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To my forever loves,

Tanya, Marissa, and Erica






Ah, blue horizon

Ashimmer in the breeze!

Memories of childhood,

Recall my native shore!

Green were my mountains,

Fragrant in florid beauty.

Land of my fathers,

You I shall see no more.

Never, no, no, not evermore!

—FROMAIDABY VERDI, LIBRETTO BY ANTONIO GHISLANZONI





…Y pasó el tiempo, y pasó un águila por el mar.

—JOSÉ MARTÍ,LOS ZAPATICOS DE ROSA




…And time flew by, and by flew an eagle over the sea.

—JOSÉ MARTÍ,THE PINK SHOES







RECLAIMING PARIS





PROLOGUE



Men are like perfumes. In an instant, with nothing but a whiff of judgment, I either love them or discard them. When I love them, I fall blindly in lust with their scent, and for a while I can think of no other. I fancy that our match will last forever, and convince myself that I have discovered the most wonderful man (perfume) in the world. I wear it with gusto (both the man and the perfume).

Alas, I have the same problem with men as I do with my perfumes. As time goes by, the potion dwindles and it becomes necessary to find a replacement. It is then my senses awaken to new smells, and sometimes, as I am mourning the end of a beloved fragrance, I am no doubt already yearning for another.

I grew up on the island of Cuba smelling of Russian Violets, the signature perfume of pampered babies in the seaside town of Matanzas. It’s a strong scent. The overabundance of spring in the formula takes some getting used to and lingers in your soul well beyond childhood. It’s a useful scent. If you want to see a man run, splash your bedroom with violetas rusas. Makes them head for the door, claim forgetfulness, take up a cause. I use my shelved bottle of Russian Violets sparingly, sprinkling a few drops of the purple tonic in bathwater when love fades and nobody wants to do the slovenly job of saying adiós. It always works.

I like my men the way I like my perfumes, with a lot of poetry. I lost my virginity to Wind Song, built a career on White Linen, saved myself with Miracle. I prefer the complicated scents, the ones that are hard to find, like Habanita. As onerous as my bottled Habanita turned out to be, that will always be my favorite perfume. I remember how I treasured every last drop, and at the end, I wanted to smash the bottle to force the aroma to last longer, to make it linger in my bedroom.

But I’ve moved on now. I always move on. I’ve become a connoisseur of discovery, skilled at choosing new scents, choosing new men.

Now I am wearing Pleasures, and that too has its charms.








PLEASURES
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Miami Riverfront Hotel

New Year’s Eve, 2004

Miami is a city of unruly passions and transplanted ghosts. I have only to look through the panoramic windows of Room 1701 at the Miami Riverfront Hotel, and in the freeze-frame of a vista I find my place among the city’s rhythms. The broken seas usher in the mouth of the Miami River, a coveted stretch of water and land that was sacred ground to the Tequestas of Florida until a chain of usurpers—Spanish conquistadores and missionaries, shipwrecked adventurers, and invading Creeks from the north loyal to the English—drove the few hundred who survived disease and warfare into deadly exile in Cuba. I also have made this city mine, and the Riverfront Hotel a place of veneration, the altar where José Antonio and I come to love every Friday afternoon. We are a perfect fit, this cauldron of a city and I, one of its denizens, a woman named after the sea and the sun.

“Marisol,” I hear José Antonio call as he wakes up, startled to find emptiness where he remembers a blissful embrace.

“At the window,” I answer, and he quickly turns around. “There’s a beautiful sunset in the making. The orange sun is turning the river purple.”

“Come back to bed, my poet, and tell me all about it here.”

I obey and his kiss tastes of the tart albariño on the night table where three coconut-scented candles flicker as they did the afternoon José Antonio brought them in amber crystal holders to our first encounter. For three months, we have never made love in our hideout without the light and aroma of these candles and a respectable bottle of wine to toast our union. For three months, our lovemaking has been followed by our narration of enchanting stories of conquest and heartbreak, his and mine. For three months, except for our memorable weekend in the Mexican Riviera among Mayan ruins and deserted beaches, we have not missed a Friday at the Riverfront. The comfort José Antonio finds in our routine and our fledgling rituals is still foreign to me. I prefer the unscripted text of adventure, the illusion of discovery, but for now my free spirit has surrendered to José Antonio’s deftly choreographed dance.

A little after three o’clock on Fridays, José Antonio calls me when he has finished checking on his moribund patients at Our Sisters of Charity Hospital. I can hear him through the cellular phone in the hospital parking lot straining to shed his white doctor’s coat and talk to me at the same time.

“Mariposa, see you in fifteen minutes,” he says, toying with my name, calling me “butterfly” as he opens the door to his silver Mercedes. “Twenty if there’s traffic. God, I hate the traffic in this city when it stands between you and me.”

I laugh.

“Here comes the cubanazo sweet talk.”

“Let yourself be loved, woman.”

I laugh again.

“That’s exactly what I’m doing. Hurry.”

I hang up and sprint to the bathroom to touch up the only makeup I ever wear, smoky eyeliner and mascara to enhance the almond shape of my black eyes, and I spray a subtle dose of Pleasures in strategic places. With the finesse of a diplomat, I leave my day job collecting Cuban-exile history for the Miami Museum of History using another inauspicious excuse, and I drive, darting from one lane to another, through the clogged downtown streets to the Riverfront, beating the approaching yacht or freigher du jour across the bridge in worse traffic than José Antonio will have on his drive north for a handful of miles along the skyscrapers of Brickell Avenue’s financial district. I pass by a bearded homeless man holding up a cardboard sign that says, “Why lie? I need a beer,” and I roll down my window to drop the change in my ashtray into his paper cup. He thanks and blesses me. No need, he has earned his pay with his wit.

José Antonio chose the Riverfront for its accessible location between our jobs and the privacy rendered by its architecture and landscape. The rectangular, nondescript ivory building with covered parking, the thick tropical foliage wrapped around the entrance, the river and the waters of Biscayne Bay behind it, camouflage the sin of our encounters. I like the setting for its history and the hotel for its impeccable white linens and Art Deco posters on the walls. After the Riverfront became our refuge, I entertained myself for days researching how the Tequestas weathered the humid subtropical environment, fished sea cows with their rudimentary spears, and struggled to survive the interlopers on the same riverbank where I now intend to bury whatever is left in my heart of Gabriel, that fraud of an habanero I once loved.

When I arrive at the Riverfront, I head for the garage to park my puny red Echo, which I bought from a repossessed car lot, and call José Antonio’s cell. He gives me a room number. I write all the room numbers down in my calendar, as if chronicling this mattered: 1215, 1440, 1136, 1536, 1406, 1439, 1634, 1415, 1032. Today, it is 1701. I sprint inside through the back door, just as José Antonio instructed me to do the afternoon he plotted our first rendezvous. I suspect the cloak-and-dagger is artifice, as electronic surveillance cameras must be taping my every move, and the thought makes my heart race with fear. José Antonio is a respected cardiologist, a fixture on the social circuit of the bohemian and wealthy alike, a patron of the fine arts and of the recently arrived, which he once was. I am a free woman, but he is not a free man. I know that José Antonio has arrived at the Riverfront minutes before me, checked in, paid in cash, received the frequent customer discount and a wink of complicity from the front desk manager. Why am I doing this? I question myself all the time, during the frenzy of my drives to meet him whenever he has a moment, during the wanting nights in my own bed, on days like today when the what-ifs of history haunt me and I confuse the residual scent of losses with the fragrance of new desire.

I ride up to our suite in an elevator full of airline pilots and flight attendants who spend their off-hours here too. During those brief moments that we remain hostage to the bright brass accents of the enclosed space, I feel as if everyone knows what I’m up to. Why am I doing this? I’m choked by the guilt and for a moment, as the elevator stops on the third floor, I consider getting off, running down the stairs, and disappearing from José Antonio’s life. But I can’t. I won’t. It is too late to let go. I inhale the trace of Pleasures on my wrist and the perfume becomes an amulet that turns fear into appetite.

The elevator doors close again and I think about the night José Antonio and I met. If only I had dismissed his attentions like I have those of so many others, I wouldn’t be in a hotel elevator riding up to a rented suite to meet a married man. Swatting the undesirable men around me is part of living in this city, and the price I pay for letting my soul soar at the nightclub Dos Gardenias, the closest thing in Miami to the legendary watering holes in the Cuban capital, when that sad gray lady called Havana was in its heyday and nicknamed the Paris of the Caribbean.

 

Early into the night at Dos Gardenias, before the latest Cuban musician to defect takes the stage, commanding a hefty cover charge at the door, I perform my poetry in a duo with Alejo, who belts out boleros with the gut-stripping pain of one who has loved and lost. We sit close to each other on stools, and as a circle of soft white light envelops us, my poetry serves as an introduction to his songs.


He sings boleros. He pierces my heart.

No one escapes from love, the crooner mourns.

But that’s only a song.

I will save myself.

Oh, yes, I will.

Yo sí. Yo sí.



On cue, accompanied by a pianist in the background, Alejo croons a sultry version of “Lágrimas negras,” stopping midsong to smoothly chat up the crowd, getting them to agree that we’ve all shed those dark tears the lyrics speak of. As he does this, Alejo holds my hand, kisses my knuckles with flair, and returns to his song. At the end of “Lágrimas,” I plunge into another poem as if it were an extension of the melody.


Once,

only once more,

do I want to see The Island.

And then

I will come Home.

Because the sea is the sea is the sea.



As my last word fades, Alejo begins to serenade the crowd with “Volver,” the Argentine cult tango that has become the international anthem to the nostalgia of those who dream of a return to one’s birthplace. And so it goes for the forty-five-minute set, poetry and song, song and poetry, and by the end there is not a dry eye in the house. Everyone is remembering lost loves, lost homelands, lost souls, and the dark, cavernous nightclub bursts into a cacophony of whistles and shouts of “Bravo!” and at least one “¡Viva Cuba libre!”

If only I weren’t one of the scarred, if only mine were not a city forever nursing a sentiment that keeps us foolishly searching for an island forfeited so long ago, a mythical place that exists only in our yearning, then maybe I would have been able to overlook the gallantries of Dr. José Antonio Castellón the first night he saw me perform. But José Antonio is a heart doctor, with the manners of a gentleman from the golden era of Spanish letters and the history of a jaded hero, a healer who couldn’t mend his own fatal wounds but instantly soothed mine.

That night in November when we first meet, a total eclipse of the moon is forecast, and after Alejo and I bask in applause and thank our audience, we rush outside to the dim parking lot we call backstage to see if we can catch the moon’s passing through the darkest part of Earth’s shadow.

The second we step out, I look up, catch a sliver of the reddish moon, and without thinking twice, I pray, “Send me true love.”

“Send me money,” Alejo says.

The celestial show lasts but an instant. We are only able to see the last seconds of the moon’s exit. Alejo lights a Marlboro, and just as I’m about to chastise him for it, José Antonio strolls up to us in a crisp white linen guayabera, the uniform of Cuban nights in Miami. He extends his hand, first to Alejo and then to me.

“I want to thank you both for making us all relive the most wonderful years of our youth,” he says, after introducing himself, without any medical references, as José Antonio Castellón. “Your performance was like a vision of what we once were, and we cannot help but mourn what we lost on our dear island, those endless Havana nights.”

Then José Antonio looks at me with a warmth I was not expecting. “Blessed is your pen, sensitive and melancholy,” he says.

He keeps holding my hand.

“You are a poem yourself.”

I am caught off guard by the over-the-top elegance of his praise, and I am left without anything to say but obligatory pleasantries.

“I will come again soon,” he promises.

“Please do,” I say. “We may not have Havana, but we have Miami—and the night.”

He smiles and disappears back into the club.

“You flirt!” Alejo punches me in the arm the minute we are alone. “Do you know who that is?”

“Who cares?” I tell him. “One more melancholic Cuban.”

The owner of the club comes out with a couple of beers and the conversation turns to the mysterious power of lunar eclipses. He too lights up and when the smoke between those two gets unbearable, I go back inside the club. José Antonio and his table of guests are gone. I do not see him again for many months, until one day I am at the museum working on an exhibit of antique prints depicting the flora and fauna of Cuba, when an e-mail flashes onto my computer screen.


Dear Marisol,

I hope you remember me from Dos Gardenias. Your number one fan. Common friends gave me your address. I want to hire you and Alejo to perform at an event in my home. I would be honored if you would send me your phone number so that we may discuss details.

Saludos,

José Antonio.



I give him my number and he calls that evening to invite me to lunch to discuss what he calls “a sensitive issue.” He wants us to participate in a tertulia in his home with Cuban musicians visiting from the island, the kind of underground get-together where booze and rhythms flow, and before night’s end, so does truth on both sides of the political divide. I have to consult Alejo, I say, but José Antonio insists that he prefers a one-on-one with me first so that we can discuss the preliminaries, and then we can bring in Alejo. I agree because the gig he’s offering requires strategic finesse, and Alejo can be, as he likes to remind me, “more gusano than a worm.” The musical exchange never happens, but I end up with a new man, a complicated man drowning in his own history, a man who doesn’t belong to me.

 

Why am I doing this? The seconds in the elevator seem endless. I am being smothered by my thoughts. I will ruin the afternoon. I stop myself by reading the name tags of the flight crew on this ride: Desiree, Giovani, Donna, Marc. Why am I doing this?

Gabriel.

Maldito Gabriel. That’s why.

I want to erase his cursed name from my life, his narcissistic caresses from my face. I want to forget the things he made me yearn for, the fury he planted in my heart with his betrayal, the door to the past he opened like a blinding spray of sunlight. I should have never, ever loved an habanero. The men from Havana are arrogant conspirators and schemers, not naïve, like most of us who hail from the parts of Cuba where nature softens the soul. Guajiros, they call us, hicks, as if it were a stain to be born in the womb of a country. We may be peasants, but we have hearts—humble, vulnerable hearts.

Gabriel.

Damned Gabriel.

I am almost in tears when the elevator opens. The seventeenth floor. I am safe. Just a few steps to 1701 and I am safe.

I knock on the door, and I don’t have to wait long before José Antonio greets me in his black Gucci underwear and eyes the color of sweet dulce de leche. He embraces me, oblivious to the mess that I am at this moment, and I lose myself in the familiar scent of his Bulgari and my sobs. He kisses my tears. “I love you, I love you,” he whispers. “We are together now, my butterfly.”

“I want you,” I say, and he leads the way to bed.
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In José Antonio’s bed, I always find deliverance. After we make love with the synchronicity of long-term partners and the carnal appetite of fresh lovers, José Antonio asks me to recite one of my poems, and although I don’t feel like performing this afternoon, I try to please him. Sitting up in bed with nothing but the white sheets draped around my lap, I close my eyes and conjure the gods of inspiration. I summon images of José Antonio’s seductive dance—a heady mix of honed Casanova skills and a disarmingly roguish, dated execution—and the images of our affair flow like a radiant shooting star in the dark night.

Our first lunch at a trendy bistro under the shady oak canopy of Coral Way, the two of us in smart, tailored suits, as if we were another set of professionals from the nearby banking district discussing our ambitious business agenda over wild salmon. We talk about poetry and my ongoing project at the museum piecing together biographies of Cuban exiles who are key players in the city’s history. He quizzes me like a journalist and only at my insistence that I get equal time does he talk about his medical career. He has become bored with the routine of it all, he says, and could we, please, move on to more interesting topics like, “What does a lovely woman like you do for fun besides perform poetry?” I smile and he says he loves the way I smile. “You have an honest smile,” he says. I tell him I did not know there was another kind. He is so charming I forget why we are having lunch in the first place. Only when he pays the valet attendant for both of our cars, and the young man runs off to fetch his Mercedes and my Echo, does José Antonio bring up the Cuban musicians’ visit. Their trip to Miami is in jeopardy, he says. They haven’t been able to get permission to travel, but he’ll keep me posted.

Next, José Antonio invites me to follow-up drinks at the swanky Four Seasons, where Botero’s Sitting Woman in the seventh-floor lobby becomes a meeting spot and, many pinot noirs later, where he springs on me a first kiss. We are reveling in the sculpture’s sensuality and voluptuousness—“Doesn’t she seem to be thinking, ‘¡Qué buena estoy!’” I quip in Spanglish—when José Antonio leans into me, pecks my neck, and whispers, “What I’d give to dive in there.”

I pretend that his lips have not electrified me, that his words have not installed themselves in my imagination. But my eyes, and the undeniable fact that I look forward to his increasingly frequent calls, speak for me. He delights me with his repertoire of topics and I readily jump into the conversation. A provocative installation by a Cuban conceptual artist new to exile, a García Lorca production at a local theater, a panel discussion on the dying sugar industry on the island, and after I prod him, the story of another exiled luminary whose faulty heart valve he has repaired, whose life has been saved by his keen diagnosis. “The stethoscope tells you everything,” José Antonio says. “You have to be a good listener, like a musician, and know the rhythms of the heart.”

He seems to easily predict mine. Somewhere along the journey to friendship and familiarity, he nicknames me “mariposa,” a reference to the fierceness with which I cling to my freedom, he explains.

“Good morning, mariposa,” he greets me with a phone call in the mornings on his way to the office. Or, “How’s my mariposa today?”

At the end of the day, his cheer sounds depleted.

“I envy your wings, mariposa,” José Antonio signs off one night, and the sadness in his voice inspires me to write a poem, “Flight,” which I incorporate into the Dos Gardenias show. José Antonio never sees me perform it. By then, I have already asked him to stop coming to the club with his wife and their ever-present clan of lifelong friends. By then, José Antonio has come clean about his intentions. It happens on a soothing night at the Four Seasons’ rooftop terrace, a brilliant half-moon above us. As he speaks, I can hear the sound of potted palms swaying in the breeze, as if they were accompaniments to his swan song.

There were never any Cuban musicians from the island coming to his house, he confesses. His wife, whose politics are staunchly hard-line and conservative, never would have allowed friendly relations with people who have not broken publicly with the regime. But he needed an excuse to get to know me, he says, and he knew he had to come up with a topic that would keep the door open. With the penitent look of the lead man in a telenovela, he begs for forgiveness. He does not wait for my reply, and begins to draw a picture on a napkin.

“If someone were to paint my life, mariposa, it would be a giant web, like this, coming out of a man’s ass and trapping him in it,” he says. “I am trapped in a web of my own making.”

“A golden web,” I add to his fantasy.

“Yes, that’s it, the story of my life.”

“Or maybe it’s a flimsy web, like a real spider’s web,” I probe, “and all you have to do is brush it aside, and it comes crumbling down, and you’re free.”

“I wish,” is all José Antonio says.

Then he looks into my eyes and pronounces with an enviable dose of confidence the words that forever change our friendship.

“I am falling in love with you, mariposa. You are the most fascinating woman I have ever met, and I have been with many women.”

I feel my heart flip, but I remain outwardly steady, my hands underneath the table gripping my chair. I remind José Antonio of his unavailability, of the image of entanglement he has so eloquently described, and I remind him of his place in the pantheon of Cuban Miami’s Hall of Fame among its impressive benefactors and pillars of success. I emphasize the worth of friendship over the perils of romantic relationships that begin with betrayal and are doomed from the start. But I only seem to be encouraging him.

“All I want is a small space in your life,” he says. “All I want is for you to allow me to love you.”

I never agree with words, nor do I fly into his arms that night. But I do not deny him the opportunity to see me, and the more I do, the more I realize how big the spaces are in my life, how empty they feel. José Antonio fills the voids with laughter, with flattery, with generous words and gifts, and even if he doesn’t mean to, with hopes ever so foolish. “You’ve had my heart in a frying pan since the day I met you,” he says one afternoon, and I laugh for days every time I remember the silliness of his compliment. I hop on his roller coaster and I ride it way up to the moon, leaving all painful thoughts of Gabriel below on planet Earth. I do not have to speak a word of confirmation. José Antonio speaks them all for me.

“You will never shed a tear for me. I am yours,” he promises on another date, sealing the words with a long sultry kiss. We are huddled next to each other at Bond St., a newly opened upscale sushi lounge in South Beach, an outpost of the Manhattan restaurant, incarnated here in a splash of pristine Deco white and black lacquer in the basement of the renovated TownHouse Hotel. As our kiss lingers, I feel as if all eyes are on us, but when I come up for air from the wetness and look around, it’s obvious that we have competition. A famous rapper is indulging in his own pleasures on a papaya-toned love seat in another corner of the lounge. All eyes are on him, not us. Having also made that observation, José Antonio proceeds to feed me spicy tuna rolls with chili mayonnaise and crispy lobster wontons roasted in garlic mustard sauce, washed down with throat-warming sake, more delicious kisses, and under-the-table moves.

One weekday afternoon, instead of escaping to one of our trendy hideaways, José Antonio calls to invite me to happy hour at the oldest watering hole in town, a throwback to 1912 when it was opened as a bakery but was a front for a speakeasy, and today a funky bar with the reputation of packing in journalists from the Miami Standard and their Deep Throats from county government for the two-for-one specials. I think our meeting there would be dangerous, but José Antonio says he is not as well known among the mainstream as I think. “I am a blank to them,” he says. “Sometimes los americanos come to my office because they have no choice. Their doctors refer them to me, and when they see the Spanish name and hear the accent, they feel closer to death immediately.”

“And what do you do to break through their prejudice?” I ask.

“I don’t give a shit what they think,” he says. “If they don’t like me they can find some other doctor.”

“I think you’re missing an opportunity—” I start to say.

He cuts me off.

“Mariposa, let’s make a deal right now. I don’t tell you how to do your job, and you don’t tell me how to do mine. I am here to enjoy myself, to escape from the stupidity and monotony of my days, not to be lectured on community relations or on how to improve my bedside manner.”

He has never been rude to me before. His comment stings, but I’m not sure how I want to react.

“Well, let’s hit Tobacco Road, then. See you there,” I say, and hang up.

It’s a short drive to the bar, past shuttered fresh seafood restaurants on the river and high-rises under construction, but long enough that I run through our conversation a few times. I arrive at the bar with a deliciously vengeful streak in my soul. He is already there, a wide grin on his face. I order a Corona and it comes with a lime wedge on the rim. I bring the lime to my mouth, suck its flesh with all intention of unsettling him, then chase the bitterness with the beer, working the bottle like a man, thirsty, fast, long. It works. José Antonio cannot keep his eyes off me. The house band plays Bob Seger’s “Against the Wind,” and I am back in the carefree days of my bell-bottom youth. I boast about singing this song at the top of my lungs at a concert in a cloud of marijuana smoke, one of my many adventures while at college in the Midwest. From our table, I start singing along with the band, high on chugging beer too fast for my five-foot-three frame, secretly indulging in too many remembrances of night moves I would never share.

After the song ends and the singer announces a break, José Antonio seems to be in a better mood, directing his applause at both the three-man band and me. Then he inches closer. “I apologize for my stupid, insensitive words earlier,” he says. “You had the best of intentions. I am a clod.”

In the pacifying fog of beer and rock-and-roll, his words no longer bother me that much, but I don’t get to say a word. He goes on, as usual, unstoppable in his monologue, and I, like a patient therapist, simply listen. “It’s just that I am so tired of it all, Marisol, but I will take your advice and do better by the people of this great country, who, after all, opened their arms to us all. I am grateful, truly I am.”

I reach for his flushed cheeks and run my hands along the puffy surface, working my way down to his goatee, then I let my fingers caress the overgrown curls showing some gray. A devil-made-me-do-it smile appears on his face.

“I have a surprise,” he says, pulling me closer, and, like a tattletale, whispering his scheme in my ear. He wants to take me to the Mexican Riviera in a couple of weeks, a Thursday-to-Sunday adventure along the Caribbean coast of Mexico, a place blessed with graceful palms and flame trees in copious bloom, a mirror of my beloved Matanzas. But first, he says, we should consummate our love. He has found the perfect place, the Miami Riverfront Hotel, not too far from here.

“It is time,” he says, and it is not a question.

The Riverfront will become our oasis, he promises, and the Riviera Maya the magical stage for our “honeymoon.” I ask for time to think about it, but in my heart, I know that I cannot resist the prospect of an escapade with a man with so much to reveal. José Antonio, indeed, had come to discern me well.

“Let’s toast to America the beautiful,” I say a little too loudly, hoping to distract him from the overwhelming desire he has planted in my soul. When I see that it’s the waiter’s attention I have attracted, I point to my bottle and signal him to bring me another beer. José Antonio declines another; his bottle is still half full.

“And a toast to us,” he chimes in, “together until the cirrhosis of the liver separates us.”

 

I write a poem entitled “The Rescue” the night before José Antonio and I agree to our first encounter at the Riverfront, and in the afterglow of sex I read it to him, not yet having memorized it. More than an ode to our fortuitous meeting the night of the eclipse, the poem is a warning about my haunted heart, and I tell him so.

“I’m a broken woman,” I say. “I don’t do relationships well. I’m a good Cuban—lots of talk, music, and bravado—but when things get tough, what I’m really good at is leaving.”

José Antonio remains silent. He kisses the page, pronounces the poem the most genuine gift he has ever received, asks if he can keep it, then hops out of bed and slips it into the inside pocket of the pinstriped Italian jacket he had carefully folded over an armchair. I watch him, still woozy from the effort of the performance and the sex. He’s overcome by sniffles. They are short sniffs, and if he’s aware of them, he doesn’t show it. He turns his attention to his buzzing cellular phone, excuses himself, and heads to the bathroom. I am glad to be alone for a few minutes. I stretch on the white bed with pleasure. I cannot deny the pleasure.

José Antonio returns, places his cellular phone back on the dresser, and joins me in bed.

“I want you in my life forever,” he says, kissing my neck, my lips, my nipples so delicately that I, indeed, want to stay forever. From that day on, he nicknames me mi Gabriela Mistral, adding the name of the great Chilean poet to his endearing repertoire of pet names, and when he calls me in the morning as soon as he leaves his waterfront Key Biscayne estate, he wants to hear all about my literary production. Fueled by his encouragement, I write and write and write, noticing less my loneliness and the still-empty spaces.
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The Friday night after José Antonio and I first make love, I perform “The Rescue” at Dos Gardenias after Alejo sings the bolero about the lover who wants to be adored with the same fervor of twenty years past, “Veinte años,” composed by the grand dame of Cuban trova music, María Teresa Vera. We’re told that there’s a large Mexican contingent in our audience, and between songs Alejo delights them with tidbits about the joint musical history of Cuba and Mexico, soul sisters during the golden age of boleros in the 1940s. We keep our act breezier than usual, not an easy shift given my wretched poetry, but “The Rescue” helps me upgrade the sexy meter and set aside the nostalgia, and at the Mexicans’ request, Alejo sings “Bésame mucho,” composed by the grand dame of Mexican ballads, the beautiful Consuelo Velázquez.

Our improvisation works as smoothly as if we had rehearsed it, and Alejo and I are riding high on our chemistry. After the show, as we share an overly minty mojito at the bar, I confess to Alejo what I did that afternoon with José Antonio.

It doesn’t alarm him.

“Fuck him without mercy,” Alejo advises, swinging his head in diva fashion. “Enjoy yourself, honey.”

Alejo’s antics, accented by the survivalist lingo of the Cuban streets he endured into his forties, always have the capacity to entertain me. And if his colorful vocabulary doesn’t do it, then his unrelenting loyalty moves me like few things can. He is perennially on my side. If I love a guy, he loves the guy. If I hate a guy, he hates the guy. In his view, I can do no wrong. From our shared childhood in our paradise of Matanzas’s bayside neighborhood of La Playa, when he was the only male friend I was allowed to have, to our emotional reconnection three decades later in Miami’s Little Havana, Alejo has been my guardian angel, my confidant, my accomplice. He is the only person in this world I consider family.

It was only destiny, that illusive trajectory from which we cannot escape, that shepherded our friendship to an unassuming stage surrounded by walls packed with black and white pictures of a legendary musical past. There they all are, showering us with generous doses of Yoruban aché while we are performing: Beny Moré, the uncontested king of rhythm; Celia Cruz, the salacious salsa queen; Olga Guillot, who begs in her trademark song, “Miénteme más, que me hace tu maldad, feliz,” lie to me more, your wickedness makes me happy, the hymn of betrayed Cuban housewives who play possum. I never could have imagined I would share this stage, let alone that this little piece of nostalgic Miami would become the podium for my flight. But Alejo had it all planned out, as only people who have escaped from hell with nothing but their lives know how to do.

One night at my house, we were both reeling from broken hearts when Alejo began singing the vintage ballads of our parents’ generation. He recalled how much my mother loved to sing. She was a tropical beauty like the ones depicted on American travel posters from the 1950s, and her moment of glory came when she got to sing “Nosotros,” in a talent show at Matanzas’s famed Teatro Sauto. I remembered Abuela telling me this story, but I had long forgotten my mother’s face. Alejo remembered everything, but most of all her sultry voice. His being one year older than me seemed to have made all the difference. What he didn’t remember, I suspected, he smoothly invented as the situation required, sometimes to feed my nostalgia, sometimes to assuage my pain. And that particular night required some spin. I was mourning the end of my long relationship with Gabriel and Alejo was steaming over a New Yorker he met on South Beach who only wanted to sample the legendary Cuban lover, not take him home to Mother. Alejo wanted me to sing with him.

“Try it, live a little,” he said. “You must have it in you, it’s in your gene pool.” But I have no voice to speak of, no swing to carry a melody, and so I began reciting poetry I had written under the spell of heartbreak.


If the pens of this world could cry,

mine would overflow the Yumurí.



As I moved from short verses to longer pieces, the rebound mood of the night called for theatrics to go with my words. More than reciting, I was acting out the role of femme fatale. And thus, our show was born.

We called ourselves Nosotros, The Two of Us, after my mother’s favorite ballad about lovers who are forced to part, and Alejo and I indulged in fantasizing about what it would be like to perform onstage. What I didn’t know then was that on and off Alejo had been seeing the owner of Dos Gardenias, who was in the middle of a breakup as well, and it wasn’t long before Gustavo auditioned us, without my knowing what was happening. Alejo was wise enough to keep his intentions a secret from me. He knew my insecurities well. I never would have agreed to make a public spectacle of myself. I hated the limelight, having come off the fast track to a career in government because of it, and in historical research had found a quiet passion.

But Alejo, who in a country saddled with perennial food shortages had been forced into a career in nutrition, had ended up earning dollars singing in Varadero’s tourist-only hotels and nightclubs. In his Miami exile a physician’s assistant in a clinic, he was itching for an opportunity to return to the nightlife. Alejo invited Gustavo over for dinner at my house, and after Alejo cleverly saw to it that I downed a bottle of pinot grigio almost by myself, he began to croon “Nosotros” and to embrace me, egging me on to follow his lead. I was drunk enough to indulge him. Gustavo fell for our lovers’ chemistry and offered to help smooth the rough edges and mature the concept of a duo. He brought in a pianist, became our producer, and, before I had the opportunity to think through what I was doing, booked us as an opening act of sorts to entertain the early crowd fresh from an elegant dinner in nearby Coral Gables. Dos Gardenias became my second home. I was growing more and more comfortable in my theatrical role and we were getting gigs to perform at private parties when José Antonio came that night of the eclipse with his wife and friends, as I would later learn, to celebrate his sixtieth birthday.

Now when I confess to Alejo, somewhat repentant, that José Antonio and I have become lovers, he doesn’t think the revelation all that important.

“I’ve had plenty of affairs,” Alejo says, dismissing my concerns. “But you know what, honey? It was a lot easier in Cuba. Everyone on the island is fucking somebody they are not supposed to fuck, literally and figuratively. Nobody worries about it. We were all in that forgotten pit of the earth together, and sex was all we had to pass the time.”

Alejo’s words do not comfort or amuse me. I start to feel sorry and embarrassed at myself for trespassing into another woman’s territory, a capital sin in my American feminist handbook. I regret the confession. If anything, I want José Antonio to be my secret. He is not only married, but he is fifteen years my senior. Alejo does think José Antonio is too old and complicated for me, and he’s right, but I am strangely attracted to the depth that history brings to his personality. In his presence, I feel a connection to something intangible. He has become a strange refuge, dangerous and safe at the same time.

I try to explain some of my ambivalence to Alejo, as if having second thoughts makes me a better person.

“And what do I do with the guilt?” I ask. “He’s a good guy. I don’t want to hurt him or get him into trouble. Imagine the scandal if people knew.”

He is still unimpressed.

“Scandal? In this town? P-l-e-e-a-se, corazón, on what planet do you dwell? Affairs are more common than a cold here. Plus, don’t you know the code? It’s not happening. You pretend it’s not happening and everyone lives happily ever after. Deny, deny, deny.”

“Funny,” I tell him, “that’s what José Antonio said the other day. He told me that his credo is deny, deny, deny. He even used those words. He says his wife has always known about his affairs, but when she asks, he denies them all. You men are all the same; gay or straight, you’re all scoundrels.”

Alejo takes a long sip of his mojito, then spits out a piece of the bitter leaf of yerbabuena that had made it up the straw. We don’t speak for a while, and I know by the look on his face that he is lost in his own thoughts about the men he has loved and now detests.

“I tell you what the downside is: He won’t be there when you need him,” Alejo says. “Don’t fool yourself thinking he’s going to change his life for you. Those people are so used to living a lie that they wouldn’t know what to do with truth.”

I challenge him. “Are we talking about me or are we talking about you?”

“Listen, my friend, you go ahead and do what your heart tells you to do. Enjoy this for a while. Me, I am done being people’s Eleguá,” he sighs, evoking the santería deity who is said to clear the roads of life. “No more opening closet doors for others. You show them the way out, and then, when they’re free, they kick you in the ass. But you, you’ve got a lot to learn, my sweet Marisol. A little affair with Dr. Castellón might do you some good. I know about doctors, had one myself. They know their anatomy and that’s what you need right now to heal your heart. Just don’t take it too seriously. File it in that little head of yours under ‘education,’ the Education of Marisol.”

“He says he loves me,” I say, feeling instantly foolish. “But I’m only using him to assuage my pain. How fair is that?”

“My little darling, I know you, and that heart of yours already has a spot with that man’s name scribbled on it. You’re the one who has to be careful. You’re using him to fill that empty space with the name of that cubano mal nacido who does not deserve your tears, and he’s using you to assuage his boredom. It’s a wash. Just keep the fantasies in the bedroom. In this country, it’s all about the millions at stake, and that man is never going to leave all his glory for anyone. Ugh, sometimes I hate capitalism. Sex to escape oppression is a lot more poetic.”

With that, Alejo rests his head on my shoulder.

“Hmm, you sure smell sexy,” he says.

“You’re drunk,” I say, and kiss his head.
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