”




  “The young man was last seen charging into the unknown at full speed,” Hemingway said, “a valiant but rash course of action. If you marry a woman like that, when do you write

  your novel?”




  “After the honeymoon,” Quinn said.




  “Who do you think she looks like?”




  “Your daughter Ava Gardner.”




  “You are clearly a born novelist,” Hemingway said.




  The beautiful brunette had come in with a man maybe twenty years her senior and they were talking head to head. He was tall and thin, well-tailored in a tan cord suit that his shoulders filled

  out, white shoes, and yellow tie, a handsome figure who seemed overdressed for the very warm and humid night. He was giving close attention to the young beauty, and it was these two who had drawn

  the wave from Hemingway.




  “What is her relationship to the man?” Hemingway asked.




  “Close, but he wants it closer.”




  “You are closing in on chapter six.”




  “You know her? I saw you wave to her.”




  “I waved at the man, Max Osborne,” Hemingway said. “He works in your abandoned profession—an editor at the Havana Post, very smart and also an American spy who

  talks about his spying to everybody. Some consider him a political buffoon but that seems to be his cover. I know a great deal about spying. I was a spy for several years and they called me a

  buffoon. They didn’t know twiddle about the Nazis I hunted. Soon Max will come over to talk to us.”




  “Will he bring the girl?”




  “Yes.”




  “Then I won’t have to contrive how to meet her.”




  “A lucky day for Mr. Quinn. While we wait we’ll continue our analysis elsewhere. Tell me, who is the biggest jerk in this place?”




  Quinn scanned the room and focused on three noisy American men standing at the bar, which was filling up, all tables already occupied. “The man in the sailor straw hat and the orange

  shirt,” he said.




  “We’ll drink a daiquiri and then test out your intuition,” Hemingway said. He ordered the drinks and told the bartender to ask the man in the sailor straw to come over. The

  three Americans stared at Hemingway and then the man in the orange shirt came down the bar with a two-day growth of beard and a panatela between his teeth.




  “How ya doin’, bub?” he said through the cigar. “You wanna talk to me?”




  “Just admiring your hat and wondering why you’re in Cuba,” Hemingway said.




  “My wife thinks I’m at a sales convention in Miami. But we came down here on an airplane to gamble and check out the women.”




  “You’re a sly devil. But this isn’t the best place in Havana to gamble or to find women either.”




  “We already found them. Who are you?”




  “I’m Dr. Hemingstein and this is my son Daniel. And you?”




  “Joe Cooney from Baltimore. What kind of a sawbones are you, Dr. Hemingstein?”




  “I’m a doctor of writing. I also actually write stuff.”




  “A writer. Hey, I’m a writer too. I write new lyrics for old songs.”




  “Could you write a new lyric for Daniel and myself?”




  “Sure. Any particular song you like?”




  “You know ‘Sliding Down Your Cellar Door’? I learned it as a boy.”




  “Sure, I know it. You want me to do new lyrics for it?”




  “You think you can?”




  “Give me a few minutes I’ll sing ’em for you.”




  Joe Cooney went away and everybody smiled.




  “So far your intuition is getting high marks,” Hemingway said to Quinn.




  The man and the beautiful brunette got up from their table.




  “Here comes the bride,” Hemingway said.




  Max made his hello and introduced his sister-in-law, Renata Suárez Otero. Hemingway introduced Quinn as his nephew. Quinn stared at Renata to engrave her beauty in his memory. He felt the

  impulse to take her face in his hand and kiss her before he spoke one word to her. He restrained himself and said only, “Hola.”




  “Is she a real sister-in-law, Max, or just cover for your spying on us here?” Hemingway asked.




  “I retired from spying last year,” Max said. “You can’t trust anybody anymore.”




  “We are related,” Renata said. “Max married my sister, Esme.”




  “Esme Suárez. I know Esme,” Hemingway said. “She sang for the troops in Europe during the war.”




  “That’s where she met Max.”




  “I’ve heard her sing. She has a large talent. Isn’t she in New York?”




  “She was working on Broadway,” Renata said, “but she’s back here now.”




  “Are you married yourself?”




  “I am wondering about it,” she said.




  “My nephew Daniel here is also wondering. In fact he was wondering as he looked over at you a few minutes ago. In between his wonderments he’s writing a novel about Cuban gunrunners.

  He quit the Miami Herald to write his novel and a splendid work it is, with twelve chapters so far.”




  “Did you meet the gunrunners, Daniel?” Renata asked.




  “I’ve met a few.”




  “Are they brave?”




  “They seem fearless, sometimes mindless.”




  “Do you think they believe in something?” she asked.




  “Yes. They believe in death. Do you know any gunrunners?”




  “I read about them in the newspapers.”




  “Are you an actress? You are so beautiful.”




  “I’m learning to be a painter,” she said.




  “I would buy several tickets to see your paintings. Where would I do that?”




  “I work at Bellas Artes.”




  “I’ll come and see you,” Quinn said. “I would like your reaction to my stories on the gunrunners.”




  “All right,” said Hemingway, “that’s settled.”




  “I have a friend who knew you in Spain,” Renata said to Hemingway. “Carlos Sosa Prieto.”




  “The last I saw Carlos government troops were chasing the fascists out of Teruel. A good man. Where is he now?”




  “In Havana.”




  “I would be glad to see him. Send him mis saludos.”




  Joe Cooney came back with a song in his heart. “Are you ready for my lyrics, Dr. Hemingstein?”




  “Let me introduce you all to Joseph Cooney, the Baltimore thrush,” Hemingway said. “He’s going to sing an old song with new lyrics he just created for us. Fire away,

  Maestro.”




  Cooney sang enthusiastically and with bounce:




  

    

      “Sliding down your cellar door,




      What a thrill I had in store,




      Sliding down into the grass,




      Twenty slivers in my ass.




      Thinking of those days gone by




      Brings a teardrop to my eye,




      Wond’ring if I’ll ever see




      Cellar door that beckons me.




      Beckons me forever more,




      Slivers from your dear old door.”


    


  




  Quinn watched Renata, who did not smile at the lyrics. She sees dementia in the man, he decided. Max was amused.




  Hemingway leaned over to Quinn and whispered, “You’re right about gooney-Cooney. We’re going to put him away.”




  “How so?”




  “We’ll have him sing it again and at the finish I’ll throw him a right and cross with a left.”




  “You’re a harsh critic,” Quinn said. “Maybe we should just temper our applause.”




  Hemingway smiled and spoke to Cooney. “You write lyrics like a poet, like T. S. Eliot. But do it once more with emphasis. It needs emphasis.”




  Cooney sang it again and on “Slivers from your dear old door” he took off his hat, raised both arms upward in an embrace of public lyricism, and finished on an emphatic note

  that turned all heads in the bar. Hemingway hit him according to plan, a right and then a looping left, launching him backward until his head hit the wall near the door, and he slid to the floor.

  As Hemingway was throwing the left Max saw it rising, ducked sideways, and lost his balance.




  “Jesus, Ernest,” Max said, “what was that?”




  “Sorry, Max,” Hemingway said, helping him to his feet. “Didn’t have you in mind. That’s two knockdowns with one left.”




  Renata’s face registered confusion. "¿Qué es esto? ¿Estás bien?” she said to Max, and took his arm.




  “Bien, bien,” Max said, brushing dust off his coat and trousers. “He never laid a glove on me.”




  Renata stared at Hemingway. “So brutal,” she said. "¿Serás estúpido?” and she left at a brisk pace. Max followed her.




  Joe Cooney had not moved. His head was cocked against the wall. His two friends went to him and eased him down to lie flat, and a waiter put a towel under his head to blot his blood.




  “Get that man to the casa de socorros,” Hemingway said to the bartender. “Está herido. And bring me a filet mignon.”




  "¿Crudo?” asked the bartender.




  “Raw.”




  The waiter went to the street to hail a passing car that would take Cooney to a first aid center. Cooney’s friends were standing over him, staring at Hemingway.




  The bartender put a white plate with a raw steak in front of Hemingway, who wrapped it around his right hand. He lifted up the steak and showed his bleeding knuckles to Quinn.




  “See this? I’ve been out fishing, and the skin is dry from the salt and the sun. Otro doble,” he said to the bartender.




  “I thought you were joking,” Quinn said to Hemingway.




  “Jerks are no joke,” he said. “Jerks should not be given houseroom. He said he was a writer. What kind of a jerk says that to a writer and he doesn’t even know who

  he’s talking to? Jerks and fools are a form of death when they turn up in your face. Singing that song in public is like writing a suicide note. I spent my life looking death in the eye and

  fighting it.” He paused. “I didn’t tell you what I was writing, did I?”




  “No, you didn’t,” Quinn said.




  “It’s not a suicide note. I’m reinventing my past in Paris, and I’m coming back with my trilogy,” and he emptied his new double daiquiri with one uptip of the

  glass. “The land, the sea and the air, and most of it’s been written for years. But there’s a future to think about, and if I put it out all at once we could die of taxation from

  publication. They’ll get it in time and it’ll knock them all on their ass. You’ll be very proud of me, Mr. Quinn.”




  “Didn’t you do the sea in the Old Man?”




  “Only part of it. I did that for a woman. There’s more to come, kid. Let’s have two more dobles here. Dos más.”




  When Quinn began publishing his own novels in later years he looked at the notes he had made about Hemingway and about himself after this improbable night, and he understood there were important

  things he had left out, just as Hemingway had left things out when they talked. But as Hemingway had said, you can’t leave out what you don’t know, and in these years he had three

  novels in progress and could not stop writing them, or make them come together with meaning the way he could in the old days; because now everything had unendingly equal meaning, equal value. And

  he had left that out when he talked about it. Yet one must persevere. One must defy the forces that try to kill the spirit. One must not only persevere, one must prevail. And so Hemingway kept

  writing about what it was that was trying to ruin him, and the work became a love song to that. His one-two punches were part of it, just as Joe Cooney’s cellar door was the Cooney love song

  to his own lack of talent. Witness my absent gift. See how well I apply it.




  Failure can also be a creative act, Quinn decided. One must look straight ahead as one makes the forced march backward into used history. The death of ambition, gentlemen, is a great impetus for

  grasping this, and soon you will thrill to how urgently you are moving, how truly exciting this quest for failure can be. What you do not know at this point is that your quest for failure may also

  fail.




  The waiter came in from the street and said he had found a car to take Cooney. One of the friends pointed to Hemingway as he talked to the waiter, and the waiter nodded. A brawny young black man

  came in and Hemingway introduced him to Quinn as his driver, Juan. Juan was alert to hostile possibility and stood by Hemingway, monitoring the crowd. Cooney was conscious and talking with his

  friends, who helped him stand, then walked him to the street.




  The crowd in the restaurant stopped watching Hemingway and the tableau he had created, and went back to drinking. A trio of black street singers with guitars came into the bar but a waiter said

  they weren’t welcome. One of them said they knew Hemingway was here and had written a song for him, “Soy Como Soy” (I am what I am), about a whore who can’t be the woman

  Hemingway wants her to be. The waiter asked Hemingway if he wanted to hear the song and he said he did. Quinn listened and drank his daiquiri. When the singers finished, Quinn asked them,

  “Conoce la canción, ‘Sliding Down My Cellar Door’?”




  “No, señor,” one singer said.




  “Just as well,” Quinn said. “It’s a very sad song.”




  Hemingway gave the trio a five-dollar bill.
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  El Palacio de Bellas Artes was in old Havana, across Parque Zayas from the Presidential Palace, and at late morning Quinn asked for Renata at the information desk. They directed

  him to a second-floor gallery where he found her with forty high school children, explaining a new exhibit to them—a triptych of paintings inspired by one of the myths of Santeria, the

  religious cult of the African slaves the Spaniards had brought to Cuba. Quinn only partly understood Renata’s rapid Spanish, but the paintings impressed him, and in days to come he would

  learn about the long-haired woman and the warrior who were their focus. The woman was Obba, and in the first painting her face was obscured by a white mask with only eyeholes. In the second

  painting her hair and a scarf covered the left side of her head, because, Renata explained, Obba had cut off her ear to make a meal for her husband—Changó, the warrior king of kings.

  When Changó realized what Obba had done he rejected her, for he could not live with a mutilated woman. Obba cried for so long and so hard at losing him that her tears created a river, which

  coursed through the third painting. This Changó was one exalted son of a bitch, Quinn concluded, but Renata made no such judgment. Tragedy was inherent in power, she tried to tell the

  students, whom she wanted to charm, shock, and instruct in the cruelty of these peculiar-looking gods.




  Renata saw Quinn arrive and she smiled at him, not a large smile, and kept talking. She wore a white blouse and black skirt, pedestrian uniform of the museum guides; but she enhanced the

  uniform, and Quinn decided there was no garment she would not enhance if she wrapped herself in it. The student tour moved on through Spanish, French and Dutch paintings, and at its end Quinn said

  to her, “Art is long but life is short. Have lunch with me,” and she took him to the American Café near the museum where, she said, she went often. She wanted only coffee.




  “I don’t like your friend Hemingway,” she said.




  “I can’t blame you for that. He didn’t behave well last night.”




  “He hit that man for nothing. The man was singing.”




  “That’s why he hit him.”




  “You shoot a bird when it sings?”




  “He felt insulted by the man’s stupidity.”




  “I am insulted by his stupidity.”




  “I can’t blame you, but he’s not well, and he thrives on aggression. I don’t want to talk about Hemingway. I want to talk about you. I want to go out with you. Take you

  to the beach, or dinner, go dancing at some nightclub, anything.”




  “I hate to dance.”




  “Why?”




  “I do it badly. What I do badly I do not do. My mother loves to dance. She won prizes for her dancing.”




  “My father was a great dancer. He won prizes for his waltzing.”




  “My mother won a prize for waltzing.”




  “This is fate. We are children of prize waltzers. We are meant to dance together.”




  “I don’t dance.”




  “I’ll teach you. I’m a pretty fair dancer.”




  “I don’t want to learn dancing. I am learning other things.”




  “What things?”




  “I’m learning to be in love.”




  “I’m sorry to hear that. I wish I could say it was with me.”




  “It is others.”




  “Others? More than one others?”




  “Two others. One is a diplomat in the Argentine embassy. The other teaches anthropology at the university. He is very fine, the finest man I can imagine.”




  “You love the fine one.”




  “I love them both.”




  “You have a busy love life.”




  “It is a curse. They have discovered that I love them both and they are crazy jealous. They are both mad to marry me. The diplomat wants to take me to Europe, but I can’t do that. My

  mother would kill me.”




  “You love the anthropologist more than the diplomat.”




  “He needs me more. He’s married.”




  “What do you do for him?”




  “I drive him and his friends. He has a car but sometimes doesn’t want to drive. I listen when he talks. People call him ‘El Rey,’ the king, because he owns the world

  wherever he is. He excites me like nobody ever has. But because he is jealous we have a big fight. I don’t know where he is.”




  “Why are you sitting here talking to me when you could be with your diplomat or out looking for your fine and powerful king to patch things up?”




  “I am fond of you. Instantly. Anoche. You have a manner. You seem to be different.”




  “From your lovers?”




  “Yes. I think so. You have a way. How you look at a woman. It is possible I could marry you some day, but it is too soon to know.”




  “Your mother would kill you. Besides, you don’t want to get married, especially to three men. Or do you?”




  “Marriage is exactly what I want.”




  “I wouldn’t have guessed it.”




  “I think you can be angry. You look angry with me. You looked at Hemingway in anger.”




  “Mostly I’m angry with myself. Would you really like to have three lovers at the same time?”




  “It is possible. Many women do it. Men have many women, some women have many men.”




  “I only need one woman.”




  “You are a rare man.”




  “You are a rare woman to think I’m rare for needing only one.”




  “Men are liars.”




  “Women are greater liars and they are better at it than men. Do you want some more coffee?”




  “I have to go back to work.”




  “I’ll meet you later. We can go to dinner.”




  “Maybe another night.”




  “Am I on the way to being your third lover?”




  “Quizás. But not today. It is too confusing today.”




  “I’m going to see your brother-in-law Max and ask if I can write for his newspaper.”




  “He is very much in love with me but I don’t read his newspaper, which is for the tourists who do not need much news. But he is very intelligent and he seems to know everybody in

  Cuba. He talks literature with my friend Alejo Carpentier, he plays golf with Bing Crosby, and he has lunch with the gangster Trafficante.”




  “Will you ask him to hire me?”




  “He will hire you without my asking. He always needs writers. They come and go like gypsies.”




  “Will you reconsider dinner with me tonight?”




  “I think it’s not the best night.”




  “Maybe it will turn out to be the best.”




  “You are persistent, but I must go back.”




  Quinn walked her into the museum and to an office where the guides gathered between tours. He was about to say he would come back to see her later in the day, but she saw something behind him

  and her face registered dark surprise. She walked away from Quinn and toward a man entering the museum. She stopped and talked into the man’s face, intimate talk. Then she shook her head. The

  man talked while she listened and she nodded yes. She looked around the museum to see if they were being watched, and they were. He put his arms around her and kissed her, held her, then went out

  the way he came. Renata saw that people had seen the kiss. How could they not? She came back to Quinn and said, “I cannot talk any more.”




  “That was the lover who is the king?” Quinn said.




  “Yes,” she said. Tears came to her eyes and she went into the office.
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  Quinn had been reading the Havana Post for a week, thinking its twelve pages did not leave much room for him, but maybe he’d make room. It was a brisk, pop sheet

  with Earl Wilson and Winchell, Blondie and Alley Oop, ship arrivals, an Anglo-American social calendar, headline stories from the AP, and whatever local, sports, and social news the rest of the

  space could handle. When Quinn entered the city room only four people were at work: a barrel-chested old man with white hair and brown skin reading galley proofs at a long table; a fine-featured

  brunette in her forties, alone on the rim of the copy desk editing wire copy; a tall black man who with two-fingered typing seemed to be translating a story from a Spanish-language newspaper; and

  Max Osborne, with open-collared shirt and tie, reading that same newspaper at his desk in a glass cubicle. Quinn crossed the room, tapped on Max’s glass and stood in his doorway.




  “I asked Renata to urge you to hire me,” Quinn said, “but she said you’d hire me without her. Is that true?”




  “Hemingway likes your writing, is that true?”




  “He’s never seen a word of it. His praise of my novel was fiction.”




  “We don’t publish fiction here.”




  “I brought you some clips.” Quinn put an envelope on Max’s desk.




  “Are you any good?”




  “I’m uniquely talented. Read me.”




  Max opened the envelope of clips, a few feature pieces Quinn had written for the Albany Times Union, and a dozen articles about Cubans for the Miami Herald, one on the two

  pro-Castro factions, one faction without money, one flush and probably CIA; also an interview with Carlos Prío, the president ousted by Batista’s 1952 coup. Prío fled to Miami

  with millions in public money, but denied to Quinn that he was spending it on guns for rebels to bring down Batista.




  “Do you speak Spanish?”




  “Suficiente. I can get along.”




  “You talked to Prío.”




  “I saw him handing out cash in his hotel suite. People were lined up in the hallway waiting to beg money to feed the family, or get out of debt, or bring a relative off the island, or hire

  on for the next invasion. His assistant had a stack of cash on a table and if Prío liked what he heard he’d say, ‘Give him an inch,’ and the assistant with his six-inch

  ruler would measure off a bit of the pile and send the beggar away with a smile.”




  “I like your sentences,” Max said after skimming the clips. “I’ll hire you if you write something valuable.”




  “About what?”




  “That’s your problem.”




  “I can do maybe two pieces a week. I’ve got a novel to write.”




  “Two pieces will do if they’re good.”




  “What about my press credentials?”




  “You move fast.”




  “Get your story in the first paragraph.”




  “You’ll get a press card if I buy your story.”




  “I may need a card to get the story.”




  “I’ll give you a note.” And Max typed on a Post letterhead: “The bearer is a reporter on a three-day news assignment for this newspaper. Please grant him all

  normal courtesies.” He dated it and typed his name and signed it illegibly.




  “Why are you in Havana?”




  “It’s closer than Paris,” Quinn said. “I followed my nose, and it led here. I thought Miami would be exotic, but it’s pointless. Havana has a point. In Albany they

  merely steal elections. Here they put a pistol in the president’s ear while they show him the door.”




  “I know Albany. It had very entertaining corruption, and it was wide open, like Havana. I went there on weekends with a classmate.”




  “Albany’s corruption is still in bloom and its sin is eternal.”




  “That’s comforting. You know Alex Fitzgibbon?”




  “Everybody knows the Mayor.”




  “We were at New Haven together. He comes here now and then.”




  “Wait a minute. Were you at Alex’s house when Bing Crosby was there? Nineteen thirty-six?”




  “I was.”




  “So was I. I was a kid.”




  “Sure. And your father got Bing a piano and he and Cody Mason sang ‘Shine.’ ”




  “Right. My father now works for Alex in the court system.”




  “And here you are, trying to work for me. Yale runs in your family.”




  “I don’t work for you yet.”




  “But you’re trying. My daughter, Gloria, goes to convent school in Albany.”




  “If we talk long enough it’ll turn out we’re first cousins.”




  “Coincidence isn’t all that coincidental. How do you know Hemingway?”




  “I introduced myself last night. He ever behave like that before?”




  “Not quite like that, but yes. That fellow he punched out called this morning and wants us to tell his story. But Hemingway’s not news when he punches somebody. If they arrest him,

  maybe, but now it’s a dogbite story.”




  “Renata didn’t think so.”




  “Renata. I saw how she got to you. Everybody goes ga-ga. She’s easy to love, but she’s not easy. She’s tough.”




  “I told her I was ready to marry her. She’s thinking it over.”




  “You do get your story in the first paragraph.”




  “That fellow who sang for us, Papa’s punching bag, where’s he staying?”




  “Cooney? He’s at the Regis.”




  “Maybe I’ll go apologize to him for Papa.”




  “He’s not a story either.”




  “I could interview him as a composer.”




  “Dog bites composer. It’s still not a story.”
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  Renata could not find Diego, her fine and dangerous lover, for good reason: he had been acuartelado in an apartment house in the Vedado with fifty-two other men for four

  days, waiting for the signal to attack the Presidential Palace and kill the dictator. Simultaneously fifteen other attackers led by José Antonio Echevarría, the leader of the

  Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil, would leave from another apartment to take over Radio Reloj and announce to all Cuba that Batista was dead. Days and nights passed, the cool moon yielding to

  new morning and the return of smothering heat in the apartment, for no windows could be opened. Whispers, no other sounds, were permitted, for the young men’s presence here was secret. Read,

  don’t talk. Sleep, don’t snore. Only five at a time can smoke, and only by the window in the back room. Nobody goes out except Carlos, the leader of the attack, and Diego, who will

  drive the streets of Old Havana in Carlos’ car to estimate the presence of soldiers.




  The attack had been set for the twelfth until Diego and Carlos, on the morning of the eleventh, found Calle Colón blocked to all traffic. Only the Colón entrance to the south wing

  of the Palace offered a door to be breached. That south wing faced Bellas Artes across Zayas Park. On the early morning of the thirteenth the street was still blocked, but an inside informant said

  the dictator had stayed the night in the Palace, and was there now. At eleven o’clock the barriers were gone, traffic was again moving, and Carlos and Diego drove onto Colón. A soldier

  with a machine gun was monitoring a car as it entered the south wing’s driveway; so yes, access was possible. That soldier could be the first to die.




  “We should go to Bellas Artes now,” Diego said to Carlos as they moved. They saw Military Intelligence cars parked nearby. Diego went into the museum and found no troops, no SIM

  agents. Renata was talking to an Americano. She saw Diego and came to him.




  “Where have you been?” she said.




  “Don’t talk. Today you must work here all day.”




  “I’m supposed to finish at two,” she said.




  “Work till six. We may need you to drive someone.”




  “What are you talking about? What is happening?”




  “Don’t go out of the museum. Stay inside and work all day, do you hear me?”




  “I hear.”




  “Do you have your mother’s car?”




  “No.”




  “My car is on Agramonte. The key is in the ashtray. If you don’t see me later drive it someplace safe and leave it. Someone will call you about where you put it.”




  “Why won’t you drive it? Won’t I see you later?”




  “Who can say?”




  He kissed her with a fierce mouth and squeezed the life in her body. Then he said good-bye my love, and went back to Carlos in the car.
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  At two that afternoon the fifty-three Palace attackers who had been acuartelados wrapped their Thompsons and Garands into the bedding they had slept on, came down the

  stairs silently in pairs, and climbed into the Fast Delivery panel truck parked by the side door. Four men, including the leaders, would ride in each of two cars. As the vehicles were being loaded

  two men turned coward. Carlos said he couldn’t shoot them now because of the noise, but they would be held in the apartment at gunpoint by a comrade wounded in an earlier shooting. Maybe he

  would shoot them later. They knew this was a suicidal mission. We can kill Batista or they can kill us all.




  The attack proceeded: Carlos driving the lead car, with Diego and two others, and the Fast Delivery truck following with forty-two men. The truck was unbearably hot, without light, and so

  overloaded that its six tires were nearly flat. The second car, driven by Aurelio, second in command, with three others, followed the truck. The plan was that once the three vehicles had breached

  the entrance, another hundred fighters in trucks and cars would arrive shooting heavy weapons, certain to demoralize Palace guards into flight. If the first wave found Palace access impossible, the

  attack would move against a secondary target—the Cuartel Maestre, the armory of the police—where they would seize its arms, then move to another police station for more arms. There

  would be no going back. The vehicles moved at inchworm pace through dense traffic. Menelao Mora, at fifty-three the oldest man in the truck, and an ex-legislator in the Cámara and former

  ally of Prío, told his young comrades what to expect, how to move and never stop. Machadito, holding the rope that kept the rear door from flapping open, saw his girlfriend crossing Aguila

  and said, “Mi amor, allí está,” and his comrades stared at him.




  The truck turned onto Ánimas, the driver’s mistake, and separated from the two cars. Carlos and Aurelio both waited for it to catch up at the Prado, and when the three vehicles were

  again in tandem they moved onto Colón, and there it was. Carlos very suddenly careened into the Palace driveway, hit the brakes and bolted from the car firing his M-1, running under the

  arcade of the Palace’s gate, his surprise so perfect that the guards did not slam the gate shut or realize it was time to do that, or even see who was firing the machine gun that was killing

  them. Diego was behind Carlos, and Aurelio, leaping from the second car, took out the two guards shooting at Carlos’ back. Then others jumped out of the truck—Machadito and Carbó

  and Menelao setting the pace, the rest in twos and threes shooting, remembering Menelao’s advice—don’t crouch, don’t stop—run to the Palace wall out of the line of

  high fire from the upper terraces. But those machine guns roared, riddling the truck and pavement with such a hail of bullets that clouds of stone dust rose around the men who instinctively sought

  cover or stasis in the face of the impenetrable and died throwing a grenade or shooting at the sky. Carlos opened the gate and yelled, “Arriba, muchachos, it’s ours!” Diego

  moved through the gate after him and the Palace was breached according to plan.
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  On the third floor of Bellas Artes, Renata was explaining to seventy American and English tourists that the young woman in the painting was named Sikan and she had met the

  sacred fish, Tanze, quite by accident. But for both it was a fateful meeting, for young Sikan would be kidnapped and dismembered as a sacrifice in order to recover the lost voice of the gods which

  was the voice of the fish. Why it was also fateful for the fish Renata did not have time to explain for the bullets came in through the front windows and then the screaming and warning

  yells—they’re shooting! Renata now realized Diego would die.




  She yelled to the tourists, Get down, somebody’s shooting. Who’s shooting? What does it matter who’s shooting if they shoot you, get down you fool get down, and the fool got

  down. Renata knew Diego was now shooting at somebody and somebody was shooting at him. He was saying, We will kill the devil, we will butcher the butcher, as he entered the Palace with his M-1.

  That young man of such culture and knowledge and courage and beauty would be a sacrifice today. Renata listened as he whispered to her: Be careful, they will know I love you and will remember I

  kissed you, I shouldn’t have, but now they will question you about me and you must tell them we only talked about painting and Santeria and of course they will believe you, for you look so

  innocent. He was shooting now and he will kill before he is killed. The guardia at the Palace will also deliver sacrifices today. She could see Diego shooting on the Palace stairs, so agile,

  so alert to the living instant, and she crawled to the museum’s stairs to see everybody below, all crouching or flattened by the guns, which stopped, began, stopped, began. Why are they

  firing at Bellas Artes? We have no guns.
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  Diego saw Aurelio hit and lifted backward into the air and saw his pistol and grenades fly out from his belt. He saw Hernández, a year away from being a doctor, run

  toward the gate and die in a sprawl. Castellanos came yelling, “Lo logramos,” we got it, and shot a guard who had left his machine gun and was running back into the Palace.




  The Fast Delivery was full of holes and Gómez sat behind it, waving his arms, already dead, the cement dust billowing around him. Diego saw Aurelio shake himself and stand up, without a

  weapon. The ground floor was empty of guards but bullets kept raining down across the open patio. Diego moved upstairs onto the left wing of the Palace’s second floor with four

  others—Carlos, Almeida, Goicoechea, and Castellanos.




  Five others had made their way up and along the second floor’s right wing and from there Machadito lit the fuse of a seven-stick dynamite bomb and threw it to the soldiers on the third

  floor—who thought it was artillery, and their firing stopped, momentarily.




  The five on the left moved along corridors and when the phone rang in an empty room Diego answered it. The caller asked was it true as José Antonio announced on Radio Reloj that Batista

  was dead? And Diego answered, “Yes it is true, we have seized the Palace and killed Batista. Viva el Directorio!” Then he followed Carlos across a corridor toward Batista’s

  office. But the map from Prío showed an opening where now there was a locked door.




  Carlos shot the door, which opened into a dining room—dirty dishes on a table and three servants crouching in a corner. Goicoechea wanted to martyr them, but Carlos said no. He asked where

  was Batista? They said he’d just had lunch but they didn’t know where he went.




  “A singar,” Diego said, fuck!—and he ran toward the Hall of Mirrors and to the glass door into Batista’s antechamber. Diego heard voices beyond the door and called

  to them to surrender and a gunshot shattered the glass door in reply. Carlos tossed a grenade through the broken glass but it did not explode; he threw another, then a third, duds all. Diego

  dropped in a grenade that blew off the door and they entered the Batista sanctum shooting at two corpses.




  The butcher has fled.




  They looked on Prío’s map for the secret passage to the third floor but found nothing. From the Hall of Mirrors balustrade they looked down at a dozen patrol cars on the Avenida de

  las Misiones where police, shielded by trees, fired up at them. They found their way across to the right wing to meet the five who were now four: Menelao shot, unable to get up, Machadito,

  Carbó and Prieto all firing upward, and Brinas dead in front of them.




  Carlos tested the stairs going up but fell back from the shooting and said we need our backup men, I’ll get them, and before Carbó could stop him he went toward the down stairway

  where Brinas had been shot and ran under the fusillade that was the last thing to touch his life.




  Diego was hit but running. “I’ll cover your retreat,” said Machadito, and his machine gun silenced the troops above while Carbó and Prieto and Goicoechea made their way

  down, and then the last five were out of the Palace, all bleeding and running from the guns on the Palace roof.




  Carbó was running with Diego toward Bellas Artes, but the gunners on the roof hit both—Carbó’s arm, yet he kept running, and Diego, his shirt covered with the blood of

  others, who went facedown into the water of the Zayas fountain. The others kept on toward Montserrate, shooting at anything coming after them, anything ahead of them that impeded their way to

  someplace else.
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  Quinn sat in a fifth-floor mini-suite at the Hotel Regis, studying the shape of Cooney’s head bandage, which looked like a turban wrapped by a one-handed Arab, absurd

  enough to match the cause of the injury, large enough to match the reputation of the man who caused it. Cooney wasn’t clear on Quinn’s purpose in coming here, nor was Quinn. Cooney

  doubtless paired Quinn with Hemingway as the enemy, but Quinn had apologized in his call from the house phone, asking for a meeting to explain what he was not sure he could explain. He would not

  claim illness or pathological aggression for Hemingway; but the subject needed examination. It still might turn into an article for Max, but Quinn didn’t need that either. He was out to affix

  reality onto experience for himself, maybe also for Cooney, and rescue the event from drift into fistic barroom legend that would otherwise end with a whimper as the stretcher exits the Floridita

  and another right cross and a left hook from Hemingway become a footnote in the archive. There was more to it than that.




  One of Cooney’s pals from Jersey sat beside him with narrow eyes and a pushed-out lip, keeping watch on this visitor who might be bringing new trouble. Quinn remembered the man from the

  bar. He didn’t speak and Cooney didn’t introduce him.




  “How’s your head?” Quinn asked.




  “They say the skull’s not cracked, just cut and swelled up,” Cooney said. “But that son of a pup ain’t heard the last of Joe Cooney, I kid you not.”




  “Are you a vengeful man, Mr. Cooney?”




  “Revenge? I’m sure as hell gonna get me some.”




  “You’ve got a right. But I should warn you—he’s got money and power down here. And he’s very famous, and well-loved.”




  “They love him? Don’t he punch out any Cubans?”




  “Wouldn’t surprise me. He’s no stranger to fights. But he’s king of the Floridita. That’s his domain.”




  “King of a barroom.”




  “And of everybody who walks into it.”




  “How’d he get to be such a big shot?”




  “He wrote some great books.”




  “That don’t seem enough.”




  “He also fights in all the wars.”




  “I fought in the Pacific. Got a Silver Star.”




  “If he knew that he wouldn’t have hit you.”




  “Why’d he hit me?”




  “He had a problem with your song. He also likes power and thinks you get it with your fists or your gun. He’s a serious hunter.”




  “So am I.”




  “You and he have a lot in common.”




  “He send you here to see what I’m gonna do?”




  “No. I only met him for the first time myself last night.”




  “Hit me a sucker punch, for what?”




  “I agree it was barbaric.”




  “Whatever the hell that means.”




  “It means savage, uncivilized. The primitive arrogance of force. Crude exercise of the ego. Everybody’s an enemy who isn’t himself. Nothing personal, now, but he sees you as a

  cipher, a zero, a cliché, a mark. Fair game for lofty thinkers.”




  “Shit,” said Cooney’s friend, and he stood up from his chair.




  Quinn heard the fireworks outside, then explosions. Cooney’s friend opened the louvered screen doors and went onto the balcony overlooking the street and Zayas Park.




  “They’re shootin’ down there,” the friend said. “Cops or soldiers looks like.”




  Quinn and Cooney stood up to look out. Uniformed men were shooting at people near the Palace. The street was chaotic, people running, crouching behind cars, in doorways, traffic stopped, police

  firing at civilians who were shooting machine guns. Machine-gun fire strafed a bus and shattered its windshield, and the bus driver climbed the sidewalk. A soldier in the turret of a

  tanqueta, an armored truck, looked up at the front of the Regis, then turned his machine gun and raised it. Quinn said, “Look out!” and instinctively backed inside and hit the

  floor as the soldier fired. Cooney’s friend fell backward across the threshold with bullets in his chest. Cooney, splattered with blood, stood staring at his friend but Quinn grabbed his

  wrist and said, “Down, Cooney, down,” and pulled him to the floor. Quinn crawled toward the door as more bullets came through the louvered doors and hit the wall, and plaster showered

  onto Quinn and Cooney.




  “What is this Cuba for chrissake?” Cooney said. “They hit you for nothin’ and they shoot you for standin’ outside, even inside, and you didn’t do a goddamn

  thing to them, this is fucking rotten hell if I ever saw it.”




  “Good reason to keep your head down,” Quinn said. “Maybe they think you’re a sniper. They don’t know you’re a tourist. Crawl to the hallway, head down.

  What’s your friend’s name who was shot?”




  “Chet Looby.”




  “Where’s he from?”




  “Baltimore, same as me. Why you askin’ me questions?”




  “I keep track of stuff,” Quinn said.




  He crawled past a room where loud music was playing, a Cuban song he recognized, one of the few he could name, a son, “Lágrimas Negras.” He equated it with old death in

  Cuba as announced on the Miami Herald’s newswire, or rebels dead in the street trying to get rid of Machado, or the distant slaughter in the Mambí revolution his grandfather had

  written about—slaves and rebels on horseback, hacking out a mythic path with their machetes, a prelude to today’s diorama of corpses baking on sidewalks in the park, a newly blooming

  garden of rebel death. In his historical memory these warriors fell without bleeding but now the gore was personal for Quinn, its splatter visible on his trousers, and he could hear its music. On

  the streets below, the attack wave of the new sacrificial generation was becoming aware that bleeding to death was its destiny and that suicide-in-arms is a noble choice of exit from a righteous

  war. And Black Tears from on high fell onto these very necessary corpses.




  The hundred young rebels in the second wave, now sitting in cars, trucks or houses, waiting, could hear no music. Some heard on Radio Reloj that the attack had begun, some could hear the

  calamity of the Palace machine guns, but their leader, struck with indecision, could give no signal to attack those guns. And so the first wave was massacred and the president preserved.




  The force of survival is as unconsciously fierce as the charge toward fatal heroism is willful. In the land of perpetual revolution, one never knows toward what one moves.
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  As Quinn and Cooney came down the stairs into the lobby a woman in hysterics ran in from the street, a bellman moved to lock the doors, but another half dozen squeezed through

  after her; and then the doors were sealed against further sanctuary. People pounded the door in vain. Quinn saw two dozen people already sheltered in corridors off the lobby, away from windows and

  stray or not-so-stray bullets. Quinn and Cooney walked down the hallway past the refugees, and behind a half-open door found a man of managerial air venting anguish into the telephone. Quinn pushed

  Cooney toward the man and said, “An American tourist, name of Chet Looby from Baltimore, was just shot dead by street fire in five-oh-three, and this man is his friend and saw it

  happen.” The manager’s face registered panic as Quinn turned toward the corridor and said, “See you later, Mr. Cooney.” Cooney gave a don’t-go gesture, but Quinn was

  already gone.




  When the police came to talk to Cooney they would advise him to say a random shot killed his friend; but Cooney would insist, “They pointed guns up at us, two soldiers did, and then they

  machine-gunned us. Wasn’t nothin’ random about it.” The American embassy and the Cuban government both vowed to investigate Cooney’s view of events. The day’s early

  death count would be forty-seven rebels, six soldiers, and maybe a half a dozen civilians: the Chinese bus driver, who would die while his head wound was being treated at a military hospital, two

  of his twelve wounded passengers, both children, also Chet Looby, and who knows who else? Joe Cooney would find his blue seersucker sports coat riddled in his closet by machine gun fire. A painting

  in Bellas Artes, A Faun and a Young Girl by Rubens, would be cut in half by a blast from a fifty-caliber gun on the tanqueta, and the façade of the museum would be so ravaged

  by gunfire it would close for fifteen days.




  Rebels and Palace guards would shoot each other for forty-five minutes. Firing from rooftops and streets, echoing from sites remote from the Palace, would go on for three hours, and Renata would

  keep her tourist visitors on the floor of the museum for more than two hours. One man in her charge would suffer a heart attack, four others would be cut by flying glass, and two women would faint

  and be slapped awake by Renata. After the third hour’s final silence the museum’s director would tell Renata that Diego’s corpse had been found in the fountain of Zayas Park, and

  that the Military Intelligence Service, SIM, had been asking if anyone in the museum knew Diego, and someone said that Renata did.




  “I knew him only through painting and sculpture, as a man of the arts,” Renata told the director.




  “Of course,” he said. “Now go home and stay there and don’t talk about Diego.”




  Quinn called Max four times from a pay phone to update the attack, the street scene, the sprawl of corpses. He dictated a story on the sudden death of Cooney’s friend and Max told him he

  was hired. When the shooting fell away to single sporadic shots in the distance, Quinn walked toward Bellas Artes to find Renata, but was stopped half a block away by soldiers. He explained his

  work and showed his letter from Max, which the soldier could not read. A woman came out of the museum and Quinn asked her if she’d carry a message to Renata, and she agreed. Two men from SIM

  came out and took Quinn into the museum and asked how he knew Renata, this woman who knows rebels. Did Quinn know any rebels? He showed them his passport and Max’s letter, and one of the men

  telephoned Max, who vouched for Quinn.




  Quinn’s first-person story of death at the Palace and death on a hotel balcony would be carried internationally with his byline by the Associated Press, in the week ahead Time would

  hire him as a stringer, and Quinn the newcomer would suddenly be a Havana newsman with cachet.




  “Diego was in the attack. He’s dead,” Renata said, her first words as they left the museum. “Now, because I know him, they don’t trust me.”




  “They don’t trust me because I know you. But they didn’t arrest either of us. Here you are. Here I am.”




  “You came to see me. You are a thoughtful man.”




  “I thought I’d take you home. I know they’ve been shooting at you.”




  “My mother is in collapse. She thinks I’m dead. But I can’t go home. I have to know if Diego is truly dead. I want to go to the necrocomio, where they take the

  bodies.”




  “Don’t tempt the police to arrest you. They’re very, very nervous. I saw them kill a friend of that guy who sang for Hemingway.”




  “Oh no, oh the poor man. So many innocents killed. I’m sure I know many, many of the dead. I’m sure of it.”




  “I wrote the story of that man, and of the whole attack, for Max. He hired me.”




  “I knew he would.”




  They walked toward Agramonte.




  “Do you have a car?” she asked.




  “No. But I’ll find us a taxi,” Quinn said.




  “I have a car.”




  They walked, and when she saw Diego’s car she opened the door and sat at the wheel. She took the key from the ashtray as Quinn got into the 1952 Oldsmobile four-door with stains on its

  carpet. It smelled of oil.




  “Is this your car?” Quinn asked.




  “It is sometimes my car.” She put her head on the wheel and sobbed.




  “I can drive,” Quinn said.




  “Better if a woman is driving.” She raised her head and started the car. “This is Diego’s car.”




  “Diego’s? Jesus, Renata, are you crazy? They’ll be looking for it. They’re probably looking for it now.”




  “It really isn’t his,” she said. “It’s a stolen car.”




  “Oh, then there’s no problem. They never look for stolen cars.”




  “He said to park it someplace safe and wait for a call to tell someone where it is.”




  “You’re in serious danger in this car.”




  “I’ve been in serious danger for many months. Get out if you like.”




  “I said I’d take you home. Let’s go home. Your home.”




  “I can’t take this car home.”




  “Then take it someplace and let’s park it.”




  She pulled out into traffic, which was just beginning to move again. Hundreds were coming out of stores and offices, slowly and with curiosity, street vendors were back selling peanuts and

  peeled oranges, and two overfull buses were moving. People were walking backward in the street hailing rides.




  “I can’t give anybody a ride,” Renata said. “They might be killed if the police stop us.”




  “No point in getting anybody else killed,” Quinn said.




  She turned onto the Prado, still in tears. But the mood of her eyes was different from the rest of her face, less sad, more on edge, and he saw her capacity for dualities. Of course. Two lovers

  going on three, minus one.




  “How were you in serious danger for many months?” Quinn asked.




  “Riding with Diego. We would rent rooms for his friends to hide in, or to use for hiding guns. We said we were man and wife. I think we would have been.”




  “Then you’re a genuine gunrunner,” Quinn said.




  “Yes, and so are you. There are guns in this car. I knew as soon as I saw it. The rear end is very low.”
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