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			To our wives and children

		

	
		
			God may save all, but human rescue is only for a few.

			—Saul Bellow
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			Introduction

			Darkness had enveloped La Cabaña, the ancient prison ­fortress near Havana Bay. Most of the inmates had been ordered to their bunks, and most of the death sentences had been carried out without a hitch. But the commanding officers instructed the guards to remain alert. The firing squad stood gathered at the craggy, bloodstained wall outside, waiting. No one from the chapel area—God’s waiting room—would see morning.

			William Alexander Morgan, his thick arms bound by handcuffs, walked down the long, dark hall, past the cells of inmates huddled in their own filth. At his side, the priest hurried to keep up. They passed the chapel where Morgan had knelt in darkness the night before and whispered his prayers. At the guard station, uniformed men gathered to watch the prisoner and the priest. The guards would make sure that Morgan didn’t see dawn. They had swung open the exit door. There, his escorts were waiting to whisk him away.

			The stone-walled hallway narrowed between the chapel and the center of the prison and then opened to the inner courtyard and the dark sky. As they passed the next station, Morgan and the priest were met by more guards eyeballing them. Rarely had a prisoner captured so much attention in Fidel Castro’s prison, where more than 597 men had been hauled to their deaths since the revolution ended two years before. But rarely had the prison housed anyone like Morgan. Even the guards stepped back as the muscular, six-foot-tall prisoner walked by, oblivious to those around him.

			He was the Yanqui comandante.

			Two years earlier, he had been a hero of the revolution. He had won the hearts of millions of Cubans by helping to liberate them from a brutal dictator. Not since Theodore Roosevelt charged up San Juan Hill had an American captured the imagination of the country like this. He had come to Cuba for adventure, but he wound up leading a ragtag band of rebels to a series of stunning victories that forced military dictator Fulgencio Batista y Zaldívar from power.

			Morgan’s image—wild beard, blond hair, powerful build—splashed across magazines and newspapers, joining Castro and Che Guevara as icons of a revolution celebrated around the world.

			Young boys kept trading cards of him, women begged for his autograph, movie producers tried to track him down, and writers wanted to tell his life story. In America, he verged on celebrity. But William Morgan was more than a celebrity.

			No one—not the guards, not the priest, not the prisoners who bunked with him in the hot, cramped dorm known as Gallery 13—knew how much lay at stake beyond these eighteenth-century prison walls. Castro was forging alliances with the Soviet Union, and America was about to lead a secret invasion to oust him from power. The plan was in place, the strike just five weeks away. While US-backed forces landed on the southern coast, Morgan and others would lead an insurrection in the central mountains.

			Morgan already had stashed hundreds of rifles, hand grenades, and machine guns in safe houses. Soon he would hand them out to a small army of rebels who had been hiding in the mountains for months. During those months, he had been drilling them: push-ups, sit-ups, jumping jacks, target practice. The plan was risky—treacherous to some of the planners—but with Morgan and other rebel leaders in the Escambray mountains to fight Castro’s forces, it stood a chance. If the plan succeeded, it would remove the threat of a Communist nation just ninety miles from America’s shores.

			The Kennedy White House had been monitoring Morgan’s trial. So had J. Edgar Hoover, whose FBI agents had been tracking the Americano’s movements inside La Cabaña. The CIA had sent its own agents to Havana to keep watch.

			At the end of the hall, the door slammed behind him and the priest. If the rebel forces could spring him, if Tony Chao and the others could reach La Cabaña in time . . .

			In the distance glittered the lights of Havana, a city on the brink.

			[image: ]

			Olga Morgan leaned down, pulled her two little girls close, and held them tightly. This was going to be difficult. It could be days—weeks, even—before she would see them again. But she had to get out.

			She gazed for a moment at Loretta and Olguita and then walked past the fountain and sweeping arches of the embassy to the car. The driver had popped the trunk. Without hesitating, she raised one leg over the side, then the other, rolling onto the floor of the trunk. As planned, she turned on her side, curled into a ball, and nodded. The door slammed shut.

			Darkness.

			She could hear the driver’s door close. The engine started. Prisa, por favor.

			Hurry.

			The messenger had just left the embassy and told her that she needed to leave. Morgan was going to escape. She needed to reach the safe house in Camagüey, where he would meet her. There wasn’t much time. If everything went as planned, her husband would be free and on his way to the mountains. The Brazilian ambassador had warned her not to leave the embassy. She could be arrested, beaten, or worse by the G2, Castro’s secret police.

			But Morgan had always come through for her. He would come through again. No one could separate them.

			She had wanted him to leave after the revolution so they could raise their two daughters in peace, even if that meant moving to America. But he wouldn’t do it.

			“I can’t leave my boys,” he said of the men who served with him in the revolution. Thousands of rebels were waiting in the Escambray, poised for another upheaval, this one more brutal than the last.

			Her heart pounded as the car sped through the streets, turning corners, bouncing her back and forth.

			The last time she saw him, she held his hand in the prison waiting room.

			“I love you,” he had said.

			If she could survive for fifty more miles, she’d see him again. She had mustered the strength before, and she would do it again.

		

	
		
			
			1

			Jose Paula was wiping down the counter of his downtown Miami diner when he spotted the grizzled stranger slip inside. Paula knew just about all of his regular customers, but he had never seen this guy before.

			Rumpled and unshaven, William Morgan ordered a coffee, ambled over to a square table with a white tablecloth, and plopped down. It was not a good time.

			In just minutes, people would be gathering inside the hot, stuffy eatery, pulling up chairs, inching up close to one another, echoing a word that few Americans had ever heard: revolución. The restaurant, a recruiting station for the rebel cause, would soon be filled with bearded men in stained, sweaty fatigues ready to convince young Cubans to return to their country to fight.

			Some of the men were running guns; others were on the streets collecting wads of cash. Paula needed someone to get the Americano out. FBI agents were crawling all over Miami, looking for any signs of subversive activities.

			With the island nation just ninety miles from the shores of the United States, no country had more of a stake in the outcome. America’s national security was at risk. So was the entire hemisphere’s.

			Just days earlier, customs agents in Miami had nabbed two men and seized a cache of weapons—five hundred rifles and fifty thousand rounds of ammo—bound for Cuba. Trucks were pulling up to marinas at night, unloading crates stuffed with vintage guns on the backs of the vessels.

			Miami had become two places: the shiny postcard image with swanky hotels, palm-shrouded beaches, and cruise ships, and an ethnic staging ground for a revolution that was about to explode. Two worlds on a collision course.

			Motioning to two young men sitting at the counter, Paula told them to see what they could do to get rid of the Yanqui. As far as Paula knew, the guy cupping his coffee and dragging on a cigarette could be a US spy.

			Edmundo Amado Consuegra, a thin sixteen-year-old with deep-set eyes, walked over to Morgan, nodded, and then sat down. After an awkward moment, he began to ask Morgan questions in broken English, but Morgan just shrugged.

			A buddy of Amado’s came over to the table and sat down. Tony Chao Flores, a tough sixteen-year-old with a temper, was more direct. He looked Morgan up and down, and then asked:  “What are you doing in here?”

			Morgan glanced up at Chao, and then looked across the room, where all the customers were staring at him. Any other time, he would have told the kid it was none of his business. If it meant a fight, then so be it.

			But it had taken a long time to get here, and at this point, he wasn’t going to leave. He didn’t give a damn what anyone said. Just days earlier, he had walked out of his family home in Toledo, Ohio. It had been the day after Christmas 1957, and his sixty-two-year-old mother pleaded with him not to leave his wife and kids.

			He had walked past the lights still glowing on the Christmas tree and the gift wrappings still strewn on the floor. He had walked past his father reading in his library and his two little kids, Annie and Billy, tucked in their beds. He couldn’t explain to his wife, Terri, why he was leaving. All it would do was cause a fight in front of everyone.

			It was hard enough living in his parents’ home with his wife and children. But he couldn’t tell them why he was splitting. Upstairs in his room was his last rejection letter from the army, a clear statement that he was not going to be reinstated.

			It had been ten years since he was dishonorably discharged and sentenced to prison for going AWOL. Ten years since he was shipped to Milan, a forlorn prison in the frozen cornfields of southeastern Michigan. Ten years since he got out of the joint without a job or any prospect of a future.

			He had tried to get back into the army even while he was locked up, but his first effort was turned down. Then he got the second letter in March 1957, telling him that unless they made a legal mistake during the court martial, he was a goner. Damn it, doesn’t anyone understand? he would say.
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						Little Billy Morgan in 1934 at age six, playing Cowboys and Indians Courtesy of Morgan Family collection

					

				

			The only one who ever understood was his mother, Loretta. Whenever everyone else ignored him in prison, she stuck by him. Even when it drove everyone else crazy in the Morgan household, especially his father, Alexander.

			A brilliant engineer and ardent Republican who set up his family nicely in their gabled home in Toledo’s fashionable Old West End, Alexander Morgan never understood why his wife gave the boy so many chances. In a neighborhood that included some of the wealthiest families in America—inventors of the spark plug, commercial scale, and Jeep—Billy Morgan was a train wreck.

			By the time he was a junior in high school, he had been booted out of two schools and twice ran away from home after getting into scraps. “He liked to pick fights,” said his only sibling, Carroll. He was eventually picked up by the cops for carjacking a man and going for a joyride with the guy gagged and bound in the backseat.

			Maybe it was the blue marks left on his temples after he was born at the hospital in Cleveland in 1928—the doctor squeezing the forceps too tightly. He was like a blasting cap, ready to explode.

			He would spend hours playing his favorite game—army, with make-believe guns and real knives. His mother once stopped him from jumping off the roof of their home with a homemade parachute strapped to his back.

			So it came as no surprise when he called her from Arizona with the news shortly after his eighteenth birthday: He had joined the army. On the one hand, it was the sense of adventure, but on the other, he was about to take on responsibilities that went far beyond anything he was prepared to handle.

			Loretta had expected him to phone her when he arrived at camp in California, but he had another surprise: He was married. On the way to camp, he met a twenty-one-year-old woman on the train and spent the next twenty-four hours wooing her. When the train stopped in Reno, they hailed a cab at night, woke up a justice of the peace, and spent the next two days in a motel room. “It was such a romantic thing,” recalled Darlene Edgerton, who was engaged to another man. “Neither one of us took time to think of the long-term consequences.” After they arrived in California, he was sent to Japan and she stayed behind. By the time he settled into his new army life, the marriage was over.

			Loretta wasn’t happy about the union, but she was more concerned about her son adapting to a military regimen. “I was in for trouble,” she recalled. Months later, her fears came true when she got a call from the army’s Company B of the Thirty-Fifth Infantry Regiment: Bill had been caught going AWOL and had escaped in dramatic fashion—­overpowering a guard, stealing his .45, and forcing him to strip off his clothes so Morgan could disguise himself.

			He later told a military court he was trying to help a girlfriend he had met shortly after arriving in Japan. She had become suicidal, he explained. But it didn’t matter to the judge.

			Morgan was sentenced to five years, first to Camp Cooke in California and later Milan federal prison in Michigan. Unable to adjust, he was labeled a troublemaker. “He is irresponsible, impulsive and untrustworthy,” said a disciplinary report. “Does not deserve parole.”

			Morgan would later tell army psychologists his problems had nothing to do with any childhood issues, but rather a deep sense of boredom. “I was never satisfied with the sameness of anything,” he said.

			By the time he was released two years later, Edgerton had gotten an annulment and Morgan returned to his parents’ home. On the outside, he acted tough, but on the inside, the dishonorable discharge—a black mark in the patriotic 1950s—cut deeply. No one knew his pain more than his mother. She would watch him as he left her home each day to search for work and see the look on his face when he’d return. His prison record kept coming back to haunt him.

			For days after his release, he walked the streets. His mother pleaded with the monsignor to give him a job as a janitor at Our Lady, Queen of the Holy Rosary Cathedral, but weeks later, he chucked the broom and went on a bender, drinking with his old street buddies and violating his parole.

			He eventually decided to leave Toledo and found his way to Florida, where he landed a stint in the circus. He became a fire-eater, devouring flames in front of heckling audiences during tent shows in the Deep South.

			There he met Ellen May Bethel, known as Terri, a petite brunette who played the snake charmer—a favorite in front of drunken crowds. They married in Miami in 1954, and a year later, their daughter, Anne Marie, was born.

			Needing a more stable job, Morgan and his family moved into an apartment in downtown Miami, where he landed a job as a bouncer and escort at Zissen’s Bowery comedy nightclub. He would dress up as a clown and meet patrons at the curb while occasionally breaking up fights in the bar.

			Patrons soon discovered the new bouncer was quick with his hands. Charlie Zissen was working behind the bar one night when three drunks came in and demanded to be served. When the owner refused, one of the men whipped out a knife and was about to plunge it into the old man’s back. Suddenly, out of nowhere, Morgan jumped up, slammed the man to the floor, and took away his knife. The three then ran out. “I don’t know how he did it,” Zissen recalled. “He saved my life.”

			The Bowery was a hangout for the underground of Miami: gamblers and gun runners. And Morgan soon got to know many of them. One night, a shadowy figure came into the bar to offer Morgan a deal: Help him move guns to the Upper Keys and earn some cash. When Morgan showed up at the designated spot with the weapons, he was met by young Cubans in a boat.

			It was his first exposure to a network of men who were joining a fledgling underground movement in their country. Riding in small boats, the men would come up to shore, pile the weapons under tarps and inside oil drums, and then vanish into the night. Their destination: the rebel camps in the mountains of Cuba.

			One of the rebels was Roger Rodriguez, a young medical student who had put everything in his life on hold. Sickened by the poverty of his country—people in the mountains suffering from cases of malnutrition and leprosy—Rodriguez had joined the movement spreading across the island. The rebels needed money and they needed guns to fight the soldiers of Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista y Zaldívar.

			Morgan sat in silence, listening to the young intern talk about the desperation of his country. Some of the gun runners would make it to the hills, while others would get caught, never to be seen again. But it didn’t stop them.

			Morgan couldn’t shake the image of the young men on the rickety boats pulling up to the shore under the moonlight. And as he spent more time at the Bowery, his marriage began to unravel. He and Terri were arguing at night. A second baby was on the way.

			Both decided it would be better to pack their bags and head to Ohio to try to salvage what was left. But once again, Morgan struggled to find a job. He began venturing alone into the bars along the riverfront, where Toledo’s gambling figures cavorted.

			After a night of heavy drinking, he woke up and discovered he had nearly beaten a man to death. He swore he would never drink again, but his reputation as a tough guy was growing. He eventually caught the attention of Leonard “Chalky Red” Yaranowsky and Anthony “Whitey” Besase, local mob bosses.

			At the time, Toledo—which once hosted the largest casino in the United States—was a mecca for illegal gambling. Gamblers from as far away as Chicago and New York would drop thousands on the crap tables at the Devon Club.

			What separated Toledo from other mobbed-up towns was that it was a safe haven for wiseguys to hide out when the heat was on in Detroit and Chicago. Gambling was virtually in the open, with sawdust joints in every ethnic neighborhood and cops who took their share.

			Morgan started as a bouncer in the clubs and quickly earned the criminal element’s trust. Whenever there was trouble, he would jump in. It wasn’t long before he became the muscle, collecting debts for the bosses.

			With money in his pocket, he began dressing in suits and carried .38s in each shoulder holster, earning the street name Two-Gun Morgan. He could be intimidating, but also charming—a prankster who would quietly sneak up behind his street buddies and poke a gun barrel in their ribs. “I could have killed you right now,” he would say, laughing.

			Things were looking up for Morgan until a team of federal agents began to focus on illegal gambling across the country. One of their targets: Toledo. During a nationally televised hearing of a US Senate committee investigating organized crime, a Toledo mobster took the stand and admitted to everything: the clubs, the players, the cops. His confession spurred a massive crackdown, and by 1957, the gaming halls had shut down.

			For Morgan, there was nothing left. If he continued to work for the local kingpins, it was just a matter of time before he’d be hauled in by the feds.

			One day, he showed up at his parents’ door, his wife and kids in tow. “Just for a few days,” he said. His mother could never say no. He and Terri moved into his old bedroom down the hall, but nothing went right. The two bickered and on some days didn’t even talk.

			Morgan would storm out of the house and walk the neighborhood, past the old Victorian mansions and the manicured lawns where he grew up. He would walk by the Ryans and the Rosenblatts, but his buddies who once lived in those homes had moved away, graduating from college and working for the city’s Fortune 500 companies.

			When Morgan finally walked out of the house the day after Christmas 1957, he had few places to go. He knew he could always return to Miami, where he could crash in an apartment above the Bowery. His old friend Charlie Zissen would never turn him away.

			There was something else drawing him back to Miami, something that he couldn’t seem to shake. He had never forgotten the young Cubans who had come to shore to pick up guns, and then vanish over the horizon.

			News reports of the unrest in Cuba were heating up on television, with footage of demonstrations in the streets of Havana. Morgan didn’t know much about the politics in Cuba, but he remembered the look on Roger Rodriguez’s face and the passion in his voice when he talked about the struggle to free his country. The young intern could have embarked on a medical career, and yet he was donning fatigues and fighting a war he had little chance of winning.

			After arriving in Miami, Morgan walked around the block of the Paula Restaurant several times before venturing inside. He had made his decision.

			He knew he would stand out. He had always been impetuous, acting on gut instinct. But this was his only chance of drawing the attention of people who could get him to Havana. All he needed was to get by Tony Chao.

			The baby-faced kid with freckles stared across the table at Morgan, demanding to know why he had intruded into their world. If it meant squaring off with him inside the restaurant, Chao was ready. So was Amado.

			Morgan could see that it was getting tense. He inched closer to the teenagers. If he could just show that he was on their side, he might be able to get them to listen.

			Morgan knew all about the revolution and even helped deliver weapons to the rebels. The more he heard about their struggles, the more he wanted to join their cause, he said.

			If they wanted to throw him out after he made his pitch, then so be it. But he had come too far to just walk. He told them that he had served in the army and had gone through combat training. He could fire an M1 with crack precision and take on anyone with his hands and feet. What he didn’t tell them was that he was booted from the army before his first year, but no one needed to know.

			Amado looked at Chao. First, no one knew this Americano. That was even less of a reason to trust him. From across the counter, old man Paula was still glaring at the table and looking at his watch.

			Neither one of the teenagers could afford to make a mistake.

			Amado may have already been under watch by FBI agents. He had gone to revolution rallies in Miami that had been attended by undercover agents. At sixteen, a photograph of him at an anti-Batista rally had just appeared in the Miami News. He had dropped out of Miami’s Robert E. Lee Jr. High School and was working two jobs to save enough money to return to his country and join the barbudos.

			Chao had already joined the revolutionary cause, running guns in Havana months earlier until the cops put him on their wanted list. If not for a sergeant who took pity on him and sent him back to Miami, he’d probably be dead. Chao was now itching to return.

			While most teenagers in Miami were heading to sock hops, surfing, and dancing to Elvis, Amado and Chao were angry young men in a world where they didn’t belong.

			Morgan looked up and could see that he wasn’t getting anywhere. If he left the restaurant now, there was probably less of a chance he’d be able to connect to the rebels. Then, he would really have nowhere to go.

			Like so many other times in his life, he had to think fast. He had better come up with a good one. He had to show them that he had a real reason to throw himself into their fight.

			He decided to spin a tale—one that he knew would capture the attention of the teenagers across the table. He said he wanted to go to Cuba to avenge the death of an old army buddy.

			It happened during an uprising in March, he said, when a band of rebels stormed the presidential palace. At the time, his friend was standing on a hotel balcony watching the mayhem unfold when he was shot by one of Batista’s soldiers. “He wasn’t doing anything,” Morgan told them.

			Morgan said he was devastated by the shooting. His buddy was not just a friend—he had actually saved Morgan’s life during combat in Korea. Morgan had never forgotten. He needed to go to Cuba as much as anyone.

			For a moment, everyone at the table was quiet. The teenagers looked at each other, not knowing what to say.

			Even as a young man, Amado could see Morgan was hurting. Maybe—just maybe—there was a way they could help. They both excused themselves and walked over to Paula. For several minutes, they talked in the old man’s ear and then came back to the table.

			The teenagers told Morgan they were getting ready to leave for Cuba, Amado the next day and Chao a week later. Both had saved their money to return to their country and join the revolution.

			They might be able to take Morgan with them. But even if they managed to get him to Havana without drawing attention, there was no guarantee they could deliver him to the mountains. And even if they could, he might not be accepted by the guerrillas.

			But if this Americano was intent on fighting, they’d find a way to get him there.

		

	
		
			
			2

			The sun crested over the rooftops of Santa Clara as Olga Rodriguez scurried up the steps of the crowded bus. Clutching the bag to her side, she moved to the back row, head down, and slumped in a seat.

			The bus was just seventeen miles from Manicaragua, but she still had to pass by government sentries and roadblocks. She just needed to get the supplies to the rebels—medicine, food, and letters. Then she’d be able to turn around and come back.

			Please, God, just get me there, she whispered.

			If the Cuban government agents boarded the bus and searched the passengers, she would be yanked off the vehicle, beaten, and more than likely executed. She peeked out the window as the bus began to roll slowly out of the station. Outside, the streets, normally bustling with cars and pedestrians, were now filled with soldiers and guns.

			Her friends at the Normal Teachers School in Santa Clara begged her not to do this. But with every passing day, she had been getting pulled deeper into a movement that was burrowing its way into the heart of Cuba.

			She had led protests on the steps of the teachers school, where she was elected student government president in 1956. Months later, she was leading walkouts during classes.

			The area surrounding Santa Clara had always been a center of political unrest, but in early 1958, it was nasty. For months, fellow students from the Student Directorio had been going missing and turning up dead, their butchered bodies found in ditches. Just weeks earlier, a seventeen-year-old friend of Olga had been tortured so badly by Batista’s secret police that his heart gave out.

			She found herself roaming to places like Leoncio Vidal Caro Park, spending hours listening to people rail against the government and the leader who had been in place since Olga was born: Batista.

			What a betrayal.

			His name alone was enough to inflame passion among the young students who saw him as a corrupt dictator beholden to US business owners and mobsters. In his quest for power, Fulgencio Batista had cut secret deals with companies like International Telephone and Telegraph and organized crime figures like Lucky Luciano, taking kickbacks and leaving most rural Cubans to wallow in their own misery.

			But Olga was oblivious to the companies or the names of American mobsters. All she knew was that Batista was basking in the glory of opulent hotels and gaming houses while just a few hundred miles away, her own people were steeped in poverty without enough medical clinics or schools.

			Their biggest disappointment was that Batista had once been one of their own. A mulatto born in 1901 to a poor farming family in Banes—a town dominated by United Fruit Company—Batista knew what it meant to be exploited. And in his first term as president in 1940, he kept his promises to the poor to build schools and hospitals.

			To the simple, fun-loving guajiros, Batista was like Benito Juárez—the legendary Mexican president of the nineteenth century who overthrew a corrupt regime and helped rebuild the country to its earlier glory. Batista launched massive public works projects, except none of the wealth he created trickled down to the poor, who watched as the hotels and casinos lit up the Havana skyline.

			Though he was defeated for reelection, Batista wasn’t going to give up. From his palatial Florida estate, he plotted his return. In 1948, he won election as a senator, and in 1952, he led a coup to take back the presidency. This time, he returned with a vengeance, suspending the Constitution, banning labor strikes, and shutting down press freedoms. He prowled Havana “like a panther,” chewing up his adversaries.

			He would unleash the dreaded SIM, his secret police, on political opponents and anyone else who mocked his authority. Tired of the abuse, the poor people and students struck back. They began forging underground alliances to rescue their country.

			For Olga, her own beginnings in the movement began in her cramped, cinder-block home when her mother would cry in the darkness because she didn’t have enough to feed her five children. To Olga, her family was poor and nothing was ever going to change. As a little girl, she would watch as her parents headed to the tobacco shacks, where they would spend hours tying bundles of green leaves, barely earning enough to survive.

			But it wasn’t the hunger pangs that pushed Olga to the edge of desperation. It was her little brother, Roberto, who haunted her dreams and shattered her soul. When he was just nine, he stepped on a rusty nail while trying to rescue a cat trapped under a bridge during a rainstorm. Three days later, he shook uncontrollably from an infection raging through his body. Olga’s parents managed to find someone to donate a tetanus antidote, but days later, they discovered the medicine had long expired.

			As he lay in pain in bed at San Juan de Dios Hospital on December 11, 1948, Olga gave him her favorite shirt—slipping it over his shriveled body—before he took his last breath.

			She remembered him being laid out in a coffin in her family’s home, her mother and sisters sobbing. Then the long walk to the cemetery—seven blocks away—and the procession of people. The entire day, she refused to cry. “When I hurt inside, I can’t cry,” she recalled.

			She tried to act as though she could move on, but the pain was overwhelming, waking her up in the middle of the night. Roberto, why did you have to die?

			She already knew the answer: Her people were dirt poor, living in a shack with no running water or toilet.  They should have been able to buy him the proper medicine to keep him alive.

			By the time Olga returned to school, she was angry. No longer was she the little girl who skipped along Calle Independencia, playing with the other children. She became withdrawn—and alone.

			She began spending more time talking to dissident teachers about subjects that had never before interested her: politics and war. She knew that Fidel Castro Ruz and his 26th of July Movement were already in the Sierra Maestra mountains, four hundred miles away, leading the cause. But in Las Villas Province, in the heart of the Escambray mountains, this is where the revolution would be won.

			Batista’s men, who vastly outnumbered the barbudos—the bearded revolutionaries—had armored cars, submachine guns, grenades, and even B-26 bombers, all courtesy of the American government. If the rebels didn’t get more supplies, more weapons, and soon, Batista’s men would chase them into the swamps and all would be lost.

			They needed a volunteer, someone who could slip in without being caught. Olga had nothing to lose. Her brother was dead. Her family was poor. She wasn’t going to finish school. She agreed to board the bus.

			She told everyone at the school that she wasn’t afraid. But she was terrified. In Havana, police attacked one protester by stripping off her clothes, holding her legs apart, and thrusting a metal rod into her vagina, nearly killing her. When SIM officers barged into her hospital room, nearly a dozen nuns gathered around her bed to protect her. Around the same time, police tortured a young man by tearing off an ear, smashing his foot, and crushing his testicles.

			As Olga stared out the bus window, she could see another checkpoint in the distance. The bus began to slow down.

			Just look straight ahead, she thought. She counted the seconds. They needed to keep moving. They needed to make it to Manicaragua.

		

	
		
			
			3

			William Morgan was about to head into a foreign country that was sliding into a revolution. He didn’t know a soul. He didn’t speak the language. He knew nothing about the rebels or the dictator.

			And yet, he would soon be boarding an airplane for Havana with everything he owned clenched in his hand.

			As he walked into the concourse of Miami International Airport, he looked over and spotted Chao and some others gathered at the gate, all waiting to board the same flight.

			For Chao, it was risky to bring Morgan. If he turned out to be a government agent, they could all be in danger. But if Morgan was truthful, he could bring much to the conflict. At twenty-nine, he was older than most of the rebels in the mountains, and with his army training, he could be invaluable.

			God knows, they needed some military knowledge.

			The young people heading to the mountains knew nothing about combat and even less about guerrilla warfare. Nada. And that’s what the war in Cuba was about. They had never fired M1s. Or lived in the brush for days on end. Most of them had never killed a man. They did not know what it was like to watch someone’s head explode from rapid fire or their guts spill out from a .12-gauge shotgun blast.

			It was just a matter of time.

			Their generation was like so many others in Cuba that had spawned revolutions over the past hundred years. It happened during the war of independence, when thousands of young Cubans took up arms against the Spanish at the dawn of the twentieth century. No one inspired the youth more than the legendary José Marti, the poet warrior who died in the conflict.

			Then there was the revolt against President Gerardo Machado three decades later—eventually leading to the bloodless coup that brought in Batista. The cult of the pistolero would become a rite of passage, a kind of machismo that inspired each generation to rub out the last.

			Morgan had only known Chao a few days, but already he could see the blond-haired, blue-eyed Cuban had taken up the torch. Chao and his friends could have been doing anything—going to the beach, getting an education, getting laid—but instead were restless to go home.

			Chao’s mother moved to Miami to get her brood away from the political turmoil of their country—the classic immigrant story—but the young Cubans weren’t interested in blending into the American tapestry. They wanted to move back.

			Chao stood next to the others at the gate, the veins bulging in his neck as he jabbed a finger in the air to make another point. As Morgan watched the young Cubano, he saw glimpses of himself as a younger man. “The Americanito,” as Chao was called, was like a jitterbug ready to throw himself into the fire.

			Maybe, just maybe, Morgan could recover what he had lost. He could reclaim what had slipped away. He gripped his suitcase as he walked to the tarmac. It was late December, 1957. Morgan had no idea at that point whether he’d ever come back. He was about to bolt into the sky with thirteen young men to fight an entrenched army that was hell-bent on wiping out every last one of them.
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			Unaware of much of the bloodshed, William Morgan could still feel the tension when he stepped into José Marti Airport. Cop cars were lined up along the terminal building, and men roamed the sidewalk with billy clubs and submachine guns.

			With a white suit, white shirt, and dress shoes, Morgan looked like a tourist from Kansas on his way to the Nacional for a round of roulette and a daiquiri. His companions, however, had more to worry about.

			They were young, Cuban, just the kind of travelers who were attracting the attention of Batista’s guards. The government had been keeping lists of revolutionary activists in Miami, and anyone in the entourage could have been stopped.

			Batista had assured the public the revolution was a joke and that he would stamp out the rebels like cockroaches, but the truth was that he had been quietly fretting about the impact they were having on his country.

			He ordered police to patrol the Havana neighborhoods where activists had been holding demonstrations, and he had his dreaded secret police infiltrate the student groups at the University of Havana. He tried publicly to downplay the attack in March on the presidential palace, but the brazen daytime assault had come within a floor of the dictator’s office before it was finally repelled. Some forty-five rebels died in the bloody mess, leaving Batista shaken and angry over the embarrassing near miss.

			A month later, he got his revenge when his secret police raided an apartment in Havana and killed four of the conspirators.

			Shortly after Chao and Morgan and the others passed through customs, they waived down a driver at the curb. With no more checkpoints, they just needed to get to the safe house.

			Havana looked more or less the same, except for the new hotels piercing the skyline. The Riviera loomed high above them, an architectural wonder that had just opened with a gaudy party and Hollywood celebrities. Just beyond the Riviera, the Hilton, another monstrous symbol of opulence and prosperity, stood just two months from opening.

			But beneath the glitz was a city on the edge, one that had become a magnet for raging young men looking to topple it all.

			Amado had cleared the way for them with the other rebels, but Morgan didn’t have to speak Spanish to know, as soon as they stepped into the safe house, that they were in trouble. The place was under surveillance, and no one knew when the secret police would knock on the door. Amado’s contacts were supposed to show up days ago, but something had happened. No one was coming.

			This wasn’t good. Morgan and Chao now had to scramble to find someone in Castro’s underground network to help them. The problem was that not only had Batista killed some of the urban organizers helping Castro, but the SIM had infiltrated key rebel groups. Make one wrong move—one bad contact—and they were walking into a trap. Morgan’s mind churned as he looked out the window.

			He had an idea, which he floated to the group through Chao. The Cuban students were the most likely suspects, so why not let an American make some of the contacts? By reaching out to some of the rebel groups, Morgan might be able to hit the right cell without drawing attention. They had to do something.

			A pay phone stood just beyond the stores outside their window. Morgan could take the names and numbers and start calling. Many spoke some English, and if not, they would know someone in the group who did.

			After the sun slid into the harbor, Morgan quietly slipped out and made his way to the phone booth. Despite the recent shootouts between the guerrillas and soldiers, the streets still thronged with tourists streaming into Havana. For all of Batista’s blunders, he still controlled the mainstream media and effectively suppressed news of revolutionary successes.

			Not far from the phone booth, Morgan saw a figure emerge from the darkness. At first, he didn’t know what to expect, but as the man came closer, Morgan began to make out his face.

			They both froze.

			It couldn’t be.

			But it was.

			[image: ]

			In front of Morgan stood Roger Rodriguez, the former medical student who was steeped in the underground movement in Miami and had frequented the Bowery, the club where Morgan had worked.

			“William,” he said, walking over to hug Morgan. Many a night at the bar, Rodriguez had talked to Morgan about the problems in his country, and now their paths had crossed again.

			Morgan remembered the young, idealistic student who always pledged to someday return. None of the young people liked Batista, especially Rodriguez. Maybe Morgan could get the help he needed. He knew he was taking a chance, but he opened up. Morgan needed to make contacts. He and his friends wanted to go to the Sierra Maestra.

			“You want to go?” Rodriguez asked, puzzled. Morgan wasn’t Cuban. He had no ties to the island.

			But Morgan didn’t have time to explain. He reached into his pocket and took out a list.

			Rodriguez looked at the piece of paper under the streetlight. “My friend,” he said, holding up the paper, “you’ve been deceived. These guys are with the forces of Batista.”

			Rodriguez, now a doctor, had been entrenched in the revolution for more than a year. He knew which groups had been infiltrated. The police would show up at the nightly underground meetings to break up the gatherings and threaten everyone. Then they would make arrests. Morgan needed to get out.

			“You’ve got to go back,” Rodriguez said. “You are going to return to the United States.” It was too dangerous for an Americano. Morgan didn’t speak Spanish. He didn’t understand the politics of Havana, where so many people were turning on one another.

			“I only got twenty dollars in my pocket,” Morgan said. “I am going to the Sierra Maestra.”

			Rodriguez could tell that Morgan wasn’t going to relent. If Rodriguez left him on the streets, he could easily be set up. It was a difficult position. He thought for a moment and offered an alternative: If Morgan could wait, Rodriguez would put him in touch with another rebel group. It wouldn’t be easy, but he could direct Morgan to an entirely different stretch of the country. Castro’s militia already had hundreds of guerrillas. But this group needed help. They were young, inexperienced, desperate for reinforcements, and holed up in a dangerous area. Batista’s soldiers were moving in, and the rebels needed weapons, ammunition, and other critical supplies.

			When Morgan returned to the safe house, he and Chao said good-bye. They had grown close, but Chao had come to Cuba to head to the Sierra Maestra, not the other mountain chain. It was better that they separate for now. Someday, if they survived the fighting, they’d see each other again.

			Now, all Morgan had to do was wait for Rodriguez. The tension had mounted in Havana as more rebels were rounded up. Protesters hauled in for questioning grimly went missing.

			Esteban Ventura Novo, the dreaded police captain who dressed in all white, had been arresting the very people who were supposed to be helping Morgan and the others. It was no wonder that no one had showed up to escort them to the mountains.

			By the time Rodriguez finally arrived with another rebel to drive, he had found out that Ventura’s men were watching the very house they were occupying. There was little time to spare. Rodriguez served as guide, and Morgan sat tight and held his passport in case they were stopped.

			Rodriguez knew the routes to take to avoid the checkpoints, but still, he couldn’t take any chances. The police were getting wise to the movements.

			As they sped along a back road out of the city, the driver pointed to the police stopping cars along La Rampa, the main drag. It had become so dangerous that they would soon be forced to find new routes out of the city. If they could make it to Las Villas Province, they stood a better chance of making it to their destination—in one hundred more miles.

			If they kept moving, they could stay alive.
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