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A Note from the Author [image: Images]


ISLAND TREASURES contains two previously published books—Where the Flame Trees Bloom (1998) and Under the Royal Palms (2000)—as well as Days at La Quinta Simoni, a set of stories new to this collection. All of these narratives are based on my childhood memories.

Writing about my childhood has been a way of keeping alive cherished memories and honoring the people who nourished me. Today, there is another reason I treasure these stories: the response they have received, over the last fifteen years, from readers who have found delight and inspiration in their pages.

Many of you have written to tell me that the attention these stories give to the simple details of daily life has helped you value things previously taken for granted. Others have written to say that these stories moved you to a greater appreciation of your own families. And I am delighted whenever I hear that some of you have begun to write about your own lives!

It is my hope that, through my recollections of everyday moments, new readers of all ages and from all over the planet will come to understand this unique period in Cuban life—and to discover that each one of us has a world of stories to tell.
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To Samantha Rose as your life begins to bloom
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I WAS BORN IN Cuba. The largest of the islands in the Caribbean, Cuba is long and narrow. If one looks at a map of Cuba with a little bit of imagination, the island resembles a giant alligator, resting on the water. The western part of Cuba is very near Florida, while the eastern part is very close to the Dominican Republic and Haiti. In climate and natural beauty, Cuba is quite similar to Puerto Rico. In fact, Cubans and Puerto Ricans have a shared history, which is why a Puerto Rican poet once said that “Cuba and Puerto Rico are two wings of one bird.”

On both ends and also in the center, Cuba has high mountain ranges covered with dense tropical forests. In between these three mountainous regions are flat, fertile lands. I grew up on the eastern plains, the cattle region, on the outskirts of Camagüey. Ours was a town of brick houses with tile roofs and massive old churches built of stone, which in the past served both as houses of worship and refuge for pirates. The churches’ high towers allowed lookouts to keep watch for cattle-thieving buccaneers.

The house I was born in, La Quinta Simoni, was very large and very old. My abuelita Lola, my mother’s mother, had inherited it from her father. My youngest aunt, Lolita, had been born in the house. A generation later, two of my younger cousins (Nancy and Mireyita), my sister Flor, and I were also born in the same house—right at home, not in a hospital.

Although the house was large, we were not wealthy. However, I did grow up surrounded by a wealth of family. At one time, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins all lived together under one roof. For one wonderful year, my two older cousins, Jorge and Virginita, also lived there. Yet for most of the first seven years of my childhood, I was the only child living in the house.

La Quinta Simoni also held a lot of history. It was originally built as a colonial hacienda, or ranch, by an Italian family, the Simoni. Life on their hacienda included planting crops, raising cattle, and tanning hides, as well as making bricks, tiles, and household vessels from the red clay found by the river. In those days, most of the work was done by the people the Simoni kept as slaves.

Much later, by the time I was a child, the house had grown old and weathered and the gardens overgrown. The central fountain, now dry and filled with earth, served as a planter for ferns. In the back of the house, several large rooms that had once served as dormitories for the enslaved workers were now put to other uses. A short distance away, a small brick house called el calabozo stood as a reminder of the horrible things human beings can do to one another; the iron rings on its walls had been meant to hold people in chains.

During colonial times, one of the two daughters of the Simoni family, Amalia, married Ignacio Agramonte, a Cuban patriot who fought to gain independence and freedom for all who live in Cuba. One of the first acts of the Cuban Revolution in 1868 was to free all slaves.

It was this connection with the Cuban struggle for freedom, not its earlier painful history, that made my family proud of our home. For me, the past was filled with unanswerable questions: How could anyone dare to think that a person could be owned by another? And how could we be so proud of our freedom and independence while some children still walked the streets barefoot and hungry?

Even with these troublesome questions—big ones for a young child to ponder—the old house remained a magical world for me. In addition to large flocks of chickens, ducks, and geese, my abuelita kept peacocks as well. The colorful birds often perched in the open dining room windows that faced out into the garden. Sometimes they would nest atop a large masonry arch, built as a small-scale replica of the French Arc de Triomphe in the long-abandoned garden by the river. Bats hid above the porch ceiling, and doves flocked on the terraces. My mother took in every stray cat that crossed her path, and the garden and courtyard were busy with lizards and snails, frogs and toads, crickets and grasshoppers. A family of hawks lived in the branches of a nearby tree. Yet even among all these living wonders, my best friends were the trees.

Large, firm, and strong, the trees offered me their friendship in many different ways. Their green canopies provided treasured shade during the heat of the day, allowing me to stay outdoors while sheltered from the tropical sun. Whether I felt lonely or joyful, they always welcomed me.

Ancient flame trees, more than a hundred years old, formed an avenue along one side of the house leading to the white arch and the river. Gnarled with age, their large roots protruded from the earth, offering me a nest where I could crawl in to feel protected and secure. Their worn, smooth roots were pleasant to the touch, and I would caress them as one might hold a dear friend’s hand.

The old river Tínima, winding its way through the land, had formed a rather large island behind the house. Long ago, the island had been planted with fruit trees. Now the mature trees were generous with their offerings, better than any store-bought candy or even any dessert made in our kitchen. Sweet and sour tamarindos, which made a refreshing drink when soaked in water; fragrant guayabas, brilliantly green outside with a sweet red inside; caimitos, round as baseballs, with a shining purple skin and a delicate, milky-white flesh; bittersweet marañones, vivid bells of deep yellow or red, each one with a delicious nut hanging below: the cashews that my uncle Medardito and my young aunt Lolita loved to roast over a campfire by the river.

And then there were the dozens of coconut trees, with fronds that swayed in the breeze and fruits that we treasured above all others. The water of the young cocos is sweet and fresh. As the coconut matures, the water inside slowly turns dense and smooth like a light gelatin. Later it becomes fleshier, but still soft and sweet. We loved to eat these treats right out of their shells. As coconuts age, their meat becomes hard and dry; it can then be shredded to make desserts. But the most highly valued kind of coconut treat took much longer to form. If a large, healthy coconut was kept at the right temperature in a moist and dark place, then perhaps it would sprout. If it did, and if someone knew how to open it at the right time, she would find that the thick, dry meat inside had pulled away from the shell and had gathered in the very center of the coconut as a soft, porous ball, the deliciously sweet “manzana del coco” or “coconut apple.”

On the shore of our river island stood a bamboo grove. There, my abuelita Lola hung her hammock every afternoon, to rest a while between her two jobs. Rustling through the bamboo and the coconut palms, the wind would play a soothing, enchanting melody that soon lulled her to sleep. Although we lived inland, a few hours from the seashore, this sound reminded me of an ocean breeze, filled with rumors of distant lands and far-away places.

While I grew up surrounded by loving people and fascinated by all the life around me, it was to the trees that I chose to tell my sorrows and my joys, and most of all, my dreams.

Like a family, the trees grew and their branches multiplied. Some, like the flame trees, were stolid and almost timeless. Others were abundant with fruit and offspring. Each, in its own way, mirrored the life around me—the life that is now reflected in these pages.

The family stories you are about to read took place at various times. Some happened before I was born and were told to me as a child; others happened to me as I was growing up. Most of them took place at La Quinta Simoni, the magnificent old house of my early childhood; others in town, where we moved when I was eight. But even then, I was fortunately never too far away from my beloved trees.

As I share these stories with you now, I can still see the tall and majestic royal palms, the graceful coconut trees swaying easily in the warm tropical breezes, and the fiery flame trees, bursting all over with their abundant red blossoms. And I hope that the inspiration I continue to receive from these companions of my childhood will, in turn, help warm the hearts of those who turn the pages of this book.
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MY MOTHER’S MOTHER, my grandmother Dolores, was known as Lola. She filled my early years with outdoor adventures, fun, and fascinating stories. The deeds of the Greek gods and goddesses, the heroic feats of the Cuban patriots—these were as immediate to me as her everyday life at the two schools where she was principal: an elementary public school during the day, and a school for working women in the evenings.

It is not surprising that there are many stories in our family about this woman who was both an intellectual and a practical person, who cut her hair and shortened her skirts before any other woman in our town, who created a literary journal, founded schools, awakened a great passion in the poet who married her, and brought up five children as well as several nieces and nephews while directing her own schools and farm.

One of my favorite stories about her was told to me at various times by my mother and by my aunts Mireya and Virginia, since all three of them were present when the events took place. Unlike many other family stories, which are often changed or embellished depending on the teller, I have always heard this story told exactly the same way. Perhaps that is because the story itself is too powerful to be embellished, or because the events impressed themselves so vividly upon the memories of those present.

Abuelita Lola loved to teach outdoors. The slightest pretext would serve to take the whole class out under the trees to conduct her lessons there. This particular story took place during one of those outdoor lessons, at a time when she and her husband, abuelito Medardo, ran a boarding school at La Quinta Simoni on the hacienda she had inherited from her father (and where I would later be born).

Surrounded by her pupils, including three of her own daughters, my grandmother was conducting a grammar lesson. Suddenly she interrupted herself. “Why is it,” she asked her students, “that we don’t often speak about the things that are truly important? About our responsibility as human beings for those around us? Do we really know their feelings, their needs? And yet we could all do so much for each other. . . .”

The students were silent, spellbound. They knew their teacher sometimes strayed from the topic of the lesson in order to share with them her own reflections. And they also knew that those were some of her most important lessons. At times she could be funny and witty. Other times, she would touch their hearts. And so they listened.

“Look,” continued my grandmother, as she pointed to the road that bordered the farm. There the students saw a solitary man walking. “Look at that old man. He is walking by us. In a few minutes he will be gone forever, and we will never have known who he is, where he is going, what may be important in his life.”

The students watched the man, who by then was quite close. He was very thin, and a coarse guayabera hung loosely over his bent frame. His face, in the shade of a straw hat, was weathered and wrinkled.

“Well,” said my grandmother, “do we let him go away, forever unknown, or do you want to ask him if there is anything we can do for him?”

The students looked at one another. Finally one girl said: “Shall I ask him?” As my grandmother nodded, the girl got up and walked toward the road. A few of the other students followed her, my mother and my aunts among them.

Upon seeing them approach, the man stopped. “We would like to know who you are, and where you are going,” said the student. “Is there anything we can do for you?” added my aunt Mireya.

The man was completely taken aback. “But, who are you?” was all he could reply.

The girls then explained how their questions had come about. The old man looked at them. He told them that he had no one to be with, that he had come a long distance hoping to find some distant relatives, but had been unable to locate them. “I’m nothing but an old man,” he concluded, “looking for a place to lie down and die. As a matter of fact, I was heading toward that large ceiba.” He pointed to a large tree growing by the road not too far away. “I thought I’d lie down in its shade to wait for my death.”
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“Please don’t leave” was all the girls could say. They rushed back to tell their teacher what they had learned from the old man, that he truly intended to just lie down and die.

“What do you think can be done?” my grandmother asked. The boys and girls came up with ideas: The old man could go to an old folks’ home. Maybe he should be taken to the hospital, or perhaps the police would know what to do. . . . “Is that what you would like to happen, if it were you?” my grandmother asked.

Instead, the children took the man into the house. He was given a room. The students made the bed and cooked him some food. A doctor determined that there was nothing wrong with him except exhaustion and malnutrition. It took him several days to recuperate, but soon he was up and about. He lived on with the family for many years, until one morning he was found to have died peacefully in his sleep. During all those years, he helped in the garden, fed the hens, and often sat on the back porch, whistling softly. But there was nothing he liked better than to sit in the back of the classroom, or out under the trees, and listen to my grandmother teach.
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MY FATHER’S FAMILY and my mother’s family were as different from each other as a quiet mountain stream and the vast ocean. My father’s family was small in contrast to my mother’s, with its many aunts, uncles, first and second cousins, great-aunts, and great-uncles. But not only was my mother’s family large, it also was very lively, cheerful, and adventurous, while my father’s father and brothers were quiet people who seldom spoke about anything personal.

We frequently spent our evenings together listening to stories of my mother’s family. Through these stories people whom I had never met seemed as familiar to me as those who lived nearby. It seemed as though I had heard their voices and taken part in their adventures. But it is a story told to me by my father’s father that I would like to share with you now, a story that remains vivid in my memory and that has greatly shaped who I am today.

•  •  •

Abuelito Modesto would stop by my house every afternoon for a short visit, always with a cigarette between his yellowed fingers. He would pat me on the head or give me a formal kiss on the forehead, and then he would sit and talk with my parents about the political and social issues of the day. He sounded very knowledgeable to me, but also adult and remote. He was a large, formidable man, and although I listened in fascination to his words, I felt as if it would be many years before I would be able to share anything with him, or he with me.

One afternoon when he arrived, my parents had gone out and I was the only one at home. He sat to wait for them in the dining room, the coolest room in the city house where we lived at the time. The house was bathed in the quiet so prevalent in the tropics during the hottest part of the day. As usual, I was buried in a book. Then abuelito Modesto called my name and motioned for me to sit on his lap. I was surprised by this gesture of warmth and affection, since I was almost ten years old and especially since he never asked any of us to sit by him. Yet I welcomed the invitation to get close to this man who seemed so remote and yet so wise. I never knew what prompted him to tell me the story that came next, but I have always treasured it.

“You probably know that I was once very wealthy,” he began. As I nodded, he continued. “I was only twelve years old when I left Spain to come to Cuba. My father had died, and since my oldest brother was arrogant and very authoritarian, I decided to leave my home at La Coruña. I roamed the port until someone pointed out a ship that was about to sail, and I managed to hide aboard. A sailor discovered me shortly after the ship set sail, but the captain said I should sail with them, and when we arrived at Havana he helped me get ashore. I searched for work, and fortunately I was taken in by the owner of a hardware store. He worked me hard! I cleaned the store and helped with all kinds of odd jobs. I had to sleep in the storage room on some burlap sacks, but I learned the business well.
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“One day a young American came into the store with a surprising machine that played music from round black disks. It was made in the United States and was called a gramophone. I was astonished and excited. Imagine, a machine that could bring the great opera singer Enrico Caruso’s voice into each home! The hardware store owner didn’t want anything to do with this machine, but I was fascinated by it. I followed the American when he left the store and offered to work for him. For the next few years, I sold this new invention. Eventually I became the major representative in Cuba for RCA, the manufacturer, and traveled the island from end to end. I loved the land around Camagüey, and I saw how cattle could thrive on these fertile plains, so I bought some land. The land turned out to be even more valuable than I thought, and I became wealthy.”

He paused. Even though I didn’t know then the meaning of the word nostalgia, I know now that is exactly what I saw in his eyes. “The years passed,” he continued. “I married your grandmother and we had four sons. Then she became very ill. Since she was too ill to be moved, I had a doctor come to the hacienda. But although he did all he could, she did not improve.

“One evening, an exhausted horse and rider galloped up to the hacienda. The rider was my business manager in Havana. He’d ridden at top speed from the train station in Camagüey, and close up, I saw that it was not only exhaustion that marked his face, but panic. ‘You must come to Havana immediately,’ he urged me. ‘There is a financial crisis and the economy is collapsing. The president of your bank sent me to warn you. It’s urgent that you travel to the capital in person to withdraw all of your money, or else it will be lost.’ I considered his alarming news as the man looked at me impatiently, unable to understand why I wasn’t ordering fresh horses to take us to the train. But was I to leave your ill grandmother?”

He paused again, and I saw that the look in his eyes had changed. This new feeling was one I recognized even as a child. My own eyes must have looked the same the day I found a bird, which only a short while ago had been alive, lying dead in our backyard.

My grandfather finished his story: “I did not return with him. Your grandmother did not get well, and the economy did collapse before I could get my money from the bank. I was no longer a rich man. But I was there by your grandmother’s side until the end, and I held her hand in mine as she passed away.” I looked down at my grandfather’s big hand, which was covering my own. And then I knew I would not have to wait until I grew up to understand my grandfather Modesto.

There is no one alive today who remembers María Rey Paz, the grandmother I never knew. And there are probably very few people living who remember my quiet but steadfast grandfather, Modesto. Yet I am certain that these ancestors of mine live on in my children, who have known from a young age what choices to make where loved ones are concerned.
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