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Victoria slipped out of bed just as the sun began to rise. She drew aside the hand-stitched lace curtains to step onto the small balcony. Last night’s rain had left water droplets glistening on the leaves and flowers of the elaborate garden surrounding the farmhouse of Papalfonso’s finca. The fresh morning air combined the sharp perfume of magnolia and hibiscus around the house with the scent of ripening fruit from the orchards.

She rested her chin on the railing, breathing in the most beautiful place on earth. Everything visible belonged to her grandfather: la laguna, the tropical orchards, the native woods. This whole finca, where family rules and expectations turned a clouded eye, was the one place where she could truly be herself.

It wasn’t enough to view it; Victoria yearned to be part of the glorious countryside. Returning to the bedroom, she accidentally knocked into the portable pimpampú where her cousin Jackie slept.

“¿Qué hora es?” Jackie mumbled with her mouth pressed against the pillow.

Victoria squinted at the bedside clock but couldn’t read the hands in the dawn light. “Judging by the sky, around five thirty.”

Jackie said a word that sounded very unladylike, but maybe the pillow had distorted it. “You’re crazy.”

And within a second or two, Jackie had returned to sleep.

Quietly, Victoria removed her nightgown and pulled on a pair of riding breeches and a long-sleeve shirt Mami insisted she had to wear to ward off the sun’s skin-burning rays.

Down in the kitchen, Mamalara hacked at a pineapple alongside the two Spanish cooks, Dorothea and Manuela, who were already prepping for the day.

“I knew you’d be up early. Didn’t I say so, Dorothea?” Mamalara kissed Victoria on the top of her head while Dorothea served her a bowl of oatmeal. “Last day of summer vacation, and I knew my first grandchild wouldn’t waste it by sleeping in.”

Next to the oatmeal on the kitchen table, Manuela placed a pink shake made from bananas and frutabombas. Victoria grinned. Even though Mamalara was the matron of the kitchen, her family never traveled without their two cooks, who had been with them since her parents got married. Because the three of them were convinced that Victoria was too skinny (a state they took personally since it meant they weren’t doing their job right), they always spoiled her with the foods she liked.

“Has Papalfonso come down yet?” Victoria asked before tasting the creamy oatmeal.

“Your grandfather left about two minutes before you came.” Mamalara smiled as if she knew what Victoria was really asking.

“I think he was heading for the barn.” Manuela nodded out the window.

“¡Gracias!” Victoria gulped two swallows of the fruit shake and grabbed the spare banana Mamalara casually held out for her.

“Niña, come back and finish your food. You need your strength,” Dorothea scolded in her loudest whisper as Victoria dashed out the kitchen door.

Victoria sprinted across la terraza, with its vines growing up the lattice; around the swimming pool, where Jackie always won when they played Marco Polo; over the bridge of la laguna, where ducks and swans squawked at her haste; and past the wooden cabin that housed the farm’s foreman and his family. She slowed down only upon nearing the barn.

The barn was constructed of sturdy gray cinder blocks with three stalls in a row plus a tack room. Next to the tack room, a slab of poured concrete with a drain made a combined saddling-up and equine-bathing area. Instead of grazing in the pasture with the other horses, Diogenes, the golden palomino gelding she always rode, had been brought in and hung his head over the stall wall to nicker at her arrival.

Papalfonso held the reins of his black, pedigreed Thoroughbred stallion, Carabalí, while talking with Gilberto, the groom and teenage son of the farm’s foreman.

“Ah, there she is. I wondered if you were coming or if you were too tired from playing all night,” Papalfonso said, turning to her.

If there was anything Papalfonso liked more than riding and tending to his finca, it was being surrounded by his family—whether they were related by blood, marriage, or friendship. To mark the end of the summer holidays, he and Mamalara had invited each of their siblings and their children and grandchildren for a family get-together. Last night, everyone had been up late. The men had played dominoes and smoked Cuban cigars, the women had told stories about ancestors and living family members, and the kids had run around the house with no regard to bedtime.

“I’m never too tired for a ride,” Victoria said while changing into her riding boots.

Papalfonso laughed, taking her into his arms. “You’re definitely my granddaughter.”

Gilberto chuckled as he brought out Diogenes and tied him to a post before going to get the saddle and bridle. “Careful she doesn’t fall asleep on the horse.”

Victoria stuck her tongue out at Gilberto; he was the one who’d taught her how comfortable it was to lie down on a horse’s bare back. She offered the gelding the banana Mamalara had given her. He ate it in one gulp, peel and all, and nudged her eagerly for more, as banana mush frothed around his muzzle.

“You spoil that pony too much,” Papalfonso said. “Gilberto was telling me he broke out of the pasture the other day and was helping himself to the frutabombas straight off the trees.”

“And the guavas, too,” Gilberto added.

Victoria wrapped her arms around the pony’s neck. Tall and skinny like her father, she had grown enough this summer to look over his withers. “You always say the fruit is for everyone.”

“Es muy lista esta,” Papalfonso told Gilberto with a wink as if she wasn’t there.

“No idea where she gets it from,” Gilberto said, winking back.

Once Diogenes was saddled, Gilberto offered her a leg up onto the pony’s back. Victoria settled gently into the saddle and gathered the reins as her boots slid into the stirrups. From the stable roof hung a horseshoe hammered to resemble a heart. She leaned over and traced the cool metal with her fingertips. Didn’t the estadounidenses have a saying about home and your heart being in the same place?

The riders nodded farewell to Gilberto and trotted together past the horse pastures and into the orchards, where every tropical fruit seemed to grow—sweet golden mangos, smooth-skinned green avocados, yellowish oranges that got black specks when they were ripe. But also mamey, mamoncillo, and guanábana. Passing by a guava tree, Diogenes snatched a ripe purple fruit the size of a tennis ball from a low branch without breaking from his trot and had no problem chewing it whole with a bit in his mouth.

Every few minutes, guajiros from the local villages called out to Papalfonso—older men helping themselves to the choicest fruits for their families, young men heaving hundred-pound bunches of plantains onto their broad shoulders, and little boys competing at who could scale the palm trees the fastest.

With a smile that never left his face, Papalfonso greeted each person by name and then proceeded to ask about their families. In turn for letting anyone and everyone help themselves to the bounty of his land, Victoria’s grandfather got invited to more weddings, meals, baptisms, and birthdays than she could count. And she knew he’d try to go to as many of them as he could.

Past the orchards, Papalfonso and Carabalí broke into a gallop. Diogenes, not wanting to be left behind, raced after them, though his short legs couldn’t compete with the Thoroughbred’s. Victoria leaned over his thick mane, urging him on, even though she shouldn’t have let him run without her command. He hadn’t disobeyed her, she reasoned; he’d just read her mind.

They slowed down on top of a hill. To the left, a thin line represented the highway in the distance. Straight ahead, a sliver of the farmhouse peeked above the canopy of thick orchards and native trees, and to the right, the ocean gleamed far away on the horizon.

“This is the prettiest place in the world,” Victoria sighed, giving Diogenes free rein to eat after all the exercise. “I wish I could live here forever.”

“You can.”

“But we’re going back to La Habana this afternoon. My awful school is starting again.” Victoria scratched Diogenes where his mane ended at the withers. While Jackie’s mother had enrolled her daughter in the elite English-language school, which Victoria’s own brother attended too, Mami had insisted that a coed school was most unsuitable for proper young ladies like Victoria and her sister. Ever since Victoria had started kinder at four years old, prepping her to find a suitable husband from a high social class had been Mami’s main priority. And Mami was convinced that a Catholic-school education would ensure that. Not for the first time, Victoria wished that easygoing Tía could raise her instead. Jackie never had lady expectations imposed on her.

“I would much rather stay here than return to the capital,” she continued. “Then I could ride horses and be in nature all day. This is my real home. I’m happy here.”

“I know how you feel.” Papalfonso nodded. “It’s the place of my dreams, and I created it. Not many people can say they’ve made their dreams a reality.”

“I want it to be my dream come true too,” Victoria said softly.

Maybe too softly, since Papalfonso didn’t respond. From the saddlebag he pulled out a mango and cut a wing, offering it to her from the tip of his pocketknife. She peeled back the skin and bit into the golden flesh. Juice dribbled down her chin. She wanted to both savor the sweet ambrosia and eat it as fast as possible. Her mother would say she was being uncivilized, that only beggars and riffraff ate with their hands. And she’d never have let Victoria use her teeth to scrape the remaining flesh from the skin and then suck the juice from her dirty fingers.

Not that Papalfonso had better manners. He handed her the other wing while he sucked on the center surrounding the large seed. They offered the skins to the horses, but Carabalí was too dignified to eat his share.

They walked the horses down the hill at a leisurely pace, heading back to the house when Papalfonso finally spoke again. “I don’t want you to worry, but I’m meeting with my lawyer this week to go over my will.”

Victoria’s grip tightened on the reins, causing Diogenes to stop. “Are you sick?”

Papalfonso turned Carabalí gracefully so they now faced Victoria. “Of course not. But it’s something one must consider when you’re my age and have lots of money.”

Victoria urged Diogenes to a trot to return to her grandfather’s side.

“Your aunt and her family aren’t interested in this place,” Papalfonso continued. “They’ll receive my rental properties. So your family will inherit the farm temporarily until you’re of age—you’re my only descendant who cares about it.”

This whole finca? Hers? Adrenaline pounded as if she and Diogenes had galloped into the sunrise. She must still be dreaming. No way could real life be this glorious.

While her heart pranced, her mind woke up.

“Mami will just sell it.” The words hurt Victoria to say, but she knew they were true. Women of high society had no use for the countryside, according to Mami.

“She won’t. I’m including a clause in the will,” he continued, “that the farm cannot be sold for seventy-five years after my death, and only then if no one in the family wants it.”

Victoria’s dark eyes widened. “So this place really can be my dream too?”

“Sí. Of course, I’m not planning to die for at least another eighty years,” he said, winking. Then his tone turned serious again. “No matter what happens, mi’ja, you’ll always have a home here.”
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Victoria shifted uneasily.

As inconspicuously as possible, she grabbed a handful of fabric to try to fix the problem. Of course Mami had insisted she wear a crinoline and slip under her skirt. Traveling required a person to wear one’s best clothes. And considering the government only allowed them to take two changes of clothes, they had to make them count. At least the Cuban humidity had prevented tights from being added to the ensemble, though not gloves. A lady needed her gloves. Especially in an airport full of germs.

“Stop fidgeting, niña,” Mami muttered under her breath, her fingers digging into Victoria’s shoulders like claws. “They’re going to think you’re up to something.”

She wasn’t up to anything. But she couldn’t say the same about her garments.

It was no use. If only she could excuse herself to use the restroom. Except Mami would never allow it. Her children, in a public restroom? ¡No, qué va!

Nor did she think Papi would allow it. They had to stay together and hold their place in the mob of evacuating Cubans, where they had been waiting for over two hours. Papi already feared they would be separated permanently. If that happened, it would be up to Victoria to step up as the head of the house. Mami, in her chronic delicate condition, wouldn’t be able to manage the responsibility. Wardrobe discomfort would then be the least of Victoria’s problems.

“What’s going on?” Jackie whispered in her ear.

Victoria removed her white silk gloves. “My panties are riding up. With all the layers, I can’t grab the edges.”

Jackie snickered. Then she shifted Victoria so her back faced minimal exposure, checked to make sure no soldiers or strangers were watching, and held out the layers of tulle for Victoria to reach under and rectify the invading undergarment.

Gloves still clutched in her hands, Victoria draped her arms around Jackie, resting her dark head on top of Jackie’s blond. “¿Qué haré sin ti?”

“Cry yourself to sleep?” Jackie joked. Except it wasn’t a joke. Victoria’s eyes were still red from saying goodbye to Tía Larita and Mamalara earlier. Jackie might act tough, but Victoria knew she’d cry too before the day was out. Only Victoria; her parents; and her two siblings, Inés and Nestico, had passports and tickets to leave; Jackie and her father would only stay with them through the plane’s departure.

Other than the first month of Victoria’s life, before Jackie was born, they’d never been apart for more than a few days. Their city house in La Habana consisted of two residences—Victoria’s family with Mamalara on the bottom floor, Jackie’s on the top. When not at the rural finca, Papalfonso liked having his family close by and had built his empire to achieve that.

And then, of course, everyone, whether related or not, always gathered in Victoria’s house. Or, rather, in their kitchen, run by Mamalara despite the two cooks.

Not anymore.

A couple of weeks ago, when things had really started to look bad for Cuba, the cooks, Dorothea and Manuela, had both returned to their native Spain. The small fortune they’d saved after fifteen years of service had already been sent to their families months before. Back when such things had still been allowed.

Since then, Victoria’s stomach had been in a twist. Nothing tasted good anymore.

The line moved one step closer.

Victoria’s family had flown a couple of times before, to Florida and New York, but never had Victoria known the airport to be jammed to capacity. Entire families, complete with grandparents and tíos y primos, argued above wailing infants; businessmen talked in English to their associates in booming voices; and a superfluity of nuns led a train of hand-clasped children. Guards marched through the crowds with their rifles propped on their shoulders.

Victoria leaned against Jackie. Solid and sturdy Jackie with a personality to match. The most unladylike person Victoria had ever met and her best friend. Victoria, with her almost-black hair, pale skin, and gangly body, looked nothing like Jackie, who had blond hair, dark skin, and a stocky, muscular build. Once, when they were little, Tía Larita had taken them to the park together, Victoria dressed like a proper young lady in a lilac dress with a white sash and Jackie in mud-stained green shorts that revealed scabby knees. Then some busybody atravesada had the nerve to point to Jackie and ask Tía Larita why she was taking care of the servant’s child. All because of Jackie’s darker skin, even though she and Tía shared similar facial features and the same blond hair.

By being Tía’s daughter, Jackie got to wear a sleeveless polo shirt, comfortable linen shorts, and canvas tennis shoes to the airport. The lucky duck.

The line shifted again.

“What do you think Mamalara is doing right now?” Victoria asked.

“Cleaning the house up and down with Pancha,” Jackie said. “You know what she’s like. Idle hands and all.”

Yes, Mamalara had to keep busy. Even when they’d had six household servants and two cooks, their grandmother had never dawdled. With Victoria’s family and most of the servants gone now, Mamalara would have more reason to want a distraction.

“And your mom is probably putting Clark down for his nap. Next time I see him, he won’t remember his godmother,” Victoria sighed. From the moment Jackie’s brother, Clark, had been born three months ago, Victoria had been in love with the infant. And not just because he’d been named after the handsome actor Clark Gable. Every night, she insisted on feeding him and putting him to bed. Becoming his godmother was the only good thing that had happened these last few weeks.

If only Mamalara, Tía Larita, and Clark were here. But the crowded airport wasn’t the right place for an infant. Besides, with Victoria’s family plus Jackie and Tío Rodrigo, the car couldn’t have fit anyone else.

More than that, Victoria wished Jackie and the rest of her familia were coming with them.

Papi kept insisting their exile would only last a few weeks, until the U.S. presidential election, but that was still longer than she’d ever been without her whole family.
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It didn’t make sense.

Every few minutes, Jackie heard footsteps creaking down the grand staircase. Normally the adults didn’t worry about being quiet—no self-respecting Cuban knew how to be—so the fact that they were trying made it that much more obvious something was up.

Unlike the conspicuous adults, Victoria’s entrance into the farmhouse kitchen wouldn’t have disturbed a sleeping baby. “Clark took forever to fall asleep. He’s so sweet.”

Jackie swallowed her impatience and offered her cousin a macaroon from a hidden stash. Obviously not well hidden, since Jackie had found the tin within seconds.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Jackie asked.

Victoria shook her head as she set the empty baby bottle in the sink. “You mean why we’re all here on a regular weekend?”

So she suspected something too. Victoria’s family came to la finca during the school holidays and a few other times a year—it belonged to them now, after all—and Jackie’s family often joined them. But they never invited all the other relatives unless it was a special occasion. And never at the last minute.

“The only reason for all of us to drive two hours out into the country is so we’re not noticed.” Jackie gestured out the window. Not a single light that didn’t belong to la finca could be seen in any direction.

Jackie accepted the room-temperature glass of evaporated milk Victoria poured her. Neither knew how to use the stove to heat fresh milk, so puncturing a large can with two triangular holes had been Victoria’s solution for a comforting drink.

Then Jackie heard it. The persistent snobby grumble of Victoria’s mother, Tía Isabel, coming down the stairs.

Milk glass still in hand, Jackie jerked her head toward the kitchen door.

They tiptoed silently behind Tía Isabel to the library, the only place inside the farmhouse where Mamalara had allowed Papalfonso to smoke his cigars before he died a year ago.

The library door latched shut after Tía Isabel. The girls crept toward the light peeking out from under the door.

“Nothing I tell you can leave this room,” Tío Ernesto, Victoria’s father, said. The gap under the door wasn’t big enough to see inside, but the sound of his footsteps reverberated as if he were pacing.

It wasn’t just his words that sent a shiver down Jackie’s spine in the hot and humid night. It was the fact that he spoke them in English instead of the Spanish they always used.

Jackie could think of only one explanation for him speaking English among his family. This way, not even the trusted servants they’d had their whole lives would understand what he said.

Like spies, the girls crouched in the shadows. Jackie set her half-drunk glass of milk at her side and sprawled out on her stomach while Victoria hugged her knees to her chest. A faint whiff of tobacco escaped from under the door, but it smelled nothing like Papalfonso’s cigars.

“Things are getting bad very quickly with this Fidel jerk in power,” Tío Ernesto snarled. “It’s clear he’s a Communist and we’re heading the same way as East Germany and the Soviet Union.”

“Ay, chico. No seas tan dramático.” That was Pipo, Jackie’s own father. He understood English, but Jackie had never heard him speak it.

“English,” Tío Ernesto reminded him. “And I’m not being overdramatic. The situation is real. They arrested about a hundred protestors the other day—three whom I know personally.”

“It’s true,” came the voice of Alto, the oldest of the cousins and youngest of the adults. “I was there and narrowly missed capture myself.”

Above the horrified complaints of his parents and the rest of the voluble family, Tío Ernesto tried to reason. “Don’t be stupid, chico. What good would it serve if you’re caught? Of the hundred arrested, those who renounce their beliefs will remain imprisoned for years; those who don’t will be executed.”

Jackie and Victoria gasped. Executed? For speaking one’s mind? That was every other person on the island!

Jackie ran her fingers across her lips, as if zipping them, and shook her head. Victoria nodded in agreement. Hard as it was, they had to keep everything they heard top secret. No wonder the whole family had to come to the country to not attract attention.

“That’s why I won’t get caught,” Alto insisted. “We have to get the people to see reason.”

“There’s no reasoning with a Communist!” Tío Ernesto yelled. Outside in the laguna, the swans honked back.

“You’re exaggerating, Ernesto,” an unrecognizable voice argued. Jackie figured it was probably an uncle or cousin they didn’t see often. “Fidel is a socialist, not a Communist. You don’t know for sure those protestors will get executed.”

“Newspapers and radios are only providing the news the government wants us to know. They’re restricting our access to the outside world. That’s Communism,” Mima put in. Jackie heard the sound of a match being struck, followed by a new trace of cigarette smoke. Jackie swallowed. Her mother only smoked when things were bad.

In true Cuban family fashion, everyone began talking at once. English mixed with Spanish as each family member tried to make his or her voice heard above the rest. With so many voices opinando, it was impossible to understand anything other than a few words.

“Not safe—”

“—Overreacting.”

“—Leaving—”

“No passport—”

“For the right price, a person can buy anything.”

Jackie turned to Victoria, whose glass of milk remained in hand but only half drunk.

“Do you remember the other day?” Jackie whispered, knowing she wouldn’t be overheard with all the quarreling adults. “When Mima took us for ice creams at Woolworth’s? We couldn’t find a single foreign magazine.”

“You don’t think it was a delayed shipment?” Victoria asked.

“If that were the case, there would have been something on the stands. Last week’s ¡Hola! or a bent Time.” Jackie shook her head. “It’s like Mima said: they’re not allowing us to read news published outside the island.” She dropped her chin into her hands. Were they facing the same restrictions and tyranny as East Germany, where news from the Western world was forbidden? It was like a plot from a radio show, except without the superheroes or spies coming to the rescue.

“What can we do?” Victoria asked. “We’re just niñas.”

Jackie groaned. At twelve years old, they were both practically grown up. And she could pitch a ball better than any boy at school—with either arm. But she agreed that their options to help were limited.

The voices in the library finally quieted down—or, rather, one voice carried over the rest. Tío Ernesto again.

“I’m not taking any risks. I’ve booked five airplane tickets to Miami for my family. We leave in two weeks.”

Victoria dropped her glass of milk, her face as white as the liquid running currents along the tile floor. Jackie leaped to her feet, sure they’d be discovered and sent to bed.

No one came to the door. Her uncle’s statement had caused enough of an uproar to cover the toppling glass.

“I have to clean this up.” Victoria stood up in a daze, careful not to tread on the mess.

Jackie crouched back to the floor, unable to imagine what it would be like without her cousin. Sure, they went to different schools, but she had always been there when she came home. Except now she wouldn’t be. The possibility of Victoria’s family leaving hadn’t even entered Jackie’s mind, but it made the whole political situation more real.

A voice whispered, almost too soft to hear but as stern as ever. Mima. “Rodrigo, no seas ridículo.”

Jackie gulped her remaining milk and held the glass against the door and her ear. It worked. She heard everything.

“It’s not going to come to that,” Pipo insisted. “A few months and everything will be back to normal, but hopefully with better respect for the working man.”

“It’s not safe now. Think of the children. We need to get passports and leave. While we have a chance.”

“No! I am the head of the house and we’re not going anywhere.”

“You have no say over me and the children.”

Though Jackie couldn’t see through the door, she imagined that her mother had crossed her arms and turned her back to the argument.

“It’s just temporary; everyone’s saying so,” Tío Ernesto promised in a voice that didn’t require a listening glass. Except he wasn’t talking to la familia at large, just to Jackie’s parents. The milk mess cleaned up, Victoria crouched at Jackie’s side at the sound of her dad talking again. “Just until November, only a month away, when the United States has their presidential election. After everything that’s happened in Eastern Europe, there’s no way they’re going to allow a Communist country ninety miles from their border.”

“Exactly. So why leave at all? It’s just a waste of money and time,” Pipo said.

“Because it isn’t safe to stay, chico! I’m telling you, already they’re prohibiting professionals from departing. People like doctors and engineers.”

Victoria grasped Jackie’s hand. “Papi’s an engineer.”

On the other side of the door, their two mothers came to the same realization.

“Ernesto, no! What will we do without you?” Tía Isabel shrieked loud enough to again have the swans outside honk back.

“You can’t leave your family like that,” Mima scolded.

“I’m going to try to board the airplane with you, of course, but if they don’t let me, then you’ll go and I’ll meet you as soon as possible.”

Victoria brought Jackie’s hand to her chest, clinging to it for comfort. Jackie leaned into her cousin. Both of them kept their eyes fixated on the door.

“No, you can’t. I won’t let you.” Tía Isabel gasped as she choked on the words.

“Mujer, this is not my choice. If I can’t leave with you, I’ll have to smuggle myself out. It might be a week until we’re reunited.”

“But who will take care of us? Nestico is barely eight.”

A disapproving tsk came from Mima, but by the smell of cigarette smoke, she must have chosen to take a deep drag instead of speaking.

“You’ll have to step up. There’s no other choice,” Tío Ernesto said.

“I can’t, I can’t. Mamá, you have to come with us!” Tía Isabel started to go into hysterics. Jackie wasn’t surprised. It was no secret that Victoria’s mom was incapable of taking care of anyone, including herself. In Jackie’s memory, never once had her aunt held or fed Nestico as a baby, or taken any of the children to doctor’s appointments, or anywhere at all. She rarely left the house, and when she did, it was with the entourage of her adult family. Everyone knew that Mamalara had been the one to raise Victoria and her two siblings.

It was Mamalara who spoke now. Jackie had forgotten she was present. In a rare move, Mamalara had obviously been keeping her opinions to herself. Until now. “I’m not leaving the island while one of my daughters remains here.”

“Mama,” Tío Ernesto said, because everyone, related or not, called her that term of endearment. “I can get you an extra ticket and passport easily. A Communist country is no place for a woman of your upbringing. Your daughter needs you.”

“Exactly, which is why I’m staying here with Larita,” Mamalara insisted in that stubborn way that guaranteed not even a hurricane would cause her to change her mind.

“But what will we do?” Tía Isabel cried.

A match struck, and Jackie knew her mother had lit yet another cigarette. “You forget you have a very mature and intelligent daughter.”

Now it was Tío Ernesto’s turn to be surprised. “Who? Victoria?”

Jackie scowled at the door on her cousin’s behalf while Victoria hung her head. Claro que Mima meant Victoria! For some reason, Victoria’s parents always overlooked her.

Actually, Jackie did know the reason.

Because she wasn’t a boy.

Victoria’s only job was to grow up to be a proper young lady who married a suitable husband. Thankfully, Mima had never once expected the same from Jackie. Jackie’s job was to grow up to be who she wanted to be.

“Victoria’s almost thirteen and has always been very responsible,” Mima said. “Every night, without forgetting or making an excuse, she gives Clark his bedtime bottle. If you tell her what’s expected of her, I’m sure she’ll pull through.”

Voices from other relatives became audible as their parents remained quiet for a few seconds.

“Yes, that will be the only way,” Tío Ernesto finally agreed. “I’ll tell her in the morning.”

Victoria released Jackie’s hand and took a deep breath. Jackie watched as resolve filled her cousin’s face. Unlike her mother, she’d do it. She’d take care of her family just like she took care of baby Clark. And Jackie knew she’d be great at it.

“It’s just temporary, as Papi says,” Victoria parroted. “But I still wish you were coming too.”

“Me too.” Jackie sighed. Mima might have inherited her stubbornness from Mamalara, but Pipo was just as bullheaded. Who knew who would win that argument?

On the other side of the door, a new uproar had begun. One cousin who had just used the library phone to wake up a travel agent had been told all the flights to leave the island were sold out for the next month. Jackie’s heart twisted in a knot. Even if Mima convinced Pipo to leave, they couldn’t do it anytime soon.

“One thing is for sure,” Mamalara said softly, almost as if she knew her granddaughters were listening behind the door. “This is no longer the Cuba we know and love.”
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Papi turned to Victoria with a slightly raised eyebrow. The young couple in front of them stepped forward. After hours of waiting in line at the airport, it would finally be their turn next.

Victoria closed her eyes, took a deep breath, smoothed out her dress, and exhaled as she opened her eyes. She wasn’t ready, but she also knew she didn’t have a choice. She nodded.

She ran through the plan: If Papi was denied passage, she had to get Mami, Inés, and Nestico onto the plane. Once in Miami, they would take a taxi to the Palm View Hotel and wait until Papi smuggled himself out of Cuba via Costa Rica through connections he had with their embassy. It would be the only way. Papi anticipated it would take a week, and had paid for the hotel in Miami for that long. How, Victoria didn’t know. That much money wasn’t allowed to leave the island anymore.

The passport-control officer barely looked at them when he motioned them forward. As a collective, they all took a deep breath and walked to the officer, who kept whispering to the comrade next to him.

Victoria tensed as they walked past one of the armed guards. On one side of her, Jackie shuffled with her broad shoulders hunched so she took up less space. On the other side, ten-year-old Inés dug her fingernails into Victoria’s palm.

“Buenas,” Papi said cheerfully to the passport official. “Just the five of us today.” He pointed to his immediate family while Tío and Jackie stood slightly to the side. It was normal for family members to see off departing passengers; the officer didn’t need to know they were there in case Papi needed a ride back home.

Papi handed over the two open passports, cleverly placing Mami’s on top. Not only did it have the three children’s photos below hers, but it also read PROFESIÓN: AMA DE CASA. Not like Papi’s, underneath, which confirmed his professional status as an engineer and was on the “banned from leaving” list.

The officer took hold of the passports and stepped aside.

He’s going to steal them. He’s taking them to his boss, and we’ll never see them again. We’ll be stuck here forever. Under all the fabric, Victoria’s thighs began to sweat. More than anything she wanted to return to Mamalara and Tía Larita, but not like this. Not as captives in a Communist island.

The passports waved in the officer’s hand as he continued the heated whispered debate with his neighboring comrade. With the bustle of thousands of people jammed in the airport, Victoria heard nothing of their discussion. Several times, their officer’s eyes darted around as if looking for something. Or someone.

Still her family didn’t dare to move. Papi kept his face relaxed, but the sweat appearing under the arms of his guayabera shirt revealed his anxiety. Sweat also dripped down Victoria’s chest, but between her camisole and the lined dress Pancha had made for her, it didn’t show.

The officer finally turned his attention to them after what felt like a good twenty minutes; his comrade had stomped off in a different direction. Distracted from whatever discussion they’d had, the officer stamped the passports without a glance and returned them before following after his compañero.

Papi hurried them away while the people who had been behind them in the line voiced their impatience. One hurdle down. But Victoria knew she wouldn’t breathe normally until they all landed in Miami, Florida.

The next line was to have their bodies and bags searched. A mustached man stood with his arms stretched out in a T while an officer patted him up and down.

A different man yelled, “It’s not mine! Trust me. I don’t know how it got there. Please, you have to believe me.”

Victoria’s back stiffened at the sound of the man yelling. Inés clung to her waist; otherwise Victoria would have sought refuge in Jackie’s strong arms. Victoria’s hand shook as she tried to console Inés by petting her hair. All the airport passengers and companions stared as guards surrounded the protesting man. They watched as a shiny object disappeared into the pocket of the officer searching the bags. Two burly guards hauled the jewel’s former owner away, with a third guard tailing behind with his rifle at the ready.

Two changes of clothes and five dollars per person. Nothing more.

“Promise me you didn’t try to hide anything,” Papi muttered to Mami under his breath once the smuggler had been permanently removed from the premises.

“Of course not,” Mami squeaked while lifting her chin up. “I’m not a complete imbecile. Victoria, put your glasses on.”

Victoria blinked. “But I’m wearing my contact lenses.”

“I don’t care. If they stay in their case, the officer might keep them. They are very expensive.”

She complied. Not worth arguing, with Mami or an officer. Her vision blurred with both the glasses and the contacts. In an instant, her head pounded unbearably. As they took a step closer, she almost crashed into the person in front of her.

“Here, I’ll wear them until we get to the gate,” Jackie said. She removed them from Victoria’s face and placed them on her own. “How do I look?”

“Like a bullfrog!” Nestico laughed. Jackie held a fist to his face. “I mean, a beautiful princess.”

Jackie grunted.

“Ay, niña, you’re going to stretch them out.” Mami groaned but said nothing more. It was their turn next.

They got to the table and were met by an older officer. He didn’t carry a gun, but his eyes barely blinked as he observed them all. Victoria licked her lips. What if Nestico had money in his pockets? Relatives were always giving him spare change. Inés had tried to pack a doll, but thankfully Mamalara had convinced her to leave it behind for safekeeping.

First the officer had Papi, Tío, and Nestico pull out their pockets, and everyone had to remove their hats and shoes. Then he took everything out of the suitcases individually, messing up the carefully folded articles to feel the lining of each item of clothing. Mami’s breath took a sharp intake when the officer checked their packed undergarments.

Then he got to the bag that held the sanitary belts and pads. Victoria’s face reddened. He peered inside and gave the bag several squeezes. At least he didn’t actually stick his grubby hands into the bag, or tell them they couldn’t take them.

“What’s in there?” Nestico asked. Leave it to her brother to meter la pata.

“Menstrual pads and the belts to hold them in place,” Mami said in a crisp voice.

Inés leaned against Victoria, hiding her face in her shoulder while Nestico shouted, “Gross!”

The officer’s face cracked with the slightest smile before he leaned into the empty suitcase to pat the lining and knock against the hard sides. Once they were clear, he haphazardly returned everything into the case.

The search through the suitcase with Papi’s things went quickly, and then came the food bag Mamalara had prepared—rice with black beans (warmed up before they left the house so the meal wouldn’t be stone cold when they ate it), croquetas de pollo, seven bananas, the last jar of Dorothea’s mango-orange marmalade, and a flagon of coconut water. Mami, of course, had had one of the remaining maids pack melamine plates and cups, complete silverware, and linen napkins.

“You can’t take these.” The officer gestured at their picnic in his monotonous voice.

“But that’s our lunch. We have to eat,” Mami insisted.

“The food is fine, but not the serving items. Nothing of value can leave the country.”

Mami brought her gloved hand to her mouth, but said nothing as the officer replaced the food back in the bag. Victoria couldn’t tell what bothered her mother more—that they would have to eat with their hands, or that when they returned to Cuba, their silverware set would be incomplete.

“What is that?” The officer snapped to attention, pointing at Mami.

“Ave María,” Papi swore under his breath.

There, on Mami’s right hand, a slight ridge of a ring was visible under her glove. This time Victoria dug her fingernails into Jackie’s hand. They would take Mami away, crying and screaming like that man they’d seen before.

“Take off your jewelry,” the officer snarled as if Mami disgusted him.

“But this is my wedding ring.” Mami stared at him in disbelief while Papi hid his face in his hand.

“Off. Now.”

Tears returned to Mami’s eyes. Everything that mattered to Mami was symbolized in that ring—wealth, society, proof that she had done her job and married well. She removed the glove and twisted the ring but it didn’t pass over her knuckle. She pulled and then Papi tried, but nothing.

The image of Mami being dragged away sharpened in Victoria’s mind. No, she would not allow it. She wouldn’t say goodbye to more members of her family today.

Victoria opened the container of croquetas Mamalara had made, and sure enough they sat on a bed of paper towels to absorb the grease. She removed her own gloves before extracting the paper and then reached for Mami’s hand. She wrapped the greasy paper around the ring finger, wringing it gently to extract some of the oils. Twisting the ring slowly, Victoria managed to ease the wedding band over the knuckle and off Mami’s finger.

“Please, can my brother-in-law take it back to the house?” Mami simpered.

“No.” The officer took the wedding ring and flung it into a box of other confiscated stuff. Like it was trash. Mami collapsed in sobs against Papi’s chest. Victoria swallowed hard to keep her own tears from falling. It would have been better if he’d pocketed the ring for himself instead of treating Mami’s valuables that way.

After Inés removed her gloves and everyone tugged the backs of their necklines to prove they had no additional jewelry, the officer finally let them pass. Try as she might, Victoria couldn’t manage to refold the clothes with those perfect creases Pancha, their seamstress, always achieved.

At the departure gate, the family met the final barricade. Glass panels surrounded the waiting area, and only approved ticketed passengers were admitted. The last time Victoria’s family had flown, the glass barricade hadn’t been there, and anyone could wait at the gate until departure.

Victoria clung tight to her cousin while Tío Rodrigo bade her parents farewell.

“I’m going to miss you,” Jackie said, handing her back her glasses.

Victoria put the glasses back in their case. She didn’t think they’d be searched again, and her head still ached from those earlier couple of minutes with double vision. “Take care of Mamalara for me. And your mom. And Clark. And the cat. And yourself.”

Jackie laughed. Other than the baby, they could all take care of themselves just fine. “Write to me every day.”

“As soon as I can get paper and stamps,” Victoria promised. “But you have to también.”

“I know you’ll be calling me in a few weeks to come pick you up,” Tío Rodrigo said. “Just you wait. All of this will have been for nothing.”

They showed their tickets and stamped passports to the uniformed lady at the mouth of the glass pecera.

And a fishbowl it was. The boarding area was jammed with people. Beyond the transparent wall, Jackie and Tío Rodrigo waited. As much as her uncle grumbled about the pointlessness of their journey, he wouldn’t drive away until he saw all of them board the plane and take off. Victoria loved him for that.

They found a free spot up against a section of the wall. Nestico puffed his mouth against the glass, despite Mami’s protests that it was unsanitary, and proceeded to write rude words in the condensation.

A nun led a chain of seven children, all holding hands, to a vacant spot in the middle of the room. The children’s features all looked different, but each face held the same panicked and lost look. Around his or her neck, each child wore a large tag with writing on it. As if they were nothing more than excess baggage.

To another side was a family like hers, with two older daughters and a young son in their best clothes. But when the papi raised his arm to brush hair out of his face, Victoria saw a serial number branded into his forearm. As far as she knew, only the survivors of World War II concentration camps carried those marks. The poor man—twice he had been forced to leave his home because of oppressive politics.

Victoria watched her parents arguing in hushed whispers, Inés complaining that one of her fingernails had broken, and Nestico competing with a new friend to see who could burp the loudest. At least they were here with her.

After hours of waiting, the boarding finally started. Victoria pressed her hand on the glass and Jackie covered it with her own on the other side. A silent agonizing cry coursed through Victoria’s veins. Tears ran down both her face and Jackie’s. This time, Nestico sought her hand. She let him hold it, but she couldn’t pretend to be brave. Not with her whole world as she knew it disintegrating all around her.
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