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“Deeply moving . . . Eire’s tone is so urgent and so vividly personal that his unsparing indictments of practically everyone concerned, including himself, seem all the more remarkable.”
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“This rich, engrossing memoir has the magic realism of Gabriel García-Márquez. . . . [A] magical memory tour.”
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“A passionate, wildly ambitious memoir that aims to document the social life and customs of his childhood while also, by the way, delivering a work of art. A tale of a child’s life in the distinguished tradition of Huckleberry Finn [and] To Kill a Mockingbird.”
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“Eire gently unfurls the rich tapestry of his tragic story, and the beauty of the struggle and exploration he portrays is unforgettable.”

—Hispanic Magazine



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Waiting for Snow in Havana, by Carlos Eire, Free Press]


For John-Carlos, Grace, and Bruno


I spit on fools who fail to include breasts in their metaphysics,

Star-gazers who have not enumerated them among the moons of the earth

—CHARLES SIMIC, “Breasts”


Preámbulo

This is not a work of fiction.

But the author would like it to be.

We improve when we become fiction,

each and every one of us,

and when the past becomes a novel our memories are sharpened.

Memory is the most potent truth.

Show me history untouched by memories

and you show me lies.

Show me lies not based on memories

and you show me the worst lies of all.

If all the characters in this book are fictional, none of them knows it yet.

All resemblances to actual persons

were preordained before the creation of the world.

It matters little that the names don’t always match.

All the incidents and dialogue come straight from God’s imagination.

As does the author himself.

And the reader.

Still, all of us are responsible for our own actions.

Not even Fidel is exempt from all this.

Nor Che, nor his chauffeurs, nor his mansion.

Nor the many Cubans who soiled their pants

before they were shot to death.

Nor the fourteen thousand children who flew away from their parents.

Nor the love and desperation that caused them to fly.
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UNO

The world changed while I slept, and much to my surprise, no one had consulted me. That’s how it would always be from that day forward. Of course, that’s the way it had been all along. I just didn’t know it until that morning. Surprise upon surprise: some good, some evil, most somewhere in between. And always without my consent.

I was barely eight years old, and I had spent hours dreaming of childish things, as children do. My father, who vividly remembered his prior incarnation as King Louis XVI of France, probably dreamt of costume balls, mobs, and guillotines. My mother, who had no memory of having been Marie Antoinette, couldn’t have shared in his dreams. Maybe she dreamt of hibiscus blossoms and fine silk. Maybe she dreamt of angels, as she always encouraged me to do. “Sueña con los angelitos,” she would say: Dream of little angels. The fact that they were little meant they were too cute to be fallen angels.

Devils can never be cute.

The tropical sun knifed through the gaps in the wooden shutters, as always, extending in narrow shafts of light above my bed, revealing entire galaxies of swirling dust specks. I stared at the dust, as always, rapt. I don’t remember getting out of bed. But I do remember walking into my parents’ bedroom. Their shutters were open and the room was flooded with light. As always, my father was putting on his trousers over his shoes. He always put on his socks and shoes first, and then his trousers. For years I tried to duplicate that nearly magical feat, with little success. The cuffs of my pants would always get stuck on my shoes and no amount of tugging could free them. More than once I risked an eternity in hell and spit out swear words. I had no idea that if your pants are baggy enough, you can slide them over anything, even snowshoes. All I knew then was that I couldn’t be like my father.

As he slid his baggy trousers over his brown wingtip shoes, effortlessly, Louis XVI broke the news to me: “Batista is gone. He flew out of Havana early this morning. It looks like the rebels have won.”

“You lie,” I said.

“No, I swear, it’s true,” he replied.

Marie Antoinette, my mother, assured me it was true as she applied lipstick, seated at her vanity table. It was a beautiful piece of mahogany furniture with three mirrors: one flat against the wall and two on either side of that, hinged so that their angles could be changed at will. I used to turn the side mirrors so they would face each other and create infinite regressions of one another. Sometimes I would peer in and plunge into infinity.

“You’d better stay indoors today,” my mother said. “God knows what could happen. Don’t even stick your head out the door.” Maybe she, too, had dreamt of guillotines after all? Or maybe it was just sensible, motherly advice. Perhaps she knew that the heads of the elites don’t usually fare well on the street when revolutions triumph, not even when the heads belong to children.

That day was the first of January 1959.

The night before, we had all gone to a wedding at a church in the heart of old Havana. On the way home, we had the streets to ourselves. Not another moving car in sight. Not a soul on the Malecón, the broad avenue along the waterfront. Not even a lone prostitute. Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette kept talking about the eerie emptiness of the city. Havana was much too quiet for a New Year’s Eve.

I can’t remember what my older brother, Tony, was doing that morning or for the rest of the day. Maybe he was wrapping lizards in thin copper wire and hooking them up to our Lionel train transformer. He liked to electrocute them. He liked it a lot. He was also fond of saying: “Shock therapy, ha! That should cure them of their lizard delusion.” I don’t want to remember what my adopted brother, Ernesto, was doing. Probably something more monstrous than electrocuting lizards.

My older brother and my adopted brother had both been Bourbon princes in a former life. My adopted brother had been the Dauphin, the heir to the French throne. My father had recognized him on the street one day, selling lottery tickets, and brought him to our house immediately. I was the outsider. I alone was not a former Bourbon. My father wouldn’t tell me who I had been. “You’re not ready to hear it,” he would say. “But you were very special.”

My father’s sister, Lucía, who lived with us, spent that day being as invisible as she always was. She, too, had once been a Bourbon princess. But now, in this life, she was a spinster: a lady of leisure with plenty of time on her hands and no friends at all. She had been protected so thoroughly from the corrupt culture of Cuba and the advances of the young men who reeked of it as to have been left stranded, high and dry, on the lonely island that was our house. Our island within the island. Our safe haven from poor taste and all unseemly acts, such as dancing to drumbeats. She had lived her entire life as a grown woman in the company of her mother and her maiden aunt, who, like her, had remained a virgin without vows. When her mother and aunt died, she moved to a room at the rear of our house and hardly ever emerged. Whether she had any desires, I’ll never know. She seemed not to have any. I don’t remember her expressing any opinion that day on the ouster of Batista and the triumph of Fidel Castro and his rebels. But a few days later she did say that those men who came down from the mountains needed haircuts and a shave.

Our maid worked for us that day, as always. Her name was Inocencia, and her skin was a purple shade of black. She cooked, cleaned the house, and did the laundry. She was always there. She seemed to have no family of her own. She lived in a room that was attached to the rear of the house but had no door leading directly into it. To enter our house she had to exit her small room and walk a few steps across the patio and through the backdoor, which led to the kitchen. She had a small bathroom of her own too, which I sometimes used when I was playing outdoors.

Once, long before that day when the world changed, I opened the door to that bathroom and found her standing inside, naked. I still remember her shriek, and my shock. I stood there frozen, a child of four, staring at her mountainous African breasts. A few days later, at the market with my mother, I pointed to a shelf full of eggplants and shouted “Tetas de negra!” Black women’s tits! Marie Antoinette placed her hand over my mouth and led me away quickly as the grocers laughed and made lewd remarks. I couldn’t understand what I had done wrong. Those eggplants did look just like Inocencia’s breasts, right down to the fact that both had aureolas and nipples. The only difference was that while Inocencia’s were bluish black, those of the eggplants were green. Later in life I would search for evidence of God’s presence. That resemblance was my first proof for the existence of God. And eggplants would forever remind me of our nakedness and shame.

A few months after that New Year’s Day, Inocencia quit working for us. She was replaced by a thin, wiry woman named Caridad, or Charity, who was angry and a thief. My parents would eventually fire her for stealing. She loved Fidel, and she listened to the radio in the kitchen all day long. It was the only Cuban music I ever heard. My father, the former Louis XVI, would not allow anything but classical music to be played in the main part of the house. He remembered meeting some of the composers whose music he played, and he pined for those concerts at Versailles. Cuban music was restricted to the kitchen and the maid’s room.

Caridad loved to taunt me when my parents weren’t around. “Pretty soon you’re going to lose all this.” “Pretty soon you’ll be sweeping my floor.” “Pretty soon I’ll be seeing you at your fancy beach club, and you’ll be cleaning out the trash cans while I swim.” With menacing smirks, she threatened that if I ever told my parents about her taunts, she would put a curse on me.

“I know all sorts of curses. Changó listens to me; I offer him the best cigars, and plenty of firewater. I’ll hex you and your whole family. Changó and I will set a whole army of devils upon you.”

My father had warned me about the evil powers of Changó and the African gods. He spoke to me of men struck dead in the prime of life, of housewives driven mad with love for their gardeners, of children horribly disfigured. So I kept quiet. But I think she put a curse on me anyway, and on my whole family, for not allowing her to steal and taunt until that day, “pretty soon,” when she could take over the house. Her devils swooped down on all of us, with the same speed as the rebels that swept across the whole island on that day.

The lizards remained oblivious to the news that day, as always. Contrary to what my brother Tony liked to say as he administered shock treatments to them, the lizards were not deluded in the least. They knew exactly what they were and always would be. Nothing had changed for them. Nothing would ever change. The world already belonged to them whole, free of vice and virtue. They scurried up and down the walls of the patio, and along its brightly colored floor tiles. They lounged on tree branches, sunned themselves on rocks. They clung to the ceilings inside our house, waiting for bugs to eat. They never fell in love, or sinned, or suffered broken hearts. They knew nothing of betrayal or humiliation. They needed no revolutions. Dreaming of guillotines was unnecessary for them, and impossible. They feared neither death nor torture at the hands of children. They worried not about curses, or proof of God’s existence, or nakedness. Their limbs looked an awful lot like our own, in the same way that eggplants resembled breasts. Lizards were ugly, to be sure—or so I thought back then. They made me question the goodness of creation.

I could never kiss a lizard, I thought. Never.

Perhaps I envied them. Their place on earth was more secure than ours. We would lose our place, lose our world. They are still basking in the sun. Same way. Day in, day out.
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DOS

I shouldn’t have been surprised that New Year’s morning. There had been plenty of signs of trouble brewing, of changes to come. Even a sheltered child should have known something was about to snap. Later in life I would think back to that morning and try to link it to earlier events, just to make sense of what had gone wrong with all our lives.

Quite often, my wondering would come back to the day we almost died.

We were only a few blocks from my grandmother’s house when the shooting started. It was near the botanical gardens of the Quinta de los Molinos. At first it sounded like a few firecrackers going off in the distance, pop, pop, pop. But within one minute, the pops were joined by bangs and rat-tat-tats, in a mounting crescendo. And the noise kept getting closer and closer. And louder.

My mother began to scream. “A shoot-out, a shoot-out! Oh my God, we’re all going to get killed! Stop the car, Antonio, stop the car right here.”

Antonio was my father’s name in this life. Antonio Juan Francisco Nieto Cortadellas. This time around, my mother was called Maria Azucena Eiré González. Quite a comedown from Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, but still quite high on the food chain. Marie Antoinette had been stricken by polio just before her first birthday in this lifetime, and her right leg was totally useless. Apparently being imprisoned in the Bastille and losing her head in 1793 had not been enough to settle her Karmic debts.

“If I stop the car now, we’ll be killed for sure,” said my father. “Stop shouting, you’re frightening the kids.”

It didn’t seem to occur to him that the gunfire might be scary enough.

“Stop, stop, I beg you stop . . . we can get out of the car right here. I know the family that lives in that house right there,” said Marie Antoinette, pointing a little ways down the street. In this neighborhood the buildings were all very close together, flush with the sidewalk. No front or side yards. Jumping out of the car and making a mad dash into a house was not too bad an idea.

“What if your friends aren’t home?” Louis XVI asked. Pop, pop, rat-tat-tat, bang!

“They’re not friends; I just know who they are,” Marie Antoinette replied. “They’re friends of friends of my sister.” Bang, pop, bang, rat-tat-tat, bang! “And where else would they be on a Sunday evening?” Pop, ka-pop, bang! “My God, we’re all going to die!” Pop, bang, ka-blam!

My brother Tony and I looked at each other in disbelief. This was just like a war movie! Finally, we were lucky enough to be involved in real gunplay. We had heard it in films, and often far in the distance, especially around bedtime, but never this close. It was so much louder! I thought of Audie Murphy in To Hell and Back, shooting dead all those evil Nazis and blowing up their tanks. My brother and I must have seen that movie at least a dozen times. Both of us wanted to be Audie Murphy, the most highly decorated American soldier in World War II. Since our father was a judge, we could go to any movie theater in Havana for free, and we went often.

“There are very good shows on television tonight,” my brother chimed in. Rat-tat-tat, bang, pop, pop, ka-blam! “They’re probably watching Rin Tin Tin.”

KA-BLAM! KA-BLAM! KA-BLAM!

“But grown-ups don’t watch Rin Tin Tin. Grown-ups don’t like shows about dogs,” I said.

KA-BLAM! BOOM! BANG! RAT-TAT-TAT!

“Oh my God, Oh my God, Oh Mary Mother of God in Heaven. Oh Virgin of Charity! Stop the car! Stop the car! STOP!” Mom shouted even louder, over the sound of gunfire.

Maybe it was my overactive imagination, but I could have sworn I also heard a Ka-ping. A ricochet. The sound of a bullet bouncing off buildings, just like a war movie. Impressive. Then I heard a dull thud. Bullets penetrating buildings. Even more impressive.

Antonio Nieto Cortadellas swung the car over to the curb and stopped abruptly in front of the house my mother had pointed out. My brother and I were thrown forward against the front seat of the car. No one had seatbelts back in those days.

Maria Azucena Eiré González opened her door first.

Then it happened. Before she could swing out her good leg, a man bolted from the shadows. He grabbed my mother by both arms, crouching so low to the ground that his face was lower than hers.

“Save me! Hide me, please! They’re after me! They’re going to kill me!” The man’s voice was shaky.

He started to push Mom back into the car.

“I beg you. For the love of God, hide me. Hide me, please, I beg you! Por favor, se lo ruego!”

I popped my head up above the front seat and got a good look at him. He had a round face and dark curly hair, and he was very sweaty. His shirt was open to mid-chest. He must have been in his thirties. I couldn’t tell, though. All grown-ups looked the same age until they turned into old people.

The gunfire became ever louder. It made my hair stand on end, for the first time in my life. I heard more dull thuds and ka-pings, followed by sirens. Marie Antoinette gave a bloodcurdling shriek, just like the ones in horror films.

In the meantime, Tony had jumped out of the car, without having seen the man. As he rounded the car, the man grabbed him and held him tightly with one arm.

“For the sake of this boy, hide me!” he said through clenched teeth.

Louis XVI shouted: “Get away from us! You’re going to get us killed! Can’t you see my wife is crippled and that I’m trying to save my kids’ lives? Go away! There’s nothing we can do for you! Let go of my boy, now! Go! Run!”

The man looked straight at me. I had seen eyes like that before, on paintings and statues of Jesus Christ.

I had also seen them in my dreams. Very often, I used to dream that Jesus would appear at the dining room window, carrying his cross while we were eating dinner. He would just stand there and stare at me, blood trickling down his face. And only I could see him. He didn’t have to speak. I knew what he wanted and it frightened me to death. The rest of the family kept eating, oblivious. Then he would simply vanish.

And this man’s eyes stared at me exactly the same way.

I ducked back down to avoid the man’s gaze.

Then the man took a look at my mother’s leg, released my brother, and ran away. As quickly as he had appeared, he disappeared. My brother would say forty-two years later, on the day that I wrote this, that he had never seen anyone run so fast.

We bolted out of the car, not even bothering to close its doors. Tony and I bent close to the ground, just like the soldiers in war movies. All those hours at the movie theater and in front of the television were finally paying off.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God! Ay, Dios mío!” Marie Antoinette prayed, limping all the way to the door of the house.

KA-BLAM, BANG, BANG, RAT-TAT-TAT!

The noise was deafening. I heard the sound of bullets whizzing past us, too.

SWOOOOOOSH! KA-PIIING!

Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI started banging on the door loudly. King Louis used the door knocker, Queen Marie Antoinette pounded with her cane. The banging seemed to last an eternity, but finally a silver-haired woman opened the door a crack. Without saying a word, Marie Antoinette crashed through the door, and the rest of us followed in her wake.

“I guess she really does know these people,” Tony said.

“Please, please, you’ve got to let us stay here until the shooting stops,” said Marie Antoinette, as she limped past the living room. Without asking the woman’s permission, she herded us to the first bedroom she could find and said: “Get under the bed, quickly.”

Tony and I crawled under the bed and huddled together, shaking. I remember the bedspread was brown, and the marble floor was nice and cool. Our mother sat on the bed above us like a hen over her chicks, saying Our Fathers and Hail Marys under her breath. Our father and the lady who lived in the house came into the room too.

The grown-ups just sat, or stood, in silence. My mother’s prayers had become inaudible. Outside, the sound of gunfire diminished gradually, moving farther and farther away. And then it stopped, as suddenly as it had started.

My parents thanked the silver-haired lady profusely and talked for a while in that boring way that grown-ups talk. Tony and I emerged from under the bed, and the lady gave us some candy.

And we went home.

That night I didn’t fall asleep in the backseat, as I often did. We got home, our parents tucked us into bed, and sleep crept up on us slowly.

That night I didn’t dream about Jesus and his cross.

The next day my parents read in the newspaper about the escaped prisoners who had been shot dead near the Quinta de los Molinos. Our desperate man was only one of several who had escaped from the prison at the El Príncipe fortress, a relic from colonial times.

“You know that man who asked us to save him last night? They shot him dead,” said my father.

“The police killed him,” added my mother.

Louis XVI wouldn’t show us the newspaper, but somehow my brother and I managed to get our hands on it later. That’s how we got to see the gory photo. He was sprawled on the ground, one arm horribly twisted the wrong way, bloodstains on his shirt, and a pool of blood under his body. A thin stream of blood trickled from his mouth. His eyes were open. But they didn’t look the same as when he had looked straight at me. They looked empty.

Cuban newspapers were full of such pictures in the waning days of Batista’s regime. Dead rebels. Dead escaped prisoners. Dead innocent bystanders. Blood everywhere. Flies, even.

We were live innocent bystanders. Not a drop of our blood had been shed. What good luck, and at how great a price for that man we turned away in his most desperate hour.

That’s what the world was like before it changed. I should have seen it coming.

The year was 1958. Earlier that day, we had held a bon voyage party for my mother’s sister, Lily, who was off with a tour group to the United States and Canada. We had gone down to the harbor to see her board the Havana-Miami ferry. It was a lot of fun to watch the cars drive into the huge ship. But it took a long time, and the fun wore off. I had brought only one comic book with me, and it was a bad one. Elastic Man. What a stupid superhero. All he could do was stretch. And he had a very stupid looking red suit without a cape.

As I lay on the cold marble floor under the silver-haired lady’s bed, listening to murmured prayers and gunfire, I thought of Elastic Man. How would he have reacted to a shoot-out? By stretching himself completely flat against the ground? Or maybe by stretching himself so thin as to become nearly invisible? He certainly wouldn’t have hidden under a bed, not even to avoid being ridiculed for his costume.

I was no superhero, for sure. Nor was anyone else in my family.

The seas were rough that day. So rough that my aunt was seasick all the way to Miami. After she returned to Havana, I was very impressed when she told us about the huge waves and the violent rocking of the ferry, and about how green her cabin mate’s face had turned. I imagined my aunt Lily leaning her own green head out of a porthole, puking into the waves. One hundred and twenty miles of vomit. Very impressive. More impressive than her stories about New York City, Niagara Falls, and the Canadian Mounted Police.

Almost as impressive as the sound of bullets whizzing past my head, and the sight of Jesus at my dining room window, cross and all.
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TRES

Havana at night. Some nightlife, I’m told. I never got to enjoy it, so I can’t tell you about it.

Havana by day. Hot, yes, and radiant. The sunlight seemed at once dense and utterly clear. The shadows were so crisp, so cool. The clouds in the blue sky, each one a poem; some haiku, some epic. The sunsets: forget it, no competition. Nothing could compare to the sight of that glowing red disk being swallowed by the turquoise sea and the tangerine light bathing everything, making all of creation glow as if from within. Even the lizards. The waves, those turquoise waves, splashing against the wall of the Malecón, splashing, leaping over it to flood the road, lapping, lapping, lapping endlessly, eternally. Even in the worst of storms the waves were always a lover’s caress, an untiring embrace, an endless shower of kisses.

Of course, I didn’t think of it that way back then. Get lost. I was a boy. Images of hugs and kisses were unspeakably repulsive. Waves were fun, not sappy drivel. In the worst of storms my brother and I would ask our father, Louis XVI, to drive our car down the Malecón to be swallowed by the breakers. And King Louis was nice enough to comply.

“You know, kids, the saltwater will wreck the car,” he would remind us. But he would have as much fun as we did, perhaps more, driving through the surf. And he didn’t really care that much about rust. We loved it, especially when a surging wall of water would nearly tip us over, and the windshield wipers couldn’t race fast enough against the deluge. Sometimes we would pack as many of our friends as we could into the car, and my father would bravely take us all to be swallowed by the waves. Car surfing. Without seatbelts, of course. If Havana had been in the United States, the road would have been closed to traffic, and Dad would have been imprisoned for recklessly endangering the lives of children.

But Havana was not in the United States. That was the beauty of it, and the horror. So much freedom, so little freedom. Freedom to be reckless, but no genuine freedom from woe. Plenty of thrills, and an overabundance of risks, large and small. But so little margin for error, and so few safety nets. For the poor, opportunity knocked loudest in the lottery and the numbers racket. For anyone who wasn’t poor, life could be beautiful, even if all was balanced on a razor’s edge. As beautiful as a giant turquoise wave poised right over your head.

Havana was the capital of an island nation barely five decades into independence from the Spanish empire. My father’s parents had grown up in a Spanish colony, with slaves in their households. Many of the men in his family had trained as army officers in Spain, and their chief purpose in life was to keep Cuba a colony. Many went to their graves denying the fact they were Cuban. My father’s generation had been born in Spanish Cuba and had grown up along with the republic; his sister remembered hearing the blast that sank the battleship Maine in Havana Harbor. Fifty years is not that much time. How much can one expect of a nation as young as that, and especially of one so physically near to the richest, most powerful country on earth, and so dependent on it for its economic well-being?

Expect trouble.

But those waves, those turquoise waves, along with the sunlight, almost made up for the trouble. Almost. The divine, omniscient sunlight also shone on things warped and evil. Slums full of naked, parasite-infested children. Whorehouses. Bastards. Corpses. Bribes. Beggars. Bright green phlegm on the sidewalk. Bullies at school. And at night, the light was replaced by a menacing gloom, thick with bats, mosquitoes, prostitutes, and flying cockroaches. The turquoise waves turned inky black. Nothing frightened me more than the sight of that black water, except maybe for the sharks swimming silently beneath, and the malevolent magic of the brujeros, the voodoo sorcerers, who always did their dirty work at night.

Quite often, we awoke to find hexes on our front porch. All sorts of voodoo curses, none of which required written notes. Foul-smelling trinkets and coins. Rotting fruit wrapped in red ribbons. Bloody feathers. An occasional chicken head. Makeshift altars on which stuff had been burnt. These were all gifts left behind by the relatives of those men and women my father, the judge, sent to jail every weekday.

My father was a kind man, mild mannered and soft spoken. He had a very hard edge, but everything about him seemed soft and vulnerable, maybe because he was so fat. He was about five feet six or seven and weighed well over two hundred pounds. Thin, gray hair. He already looked liked an old man when he married my mother, at the age of thirty-seven. He collected fine porcelain and paintings, and all sorts of art. We owned a rare Palissy dish from the sixteenth century, one of the very first pieces of colored European porcelain. When my father lent it to the National Museum for an exhibit, it was assigned its own full-time guard. Years later, I would see an almost identical Palissy at the Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore. I wept like a baby right there, that sunny weekend morning in 1976, even though I was a grown man.

We had other valuable stuff, too. We had a Murillo painting of the boy Jesus hanging in the living room, along with a portrait of Empress Maria Theresa of Austria. Under their watchful gazes I watched television. American culture flooded our living room with a constant torrent of images, right under their noses: Felix the Cat, the Three Stooges, Woody Woodpecker, Laurel and Hardy, Mickey Mouse, Mighty Mouse, Betty Boop, Buck Rogers, the Lone Ranger, Roy Rogers, Hopalong Cassidy, Donald Duck, Gunsmoke, Bat Masterson, Fred Astaire, Pluto, Jimmy Cagney, Rin Tin Tin, Flash Gordon, Tarzan, Sea Hunt, Superman, Perry Mason, Zorro. But never ever I Love Lucy. Good thing, too. I think any American television show with a Cuban in it would have confused the hell out of us.

The child Jesus by Murillo, tending his sheep on a canvas blackened by centuries of candle smoke, always looked kind yet forlorn. He was obviously scanning the hills of Galilee for lost sheep. But that stern Maria Theresa. She scared me. In my dreams, she would often begin swearing at me like a sailor on shore leave, uttering the vilest language known to man. When I told my father about these dreams and pleaded with him to banish the swearing Empress from our house, he had a very simple, historically accurate reply:

“Don’t be silly. She was such a refined lady she could never swear like that.”

Of course, I couldn’t repeat the bad words to offer proof of Maria Theresa’s expertise at swearing. If I had, he would have slapped me across the mouth. Foul language was not allowed in our household. Bad words—malas palabras—if uttered, were swiftly punished. Somehow, in my own numbering of the Ten Commandments, “Thou shalt not utter bad words” had come to rank first.

In my father’s study, we had a silver reliquary containing bone fragments from seven different saints and two slivers from the True Cross. Imagine that: the True Cross! As if this were not enough, we also had a seventeenth-century painting of Jesus carrying his cross and bleeding profusely—the stuff of my dreams—and an Italian porcelain plate with the face of Jesus embossed in such a way that wherever you went, the eyes followed you. Blue eyes. My father loved to show that one off, and to taunt his visitors:

“I dare you: see if you can get away from His gaze.”

Directly across the room from the staring Jesus hung a portrait of an English lady in her riding clothes, holding the reins of her steed. She only swore at me once. In a dream, of course, and in Spanish, just like Maria Theresa.

I only dream in Spanish now when I am visited by my father’s ghost.

My father, Louis XVI, the Cuban judge, the art collector, the reckless wave rider, made the most beautiful dioramas out of seashells and coral. So inventive and so delicate. The shells became butterflies, the coral served as vegetation for the butterflies to alight upon. And no two pieces were alike. Louis XVI made the wooden glass-covered boxes by hand too, and they were crafted with the ultimate care, lined in velvet. Some of these hung on our walls, but most were given away as gifts. The shells and the coral came from a place that scooped up sand from the sea and sold it to construction firms. La Arenera: that’s what we called it. The sand place. It was on the banks of the Almendares River, near a peanut oil factory that smothered the air with the scent of roasting peanuts.

I loved passing that spot on the way to my grandmother’s house. “Here come the peanuts, here come the peanuts! Get ready to inhale!” I would cry out from the backseat. The aroma would rush into the car suddenly, as if we had hit a wall of peanuts, and linger inside for blocks and blocks, almost all the way to Grandma’s house. “You know, that counts as your snack for the afternoon,” Marie Antoinette would often say.

Every now and then we would make runs to La Arenera to sift for shells and coral. My father knew the owner. He seemed to know everyone. There were mountains of sand all over the place. White sand, gray sand, pink sand, brown sand, yellow sand. I mean mountains, literally, about five or six stories high. We could only sift at the bottom, though we itched to climb to the top of each and every mountain of sand. “Too dangerous, kids. Too dangerous,” the owner would warn us as he handed us sifting trays. “I don’t want you climbing on the sand, you hear?” Dad made sure we got the message. “You know,” he would say as we were pulling up to La Arenera, “a lot of men have been lost in these sandpiles. Poor workers. They started to climb and sank into the sand. They disappeared, sucked in, drowned in the sand. Those sandpiles are full of dead men, you know. Once the sand sucks you in, that’s it. No one can pull you out. Look at those sandpiles: they’re just like the pyramids of Egypt. Tombs. Very large tombs.”

It worked. We were rowdy kids, but we never took to climbing up the sand. As we sifted for treasures at the very bottom of the sandpiles, I thought of the skeletons that lay buried beneath the sand. Maybe one day we’ll be lucky enough to find bones, I thought. But we never hit bones. Just beautiful objects, handcrafted by God Himself, about to be turned into art by my own father.

My father also made the niftiest kites out of brightly colored tissue paper. Papel de China, it was called. And balsa wood frames. My dad would slice the balsa wood with a special knife he saved in a special box, cut the paper into all sorts of shapes, arrange the colors in wild patterns, apply glue, tie some string, and, presto, a kite would appear. A tail made of thin strips of cloth, tied together in a chain of knots, was the finishing touch. Sometimes he would make a dozen or two at a time, give them to all our friends, pile us into the car, and take us to the seashore to fly them at the mouth of the Almendares River, not far from the sandplace.

I especially liked the fighting kites, which had double-edged razor blades embedded in their tails. We would hoist our kites high, far from one another, and then bring them closer and closer and try to cut each others’ strings with the razor blades. Sometimes it worked, but most of the time the kites simply got tangled up and plummeted to the ground. But when a kite actually had its string cut, it was beautiful. It would sort of hang there in the air for an instant, confused by its freedom, and then fly off wherever the wind wanted to take it. Sometimes they landed on the roofs of houses. Sometimes they landed blocks away, or plunged into the turquoise sea. We would cheer and shout, unless of course the damaged kite happened to be our own. I hated to have mine cut, and the sad truth is that I never got to cut anyone else’s. My father, Louis XVI, didn’t seem to mind this wreckage of his handiwork at all. He seemed to enjoy it.

My father also sent people to jail every day, or fined them.

And sometimes these people would strike back the only way they could. They would curse us. Summon devils to rain misery upon us all.

Along with the devils came the presents too. Being a judge was not all that bad. Favors rendered, favors acknowledged. Once, a crate full of live chickens was brought to our door by a black man who simply said: “For Doctor Nieto. He’ll understand.” My brother and I set the chickens loose in the rear patio and shot at them with our water pistols. Still, we were kinder to the chickens than our maid Caridad; she wrung their necks and cooked them all. Another time a blue Cadillac pulled up to the house, and a uniformed chauffeur delivered a case of wine to the front door. The wine was immediately given away to a neighbor. Alcohol was not allowed in our household.

“Let someone else get drunk,” said Louis XVI.

Along with the curses and presents, sometimes there were physical threats. When I was very little, my father took on the case of a notorious outlaw revolutionary known as El Colorado, or Red. Many other judges had turned down the chance to try this man in their courtrooms. It didn’t matter much whether this was due to fear or bribery. What it meant was that my father stood all alone against this man and his supporters, and that our family became the target of intimidation. Notes were slipped into our mailbox. Phone calls from strangers came in the middle of the night. The messages were nearly as inventive as Dad’s shell-and-coral dioramas, but in a perverse way.

“We know when your lovely wife takes the children to the park, along with your colored nannies. Her blue polka-dot dress is so pretty, and she fills it out so nicely, especially on top. Too bad one of her legs is so shriveled up. Maybe we should chop it off for her.”

“Your little blond sons are gems. How do you think they’ll enjoy our own very special playground? You know, there are plenty of dirty old men in Havana who would pay a fortune to spend time with them every night.”

“Your dear old mother and aunt are so frail. Have you ever wondered how easily their necks might snap when we kidnap and rape them?”

“Quiz time, Your Honor: How would you like to watch your children tortured before you, and then to have your eyes plucked out and fed to them?” And so on.

God only knows how many bribes were offered along with these messages. At one point, some government minister showed up at our house, and a long cortège of cars filled the entire street. Dad and the Minister-of-Whatever went into his study and closed the door. I have always wondered whether Dad showed the minister his Jesus-with-the-moving-eyes during that visit. In the end, my dad, Louis XVI, prevailed. Or maybe Eye Jesus had something to do with it. Dad sent Red to prison and nothing happened. After a while, the police stationed around the clock outside our house simply vanished. Red was eventually killed in a shoot-out, after escaping from prison, but I didn’t find out about it until I was thirty-eight years old. El Colorado lingered in our household after his demise, kept hostage in a perverse afterlife by my own parents. Other children’s parents used the Bogey Man—El Coco—to frighten their children into behaving. My parents used El Colorado, who seemed as eternal and omnipresent as the Bogey Man.

“Stop doing that or El Colorado will kidnap you!” “Finish up that soup or El Colorado will shoot you!” “Look, there he is at the window!” “Look at that big gun he’s holding! Oh, my God, he’s about to pull the trigger!” “Go to bed now or we’ll call El Colorado to come get you!”

I never saw a picture of El Colorado. But I imagined him being fat and red-faced, much like a sunburned American tourist I had once seen walking down the street. I can still see him in my mind’s eye, clinging to the iron bars that covered my bedroom window, grinning fiendishly, his face glowing red, his Hawaiian shirt popping at the buttons. The God’s honest truth is that he wasn’t nearly as scary as Maria Theresa of Austria. Or Eye Jesus.

After El Colorado’s usefulness in behavior modification wore off, when I was slightly older, my father would occasionally take me with him to court in the summertime, when I was not in school. Sometimes he would take Tony too. Louis XVI began doing this when he was the judge of Regla, a poor district on the eastern side of Havana Harbor. Getting there was a lot of fun.

First we would take a bus all the way to the harbor. My father, the well-to-do art collector, former King of France, always rode the bus. Always. Even though we had a very nice car. This was one of his many quirks, like putting on his shoes before his trousers, or remembering his past lives and knowing about the past lives of others. The other judges made fun of him for this. “Hey, Nieto, did your chauffeur quit again?” “Nice bus, Nieto.” “What’s the matter, Nieto, too many girlfriends to feed and clothe?”

I don’t remember him having any comebacks, especially for the jokes that had to do with sex, which in Cuba always outnumbered other kinds of jokes in a billion-to-one ratio, roughly. This was another quirk of his. He never spoke of sex and he loathed dirty jokes. This made him a rare bird among Cuban males. From first grade on, every boy’s reputation as a genuine male was constantly tested through sexual humor and the free exchange of “bad” words. Anyone uncomfortable with that in first grade was taunted as a mariquita, or sissy. By third grade the insult was upgraded to maricón, or queer. And it couldn’t ever get any worse than maricón. Even suffocation and entombment in a giant sandpile was better than that.

Anyway, back to the ride to Regla and my father’s courthouse. Once off the bus, we would catch a small launch, jam-packed with people, and cross the harbor. At dockside, on either end, poor boys dove for coins thrown into the water. Most were my age, some even younger. The water was way past murky. Once the coins hit the water, they would quickly disappear from view. No turquoise here. This water was a deep, dark green, smudged with rainbow-hued oil slicks, and it smelled worse than it looked. My father’s musings as we crossed the harbor made the boat ride scary.

“Just think of all the sharks swimming under us right now.”

“You know, I once saw an old black woman fall off the side of the boat and drown, right here. And the guy who dove in after her was eaten by a shark. It was horrible.”

“You know, one of these boats capsized once during a rainstorm, and everyone drowned. No, no, I take that back. Some drowned. The rest were eaten by sharks. It was horrible. What a tragedy.”

“You know, some crazy man once drilled a hole into the hull of one of these water taxis and when it was about halfway to the other side it sank. It was horrible: those who didn’t drown were eaten by the sharks.”

Those poor boys diving for coins in water so dark that one couldn’t see a shark coming seemed to me the bravest humans on earth. Or the most desperate. At the time I didn’t know that desperation and bravery are usually one and the same thing. My dad would always give me a coin to throw in, usually a nickel. Sometimes it was a Cuban nickel, sometimes an American nickel. (Back then the currency was interchangeable, for the peso and the dollar were often nearly on a par with each other.) And the boys would scramble and fight one another to get to my nickel. The look of glee on the face of the boy who burst forth from the filthy water holding my nickel was priceless.

From the dock we would walk to the courthouse, a few blocks away. These were grimy streets, I thought, full of disgusting old buildings and poor people. The only color I remember seeing in that neighborhood was brown. The buildings were brown, the streets were brown, the people were brown. Even the statue of the Virgin Mary enshrined in the chapel of Our Lady of Regla was brown. The blazing sun remained far above, in its pure realm, unable to pass through the narrow streets. Not one tree in sight, at least on the way to the courtroom.

The courthouse seemed indistinguishable from the other buildings on that narrow street, probably because there was hardly enough room to step back and take a good look. The door seemed ancient and weathered. It was brown. The policeman guarding it was also usually brown. Once you made it past the door, you knew this was no ordinary building. It had jail cells, the only real ones I have ever seen. And there were people in the cells. Mostly brown people. We had to walk past them to get to Dad’s chambers. They looked sad and angry and dirty, and they eyed me with malice, or so I thought. I was very glad to see policemen in that jailhouse corridor on the way to Dad’s chambers. These were obviously bad people who had done something wrong. Who knew what they could do to me if my father hadn’t locked them up? The jail cells reminded me of the lions’ cages at the zoo, and the people inside looked about as happy as trapped beasts.

The most amazing discovery I made by visiting the courthouse was that my father was not just a goofy fat man who made kites and drove us through giant waves. He had power. Real power, the kind that makes other men grovel. Inside the courthouse, Dad was treated as if he really were the King of France, and my brother and I as if we were Bourbon princes. The court clerks would literally trip over one another fawning over him, and over us. Since I was always at the very bottom of the pecking order at school and at home, the attention and respect focused on me came as a shock.

The questions came at me fast and furiously from every man who worked for my father. Grown men with moustaches and slicked-back hair. “Can I get you a Coca-Cola? Or would you prefer Royal Crown? How about Pepsi-Cola? Orange Crush? Materva? Cawy? Maybe you’d like a milk shake? Should I turn up the speed on that fan over there? Is it too hot for you in here? Maybe you’d like some comic books?”

Once I had answered any of these questions in the affirmative, the man graced by my request would then snap his fingers and order some other man around. “Ñico, go across the street and get the judge’s son a Coca-Cola.” “Hey, Argimiro, run down to the newsstand and get the judge’s son the latest Superman comic book.” “Chucho, Chucho, Chucho! Snap to it! Go get this fine boy some Juicy Fruit gum!” A few minutes later, the request would be fulfilled. Being a child, I never thought about who paid for these items.

These very same men hovered around Dad’s desk like worker ants, bringing papers and taking them away after he signed them. They asked if this or that had been done properly. And they always responded with a nod and a “Sí, señor” to each and every one of Louis XVI’s orders. What a revelation that was each time I saw it. In the courtroom, the veil would lift momentarily to reveal a world of hierarchies, in which all five senses could detect power and discern its effect upon men. Lucky me, I was on top of the heap. And I thought it would be like that forever.

I knew this for sure when I got to sit next to Dad on his judge’s bench. Yes, I could sit up there, next to His Honor. Those obsequious men would pull up a chair for me. There I would sit, elevated way above everyone else in the room, looking down on the guilty and innocent and on the victims. I told you Havana was not in the United States of America. My kite-making, wave-crashing father would hear testimony, question witnesses, uncover the truth, pound his gavel, and decide what was just, with his son sitting right next to him. In a world full of wrongs, it was his job to put things right: to absolve and to punish, to vindicate and to turn loss into gain.

It was amazing to watch him work. He dispatched his cases with great speed; even the most tangled arguments and disputes gave him no pause. I had heard of Solomon in school, and about the two women and the baby, and how Solomon had dispatched that case in the wink of an eye. Split the baby in two! Good God, my father was just like Solomon. He could spot the guilty ones in an instant by asking just one or two questions and render judgment in a flash. A fine for you: twenty pesos. Jail time for you: twenty days.

I sat up there transfixed. Everyone in the courtroom stared at me quizzically, as if asking “What the hell are you doing up there, boy?” One woman found guilty of something and fined fifty pesos looked at me pleadingly after my father pronounced her sentence. What did she think I could do?

I don’t think the court sessions ever lasted more than two hours. After stepping down from the bench, Dad would sign some more papers and we would head back home. Back on the water taxi, back on the bus. Now that I think about it, my father’s work day was about three or four hours long. No wonder he had time to do so many other things, such as typing out full descriptions of each and every one of his art objects on little cards, or building dioramas, or driving us to the seashore.

Once, after the world had changed and my father had been reassigned to a remote rural courthouse, we rode there on the train. It was the farthest I would ever get from Havana until I flew away for good. The train ride was very exciting, especially because the train was almost derailed. It took us about two hours to travel what must have been about thirty miles. Once he got to his courthouse, a small wooden building, Dad signed a few papers and back home we went. There were only two men working for him at that courthouse, and they were just as obsequious as the men at Regla. The only difference that the Revolution made was that there was nothing they could offer me. No sodas, no chewing gum, no comic books. Nothing. Not even a guarapo, a cold drink made from crushed sugarcane. Yet they still brought papers to my dad to sign, and took them away, and sought his approval.

Power is always power, and men are always men.

What a nice job being a judge. What a nice thing being the son of a judge. What a place, my Cuba. Lucky me.

Long before I rode the water taxi to Regla, many wise men and women had already discerned how best to approach such luck. One of these sages was Saint Jerome, the man who translated the Bible from Hebrew and Greek into Latin in the fifth century. Legend had it that Saint Jerome used to say, “Have mercy on me, Lord, I am a Dalmatian,” while he beat his breast with a stone, struggling to suppress his own will and make his soul ready for God’s abounding grace. What a wise man. He knew how deeply sin dwells in our skin. My own worst instincts still lead me to turquoise water, tangerine sunsets, and the judge’s seat. I, too, find myself clutching jagged chunks of granite, beating my breast, seeking redemption. But I have to make a slight alteration in Jerome’s prayer—a small change that makes a world of difference:

Miserere mei, Domine, Cubanus sum.

“Have mercy on me, Lord, I am a Cuban.”
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Who discovered Cuba?” Easy question. Nearly all of the boys raised their hands. Except those who thought it was too easy, and froze.

“Felipe . . . can you tell us?”

Felipe had not raised his hand.

“Christopher Columbus, in 1492.”

“Very good,” said our teacher, “but I didn’t ask for the date. Good to know you weren’t daydreaming. Now here is a tougher question: what was the first thing Columbus said when he set foot on Cuba?”

A couple of brownnosers thrust their hands into the air with more enthusiasm than anyone else. One of them even grabbed his upraised right arm with his left, as if to push it farther into the air. The teacher, as usual, called on someone who was sitting on his hands.

“Daniel, what did Columbus say?”

Daniel winced, and stuttered: “Uh . . . uh . . . uh . . . Thank God for land . . . at last?”

Laughs and snickers. A few more hands went up. The teacher shook his head and pounced on another seemingly distracted boy who hadn’t raised his hand.

“Miguel, can you get it right?”

Looking the teacher straight in the eye, Miguel answered: “Columbus said, ‘This is the most beautiful land ever seen by human eyes.’ ”

“Excellent. I’m glad to see not only that you were paying attention, Miguel, but that at least some of you have had a proper upbringing and were told about this at home, before we got to today’s lesson. You know, what Columbus said is very, very important. It may be one of the most important things ever said about our island, and one of the most true.”

“Yes, Cuba is a paradise,” said Ramiro, unbidden. He was the one who had been holding his arm up higher than anyone else. “My dad told me that the Garden of Eden was here in Cuba, and that Adam and Eve were not only the first humans, but also the first Cubans, and that the entire human race is kind of Cuban. And he also said that this is the reason we don’t have any poisonous reptiles at all.”

“True, Ramiro, Cuba is a paradise, and it very well might have been the original Paradise, the Garden of Eden. How many of you have heard this before?”

A good number of hands went up.

“Yes, Cuba is a paradise. There is no other place on earth as lovely as Cuba, and that’s why you should be so proud of your country. You’re all very lucky to live in a paradise.”

Lizards darted through my mind, and I stared through the window at the boy who was out on the playground, kneeling on the gravel under the bright blinding sun. I looked at the crucifix on the wall above the blackboard and the blood on the wounds. Few things scared me more than crucifixes, except for the Jesus who showed up in my dreams. And voodoo curses.

This is paradise? I strained to believe the teacher, and my own father too. Louis XVI had told me about Cuba being the Garden of Eden many times. I think he believed it, even though he couldn’t remember ever having lived in Eden. It was one of the few things he didn’t claim from memory. Could it really be?

Jesus H. Traitor-picking Christ. I didn’t know it then, but that so-called Eden was far too close to the one in the Bible, and too close to what followed in that story, including the bit about Cain and Abel. I would have no foreigner to blame for the loss of my country, my home, and my family, or for all of the worst moments in my life. There would be no barbarian hordes I could point to, or invaders from beyond the sea. I would have only my own people to thank for my deepest scars, down to the most recent. But I would also owe a lot to them. Those fellow Cubans who would strip me clean, give me the Judas kiss, and crush me would also inch me towards paradise.

Loss and gain are Siamese twins, joined at the heart. So are death and life, hell and paradise. I struggled to deny this axiom as a child, and strain against it still on bad days.

Stupid of me to put up a fight. All along, I should have heeded what the Christian Brothers taught me. I didn’t know it at the time, but those monks explained nearly everything to me. I owe them a lot, including my fear of chauffeurs.

Lucky me. I attended the finest primary school in Havana. El Colegio La Salle de Miramar. The Christian Brothers ran several schools in Cuba, but their outpost in the plush suburb of Miramar was the flagship, not just for their order, but for all private schools on the island. President Batista must have thought so, for he sent his children there. They were my schoolmates, as were the sons of many of Batista’s ministers and generals. The sons of those who owned the sugar mills, tobacco factories, mines, department stores, and nearly everything else of value were my classmates, too, along with the sons of doctors, lawyers, and judges.

This was a Catholic school for boys, of course. It was run by stern monks, many of them from Spain and France, whose sole purpose in life was to make us aware of our base instincts and turn us into God-fearing Christians. Aside from a handful of Jewish children whose parents had come to Cuba from Europe fleeing Hitler and the Nazis, all of us were Roman Catholics. The Jewish kids would be excused from taking part in religion class, but they still had to sit at their desks while religion was taught. We all thought it was strange, but whenever we dealt with Bible stories from the Old Testament, they would chime in. And they knew all the answers. We couldn’t figure out how they knew so much if they weren’t taking religion class, but somehow they did. It was a mystery the good brothers never bothered to reveal to us.

You see, they didn’t really explain everything. They only explained nearly everything.

The principal of this school, Brother Néstor María, was short and stout and spoke Spanish with a very thick French accent. You can imagine how much fun we good Christian boys had with that. French accents are just as funny in Spanish as in English. He would visit our classroom often and stand near the door with his hands behind his back, his huge belly testing the strength of the black buttons on his cassock. He boasted about the school to all the parents, and my mother still talks about it. “You know, that Brother Néstor María would always say that his school was attended by the crème de la crème of Cuban society.”

The crème de la crème. Sure. We might have been at the top of the heap, but all of us were little thugs, putrid vessels of original sin. Not an hour went by without some kid being bullied or ridiculed. Not a day went by without a fistfight on the playground. Sometimes there would be two or three fights going on simultaneously during recess, each attracting a circle of spectators. The brothers would stand back and watch, intervening only at the first sight of blood. When more than one fight took place at the same time, the spectators would rush from circle to circle, trying to find out who was fighting. Some fights were better than others, depending on the reputation of the participants. What you wanted to see was a fight between two really tough guys. Watching a tough guy beat up on some mariquita was not much fun. The only kids who watched those fights were the maricones.

I wasn’t counted among the mariquitas or maricones, but I was constantly tested. Abstaining from foul language placed me uncomfortably close to the line between macho and mariquita, and this invited all sorts of challenges to my budding masculinity. In the process, I came to be at the bottom of some pecking order I still don’t understand. And I also took more punches than I care to remember.

I do remember winning one fight, though, and with merely one blow.

One fine day in second grade, out in the blazing sunlight, I was approached on the playground by the son of one of Batista’s chief henchmen. Even at that age, I knew that his father was rumored to be in charge of all of the torturing in Cuba. No small task, on an island crawling with rebels. As often happens, the son tried to emulate the father. So this boy whose name I have forgotten was one of the worst bullies in my class.

Chief Torturer Junior approached me as I stood talking to another kid. He interrupted rudely, as bullies are supposed to do, and asked: “Why do you always stand with your hands on your hips, just like a girl?”

I looked down at my hands and, much to my horror, I saw that they were indeed resting on my hips. I had to think fast, especially since I had never heard that placing one’s hands on one’s hips was a telltale sign of femininity. But if this guy said so, it must be true. After all, the bullies were the lexicographers of machismo.

“I don’t always do that,” I replied as I removed my hands from my hips.

“Yes you do. I see you doing it all the time.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes you do. Ask anyone. You always stand there just like a girl, with your hands on your hips.”

Chief Torturer Junior turned to the kid who was with me. “Tell him. You saw it too. Doesn’t he always stand like this?” And the bully struck a very feminine-looking pose, swaying his hips, placing one hand on his right hip and the other on his forehead.

“I . . . I . . . I don’t know,” said the other boy, afraid that he, too, was being challenged.

“I don’t always stand around like a girl,” I protested once more. “You’re exaggerating.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” huffed the bully.

“Uh . . . no, no.”

“Yes you are, maricón, you’re calling me a liar. You disgusting fairy.”

He had done it. He had used the word. And we were only in second grade. This was getting very serious.

Chief Torturer fils pressed on. “You know, you make me sick. You stand like a girl, and you never say bad words. Here, prove you can say a bad word. Say shit. Say it. Say mierda.”

“Uh . . . uh . . . I can’t. That’s a mortal sin. It’s . . . it’s against the first commandment.”

“See. I told you. You can’t even say shit. You know it’s only girls who don’t say bad words. Only girls and maricones.”

“I can’t say it. It has nothing to do with being a boy or a girl. I don’t want to go to hell.”

“So you’re calling me a liar again, huh? Well, you can’t do it! Say shit. Say dick. Go ahead, say pinga.”

The next thing I knew my clenched fist was striking his head, right above his ear. It happened so fast he didn’t have a chance to block the punch. He doubled over and stayed that way for what seemed like an eternity. Then he started to sob. I stood there holding my offending fist, which hurt a little, watching the bully sob. He sobbed and sobbed, and whined, and held his hand against his temple. I thought maybe I had ruptured his brain or something.

Then he spoke again between sobs: “You know, sob, you can kill someone by hitting them on the temple. Sob. That’s a bad spot. Sob, sob. If you hit someone there, sob, the blow can go right to the brain and kill you.”

I thought of saying, “Sure, you know this because your father kills so many people. I bet it’s your father who taught you this. I bet he punches a lot of people in the temple. That’s why you’re such an expert.” Instead of saying what I wanted to say, I simply stood there, breathing heavily. And I watched him weep.

The more he sobbed, the sorrier I felt for him. Waves of pity began to wash over me. But then waves of fear joined them. It dawned on me that I had hurt the meanest little bastard in class, whose father had the power to make people disappear. Now I’d done it. This meant death for me and my family.

Pity and fear twisted into a knot in my chest and forced me to say “I’m sorry.”

The bell rang, recess ended, and we went back to class. Though I went home that afternoon and warned my parents about our impending doom, nothing bad ever happened. No police ever came in the middle of the night. No one whisked me away in a big black car during recess. The bully stopped taunting me. He didn’t exactly become my friend, but at least he left me alone from that day forward.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but I had stumbled onto one of the fundamental rules of the universe. Bullies are the ultimate sissies. Mariquitas at heart, all of them, maybe even maricones. Much later, when I ended up at a public high school in a rough neighborhood on the North Side of Chicago, where the tough guys carried knives and used them, memories of that weeping bully saved me from a lot of trouble.

Of course, the good Christian Brothers had told us repeatedly about the Sermon on the Mount, loving our neighbor, turning the other cheek, and the meek inheriting the earth. But it just didn’t sink in. Original sin had us by the throat. We were all under the same curse, slaves to sin, blind as bats, and as happy as bats in a cave. We fought like God-damned savages, the whole lot of us. We hurled insults with abandon, laughed at the less fortunate, and looked down on nearly everyone else on our benighted island. We were, after all, number one. And everyone else was number two or lower. We knew it. Our parents knew it. The brothers knew it. Pride was our worst sin.

But all of us thought our worst sin was what the brothers called “dirty thoughts.”

Ay Dios mío.

That’s all I can say when I recall my formal introduction to sex in the classroom. I understand the good brothers wanted to warn us about storm clouds on the horizon, but in my case, at least, the warning and the storm clouds became one and the same.

In first grade, Brother Alejandro would come in and warn us not to have “dirty thoughts.” At first, all of us sat there as silent as corpses, not daring to ask what in the world he was talking about. I thought of smelly laundry. But gradually his talks became more explicit. He told us about our shameful parts, and that most shameful of all male traits—erections—the gnawing, inevitable constant that led Saint Augustine to say, “Ecce unde!” (Behold the place!) If you want proof of original sin, said Augustine, just take a look at your penis. It has a life of its own. It can’t really be controlled by reason. Behold the place. But don’t behold it too much, and certainly don’t hold it for too long after you’re done peeing. And don’t hold it at all any other time.

How Brother Alejandro came to be a sex education teacher for first graders I’ll never know. Maybe because he was one of the few Cuban brothers at that school. He was the toughest of all the monks, the school disciplinarian. You didn’t want to have him riding on your bus, if you rode the bus. And you certainly didn’t want to get sent to Brother Alejandro if you misbehaved. He kept very strict discipline and was feared for his special bare-knuckle blows to the head. He also seemed to spend every single afternoon overseeing detention, making kids write phrases on the board hundreds of times. Some of the statements had a negative spin: “I shall never do X, Y, or Z again.” Some were positive: “I shall always do X, Y, or Z.” If he gave you more phrases to write than could fit on the blackboard, he would count up the lines, write down the number, ask you to erase the board, and keep going. If you complained, he would make you start counting all over again or ask you to return for more the next day. I learned all this from my brother Tony, who was sent to detention often. Sometimes Brother Alejandro would make the worst offenders kneel on gravel outside, in the hot tropical sun. These malfeasants knelt out there for what seemed an eternity. I could see them from my classroom, and I’d look at the clock on the wall. Every time one of those kids ended up out there on his knees, the second hand seemed to slow down. I was lucky, or perhaps even good. I never earned his wrath.

But I began to fear his visits to our first-grade classroom. There we were, six-year-olds sitting in a room decorated with Disney characters, listening to a monk talk about sex. I’m sure I wasn’t alone in thinking that if we were being warned not to do something, it must have some pleasant side to it, like all of the other fun stuff you weren’t supposed to do. One fine day, Brother Alejandro opened entirely new vistas of perversion and delight to all of us. “Don’t ever look at your chauffeur’s dirty magazines,” he warned us.

One brave boy dared to ask the fundamental question on my mind: “Brother, what’s a dirty magazine?”

“It’s a magazine with pictures of naked women.”

Naked women? Why would anyone want to look at pictures of naked women? This must really be twisted, I thought. All I could think of was old Inocencia and her eggplant breasts. Yuck. Why would chauffeurs keep dirty magazines within the easy reach of children? Maybe all chauffeurs were weird, like dwarves and cripples? Or maybe there was something I didn’t know. Well, I didn’t have to worry; we didn’t have a chauffeur. My father rode the bus to work and drove his own car at other times.

Then it hit me. Although our family didn’t have a chauffeur, my brother and I were driven to school by one every day. Each and every day we rode to school and back home in a chauffeur-driven, air-conditioned Cadillac, along with the son of the owner of one of the largest nickel mines in Cuba, who lived down the street from us. Four times a day we got into that car: to school, home for lunch, back to school, and then back home again. From that day forward I entered that yellow Cadillac with great trepidation. At any moment, I expected the chauffeur to whip out a dirty magazine and throw it to us in the backseat. This would be worse than a grenade, of course, since it could send you to hell for eternity. Instantly. All you had to do was see a naked woman and die the next moment, without a chance to repent. What if the magazine landed open right next to you, or on your face, and you actually got to see a picture of a naked woman just before the chauffeur, laughing insanely, crashed the car and killed everyone inside? Pretty soon I began to suspect that taxicab drivers also had these dirty magazines, since they, too, were called choferes. And I developed a fear of taxicabs as well.

I often wondered what kind of special treatment President Batista’s children got at my school. Were they ever picked on by other boys? Were they subjected to the same sex talks? Did they ever have to write anything on the blackboard a hundred times? “I shall never forget my homework again,” or maybe, “I shall ask my father not to torture anyone again.” Did Brother Alejandro ever smack one of them on the back of the head?

I don’t know. All I know is that the school was full of their bodyguards, outside and inside. Men who stood around all day, pacing back and forth, wearing suits or sport coats, even on the hottest afternoons. We knew they carried guns, and that they kept them concealed under their jackets. One day, on the way to recess, a boy in my class had the nerve to sneak up on one of the bodyguards and lift up his jacket, to see the gun. The bodyguard just smiled, and buttoned his jacket. I was lucky enough to see the gun in its holster and it looked huge.

I don’t know about the other kids, but I thought that the bodyguards were there to protect the president’s children from bullies. To protect them from me, maybe. And one afternoon in second grade I came face to face with the chance to be shot by a bodyguard. It happened suddenly. I was running down the hallway towards the grassy yard at the back of the school. Vendors of all sorts hung around back there all day, waiting for the kids to come out. Ice cream, candy, baseball cards, switchblades. These guys sold just about everything. Yes, switchblades. I told you Havana was not in the United States. If you had money, the brothers would let you buy any kind of snack that these men sold, or any size switchblade. One of these guys made the best popcorn I had ever tasted. He sold it in pastel-colored paper bags that would very quickly soak up the oil. They were a beautiful sight, those greasy bags. Anyway, I was running to buy something and—boom!—I ran into a first grader! Knocked him down. His popcorn went flying all over the place. I fell to the floor too, stunned by the collision.

When I saw whom I had knocked down, I froze. It was Batista’s youngest son, the first grader. He looked a lot like his father. Uh, oh, I thought. Now I did it. The bodyguards will surely come and shoot me. Or maybe take me to jail, rip out my fingernails, and smack me on the temple. But before I had a chance to get really scared, Batista’s son looked at me, and holding out his half-empty bag of popcorn, asked, “Would you like some?” He had the look of an angel on his face, the look of grace. I expected death or torture, or at least imprisonment, and instead I was offered the very same popcorn I had spilled.

The bodyguards never used their guns on me or on any bully, but they did need them after all. I found that out one sunny afternoon in second grade, when the school was suddenly surrounded by dozens of police cars. Brother Alejandro entered our classroom and handed a note to my teacher, who asked us to remain calm and wait for our parents to come pick us up. School was canceled for the rest of the day; we had to go home immediately. One by one, our parents showed up, looking troubled. One by one, we were plucked from our classrooms. My mother, Marie Antoinette, had the same look on her face that day as on the night of the shoot-out near the Quinta de los Molinos. As we were getting into the car, I noticed the switchblade salesman was not at his usual spot. There were no vendors, only police, some of them with their guns drawn.

“The presidential palace has been attacked,” said my father, once we were safely in the car. “We need to get home fast. No one knows what will happen next.” My mother was very quiet. A policeman waved our car on, and we passed through their barricade. It wasn’t at all like that other time, when, at exactly the same spot, Louis XVI had picked us up by surprise and there was a puppy waiting for us in the backseat of the car.

The attack on Batista’s palace failed. Although the rebels managed to make it all the way to the president’s office and bedroom, Batista was not there. They had it wrong. I think he was at one of his fincas instead, one of his country estates. Dozens of men died that day, on both sides, providing the papers with a surplus of gory pictures. God knows what might have happened if the rebels had chosen to attack our school too. Batista’s kids were there that day, one of them in the classroom right next to mine. If only those rebels had thought the way that El Colorado’s men had thought when they delivered all their twisted messages to my family. If only they had targeted the children instead of the father, the world might have changed even sooner than it did. Maybe one of the rebels killed that day would have survived, and Fidel Castro would have been eclipsed by him. Or maybe I would have died that day, and you wouldn’t be reading this.

Idle speculation. Things happen the way they happen.

Planned they are from the get-go, eternal they are and eternal are we all. One and the same are we and those facts, forever. The way Brother Alejandro’s starched clerical collar moved as he spoke. The angle of the sunlight on the boys who knelt on the gravel. The shadows they cast. The taunts, the blow to the head, the tears, the dirty magazines, the bag of popcorn. Each grease spot on the bag of popcorn, and the trajectory of every popcorn kernel as it fell to the floor. The hand extended in goodwill. Each bewildering gift from on high. Every temptation, every glimpse of the plunging crevasse inside our souls. The Judas kiss. The basest humiliation. Everything. All of it seamlessly woven into the story of my fall, our fall, yours and mine, that deep and steep fall. That happy fall, that joyous fall during which we can always, in the wink of an eye, with grace, sprout wings and scrape the gates of Heaven.
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The pesticide Jeep rounded the corner, spraying death, and we jumped on our bicycles and chased it. It was usually Eugenio, Stinky, who could pedal the fastest, catch up to it, latch on to its rear bumper, and ride behind it for blocks. Eugenio would be lost in the cloud, invisible as the Jeep pulled away. Ten or twenty minutes later, he would return sweating and grinning, as happy as any kid could ever be, and give us a rundown on how far he had been pulled: “Ten blocks this time!” “Twenty blocks!” “Sixteen blocks!”

Few others could match this feat. Not even my brother, who could usually do nearly anything he wanted, such as swim out to the horizon by himself, along with the sharks and barracudas, and peer into the black abyss that opened up beneath him where the sea floor suddenly dropped hundreds of feet beneath the turquoise waves.

When the Jeep passed by, the world was transformed, and everything became invisible. You could barely see your hand in front of your face. The entire street was one giant cloud of pesticide. And it lingered forever. It must have been DDT, that awful poison banned in the United States. Mosquito control. Best way to curb malaria in a tropical paradise. What a beautiful sight, that red Jeep. What an exquisite color, that poison. Kind of blue.

I remember whirling like a dervish in the thick fog, inhaling with abandon, collapsing onto the street nearly delirious. I thought this was what heaven must be like: thick bluish clouds, and that wonderful smell. I have always inhaled with abandon. The world is so full of wonderful smells. Roasted peanuts. Olives. Popcorn. Bus exhaust. Turpentine. Kerosene. Talcum powder. Gasoline. New tires. Glue. Shoe polish. Bubblegum wrappers. Gunpowder. Thinly sliced potatoes and hot dogs frying in olive oil. When I matured, the strangest things began to emit pleasing fumes too. Freshly baked bread. Single-malt Scotch whiskey. Cigars. Roses. Bordeaux wines. New wallets. New cars. The back of a woman’s knee after a hot bath. Other substances I dare not mention. Fumes are the fifth dimension, I’m convinced.

But nothing could beat that poison. So pungent, yet so sweet. We loved to fill our lungs with it, loved it so much.

Eugenio, our champion Jeep catcher, was the luckiest and the craziest of all of us. We were a close group of friends, five of us, all from the neighborhood. My brother and I, Manuel and Rafael Aguilera, also brothers, and Eugenio Godoy, who was unlucky enough to have sisters instead of brothers. When we first met him, my brother and Manuel dubbed him El Apestoso, or Stinky, because he smelled so bad. But then he started to use deodorant and we had to find another nickname for him. So we began to call him El Alocado, the Crazed One. We couldn’t call him El Loco, the Crazy One, because we had to distinguish him from the homeless alcoholic who lived in the park, who already owned that spectacular name. Big difference between those two. Eugenio’s father was a bank president, and his house and gardens took up half a city block. El Loco was an older man, scruffy and smelly, who often walked about the neighborhood muttering to himself. Sometimes he would shout, too, flailing his arms, shaking his head. We didn’t know for sure where he lived, but we feared El Loco. He would show up unexpectedly, just like the DDT Jeep, only more often. And we didn’t like that combination of frequency and unpredictability.

El Loco was crazy. We knew that and our parents knew it. They called him El Loco too. He was one of the very few people in my neighborhood—perhaps the only one—at the bottom of the heap. At least the maids and nannies got paid and slept indoors. El Loco had nothing but the filthy clothes he wore and a wide-brimmed peasant straw hat. He was a force of nature, wild and dangerous, capable of just about anything.

We, of course, were perfectly sane, and so were our parents. Unlike El Loco, who avoided the DDT Jeep like the plague, we had the good sense to discern the true, good, and the beautiful, and to chase down pesticide clouds. Our parents were enlightened enough to urge us on.

One of my father’s brothers, Rafael, was the only adult who ever scolded us for calling this man El Loco. He had the odd nickname of Filo—which means “edge” or “sharpness”—and he was the only one in my father’s family who touched alcohol. Maybe that had something to do with that peculiar burst of compassion on his part, for he was not exactly a compassionate man. Or maybe it was a premonition on his part, for Filo would one day be imprisoned and tortured, and lose his own mind. So it goes with revolutions. Anyway, Filo pricked our consciences just a little, but not enough to make us stop. We had no consciences, really. And El Loco was crazy, really.

Since we were all so sane, we thought it our right and privilege to taunt El Loco from a safe distance. “You’re nuts!” “You’re insane!” “Hey, what was it like at Mazorra?” (That was the name of Havana’s largest insane asylum.) “Hey, how long before you go back?” Sometimes he would start shouting and chase us. Eugenio told us that El Loco had once pulled out a huge knife and chased him for two blocks.

We were fine specimens, the five of us. We also tormented a slightly retarded man who lived next door to Manuel and Rafael. Sometimes we would shout at him, and, since he moved slowly, challenge him to come chase us. “Mongo!” (Short for mongoloid). “Hey, how much is two plus two?” “Hey, what color was Napoleon’s white horse?” “Hey, Mongo, why don’t you show us how fast you can run!” And so on.

Back in the fifth century Saint Augustine bemoaned the fact that as a child he and his friends had stolen pears from a neighbor’s tree just for the thrill of it. What an underachiever, that Augustine. When it came to committing mindless sins and manifesting unmistakable signs of total depravity, the five of us were gold medalists.

We rang doorbells and ran away. We called for taxicabs on the phone and sent them to the other end of the city. Using our deepest voices, we ordered groceries and hardware on the phone and had them delivered to our neighbors’ houses. We uprooted plants from our neighbors’ yards and from nearby parks. We picked fruit from neighbors’ trees, not knowing that we were imitating a great saint. We took milk bottles from front porches and used them for target practice. We scattered thumbtacks and smashed bottles on the street and waited for cars to run over them. We blasted huge firecrackers—some of which were about the size of half a stick of dynamite—all over the neighborhood, wrecking shrubs, blackening porches, and scaring to death God knows how many old ladies. We crashed our toy cars into one another with the greatest force possible, smashed them with hammers, or blew them up with those huge firecrackers. We jammed wads of bubblegum into neighbors’ front-door locks. We stole toy soldiers from Woolworth’s. Sometimes we set those stolen plastic warriors on fire, just to watch them burn. We shot at streetlights at night with our water pistols, shattering the hot lightbulbs. When we didn’t have water pistols on hand, we also threw rocks at the streetlights. We threw rocks at cats and dogs. We threw rocks at birds. We threw rocks at one another.
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