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Author’s Note









This is a work of nonfiction. Events, actions, experiences, and their consequences have been faithfully retold herein as I have remembered them. Names and identifying characteristics of certain individuals have been changed.




Conversations presented in dialogue form have been re-created from my vivid memory of them but are not intended to represent word-for-word documentation; rather, they are meant to evoke the essence of what was actually said and the spirit in which it was spoken.















Prologue:


The Madman









THIS IS A STORYabout how I was saved by love, at a time when most people considered me beyond rescue.




My journey from embattled boy to angry young man in need of rescue took place over a precise period of four days during the summer of 1970, in the predawn fog on a stretch of Interstate 10 near the town of Sierra Blanca, Texas. The exact moment was marked by our crossing of the road’s graveled edge as our overloaded brown-gold ’63 Impala station wagon sped out of control toward the dark, rocky ravine beyond the gravel. Besides the weight of four frightened kids and the driver, asleep at the wheel, the Impala was towing a cabin cruiser packed like a moving van, its tonnage adding to the momentum that would intensify the certainly fatal impact of our impending crash.




At age fourteen, kidnapped was not even a concept I would have known to use for what was happening to us, even though there had been warnings that something more dangerous than usual was in the works. The first inkling came four days earlier, in the morning, when three of my siblings and I were suddenly summoned to the kitchen by the bellow of my father’s voice.




The Los Angeles day had broken dry, hot, and still. Earthquake weather. Other signals put me on guard—the tightness of the air, unpleasant smells of leftover night-blooming jasmine mixed with uncollected garbage, and the buzzing of insects on alert. But it was an absence that most alarmed me—my mother’s.




Mami had not been at home for at least a day, with no comment or explanation from anyone about the fact that she was missing.




Bictor!rang out once more. Dad’s pronunciation of my name still carried a trace of the Cubanb sound used forv. Certain words gave his accent away. Otherwise, he had mastered English, improving upon the start he’d gotten in his teenage years at a Georgia military school. He loved to brag about how my wealthy grandparents had been able to afford to send him there, hoping their troublesome youngest son—El Ciclón, as his friends called him—might be tamed.




But other than the meticulous military demeanor he retained from that time, there was never going to be anything tame about Antonio Rivas, or the Americanized Anthony, as he was known by now. To us he was Dad or Papi, and to my mother he was Tony.




Relieved that I wasn’t being summoned alone to the kitchen, I hurried there to join my siblings and silently quoted my G.I. Joe motto. A few years before, in the heart of the sixties, Vietnam fresh in the news, a fluke of a season of good behavior earned me my wish of getting a talking G.I. Joe. Turned out to be defective. It was stuck on one phrase: “I’ve got a tough assignment.” I learned to say it just like the G.I. Joe’s recorded voice. Resolved, committed to a higher purpose. It became both my unspoken and spoken mantra, employed for facing whatever lurked in the next room.




In khakis and an ironed dark T-shirt, sleeves rolled precisely to show off his strong arms, Dad sat at the kitchen table. With a disarming smile on his face, he waited quietly, smoking a cigarette, drinking the last of his Cuban coffee—Café Bustelo, an espresso that he doused with sugar. The four of us, dressed in an assortment of Levi’s cutoffs, T-shirts, and sneakers, lined up in front of him like soldiers during an inspection. At attention, not parade rest.




My brother Tony, sixteen, was going into his senior year of high school, while I was going into the tenth grade. We were only fifteen months apart but he was pretty much a genius and had skipped a year, in contrast to my school career as a troublemaker and screwup. My two younger siblings, Eddie and Barbie, nine and almost four, were both well behaved and bright, not like me at their ages. Though individuality was strictly discouraged in my father’s army, we each had our own distinctive way of anticipating his moods. Tony—restrained and mature, with his knack of staying out of the fray—stood at the head of our line, outwardly calm and emotionless. Eddie was next to him, jittery, his lanky body starting to shake. Third in line was Barbie, an olive-skinned Kewpie doll with a head full of short dark curls. Girlie, sweet, innocent. But scared. She took a step just behind me, at the end.




As Dad put out his cigarette and stood up, I bristled and widened my stance, the muscles of my stomach, chest, and back clenching tight—a reflexive reaction to being in his presence as I readied myself for the tough assignment, paying attention to every little detail, as if recording history. This was my self-appointed role as family court reporter, my job of remembering everything to hold it up for judgment later, pleading my case to a judge and jury who existed only in my imagination.




“We’re moving to Miami,” Dad announced, still with his placid smile, “soon as we get packed, tomorrow or the next day.”




At first, none of us said a word. We didn’t exchange glances, we didn’t respond enthusiastically or not. A move to southern Florida—where many Cuban émigrés lived, including most of our relatives—wasn’t illogical; Dad had been floating the idea for some time. Then again, Dad floated all kinds of schemes and plans that never panned out.




Except for the stuttering tick of the stove clock, there was only silence, which I broke, at last, asking the obvious. “Where’s Mami?”




He pretended not to have heard me and turned away. Suddenly he stopped in his tracks, the muscles in the backs of his arms twitching, and he whipped back around. Eyes narrowed, smile gone.




To look directly at me, Dad had the humiliating need to lift his chin up, to see the terrible truth—the fact that over the past year I had dared to grow several inches taller than him, on my way to my top height of six foot two. But in all my senses my father continued to tower over me. His presence was huge, filling the small kitchen with the force of his being, an invading army unto himself, conquering the air we were breathing, the ground we stood on. I looked straight back, my sight line topping all five feet ten and two hundred athletic pounds of him.




Papi had always appeared bigger than his actual dimensions, thanks to a large bone structure, his muscular upper torso, and massive thighs. We were all going to have them, the notorious “Rivas thighs.” In spite of his bulk, however, Papi managed to move with unusual feline stealth. Not with blazing speed, but with the natural agility of an above-average athlete blessed with amazing hand-eye coordination. Or a cobra.




He looked away, contemplating whether or not to respond at all, and as I watched him turn in profile, I had a fleeting sense of admiration. At times Papi was dashingly handsome, like an old-time movie star, even though his features, when taken individually, were flawed—a wide nose with flared nostrils; an unremarkable mouth with a thin upper lip that opened to reveal a pronounced gap between his teeth; overly fair skin that freckled and burned easily; and most loathsome of all to him, a receding hairline and a head of graying, thinning auburn hair. Dad battled these shortcomings by altering his looks with pathological frequency—with rapid weight gain or loss, changes in hairstyle and color (he had been known to wear a Beatle wig), various guises of facial hair (or clean-shaven), and an assortment of fashion statements. Oddly enough, he pulled off these different looks quite successfully, like a spy from the Cold War, or so I thought, as if his ability to be convincing as a businessman one day or a hippie the next day was a matter of life and death.




But there was one constant: his eyes. They were unforgettable and captured his whole nature for me. They were hazel—a color I had inherited from him, though mine had become greener than his amber tint, which was almost inhuman in shade. His were not the large almond shape of my eyes, but were more reptilian, almost beady, their lethal appearance made more intense by his thinning short lashes and thinning eyebrows.




Dad turned back to meet my stare. He could intimidate, console, entrap, persuade, and terrify with his eyes alone.




He spoke casually. Mami had left us. The idea of her leaving him wasn’t out of the question, but his answer sounded too simple. “She’s not coming with us,” he reiterated, and shrugged vaguely. “She doesn’t wanna go. You kids can stay here with her, if that’s your choice, but she doesn’t want you.” With that, he began to drill us, starting with my older brother. “So…que quieres,Tony? You wanna come to Florida with me, or stay here with your mother?”




Tony, dark, handsome, a star student and athlete the same height as Dad, quickly answered that he wanted to go to Miami.




“Eddie?” Dad asked my younger brother, whose voice shook as he said, “With you, Papi.” Barbie echoed Eddie’s answer.




My father saved me for last. “Vic?”




“I’m staying with Mami.” I planted my feet firmly on California soil.




“No! You”—he pointed at a spot between my eyes—“you’re going with me.” My mother couldn’t control me, he went on in Spanish, in the Cuban intonation that is flat, understated, rapid-fire. Not with my behavior. She couldn’t control me, not with my lies, my stealing, my cursing, and my clowning. Fuckingbago (lazy) cocksuckeridiota comermierda (shit eater)estupido he proclaimed me to be. His bad kid.Coño, what I needed was discipline that only he could give me.




For a moment I’d been fooled into thinking I did have a choice. “Bueno .” He shifted tones, rubbing his hands together. “Now that we’ve decided, we have work to do.”




Eddie and Barbie were charged with staying out of the way while Tony and I went to work hauling important items from the garage and taking them into the front yard. The two-car garage that had never held any of our cars was a separate structure behind the house that opened onto the alley. What it did hold was every kind of power tool known to a home workbench, two Chrysler Crown marine engines, and my father’s lifetime of accumulated junk, swap-meet treasure he had tremendous plans for that never came to fruition.




Because the Impala station wagon—painted that unfortunate brownish gold by my father—would be full carrying the five of us, the plan was to take only what we could fit in the hull of the twenty-two-foot cabin cruiser. This boat, like all my father’s boats—and there were many—had never been in a body of water.




The cabin cruiser sat conspicuously on the front lawn, propped on an old single-axle trailer that was covered in rust and corrosion. Whether the trailer was even functional, I doubted. It served more as a pedestal so my father could let everyone know we owned a boat.




“Bullshit!” I said out loud to myself, out of Dad’s earshot, once we got started.




“What?” Tony asked.




“I don’t buy it. That bullshit about Mami being fed up with us and leaving, and not wanting us. Where’d she go? Where is she?”




Tony looked intently at me, about to say something, and it seemed he knew the answer but that the penalty for telling would be far more painful than the effort to wipe it from his memory. He said nothing.




We had to take turns carrying items from the garage, in back, to the front, one running for the next armful as the other stood guard over the valuables at all times. We worked from midmorning until dusk without a break.




A vague smell of overripe peaches clung in the evening air, thick that night from a layer of fog that rolled in from the ocean before the sun went down. The peach tree in the back was a reminder of King, our terrified, terrifying German shepherd, banished two months earlier. King would shit everywhere underneath the tree, fertilizing the soil, from which the peaches were nurtured into miraculous size and health.




A tinny radio blared from inside the house, where Dad was deciding what few items he could take along for the move. He was a sound junkie, alternating between Latin music, AM Top 40, the Beatles, and even psychedelic rock like Jimi Hendrix—to which he’d swirl his hips and coo, “Groovy, groovy!” hisv ’s more likeb ’s. “Grooby, grooby! Outasight, outasight! Sock-it-to-meee!” As songs reached their peak, he had a habit of hiking his knee into the air, with his index finger circling over his head. For a native-borncubano, he demonstrated a shocking lack of rhythm.




When it grew too dark to see what we were doing, Dad emerged from the house to set up floodlights, clipping some to the roof, sticking others in the ground. The lights gave the front lawn the look of a night baseball game, with all the stuff from the garage lined up in careful rows like captive spectators. Much later, maybe around midnight, two unfamiliar men showed up, conferred with my father, and left with the two engines and some of the boating-related things.




In the middle of the night, Tony and I were allowed to go inside to get some sleep. An hour or two later, just before 5A.M ., Dad shook me to full attention and, with explicit urgency, told me to put on long pants and a sweatshirt and to meet him at the station wagon.




The darkness was made heavier by the fog, and the streets were empty, with only the occasional glow of streetlights punctuating the mist. Dad drove west, toward the ocean, twenty minutes later pulling into a parking lot near the boat hoist by the Redondo Beach pier. A popular spot for many commercial fishing boats, the hoist was used to lift about any size boat off a trailer and place it in the water, and vice versa.




More than two dozen cars with trailers were in the parking lot, evidence of the fishermen who usually went out well before daybreak and returned in the late afternoon.




Dad drove slowly through the parking lot with our headlights off, studying those parked cars. The lonely wail of a foghorn pierced the disappearing night. Flashes of James Bond and Cold War maneuvers proposed themselves as I scanned the dark for a faceless, trench-coated presence. This wasn’t a far-fetched conclusion. After all, for the last five years Dad had worked at North American Rockwell, with top security clearance, handling secret computer files.




But it soon became clear that such an important mission was not at hand. With the first hint of daylight throwing gray streaks into the black, I saw that Dad had pulled the station wagon up alongside a white pickup truck with a matching white trailer. Agitated, he left our engine running and quickly slid out of the car, unhooked the trailer from the white pickup truck, and began to lug it into position behind us.




“Bic!” he called hoarsely, beckoning me to assist. I needed no instructions. The two of us took little time in attaching the white trailer to our hitch.




On the road heading toward home, day breaking overcast, less dry and less hot than the day before, Dad lit a cigarette, turned on a Top 40 radio station, and hummed along, out of tune, with a self-satisfied grin on his face, tapping his heavy gold ring on the steering wheel in a beat all his own.




Back in our neighborhood, we came down the alley and pulled up behind the garage. Staring straight ahead to scope out the alley, he told me to go get Tony and put the trailer in the garage.




My brother hurried out to help. As soon as we detached the trailer, Dad sped off down the alley. Tony pulled as I pushed until we maneuvered the trailer into the almost empty garage.




“Now what?” I asked my brother.




Tony gestured toward the open garage door, indicating that we ought to close it. We headed out into the alley, lowered the door, and started up toward the house.




Dad met us on the way in, arms folded, nostrils flared. “Where do you two think you’re going?” Before we could answer, he informed us we were to return to work to clear out any remaining items from the garage. “Except the paint compressor,” he said. “Leave that on the shelf.”




We stumbled back toward the garage.




He called after us, “I’m leaving but I’ll be back soon.”




Tony’s face, which until now had shown little emotion, was starting to reflect the bewilderment I was feeling. But we both knew better than to say anything, thinking as we did that Papi was omnipresent, that he knew the truth of our misdeeds, our words, and our thoughts, no matter what.




Carrying the last of the junk, we trudged back and forth from the garage to the front yard, and every time we passed by the white trailer that belonged to someone else, I couldn’t stop thinking that my father had just stolen it and that I had helped him. Confusion, disappointment, and shame mixed with the resentment, exhaustion, and fear that had been building.




There were scars on my body I could identify and enumerate, a chronicle of my thefts—marks given to me at ages four, five, seven, eight, ten, and so on—because, I was told, I deserved to be punished. They were supposedly left to remind me what happens to those who take things that don’t belong to them. Papi usually claimed afterward that he hated administering such punishment, but what else would teach me that no one would ever trust or want to be friends with aladrón, a fucking thief?




What I now saw was that he was theladrón. Not only did he have no remorse, but stealing the boat trailer seemed to have given him pleasure.




It still didn’t dawn on me that he was stealingus.




 




Night fell before we were ready to leave. Time and images of our last day in Los Angeles became jumbled in sequence. At one point there was the sight of Papi in the garage, bent over the front of the white trailer, a lit cigarette in one hand, a metal sledgehammer in the other, and a small wooden box at his side that held what looked like drill bits.




“See,” he explained proudly, “I’m retapping the serial numbers so they’ll match the old trailer.” The wooden box, it turned out, was actually a tapping kit. After retapping the serial number, he employed his handy paint compressor, a tool acquired for the purpose of spray-painting our white refrigerator an awful avocado green.




I remembered how Mami reacted when he presented the fridge to the family. Of course, my mother—tall, beautiful, once proud and passionate—had been deprived for years of her natural expressions. Papi forbade her to even hug and kiss her sons, sure it would make us weak and effeminate. Still, she and I had our own form of communication, an unspoken, unarticulated love, and the same sense of humor. When she beheld the paint job, I saw her quickly put her hand to her mouth to cover up an expression of surprised repulsion—our eyes making covert contact.




The paint job on the Impala turned out better, even though that brown-gold color was another vain attempt to show the world Anthony Rivas was somebody—agold car driver—when in fact it looked more like metallic shit. He used the same color to repaint the stolen trailer.




Seeing the ease with which my father stole, retapped, and painted this trailer confirmed to me that he had done this before.




By the time we loaded up the car, Tony and I had gone without sleep for roughly thirty-six hours. The toughest challenge came earlier when Dad lay down for a rest, leaving me to stand guard out front. If I sat down, I knew that I would fall asleep, so I anchored myself by holding a tall rake and fought to keep my eyes open. But before I knew it, my brother’s voice startled me. “Vic! Vic! Wake up!”




Snapping to, I cleared my sight to focus in on Tony.




When he was sure I was conscious, Tony whispered, “You were asleep standing up. You were snoring.”




“Shit.”




My eyes had been open, he said, wide open. That tired, that scared.




Tony’s turn came when he went inside to make the coffee for Dad. This was routine by this era. We’d been schooled from our earliest years in the fine art of brewing Cuban coffee, bringing a cup of it to Papi’s bedside, and performing our respective duties in raising him from the dead of sleep—an effort that could sometimes become a daylong undertaking for the whole family.




Waiting for Tony to let me know the coffee was ready, I propped myself more firmly with the rake and again fell asleep standing up with my eyes open, which I discovered when the resoundingKAPOWWW of a small explosion jolted me back awake.




I raced inside to the kitchen. Tony was on the floor, a sixteen-year-old mound of jeans and sweatshirt seated and slumped over, hard asleep. High above the stove that held the capsized empty metal espresso maker, coffee and coffee grounds dripped from the ceiling.




I turned the burner off and woke Tony. Eyes rimmed red, he blinked and pointed at the clock. We were almost two hours late waking up Dad. The cause for the full-on freak-out came when he reported that he had just used the last of the Bustelo.




Unlike me—all passion, all emotion, in need of discipline and control—my brother rarely rebelled, never cried. But now he rubbed the wetness from his eyes. At Hawthorne High School, Tony would have been headed for a triumphant senior year—a football and wrestling star, an honors student who’d already skipped one year of school, a popular, great-looking guy with several girls vying for him. All of that would no longer be his. In Miami, he would probably have to start over, maybe not play sports, maybe give up the scholarships and other future gold he’d planned for.




What I now saw was that being taken away from here would be much harder on him. For me, it was almost a chance to start over, to shake off my reputation of being trouble. Because I had no way of predicting my own future, I convinced myself that as bad as things had gotten, they couldn’t be any worse in Florida.




The main event of the afternoon had been a pageant of my father’s flawed genius as he masterminded moving the cabin cruiser from the old, useless trailer to the new trailer. Plan A involved wooden blocks built as a brace to slide the boat from trailer to trailer. That failing, Plan B was to saw the old trailer in half, pull it out, and slide the new trailer under the boat. Plan C was required, which involved using the electric winch of the new trailer and the three of us to lift the cabin cruiser up a few inches off the old trailer.




These complications were no surprise to me. There was some moral justice being doled out by unseen forces, I sensed. Dad was a thief, I couldn’t argue with that anymore, and it looked possible that he would get away with this legally, but not in God’s eyes. Tony and I, despite our roles as accomplices, would be forgiven because, God knew, we had no real choice but to obey our father’s orders.




In the flow and dance of these maneuvers, a warning thought—triggered by the creaking of the wooden blocks—skittered through my head. Like the robot fromLost in Space who droned, “Danger! Danger, Will Robinson!” it told me that his idea to simply winch the boat forward onto the new trailer was faulty. In the din of Dad barking directions, theSCREEEECH of the winch, and theSCRAAAAPE of fiberglass against metal, it occurred to me that the physics at hand didn’t compute; the boat was not floating on the water but, rather, its back half rested on blocks on our front lawn—not the intended dynamics in this equation for what he had in mind.




At just the split second that this logic materialized, I looked down to see the front end of the boat landing on my right foot. There was no pain. In what seemed like minutes passing but was surely instantaneous, I grabbed the boat and, with a guttural yell from the bowels of my soul, pushed it up and off my foot.




To my own amazement, I not only lifted the two-ton cabin cruiser but felt no damage whatsoever to my foot. It should have been crushed. Papi only gawked at me, he and Tony almost nervous in their slack-jawed silence, as if they’d just seen Superman, or something more marvelous—the revenge of the saints my mother prayed to, her only trusted source of protection.




“Coño,you all right?” Dad cried, rushing to me.




“Yeah,” I said, hopping on it to show him.




He pulled off my shoe and sock, examined my foot, and pronounced me unscathed and able to return to work. At last, with the winch and a lot of pushing and pulling on our part, we succeeded in getting the boat onto the other trailer.




An hour and a half later, our home and lawn bare, darkness having fallen, Dad got behind the wheel, Tony at his right in the front passenger seat, Eddie, Barbie, and I in the backseat. The cool, dry summer night air was not comforting. There were no neighbors out to wish us well or give us freshly baked goods for the trip. There were no friends to hug good-bye.




I rolled down the window, leaned my head out, and looked back in the direction of the abandoned house, half hoping and half expecting to see my mother running down the sidewalk, imagining her night-splitting cry that would stop the car and reunite us with her.




But for as long as I could still see behind us, Mami did not appear. A memory of her perfume and an echo of her laugh came into my senses as we accelerated up the ramp onto I-10, heading east. Once before she had disappeared for weeks, after almost dying and being taken to the hospital as a Jane Doe. Papi had blamed her for abandoning us then, calling her collapse some sort of melodramatic feint for attention. Her “little holiday,” he had called it. Any number of things could have happened to her this time, none of the scenarios reassuring, and they ate at me as I gave in to sleep, comforting myself as I did that in Miami there were uncles and aunts who would help me find her and make sure she was safe.




There was another person somewhere in the city’s sprawl that I needed to come back and search for. My brother Robert, born a year and a half after Eddie, a brother I barely knew, was still living—or so I believed—in the care of strangers.




Before I closed my eyes to sleep, we passed the spires of downtown Los Angeles and I turned around again for a last look at the land we were leaving. These last looks were to be markers, like bread crumbs left in the woods, so that I could find my way home again after the night, back to wherever my mother really was.




 




I woke to a fog around my head and the pulsating, strobelike effect of yellow flashing lights. Our car was standing still, shaking violently from the velocity of the heavy traffic that was whizzing by. An eighteen-wheeler’s delayed back draft made it feel that we might become airborne.




Had we been pulled over? Had the police tracked Dad down for stealing the boat trailer? Had my mother contacted the authorities and told them that her children were missing? How long had we been gone? Since it was dark out, could I have slept from one night to the next? What state were we in?




A hard tug on the car drew my focus through the front windshield, where an enormous tow truck was hooking its tow to our car. We began to move slowly along the shoulder, then back into the flow of traffic, until I spotted an interstate sign with “California” written on the bottom border.




The ensuing twenty-four hours of delay—caused by the collapse of our station wagon’s rear axle—came as a slight reprieve. Dad was unusually subdued, despite his frustration that the nearest Texaco with a mechanic on duty wasn’t open until the morning, despite the expense that fixing it was going to entail, despite the cost of putting us up in a motel room.




At Denny’s, where we went after checking into our room, he quietly explained to Tony why the car had broken down—how the added weight of the boat and trailer had snapped the axle—speaking, as he often did, as if I weren’t there.




We ate, as always, in silence, until Barbie broke it, her tan pixie face crumpling into tears. “I want Mami. Where is she?” She didn’t wait for answers or worry that, as was his custom, Papi might reach underneath the table and give her a hard pinch. “I want Mami,” she repeated.




“Sí, sí,I know,” he answered, nodding sadly. “What can we do? We’ll get to Miami soon.”




At the motel, not long before midnight, I leaned over to turn off the light and noticed a phone book on the bottom shelf of the nightstand. It was then that I learned we had come only ninety miles, when I saw our location on it in big bold letters: “San Bernardino.”




It was another marker, another sign of how wrong it was to think that life had to get better because it couldn’t get worse.




Another night fell before we got back on the road. We continued to head east on I-10, through Palm Springs and into Arizona, at Blythe, as Dad raged about the slow, costly work of the mechanics at the Texaco, his tone suggesting, per his habit, that it was our fault.




“We’re just pulling too many pounds,” he rasped. “You fat-asses need to lose some weight!” He grinned playfully. Tony and I shit-grinned back. Papi caught my look in the rearview mirror and returned it with a burning scowl.




Considering the ridiculous weight that the car was hauling, it seemed to be driving fine. But to make sure he didn’t add to the strain, he instituted a no-air-conditioning policy.




Having the windows open helped take the edge off the heat that combined with the constant trail of cigarette smoke swirling through the car. Dad’s rings and watch clicked relentlessly on the steering wheel, punctuating the songs on the radio that seemed to have special significance—“The Long and Winding Road,” “Mama Told Me Not to Come,” and “O-o-h Child”…things are gonna get easier…




My father pushed on, driving like a man possessed, stopping only for fuel, food, or the restroom, and usually all three at the same time because they could be found in one stop. Tony—who’d just gotten his learner’s permit but wasn’t allowed to drive—played the role of navigator, studying maps and gauging distances that we had traveled.




Dad drove straight through the night after we left San Bernardino, through morning, noon, into the late afternoon, when, declaring his exhaustion, he pulled into a large rest area somewhere in southeastern New Mexico. Five hours later, two of which were occupied by staying away from the car so he could sleep and three of which were required for us to try to wake him, we set off again. I imagined the truck drivers and solo travelers shaking their heads in suspicion, the normal families talking to one another about how weird we had appeared—two teenage boys trying to pull their father’s limp, lifeless body out of the car.




As before, we left under the cover of night, as though we were in a race, against what or whom I didn’t know. Thingsweren’t going to get easier.




Phantom screams and thrashing by unseen hands reached into my dreams, jerking me awake enough to identify the sounds of rocks and gravel hitting the undercarriage of the car. In the right rear seat where I’d been resting my sleeping head against the window ever since we edged into the flat span of western Texas, I looked out and found no road extending from the right side of the car. What I did see was a forty-foot drop into a gully covered in brown grass and rocks. To my left, Eddie was asleep, leaning against the left rear door. Looking forward, I saw that Tony was in a deep sleep, with his chin on his chest and with Barbie curled up asleep in his lap, cradled in his arms. Behind the steering wheel, my dad was asleep with his hands firmly gripping the wheel.




Other than the sound of gravel beneath the car, the interior was dead silent. The car was drifting right, the sound of the gravel growing louder, all of us veering toward that downward plunge.




If I slapped my father to wake him up, I might die. But if I didn’t hit him, we would all definitely die.




My choice wasn’t difficult. It was simply a matter of adding up the many times my father had hit me in my face, a child of six, eight, eleven, twelve, even when I was sound asleep. Besides that, I realized that the primal act of getting to hit him back for the first time in my life was going to give me great pleasure.
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Sancti Spíritus







(1955–1957)






The multitude of palm trees of various forms, the highest and most beautiful I have ever met with, and an infinity of great and green trees; the birds in rich plumage and the verdure of the fields; render this country, most serene princes, of such marvellous beauty that it surpasses all others in charms and graces as the day doth the night in lustre. I have been so overwhelmed at the sight of so much beauty that I have not known how to relate it.




—Christopher Columbus, on Cuba,




to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, 1492









OLGAANGELICALOPEZIBARRAwas born prematurely on September 21, 1929, at 3P.M . in a hospital in Havana. She was the size of a small Coca-Cola bottle, all of four pounds. With no neonatal units or incubators to nurture her into life, she began her existence much as she would live it—in struggle.




My mother, to me, was the embodiment of Cuba. She was a natural beauty, dark, exotic, proud, intelligent, opinionated, ironic with a sense of tragicomedy, but unspoiled; then later, like our island itself, conquered, exploited, oppressed. My father did his best to obliterate her; he broke her into many pieces, but she refused to be completely vanquished. She had native and Spaniard coloring but was a mix of other ethnicities, like Cuba, my homeland. Many of her memories and experiences were passed on in my cells, my DNA, or were told in fragments over the years, usually with her back to me as she bent over our various kitchen counters preparing countless numbers of meals, often, if Papi wasn’t around, while her beloved Cuban music played on scratchy records or obscure radio stations.




In public, my mother danced with an abandon and joy—whether slow or fast,son ormambo —that seemed to belong to someone else, but at home she wasn’t allowed to dance, as though it might rouse her to counterrevolution against Papi. But music or not, she moved with a sensual grace to some internal Cuban beat, its core from African culture, with the rhythm of the claves—two thick wooden sticks about a foot long—keeping time.




My mother had another distinctive quality that she kept secret. She had the gift of sight. She could read omens and feel the presence of ghosts. Her energy produced heat and caused still water left in drinking glasses to bubble up as in a boiling cauldron. She had innate healing powers that, had she been free to direct her own destiny, might have led her to become a licensed medical professional. These powers may have been strengthened in her earliest days when she struggled between life and death, “all eyes and hair” as her parents described her at birth.




Pero con el ayudo de Dios—but with the help of God (Mami’s favorite phrase)—baby Olga survived and was soon allowed to go home. Her father, a handsome, stern policeman by the name of Jose Manuel Lopez—known as Manolo—carried his firstborn out of the hospital in one of the oversized pockets of his suit jacket. In their modest home, her mother, Eladia Ibarra, a pretty young seamstress, sewed garments smaller than doll clothes to fit tiny Olga.




Other struggles ensued. Less than a month after she was born, the Wall Street crash plummeted Cuba into its worst economic crisis up until that time. Four years later, a second child, Carmita, was born to the Lopez family, just as the country teetered on civil war. In the atmosphere of uncertainty, President Gerardo Machado resigned before boarding a plane to Miami, and a youthful army sergeant named Fulgencio Batista took control of the island nation.




Despite her family’s relative poverty and the national instability, love and protection were in abundance at home, such that Olga remembered her childhood as simple and quiet. She never thought of herself as a great beauty, she would say, but admitted later, “I had a certain look and knew how to win people over.” Was she too modest? “Well, they used to tell me that I was friendly and funny. Perhaps, due to my good nature, I was showered with happy moments.”




That charm, that positive, attractive energy drew her many suitors. After her diminutive start in life, she grew surprisingly tall—five foot six, taller than most Cuban girls of her generation; and with her milk-chocolate-colored eyes, thick long lashes, and a mane of wavy black hair, Olga Lopez, struggles notwithstanding, had the sparkle of one fated to be lucky in love. But then, through an unlucky series of circumstances, she met Antonio Rivas. Her gift of sight apparently fled her. For the rest of her days, Olga could not for the life of her recall what she had seen in him.




Nor could she fathom why she had recently broken off her engagement to Artemio, the true love of her life. Maybe it was partly because she had been only twelve years old when they met on the Havana city bus that she took to school (where her adored English teacher was Miss Amelie, who, as it so happened, went on to have a son named Andres, later to become famous as the actor Andy Garcia).




Aside from the fact that Artemio was nine years older and worked as a bus driver, he had qualities Olga liked. He was dark-haired, six feet tall, with a stylish thick mustache and a wonderful smile. Even though she was too young for suitors, he was a gentleman and very persistent, eventually earning her parents’ permission to take her on chaperoned dates. They made a striking couple, everyone agreed. With her gentle but hawk-eyed mother at their side, Olga and her beau experienced the glittering, glamorous Havana nightlife of the late 1940s. Though she was only the daughter of a civil servant, and he was but a humble bus driver, they were the most popular couple on the dance floor. With his rich singing voice, Artemio also made her feel special when, on occasion, he was asked to join the orchestra to sing and dedicated his crooning to her.




The plan was for them to be married once Olga completed the teaching program in which she enrolled after graduating from high school with honors. This career path was not entirely of her choosing. When she had told Manolo that she intended to become a nurse, her father had said, “Absolutely not.” A good man and a protective father, he was of the old-fashioned mind-set that nursing was not a respectable profession for an unmarried young lady. Why? “Because,” he insisted, “doctors carry on affairs with their nurses, ruining their reputations.”




Engaged to marry Artemio, in accordance with Manolo’s wishes, she pursued her teaching curriculum, but without her father’s knowledge and consent, she enrolled in nursing school at the same time. For three years, on top of her demanding studies to become a teacher, Olga secretly worked as a nurse’s aide at a local hospital that treated police officers.




In her circle of friends, there was a general attitude that fine, educated young ladies ought to seek marriage above their station in life. At first, this did nothing to mar her feelings for Artemio, who had patiently, attentively watched her blossom from adolescence to womanhood, remaining respectful of her innocence all the while. Olga’s friends agreed he was handsome and polite, but pointed out other concerns. Money and social status mattered, as did a prospective groom’s family name, despite what the love songs said. In fact, in America front-page headlines blamed the escalating divorce rate on crooners who made romantic love seem so simple, when, as everyone with any sense knew, marriage was work, hard work.




Olga couldn’t keep these notions out of her head. With what looked to be a life full of promise ahead of her, she broke off her engagement. The towels had already been monogrammed.




Only later did she come to regret ending her relationship with Artemio as the second worst decision of her life.




Meanwhile, after graduating with her teaching degree, Olga was preoccupied by an unexpected set of adventures and challenges that had come her way. Though she had assumed her first assignment would be in a school in Havana, she was instructed to pack her bags, as her job would be taking her out to classrooms across Cuba, in the underserved countryside. Almost like a young missionary, sometimes traveling on her own, she subsequently saw her island as few did, visiting every province of the land that lay beyond Havana—Baracoa, Santiago, Bayamo, Camagüey, Trinidad, and Sancti Spíritus. No doubt this turn of events worried her father, but she assured him that wherever she went, she was well treated.




Senorita Lopez taught students from all walks of life—from the families of wealthy ranchers and from the poorest of peasant families. She marveled at those who had little or nothing but managed to be very generous with whatever they did have. As she taught, she was also learning—picking up, for example, some of the folk medicine and healing rituals of Santeria, the white magic that combined African and native Caribbean spiritual beliefs, in addition to food recipes from the different regions.




Manolo had been a mess chef in the military and had taught both of his daughters to cook at an early age. By the time she was nine years old, Olga had been cooking most meals for her family. Now added to her repertoire were recipes she collected as she traveled across the countryside, yielding her versions of traditional Cuban dishes likearroz con pollo andlechón that were arguably among the best ever tasted, and eclectic creations without rival—like her Cuban fried rice, inspired by descendants of the Chinese traders who had once come to the island expecting to pass through but could never bring themselves to leave.




For a young woman who had been so sheltered, Olga Lopez became unusually independent—traveling in various modes of transportation not limited to boats, trains, and buses, but sometimes bycoche (horse-drawn buggy) or even on the backs of horses and mules. She had many occasions to be fearful but managed to survive the ordeals of travel, until one of her assignments took her out into the countryside at night and she was caught in a torrential downpour, on horseback, while crossing a river whose banks had overflowed. Terror seized her. For an instant she panicked, pulling back on the horse’s reins to turn him around as he pitched and reared, almost throwing her off into the turbulent water. She was sure she was going to die. Then she closed her eyes, allowing a calm to wash over her as she put herself in God’s hands, asking him to guide her horse. Beneath her, the horse began to swim and she clung to his mane the whole way, finally ending up miles from her destination—wet, still terrified, but safe.




Beautiful, strong, a teacher and a nurse who happened to cook like an angel, and an exceptional dancer, Olga attracted many suitors, among them a doctor, a sugarcane engineer, and an officer in the military. Despite the fact that she was almost twenty-three—by many standards old not to be married yet—she was not in a hurry to become engaged, and enjoyed their attentions. That changed when Batista’s minister of agriculture, Eduardo Suarez Rivas, began making unwanted advances toward her.




Minister Rivas first spotted her at a public art exhibit of her students’ work in the city of Sancti Spíritus, the capital of the province of the same name. Olga had taught in various schools in the region that catered to the children whose parents toiled on the big sugarcane plantations, as well as to the children of plantation owners. She also continued to offer her nursing skills to the local populace when she could.




The city of Sancti Spíritus—or Holy Spirit—presented her with further history lessons regarding her country’s early struggles. When the Spaniards first attempted to establish the city, a well-organized defense was staged by the area’s native inhabitants—hordes of notorious stinging ants—which made life unbearable for the conquistadors. The city of Sancti Spíritus was then moved to a new location, which was subsequently burned to the ground, not once but twice, by pirates. Lost in the blazes was Cuba’s first church, the Iglesia Parroquial Mayor del Espiritu Santo, built in 1522 and rebuilt later.




As a journalist riding with the Spanish army, a young Winston Churchill had visited the city in 1895. The region’s lush beauty and its undercurrent of imminent danger were impressed upon Churchill when he narrowly escaped death during a skirmish with Cuban independence fighters.




Senorita Lopez had no inkling of her imminent danger when the head of the ministry of agriculture first laid eyes on her at the public gathering to view the artwork of the students in the city. Aristocratic and chivalrous, the elderly minister merely took note of her, masking evidence that he was quite smitten. He may have turned and said something to a younger man at his side, his twenty-two-year-old nephew, Antonio Arturo Guillermo Rivas Garcia-Rubio—who also bore an aristocratic, charming air—to find out who she was. Neither said anything to her until another gathering in Sancti Spíritus provided an occasion for the minister to approach her, introduce himself, and ask her where she was from, how she had come to teach in the area, and who her family was. Innocently enough, Olga answered his questions, volunteering that she was hoping to return to Havana soon to see her family.




“Well, then,” Minister Rivas declared, handing her his card, “you must come to see me when you’re in Havana.” He promised that if she did—and his desires were now clear—he might be able to arrange for her to receive a promotion.




Since Olga was still in an apprentice program and had not obtained her permanent teaching credentials, she badly wanted a promotion. But not if it meant submitting to the lust of a man older than her father. When she didn’t come to see him in Havana, the official continued to pursue her; she continued to fend off his advances. Finally he threatened that unless she gave in to him, he would arrange for her dismissal.




Distraught that all of her schooling and hard work would go to waste because she hadn’t fulfilled the fantasies of an old man, Olga, when she happened to run into the minister’s nephew, couldn’t refrain from confiding in him.




Antonio Rivas, or Tony, as his friends called him, listened empathetically. “Don’t worry,” he told Olga, “my uncle will change his mind. I’ll see to it.”




True to his word, he pulled the appropriate strings and she was able to keep her job, continuing, for the time being, to teach throughout the province of Sancti Spíritus. Olga felt indebted to Tony and appreciated how he had so gallantly extended himself on her behalf, without asking anything in return. Or so she thought.




What she didn’t suspect was that perhaps Tony wanted to prove himself by snaring the unobtainable woman that even his powerful uncle couldn’t obtain, not so much because he was smitten or in love, but almost as a kind of macho contest. Ironically, when he made occasional visits to see her at the schools where she taught, Olga assumed that his interest was only platonic. Of course, she wouldn’t have minded if he had romantic intentions. With his white freckled skin, light reddish brown hair, and intense light eyes—not to mention that he wasn’t so tall—he wasn’t her type. But he was rich. Or so she thought.




Antonio Arturo Rivas Garcia-Rubio had been born into one of the most prominent families in Sancti Spíritus. His father, Victoriano Rivas, was locally revered as the magistrate of the province. The majority of the family wealth came from cattle ranching through the Garcia-Rubio lineage of Tony’s mother, Maria Garcia-Rubio. The family owned and resided on a sprawling ranch called Las Minas—the Mines.




Yes, Olga had to admit that she was impressed by his pedigree, by his stylish, immaculate attire, by the articulate way he spoke—with his flair for drama—and most of all, by his flattering words about her generous spirit, which he witnessed in her classroom. Tony told her that it was obvious how much all the students loved their friendly, funny, and attractive teacher, and that he admired her infectious goodness, which made it so easy for her to win people over. He also expressed his shock and concern that she had to suffer working conditions that were unsanitary for both her and the children—without any form of ventilation or fans to relieve the monstrous tropical heat and humidity. He pledged to use his influence to help.




In this subtle, chaste way, he was pursuing her, Olga soon understood, not with any sexual overtures but with personal interest that was more than that of a kind friend, and that possibly—she may have secretly hoped—would lead to a marriage proposal. She waited coyly for a courtship to evolve. It never did. He did not ask to be her boyfriend, or invite her to elegant places to woo her. They didn’t go dancing, never held hands, never kissed.




Instead, to her surprise, Antonio Rivas arrived at her parents’ home unannounced during one of her visits to Havana, asking to have a conversation with her father.




“Senor Lopez,” Tony began respectfully, “I don’t want your daughter to work anymore. The conditions are unbearable. She shouldn’t have to suffer such hardships.”




Manolo was annoyed at the young man’s presumption, aware that he was rich and couldn’t fathom the fact that some people had no choice whether to work or not. Biting back his annoyance, he said, “Yes, that’s true, but I do not approve of a single woman not having a legitimate job, with the implications that go along with that.”




“I understand,” countered Rivas. “In three months I intend to marry Olga.Con su permisión, of course.”




“What? Three months, you say? Is there a reason for such a quick wedding date?” As a policeman, Manolo had been trained to control his anger. But he was clearly furious.




Tony apologized profusely for any misunderstanding, explaining that he wished to marry her as soon as possible in order for her to stop working so that she could take her rightful place in his home. “I would marry her tomorrow,” he swore, “except that it will take a little time to organize a proper wedding, as she deserves. With my parents’ help as well.” His family would take care of the costs, he insisted.




Manolo was now impressed. Who was he to stand in the way of his daughter’s marrying into a family of the stature of the Rivas Garcia-Rubios? Throwing off his earlier misgivings, he acquiesced to the plan. After Antonio left to return to Sancti Spíritus—pleased to have, in effect, just bought himself a beautiful, virtuous bride—Manolo presented the news to Olga.




She was overjoyed, even though it occurred to her, in passing, that she was sorry to give up her work—the teaching and especially the nursing. But this was a sacrifice she was willing to make, if it mattered to Tony, because other than that, the life she was about to begin seemed like a dream come true, a Cinderella story. Caught up in imagining a future married to the heir of a vast fortune, Olga didn’t consider how little she really knew him. She didn’t question how she really felt about him, assuming perhaps that she would grow to love him in time, and she ignored warnings that she would have otherwise heeded.




For example: in Havana, Tony Rivas had a reputation as a playboy and a troublemaker. He was a known member of a motorcycle club that raced in a pack across the island along the palm-tree-lined highways, wearing their black leather jackets and black leather-brimmed caps, with no political agenda other than following the drive of their testosterone. (Later photographs revealed his stark resemblance to Marlon Brando inThe Wild One .) This was how Tony earned his nickname as El Ciclón—the Cyclone; he was at the center of the storm that roared into Havana to raise hell in the nightclubs before blowing out, back to the provinces.




Olga also didn’t know that the reason Tony’s parents had sent him to America to be educated at a Georgia military school was disturbing behavior in his childhood and youth that had given him, as the youngest of their three children, the role of black sheep in the family. She was aware that he was extremely smart, capable of attaining success in any number of professional capacities. But she dismissed clues that he had already squandered most of his inheritance and had no money of his own, and that one of the reasons his parents were eager for him to marry her was probably the hope that her responsible, upstanding nature would rub off on him.




Of course, none of that was suggested by his parents or siblings when they arrived in Havana a few weeks before the wedding. Unlike the Lopez family, which had more indigenous blood, the Rivas family members were essentially Spaniards in their appearance and attitudes. Tony’s father, Victoriano, a distinguished-looking gentleman with a head of well-coiffed white hair, carried himself with the stately air that went along with the office of a provincial magistrate—reminiscent of President Woodrow Wilson. Tony’s mother was likewise elegant, gracious, and sweet, “a saint” in Olga’s eyes. She was equally impressed by Tony’s older brother, Jose Luis, who was tall and dashing, with a quiet intelligence, and their beauty of a sister, the fair-skinned, regal Maria Rosa.




In the midst of her unfolding fairy tale, only days away from the wedding—planned as a simple ceremony to be well attended—Olga was just too excited and busy to entertain second thoughts. But Manolo was not as blindsided. When he sat his daughter down for a talk, his face was grave as he began, “Don’t marry this man.”




Dumbfounded, she sat frozen until she could muster the courage to ask why her father had changed his mind about Antonio.




“Because,” Manolo stated without reservation, “he is not a good man.”




Was he forbidding her to get married? No, but he begged her to call the wedding off. “Mark my words,” Manolo warned, “he is a mama’s boy.”




Olga saw her father’s genuine worry. She knew he wanted only what was best for her, to protect her for as long as he could, and she also believed he was deeply perceptive, that he usually saw through the most adept of disguises—a quality she had inherited from him. So she deliberated carefully, weighing his concern against thoughts of how the invited guests would react if she called everything off, not to mention Tony’s parents, who had taken care of all the expenses of the wedding and the lavish honeymoon, in addition to the house they had rented for the new bride and groom in Sancti Spíritus—complete with expensive furniture and all the necessary items for a couple to begin married life together. Ultimately, she decided that Manolo was just being overly protective, not so uncommon for any father about to give his daughter’s hand away in marriage. No, he had to be mistaken about Tony. He would see.




On July 24, 1953, Olga Lopez married Antonio Rivas in a chapel in her hometown of Arroyo Narango, a suburb of Havana. She was radiant, the most stunningly beautiful bride any of the guests had ever seen, or so many repeated at the wedding reception—which, oddly enough, seemed to bother the groom after hearing it said with every “congratulations.” Olga didn’t notice that when they posed for family photographs, he was the only person in the wedding party who refused to smile for the camera.




On July 26, two days later, the theretofore little-known Fidel Castro and his band of revolutionaries attacked the army barracks of the Moncada garrison in Santiago. The coup was a total failure and those who survived, including Castro, were imprisoned on the Isla de los Pinos—the Isle of Pines. But it was not the last of Fidel or the revolution; rather it was the beginning of the end of everything Cuba had been before.




That same night, in her honeymoon suite, my mother’s fairy tale was quickly unraveling. It was the end of everything she had been before, the beginning of the nightmare.




 




As I was growing up and hearing the different pieces of her story, Mami spared me the graphic details of how that first assault took place. She had a talent for understatement that way, always facetiously referring to Papi as “El Caballero”: “the Gentleman.”




Part of the picture I got was that, in Jekyll-Hyde fashion, he turned out to be one of those abusive men who believed that once he had married a woman and taken her virginity, she belonged to him—to beat as he pleased, as he might a horse he owned at the ranch, the way he mistreated servants. On a whim.




But there was something else, some weirdness in the bedroom that led to the violence when it erupted the first time. Later Mami said she thought it was jealousy underneath the rage that caused him to beat her senseless as he called her a whore and used a pair of scissors to ruin each of the lovely dresses that had been made or bought for her honeymoon, by slashing them and then cutting them up into hundreds of little pieces. Instead of being proud of her good looks, he was jealous of them, if that was possible, enraged by her beauty and by the way others found her attractive.




My mother locked herself in a hotel room, packed the remains of her clothing into her suitcase, and made the decision to leave the next morning and return to her parents. When morning came, she hesitated, remembering the sacred vows she had taken, feeling ashamed for not listening to her father, and not wanting to bring further shame to her family. But all her inner voices were telling her—leave, leave, leave!




My father showed up before she left, crying morosely and wringing his tear-streaked white handkerchief in his hands, begging for forgiveness. He assured her that an outburst like that would never happen again. He promised to replace the dresses. For the next few days he was his charming, considerate self, but when he brought the new dresses to her—several of them—she was mortified to discover that they were long and unflattering, severe, meant for older, matronly women.




Mami’s gift of sight returned to her then. She prayed to her saints for protection and guidance to help her awful choice of a husband to improve, but she remained wary. For the time being Papi did improve. He tried to control his temper for the most part, at moments showing her warmth, affection, and even the fun, seductive side of El Ciclón. Unfortunately, this was a side of himself that he liked to show to others too. After Mami became pregnant, some three months following their marriage, she was informed, somehow, that the housemaid who had been working for her and Papi had paid a startling visit to Las Minas.




The maid asked to speak with my grandparents, whereupon she disclosed that she had been having an affair with their son Antonio and was pregnant with his child. Apparently the young woman had already learned that her employer had no money to give her, so she was appealing to his parents for financial support.




Victoriano—who may have dealt with similar appeals in the past—did not question whether she was telling the truth or not. But he did remind the unwed mother that she was of legal age and therefore the baby was her responsibility. He sent her away empty-handed.




Mami later heard that the maid gave birth to a girl, though the paternity was never verified. If Papi was the father, somewhere in the world there would be a half sister to my siblings and me, born roughly in July of 1954, around the same date that my mother went into labor with her baby and was rushed to La Clínica de Los Angeles.




During the excruciating hours that followed, Dr. Orizando eventually came to the conclusion that if he was able to save the baby, the mother, given her weakened state, would probably not survive the birth. The problem, so Mami explained, was that Antonio Arturo Rivas Jr., weighing over ten pounds, was obviously quite content to stay in her safe, warm, aquatic womb, and simply refused to come out. If it is true that prenatal babies can hear and sense the world that’s waiting for them, that would make sense in my family’s case.




When Tony was finally born, on July 9, Mami’s vital signs were fading and she began to hemorrhage. She lost so much blood that Dr. Orizando was now certain that giving life to my brother was going to take hers.Pero con el ayudo de Dios… she survived. I later wondered if in that tunnel through which we are said to pass after death—the dark gauntlet with the glorious light at its end where Mami’s saints would have been waiting to guide her to heaven—she didn’t turn back and decide to return for her new infant and the other children to be born to her. She may have known how much we would need her.




My father undoubtedly was overjoyed to have a First Son, his namesake, almost as if Tony Jr.’s goodness and brilliance would redeem Papi’s shortcomings. There was never a question in my young mind about his proud, loving feelings for my brother. In my role as Second Son I was cast in the position of always having to try harder to prove my worth, and I didn’t always recognize the toll that Papi’s expectations for perfection took on Tony, starting at an early age, in addition to the stigma he bore for being the baby Mami had almost died for when bringing him into the world.




My birth, fifteen months later, on October 1, 1955, at La Clínica de Los Angeles in the town and province of Sancti Spíritus (amid angels and holy spirits), was much less auspicious, except for the accidental fall Mami took on the last day of her ninth month when, during a visit from my Abuela Maria and Abuelo Chucho (our nickname for Victoriano), she tripped and landed awkwardly on the edge of a drawer with her huge belly. Maybe it was an omen that I was destined to withstand major physical onslaughts later on, accidental and otherwise.




When she was pregnant, Papi’s violence tended to be restrained, so in a way she was fortunate to be as fertile as she was—although, considering the size of her babies, this was a mixed blessing. Thankfully my delivery was not the gargantuan struggle Tony’s had been, but I was even bigger, weighing in at a hefty ten and a half pounds. “A beautiful baby!” Mami liked to say whenever remembering—except, well, there was one thing. The fingers. I had been born with six fingers on each hand, an ominous sign the meaning of which was never explained to me. The doctor snipped them off and preserved them in a jar for Mami, who kept them under lock and key, another family secret.




In honor of both my grandfathers, my parents named me Victor Manuel Remigio Rivas Garcia-Rubio Lopez. While Tony had my mother’s darker coloring and features, from Papi’s side I was fair skinned, with light eyes.




Back at home, Mami had two babies to nurse, one for each breast. At church and other community or family gatherings, we presented a handsome picture of a happy, loving, upper-class Cuban family. My father was a magician at striking the pose of normalcy. My mother’s open smile became forced. She learned to keep more secrets.




Papi’s roaming continued. Shortly after my birth, during a dash to and from Havana, he broke his leg in a motorcycle accident. While he was in a cast, he volunteered to sleep on the living room sofa—so as not to disturb Mami’s sleep and to avoid any accidental kicks from her.




She didn’t object but was highly concerned at one point when she woke in the middle of the night to hear my father moaning and gasping, seemingly in a bout of horrendous pain. Mami hurried to the living room to help. The bedding on the sofa was in disarray and he wasn’t there, as if he had tumbled out and dragged himself to the bathroom. With the volume of his moans escalating, she ran to the bathroom, imagining that he had slipped on the tile. He wasn’t there either. Following the reverberation of what was starting to sound more like pleasure than agony, she made her way to the live-in housemaid’s bedroom. After a moment’s hesitation, she opened the door. There he was, leg cast and all, on top of the young woman, humping away. Mami closed the door, swallowed whatever outrage ought to have been hers into a silent, cold shield that was forming around her heart, and returned to her bedroom.




Manolo had been right. Antonio Rivas was a mama’s boy: he saw what he liked and he took it, with a sense of entitlement that had nothing to do with how he was raised. But on a more encouraging note, Papi seemed to take seriously his role as a provider. When he and Mami were married, his father had gotten him a post with the Justice Department—the first job he had ever held—and though that hadn’t lasted long, he struck on a better idea, announcing to Mami late in 1956 that he had decided he wanted to move to the United States. His days at the Georgia military school had left him with fond memories of the good life in America, and he assured her there would be plenty of professional opportunities there for which he was well suited.




Just three years later, the first great wave of Cuban exiles would begin migration to American shores, fleeing Castro’s communist regime and all that it entailed. But our departure had nothing to do with the revolution, even though its roots were taking hold out in the provinces, partly in reaction to the growing decadence and corruption that flourished in Havana. Oblivious to the political winds that were blowing, my father, then as later, simply wanted to move somewhere else, somewhere better (perhaps away from the scrutiny or judgment of his parents and siblings), and made arrangements to do so as quickly as possible.




Because it would be easier to obtain the necessary paperwork in the capital, the four of us moved to Havana to stay with Mami’s parents. Soon after that, Papi was granted his visa and went on ahead of us to search for work and housing. For almost a year, my mother waited for him to send for us. In the interim, she rarely heard from him and he never sent her any money, so both sets of grandparents supported us. Finally, not long after my second birthday, Papi called to say he was ready for us to join him.




On October 26, 1957, Mami, my brother, Tony, and I flew to the United States, leaving our tropical homeland officially for good. Only one submerged memory of my earliest childhood in Sancti Spíritus came with me. Other memories of Cuba were acquired a year and a half later, thankfully, when Abuelo Chucho and Abuela Maria sent for my brother and me in the summer of 1959 to come for a two-month visit.




Some of the grainier images stayed preserved, very generally, from what was my then almost four-year-old awareness, like bright, wide swipes of color—in multiple shades of green everywhere, in tropical, jungle shapes, in snaking narrow roads through expansive fields bursting with crops of different kinds, swatches of grazing land with contented livestock dining away, and air so thick with humidity it refracted all those colors like a prism. Other recollections were more vivid and specific, like the day that my grandparents took us to the famed beaches of Varadero, where the sand was so white and squeaky underneath my feet that it felt as if I were walking on talcum powder.




Our stay in Sancti Spíritus at Las Minas also left strong impressions: the long, unpaved driveway lined by towering palms that led to the opulent two-story main house, with gardeners, ranch hands, chauffeurs, cooks, valets, housekeepers, and other servants (apparently more populous than the number of actual residents), all of whom seemed to welcome our presence and cater to our wants. Most memorable was Moya, the headcochero —driver—who worked on the ranch with his wife.




Moya was one of the most striking men I had ever seen, with ebony black skin so dark he was almost blue in tone, and a royal demeanor that, in my perception, put him in my wealthy grandfather’s league of importance. When he wasn’t chauffeuring family members in a luxury car, Moya drove an old topless army jeep around the ranch, running errands, on which Tony and I volunteered to join him as often as he would have us.




That is, until the day we went out with him and he had to stop back at the ranch to get something. Moya turned off the motor, took his keys, and bounded into the house. Tony—who had just turned five—slid over to the driver’s seat, placed his hands on the steering wheel, and pretended that he was driving.




Entertained, I laughed and said, “Let me try!”




Tony ignored me and instead studied the mechanics of the stick shift, jerking it hard enough to force it out of gear and into neutral. We could feel the jeep begin to roll slowly backward down the slight incline of the driveway as we exchanged big smiles. Magic!




Tony held the steering wheel straight as we began to pick up speed, at exactly the same moment we looked back to see Moya emerge from the house. Racing toward us, he waved both of his hands at us, screaming,“Coño! Que estan haciendo? ” Our laughter turned to frightened hysteria as it became clear that the faster Moya ran after us, the farther away from him we were. Picking up speed, somehow the jeep—which fortunately did not have power steering—maintained a fairly straight reverse course. We flew backward down the entire length of the driveway and across the paved main road, careening into shrubbery so dense that it behaved like a latter-day air bag, cushioning our crash.




Moya’s immediate concern was for our well-being, not the blame he was going to shoulder for our mishap. Seeing that we were uninjured, though traumatized, he told us we were extremely lucky that there had been no traffic on the main road and that we hadn’t crashed or tipped over into a roadside canal. Moya’s message had another implication for me, which was that a protective adult would do anything in his power to make sure children in his care were not hurt. My father’s messages from this era told me something else.




When we visited my mother’s parents in Havana, they too made us feel safe and loved unconditionally. Even though I have only a dim recollection of their home and lifestyle from this visit, I later wondered if the feeling of safety that I associated with Abuelo Manolo and Abuela Muñeca (she was affectionately nicknamed “Doll”) had come from our earlier, yearlong stay with them when Papi had already left for the United States.




When Tony and I left Cuba at the end of the summer of 1959, we said good-bye to my mother’s parents not knowing that we would never see them again.




Only three months after we left, Fidel Castro’s New Year’s Eve coup toppled Batista’s regime in Havana and flooded the country with fatigue-wearing revolutionaries. There was no mention in our household of why it was happening, what it meant, or how this might impact us or our relatives. Certainly, the prospect that we would never see our homeland again was not suggested.




As other events and challenges occupied my attention, the soil from which I first grew became more and more distant in my sensibilities, and my early years all but faded from conscious memory. Many years later, I had a strange dream in which I was a toddler, maybe a little over one year old, that I eventually recounted for Mami, as usual when she was busy in the kitchen, this time while doing dishes.




In the dream, I told her, I was wearing a diaper and had the terrifying, helpless sensation of falling backward, as though in slow motion, attached somehow to a high chair.




With her back to me as I described the odd emotion of shame that accompanied my fall in the dream, I saw her suddenly freeze. Her shoulders hunched over the sink and began to shake involuntarily. She was crying.




Without turning around, Mami said,“Ay, hijo, como tu te puedes acorda te ese momento? Tu tenias meno de dos anos.” How can you remember that moment? You were less than two years old.




What I hadn’t recovered in my dream was that just before the fall I took in the high chair that day in Sancti Spíritus, she had, innocently enough, told Papi that she had found me in my high chair with my hands down the front of my diaper—obviously having discovered my penis and the primal pleasure that came from touching it—and she hadn’t known what to do to discourage such behavior.




For Mami, there was a lesson to emerge from this episode, making it the first and the last time that she asked El Caballero to resolve a situation involving her children that she could handle on her own. For me, the lesson filtered into later years, bringing with it the idea that whatever punishment I received, I deserved.




The moment Papi heard what his fifteen-month-old Second Son had been doing, he walked over and gazed down at me, and then, without a second thought, gave me a stinging backhand slap. The force of the blow not only sent the high chair and me toppling over backward, but threw me out of my chair so that I hit the back of my head on the coffee table.




All that came to me in the dream at a later age, however, was the sensation of free-falling backward, my first memory in life, one of my few memories of Sancti Spíritus.
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