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To the memory of my grandfather Ramon
and of my cousin Carlos










Note on the Translation


In the Spanish, Distant Palaces is built from long, undivided sections with minimal punctuation. Dialogue is indicated only by the tone of voice and the lack of any punctuation other than the comma, even when a character speaks for pages at a time. In the end I decided that the differences between English and Spanish, especially regarding punctuation conventions, are such that it would be pointless or worse to imitate the original in this regard. Instead, I have translated Estévez’s very clear linguistic cues into English punctuation, adding quotation marks, dividing the paragraphs that are implicit in Estévez’s sections, and breaking apart run-on sentences wherever I have felt the need. I have kept the original sections, indicating them with a space between the paragraphs: to imagine how the Spanish looks, try to pretend that the other paragraph divisions and quotation marks do not exist. My guiding principle has always been to communicate the sense and feeling of the original, without binding myself unthinkingly to its outward form.


I have generally kept the names of people and places in the original Spanish, except of course for Havana itself, which is La Habana in Spanish. Calle means street; avenida is avenue;parque is park. Most of the neighborhoods mentioned are in “marginal” (that is, poor and working-class) areas far from the touristic center of the city, and most can be located on a good map of Havana, with the notable exception of Victorios fictional home neighborhood of Santa Felisa. Apart from Don Fuco’s mythic Pequeño Liceo (“Small Theater”) of Havana, the buildings, houses, department stores, museums, and so forth are also real places that can be viewed today (if they have not collapsed in the meantime) by anyone who has the fortune to visit that beautiful, haunting, and haunted city.


David Frye
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The old Royal Palm Hotel on Calle Galiano and the aged palace of a noble family whose name no one now remembers are buildings united by the mutual fate of their support beams. A tangled web of struts and braces is strung between one structure and the other, appearing to offer some prospect of solidity. Blackened by the passage of so many days and nights, by the harshness of the sun and the squalls, by the ubiquity of salt sea spray, these boards aim to prevent a collapse that in any case seems imminent. The walls display the same earthy gray and black hues as any ancient wall in any devastated city, in a world that abounds in wars, earthquakes, and other less obvious catastrophes. At many points the stones are on naked display with their surprisingly ruddy tones. Gaping rifts in the walls nevertheless allow opulent green ferns to grow unexpectedly amid the ruins; blooming paradise shrubs, too, and zucchini vines heavy with large, bell-shaped yellow flowers.


The Royal Palm Hotel has lost its roof and many of its walls, so it is uninhabited, or at least that is the impression it gives: there are occasions, on dark and endless nights — too dark and too stifling — when you could swear that bright lights rise up inside as if bonfires were being lit, and you could declare, too, that you heard voices and even praise-songs, singing in tongues, even though you could never tell for sure whether the songs were what they call really-real, much less what they were trying to praise, or in what tongue they were singing.


The other building, the palace of an ancient lineage that no one remembers any longer, is still occupied. Two centuries ago, a single well-to-do family lived here: a married couple, two or three children, or perhaps four — boys in college, girls learning to embroider, to knit, to play piano, to get married; and also slaves, no doubt many more slaves than family members, twenty enslaved Mandingas, Yorubas, Lucumís. Today, of course, there are neither masters nor slaves, nor is the palace inhabited by a single peaceful and spacious clan, but by twenty, thirty, forty crowded families: the results of the lusts of masters and slaves in a land given to mixing, to letting off steam, and to lechery The mansion has been divided into meager rooms, and therefore should no longer be called a palace, but rather an apartment building, a tenement, a row house, a warren, a slum.


To stand before this pair of buildings united by a scaffold of blackened planks and to call them “the palace” and “the hotel” would be cynical, even perverse.


For some time Victorio has lived in one of the countless rooms in the once magnificent mansion. He himself could not corroborate how long. You couldn’t call him happy — or you could call him that, since happiness is apparently blurred and subjective, just like unhap-piness, and sometimes it rests upon just a few things, or upon nothing.


“After all, a roof is a roof,” he exclaims with some sarcasm, mocking his own phrase: you couldn’t say that Victorio is a fool, either, or that he doesn’t notice when he says something foolish. He would have liked to be the young student from the Seminary of San Carlos and San Ambrosio who lived here, as he imagines him, in pampered luxury, a hundred and fifty years ago or more. He will be satisfied, however, with the four walls, the roof, and the windows that he always keeps closed despite the heat. “It’s easier to put up with the heat than with the humid brightness of the sun, or the bright humidity of the moon,” he explains. Perhaps that is why Victorio’s room exudes the shadowy dimness and the smell of a museum closed for repairs.


It is still night; dawn seems a long way off. Victorio opens his eyes and turns on the draftsman’s lamp that allows him to read during his frequent nights of insomnia. Very early, at daybreak, his shaded room does not smell of a closed museum, but of coffee, of gas, of candles burning, of dreams not yet vanished.


Victorio gets up the same way he gets up every morning: with difficulty, as if he found his own body too much to manage, too heavy, too alien, or as if the act of getting out of bed were burdened with more responsibility than merely being awake and still alive. If he doesn’t find the passage from wakefulness to sleep easy, sometimes the passage from sleep to wakefulness is even harder. He slips his feet into canvas sandals that have been broken in by long use, and puts on a long silk robe that must have been elegant in eras other than this one, and cities other than this one. In Havana, a man’s house robe, whether made of silk or not, has always been the pretentious garment of the nouveau riche. Maybe he didn’t sleep well. Sleep is not one of the blessings that God has bestowed on him. “And what are the blessings that God has bestowed on me?” he wonders, while shuffling toward the chamber pot to relieve his swollen bladder. Since all the apartments in the building have to share a single toilet, when he gets up he usually urinates in the porcelain chamber pot that once belonged to his grandmother — though for greater needs, of course, he is obliged to turn to the communal bathroom.


A clumsy rose is painted at the bottom of the chamber pot. He does not urinate right away; in fact, it takes him some time, because Victorio is not so old yet as to wake up with the humiliation of being flaccid. When his member has quieted down he urinates in abundance, listening to the joyous ringing of the jet against the porcelain and enjoying the foam that the liquid produces: his eyes redden with pleasure. He looks at himself in the mirror, and as always, he thinks he is younger than he really is. He smiles, screws up his face, winks, picks up the empty metal bucket, and leaves the room.


The hallways of the building are still empty, devoid of the clamor and commotion that will fill them shortly. The neighbors are sleeping, or perhaps just beginning to wake up, and Victorio has to hurry, ascend the spiral staircase that was built from costly timbers carved elegantly in the days when people had the patience to work. He reaches the rooftop terrace and as soon as he steps through the broken door, which turns like a weathercock to every passing breeze, he can see the spectacle of dawn, an event that despite its daily occurrence never ceases to bring some new surprise.


The rooftops of Havana: at the first flash of daylight. The terraces, inoffensive for now, don’t assault you yet with glaring reflections, but allow your eyes to pass peacefully over them. They seem nothing like the terraces that they will become by noon, at the moment when the sun will cruelly mount the tiles, the metal roofs, the slate shingles, and hinder you from looking directly at them. The perpetual flame of the oil refinery. The Bacardi Building. The Capitol dome. The bell tower of the Church of Espíritu Santo. A bit to the left and in the distance, the other dome of the Lonja del Comercio, minus the statue of Mercury, who has been dashed to the ground and deprived of his errand-running mission by the indifferent ire of hurricanes. The sea cannot be seen, but its presence is felt. That is why a ship entering the bay at this very minute passes between buildings and monuments, looking like a cheap prop for a poor zarzuela production. Toward that invisible but present sea, in the same instant, a flock of doves, herons, or gulls fly, and you cannot tell whether they are white, gray, or black. And, since Havana has always been an astonishing city, a few roosters crow.


The city makes two impressions on Victorio at once: that of having been bombarded, of a city that is only waiting for the lightest thunderstorm, the slightest gust of wind, to tumble into a pile of stones; and that of a sumptuous and everlasting city, one that has just been built, erected as a concession to future immortality. Havana is never the same and is always the same. Dawn in Havana has infinite ways of seeming always identical, diverse and exact, with the blurred color of the sky, dubious tonalities wandering behind low white clouds that fly quickly and precisely; and the dawn breeze, always scant, but opening up regardless over the city like an enormous and beneficent bird.




The breeze seems to be escaping from an old leather suitcase that is held open by a boy on the terrace of what in another era was Flogar, one of the celebrated department stores from the vanished days of Havana’s glamour. Victorio sees this rare image as if he were still caught up in an odd eddy of a dream. It’s a young boy, or an adolescent, with red hair and colorful clothes. He has opened a suitcase and is looking at himself in a hand mirror and putting on makeup. And the boy, or the adolescent, stands up and opens an umbrella, flips it in the air, looks closely at it, tries out a few dance steps, and then, holding the suitcase in one hand and the umbrella in the other, leaps to another terrace and then another, until he is out of sight.




Victorio goes to one of the huge fiberglass tanks where they store the water trucked in from the aqueduct, fills his bucket, and goes back down, balancing on the staircase built with patience and precious timbers.




The light from the draftsman’s lamp transforms the room into a deceptive scene. The bed is covered with untidy sheets that don’t look white, even though that is what they must have been in some not-too-distant past. The bed is not a bed but a mattress, worn out by years of long use, set on the floor. The shadowy dimness cannot disguise the room’s small size, its mildewed walls, the worm-eaten furniture; it cannot hide the dust-covered photos of idols who, thanks to the art of photography, have remained fixed in eternal beauty: Rudolph Valentino, Johnny Weissmuller, Freddie Mercury. Nor does it dull the scintillation of the only reproduction (and a good one, too) of a famous painting hanging on the wall, The Embarkation for Cythera by Antoine Watteau. Above all, you can see the photograph of El Moro waving good-bye from his tiny plane, next to the great, ornate iron key that El Moro claimed could open the doors to the palace.




Is there ever a morning when Victorio does not think about El Moro? He owes him so many things. Thanks to him, he became (and remains) certain that a proud palace exists somewhere, waiting for him. El Moro talked to him about the palace on the merciless afternoon that Victorio would never forget. The two of them were alone, resting in the footloose shade of a guanabana tree laden with small green guanabana fruit, close by the airplane in which El Moro had just finished his morning’s work, fumigating banana trees over there around Güira de Melena. Through his unbuttoned shirt you could see his hairless chest, heaving and sweaty. Around him the sun transformed the solidity of the earth into a luminous sea. They were enfolded in the watery light, typical of that time of day and of the country in which fate had forced them to survive. El Moro was hugging the boy in his delicately rough way. The boy smelled El Moro’s sweat, more intense than the smell of earth.


“Tell me, what do you see from the sky?”


Before smiling, the man spat on the ground and wiped his mouth clean with the back of his hand.


“There’s no place like the sky, boy,” he said, as if thinking out loud. Then he sat silent, pensive, for several seconds, before adding, “God created the Earth so that we could look at it from the sky. Climbing into the sky in a plane is like going into a mirror and looking at yourself from the other side.”


“Have you gone really far in the plane?”


He made a gesture with his hand as if to say that he had been in lots and lots of places, and then he smiled maliciously and commented, “In this little junk bucket, I’ve gone around the world.”


“Around the world?”


He nodded emphatically before exclaiming, “You heard it.”


“And have you seen Paris and Bogota and Seville?”


“And Nairobi and Rome and Bangkok, and let me tell you something, boy, when you’re up in the sky you realize that all those places are just one place.” Though he didn’t glance at the boy, he must have understood his bewilderment. “Yes, listen, understand what I’m saying, one place is every place, don’t you doubt it. You’re up in the sky, you’re flying over Venice, which is a city without streets, instead people get around in little boats on rivers of dirty water, and you realize that it’s all the same, just the same. People have the same desires, identical dreams, the same hopes, the same sort of needs that they do in Bombay. The forms, the fashions, the wealth changes, but the rest, what you don’t see, is all the same, boy. Their hunger, their grief, their loneliness, their disappointments, their struggles are all the same, don’t forget it.” With his eyes half closed, he seemed to be admiring the waves of light that all but drowned out the landscape there on the outskirts of Havana. “The important thing, Victorio, is to find your palace.”


The boy moved away from his embrace, stood up, and under his tiny hand felt the strength of the aviator’s strong biceps.


“What palace, Moro?”


The man smiled, leaned toward the boy as if he were about to reveal the greatest secret. “This is important, boy! Don’t you know that each of us has a palace somewhere?” He squeezed his nose without ceasing to smile. “Yes, don’t look at me with that face, like you don’t have a clue what I’m talking about! Everybody’s born with a palace assigned to them, so they can live there and do whatever they want or desire or aspire to do . . .”


“Every everybody?”


The man wiped his hand across his sweaty brow, spat once again, wiped his mouth clean again. He smiled, as if he were having a great time. “Right now I’ve got to get back to fumigating the banana trees in Güira de Melena,” he said in a tone that implied the conversation was over.


“Where’s my mama’s palace, and my papa’s?” the boy insisted.


“They’ve got palaces, but that doesn’t mean that they’ve found them. You have to search for your palace, search good and hard. Maybe lots of people never find theirs.”


“Have you seen yours?”


“When my plane flies off toward the fields, I take a little spin first around my palace to make sure it’s still there, see how it’s doing.”


“And what’s it like?”


“Don’t ask so many questions, Victorio, boy.”


“Moro, where will I find mine?”


“Listen to you, all you ever do is ask. Don’t ask so much. Shit, whoever said it takes so many questions to find something? Look for it, and you’ll find it.”


More than before, the afternoon had turned into bright light that annihilated the appearances of things, and the trees, the landscape, seemed immersed in water.


“Every day I take a spin around my palace. It isn’t big, just a little house up on a hill, surrounded by mangos, sapodillas, mameys, lemon trees, orange trees, mamoncillos, and a cow and a horse — oh, and a well, and a pool with colored fish, and nearby there’s a pond where the cattle and the wild ducks drink. The grass and the trees are green green green, and the flowers are red as red, and there’s also yellow, pink, mauve flowers, roses, lots of roses, sunflowers, piscualas, orchids, forget-me-nots, pansies. My palace is built of wood, redwood, red as the flowers, and white as the clouds. The kind of clouds that are white, I mean, not the other ones that mean a storm is brewing. Some days it does rain, of course, it rains on my palace, except the rain is never violent, it rains to make the green of the trees and grass even greener. To get to the house, the palace, you have to go down a long highway all lined with royal palms, and that’s no problem, that’s why there’s a gypsy wagon pulled by Nero the burro.”




To avoid having to climb constantly up and down from the terrace, Victorio has furnished himself with a metal water tank, which he has attempted to ennoble, on the visible side, with a phrase from Bergson: “But society does not simply want to live. It aspires to live well.”


He washes up in a pail. Without drying his face, his mouth fresh with toothpaste, he begins the ritual of the window. It isn’t a very complicated ritual: it consists of shutting his eyes, shutting them tight, no peeking, opening one of the shutters, and contemplating a certain figure that humidity has formed on the walls of the Royal Palm. Depending on what figure he discovers at that instant — a flower, a child, an elephant, a ballerina, a car, a devil, a palm tree, a cloud, a butterfly — he guesses what his life will be for the next few hours. He can’t help being superstitious, ruled by obsessive habits, so he feels obliged to think and repeat the phrase May God’s grace enter, just as La Pucha, Hortensia, his mother, taught him many years ago. He opens the window, and with his eyes still closed acknowledges the purity of the early morning breeze, which smells of sea salt, of sargasso, of garbage, of a city asleep, of a city that dreams and perishes by the sea. May God’s grace enter, he repeats the spell, and when he opens his eyes he looks out toward the framework of trusses that holds up the old Royal Palm Hotel and conjoins it to the building of the ancient noble family, the building where he lives, at the corner of Calle Águila.




Today he sees something he has never seen before.


It isn’t the figure on the wall.


There, way up there, almost at the level of the rooftops, an adolescent is balancing on the lumber. He realizes that it is the same person he had seen contemplating himself in a hand mirror on the Flogar terrace. And this time he notices immediately that it isn’t an adolescent, that if he had paid better attention, as he is doing now, he would have been able to see that it isn’t a boy at all but a tiny old man, practically a dwarf, covered in makeup: an old man who looks like a boy is balancing on the lumber. His hair is inconceivably red, topped by a stovepipe hat made of Scottish plaid, and he is dressed like a circus piano player, or to be precise, like an ideal piano player from an ideal circus, in a multicolored tailcoat spangled with blue stars, a mauve shirt, a green tie, and red-and-black-striped pants that spill over his white slippers. By his side dances a marionette that reproduces his figure with prodigious fidelity A magnificent wooden marionette, moved by invisible strings, is an exact copy of the clown. The dexterity with which the clown dances and makes the marionette dance is surprising; much more so, the balance he manages to keep on the worn and blackened beams, along which he is strutting to the beat of music that doesn’t exist, yet can still be heard. No one knows where the silence has come from on this Havana dawn, a total silence turned into music by the movements of a clown and his marionette. All Havana seems to have fallen quiet to let the clown and his puppet dance. He lifts one leg, lifts the other, and the marionette repeats his every movement, the two of them in perfect equilibrium; their red mouths, their great red mouths never lose the pair of smiles that not only make you want to laugh, but to kiss and hug and sing and dance on other beams to the beat of other silences, or what amounts to the same thing, to other music.


The old clown advances from the terrace of the old uninhabited hotel toward the former house of the noble family that is still inhabited. Victorio breaks the spell for a moment and stops looking at the old clown and his puppet, and he turns his grateful eyes down toward the street and sidewalk. A small crowd has gathered down there, stopped in their tracks by their astonishment. They don’t move, don’t applaud, don’t laugh. The old man and his puppet reach the terrace of the aged palace and vanish along the pathways of the rooftops, pathways of filthy water tanks, junk, improvised housing, television antennas, and mysteries.




Silence continues its tenacious, and for the moment, victorious battle against the clamorous awakening of the city. All that can be seen of Havana is a scaffolding of blackened beams that, like the timbers of a grounded sailboat, suddenly lack any purpose, an inert street, and a bewitched crowd that refuses to be disenchanted.




He closes the window. He goes back to enjoying the shadowy dimness of his room. He stretches out on the bed. He doesn’t care that it’s getting late for going to work. He gazes once more at the photograph of El Moro, smiling from his plane, and gazes as well at the key to the palace that doesn’t exist. In the photograph, El Moro is climbing happily into his plane, his chest bare: he’s saying goodbye. He can still hear him: “Come on, boy, let’s go fly,” and he can see himself, a fearful and fascinated child who would have loved to climb into the plane and hug the pilot, a child who longs for the heights that El Moro knows how to reach better than anybody.


After seeing the dancing clown with the puppet, balancing on the beams, he has thought about El Moro. He doesn’t know if it’s logical, but who would dare to spell out the laws of such a logic.


He gets up, goes to his Crown record player, which in the sixties was the envy of the whole neighborhood of Santa Felisa, and puts down a worn-out acetate, Sindo Garay as interpreted by Ela Calvo. The music induces the opposite of the effect he had expected: it overwhelms him with an unwonted sensation of heaviness.




Ya yo no soy tan sensible
como lo era en otro tiempo,
la costumbre de las penas
me ha robado el sentimiento…




My feelings aren’t so sensitive,
not the way they used to be.
Sorrow’s a habit for me now,
it’s stolen my feelings from me…





The song serves as background while he makes coffee. Since the coffee that they sell in the bodega comes mixed with a thousand other things and tends to clog up the espresso filter, he long ago decided to return to tradition, to the cloth filter, yielding a lighter coffee that tastes of dirty laundry, which, in spite of everything, saves Victorio from his ill humor and from the risk of having an accident. He takes a piece of day-old bread and sits down at the table, which also serves as the desk, which also is the nightstand, which also serves as the place where he keeps the electric hotplate and cooks; the table whose principal decoration is a cannonball, no telling whether iron or bronze, a little bigger than an orange, which he stole from one of the excavations in the castles that stand in the oldest sections of Havana. Someone assured him that the ball is harmless, containing no gunpowder, and Victorio has decided that, since life is an everyday war, it should sit at the center of his house, that is, in the center of his table, as a paperweight: what better decoration, what better souvenir, he repeats over and over, than a symbol of the constant strife among men.


He dips the stale bread in the watery coffee that tastes of rags. His palate registers the sorry mix. He closes his eyes and reaches the same conclusion as always: there can’t be anyone in the world more wretched. Not even the princess of Monaco, nor the Dalai Lama, despite the generous smile he offers at every appearance, nor Mother Teresa of Calcutta, recently deceased, the lucky woman, nor even the pope, nor the calamitous queen of England with her stern expression. Yes, it’s true, it’s so true: the coffee tastes like stale bread, with a touch of cardboard. He is thinking once more that no satisfaction will ever come from this room, nor from the street, nor even from Havana. He picks up and moves to a house in Majorca on the Mediterranean coast. Of course, Victorio has never been to Majorca. He has never left Cuban territory. So he can’t explain the reason why he has come to see himself in a Majorcan house with a discreet iron gate and an enormous adobe fence surrounding pine trees that lead to a garden, a little cobblestone path that leads up to the front door. It’s a mansion, a palace: broad, spacious, filled with light, decorated with such good taste that he pays no notice to how expensive the furniture is, for Jean Cocteau’s mot juste had been purposely followed to the letter, to the effect that invisibility is the highest form of elegance. At the back of the main drawing room, a glass door gives access to a terrace that opens onto the Mediterranean. Victorio sees himself stepping up onto the terrace, where a table is set for him with an outstanding breakfast: fruit juices, blueberry jam, fresh-baked croissants, Jabugo ham, Colombian coffee, strong, black, not too much sugar. Aware of the superb breakfast that awaits, he delays the moment of pleasure; he looks out to sea; the morning shines above the Mediterranean. In the distance, a few yachts are floating palaces. Three old men  are   strolling  along  the  beach.   “They’re  philosophers,”   he exclaims, and then immediately corrects himself, “No, they’re not philosophers, they’re the three forms of God, the one true God.” And just when he is about to turn himself into another God strolling on the Majorcan beach, a knock at the door returns him to Sindo Garay, to Ela Calvo, to the all-purpose table, to the coffee and bread that taste like old rags, to the windows of his room in a building that once upon a time was sumptuous.




And there, of course, stands Mema Turné, who else? It’s her, the omniscient, omnipresent Havana image of God, sticking her nose in the door, her bald head, her thin mustache, her suction-cup eyes, despite the fact that Victorio, trying to avoid those eyes, head, and mustache, barely cracks open the door. After all, how could a more or less worm-eaten door stack up against the energy of higher powers? It has come to be said of Mema Turné that, among the vast number of things she has stolen, two of the most important, the two that she has put to greatest use, are the wisdom and the power of an unwary babalawo named Nolo. Others deny this, such as Yaya the Quadriplegic, the neighbor on the right, who maintains that the poor, bald old woman is merely a miserable megalomaniac who doesn’t have the good sense to know that she’s already dead.


Mema Turné doesn’t say good morning. She never says hello. She contends that wishing someone a good morning is the most flagrant example of bourgeois hypocrisy “I heard music and I thought it was odd,” she declaims in her outrageous baritone martin voice, while displaying her blackened tongue, covered with white spots. Many people attribute Mema’s evil, along with her domineering halitosis, to her blackened tongue and its white spots. Others, less benevolent, argue that these are malignant diseases. In any case, she seems to be proud of her tongue. She understands the value of pauses, when silence allows her to inspect the room’s darkness while her diseased tongue flicks ceaselessly in and out. “You should be at work by now,” she adds, sure of herself as always.


“What the fuck do you care, you old lesbian” (they also say that hiding behind Mema is a man disguised as a woman), “shameless hag, old bastard,” Victorio would like to tell her, red with indignation; he quickly recalls that this woman, famed as a witch, is also the local deputy of the Committee for the Defense of the Revolution, and that her soul is as poisoned as her tongue, so he limits himself to whispering, “I’m sick.”


Mema Turné turns her suction-cup eyes and fastens them, expertly, on Victorio’s face, while her baritone voice rises to attack an aria with bravura: “We should never allow weakness to keep us from carrying out the duties imposed on us by the society in which we live,” and she moves both arms to make her bracelets jingle. She has said the entire sentence without a pause. Mema can be a prodigy at times; you might say that, like the bronze busts of national heroes, she doesn’t need to breathe.


Victorio searches unsuccessfully for a rejoinder. He sighs as if he wishes to make patent the truth of his illness, and it occurs to him that this might be the perfect occasion to look for a hatchet and split her head in two. Many nights Victorio relaxes with a fantasy in which, like a second Raskolnikov, he obliterates this harpy with hatchet blows, saving himself and saving humanity from that viperous tongue, that baneful model. He is certain that humanity — that is, the twenty or so families living in the building — would applaud him. Some people seem not to deserve to live. Besides, since Mema’s room adjoins his own, Victorio would be in a good (legal) position to cut a doorway and enjoy two rooms just for himself.


Mema stares at him as if she could read his mind: evil beings have that gift. Despite her necklaces for Changó and Obbatalá, she is dressed all in black like a pious sister on Good Friday. He imagines it must be her constant spying that has irritated her eyes. And her lips, scarcely a scrawled line under the thin mustache, flecked with rancid saliva, disgustingly rancid, smile and with remarkable malice insist, “Ay, son, have I got bad news for you, listen up and get ready: next week, the demolition brigade is coming.”


And she turns around and leaves without saying good-bye, because good-byes, comrade, are typical of wicked bourgeois hypocrisy




So the demolition brigade is finally coming. Since he has been expecting it for more than a month, he has forgotten that the building can be razed at any moment. Defensive mechanisms of the mind. Now the destruction has a precise time. He doesn’t notice that Ela Calvo stopped singing a while back. He doesn’t remember that the crust of bread, the measured cup of coffee, and the antique cannon-ball are awaiting him on the all-purpose table. He sits in a corner of the room, his back leaning against the wall, and contemplates the hazy tiles that slope toward the center of the room in a menacing depression. A depression, he thinks, is a sad and unstable form to be associated with a floor: it is important for a man to know that he’s standing on solid ground.




He may have gone back to sleep. It is easier than it would seem to go to sleep at difficult times. Maybe he wakes up hours later. Perhaps he leaves the hoary palace of the family whose patrician name no one now has any interest in recalling; perhaps he joins the commotion in the Fe del Valle park (where long ago stood El Encanto, the most chic store in the city), and finds a midafternoon sun that proclaims the definitive disappearance of Havana from the maps of the world.











[image: ]


At five in the afternoon, with exquisite exactitude — that is to say, at quitting time in his bureaucratic post at the Albear aqueduct in Palatino — Victorio feels a sudden desire to gaze at the enormous holding ponds. This attitude is surprising: the holding ponds were constructed in the 1880s, about a hundred and twenty years earlier; Victorio has been working at the aqueduct for a long time; so he has seen them, day after day, year after year, and from having them in front of his eyes for so long he must not even notice them any longer. Hence the oddity of his impulse. The strangest thing is what happens next: after shutting the windows, he opens them again, stares once more at the reservoirs, at the frogs carved in dark stone that crouch at each corner; he lingers to view the sumptuous gate built by the genius of the distinguished Havana engineer, Don Francisco de Albear y Lara, perfectly engineered, still functioning, without any need for energy other than what the force of gravity provides, because of which it was awarded a prize in the Paris Exposition of 1889.




He leaves the office without shutting the windows. The door, however, he shuts and locks, and checks to see that it is properly closed. A second impulse, no less capricious, makes him toss the key down a drain.




*




He does not walk up Palatino as he should, then taking the Calzada del Cerro and continuing along Monte until, after a few twists and turns, returning to Galiano, the street where he lives; he finds himself instead in Fomento Park, one of the loveliest and most tree-filled parks in the city, fortunately still undiscovered by the marauding troops of tourists. He is standing next to the Ciudad Deportiva. He has no idea what he is doing there. Nor does he care. A group of athletes is resting under the acacias, drinking coconut milk, laughing and making obscene jokes that, when they say them, do not sound obscene. He thinks that a group of athletes drinking coconut milk under the shade of acacia trees is as sublime as any fresco in the Sistine Chapel, perhaps more so, because the bodies before him now are alive, alive, alive, breathing, sweating, smelling, tensing, laughing, talking, shouting, and the coconut milk is spilling over the corners of their mouths, dripping, running down their necks to their naked chests, drenching their training shorts.


Could anything be more beautiful than the human body, when it is a beautiful body? On the other hand, a living body always evokes the nostalgia of the ephemeral, Victorio tells himself; isn’t the glory of human beauty based in its fleeting nature?


In the center of the sports complex there are ten or twelve hot-air balloons: immense, graceful, with imitation wicker baskets and endless colors, brilliant colors and flags. This is the first time Victorio has ever seen hot-air balloons. He is overwhelmed by nostalgia for the years when he delighted in reading Jules Verne. He thinks it must be fascinating to climb into one of those baskets and rise up and up, through the sky, to the outermost limits, to get to see the elegant yellow of the Schönbrunn, the exotic palace of Dolmabache, the Porter’s Lodge on the Lake of Love in Bruges, the Great Golden Palace of Bangkok.


An old man in suit and tie, his hair dyed an intense black and gleaming with brilliantine, who is selling newspapers on the corner of Calle Primelles, explains to Victorio, without waiting to be asked, that the balloons are there for a sports competition that will take place on the last night of the year 2000. “That’ll be a tough event!” he reasons. “Don’t you know, the winds on the Island are like the Island itself: variable, capricious, totally unfit for aerial competitions. It’s crazy, just like everything else, truly crazy.”


The woman who sweeps the street, dressed in a filth-green jumpsuit, has stopped to listen in on the conversation; she looks at the well-dressed newspaper hawker with inordinate outrage and refutes him categorically: “Don’t talk if you don’t know what you’re talking about, comrade: that’s why this country’s in the shape it’s in, because of people running their mouths off They’re filming a movie, a movie about the first Cuban who got lost among the stars, about Marias Perez.”




Night is falling with the sadness of all pointless and foredoomed events. The pointlessness and doom are aggravated, he feels, by the absence of streetlights. He has walked through El Vedado and along the Calle Cien to the library of Marianao, in whose window-lined reading rooms he once studied and conversed with his friend Marta, the young blind woman from the art department, the one who had died at the age of twenty-eight with too many aspirations. Near the library, during the forties, in the perfidious century just drawing to a close, they built a Romanesque castle. Havana can engender that kind of insanity. Frenzies of Greek temples, Roman amphitheaters, Florentine palaces, Gothic churches, rococo pavilions. Places for showing off. The capital of the Island even flaunts a Napoleonic Museum, where objects belonging to Josephine de Beauharnais and the emperor of the French are on display; even a tooth, which, they say, was extracted from Napoleon during the campaign in Egypt, is displayed in a crystal urn that sits on a piece of crimson velvet.


Victorio wanders past the gloriously reconstructed government palaces as if he were walking in some other era, the time of Julian del Casal, the great decadent poet. He knows full well — no one has to tell him — that the poet’s era was not exactly fascinating; quite the contrary those were years of horror, of material and moral poverty; yet he gladly gives in to the whim of the imagination which treacherously and frivolously enough deems that “any time in the past was better.”


He approaches the gardens, inhales the aroma of all that un-tended vegetation, hears the water falling into the fountains, which are now dry, and catches a glimpse of stone walls through distant gates. He thinks he can hear music from old dances, just as he can imagine sumptuous interiors. Night ennobles Havana. The shadows’ spell hides its coarseness, corrects its imperfections, disguises its corrosion and squalor. Havana in the evening and at night (and night in Havana is crushingly absolute) has little or nothing in common with Havana in its harsh mornings, at its unbearable, damp, demanding middays.


Up ahead, here and there, are windows and lights. The anonymous windows of daytime have nothing in common with the omen-filled windows of night. How lucky to discover the certainty of a little light during Havana’s definitive night. At night there are no houses, no collapsing buildings, no palaces; just light. Light, and all that it signifies: lights that exalt balconies and doorways, tall windows, early lights, yellow lights, cheerful, sad, insinuating, sullen lights, light escaping through lace curtains, through windowpanes, through stained-glass window sashes, through arched skylights… That’s all it is, light; yet he has to admit that any light refers to other realities. A light always proposes something else, hides different messages, multiple suggestions, infinite meanings, and anyone who has ever been outside and exposed on any night will know how many messages can be deciphered in the glow of a light.




*




He has walked beyond Jaimanitas to the beach at Mayanima, the Marina Hemingway This place holds a peculiar attraction for him: the houses (bungalows, their owners like to call them) overlooking the canal, contemplating the yachts as they sail in from all over the world, facing a sea breeze with its strong smell of salt, algae, dead fish, rotting wood, and shipwrecks. He walks along the gutters at a slow pace, staring at the wooden walls of the houses, their quality, their colors, admiring their pitched roofs of tiles blackened by sea and rain. He imagines what it would be like to sit in a comfortable corner on one of these terraces with their happy vistas, the line of the horizon stretching before him, the breeze, in a cool armchair with its footstool and its floor lamp.


He reaches a restaurant, the Laurel, named after an enormous tree that grows in front of it, decorated with colored lights as if it were Christmas. He doesn’t have a single dollar in his pocket. He greets the waiter at the door and enters. All the tables are set in the tree-lined patio overlooking the sea. This would be an earthly paradise if it weren’t for the tyrannical presence of music, the horrid mania of Cubans to crank up dance music full volume, as if they were living under a permanent obligation to appear cheerful: joy as decree, edict, ukase, the tyrannical duty to cheer up everyone else, as if joy could only be expressed in laughter, hullabaloo, and deafening guarachas.


A handsome young man (handsome? God, he’s beautiful!) in Bermuda shorts and uncovered torso asks, “Would monsieur care to dine? Today’s specials are excellent.” Though he talks like a European who has just learned Spanish, the young man cannot hide, try as he might, his Cuban accent; no matter why and no matter how, he yearns to sound European, and because of that, he only ends up sounding even more Cuban. A certain gleam in his eyes singles him out as the most Cuban of Cubans. Perhaps it is the radiance of so many unsatisfied yearnings, so many frustrated embraces, so many vain insinuations.


Haughtily, Victorio marches toward the sea’s edge; he has quickly and rather slyly noticed that the tables closest to the sea are all occupied. “Do you have any spots by the sea?” he asks in a capricious tone.


The handsome Cuban god puts on a graceful and false expression of disappointment and replies, “Not at this very moment, sir, if you would like to wait a few minutes.” He no longer sounds like a European but rather like an Asian who has barely learned the rudiments of Spanish, but there it is, giving him away: the gleam in his eyes.


A brief, fabulous silence follows. The guaracha record has apparently reached the end, and Victorio takes advantage of these seconds of silence to feel the sea, to hear its rumbling, to watch how other people eat, drink, talk, laugh, apparently without a worry in the world, apparently happy, under the trees, at the edge of the sea, facing the Strait of Florida. Handsome and Cuban, the young god returns to the attack: he is in no mood to lose a client. “Shall I set you a table right here?”


Victorio realizes that he has run out of alternatives, that he quickly has to think up a lightning solution; he reflects for a second and remembers that private restaurants are forbidden to serve lobster. “I’ll have the lobster,” he says.


The Cuban pulls another grimace. “I’m sorry, sir.”


Victorio sighs, feigns disappointment, turns his back, walks away, goes back to the street. He conceals from himself the humiliation of knowing that he doesn’t have a dollar, not one single dollar, and that the waiter-youth-wiseman-Cuban-god was able to find him out. The worst part: his stroll among the tables at the restaurant has awakened his appetite. Not exactly hunger, but something much more refined. A hunger for flavor, for delicacies. A yearning, a need to appease his palate.




*




Furtively, hesitantly, he enters his room. He is almost ready to believe that he has opened the wrong door. He looks around as if he were an intruder. He examines each piece of furniture, each painting, twice, three times, four times, as if he has to make sure that he isn’t walking in on someone else’s privacy There are the walls stained by humidity, the worm-eaten all-purpose table, the mattress on the floor, the porcelain chamber pot, the basin, the Crown record player, the reproduction of The Embarkation for Cythera by Antoine Watteau. His cautious gaze halts there. This painting, in any of its versions, has always held a special fascination for him. Watteau, like Fragonard, attracts him because of the joie de vivre that radiates from his paintings. Both were able to paint the joy of the dolce far niente, just as Mozart was able to turn happiness into sounds.


“No doubt about it,” he exclaims out loud, talking with the travelers in the painting, “art has charms that reality has never heard of.”
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