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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO MY FAMILIES:
 
To my parents—Gladys and Melquiades, who had the
 courage to allow me to live in freedom.
 
To my adoptive families—Walter, Eileen, Jim, and Dennis
 Young and Jim and June Berkmeyer, who opened not only
 their homes but also their hearts to me.
 
And to Kitty and our children and grandchildren—
 Lauren, Tim, and their children, Kaley and Jack; John and
 Helen; and Andrew.

Man loves liberty, even if he does not know that he loves it. He is driven by it and flees from where it does not exist.
—José Marti
 
Dictators ride to and fro upon tigers which they dare not dismount. And the tigers are getting hungry.
—Winston Churchill

PROLOGUE
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FAREWELL: The last photo of my family together in Cuba. From left to right: My brother, Ralph (in front); me (behind); my father; my sister, Margarita (in my dad’s arms); my mother.
DEPARTURES AND ARRIVALS
SOME DAYS ARE MIRACULOUS. You feel the grace of God at work in the universe as surely as you feel, in your exhilaration, your own heartbeat.
As I stood at the back of the United States Senate chamber on a cold January morning, I felt a dash of nerves, a rush of joy, and a wealth of gratitude. In a few moments I would be summoned forward to take the oath of office as senator from the state of Florida.
My anticipation only grew as I watched other newly elected senators make their way down the aisle. When my turn finally arrived I swallowed hard and started toward the presiding table, keenly aware that I was about to swear an oath that U.S. senators had been taking for more than two centuries. As soon as I entered the well of the Senate chamber I looked up and spotted my family seated above in the gallery, peering over the railing, smiling down at me. Seeing them warmed and relaxed me. There sat my wife, Kitty, and our three children, Lauren, John, and Andrew. I spied my younger brother, Ralph, and I immediately thought of our father, since their gestures and facial expressions were so similar. Our dad had passed away nearly a decade earlier, but seeing Ralph, I was reminded that he was there with us nonetheless.
When I made eye contact with my mother I got a big lump in my throat. Still healthy in her eighties, my mom, Gladys Ruiz Martinez, was beaming. She popped up and blew me a kiss, a look of pure joy on her face. We did not need to speak; everything made sense as we connected and communicated, one spirit to another. It was not simply my mother’s pride that moved me. Seeing her face transported me to a moment forty-three years earlier when she and I had likewise locked eyes. But the look on her face back then was not one of joy but of pure agony.
On the afternoon of February 6, 1962, at the age of fifteen, I was separated from my mother—in fact, from my entire family and from everything else I knew. That day I boarded a Pan Am DC-6 that took me away from my native Cuba to the United States, a land where I knew virtually no one and whose language I did not speak. Leaving Cuba was a wrenching decision, but one that my family and I had determined to be my only option once Communist dictator Fidel Castro and his totalitarian regime seized power. Though just a teenager, I had to escape this dictator’s government at once, and the only way I could get out would be on my own, on this flight to a foreign land. Before I boarded the plane I was held for hours in the Havana airport’s pecera (“fishbowl”), the glass-enclosed space where passengers leaving the country waited to be interrogated (and in some cases even strip-searched) by Castro’s olive-clad men. My mother stood on the other side of the pecera’s glass, unable to speak to me or to touch me. We could not be certain when, or even if, we would see each other again, and the torment was etched on her face. Her desperate expression was the last thing I saw before I left my homeland.
This is why taking the oath of office as a United States senator was much more than merely the highlight of my political career: it marked the culmination of a journey, of a long and exceedingly unlikely odyssey from a small town in Cuba to a senatorial posting on Capitol Hill. Those two moments with my mother—her look of anguish, then of ecstasy—represent the dominant markers along this path. Both are imprinted on my memory; I cannot see one without seeing the other.
My journey has taught me that it is not an empty cliché that this country is a land where dreams can and do come true. It is also true, I have learned, that even in the face of painful experiences we must remember and emphasize the positive. I have endured political turmoil, the constant fear that comes with life under a totalitarian regime, the wrenching experience of exile from one’s native country, and the loneliness and isolation of living in a new land. Despite all that, I have been blessed with extraordinary good fortune: I escaped Castro’s Cuba even though a foolish mistake on my part nearly sabotaged my parents’ painstaking plans for my getaway. I left for America just months before Castro slammed the door on the refugee programs that had allowed me to escape. I slowly developed a sense of belonging in my adopted home of America. And ultimately, after a long and unbearable separation, I was reunited with the family I left behind at the Havana airport that day in 1962.
America is my home now, and I will forever feel grateful to have enjoyed its freedoms when so many from my native country have been trapped under Cuba’s Communist regime. My prayer is that the Cuban people will one day soon enjoy freedom of their own.
To this day I have not set foot in Cuba since my plane took off from Havana on a February afternoon in 1962. But even now, all these decades later, it remains my deepest wish to show Kitty and our children the land where I was born, to be able to walk in a free Cuba. I will never forget my homeland.
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LIFE AT THE BEACH: Me and Pancho, the pet goat that my father, a veterinarian, kept at our little beach house in Playa Uvero.
Chapter 1
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HOMELAND
DARKNESS. A PORCH. A warm ocean breeze. The sound of voices—my father’s, and those of the old fishermen gathered around him. Stories about fishing, storms, boats, life.
These are my earliest memories. They are memories collected at my family’s quaint summer beach house at Playa Uvero, fifteen miles from our hometown of Sagua la Grande. My father’s father had built the house in this fishing village on the northern coast of Cuba long before it became a popular summer vacation spot. At that time Playa Uvero was the year-round home only to charcoal makers and professional fishermen. When my grandfather and other early vacationers settled, they built their houses near the locals’ homes, far back from the water’s edge. Later vacationers built houses on stilts close to the shore.
Sadly, I never knew my grandfather—he died when I was only forty days old—but the beach house he put up in the 1920s is the backdrop for some of my most vivid recollections of childhood. That porch in particular: it’s as if I can still hear the buzzing of insects in my ear and see the weathered fishermen trading stories with my father.
My father, who had been coming to this village every summer since his own childhood, was very outgoing and friendly and loved to talk. He had a booming voice that, along with his heavyset frame, made him a real presence. So our porch became a social center, with men from the village gathering there most nights. I would plop down in my dad’s lap or, later as I grew bigger, would sit cross-legged on the porch, listening to them talk. We would be enshrouded in darkness, for the simple reason that our rustic little home had no electricity. A small windmill supplied only enough electricity to charge a car battery, which in turn powered a couple of lightbulbs. We wouldn’t have used the bulbs on the porch, since the darkness helped keep away the ever-present bugs. For additional lighting when needed, we used kerosene lanterns.
The stories these men shared were mesmerizing to a young boy. The old fishermen had lived through World War II, when German submarines combed the waters off Cuba. One man from the village told a story about picking up some German sailors who were adrift on a raft, hauling them into his fishing boat, bringing them ashore, and turning them over to the authorities. It amazed me that submariners from across the ocean had apparently patrolled so close to our little home.
My father was a veterinarian in Sagua. Just as his father had done before him, he would commute on weekdays in the summer, taking a small railcar to and from Sagua, about an hour’s ride through the green sugarcane fields of Central Resulta, the sugar mill in Sagua la Grande. Meanwhile, the rest of our family stayed in Playa Uvero from mid-June to mid-August. I didn’t mind the simple living conditions—the lack of electricity and running water, the cistern we relied on, the charcoal-burning stove and the kerosene single-burner stove we had. I enjoyed the novelty of taking a shower at Uvero. The bathroom shower was nothing more than a five-gallon tank with a showerhead welded to the bottom. We would fill the tank with warm water and hoist it using a pulley attached to the ceiling. There was a cleat on the wall where we would tie off the line holding it up. Once it was secure, the bather released the water by pulling a cord one way for “on” and the other way for “off.” Simple, but ingenious.
I loved spending the summers at Playa Uvero with my mother and my younger brother, Ralph. There were always aunts, uncles, and cousins visiting as well. Every Sunday, my great-uncle Mariano would come for the big seafood lunch we shared as a family and would bring fresh bread from Sagua with him. Sunday lunches were always on the front porch, with the breeze gently blowing.
Playa Uvero was an idyllic setting for a boy. Cuba was a kind of paradise to me, unrivaled in its physical beauty, its climate, and the warmth and friendliness of its people. I got to see the sun sparkle on the water in the daytime and then watch it set as a fiery red ball at dinnertime. As a small child I played for hours in the sand, and as I got older I would pass entire days swimming and fishing.
My father passed many things on to me—not least being my name, Melquiades, which was also the name of my grandfather and my great-grandfather before him. A love of fishing was one of the many traits I shared with my dad. He was big on fishing, and he taught me the techniques of hand-line fishing and net fishing. We just threw the line out with a weight on it and held it firmly in hand, then pulled when a fish struck. We also would cast a net for bait, snaring small fish in the mesh. When I got older I got my own small cast net. I developed a routine: catch bait with my cast net, then go fish until lunchtime.
My dad would often go out in our twenty-three-foot boat and fish for the whole weekend. Sundays would be filled with anticipation for his return. My mother would bring my brother and me to the shore in the afternoon to await his arrival. Often when Papi came back, his boat would be practically overflowing with fish—grouper, snapper, yellowtail. It was more than we could ever eat in those days before reliable refrigeration. So he would wait for the commercial fishermen (many of them his old friends) to come in and sell their catch on the beach. Once he was sure he wasn’t undercutting any of the professionals, he would give away his extra fish.
When I was around ten, my dad finally started taking me on overnight trips. Sleeping and eating on the boat seemed like heaven on earth. On one occasion Papi bought lobsters from some commercial fishermen. The lobsters he cooked made for not only a wonderful dinner but also a rare breakfast treat: the next morning I ate the leftover lobster cold with stale Cuban bread.
When I turned twelve I received the greatest summer gift ever. My parents surprised me with my own twelve-foot rowing dinghy, complete with a live well. This was a dream come true. It was handy for my father’s fishing trips—my job was to row while he and the other adults threw a cast net for bait fish—but during the week, it was all mine. I would row out to my favorite fishing spots with a friend. Being out there in the sea on my own gave me a quiet sense of independence.
Fishing left me with memories of the best of Cuba and the best of my childhood. To this day when asked I will always answer that it is the thing I miss the most about Cuba.
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SO MANY OF my recollections of Cuba involve family. The whole family gathered every summer at Playa Uvero, of course, but that was not the only place. It wasn’t unusual in Cuban families to have several generations living under one roof. That was the situation I experienced for the first six years of my life. We lived with my father’s mother—my grandmother Graciela. Her home was a large upstairs apartment located right in the center of Sagua la Grande. Grandmother Graciela had a pretty balcony in the front and a little courtyard in the back, where I have faint memories of riding my tricycle and my scooter. I also recall going downstairs beneath the balcony and getting the bus to take me to first grade and my first school experience. My father drilled into me that when I got on the bus I was to say good morning to the bus driver.
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FAMILY: My brother, Ralph, and I with my grandmother Graciela and our cousins. I am at the left, while Ralph is on the right.
My own little universe was all right there in Sagua la Grande, a city of maybe thirty thousand people located on the banks of the Sagua River, about two hundred and twenty miles east of Havana, due south of Miami. When I got a little older I could go everywhere in town on my bike—my school, the ball field, my grandmother’s house, my uncle’s house.
Sagua, though not a big city, was an important commercial center, with a sugar mill, a foundry that made parts for sugar mills throughout the country, and a thriving shipping business out of the Port of Isabela de Sagua. The surrounding agricultural area was rich in sugarcane, rice, and cattle. But those aspects of Sagua did not really enter my world. It was simply a great place to grow up.
Only about twelve miles from Sagua was the tiny rural town of Quemado de Güines, home to my mother’s mother, Pilar Caro Ruiz. My mother loved going home to see her mother. When Ralph and I were young, she would often take us there for weekend visits. I would sleep in that little wooden house and wake up with the sun streaming in and the clip-clop of horses going down the street. An old milkman would deliver on horseback, perched in the saddle with a couple of big milk jugs strapped on either side of the horse in straw bags. He would sing out to the ladies to come out of the house. They would bring a container and he would pour the milk into it. That was one of those little things I vividly recall—pastoral, rural, rustic. It was typical of the life of a small Cuban town in the 1950s. This was a long way from the glittering lights of Havana’s nightlife.
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ADVENTURES WERE NEVER hard to find, even when we were not at the beach. My grandfather Melquiades, who built the beach house, also owned a small soda-bottling factory in Sagua, Compañía de Refrescos Purita, S.A. After his death, my great-uncle Mariano and my father ran the business with their partners. Since my dad was busy with his veterinarian job, Mariano oversaw the day-to-day operations. I was constantly in and out of that little factory. Going there was great fun for me. Many of the men who worked at the plant watched me grow up. When I was a little boy, the bookkeeper entertained me in the office. Later, as I grew older, I did some real work with the men. Sometimes I’d help load the trucks with cases of soda and then ride shotgun for the deliveries at restaurants and bars in and around Sagua. Other times I’d load bottles into the bottle-washing machine. Little bits here and there to help with the family business.
Aside from the free sodas and the camaraderie with the guys, I loved spending time with Uncle Mariano. He never married and had no children, so as the oldest grand-nephew, I was his favorite. He was grumpy and demanding to the men who worked at the plant but always had a softer side for me. Like the beach house, the soda factory was a favorite place of mine.
So too was my uncle Rinaldo’s dairy farm. The farm was slightly outside Sagua la Grande, and it was very beautiful, with flat green pastures. I spent a lot of happy days at my uncle’s farm. I was fortunate to have a horse I could ride there. I’d walk my horse under a guava tree and fill the saddlebags with guavas to snack on and bring home to our family.
But even better was spending time with Uncle Rinaldo. He and his wife, my mother’s sister Yolanda, had no children at the time, so I was the beneficiary of his unfulfilled paternal instincts. On days I didn’t have school, Rinaldo would pick me up in the afternoons and bring me along to “help” with the chores. I don’t think I was much help, but I loved saddling up our horses and riding all afternoon, checking fences or moving cattle from one pasture to another, and then at the end of the day unsaddling the horses, watering them, and putting them out in their pasture next to the barn.
For a boy this was sheer pleasure, but I also got to see the back-breaking work my uncle and his helpers put in to keep the farm running. Often they would put the cattle and other livestock through vats to delouse them and rid them of ticks. I learned to milk cows, to round up animals, to take care of the horses, and to manage the calves, which were smaller and more manageable for a boy. Of course, for me this was an afternoon’s entertainment, but for them all this work came after having awoken hours before sunrise.
Both the soda factory and the farm were, like the small beach house, the scene of vivid memories of my youth in Cuba. Within just a few years, though, both places would be gone—two more casualties of the radical “revolution” that was soon to sweep my homeland.
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AS A VETERINARIAN, my father was familiar with the animal issues Uncle Rinaldo and other farmers faced. He dealt with all kinds of animals, but focused mostly on cattle, horses, and pigs on the farms outside Sagua. Just as I helped out on my uncle’s farm, I would tag along with my dad as he made his rounds; as I got older, I would also help him out by carrying his bag, holding animals for him so he could give them shots, and carrying medications for him. He would wear a white doctor’s coat with his name stitched on his left pocket. That left pocket always carried his Parker fountain pen.
As a veterinarian in a country setting, he had a range of responsibilities. Much of the time he headed out to the country to tend to farm animals. One time a horse encephalitis epidemic broke out and he was incredibly busy. Everybody had to have their horses vaccinated for fear they would lose them. Sometimes, too, he had to inspect the slaughterhouse, which was certainly an eye-opening experience for a kid. It was smelly, bloody, and noisy, and we were never there long. But we went often enough that I got to see a member of the Guardia Rural (Rural Guard), an official who came on horseback to check on the slaughterhouse, wearing what would be known in the States as a Smokey the Bear hat.
I loved making the rounds with my father, bumping along dusty dirt roads in a 1950 Chevrolet with a scoop back. That old Chevy sedan was his car for business—no pickup, no panel truck, no jeep. My dad hated to drive the stick shift. Sometimes he would get stuck and we’d have to jump out and rock that old car to get it going again. This made for high adventure—in mud sometimes a foot deep. If we tried to take a shortcut and we ended up stuck on a country road, he was always ready with an old Spanish saying like “Nunca dejes camino por vereda,” which means “Never leave the main road for the trail.”
Many times, obviously, my father would need to care for sick animals, but sometimes the job was delivering a calf. He would always get to bickering with the farmer for not having called him sooner. Farmers were trying to avoid the vet fee, of course. But by trying to deliver the calf themselves they made the job more difficult for my dad. So he would fuss with them, saying, “Why are you calling me now? You should have called me yesterday.” My father, though, was not one to argue long, especially when there was business to attend to. He’d quickly take care of the problem.
Then, whether we were visiting a nice big house in the country or the most humble little dirt-floored, thatch-roofed bohío, we would always be invited in for coffee. The families took pride in hosting us for café. And my father, big talker that he was, was glad to sit and chat. He loved to hunt, so often he’d ask about deer in the area to scout for deer-hunting season. He always introduced me as “el heredero” (the heir), which I suppose was some old Cuban way of referring to your oldest son, but mainly I sat there and soaked it all in, just as I did those many nights on the porch at the beach.
My dad had friends everywhere he went. If farmers could pay him, they paid him; if not, they would give him a chicken and some eggs. He said he charged them what they could afford. If they were substantial ranchers who owned imported cattle from the United States, he would charge them a fair price. But if the client was some poor guy for whom that one little cow and calf were his only livelihood, my dad would let him pay what he could. Throughout my childhood people would show up at our door with a big box of mangoes or a couple of chickens. That was their way of paying him back. They took care of the vet, and he took care of them. Years later, one of his clients, Carlos Manuel Garcia, would tell me, “Your father was a great vet and a great man, but his fault was he didn’t know what to charge for his work.” Carlos told me of having to pursue my father to get a bill and then, when he finally got it, finding that it was surely too low—so he overpaid. Charging for his work was the hardest thing for my dad.
While my father was a bit of a soft touch, he took a great deal of pride in the work he did, and was dedicated to veterinary medicine. He had attended veterinary school at the University of Havana, the first in his family to go to college. While there, he and two other students formed a close friendship and always studied together. They were proud to finish as the best three in their class; they stayed close through the years after graduation. I don’t think my dad had been a great student until he got to the university, but he truly loved being a vet. People who knew him when he was young would tell me, “I knew your dad was going to be a vet. He loved animals and always had pets when he was a kid.” His vocation and avocation were the same.
Long after he had left the University of Havana, my dad worked hard at staying on the cutting edge, learning the latest techniques, treatments, and innovations in veterinary medicine. He kept up with his profession by reading the scientific newsletters and journals, including some written in English, a language he didn’t speak well. He also did his own laboratory work, in a room in my grandmother’s house set aside as his office and makeshift lab, complete with microscope, slides, and other equipment. Oftentimes I would go with him when he drew blood all day from a whole herd of cattle. Then he would work long hours at night doing the tests on all the blood he’d drawn. He couldn’t send the blood samples and slides “over to the lab.” He was the lab. This was the life of a country vet back then in Cuba.
I learned a lot from my father about being a professional and taking pride in the work you do. He frequently said one learned the basic skills in school but only became a veterinarian out in the field. How right he was about the importance of experience and the commitment to performing well. I picked up so much from my father, and as a parent I hope I have passed at least some of it on. When you have had a great father you wonder if you have lived up to the standard that he set.
[image: image]
THERE IS THE perception that the Cuban exiles who fled to the United States in the 1960s were all wealthy. That’s not true. My family was comfortable but not rich. My great-uncle Mariano, the one who managed the soda factory, would help my family financially. At the end of every summer, as the new school year approached, he’d say to my dad, “When you get ready to buy the schoolbooks, let me know because I want to pay for them.” My parents were grateful to Mariano for that. Remember, my dad didn’t bill for his work half the time.
My mother’s upbringing had been anything but luxurious. She came from modest beginnings in that house in the little town of Quemado de Güines. She was the fourth of six children—four girls and two boys. In her teens she quit high school to help the family make ends meet. She moved to Sagua la Grande to live with her older sister Ondina, and eventually moved into the home of the Huergos, a family that owned a hair salon. This is where she learned to be a hairdresser. Her father died when she was only eighteen, and her earnings became even more crucial to her family then.
My mother kept working even after she married my father and they had moved into my grandmother Graciela’s apartment. She set up a tiny beauty parlor right there in Graciela’s home, in a back room. It became a sort of social club. The ladies would come, sit and have coffee with my grandmother, and then have their hair done. But the work remained an important source of extra income for our family. And the skills my mother developed as a hairdresser would prove vital when my parents came to America.
After living for several years in my grandmother’s apartment, my parents had saved enough to build a home of their own. Our family was expanding: Ralph was born in 1950, four years after I was. So around 1952, my dad sold a little farm he owned to come up with the money to buy property bordering farm country outside Sagua. The house would be located in the area called Reparto de Oña, which was on the route to Sagua’s sugar mill, Central Resulta.
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MAMI: My mother and I, in the early days when we lived with Graciela.
Like most things with the Martinezes, this building project was a family affair. The architect who designed the house was my uncle Mario Esquiroz, the husband of my father’s older sister Luisa, who lived and worked in Havana. My father’s younger brother, my uncle Eduardo, was also an architect. Unlike Uncle Mario, Eduardo lived in town, so he oversaw the construction.
When the house was finished we were thrilled to live in it. It was not grandiose by any stretch of the imagination—just a three-bedroom, two-bath house—but it was ours. I loved the new yard we could play in. The neighborhood was great for me because there were enough kids to form teams for pickup baseball and other games. Baseball especially became a fixation of mine, something I played throughout my youth.
By 1955 our modern new house even got a TV, black-and-white with rabbit ears. That allowed me to watch the World Series, Yankees versus Dodgers. Although the games were played in New York, the ones we saw were broadcast with a Spanish commentator. This was a breakthrough, technologically. The Cuban television stations would send up an airplane to pick up the signal out of Miami and retransmit it into Cuba—a little bit like TV Martí does now in order to penetrate Castro’s embargo on information. For a baseball fan like me, getting to see the World Series was a treat. The only problem was that on weekdays I had to go back to school for the afternoon session.
In Cuba we went to school from 8 A.M. until noon, then went home for lunch. The World Series would start about 1 P.M., and I would get to watch the top of the first inning, but then we had to head back to school by 1:30. By the time we got out of class, at 4:30, the game would be over. As soon as classes got out we’d run over to the food vendor across the street from school to find out the final score.
In Game 7 of the 1955 World Series, when I was just shy of my ninth birthday, the big news was that one of Cuba’s native sons was the difference maker. Edmundo “Sandy” Amoros went into left field for the Dodgers as a late-inning defensive replacement that day. Almost immediately Yankee slugger Yogi Berra hit a line drive near the left field foul line. Amoros came out of nowhere to make an extraordinary catch, reaching out to snag the ball in the corner and then finishing an amazing double play by throwing out Gil McDougald at first base. It was one of the most famous catches in baseball history, and it sealed the Brooklyn Dodgers’ first World Series victory. To us Cubans, who watched Amoros play for the famous Almendares Club in the Cuban winter league, this was a proud day.
I didn’t get to see Amoros’s catch live, but the next year I watched Don Larsen get revenge for the Yankees when he pitched a perfect game against the Dodgers. I wasn’t in school that day and stayed glued to the TV set the whole game. I can still see Yogi Berra charging the mound and jumping on Larsen to celebrate.
When I got older, my friends and I had to go to much greater lengths to watch the World Series. The problem was that after Castro took over, he cut out the World Series transmissions into Cuba. So we would take turns going up to the roof to redirect the antenna, trying to pick up transmissions from Miami stations. What we were able to get was snowy at best.
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SCHOOL MAY HAVE kept me from the World Series at times, but I loved it. The elementary school, a Catholic institution called Sagrado Corazón de Jesús, was a huge part of my life in Cuba. It was more than just a place to learn. In going there I was following in my dad’s footsteps, since he had attended the school as well. Steeped in tradition, the boys’ school was housed in a magnificent old building erected in the early part of the twentieth century. The big courtyard in the center featured a fountain topped by a statue of Jesus the teacher. The school was part of the Jesuit educational tradition in Cuba until about 1957, when an order of priests and brothers of the Misioneros Sagrados Corazones took charge of our education.
The school chapel, with its soaring steeple, was a central part of life at Sagrado Corazón de Jesús. We went to mass every morning. As an altar boy I served mass many times, saying the responses in Latin, as was required in those pre–Vatican II days. Learning those responses was the extent of my education in Latin, actually, since the principal foreign language taught to us as part of the curriculum was English. But I must say, we didn’t learn much English in grade school. I’d have to learn the language on my own, later.
The Catholic-school environment developed my strong Catholic faith from a very early age. That faith was to be a source of strength throughout my life. Sagrado Corazón de Jesús was also responsible for strengthening my father’s faith. For many years it was my mother who took Ralph and me to mass; my dad did not regularly attend. But over the years he formed a strong friendship with the priest who became my most important mentor at the school, Father Gayá, who taught history and was the rector. Father Gayá was originally from Majorca, a Spanish island in the Mediterranean. He worked with my father to the point that he brought him back to the practice of his faith. I can remember the joy in our home that Papi would now be coming to church with us regularly on Sundays. This is just one of the many reasons I felt such a debt of gratitude to this wise priest.
Much more than an educational facility and a religious institution, school was a social hub and a recreational center as well. More and more, the games I had started playing in the neighborhood migrated over to the school grounds. We played ball all the time at school. Sometimes we played soccer, and we certainly played more often than the typical Cuban kid ever would have. That is because so many of our teachers were Spanish priests who had fallen under the game’s influence as boys back in Spain. But baseball and basketball were much more common. Baseball, especially, was huge. It was the sport in Cuba. Baseball was king.
The games at school carried over to weekends. We’d head over to school on Saturdays, and the priests would let us in and give us the equipment. We would play baseball and basketball pickup games that lasted the entire day. We would play until dark, hours on end. It was the lost art of boys playing ball because they loved it. We didn’t need a coach or a dad, expensive equipment or a manicured field. We didn’t even require an umpire. We simply went at it, playing hard, officiating among ourselves, sometimes arguing a call.
The games got more organized when the school sponsored a Little League team. I was ten or eleven when these games started. Little League—or Cubanitos—marked the first time I played when everyone had uniforms.
Baseball and, to a slightly lesser extent, basketball became my passions. Really, these games were my reason for living as a boy. And I became good at them. My dad, who came to some of my Little League games when his work schedule allowed, had played ball in his youth, so maybe I inherited some of his athletic ability. Papi had been a first baseman when he played as a boy, but I played mostly catcher. Well, at least until I had a collision at home plate and had to have several stitches on my forehead. The next day I was playing third base, in order not to tear the stitches out with the catcher’s mask.
But I just kept playing the games, I loved them so much. Little did I know then that sports would be a calling card for me when I came to America.
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