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	“The Desmond you don’t know about is the one who not only taught me the next level of songwriting, but so many of the true aspects of friendship: truth, honor, and loyalty.”


	—Jon Bon Jovi


	“He only knows how to write one kind of song: a hit.”


	—Cher


	“I can describe him in three words: Blood, Sweat, and Hits.”


	—Alice Cooper


	“I love myself for writing with him.”


	—Joan Jett


	“The first time we met, we wrote ‘Angel’ in about an hour and forty-five minutes—and I’m not bullshitting. The guy’s a f#@king genius.”


	—Steven Tyler


	“Desmond Child is a game-changer. As a singer, songwriter, producer, and visionary, he has deconstructed and reconstructed the global soundscape, adding an electrical charge that continues to light up our musical culture.”


	—Emilio Estefan


	“For more than five decades of Number 1 hits that stretch across two centuries . . . Desmond Child and Diane Warren have ruled as the king and queen of popular songwriting. The only problem is trying to figure out which one is which!”


	—John Stamos


	“Desmond Child . . . always a threat.”


	—Diane Warren
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		At twenty-two years old, New York City, 1975
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	For my husband, Curtis,


	our sons, Roman and Nyro,


	and in memory of


	my mother, Elena Casals
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	Desmond & Winston, New York City, 1992




	To Winston Simone,


	manager of a lifetime




	TABLE OF CONTENTS


	FOREWORD BY PAUL STANLEY


	INTRODUCTION BY DAVID RITZ


	PART ONE: FROM CUBA, WITH LOVE AND CHAOS


	What’s a Song Doctor?


	Doña Tristeza


	Viva La Revolución


	Beba’s Mambo


	Gun Running in the Everglades


	Daddy Lopez


	Violeta


	Magic City


	Father Figure


	PART TWO: THE BIRTH OF DESMOND CHILD


	Nightchild


	The Truth Comes Out


	Gina Works the Diner All Day


	Desmond Child & Rouge


	Runners In The Night


	Dakota


	PART THREE: THE DISCIPLE


	Gurus, Mentors & Frauds . . . Oh My!


	Dude Looks Like A Lady


	The Evil Empire


	PART FOUR: THE BOY FROM MISSOURI


	Love in a Limo


	Discipline


	Christmas In My Soul


	PART FIVE: LA VIDA LOCA


	The Earth Shook


	The Cup Of Life


	Time Out for the King of Pop


	Little Red Ferrari


	Two


	Ghetto Fabulous


	Leftover Meat Loaf


	Humanity Hour I


	Waking Up In Vegas


	Mimí of Miamí


	Chapel Of Love


	Barbraland


	Rocking the Parthenon


	My Cardboard Boxes


	CODA: THE HUSTLE


	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


	PHOTOGRAPHY


	DESMOND CHILD SONGWRITER DISCOGRAPHY


	DESMOND CHILD PRODUCER DISCOGRAPHY


	INDEX


	ABOUT THE AUTHOR


	ABOUT THE COLLABORATOR




	[image: ]


	“It was Paul Stanley who taught me how to write stadium anthems the KIS’S way.


	His towering influence is alive in every hit song I’ve ever written. There is no Desmond Child without Paul Stanley.”


	—Desmond Child




	FOREWORD


	By Paul Stanley


	It’s 1977. I’m walking down Eighth Street in Greenwich Village when I see flyers on a telephone pole for a group called Desmond Child & Rouge. Their image captivates me: a young man with curly, coiffed blond hair, and three sultry dark-haired urban-styled young women. They’re playing an uptown club called Trax. I decide to check them out.


	It takes only minutes before I’m blown away. The music speaks to me. The music kills me. Rouge—the three ladies—are sensational. They sing with unabashed joy and sensuality. The backing band lays down flawless grooves. And there’s Desmond, front and center. The leader. The front man. The songwriter. The architect.


	Des sings with a theatricality more rooted in passion than Broadway.


	I think: if Doc Pomus and Laura Nyro had a baby delivered at the Brill Building, his name would be Desmond Child.


	I go backstage to meet the man. Turns out we share the same roots and inspirations. We become fast friends. In no time, Des and I are writing together. Our first song, “The Fight,” is sung on his group’s first album. Our second song, “I Was Made For Lovin’ You,” becomes KISS’s first and only Top 5 song worldwide.


	Our friendship is forged in mutual appreciation. Our paths cross often.


	Now it’s 1984. KIS’S takes a fledging band called Bon Jovi as our opening act. The group desperately needs a hit. Their manager Doc McGhee asks me to write with them. I agree, but only if I can also produce their album. Doc says no. I say, “Fine, but if you’re looking for someone who can cowrite smashes, call this man.” I give him Desmond’s number. Thank God Doc says no to me and yes to Des who does what I never could have. He solidifies and elevates their writing to a stellar level that becomes a template for decades to come. “Livin’ On A Prayer.” “Bad Name.” Incredible.


	With that mega success comes constant requests for him to work his magic with top artists the world over, many of whom have fallen from popular favor. Every time, Des knocks it out of the park.


	Ironically, it’s sad to see Des sometimes shunned by certain collaborators, where his only crime is reigniting their career. Some go as far as to say, “We don’t need Desmond Child.” Wrong. They do need him. We all do.


	Over the years, he and I go on to write great classics for KIS’S. On his own, Desmond hits the top of the charts time and again. While some see me as the guy who gives him his big break, the truth is that his meteoric rise is inevitable. Six decades of hits attest to that fact.


	In reading his memoir, I learn of the remarkable drama of his life. Some things I already know; many I do not. There’s exhilaration, there’s darkness, struggle, triumph, heartache—all the elements that constitute a singular and compelling story.


	It is my good fortune to continue to connect with this funny, complex and kind shaman. What a joy to watch him pull hit melodies and lyrics out of thin air!


	I remain proud—and deeply grateful—to call him a true and loving friend.




	INTRODUCTION


	By David Ritz


	Jon Bon Jovi and Joe Perry had told me about Desmond Child, describing him as a songwriting sorcerer with a magic sauce all his own.


	“He’s the dude who taught me the true meaning of friendship,” said Jon.


	So when Des called and said he wanted to discuss doing a book, I was pumped. I’d finally get to meet the sorcerer himself. 


	He showed up at my home office, sat on the couch, and announced, “No questions are off-limits.”


	It took less than thirty minutes for his tears to flow. He wore his heart on his sleeve. His story came pouring out—the pain, heartaches, triumphs, transformations.


	I was stunned.


	I signed on. And off we went, interviewing and writing around the world. Three weeks on a Greek island. Months in Destonia, his Nashville compound. Months in his New York Cole Porter-esque apartment overlooking Central Park. Months in and out of the hottest studios in LA.


	Des talks like he writes; Des talks like he sings. His storytelling has a spellbinding rhythm and rhyme. His complexities, contradictions, mental gymnastics, unbridled enthusiasm—they add up to a charisma of astounding singularity.


	Ain’t no one like Desmond Child.


	Ours became more a musical jam than a literary collaboration. His brilliance as a writer emerged in new and surprising ways. His ability to turn a phrase, go deep, employ humor, and, most impressively, bring light to darkness.


	In working with others, I’ve seen how darkness can frighten. But Des not only refused to shy away from the most challenging chapters in his story—he embraced them.


	The result is a book of rare courage.


	Here’s what I did wrong.


	Here’s what I did right.


	This is who I was.


	This is who I wanted to be.


	This is who I am.
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	With David Ritz, Folegandros, Greece, 2016


	




	PART ONE


	FROM CUBA, WITH LOVE AND CHAOS
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	WHAT’S A SONG DOCTOR?


	I don’t like the term. “Song doctor” was something that Gene Simmons said when asked about my contributions to two major KISS hits. In the minds of many rock bands, the doctor comes in to treat the patient—the already composed song—with a couple of vitamin shots. The doctor’s role is viewed as minimal. He’s not really a writer; he’s a fixer. I reject that notion. Of the thousands of songs I’ve cowritten, I’ve never simply “fixed” a song. The magic that happens between two or more songwriters is impossible to break down systematically. It’s not science; it’s art. I may be brought in when a melody or lyric has already been suggested. I may alter that melody. I may continue the storyline or come up with an entirely different narrative. Or start from scratch, which is most often the case. Because I am both a musician and a lyricist, a piano player and a vocalist, a producer and an arranger, I come to a song from many different angles. The same is true with my dozens of collaborators. They bring their strengths as well. That’s why my approach is that credit be distributed equally among all participants. Even if someone did nothing but add a few words, change a few notes, or tweak a melody, those additions, changes, or tweaks might be the very thing that sparks the song’s success.


	But egos are egos, and egos can sometimes undermine the collaborative process and its aftermath. Before you enter the room, the sign may say, “Leave your ego at the door,” but when the song is written and you leave the room, your ego is right there waiting for you. When the song becomes a smash, your ego emboldens, especially if you’re the bandleader hungry for credibility as a writer. It’s easy to forget—or resent the fact—that you didn’t write the song alone. I’ve seen this pattern emerge over and again.


	Yet collaboration is at the heart of my songwriting process. I love kicking ideas around. I love working with one or two other composers, men and women whose backgrounds and instincts are different than my own. It’s an exhilarating experience that never grows old. No matter what has happened in my life, collaborative songwriting has been a constant.


	It’s nearly impossible not to become friends with your collaborators.


	The experience breeds intimacy. When done best, it’s a heart-to-heart exchange. Sometimes, though, it can take a while for hearts to open. Other times, the chemistry is instant.


	That was the case when Jon Bon Jovi called to ask me to write with him and his lead guitarist, Richie Sambora.


	I didn’t know this then, but Jon’s plan was that he, Richie, and I would write together and generate some income by composing songs for major artists other than Bon Jovi. Ironically, we got together only months after I was dropped as a writer from Walden Cotillion Music, the publishing arm of Atlantic Records. They didn’t think I had written enough hits for them and didn’t pick up my third term.


	The initial Bon Jovi/Sambora/Child session took place in the dead of winter in a little wooden house on the edge of a New Jersey swamp where Richie still lived with his mom and dad. Nearby was a complex of oil refineries looming over the brown and gray marsh. It was not an idyllic rock ’n’ roll setting that day, or maybe it was, as it turned out to be an auspicious beginning of an ongoing collaboration. From the start we adopted a motto, “Dare to suck,” meaning no creative idea was out of bounds or subject to scorn.


	We worked in a cold laundry-room basement where they had set up a keyboard for me on a rickety Formica dinette table from the fifties. Although Bon Jovi hadn’t hit mega-stardom yet, they had a coterie of fans. In fact, through the muddy basement windows I could see the ankles of girls walking around the house in hopes of getting a glance at their young idols. In his early twenties, Jon was the most handsome, and the smartest, of all the hair-band heroes. He was sweet and thoughtful and fixated on fame. His drive was unrelenting. In spite of the fact that I was living in an all-for-one commune, my drive was just as strong.


	The session started tentatively. The mood wasn’t helped by the buzz of an electric space heater that competed with the gritty hum of white noise emanating from Richie’s amp. Jon paced restlessly. To break the ice, I literally pulled a title out of my back pocket, something I had brought along in case things got slow. Instantly, Jon flashed his million-dollar smile, threw in the line “Shot through the heart and you’re to blame, darlin’” before the three of us shouted out the title, “You Give Love A Bad Name!”


	Jon felt the song was so good that he dropped the plan of shopping it to other artists and decided to cut it with Bon Jovi. Turned out to be Bon Jovi’s first Number 1 single. Jon, Richie, and I had formed an inviolable circle of trust.


	Yet our productive collaboration almost ended before it started. Their management wanted me to sell my share of the song for $35,000 and remove my name as a cowriter, forever bolstering the idea of Jon and Richie as a self-contained writing team in the tradition of Lennon-McCartney and Jagger-Richards. I was incensed. Bypassing our representatives, I went straight to Jon and laid it on the line.


	“Tell them to back off,” I said, “or you’ll never see me again.”


	To Jon’s everlasting credit, he did the right thing and set it straight. I received a third of the song.


	We were back on track a few weeks later in New York City when Jon, Richie, and I borrowed a friend’s apartment with an old out-of-tune upright.


	It was one of those magical moments when, as Jon said, “Three guys walk in a room with blank pieces of paper and walk out with a song that changes the course of popular music.”


	Jon wanted to write a working-class anthem. He remembered Bonnie and Joe, two friends from high school who struggled to make ends meet. I could relate. I thought of my own special love story with Maria Vidal when we first started Desmond Child & Rouge.


	My first impulse was to suggest, “Johnny used to work on the docks.” I was Johnny—Johnny Barrett being my real name—but Jon thought that would be weird because fans would think that he was singing about himself. So we came up with the sound-alike, “Tommy.” “Gina works the diner all day” referred to Maria’s job as a singing waitress at a joint called Once Upon a Stove, in Manhattan, where, due to her stunning dark looks, her nickname was Gina Velvet, as in Gina Lollobrigida.


	Richie added the second “whoa” after “halfway there” that moves upward at the top of the chorus, a “whoa” that would cause generations of Bon Jovi fans to throw their fists up in the air for decades to come. Thus, “Livin’ On A Prayer” was born.


	After writing with Jon and Richie, I was hanging out with Paul Stanley at his chic East-side apartment. Paul has great style. He was the only guy I knew who zipped around Manhattan in a souped-up, tricked-out black Batmobile sports car.


	“Let’s go for a ride,” he urged.


	Racing up the FDR Drive under a full moon with the lights of Brooklyn twinkling across the river, we caught up on our recent activities. As always, KISS was breaking box office records.


	“What’s new with you, Des?” Paul asked.


	I mentioned Bon Jovi, to whom he had recommended me to. Like athletes, rock stars have strong competitive energy. Yet out of pure friendship, Paul was supportive of my new collaboration and wanted to hear what I’d done.


	I slipped in a cassette of the final mixes of “Livin’ On A Prayer” and “You Give Love A Bad Name.” This was before the songs were released.


	As the music soared out into the night air, Paul nodded and smiled. His smile spoke volumes. I had the approval of one of my most important mentors.


	The Bon Jovi album that featured both songs, Slippery When Wet, was released during the summer of 1986 and catapulted the band to the top. The album was Number 1 for eight weeks. Its first two singles—“You Give Love A Bad Name” and “Livin’ On A Prayer”—were also number one. On the strength of these two songs, Bon Jovi took its place in history among the world’s biggest rock ’n’ roll bands.


	Suddenly I was the hottest hitmaker in the pop world.


	Want a hit? Call Desmond Child. He’s the man.
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	Mimí, Pinar del Rio, Cuba, 1943


	




	DOÑA TRISTEZA


	I became a man at age five . . . or at least it felt that way.


	The scene burns with an intensity that hasn’t diminished in six decades. It was 1957 and my mother, at age thirty, was fleeing her husband, the man I was told was my father. I didn’t know why we were moving from his dairy farm in Hawthorne, Florida, just outside Gainesville, to Miami. All I knew was that we were roaring down a highway into the heart of darkness. I was seated next to my mother with my little brother Fred, fast asleep in the back seat, when suddenly a huge storm hit—sheets of rain, bolts of lightning, booms of thunder. We had to pull over. We were lost. She hugged the steering wheel and sobbed uncontrollably.


	“I can’t do this!” she cried to me in Spanish. “I feel so alone.”


	“Don’t cry, Mamá. It will be all right.”


	But it was never really all right. Even though I managed to calm her down and take charge, I had a terrible sinking feeling. I had to get us to Miami. From now on, my survival . . . our survival . . . were all on me. I had to open the map and show her the way to Miami, where a life of uncertainty awaited. That’s one place this story could begin.


	But there’s a sunnier opening. This one has me escorting my mother into the spotlight. This is where she always longed to stand while I hid in her shadow. Emerging from that shadow has been the challenge of a lifetime.


	Whether I like it or not, my mother, though gone from this world for ten years, will still insist on this spotlight. She will find her way into the center of this story and want to make it hers. That’s just her way. So let me, with all due respect, introduce to you the one, the only . . . Elena Casals.


	A woman of dazzling contradictions, my mother was a combination of Tennessee Williams’s Blanche DuBois and Angelica Huston’s Lilly Dillon in The Grifters. Elena—called Mimí—was Cuban born, Cuban bred, Cuban Cuban Cuban. An extraordinary poet, songwriter, seductress, and con artist, she was a bohemian who wore pants when women weren’t wearing pants or, when wearing a dress, would sit with her legs spread open like a man. Her hair was askew, her blue-green eyes burning with passionate ambition. She was beautiful. She was untamable. She was tall and skinny with movie-star charisma that could melt any man. She played with words the way children play with toys. She was a wit. And in so many ways, both fascinating and infuriating, she was out of her mind. Her one hit song, recorded by Cuban crooner Roberto Ledesma, was “Muchisimo,” which could be translated as “so very much.” There was so very much of Mimí to deal with.


	If I tell you that I became a man at age five, let me see if I can figure out when my mother became a woman. That won’t be easy, because her history is a scramble of scattered stories, passed down to me by her sisters and brothers.


	It begins in Pinar del Rio—a forest of pines by the river—a provincial city three hours west of Havana. That’s where Mimí, born January 28, 1927, grew up in a once-noble domicile built after the Spanish American War by Nicolas Martínez Suárez, my mother’s maternal grandfather. After his death in 1949 at eighty-nine, their once-prosperous lifestyle degenerated. My mother’s parents, Carlos Rodríguez and his wife, Blanca Martínez, lived with their eight children and my grandmother’s three spinster sisters, who had inherited the house. My grand-father never made a dime.


	Abuelo, as I called him, was a man of intellect and vision. He dreamed of building a bridge from the tip of Cuba to Cancún. Abuela, my grandmother, was proud of her French ancestors. She dreamed of restoring her family’s fallen glory. The reclamation of past glory is a major theme in this story. Like my mother and her mother before her, I am driven by aspirational energy. The stigma of falling from affluence to poverty is a pain that remains untreated. My mother spent her life trying to cover up that pain, but the shame never disappeared. It only grew in secret spaces.


	Mimí was her father’s favorite. She was a wild child and the class clown. When the nuns expelled her for disruptive behavior, my grandfather founded a small school with a progressive agenda. And even they expelled her. Her precociousness endeared her to her dad. She helped him organize his esoteric papers on strange gyroscopic inventions attempting to unravel the secrets of perpetual motion. She embodied the spirit of the modern woman. She would not defer to men. Buying into her father’s mad vision, she became the surrogate son his actual sons could never be. She filled her diaries with poems and lyrics. They were both romantics—Abuelo in science and Mimí in art. Even as the winds of fortune blew them in different directions, they would ultimately reunite, the father-daughter bond the major force in my mother’s life.


	Mimí was forever rewriting her own history, whose climax, she promised me, would be rewards and riches beyond my imagination. That moment was always at hand yet endlessly elusive. I believe she possessed genuine genius. By any measure, she was a narcissist of spectacular proportions who, at the same time, had powerful altruistic impulses. She wanted to both save and conquer the world, and dragged me along with her.


	Elena Casals was the woman who gave me life . . . her life. And yet, wildly self-delusional, she deceived me about the identity of my true father for the first eighteen years of my existence.


	Meanwhile, back in Cuba . . .
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	Edificio FOCSA, Havana, Cuba, 1955


	




	VIVA LA REVOLUCIÓN


	Ironically, all through the fifties, Cuba enjoyed one of the highest standards of living in Latin America. The country had a prosperous upper class, a healthy middle class, and a poor agrarian class called campesinos. When Fulgencio Batista, who had been legitimately elected president of Cuba a decade earlier, took over in 1953, he galvanized power in a US-backed dictatorship that partnered with American mobsters and corporate CEOs.


	White upper-class Cubans, historically racist, looked down on him because of his mixed Spanish/Chinese/Afro-Cuban blood. The ruling class, along with intellectual rebels, many of whom, like Castro, were highly educated products of well-to-do families, denounced the deterioration of Cuba’s political culture. They saw Batista as a pernicious pimp. Thus, the revolution, realized in 1959, enjoyed broad support among Cuban civil society. In the years before and after, fate swept our family into the vortex of the storm.


	My mother arrived in Havana in 1950 to study bookkeeping and typing. She never graduated high school. Unruly behavior was always her downfall. Attention deficit disorder hadn’t yet been discovered, but surely she suffered its effects.


	In those prerevolution days, Mimí ran with poets and painters. She learned English, wrote her boleros, and befriended the literati. When an engaging young gay man in his early twenties, Jay Jensen, came to Havana with his mother and Tennessee Williams, she attached herself to the trio. She became lifelong friends with Jay, who would later loom large in our life. The four of them sat around Havana cafes where Tennessee, then forty-one, sipped rum and told tales of New York and Hollywood. With the recent release of his A Streetcar Named Desire starring Marlon Brando, the playwright was at the zenith of his fame.


	Despite the intellectual stimulation Mimí cultivated, she felt like a lost cause. Unlike her younger sister Beba, she lacked confidence when it came to men. She was afraid of becoming a spinster like her elderly aunts in Pinar del Rio. Tall and slender, Mimí did not fit the mold of the buxom and curvy Latin woman. She needed a man to rescue her.


	John Barrett, whom she encountered when she was twenty-four in 1951, became that man. They met at the bar at Havana’s famed Hotel Nacional. Barrett was a successful petroleum geologist with wide-ranging entrepreneurial interests. An imposing figure, he was a tall and rugged blue-eyed blond Americano with big plans for the future. Barrett was Harrison Ford in Indiana Jones. Mimí was a beguiling and accomplished composer. One of her boleros, “Doña Tristeza,” said it all: “Lady Sorrow.” Unrequited love was her favorite theme. Her marriage was born out of a desperate need for bigger and better things than her scrappy life in Pinar del Rio. After a whirlwind romance of little more than a month, John and Mimí married. He whisked her off to the dusty oil fields of Ecuador before a new job took them to the jungles of Venezuela.


	Because of his work, Barrett and Mimí moved to remote Lake Maracaibo, far across from a bustling boomtown overrun by World War II European exiles looking to cash in on the oil discoveries. On Wednesdays, while her husband worked, Mimí took a ferry that reached the city’s shore. She wandered the town, perusing the shops and taking in a matinee at the only movie house. One afternoon she walked into the empty theater.
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	Mimí’s wedding to Daddy Barrett, Havana, 1951
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	Mimí and Daddy Barrett, Cuerna Vaca Farm, Hawthorne, Florida, 1954


	


	A man followed her in and sat next to her. With his slicked-back dark hair and twinkling eyes, he was often mistaken for Errol Flynn. As Mimí watched the film National Velvet with Elizabeth Taylor, she felt the heat of his eyes on her. Afterwards, he introduced himself. He was Joe Marfy. Although his Spanish was perfect—he spoke five languages—his heavy accent was foreign. He was a thirty-three-year-old Hungarian businessman with enterprises in several continents. He was a charmer. She accepted his invitation to a sidewalk café where they drank lemon daiquiris. She spoke of her Cuban ancestry, her songs, hopes, and dreams. I do not know whether she spoke of her husband.


	They met at the theater every Wednesday for weeks on end. Their dalliances grew longer, their intimacy more intense. Their romance consummated with my conception on her twenty-sixth birthday. Later that same day, Mimí accompanied Marfy to the Maracaibo airport, where he picked up his close friends the Kovacs, Hungarian Jewish Holocaust survivors, and their teenage daughter Valeria.


	Out of guilt and fear, Mimí ended the affair without telling Marfy that she was pregnant. One Wednesday, she simply failed to show up at the movie theater—no explanation, no goodbye. Without her phone number or address, Marfy was helpless. Week after week he returned, anxiously pacing in front of the theater. Week after week, no Mimí.


	When Mimí told Barrett she was pregnant, he knew the child wasn’t his. Because he’d never mentioned his low sperm count, she thought she was fooling him. No fool, Barrett, knowing Mimí was having an affair, quit his job and moved her back to northern Florida, where he bought a dairy farm in Hawthorne called Cuerna Vaca. He turned cold and sullen, began drinking heavily, and wouldn’t speak to her for days on end.


	I was born John Charles Barrett in Gainesville on October 28, 1953.


	Because that was the day of Saint Jude Thaddaeus, patron of desperate causes to whom Mimí had prayed throughout her pregnancy, she called it a miraculous birth.


	Mimí was miserable. The dairy farm was out in the sticks. The presence of Barrett’s elderly mother, Edith Yates, a severe English woman from Manchester—where she had served as upstairs chambermaid for the Wedgewoods, makers of the famous porcelain—was a source of further pain. Edith’s snobbish scorn cut Mimí to the quick, exacerbating her sense of isolation.


	My earliest memories are of Mimí writing her boleros on a decrepit out-of-tune upright piano. Listening to her sad songs of vanquished love, I saw tears rolling down her cheeks, wetting the keys beneath her fingers.
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	Me and Mimí, Miami Beach, 1954


	




	BEBA’S MAMBO


	While my mother had found an escape from the island, the rest of her family had not. They were stuck, wasting away in the backwaters of Pinar del Rio. My grandfather, the mad scientist, had no means to generate income. My grandmother grieved the loss of her nobility. They had little going for them, save handsome sons and beautiful daughters. The most beautiful was Beba, the fifth of eight, with a sparkling smile and a voluptuous body. Beba was also the most audacious and ambitious. She had the means to flip the script. The old script said, “Nothing will ever change.” The new script, “Someday soon everything will change.”


	It began innocently—or perhaps not. As she walked past an outdoor café dressed in her school uniform, she caught the eye of Jose Pepin Bosch, head of Bacardi rum and one of the wealthiest men in Cuba. At sixteen, Beba was an intoxicating mixture of Ingrid Bergman and Grace Kelly. Bosch called her over and bought her an ice cream. She was flattered. He was smitten. They soon met clandestinely. He began bringing her fancy dresses that she hid in their boxes behind the chamber pot beneath her bed.


	In 1952, when Bosch arranged for Beba to meet him at a fancy ball at the local country club, she brought along her little sister Miriam and dressed her up in one of Bosch’s party dresses. Beba understood that the only way out of the family’s crumbling future was to engage power. Only a powerful man could save them. And since men were her forte, she, by extension, would save her family. All she needed was the right catch.


	Those were the thoughts running through her mind when the orchestra paused as the mayor of the city approached the microphone.


	“It is my high privilege,” he said, “to introduce the twelfth president of Cuba, the honorable Fulgencio Batista.”


	Batista had already started his alliance with mobsters like Meyer Lansky. He was in the process of consolidating his political base as well as his wealth. Beba caught his immediate attention.


	“Who is that stunning beauty?” he asked Bosch. “You must introduce me.” A practical businessman, Bosch did Batista’s bidding. While the president and Beba danced, he whispered, “Come to Havana.”


	“Bring me to Havana,” she replied.


	In the months that followed, Beba and Batista grew closer. Aside from Miriam, neither Beba’s family nor Batista’s wealthy wife, Marta, had any idea. Marta, in fact, lived a separate life among the Palm Beach and New York elite. Finally, Batista insisted that Beba move to Havana, but it would be on her terms. As a proper young woman about to enter high society, she and her entire family would have to move there as well and be given great favor. Batista agreed and bankrolled the operation. He assured Beba that in due time he would leave Marta. Beba would become his princess of Monaco.


	Just like that, my mother’s parents and their grown children left Pinar del Rio and relocated to Havana, where my grandfather was appointed president of the Colegio de Comercio, a spectacular transformation from his go-nowhere life. Miriam was awarded a scholarship at the university. Her older brother Carlucho rose in the ranks of the military and studied engineering while the other two brothers, living the fast life, became performers at the Tropicana. The family was given several large apartments in the Edificio FOCSA, Havana’s toniest address. The exclusive building had separate hidden hallways and elevators for the servants, thus ensuring that residents and the help never brushed shoulders.


	Beba made a splash. Her picture appeared in the society columns. She was seen at the Riviera, the Comodoro Yacht Club, and soon became Havana’s “It Girl.” For her birthday, Batista gave her a shiny new powder-blue Buick to match her eyes. She became a one-woman welcoming committee offering to show the island to American movie stars staying at the Hotel Nacional. Among them, off on a wild binge, was the young Marlon Brando.


	My grandparents surely knew that their good fortune was due to Beba.


	They certainly had to oppose their daughter’s involvement with a married man, but, given the fact that the man ran the country, these objections were best left unsaid. Miriam, who became a radicalized anti-Batista rebel and would soon marry a fiery revolutionary, most probably did object. At the same time, not to be undone by Beba, she went platinum-blond a lá Kim Novak and entered the Miss Cuba beauty pageant. The competition between the sisters was the talk of the town.


	The same year the family moved to Havana, 1954, Joe Marfy had not given up his search for my mother. He was still obsessed with Mimí. In fact, he traveled to Havana, hoping to pick up her trail. He went to the Hotel Nacional to have a drink at the same bar where Mimí had met Barrett.


	Sipping his Cuba libre, he surveyed the scene. Suddenly at the end of the bar, there she was! That face! Those smiling eyes! It was Mimí. Except it wasn’t. It was Beba.


	Quickly learning that Beba was Mimí’s sister, Marfy questioned her closely. Beba’s news shocked him: Mimí had given birth to a boy and was living in Florida. Marfy presumed the child was his. On the spot, he composed an impassioned letter on Hotel Nacional stationery that he asked Beba to mail to Mimí. Loving romantic entanglements, Beba agreed. She enclosed Marfy’s letter inside one of her own. Mimí was startled. Marfy had found her! Fate had intervened! Her poetic soul soared. His pleas touched her heart.


	“Meet me in Miami Beach,” he begged. “Just for a few days. I need to see you. I need to see my son.”


	Her head reeling with confusion, she nonetheless agreed. At a discreet tropical deco hotel on Collins Avenue, Marfy, Mimí, and six-month-old me were together as a family for the first and only time. During those six days, Marfy convinced Mimí that she had made a mistake in staying in a loveless marriage and should allow him to bring us back to Venezuela, where we would all live happily ever after.


	“Tell Barrett the truth,” urged Marfy. “Let the truth set us all free.” “Give me a month to put my life in order,” said my mother. “I will tell him by then.”


	Exactly thirty days later, Marfy, along with his brother John, arrived at the Hawthorne dairy farm with a U-Haul, ready to move us out.


	The encounter was bizarre. For a long while, Mimí and Marfy spoke on the front porch with me playing at their feet. Alas, she had broken her promise and not told Barrett that she was leaving. Then Barrett himself showed up, wanting to know who these strange men were. Rather than answer, Mimí fled inside and locked herself in the bathroom. She refused to come out. Barrett spoke to her. Marfy spoke to her. Terrified and sobbing, she wouldn’t come out. The men didn’t know what to do.


	They decided to give her time to think and left the house. During a long walk around the farm, Marfy told Barrett the truth about the affair and the fact that he was my father. Barrett had surmised as much. Without rancor, the two men came to a reasonable conclusion: the decision was Mimí’s. If her choice was to go off with Marfy, fine; or if she decided to stay with Barrett, so be it.


	When they returned, the sun was setting. The clock was ticking. Mimí was still locked in the bathroom. “The fact that she’s not leaving with you,” said Barrett, “means she’s chosen to stay. Don’t ever contact us again.” Defeated, Marfy and his brother drove the empty U-Haul off into the dark night.


	And so, for another seventeen and a half years, the deception continued. Mimí didn’t tell me. Barrett didn’t tell me. And when, a few years later, I met Marfy in Miami, he didn’t tell me. Why the lie?


	The reason was Mimí. She lived in fear of being condemned by her father and brothers. To be married to one man while having a child by another was too much shame to bear. Shame kept her from leaving with Marfy, her true love. She’d rather endure life with Barrett than admit to a humiliating transgression. Those were the times.


	This seems strange, especially because the family’s history was altered—and for years dramatically improved—by Beba’s secret affair with Batista. The great tension was between desperation and respectability. The need for respectability is a huge tenet of Cuban life. The need for respectability has been a huge tenet of my life. But desperation is a powerful force, and, though my grandparents may have been shamed by their daughter’s dalliance with the dictator, desperation to avoid financial ruin smothered that shame.


	Similarly, Mimí stayed with Barrett to maintain her veneer of respectability until desperation cracked that veneer. Before that awful moment, though, Barrett tried his best to forgive her. Because he loved her and was grateful that she had not run off with her lover, he did all he could to make her happy.
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	Joe Marfy, Mimí, and me, Cuerna Vaca Farm, Hawthorne, Florida, 1954
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	Joe Marfy and baby Desmond, Cuerna Vaca Farm, 1954
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	Daddy Barrett and Mimí with Joe Marfy, Cuerna Vaca Farm, 1954


	


	Barrett paid for Mimí’s brother Bebo and spinster aunt Laura to come from Cuba to Hawthorne, where Bebo, then sixteen, worked as a farm boy and Laura helped care for me. Barrett also underwrote a trip for Mimí, myself, Laura, and Bebo to Havana, where I was baptized Juan Carlos Nicolás Tadeo Barrett Rodríguez. Barrett stayed behind, tending to the cows and teaching geology courses at the University of Florida. At one point he opened a roadside barbecue stand that went bust.


	In 1955, when I was two, Barrett demonstrated even greater devotion to Mimí by moving all of us to Havana and renting an apartment in the storied Edificio FOCSA. In the eyes of Mimí’s family, I was a blue-eyed blond-haired angel child. Mom dressed me like Little Lord Fauntleroy. I openly embraced this collection of aunts and uncles who, like many Cubans, excelled in theatrical storytelling. They doted over me, and none suspected, nor were ever told, that Barrett was not my biological father.


	Though an extremely heavy drinker—he loved his mojitos and pisco sours—Barrett was resourceful and found geological work in Havana. But how to keep Mimí happy? It appeared that moving us into the Edificio FOCSA wasn’t enough. She got Barrett to underwrite her own beauty shop. Magical thinking seduced her. This would be her big success. After a year, though, the shop went under. The pressure to give away free hairdos to family and friends did her in.


	In the winter of that same year, 1955, Mimí met a certain Señor Aguiar in her doctor’s office. Aguiar was a physician himself, a noted anesthesiologist. Like my mother, he was married. And like Marfy, Aguiar found Mimí irresistible. I don’t know the length of their affair, but I do know that after the beauty shop folded and Mimí became pregnant, poor Barrett had had enough. He bought another dairy farm in Hawthorne and moved us back to Florida. When my brother Fred was born in August of 1956, the infant’s dark hair and eyes gave away what was hardly a surprise to Barrett: Mimí’s second son, like her first, was not his.


	Yet Barrett acted as if he was—and so did Mimí. He indulged her with still another trip to Havana. In 1957, we arrived as one big happy family and reinstalled ourselves in the Edificio FOCSA, to be close to my beloved grandparents, uncles, and aunts. We stayed for several months. I was put into a Catholic school, which was fine with me, until the day Mimí forgot to pick me up. All the parents had collected their children. All the teachers had gone home. I was left alone in front of the school, waiting in vain. I wandered around, crossing the busy streets of downtown Havana. I was traumatized. By mere instinct, I found my way to the Edificio FOCSA where I was barely tall enough to reach the elevator button. When I got to our door, it was open, but no one was home. I went to Mimí’s powder-blue bedroom and cried myself to sleep on the floor.


	It was during this Havana stay that, for the second time, Marfy, in town on business, encountered Beba at the Hotel Nacional bar. It’s staggering how, in the story of our family, all roads lead to that one bar.


	At this point, Marfy was no longer single. Two years earlier, he had married Valeria Kovacs, the twenty-one-year-old daughter of his Hungarian Jewish friends Mimí had met the day I was conceived. He revealed none of this to Beba. What she revealed to Marfy, though, was that Mimí was presently in Havana and living at the Edificio FOCSA. Knowing that, he couldn’t stay away. Did he think Mimí might change her mind and leave Barrett for him? Or did he just want to see me, his son? Whatever his reasons, he showed up at the high-rise and was startled when Mimí stood there holding a six-month-old baby, my brother Fred. At first, he thought Fred was me. But how could that be? I was nearly four. Beba hadn’t told Marfy that Mimí had given birth to another boy.


	As he entered the apartment, my father saw Barrett in the living room socializing with an oil executive from Venezuela who, by chance, was also a friend of Marfy’s. Small world. Awkward moment.


	“Joe Marfy,” said Barrett. “What the hell are you doing here?”


	“Just came by to pay my respects.”


	Observing this, Mimí, with Fred in her arms, began waltzing around the room as Doris Day’s “Que Sera Sera” played on the phonograph. This was her bizarre way of coping or not coping with the arrival of Marfy. She wouldn’t stop dancing, nor would she say a word to Marfy, my father, or Barrett, the man she wanted her family to believe was my father.


	Much later in our lives, Marfy told me that he saw this occasion as his last chance of winning Mimí back. When she wouldn’t stop dancing to look him in the eye, he knew all hope was gone. He started to leave and, in the foyer of the apartment, suffered an anxiety attack that brought him to his knees.


	A month later, back in Hawthorne, Mimí was more miserable than ever. She had now twice rejected Marfy’s attempt to save her from a loveless marriage. The shame of having two children who were not Barrett’s was a secret she could never reveal. The shame of admission was as oppressive as her desolate life on the dairy farm. There were a few respites.


	One was the presence of Lee Burnham, a snowbird sculptress from New York who sought the warmth of Florida winters. I believe Lee fell in love with Mimí, who, without reciprocating with romantic passion, did befriend the artist and sat as a model for several works of art. One became known as La Musa, a clay sculpture of a seated woman holding a guitar, her head turned to the side. Looking at it, you can practically hear my mother singing one of her heartbreaking boleros. This fragile artwork miraculously survived many moves and, a lifetime later, was adopted as the symbol of the Latin Songwriters Hall of Fame. In the meantime, the real flesh-and-blood La Musa felt imprisoned by her life in Hawthorne. She kept saying, “I’m suffocating. I can’t take it anymore. I can’t live with this man.”


	As it turned out, she couldn’t live with any man for long, especially those who tried to love her. I can only speculate that her narcissism kept her from feeling or receiving genuine intimacy. Beyond that, she suffered from bipolarity that encompassed a poetic propensity for fantasy. Mimí’s default position was to envision us living in a mansion on Miami Beach. But based on what? Her poetry? Her songs? Her earnings from those sources were nonexistent. These were baseless daydreams. No wonder The Prince and the Pauper was my favorite book as a child. I bought into those daydreams.


	But that stormy night in 1957 was no daydream. Mimí’s decision was final. She was leaving Barrett. She was driving me and my brother into the heart of darkness. Lightning streaked the sky. Thunder boomed. This was real. As she pulled over to the side of the road, my mother was breaking down. At five years of age, I realized that if I weren’t in charge, everything would go wrong. As it turned out, everything went wrong anyway.
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	GUN RUNNING IN THE EVERGLADES


	The scene was surreal: Mimí took the small settlement money from her divorce and moved us into a new development in Hialeah of identical single-story ranch-style dwellings built against a series of smelly drainage canals leading to the vast and alligator-infested Everglades only a block away. There were rows upon rows of homes with white pebble roofs distinguished only by their pastel colors: mint green, pink, and yellow. The area was barren of landscaping except for squares of sod grass and a smattering of small ficus saplings tied to thin wooden braces.


	The surrealism, though, had more to do with the inside of our cookie-cutter house than the outside. We had no real furniture, only mattresses and a Formica-and-chrome dining room set, along with an abundance of other occupants. Sleeping on the hard terrazzo floor were rag-tag bearded Cuban freedom fighters in green fatigues. Machine guns and pistols were scattered everywhere. When I asked Mimí who these men were, she gave a one word answer: amigos.


	At this moment, Mimí was backing Castro to the hilt. Jay Jensen was also involved. He and Mimí had become close. (Later in life, when Jay became a renowned drama teacher at Miami Beach Senior High School and taught Mickey Rourke and Andy Garcia, he’d jokingly call me his love child.) Jay’s family owned a landing strip in the Everglades not far from our little house and, with Mimí’s help, conducted an operation that ran guns and soldiers to Cuba to bring down Batista. Which takes us back to Batista’s mistress, Mimí’s sister, Beba.


	In Havana, sensing that Batista, with all his harrowing problems, was about to dump her, Beba married a rich Princeton-educated sugar and tobacco baron. Beba also arranged a marriage for her younger sister Miriam to a famous Cuban movie star. The pope himself annulled the union when Miriam discovered her husband in bed with a man. She continued her university studies, becoming increasingly radicalized. It was at college that she met her future husband Jorge Robreño, called El Mago (the magician), who, like Fidel, graduated law school at the University of Havana, and he became Castro’s close comrade. It was Miriam and Mago who recruited the soldiers and secured the guns flown from the Jensen landing strip to a remote location in the La Sierra Maestra mountains on the front lines of battle.


	On December 31, 1958, only months after Mimí had left Barrett and we were living in Hialeah, the Cuban city of Santa Clara fell to rebel forces. Batista and his cronies fled Havana. They boarded three planes. Batista ordered his own plane to circle the city three times at such low altitude that people on the street thought it would crash. He never returned, living out his life in exile, first in the Dominican Republic under the protection of Trujillo.


	His love for Beba never waned. In fact, he wrote her regularly and even sent for her. In 1973, living in Miami Beach, she was packing her bags to meet him in Marbella, Spain, when the radio announced the news: Batista had dropped dead of a heart attack two days before Castro’s assassins were set to kill him.


	Batista’s legacy was infamous. It was rumored that he had hoarded hundreds of millions of dollars in kickbacks from American gangsters and corporations while looting the national treasury.


	After nearly five years of intense guerrilla warfare, Fidel marched into Havana on January 8, 1959. The triumph was complete. From our house in Hialeah, Mimí, Jay Jensen and a party of Cuban sympathizers celebrated. It was a brave new world that, alas, collapsed sooner than any of my family members would ever have imagined.


	During that initial postrevolution year, Beba was hit first. Her new husband’s sugar and tobacco holdings were confiscated by the state, and, fearing for his life, the poor man fled to Miami and wound up waiting tables and fishing off the causeway bridges.


	Meanwhile, Beba’s initial mentor, Pepin Bosch, head of Bacardi and heavy financial supporter of Castro, saw the future. It happened during a trip to New York, where he accompanied Fidel for his speech to the UN.


	Bosch saw that Castro was a sociopath. He understood that his talk of democracy was window dressing. He further understood that although Batista had been a dictator, Fidel was a tyrant. The second he landed in New York, Bosch contacted his board and made arrangements to pull Bacardi’s resources out of Cuba. All that remained were the distilleries with their hundred-year-old oak barrels that Castro seized to create Havana Club, the new state-run rum. Bosch moved Bacardi to Puerto Rico and the Bahamas, maintaining the firm’s autonomy and avoiding ruin, his fortune intact . . . but not his country.


	Mimí’s younger sister Blanquita also got entangled in revolutionary romance. She, her husband Ignacio, and their two children, Lola and Iggy, were living in New York, where Ignancio tended bar in Greenwich Village at the Gondolier, a nightspot frequented by the actor Bob Keeshan, who played TV’s Captain Kangaroo. Before Fidel took over, Blanquita, like Mimí, was filled with revolutionary fervor. Urged on by sister Miriam, she took the kids and returned to Havana, where she and a friend from NYU began filming a documentary on Castro. She was also hired to inventory the Napoleonic artifacts at the home of Julio Lobo, a rich member of the old-guard society.


	Fidel was sending seized valuables to auction houses in Paris and London, where proceedings were used to replenish the Cuban treasury.


	This was when Blanquita met Camilo Cienfuegos, another major figure in the revolution. He was a remarkable man who looked like Jesus. Castro appointed him head of the army, and, like Che Guevara, Cienfuegos quickly became a Fidel superstar. Blanquita fell madly in love with him. Their affair was torrid and short-lived. On October 28, 1959, the very day I turned six and was living with Mimí and Fred in our house by the Everglades, a plane carrying Cienfuegos blew up. Some speculated that Fidel, seeing his comrade’s charisma as a potential threat, arranged his death. Either way, Tia Blanquita was devastated.


	Love among the revolutionaries was heartbreaking. My aunt Miriam had long suffered Mago’s brutality. Rather than remain a battered wife, she left him and began her love affair with El Comandante himself, Fidel Castro.


	Her hair fashioned in a platinum bouffant, Miriam was strolling down the street on her way to visit Beba at the Edificio FOCSA when along came Castro’s motorcade. Miriam caught his eye, and as she entered the lobby, he told his men to stop. He had to meet her. By the time Fidel and his lieutenants reached the lobby, Miriam was gone. The doorman didn’t know her or which apartment she was visiting. Castro was determined. He and his men would knock on every door until the beauty was found. When they finally reached the penthouse, it was Fidel who rang the doorbell. Beba responded.


	“Is this where I can find the most beautiful woman in Cuba?” asked Castro, who, at six feet three, towered over her.


	Nonplussed and accustomed to dealing with dictators, she coyly answered, “Yes.”


	Looking beyond her and spotting Miriam, Fidel said, “Not you—her.” “She’s married . . . to El Mago Robreño,” said Beba.


	Mago was a prominent member of one of two major categories of Fidel’s revolutionaries. The first, those closest to him, Camilo Cienfuegos and Che Guevara, fought by his side in the mountains. The second, which included Mago, was the intelligentsia. Two years before the revolution, Batista had closed the university, a hotbed of radical thought. Mago was a prominent student organizer and the son of the editor of El Mundo, the largest Cuban newspaper. He rebelled against his pro-establishment father by joining the revolution. When Fidel triumphed, he rewarded Mago with a high but onerous position: signing the death warrants of thousands of political prisoners that sent them to El Paredon, the infamous firing-squad wall. From that moment on, Mago became an international war criminal.


	When Beba told Castro that Miriam was married to Mago, he paused, looked her up and down, and said, “I do not take what is not mine.”


	His obsession with my aunt, however, didn’t end there. He had her followed when she escaped from Mago and wound up in Varadero, a tourist resort on the northern coast. One sunny afternoon she was swimming in the warm water when, out of nowhere, larger than life, Fidel emerged. Thus began their long affair. For months he visited her in a rented seaside shack.


	Everything changed when Mago turned on Fidel. His reasons were two: first, Castro’s affair with Miriam, and, even more critically, Castro’s marginalization of the intelligentsia and scions of wealthy families who had supported him. Fidel had thought nothing of confiscating their homes and businesses. In retaliation, Mago led a seventeen-man coup, poorly planned and abortive. It’s hard to keep secrets in Cuba. Mago saved himself only by capitulation: He agreed to immigrate to Spain. With a nod from Castro, he wrote a book condemning the revolution. That allowed him to pose as an anti-Cuban spy in Barcelona. He also ran a money-laundering investment bank, Cumexa, circumventing the American embargo on Cuba. His work as a double agent went on for decades.


	Immediately following Mago’s arrest, without a shred of evidence, Fidel suspected Miriam’s complicity in the coup and unjustly jailed his lover for three tortuous months, where she suffered her first nervous breakdown. Miriam had nothing to do with the coup. In fact, if she had known what Mago was planning, she would have warned Fidel, the man she madly loved. My aunt was never the same. When she finally made her way to Miami, a lost twenty-one-year-old, her spirit was crushed, her life a living hell. There were twenty-eight hospitalizations, where she was raped by staff members and subjected to dozens of electric-shock treatments.


	During the sixties, my entire family wound up in Florida, scuffling for whatever work they could find. The great and glamorous Beba was perched on a stool in the bar of the Eden Roc Hotel in Miami Beach. Her place on that stool was secured by handsomely tipping the bartender. With her Grace Kelly sophistication, Beba ran an efficient network of call girls and occasionally made a call herself. During the Jewish High Holidays, she wore a gold necklace holding a Star of David. She remained our First Lady, always impeccably dressed and coiffed.


	After the death of Camilo Cienfuegos, Blanquita went back to her marriage. Her husband, Ignacio, never learned of his wife’s affair, another famous family secret. He rejoined his wife and children in Cuba, where no one could make a living. Thus, they moved to Miami, where he worked as the maître d’ in the Mona Lisa Room in the same Eden Roc Hotel. After work, he filled pink paper ice buckets from the pool cabanas with half-eaten steaks. Aunt Blanquita was transformed from pro-Castro patriot to rabid anti-Communist. I wonder whether her fanaticism was, at least in part, fueled by her suspicion that Castro had assassinated her lover.


	Mimí moved in that same direction. It didn’t take her long to see that the benevolent savior had become a ruthless dictator. So did her parents, who left Havana and came to live with us in Miami. Exile was a challenge that neither of them overcame. They were deeply troubled and pitifully unmoored.


	I gravitated more to Abuela Blanca than Abuelo Carlos. My grandfather was a distant and disillusioned man, spending his days smoking and listening to anti-Castro radio. My grandmother was more emotionally available. Eager to share her faith, she told stories of the saints and their miracles. She also told me tales of her sisters’ miraculous pilgrimages to Fatima. On her dresser was a tiny bottle in the shape of the Virgin containing holy water from the grotto of Our Lady of Lourdes—the one thing she had successfully snuck out of Cuba. The minute I caught a cold, Abuela took a drop of that water and painted the sign of the cross on my forehead. I was enraptured by Catholic iconography. Seated on the toilet, I feared that the Virgin Mary might appear while I was going to the bathroom, surely a mortal sin.


	I fantasized about becoming a priest—anything to escape the ugliness of day-to-day reality.


	Abuela’s escape was more than traditional religion. As a girl, she had wanted to study medicine and become a pharmacist. As a female, she was denied that chance while her brothers attended Princeton and Yale. Rather than Catholic school, she had attended the progressive Raja Yoga Academy, cofounded in 1900 by First Lady Ida McKinley, wife of US President William McKinley, and the Theosophical Society. Abuela also adored Rudolf Valentino.


	Even though Santeria, the Cuban Yoruba religion associated with Haitian voodoo and its Nigerian origins, was frowned upon by the upper class, Abuela kept hidden offerings. I’d discover them by surprise, crawling under a bed or standing on my tiptoes to sneak a peek at a sacred tray of fruit with a crucifix, rosary, and cigar atop a crystal goblet. These objects were used to cast or block a hex. Abuela believed that the physical and spiritual worlds sit side by side.


	Mimí and Abuelo Carlos had been a close-knit partnership since her childhood—he the father inventor-writer, she the daughter editor-organizer. Now in exile, they came up with a plan to lift us out of poverty. They began a company to develop a chemically treated white-glazed reflective coating that, sprayed on roofs in sweltering South Florida homes, would shun the sun, reduce the heat, and cool the interior. I don’t know how they funded the grand operation. All I do know is that after their truck was stolen, their business collapsed, and we lost our house by the Everglades.


	Ironically, we were saved by the man Mimí had rejected: Joe Marfy, known to me as Uncle Joe. He had left Venezuela and invested in Miami real estate, including a few bug-infested shacks in a shantytown off Biscayne Boulevard. We were allowed to live in one of these shacks. These were terrible times. I was a latchkey kid. When Mimí didn’t come home, I had to scrounge for food for my younger brother Fred.


	Once in a while, Marfy and his wife, Valeria, would visit us. Or should I say, inspect us. I wasn’t sure who these people were, especially because Valeria was bejeweled with diamond rings, gold bracelets, and, despite the Florida heat, a mink stole. Marfy was kind, but Valeria was aloof, walking around speaking Hungarian as she checked for dust. Only as an adult did I learn that Valeria knew that Marfy and Mimí were still secret lovers.


	Soon afterward, another left turn: Mimí met an undertaker and descendant of Spanish pirates. After a brief courtship, she married the man and, lickety-split, we moved to Puerto Rico, where, at age seven, I was helping my new stepfather embalm corpses.
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	Joe Marfy, Mimí, and Daddy Lopez, Miami, 1960
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	With Mimí, Daddy Lopez, and Fred, Ponce, Puerto Rico, 1961


	




	DADDY LOPEZ


	This fact astounds me:


	In 1961, the same year we were living in Puerto Rico, all three of my fathers were working on that same island: John Barrett had left Florida and joined a Peace Corps training center in Arecibo; due to a regime change, Joe Marfy had lost his business fortune in Venezuela and was regrouping in San Juan; and my new stepdad, Abelardo “Al” Lopez, having gone bankrupt in Miami marketing aluminum T-mops, an idea conceived by Mimí, had moved us to Ponce, a city on Puerto Rico’s southern coast, where he ran a funeral home.


	When Lopez appeared, I was secretly happy. I knew that Mimí needed a man, and like every boy, I needed a father. But despite that need, circumstances dragged me down. I did all I could to contend with the harrowing reality of living so close to the dead.


	The Lopez family had immigrated from Spain to Key West in the 1800s, where they developed an infamous piracy operation that ironically and inevitably transitioned into funeral homes.


	Another improbable fact: Joe Marfy attended my mother’s second wedding. It seems strange that Mimí would have invited him. Yet the truth is that Marfy would remain on the margins of our life for years to come. There is a wedding party photo of the three of them—sophisticated Marfy and portly Lopez with lovely Mimí in the middle. The impression is that Mimí and Marfy are the ones marrying while Lopez looks on suspiciously, as if to say, “What’s going on here? I’m the groom.”


	The bride and groom, along with the bride’s two bewildered sons, wound up living in a former colonial mansion masquerading as a funeral home, a formal edifice with imposing Corinthian columns. Most of the interior was devoted to Lopez’s work. In one room in the back, brother Fred slept in a cot near Mimí and Lopez. Another cot was set up for me in an oversize bathroom adjacent to the viewing parlor, where, behind enormous heavy gold curtains, corpses lay in their caskets. My head was inches away from the dead.


	Mimí thoughtlessly moved me from school to school. First was the Academia Santa Maria where I celebrated my first Holy Communion. I wanted to wear the traditional all-white outfit—I loved the look—but Mimí and Al couldn’t afford it. I managed to persuade my mother to buy me a white jacket, tie, shirt, shorts, and socks. They refused to buy me white shoes, but I, a young dandy, carried on until my parents capitulated. At the service, I was surprised to see Joe Marfy along with his wife, Valeria, and their first child Esther.


	Because business was bad, my parents pulled me out of the Catholic school and put me in a public school that looked like a cinder block prison. Bullies eager to beat up the gringo. Putrid food. Out-of-control classrooms. A handful of inept teachers. It was hell. When I told Mimí I was never going back, Lopez arranged for me to attend the Episcopalian school across from the funeral home.


	After school, Daddy Lopez showed me how to handle the dead. The ordeal of sticking a metal tube into a corpse and sucking out their guts scrambled my brain. The stink of formaldehyde sickened me. The sight of lifeless flesh turning from ghostly blue-gray to unnatural pink gave me nightmares.


	On a fine spring day, Daddy Lopez, an affable soul, tried his best to brighten my mood. It was probably a tall tale, but I liked hearing him tell me how during his Navy days he stowed away on Enola Gay, the Boeing bomber that dropped the big one on Hiroshima. He took me to a mountaintop and spoke of his plans to open a roadside restaurant where all of us would work. I had a sudden vision of being a busboy for the rest of my life. That frightened and infuriated me. My silent retaliation was to imagine him in a coffin, dead as a doornail. That way I’d never have to work at his restaurant, and we could go back to Miami to be with Abuela and my cousins, who continued pouring in from Cuba.


	Then came the night we were hit by a tropical storm of biblical proportions. It felt like the end of the world. I was afraid that the monsoon would wash us all away. An ominous feeling filled the house as we ate the dinner Daddy Lopez had prepared. We were all together in our small living space when I saw my stepfather’s eyes roll to the back of his head before he collapsed on the ground. Mimí fell into hysterics, unable to do anything. I screamed and, in the torrential rain, ran across the street to the rectory, barefoot and in my underwear, where the priest called an ambulance. It was too late. At age forty-two, Daddy Lopez was dead of a massive heart attack.


	Except I wasn’t told that. I had spent the night at the rectory, afraid to go back. In the morning, dressed in black, Mimí came to get me. She had already dyed her red shoes black.


	“Is he dead?” I asked.


	“No,” she lied. “But he’s very sick.”


	Later I learned that he had already been embalmed and put in a coffin.


	I don’t know why, but my mother couldn’t ever tell me the simple truth about anything, as if uttering those words would make it all too real.


	Due to the fantasy I created when Lopez told me of his restaurant plans, I suffered with guilt. I had envisioned him in the casket; thus, I had killed him. The students at the Episcopalian school were made to file past the casket, but I was too unnerved to enter the viewing parlor. I stood on the street alone. No one comforted me. When I was told to go inside and tell my stepfather goodbye, I refused. I never looked at Al Lopez again.


	Mimí rode in the hearse while Freddy and I rode with “Uncle Joe Marfy,” who, hearing the news, drove down to Ponce from San Juan to help us out.


	The procession stopped at the airport, where, with the casket in tow, Mimí, my brother Fred, and I flew to Miami with the few possessions we owned. Before we left, she arranged a fire sale of all our possessions in the backyard of the funeral home. The proceeds were paltry.


	We arrived in Miami in dire straits. All that kept us from homelessness was Lopez’s Jewish friend Sid, who owned a hotel next to Wolfie’s Delicatessen, a Miami Beach landmark. That same man had a vacant house in North Miami, where he let us live rent-free. But fate was not our friend. The kind man died weeks after we moved in, and, when Mimí couldn’t make the rent, his widow kicked us out in December. A sad Christmas. No presents. The only tree was the one I fashioned by tying together branches of an evergreen.


	Because Lopez had been in the Navy, a small widow’s pension entitled us to low-income housing in Liberty City. These were the bare-boned slums. Through Barrett, Marfy, and Lopez, Mimí had protected us from abject poverty. Now the protection was gone and, for years to come, we were on our ass. I was overwhelmed by shame, humiliation, and fear.


	One of my mother’s ways of making money involved the assemblage of party favors in our home. She assigned me the task of gluing together thousands of small wooden mallets. After school, I worked at it for hours. “The faster you do it,” she said, “the quicker we get paid.” I did it for months. I was nine.


	Mimí couldn’t hold a job. She worked as an office clerk. She worked at Burger King and brought home unsold soggy Whoppers and stale fish sandwiches. She tried and failed at dozens of menial tasks. Her focus was fleeting. Her only preoccupation was writing poems and songs, where, for a few moments, she beat back her depression. She hung her dreams on that big hit just around the corner.


	When she saw I was down, she lifted our spirits by taking me to a cavernous furniture store divided into sections: early American, Danish modern, French provincial. We drifted over to the Art Deco area. I loved the streamlined geometric style with its rounded fronts, chrome hardware, and gleaming glass tops. I was in a Hollywood movie from the thirties that Mimí and I watched on TV. She was Jean Harlow. I was Clark Gable. Unlike the dilapidated plastic-covered crap in our rundown Liberty City slum, here everything was new, everything matched. We sat on the sofa and pretended the furniture was ours.


	“What do you think, mi amor?” Mimí asked me. “Shall we buy it?”


	“Yes!” I screamed. “Can we?”


	“Claro que si!”


	Mimí called over the salesman and confidently ordered the complete living room set—all ten pieces, including a magnificent Art Moderne credenza. God knows where any of this would fit. But that didn’t matter.


	Insisting that her credit was impeccable, she told him to charge it. She filled out a ten-page form, a lit cigarette dangling from her lips. She handed the salesman the papers, instructing him to deliver the furniture in a week.


	The fact that the furniture never arrived didn’t stop her from repeating the ritual. Next year we were back, this time seated in the Mediterranean section, where the furniture was constructed with fake wood wormholes.


	“Imagine how all this will look in our mansion on Miami Beach,” said Mimí with complete confidence.


	On the positive side, I loved the spectacular culture of Miami’s Cuban-exile community. I say spectacular because, as with most expressions of Cuban emotion, the culture thrived on theatricality. As Mimí’s politics shifted, she wrote an epic poem in which Castro is portrayed as a Christ figure who, over time, betrays his ideals and his people. Though she lost all faith in Fidel, she remained a patriot and mourned her sad guajira island.


	While we were living in the projects, she hosted meetings of the Cuban Songwriters in Exile, an organization she helped establish. I sat on the floor and watched a parade of hyperdramatic poets declaiming the virtues of the Cuban soul. Among those was the magnificent poetisa Beba de Cuba, wrapped in the Cuban flag. Her hair was piled in a mile-high frosted beehive, her eyes streaming tears like Tammy Faye. Her poems soared.


	Another guest in our home was the immortal Olga Guillot, queen of bolero, Cuba’s Judy Garland and Castro’s fiercest enemy, a woman so adored by Conrad Hilton that he booked her every time he opened a new hotel around the world. She headlined at the Stork Club as a teenager, where Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis were her opening act. She sang with Edith Piaf in Paris and coached Nat King Cole to sing in Spanish. I called her Tia Olga because she had escaped Cuba with my mother’s younger brother Bebo, whom she had met at the Tropicana, where he performed with his celebrated singing group, Los Bucaneros. For ten years, Bebo was her lover. He often acted as her conductor and helped raise her daughter Olga Maria.


	Then came the day I saw Olga’s poster in a record store on Calle Ocho, the main artery of Cuban life in Miami. Her dark skin had been lightened to a porcelain glow. They had even turned her brown eyes blue. I was intrigued by the magic of transformational packaging, a concept that stayed with me the rest of my life. Olga Guillot, by the way, released eighty-seven albums during her eighty-seven years. On her last album, she finally sang Mimí’s “Doña Tristeza.” At least one of my mother’s dreams came true.
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