
[image: Learning to Die in Miami: Confessions of a Refugee Boy, by Carlos Eire.]



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: image]


ALSO BY CARLOS EIRE

Waiting for Snow in Havana


[image: image]


[image: image]

Free Press
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2010 by Carlos Eire

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Free Press Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Free Press trade paperback edition June 2011

FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Book design by Ellen R. Sasahara

Manufactured in the United States of America

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

The Library of Congress has catalogued the hardcover edition as follows:

Eire, Carlos M. N.

Learning to die in Miami: confessions of a refugee boy / Carlos Eire.

p. cm.

Continues: Waiting for snow in Havana / Carlos Eire.

New York: Free Press, © 2003

1. Eire, Carlos M. N.—Childhood and youth. 2. Cuban Americans—Biography 3. Refugee children—Florida—Miami—Biography. 4. Miami (Fla.)—Biography. I. Eire, Carlos M. N. Waiting for snow in Havana. II. Title.

E184.C97E36 2010

305.8968’72910759381—dc22

[B]      2009052286

ISBN 978-1-4391-8190-4

ISBN 978-1-4391-8191-1 (pbk)

ISBN 978-1-4391-8192-8 (ebook)


To the Infant Jesus of Prague,

fellow exile,

and to all who opened their arms

to the Lost Boys and Girls

from Castrolandia:

eternal thanks




Death is a dialogue between
The spirit and the dust.
“Dissolve,” says Death. The Spirit, “Sir,
I have another trust.”

Death doubts it, argues from the ground.
The Spirit turns away,
Just laying off, for evidence,
An overcoat of clay.

      —EMILY DICKINSON
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Preamble


Fearing that we’d be enslaved,

our parents sent us away, so many of us,

to a land across the turquoise sea.

Alone, all alone, we kids. No mom, no dad,

no kin on the alien shore, beyond the horizon;

willing, clueless fugitives.

Our exodus came to be known as the Pedro Pan airlift.

Operation Peter Pan in English.

A ridiculous name for something

so unlike a fairy tale.

Ferried to Anti-Neverland,

we lost our childhood in a blinding flash,

forever.

We dribbled out little by little, between 1960 and 1962,

steadily, inexorably,

like drops of blood from a wound that wouldn’t heal,

unnoticed.

Fourteen thousand of us, boys and girls

—a Children’s Crusade—

exiled, orphaned, for what?

Freedom.

For us who flew away, our families, and our captive brethren

freedom is no abstraction.

It’s as real as the marrow in our bones,

or the words on this page, or whatever you ate today,

and as crucial as breathing.

Everything in this narrative was preordained,

including our inability to predict our fate.

Most of us still marvel at our peculiar niche in history,

as invisible footnotes.

Our would-be overlords marvel, too, as they choke on their bile.

Poor devils.

It irks them to know that we escaped,

and they so envy our luminous scars

and our ceaseless resurrection.
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One
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Having just died, I shouldn’t be starting my afterlife with a chicken sandwich, no matter what, especially one served up by nuns.

Is it a bad omen, this sandwich? Perhaps. But maybe it’s a good one too.

How can I know?

I have no way of discerning good from bad omens, much less of intuiting that all auguries are really an extension of our own fears. I don’t know yet, at this point in life, that misfortunes can prove to be gifts from on high, sometimes the greatest gifts of all, or that ironic twists of fate are sure signs of divine providence. A child of eleven has no way of knowing that, or of believing it. And that’s how old I am.

It’s late at night, and I’ve just arrived at the camp for airlifted Cuban children in deepest, darkest South Florida. Earlier today, I left behind my parents, my entire family, all of my possessions, and my native land, and at this moment I don’t really know whether I’ll see any of them ever again.

In other words, I’ve just died. I’ve passed through the burning silence that strips you bare of everything you’ve ever been. And so have the other two boys sharing the table with me: Luis Del Riego Martinez, age seven, and his little brother Roberto, age six.

The sandwich I’ve been served is very white. It’s on that kind of bread that comes in square slices and is all spongy and tasteless, with a thin rubbery crust. American bread. Pan Americano. The chicken is almost as colorless as the bread, and so is the mayonnaise that oozes out, cautiously. It’s been cut down the middle, diagonally, and the square has been turned into two triangles. It reminds me of the sandwiches served at my first communion reception, at the Havana Yacht Club, back when the world was still spinning in the right direction. Except those had ham salad inside, not sliced-up chicken, which gave you a hint of pink. I stare at it, this white thing, these symmetrical triangles, there, on the flimsy white paper plate, which is round, on a square table that’s covered by a white tablecloth. It’s so orderly, so controlled, so geometrical, so colorless, this plate of food. Two triangles that form a square, inside a circle, laid out on a larger square. It’s the perfect disguise for the very messy and painful process that made this meal possible. Chickens aren’t square or triangular. Chickens don’t just lay themselves down on bread, in neat thin slices. Where are the feathers? Where are the feet, or the beak, or the blood and offal? Who dismembered this lumpy, clucking creature and turned it into a geometry lesson?

The plate has scalloped edges that curve upward slightly. The curving indentations on the rim are perfect, having been stamped by a machine, a contraption that is surely a masterpiece of modern engineering, made possible only by very precise computations and the manipulation of Euclidean geometry.

Bright fluorescent bulbs flood the room with a bluish yellow light that makes everyone look slightly jaundiced or just plain ugly. The bulbs are long and tubular: perfect circles stretched out, in which mercury vapor atoms go berserk. The fixture into which these tubes are inserted—as two parallel lines that could stretch to infinity—is rectangular. The other two boys look like zombies. The nuns look very kindly and very stern all at once, and very wrinkled, save for their habits and veils, which are the very definition of order, neatness, and control expressed in cloth.

“Pan Americano, Pan American: how hilarious, this double meaning,” I say to myself, thinking of the bread on my plate and one of the two airlines that link Cuba and the United States. I’ve just flown on the other one, KLM, Royal Dutch Airlines.

This is only one of the many non sequiturs that are racing through my mind as I adjust to my death and rebirth, and prepare for torture.

Having just flown for the first time, I have airplanes on my mind. Aircraft are all about geometry and symmetry too, and about using exact calculations to transcend our limitations. Airplanes are all about leaving messes behind too, and forgetting they exist. I meditate briefly on the fact that if it were up to me to invent airplanes, there wouldn’t ever be any, given my loathing of exact calculations and my inborn distrust of the laws of nature. No airplanes, no way, if it were all up to me. No triangular chicken sandwiches either.

“Ay, pero esto es pollo,” I yell inside my head, very, very loudly. Oh, but this is chicken.

Talk about a rough landing.

This chicken meal offends me, greatly, and scares the hell out of me. My parents have always been extremely indulgent when it came to my food preferences. I’ve spent my entire childhood shielded from chicken flesh, which, as every well-educated person knows, is not much different from that of reptiles. Even the not-so-well educated know this, I suspect. After all, is there anyone on earth who hasn’t noticed that bird feet are thoroughly reptilian? And how is the taste of reptile meat described by those who have sunk their teeth into frogs, snakes, alligators, and iguanas?

“Tastes just like chicken.”

Big problem, this likeness between avian and reptile flesh: It’s all part of the evolution that made us humans what we are—so different from birds and snakes, and yet so much like them. Even as a small child, the whole deal bothered me to no end: Eat or be eaten, and beware of serpents in paradise.

Somehow, I know of this affinity between fowl, reptiles, and our inner rottenness. I know it instinctively. It was the very first thing I saw when I opened my third eye, and it blew me away, at a very early age, in a stinking meat market where you chose which creature would be slaughtered for you, right there, as you looked on. No me jodas, I said to myself, as the butcher plucked the feathers from a freshly decapitated and still bleeding chicken. You’ve got to be kidding. Whack, whack. There go the feet too. Ay. What kind of cruel cosmic hoax is this?

Exactly the same reaction I had to the story of the serpent in the Garden of Eden, and the goddamned fruit, when I first heard it. No me jodas.

Being too young to attend school, where one is taught to discern between right and wrong, I had not yet learned that such words—used so freely by my fellow countrymen—could land you in hell for eternity. So I parroted my fellow Cubans with abandon, until I got to school a year or two later and the Christian Brothers set me straight.

Learning of the connection between words and damnation would open my third eye even wider, allowing me to reckon at an early age that most of the big things in life don’t really make much sense and that seemingly stupid questions might turn out to be the most significant.

I often wonder, still, so many years later: Do chickens and snakes know that they are related to each other? Do they ever have a sense of déjà vu when they cross paths, or recognize a familiar glimmer in each other’s eyes? Do chickens laugh at us, knowing that a cousin of theirs caused us to be exiled from paradise?

Big problem, then, my being fed a chicken sandwich by the nuns that evening. It’s a harbinger of things to come, a foretaste of other unsavory dishes on my horizon. I haven’t had a bite to eat since breakfast, however, and I know that there’s no longer anyone to pamper me or shield me from reptile meat. I’m hungrier and more stunned than I’ve ever been in my whole life, and I’m eager to be as flexible as a newly dead and resurrected eleven-year-old boy can be.

No parents, no choice, I tell myself.

Damn it. This chicken sandwich is just as awful as I expected. Every cell in my brain is screaming in revolt, at full volume. But I gobble it up as the nuns stare at me, silently, with their eagle eyes, so exquisitely adapted to perceiving and preying upon the slightest hint of disobedience, a mile away. I know enough about nuns to suspect that if I spurn the damned thing, or leave a crumb or two behind, I might get whacked or be forced to write I shall never again refuse a chicken sandwich a thousand times on the blackboard. Maybe even in English, rather than Spanish.

I try not to gag, but I do, a couple of times. I can’t help it. I struggle to disguise the gagging as hiccups. You never know what a nun might do to you if you gag on her sandwich.

I don’t realize it, but these fake hiccups are my very first step toward becoming an American, my first successful attempt at being someone other than myself. And little do I suspect that six years later, in high school, when I go on my first date, I’ll go into a hiccuping fit that will last longer than a week. Who knows what doctors Freud and Jung or any of their disciples would have to say about that, or about the fact that I ended up marrying and divorcing that girl?

I don’t really want to know.

Outside, the night air is perfectly calm, but the din from the insects is deafening. Maybe the frogs are chiming in too, and the alligators, and freakish loudmouthed lizards and snakes that I’ve never run into before. I’ve never heard such a racket. The earth hums so loudly that I feel the vibrations on my skin. I imagine a squadron of flying saucers hovering nearby. That would be so great. But there aren’t any spacecraft. I’m old enough to know that all accounts about flying saucers and interstellar travel are nothing but fairy tales. And I’m also old enough to know that there are no aliens here, save for ourselves.

We’re perched on the edge of the Everglades, about an hour’s drive south of Miami, in Florida City, the southernmost town on the U.S. mainland, right next to Homestead Air Force Base. The next town down Dixie Highway, the only road that leads out of town, is Key Largo in the Florida Keys. I don’t know this, of course. I think I’m in Miami. There’s a whole lot I don’t know, including what awaits me right after I finish this gag-a-thon of a chicken meal.

The three of us who’ve arrived at that camp on the night of the sixth of April, 1962, have just been thrown onto a well-oiled conveyor belt that receives pampered Cuban children every few days, sorts them out, and ships them all over the United States, preferably as far from Florida as possible. Back in Cuba our parents had told us that we’d be sent to great boarding schools, on scholarships, or be taken in by wealthy American families.

Our parents have no clue either. Not one of us airlifted kids would end up at Phillips Exeter, Groton, or Choate Rosemary Hall.

I imagine my parents are calm, even happy. After all, they’ve been so desperate to catapult us off the island, for our own protection. It doesn’t occur to me that they might be weeping and wailing, gnashing their teeth, and rending their garments. Many years later, after I’ve had children of my own, I’ll look back on this moment and think about the gloom that must have descended on them whenever they walked past my empty bedroom, or what awful things they imagined whenever they gave any thought to tomorrow, or the next day, and the day after that. But that will be years later.

On this night, I’m still a kid, and I still believe what my parents have told me.

Everything will be all right. No te preocupes. Don’t worry.

I try not to think about the fact that my brother Tony and I were separated at the airport, as soon as we cleared the immigration desk, and that he’s been whisked away to a different camp. No one has yet explained why he was taken away in one van and I in another. In a little while I’ll find out that he’s gone to the camp for teenage boys, and that I’ve ended up at the one for girls and preteen boys. No one has to explain the logic behind this arrangement to me. I understand it instinctively. It’s 1962, after all, and everyone knows that girls need to be shielded from pubescent boys and vice versa. I remember being told at some point that this is one of the ten commandments: Thou shalt not bring those with raging hormones unto temptation.

I’m still convinced at this point that the first commandment is “Thou shalt not utter filthy words,” and that the second is “Thou shalt not have any dirty thoughts.” I’d already had several years of Catholic schooling, after all, and learned all there was to learn about sin.

We finish our hellish sandwiches, and I feel extra virtuous. I’ve managed not to vomit, and I’ve even fooled these nuns into thinking that I enjoyed their meal. I think of my mom and dad and how proud and amazed they’d be if they knew that I’d just eaten an entire chicken sandwich and kept it down.

“Muchísimas gracias,” I say to the nuns as I leave their well-lit torture chamber. Politeness was always the most important virtue in my household, back in benighted Havana.

I’m taken to my sleeping quarters, and the other two boys to theirs. The camp is a cluster of tiny houses, dotted with a handful of larger buildings including a large one made of steel, which is the mess hall, as I’ll find out soon enough. I’ll also discover that this camp once served as housing for the families of married airmen from Homestead Air Force Base. I’ll also find out quickly that the prefabricated houses are ridiculously small, and that all of them are managed by Cuban couples who live there with their own children and with those of us who keep arriving and leaving in a steady stream, like water through a garden hose.

I’ll find out that boys and girls are carefully segregated there, too, which means that brothers and sisters go to different homes.

When I get to my house, I can’t believe my good fortune: My house parents are people I know, friends of my mom and dad. Familiar faces in a strange place: the Angones family. My brand-new foster father has known my father for many years. My dad called him Panchitín, a diminutive form of Pancho, the nickname for Francisco. But I can’t call him that. Calling him Señor Angones sounds too formal, so I end up trying not to call him anything. Their son Frank had been to many of my birthday parties, back in Havana, before the world changed. I don’t know any of them that well, but at least we’re not perfect strangers. I know deep inside that they’ll look out for me with extra care.

Frank’s mom hugs me, and his dad reassures me that everything will be all right.

I can’t believe how many kids are crammed into this house. We’re packed tight in there, on bunk beds, and Frank has to share his space with all of us. He’d come on the airlift too, without his parents, and had been through all this before. And then his parents came, and they chose to stay at the camp and serve as foster parents for wave after wave of us. So Frank has to wait quite a while before he gets his own room.

We’d come and go through that house and all the others at that camp like heads of lettuce being picked, packed, and trucked away at some top-secret farm. And so did the teenage boys at the other camp, at Kendall, much closer to Miami, but still out in the bush. Kendall was so remote back then that the teenage boys cracked jokes about Tarzan being their closest neighbor. No one would notice us. We’d dribble in, invisibly, noiselessly, and be ferried out in the dark of night to camps in the jungle. Journalists would have no clue this was happening, or they simply didn’t care. We were only Cubans, after all, aliens from an exotic location that most Americans couldn’t even locate on a map. Who would want to read about us back then, in 1962? Nothing would change later, either: To this day, hardly anyone in the world knows that all of this happened.

Fourteen thousand and sixty-four boys and girls, some as young as three years old, were shipped off to the United States by desperate parents, warehoused out of sight, redistributed at lightning speed, scattered to the four winds. To me, this seemed normal. It’s what nearly all of my childhood friends were going through too. It seemed so commonplace that it took me twenty years to come to grips with its monstrous abnormality, the questions I should have asked at the time, and the rage I had to bury deep inside.

But that night, as I drift to sleep in my bunk at the Angoneses’ house in the Florida City camp, all I care about is the fact that I’ve escaped from Cuba, which is the same as escaping from hell, and that I’m in a new land with marvelous vending machines.

On the ride from the airport, as we zipped through Miami and out into the Everglades, I was in shock. Here I am. Estoy aquí. All of my life I’d longed to be here in the United States of America because the place had thrust itself upon me through movies, television shows, comic books, and a thousand and one products, from baseball cards to model trains and soft drinks. I’d been seeing images of this place, playing with its toys, and consuming its goods and entertainment since the day I was born. I’d fallen in love with its women on-screen, long before I ever fell in love with a real girl. It was the ideal world, and ours seemed but a pale reflection of it. Later, when I’d first learn of Plato’s allegory of the cave, I’d understand the concept instantly, without any difficulty, because I’d already lived in such a cave and escaped from it. Once Fidel and his crew set out to pulverize everything that was a mirror image of the United States in Cuba—mostly out of sheer bilious envy—they’d make our cave much deeper, and darker. They’d succeeded in blocking the entrance to the cave and destroying our physical contact with the ideal world, but they couldn’t take away what was stored in our memories, or at least in my memory.

In many ways this new place was home, and perhaps more of a home than my own native land. Or so I thought as I looked out of the van’s window.

Yet, I recognized nothing. No images of Miami had ever entered my field of vision in Cuba, for America exported very little of Miami, if anything. Back then, Miami was a kitschy tourist trap that didn’t figure much in American culture. The cityscape I saw buzzing past me on expressways and highways looked nothing like what I’d imagined. There were no skyscrapers, no mountains, no deserts. No cowboys, for sure, and no Marilyn Monroe. It looked shockingly familiar, a whole lot like the newest neighborhoods on the outskirts of Havana. But those Havana neighborhoods, which had suddenly stopped growing as soon as Fidel showed up, were already looking shabby and older than they really were. Without paint and constant repair, tropical homes deteriorate very fast. This place was different, all right. Nothing was old here, or shabby. So it seemed, anyway. All the buildings hugged the ground, as if afraid to rise too far from it. And the vegetation seemed very thick and jungle-like. But I really couldn’t see much after a while. It was nighttime, and I could make out only whatever was lit by streetlights or the traffic on the road.

Except for the gas stations, which seemed like widely scattered galaxies that filled the empty space with their own light. There seemed to be a lot more of them here, and they seemed bigger, more brightly lit. It was the first noticeable difference that caught my eye, along with the strange brands of gasoline being sold: Phillips 66, Cities Service, Sunoco, Union 76. Their illuminated signs were practically all I could see once we got past a certain point and there were fewer and fewer buildings. And these oases of light were strung out at great distances from one another, like the bread crumbs in the Hansel and Gretel story, marking a path through the woods. But this was no fairy tale, and there were no witches in sight.

This was the real world, and I had finally crossed over into it.

I was alive, at last. Really alive. As I saw it then, Cuba had become some other dimension, far from earth: A parallel universe not unlike that of Bizarro World in the Superman comic books, where everything was the opposite of what one might expect on earth. And I couldn’t wait to escape from it, no matter what. Losing everything, including my family, seemed like a small price to pay. Or so I thought.

Being in shock didn’t help me gain a sense of perspective. What caught my eye most intensely were the soda-pop vending machines at the gasoline stations, all lit up in colors much more eye-catching than I had seen on any of their Cuban counterparts. Like everything else we’d missed for the past two years, these machines were way ahead into the future. These were space-age models. I wanted to jump out of the van, drop nickels in their sweet, sweet coin slots, fill my arms with their bottles, and sample those drinks I’d never, ever seen or tasted before, such as Bubble Up, and all those familiar ones that had once been available in Cuba, before Che Guevara made them disappear, such as Coke and Pepsi. Nothing seemed more desirable, more worthy of my attention. But I had no money at all, and the van was on a nonstop mission.

Where I’ll end up and what might become of me doesn’t trouble me much that night, at least not on the conscious level. I’ve just died—without knowing it—and am as stunned as Lazarus must have been when he emerged from the tomb, entangled in his burial shroud, his hair a total stinking mess.

Whatever Tony is thinking and feeling at that moment is hidden from me, and doesn’t worry me at all. He’s always been so headstrong, so daring, and so cocksure of his invulnerability that I can’t imagine him hurting in any way, or being scared. I miss his company, yes, but I can’t admit it to myself. God knows what might happen if I do. I tell myself that this is a great adventure, and that for once in my life I don’t have to share anything with an older brother who, like all older brothers, is an expert tyrant.

Back home in Havana, my adopted brother Ernesto must have been celebrating his good fortune. Now, at last, he was the only child, the Dauphin, first in line to inherit everything. He must have surely relished his new place on the totem pole, and our absence, despite the fact that under communism one can’t really own anything. He was clever enough to dodge all rules and get his way, and he knew it. As for our spinster aunt Lucía: Who could ever tell what she was thinking and feeling in her room at the rear of the house? She always rivaled the Sphinx when it came to opening up or displaying emotion. Our father, the man who not only believed in reincarnation, but claimed to remember all of his past lives, the onetime king of France, his majesty Louis XVI, the king of self-deception at all times, must have been hugging his pain, the way I’ve hugged mine so often, cursing and thanking God all at once. Our mother, the only sensible person in that house, and the most affectionate, probably contemplated what step to take next, the following morning, as she wiped away a flood of tears.

And the lizards, those goddamned ugly reptiles that ruled the island, and that I desperately longed to wipe off the face of the earth, they were laughing their heads off, and partying in their own inimitable lizard way. Tony and Carlos—their largest and fiercest predators—were gone. No more torture, no more lizard holocausts. Let’s dart our tongues in and out like yo-yos at a yo-yo tournament, they said to one another, wordlessly. Let’s change colors with abandon, screw our brains out, and repopulate the neighborhood. Be fruitful and multiply, and gobble up as many insects as possible. Eat away, and mate away, as mindlessly as ever, oblivious to God above or the Evil One who hovers so menacingly all the time here below, like a roaring lion, oblivious to the little evil one with the stupid beard who thinks he can usurp our throne.

And if they’d known that I’d just eaten a chicken sandwich, the lizards would have laughed and partied with even greater abandon.

“Poetic justice,” they surely would have said. “Carlos hasn’t just kissed a lizard, he’s eaten one, and now he’s one of us.”

And I, what would I have said to the chief lizard, if I’d been able to talk back to him?

“No me jodas.”



Two
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The sprinklers woke me up: sh-swish, sh-swish, sh-swish. A sound I’d never heard before. I jumped out of bed and ran to the nearest window.

What I saw floored me. It was a flat landscape, flatter than any I’d ever seen before. I had no idea the earth could be so featureless, so much of a pancake. Lush fields of green, kind of gray in the pale light of dawn, stretching all the way to the horizon, with a tree here and there, scattered about as if they were feuding or fearful of one another. Between me and the horizon, all I could see were scores of nozzles spraying water with a circular motion. Off to one side, our camp stretched for quite some distance, in a straight line, behind a tall chain-link fence. All I could hear was sh-swish, sh-swish, sh-swish. The graceful arcs of water shooting from the giant sprinklers were quite a sight, like nothing I’d ever seen before, in terms of size. I’d seen small sprinklers, of course, but none as huge as these.

Fountains, I thought. Americans are so advanced and so wealthy that they can dot the landscape with fountains, just for the hell of it, simply because they look so cool. Or maybe they were a secret weapon, spraying lethal acid to keep the Russians away. To me, it didn’t matter what they were. They were simply there, like everything else in nature, a puzzle to solve, an easy target begging to be attacked. I hadn’t read Don Quixote yet, but I’d seen the film on television once, back in the days before Fidel turned all entertainment into brainwashing. So I thought of windmills, and giants, and the need to wage war against them.

I had no Dulcinea to impress, no American blonde, yet, but I still felt the urge to tilt against the sprinklers, just for the hell of it. Even if they were keeping the Russians at bay, the sprinklers were asking for a fight, and deserved it. I could have had some fun with them, save for one fundamental obstacle: the sudden realization that I was now an orphan, at least for the time being.

That thought sent me reeling. And it didn’t feel like something that had come out of my own head, but rather like a huge dark wave that had just crashed on me. All of a sudden I was swept away to some unfamiliar place even stranger than the landscape on the other side of the window—a realm so utterly void of anything or anyone as to make me feel smaller than an atom. Suddenly, I no longer saw or heard the sprinklers. Instead I felt totally alone in a dark void, crushed by a great force from all sides, annihilated by something totally impersonal and uncaring: the force of nothing, of nothingness itself. Worst of all, this oppressively vast emptiness felt eternal, and inescapable.

Existential vertigo, I suppose one could call it.

I prefer to call it Hell.

To be utterly alone, forever, and to be painfully aware of one’s eternal loneliness, this is Hell, at least my Hell, the one I entered that morning for the first of many times. Nothing has ever scared me more, not even my kidney stones or the worst, most boring, most pretentious, and longest paper at a scholarly conference. Jean-Paul Sartre had it all wrong, lousy existentialist that he was. Hell is not other people. Hell is being utterly abandoned, forever and ever, per omnia saecula saeculorum. Hell is being by yourself forever, having no one to love and no one to love you back. Hell is eternal unrequited love, eternal absence, eternal unfulfillable longing.

Flash forward, nine years. I’m in a Chicago hospital, on the operating table, about to be knocked out by the anesthesiologist. I’m there to have an injury repaired.

Surprise, surprise. Next stop: Hell.

“Count back from ten,” someone says.

“Ten, nine, eight . . .”

Bonk. I leave my body and float over it. I’m looking at myself, and at the doctors and nurses, and I hear everything they’re saying. My body doesn’t look too good without me in it. I look dead, or hungover, or both at the same time. I see and hear everything in great detail, including the jokes they’re making about me. They laugh; I don’t.

Bonk. I’m out of there, going down a spiral tunnel very, very fast, headfirst. It’s a long way down, down, down. It seems to take hours, maybe days, or some timeless measure, and as I plummet it gets darker and darker, and I can’t see anything, and my falling speeds up.

Bonk. I’m out of the tunnel, and there’s nothing there. Nothing but me, without my body. Nothing but utter darkness and me, whatever I am: mind, soul, whatever, but certainly not a body. I left that behind on the operating table, looking poorly. No motion, no sound, no cold, no heat; nothing to see, nothing to touch, nothing to feel, nothing to taste. Not even wormwood, or my own salty tears. I have no eyes, anyway, no tongue. Nothing but pure thought and the awareness of my own existence and my own eternal loneliness.

Never, ever, have I felt such pain and terror, such pure panic. I pray for annihilation, but there is no one or nothing to pray to. All I can do is to wish for my extinction, and to know that I’ll be eternally unable to annihilate my lonely rotten self.

Bonk. I’m out of Hell, and back on the operating table. I hear my own labored breathing, gurgle, gurgle, gurgle. It sounds as if I’m percolating very thick coffee in my throat. I’m shaking uncontrollably and feel as if I have ice running through my veins. Never, ever, have I felt so cold, so terrified. I open my eyes and see a masked face hovering over me.

“Does he always shake like this?” someone asks from the other end of the room.

“Only after surgery,” I reply in a raspy voice that doesn’t sound like my own.

Everyone in the operating room laughs, loudly. I fail to get the joke.

I’m tossed onto a gurney and wheeled into the recovery room, with only a flimsy sheet draped over me, all askew. The stupid open-back hospital gown I was wearing before I went into surgery—a garment that should be outlawed as cruel and unusual punishment—is nowhere to be found. I’m buck naked and shaking violently, out of control. But what I feel inside is far worse: sheer terror, and a kind of spiritual pain that I’d never imagined was possible. I shake for hours after I’m brought out of the recovery room, until, finally, I’m given a pill and the shaking stops. My roommate, a full-blooded Sioux recovering from a severe beating, has asked the nurses to do something. My shaking was getting on his nerves. But a different sort of shaking continues to plague me inside for some time afterward. I go home with a small wound on the outside and a gaping, quaking hole in my soul. And it takes months to banish this memory to my Vault of Denial, which is the large vestibule to my Vault of Oblivion. This trip to hell is one item that can’t fit into that deepest, darkest of vaults. No way.

Years later, I would come across accounts of near-death experiences that were eerily similar to what I went through that day, but they wouldn’t cheer me up at all. Just the opposite: They’d unnerve the hell out of me, literally. Most of them spoke of floating over one’s body and entering a long spiral tunnel, yes, but they also tended to describe a bright light and a paradise at the other end of the chute, a light I never even saw a glimmer of, and an incomparable feeling of well-being and companionship with God and all of one’s dear departed.

I guess I took the wrong tunnel. Oops. I hope so, anyway, fervently.

Bad trip, as we used to say back then, in 1971. Coño. Bummer, man.

Back to the window in Florida City: What I felt that morning, there, looking at the sprinklers was but a foretaste of later visits to hell, including that most dramatic one during surgery. Much of the rest of my childhood would be shaped by these recurring attacks, which became as much a part of me as any of my physical features. From that morning forward, throughout my life, even up until now, the slightest, subtlest of cues will suddenly open the door from which this hell comes roaring out. Its unpredictability gives it a fearsome power over me that I can’t tame, no matter how much cold hard reasoning I apply to it.

Reason alone can take you only so far, especially when you’re dealing with hell, or matters of the heart.

Everyone in that flimsy house woke up immediately. When you’re packed in so tightly, all it takes is for one person to stir, and that’s it. Good morning. Buenos días.

I have no memories of what followed, since I was still stuck in hell, inside my mind and heart. Nothing I saw or heard registered, save my own inner turmoil. I do remember what broke the evil spell, however: It was a surprise call from my parents in Havana, who somehow managed to get through to the Angones house. I still have no clue how that call was arranged. Phone connections between Cuba and the United States were very difficult at that time, since the Cuban government wanted to keep them to a minimum. But miracles happen. My parents called, and I spoke with them, and merely hearing their voices pulled me out of hell and back to earth again. It was a three-minute call, the only kind you could have back then, but those three minutes seemed much longer. They were a lifetime, in fact, my entire life up until then, for those three minutes reminded me of the fact that I had not really died and gone to some afterlife, but was still actually on this planet with all those I had left behind.

Later experiences would cast doubt on this feeling of connectedness to Cuba, and on the illusion that I was still in the same dimension as my loved ones back home.

Bits and pieces of that first day linger in my memory, totally fragmented and mixed with memories from the following two weeks. I’ve blocked out a lot, and I’m sure I’ve consigned most of the emotional memories to my Vault of Oblivion. But I do remember a few of my first experiences at that camp, which speak loudly about the process of death and rebirth.

Cereal boxes. I’d never seen anything like these boxes. In our mess hall, we could choose from dozens of different cereals, all packaged in single-serving boxes that could be used as bowls. Cardboard boxes with a perforated seam that could be simply ripped open. A foil package within, which could also be easily ripped with your fingers, full of cereal. You could open the box, lengthwise, tear the foil, add milk, and, presto, eat directly from the package with a plastic spoon. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, I thought. Such simplicity, such pragmatism, all made available through a mysterious economic process I couldn’t comprehend at the time. All I knew was that the Cuba I’d just left behind had no cereals at all—even though it once had them—and that it couldn’t produce anything like these little boxes full of foil-wrapped cereal, let alone plastic spoons with which to eat the contents.

This is a truly superior country, I thought.

Then I met some of the children on the other side of the chain-link fence, and I had to adjust my thinking. Kids from the Homestead Air Force Base called us spics, gave us the finger, and told us to go back where we belonged. Even worse, they spoke in a tongue I couldn’t fully understand. I’d been studying English since first grade, so I had some of the basic vocabulary and grammar under my belt. But reading Dick and Jane books doesn’t exactly prepare you for dealing with children your own age who hurl insults at you in English. Some of the other kids at the camp whose English was much better than mine translated the insults for the rest of us. We all left that fence feeling pretty low. Maybe as low as one can get.

It was 1962, after all, and we were in South Florida. Racial segregation was still legal. And we Cubans tended to be viewed by the locals as non-white intruders, even if we had blond hair and blue eyes. The lower you went on the social scale, the stronger the biases against us tended to be, but prejudices against Hispanics permeated the entire culture, from top to bottom, in a much more open way than nowadays.

All of my textbooks at school would confirm that fact during the next few years, once I got the chance to go to school with the kids on the other side of the chain-link fence.

Coins. I loved them, these American coins. I’d seen them all before, in Cuba, when we used them along with our own currency. Before Fidel and Che came along, the Cuban peso was equal to the dollar, and American coins were as common in our hands as Cuban coins. It was so great, once again, to handle these very familiar manifestations of the only universal religion on earth, which always has its local variants. What I had missed the most was the American nickel, with Thomas Jefferson on one side and his home, Monticello, on the other. Once, when I was about five years old, I made a wish on one of them.

“I hope someday I get to see this building, on this coin.”

Ha. I’m still laughing. Be careful with your wishing. As divine providence would have it, I’d end up spending fifteen years in Charlottesville, Virginia, former home to Thomas Jefferson, and every time someone came to visit from out of town, the only thing to do was to take them to Monticello. Eventually, I got to see Monticello more times than I could count, and one of my children would break one of Mr. Jefferson’s windows.

I loved them all, these coins, but they puzzled me then and puzzle me still. Human beings have irrationally concocted some way of placing value on pieces of metal or on strips of paper, and these objects can get you things. It’s a complex belief system, but its complexity can’t hide the fact that it’s based on belief in symbols and their ability to represent something unseen. It’s the only religion all humans share in common.

Save for communists, of course. I was driven out of my native land by people who hated money and the belief system it represents. Coins are all about the distribution of wealth, and about belief and symbols. If you don’t have them, you’re out of luck. But if you have them, the world can be yours for the asking. We had coins in Cuba, of course. But Che had changed all the currency and seized everyone’s bank accounts, and the new Cuban coins were worth next to nothing in the world market and also at home. Money is kind of useless when everything is rationed and there’s no private enterprise or private property. Che’s plan was to do away with money altogether, and he came damn close to succeeding by making everyone equally poor, save for those who, like him, ran the country. It felt great to once again handle these little symbols of everything hated by Che and Fidel.

The grocery store. I couldn’t believe my eyes. My house father, Panchitín Angones, took a bunch of us to a small grocery store in downtown Florida City that was jam-packed with produce and merchandise. Where does all of this come from? Why is this store so well stocked, and why is every store in Cuba so empty? What the hell is going on?

The store left me bewildered. Dizzy, even. For the past two years I’d seen everything vanish from the stores in Cuba, very quickly. I’d also seen lots of stores vanish, for there was nothing to sell. I’d had to stand in line for the simplest things, ration card in hand, and wait hours and hours for nothing at all. If you got in line too late, there’d be nothing left for you, no matter what your ration card entitled you to. The economy in Cuba was entirely in the hands of the government: All production, all supply was tightly controlled from above, and all stores too, along with prices. The result was an immediate collapse of the supply-and-demand system, and endemic shortages.

The difference between the place I’d just left and the place where I now found myself couldn’t have been starker. Something worked here, something I couldn’t understand. Every kind of fruit and vegetable, piled high. Shelves groaning under the weight of packaged goods. This was no supermarket, mind you. No. This was a rinky-dink store in downtown Florida City, at the very edge of the map. Yet what I saw amazed me, and once more convinced me that I’d died and gone to some other dimension. Surely, such disparities couldn’t be found on planet earth: Aren’t we all rational beings? Can’t we all figure out how to make this happen?

Surely, yes, I thought. Or maybe not, I also thought.

And Panchitín Angones had to throw in an extra lesson in the virtues of American culture, as if the store shelves didn’t speak for themselves. As we all piled out of the car, he said: “Look, kids, here in the United States, you don’t even need to lock your car, and you can leave the keys in the ignition.”

I couldn’t believe my eyes, but this is precisely what Panchitín did. He left his keys in the car with the doors unlocked and walked into that store with all of us, feeling as carefree as a medieval lord surrounded by all of his knights.

“Damn it. Damn it. It’s not fair. Not fair, at all,” I thought. Why couldn’t this be my place of birth?

So I decided, right there and then, at that rinky-dink store, that I’d become an American and forget about being Cuban, at least for the time being.

A fateful decision, but the only one I could have made, given the circumstances.

Flash back, just a couple of years. My father, the onetime king of France, Louis XVI, has just hauled out his Ouija board from its hiding place. For him this isn’t a Parker Brothers game, but a sacred object. He really believes that he can receive messages from the dead through this very simple contraption: a cardboard chart of all twenty-six letters in the Latin alphabet and all the numbers zero through nine, with a plastic heart-shaped doodad known as a planchette that has three stubby legs and a tiny window of sorts in the middle.

My father really and truly believes that when he places his hand on the planchette and asks a question, the spirits of the dead will guide his hand over the board and pause the planchette’s tiny window letter by letter, and that he will receive an answer that can be spelled out and depended on. The Ouija board also has a yes on one corner and a no on another, for simple questions. Of course, most of the questions my dad asks are about the future, and what lies in store for us.

How it is that he and his entire family have come to take this game so seriously is too long a story to tell. All I need to say at this point is that my father’s family succumbed to that late–nineteenth century religious fad known as Spiritualism, especially that brand of it peddled by the Theosophical Society in America, which had its most successful overseas mission in Cuba, right after the Spanish-American War in 1898.

My father’s family was truly ecumenical when it came to alternative religions. I suppose that they might be dubbed New Age nowadays. They believed in everything, and never, ever believed that anything actually contradicted the Roman Catholicism that they also observed at the same time. Reincarnation? Sure. Voodoo curses? Watch out, they’re real. Séances? Yes, please, the more the merrier. Transubstantiation? Sure. Papal infallibility? Why not? But wait, let’s add Madame Helena Blavatsky to the list of authorities, right along with the Pope. Protestants? They sure can sing, and they certainly have a legitimate right to complain about Catholicism and the Pope.

The sacred Ouija board has been opened on my father’s rococo desk, in his study. It’s just me and him, and my adopted brother Ernesto. I don’t know where Tony is at that moment. Probably torturing lizards, or riding his bicycle to Pinar del Rio, forty miles away. He had a habit of disappearing, and of worrying our mother to death.

My father asks the board some preliminary questions. The planchette moves under his hand, or so he says. I question this proposition.

“Hey, you’re just making this up.”

“No, I’m not moving it; it’s guiding me to the right letters. The planchette has a force of its own and you can’t resist it. If you do, the power builds up and you get in trouble. Once, I tried to hold it down and it shot out of my hand like a rocket and crashed into one of my display cases on the other side of the room, breaking one of my Meissen figurines.”

“No me chives,” I say to him. You’ve got to be joking. I can’t say what I really want to say out loud—no me jodas—because the verb joder is one of those words that can send you to hell. Its equivalent in English is the all-purpose f-word.

After a few simple questions are “answered,” I venture to test the spirits of the dead.

“Ask what lies in store for me.”

So he does, and the planchette under his hand moves ponderously from letter to letter, spelling out a very clear message.

“Your two sons have a future in another land.”

“Ask them who I’m going to marry,” I say, thinking that this is too tough a question for any spirit to answer.

“Your two sons will marry women from another land.”

Damn. They had an answer. And a vague one at that.

“Ask how many children I will have,” I say, testing the spirits further.

“Can’t say,” respond the spirits.

“Bastards,” I say to myself, in Spanish, risking an eternity in hell. Cabrónes.

I found it odd that the spirits would predict a future in another land for me and Tony, the two sons of Louis XVI, the Ouija medium, and none for Ernesto, the adopted one. But I chose not to dwell on that, especially given my loathing for Ernesto, who seemed happy enough with these predictions.

So, you see, the spirits were right—whoever they were, wherever it was they came from, whether from the netherworld or my father’s inexhaustible imagination. I had no choice. My destiny was to end up in a foreign land and to find my soul mate there, across the turquoise sea. Or maybe the spirits planted the seed in my mind about my future being in some other land. Since the spirits spoke when the so-called Revolution was well under way and Cuba was quickly sliding into its long nightmare, I’m not too surprised by their prophetic prowess, or by my father’s deftness with the planchette.

Seeing all the merchandise at that rinky-dink store in Florida City, and watching Panchitín Angones leave his keys in the ignition as we went into that store just sealed these prophecies for me.

I had no choice, you see.

Sure. Just as I had no choice in writing this, or you in reading it.



Three
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Hard edges, right angles. No curves to speak of, no outrageous colors. Nothing superfluous. No curlicues, no filigree, no gilding. Nothing old. No stifling past. No ghosts. No black magic. Blinding sunshine, but hazier than what you’re used to, less sure of itself.

The clouds? Just about the same, sure, but more imposing, thanks to the flatness of the landscape and the lack of tall trees.

I couldn’t help but notice these things. The place felt free from the crushing burdens of the past, free from fear of the unseen, from everything that was unnecessary. All you had here, in this new and very flat land, was the present and the future and billowing cumulus clouds towering overhead. Everything was as simple as the straight lines that defined every building, fence, and street. And just as slightly hazy as the atmosphere.

I’d never been in a place so new, so free of ghosts, so wide open, so much a proof that less is more and much less is much more.

Of course, the fact that my father was not there immediately cut down on ghost sightings and tragic stories from the past. This made a big difference. I’m sure he’d have found ghosts there, at that camp, and even remembered a prior life in these glades, probably as a vanquished Indian chieftain or a lost Spanish explorer. He’d always been important, in each of his lives, and all of his deaths had been tragic.

Exile is not so bad, after all.

I never expected to find this kind of freedom. For the first time in my life I no longer had shadows to fear at every turn, or someone else’s baggage to mind or haul. Being free of the soul-crushing oppression of Castrolandia was all that I’d expected, and that was great enough. Being free of the past and the spirit world was a wonderful bonus.

Of course, being at the very edge of the map, in a hastily erected and refurbished military camp, helped a lot. I don’t think I’d have felt the same way if I’d gone directly from Havana to Savannah, New Orleans, or witch-obsessed Salem.

Many years later I would drive into Savannah with my wife and kids, get the willies, and drive right out, at top speed. “Let’s get outta here,” said Jane, my lovely wife. The old city seemed as plagued by dark spirits as my deeply haunted Havana. The similarity between the names of the two cities had nothing to do with it. It was the vibes, pure and simple, the fallout from the past. Slavery. Human beings bought and sold. African gods driven into hiding. Too much dissembling. Too much cruelty mixed with gentility, too many slighted poets, too many duels and grievous endings. A lost war, and a lost cause. Endemic languor. More ghosts than living residents.

Florida City had no such baggage, and none of the frills that went with it. And I loved it for that, even though I knew I’d be there for only a short while.

It was a fast-spinning turnstile, a shuffling machine, the sole purpose of which was to move children as quickly as possible to other places. It was as efficient as all of its buildings, and as brutally simple. All of us there were waiting for an assigned destination that we could neither question nor refuse. They told us where we were going, and we went. Our parents back in Cuba had no say either, and most often no knowledge of the arrangements.

It was well-organized chaos.

Some of us went to orphanages, which were then in steep decline and had plenty of room available. Some went to Catholic boarding schools, which at that time were begging for boarders and thus had plenty of empty beds. Some ended up in institutions for troubled youths—“juvenile delinquents,” as such kids were known then. The luckier ones ended up in foster homes, usually with American families who already had children of their own but were willing to take us in, thinking it would be only a few months until our parents arrived. I suppose many of these families viewed it as a foreign student exchange program. The luckiest ones of all ended up with relatives. But there were damn few of those.

Colorado, Montana, New York, Texas, Nebraska, Kansas, New Mexico, California, New Jersey, Idaho, Louisiana, Illinois. This place, that place. Here and there, anywhere. We ended up all over the map, like darts thrown by a gang of drunken sailors at an Irish pub ten minutes before closing time. Anyone willing to receive us got us, and the federal government of the United States paid for our upkeep. It was a great deal for many of those who took us in. A fabulous deal. But the turnstile had to spin fast, week in, week out, to keep pace with the arrivals, who only kept increasing in numbers.

None of us caught in this whirlwind of an airlift had any idea how large it was, or how complex the logistics were. We came and went so quickly, we couldn’t catch a glimpse of the big picture. Years later, when I’d first learn that there had been over fourteen thousand of us, more or less, I found it hard to take in the numbers. I’d always thought that, at most, maybe three thousand of us had been airlifted. Then I learned that there were at least eighty thousand more children waiting to leave who never got the chance, and my head nearly exploded from a volatile mix of rage, grief, and astonishment. Good God. Jesus H. Refugee Christ, rushing down to Egypt, what can one make of such numbers?

A whole lot.

Abraham, we’re told, was willing to sacrifice his son Isaac, simply because God asked him to. And God amply rewarded him by making him the father of the Chosen People, the most persecuted, most widely and continuously dispersed race of exiles in human history.

And then, we’re told, God took his turn by actually sacrificing his own Son, so that the invaluable Chosen status could be extended to the whole human race, adding vast numbers to Abraham’s progeny. And the deal included turning this Son into a refugee for a while, and also a homeless vagrant, and, finally, an enemy of the state. Then, to top it off, those who chose to believe in this Son became enemies of the state too, and sacrificial victims for three long centuries, and on and off after that, down to our own day.

We who’ve been sacrificed have a divine pedigree, you see. None of the particulars have to make much sense, and the sacrificial offering doesn’t even have to undergo death; it’s the offering that counts, the sheer willingness of the parent to give up what is most precious, especially if the circumstances are impossibly painful and illogical.

And the sacrificial victims somehow help to redeem the world. Somehow. Always in a very weird way that seems unacceptable to most people, including the victims themselves.

My ticket out was just about the best I could have hoped for. I was one of the lucky ones. Really lucky. And so was Tony. We won the second prize in the placement lottery: American foster homes. It was all so incredibly simple and improbable at the same time.

A good childhood friend of our mom’s, Marta Monjardín, had married a lawyer named Juan Becquer, back before the world changed. Young attorney Becquer had dealt with the construction of the Havana Hilton Hotel, and in the process had come to know Sidney Rubin, one of the American interior decorators. When the Becquers fled Cuba, the young attorney, like all other Cuban lawyers, found himself unable to practice his profession in the United States. He’d been trained in Napoleonic law, not common law. So, like every other Cuban lawyer in exile, Juan Becquer went searching for any kind of job he could get in Miami, and he contacted every American he had known in Havana, including Sidney Rubin, and Sidney offered him a job as a janitor in his warehouse. It was the only job available, and attorney Becquer took it.

I’d visited their house in Havana many times before they left. It was so beautiful, so heartbreakingly beautiful. And on the eve of their departure, we helped them sort through the stuff they were leaving behind, much as one does when someone dies. What I remember best is a box filled with swizzle sticks from Havana’s nightclubs. I wanted to take it home, but my mom, ever sensible, nixed the idea. “What would you do with those things? Besides, you’ll be leaving soon too.”

Ay.

So, while the Becquers are living in a shotgun shack in some Miami slum, along with their two small children and Marta’s parents, and Juan is stacking boxes and sweeping the floors at Sidney Rubin’s warehouse, my mom stays in touch with them and warns them of the imminent departure of her sons. Fully aware of the cheekiness needed for any such request, Juan Becquer asks his boss Sid whether he knows of anyone who might be willing to take in two Cuban boys for a few months, while they wait for their mother to arrive. Sidney Rubin, a Jew whose family was chased out of Eastern Europe by pogroms, one of the Chosen, one of the perpetual refugees, offers to take in one of us. And he convinces his close friends, Louis and Norma Chait, to take in the other. They too are of the Chosen People, eternal exiles.

I’ve already had my share of adventures at the camp by the time I’m informed of this great deal, so I’m more than ready to move on: In less than two weeks, I’ve found metal fragments in my lunch, gotten a ring-shaped piece of glass stuck on one of my fingers, smeared bubble gum on my hair when a giant bubble popped on me, ripped one of my only two pairs of pants, seen a cloud shaped like the island of Cuba, and learned how to kick soda pop bottles loose from one of the camp’s vending machines. I’ve also learned to bury my feelings much more deeply than I ever had before. And I’ve had a very intense religious experience, thanks to one of the nuns, who—despite the fact that she was not a man—preached the best damned sermon I’d ever heard. Of course, I won’t admit that some of the seeds she has sown have landed on fertile soil. I’m dumb enough to believe they’ve gone straight into the Vault of Oblivion.

Fool yourself long enough and you’ll be proven a fool for sure. Just when I thought I had all my problems licked, I got sideswiped by all of my buried emotions. Walloped. Sucker punched. Flattened. I’m taken to meet my prospective foster parents and I melt down as I’ve never, ever done before. Suddenly, I’m wailing like a banshee and feeling as if all the cells in my body are dissolving their bonds with one another. There, in their living room, right under a framed reproduction of Picasso’s Three Musicians, a piece of art that my father would not only have ridiculed, but thrown into the flames, something goes haywire inside my mind and I start sobbing uncontrollably, saying again and again—in Spanish—“No, no, I’m not worthy of living here, this is far too good for me.”

Chew on that one, doctors Freud and Jung, and please have an argument over it. I’d love to hear your opinions. Is it a piece of cake, or a jawbreaker, this eruption of mine? I’ll help you out by adding this:

What I felt most intensely was absence. Faced with the undeniable fact that I was about to get new parents, suddenly, as if from nowhere, this gaping void, this vortex of nothingness—of pure Absence—filled the room and tore me apart. Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, my very flawed and very dear parents, were not there at all, and I longed for their presence, their bodies. I ached for them, physically, and for their flaws as someone might ache for all four limbs if they were suddenly to be severed, or for a soul mate who can never, ever be embraced again. To stay in that house, to get new parents, was to admit that my real parents were really, really gone. Out of the picture. It was also to admit that perhaps I might be better off without them, that I’d happily betray them forever.

Son of a bitch, that Void. Sónomambíche, in Caribbean Spanglish.

Fortunately, Juan Becquer saved the day. He took me out to the backyard and gave me a sound verbal thrashing that straightened me out and helped that gaping Void to vanish as quickly as it had appeared. “You can’t throw this away,” he said. “Don’t be such an idiot.” No sé tan comemierda. So I went back in, all calm, and everyone acted as if nothing had happened, and the pleasantries flowed once again, and the next thing I knew I was leaving the camp and moving in with Louis and Norma Chait, their two recently adopted children, Philip and Eric, both younger than two years, and their German shepherd, Victor. And Tony was moving in with Sid and Carol Rubin and their two teenage children, Alan and Sherry. Tony and I wouldn’t be reunited under one roof, as we’d hoped, but at least we’d be only about three miles apart, living with folks who were good friends and got together regularly.

I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again and again, until the day I die: such good people, such brave people, such transparent proofs for the existence of God. Little did they know what was in store for them, entangling their lives with ours. And little did Tony and I know what lay in store for us during the next few months, day in, day out. It was a giant leap of faith for everyone involved, even Victor the dog, a leap from great heights without parachutes or bungee cords or hang gliders or anything else that could break your fall or turn it into a joy ride. Not exactly a leap into the Void, but a fearsome leap all the same.

But that Void I felt there, in the Chaits’ very small living room, in that tiny house in the Westchester area of Miami, which was then at the outermost edge of the city, that Absence, that Void, which deserves its capital V, would keep resurfacing again and again, walloping me every time, flattening me again and again. Age hasn’t made it any easier to take. I recognize it now for what it is, but knowing what it is makes it no easier to stand up against its knockout punch, which seems to be getting stronger and stronger. I put up a fight every time, even though I know I can’t win; I dodge and bob and weave and throw punches that always miss, but I swing away all the same. And the Void always cheats, pounding me with a lightning-fast punch when I least expect it.

“You, again. Okay, here we go. Dukes up.” Pow. Lights out. Coño, que mierda.

But every now and then I land a winning punch.

Flash forward, forty-three years.

I’m holding my mother’s hand in a Chicago hospital, waiting for her to die. It’s a stormy Midwestern spring night, lightning bolts forking everywhere between the tall buildings and above them, there, near the edge of Lake Michigan, a fickle body of water that sometimes looks awkwardly turquoise, almost like the sea that caresses Havana, but also has a habit of turning steel gray and freezing over. The sparks given off by the elevated trains, less than half a block away, respond in some kind of code to the lightning bolts, as if joining in a subtle, sublime harmony that only God and the angels can hear.

Earlier that day, the room had been full of Cubans, my mother’s friends. Tony was there too, briefly. He couldn’t get away from his nursing home for very long, and couldn’t take the stress either. We weren’t all supposed to be there, but we had snuck in one by one, fooling the security guard downstairs, with the help of a very kindly nun. The room was jam-packed, and the walls reverberated with our voices as we prayed the rosary, loudly, in Spanish, at breakneck speed, stringing together all the words as if there were no spaces between them, going from Ave Maria to Amen in a split second. It wasn’t how I like to pray, rat-tat-tat, but this is what they’d all done together for years with my mom, once a week, and it was beautiful, the best possible “bon voyage” gift at that moment.

At one point, a nurse had opened the door and jumped back, as if she’d stumbled upon a kennel full of barking, spike-collared Doberman pinschers. She didn’t dare return after that. And I laughed at that, out loud, as everyone kept the Ave Marias going at full speed, rat-tat-tat.

But as I hold my mom’s hand, I’m the only one in the room. It’s nearly midnight, and everyone else has gone home. I’ve been told she has only about six hours left to live, maybe ten at most, so I’m ready for a long vigil. She’s unconscious, and her breathing doesn’t sound anything like breathing. It’s a loud gurgling of the sort one expects to hear from sewer pipes, or from one of the machines at her factory, where she worked for many years. The Void hovers close by, circling ever tighter. It’s tensing up, getting ready to pounce, but it hesitates. I’m praying wordlessly, asking for nothing. Nothing at all, save for God to do the praying for me.

I’ve never been more awake, more ready to take on the Void.

Dukes up.

Zap! Whoosh! Snap!

Sweet Jesus, my God. Hail Mary, full of grace. A powerful electric current surges from my mother’s hand into mine—zap, whoosh, snap—and it courses through my whole body in a flash, and lingers, and fills me with a sense of wholeness and well-being the likes of which I have never, ever felt. I’m there and not there all at once. I’m home. Home. I’ve always been here and always will be, and there is no Void. None at all. The Void is exposed for what it is: Nothing. And against this Fullness and Light there can be no Void of any kind, no Absence, no Darkness, no Unrequited Love. And time is stripped of its hypnotic power, and in this eternal Now there is no longing, no pain, no guilt of any kind, only pure Love that seems like annihilation, but is just its opposite. And all my little loves and infatuations are exposed for what they’ve always been: tiny shards of the real thing, grossly misshapen by my own selfishness.

Then the current that has been flowing through me forever suddenly stops, and I know my mother has just given me the best embrace ever.

Of course.

I look over and she’s no longer breathing. The gurgling has ceased. Her body looks a lot like mine did when I hovered above it during surgery, at another Chicago hospital, thirty-four years earlier.
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“Eire is a tremendously likable narrator, honest about the limitations
of memory, always wearing his heart on his sleeve. . . . Those who
remember the exuberant kid from Waiting for Snow in Havana . . . will be

moved by the man he becomes.” —7he New York Times Book Review
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