
[image: Cover: Rima's Rebellion, by Margarita Engle]


Courage in a Time of Tyranny

Rima’s Rebellion

Margarita Engle






[image: Rima's Rebellion, by Margarita Engle, Atheneum Books for Young Readers]






FOR ALL GIRLS, BECAUSE YOU HAVE ALWAYS DESERVED EQUAL RIGHTS






MAMBISA (Mahm-BEE-sah): A woman who served as an independence fighter or battlefield nurse during Cuba’s three wars for freedom from Spain. Las mambisas traveled on horseback through densely forested wilderness. Their courage and perseverance were legendary. Some went on to become suffragists during peacetime, when women organized clubs to demand voting rights.








PART ONE REBELLION IS IN THE AIR


RIMA MARíN

AGE 12

GUANABACOA, HAVANA, CUBA

1923






EL RODEO


During the lull between protests

we ride bareback

no bridle

or bit

no spurs

just silent messages

sent to our horses

through the pressure

of  hands

knees

feet

weight

seat.

Balance

is the magic

that helps us gallop

side by side

as we ride

in dazzling

formations:

two loops

make a figure eight,

then pirouettes

and leaps

a horseback ballet

before finally—breathless

and exhilarated—we exit

the dusty arena

cheered on

by raucous

applause

for las feministas!








CHAIRS FOR WEARY WOMEN


Everyone is angry.

Students in the city seize the university.

War veterans denounce government corruption.

Women demand voting rights!

Chairs.

Such simple objects, yet somehow they feel huge

and complicated when Abuela and Mamá let me

help carry our gift

of smooth wooden seats

to exhausted store clerks

who have been standing

as rigidly and obediently as soldiers

day

after day

year

after year.

Chairs.

Such a quiet act of kindness

for hardworking women

whose stern male bosses

expect them to remain standing at attention,

never resting, not even during long

quiet moments

between customers.

Mamá says our chair-delivery protest

is a simple act of mercy for struggling women,

but storekeepers accuse us of behaving

like criminals.

That’s why I plan to cling

to my own female reality

forever

never believing

false accusations

made by men.








PANIC


Rhythm

is the power

of hoofbeats.

Courage

is the essence

of triumph…

but bravery comes and goes, ebbs, then flows

like a tide on the shore of my turbulent

childhood.

Until I learned the meaning

of the cruel word “bastarda,”

fear rarely defeated me.

Now, unless I’m on horseback,

sharing the height and strength

of my buckskin mare, any encounter

with an insult-shouting

man or boy

truly terrifies me.

There is no logical reason for these tidal waves

of anxiety

because I live with Abuela and Mamá,

no father,

brothers, or uncles,

so all I know of average families is what I hear

and see

at the blacksmith shop and around town,

where men command, women work,

and girls obey,

struggling to ignore boys

who hurl words

made of hatred.

¡Bastarda!

My breath fails.

I’m undecided between shame

and rage, a battle of emotions

that leaves me feeling as weak

and helpless

as a swirling feather

caught in a whirlpool

birdless.








A NATURAL CHILD


Those harsh insults

shake me so brutally

that I almost lose my balance

even while I cling to Ala’s dark mane

with desperation, leaning forward

against her sweaty neck, pressing my face

to her muscles,

hoping

for horse-strength.

Mamá never married,

so I’m known as una bastarda

to those who feel free to scream.

Ilegítima almost sounds worse.

It’s the church term, one that makes me seem

pointless, useless, lacking the validity of girls

whose fathers

accept them.

A single surname is the clue

that lets anyone,

even strangers,

understand the profound shame

of my illegitimacy.

People who like to be polite call me

una niña natural.

Abuela says that natural girls

are wild wonders,

like wind or the cool pool

of air

behind

a waterfall,

but mi abuelita

is one of only a few

people on earth

generous enough

to accept me as I am: Rima Marín,

a waif with a solitary surname

that means I have

only one parent.








I AM A LIVING, BREATHING SECRET


Natural children aren’t supposed to exist.

Our names don’t appear on family trees,

our framed photos never rest affectionately

beside a father’s armchair, and when priests

write about us in official documents,

they follow the single surname of a mother

with the letters SOA,

meaning sin otro apellido,

so that anyone reading

will understand clearly

that without two last names

we have no legal right to money

for school uniforms, books, paper, pencils,

shelter,

or food.

Society expects natural children

to help everyone else

pretend

that we

are invisible.








HOME


Palm-bark walls, palm-thatched roof,

knotted hammocks, a rough, homemade table,

knobby chairs, and an outdoor kitchen

covered by flowering vines.

We have an outhouse, a makeshift shower,

a well, water jars, a laundry tub, a clothesline,

a chicken coop, fruit trees, and scattered patches

of corn, beans, yuca, and bananas, with plenty

of wild pasture for our horses.

Indoors, my world is a lacemaking workshop

of needles, thimbles, embroidery hoops,

crochet hooks, and flowing lengths

of delicate thread.

Outdoors, beyond the pastures, there is Abuela’s

blacksmith shop, where rich men bring stallions

so that a famous female war veteran

with a reputation for healing skills

can tend the feet of champions,

swift steeds that win races

attended by foreign movie stars

and wealthy dignitaries

like my father.

The only problem

with our so-called home

is that it does not

belong to us.

We are squatters

on my father’s land.

If he grows angry,

he can evict us,

leaving us

homeless

and hopeless.








WHEN IT RAINS ALL NIGHT


Our thatched roof leaks sun-heated

lizards and wasps.

Open spaces between loops of lace

offer clarity, the promise of blue

storm-cleansed air.

Dreams drift like starlight as my mind

floats restlessly toward tomorrow,

a place made of questions that can never

find answers.

Did Mamá ever love my father, or was he just

the source of wishes?

Did he pretend he would

marry her, and was the trick accepted

simply because she wanted to believe

his spidery web

of carefully crafted

lacelike

lies?








LA MAMBISA VOTING CLUB


Abuela founded her bold organization

long ago, after years as a nurse during the wars

for independence from Spain, in ferocious battles

that taught her how to race like a centaur

and live in the jungle, hiding while fighting

by healing

armed warriors

and their horses.

Most women’s suffrage clubs consist only of ladies

who wear fancy gowns and diamond bracelets—

wives whose daughters have elaborate names

that are long enough to stretch and branch

like family trees, listing every twist and turn

of elegant

ancestry.

Not las mambisas.

Abuela is old, but she still gallops

like a supernatural being, along with

all the other women veterans who ride

as easily as they walk.








FEAR IS LIKE A SHADOW


Are las mambisas

fear-free?

No.

Abuela assures me that doubts

often swept into her mind on the battlefield

as she leaned over wounded soldiers,

striving to keep them alive

even when they were already losing

that final, precious breath.

Life and death,

so much responsibility!

Fear is like a shadow, always present

but sometimes hidden.

Abuela refuses to make lace.

Instead, she works as a farrier,

shaping sturdy horseshoes

from ferociously heated metal.

She says the sound of pounding tools

soothes her and helps her feel strong

like a tree in the forest, capable of sheltering

others.








LACEMAKERS


Whenever we are not riding or attending

Mambisa Voting Club meetings,

Mamá and I work side by side, our fingers

moving swiftly as we create lacy garments

for weddings, baptisms, First Communions,

and masquerade balls.

Our hands might look magical, but they ache

by the end of the day, all those loops and leaps

of sore fingers gradually transforming thread

into misty wisps,

like strands

of drifting fog.

Needle lace, bobbin lace, crocheted, knotted,

cutwork, and my favorite: filet lace, which I make

by embroidering pictures of flowers and birds

onto a fragile net that makes me think

of fishermen who work outdoors all day,

surrounded by nature’s strength.

The brilliant, multicolored figures

that I stitch onto black or white filet lace

seem to float in midair, because from a distance

the dark or light net can only be seen

by someone who knows

it is there.

If only I could vanish

into the landscapes I create

as I embroider fanciful winged girls

and mermaids

with so many ways

to escape.








EXCLUDED


The hardest part of finishing

an intricate lace-edged bedspread or pillowcase

is delivering it to my half-sister’s hostile mother.

My father’s wife sends us work only to remind us

who we are: poor neighbors,

not

real

relatives.

She is, after all, the chosen one

who is married to the rich landowner.

Every time I see her legitimate daughter

I feel like I am the only sister

who has been sliced

in half.








INCLUDED


The educated ladies of fancy suffrage clubs

are making plans for a Women’s Congress

in La Habana, where they will practice voting

by holding their own elections

about easy issues like kindness to animals

and difficult ones like equality

for natural children.

This will be the first time anyone has ever

openly discussed the illegitimate sons

and daughters

of indifferent fathers.

Caring for animals will be a swiftly accepted

charitable cause, but helping natural children

won’t be easy to discuss, because so many of us

are the secret offspring

of those wealthy women’s

roaming husbands.

They don’t want us to receive surnames

or money for school, or the right to inherit

our fair portions

of fortunes.

So when las mambisas receive an invitation

to attend the Women’s Congress, Abuela is thrilled,

but Mamá remains suspicious, convinced

that we will merely be a spectacle,

like an exhibit in a glass case

designed for staring.

Brown.

Poor.

Brave.

Specimens on display to satisfy the curiosity

of heiresses who drape their pale shoulders

in lacy shawls

that we

created

with our own

brave

hands.
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