
[image: Cover. Everyone Leaves, Wendy Guerra]



[image: Title Page. Everyone Leaves, Wendy Guerra, HarperVia, An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers]




Note

Everyone Leaves was awarded the first Bruguera Novel Prize on March 2, 2006, by the sole juror, acclaimed Catalan writer Eduardo Mendoza.




Epigraph

We wouldn’t have to give a moment’s thought to all this suffering if it weren’t for the fact that we’re so worried about those we hold dear, whom we can no longer help.

—Anne Frank, diary

November 19, 1942
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Prologue

I don’t know exactly when I decided to stop being a child.

I’ve paid a high price, growing up all alone while everyone else left the island. They abandoned me, one after the other. These days, I can’t be like just any other woman, because I don’t belong to this world. The survival tools I was given are useless. I take refuge in my Diary; I only feel comfortable and normal within its pages. There, I’m always an adult pretending to be a little girl, although that isn’t exactly true: I was always too adult for my Diary, too much a child for real life.

Ever since I learned to read and write, I have confessed into the Diary’s pages. I hoped to grow, to take flight from the place I hid, trying to find freedom with a ticket out I still don’t have. I’m not sure what’s expected of me now. I started leaving pieces of myself behind as I was dragged from place to place. Now, sifted like sand everywhere, I’m not sure how to put my scattered world back together.

My parents aren’t around anymore. They left, one at a time. That has more weight on my orphanhood than do the old rules by which they raised me. I’m intimidated by Cienfuegos, the city of my childhood: I’m haunted by the stories associated with my mother’s file, the court case to get custody of me, and by my own file.

Reading the Diaries from my childhood and adolescence has been a painful journey. It has turned me inside out like a glove, except that once inside the glove, I discovered silk, which I’d never even noticed because I was so intent on tanning the hide on the outside so I could better sustain the blows of these last few years. The glove served as one more tool in the ring so I wouldn’t fall. It was a random miracle I survived, protecting myself by posturing in ways alien to me.

To be born in Cuba is to learn to be absent from the world in which we live. I don’t know how to use a credit card; the cashiers don’t respond to me. A layover from one country to another can throw me off kilter, dislocate me, leave me breathless. When I’m outside, I feel in peril; indoors, I feel comfortably imprisoned.

I don’t know when I let them take everything and leave me alone, naked, with the Diary in one hand and lipstick in the other, trying to paint my mouth a red that might be too much for this indefinite age.




The Childhood Diary

The homeland is childhood.

— Charles Baudelaire




Cura Lagoon, Cienfuegos, Cuba, 1978

My mother has married a foreigner, a Swede who works at the Nuclear Center.

We live in a house on the lagoon, full of odd inventions like a rope that pulls on a set of strings and, using an anchor, lifts our shiny pots and pans out of the sea. The pots and pans are stored there so the salt will keep them clean. Fausto, my mother’s husband, is very beautiful: blond and tall. He swims naked, walks around naked, reads the newspaper naked. It’s always the same newspaper, the one in Swedish.

When the neighbors come to sell us black-market fish, it takes a lot for Fausto to get dressed. My mother threatens him by saying we’ll go to jail. He puts on very frayed and rather scandalous jeans.

The neighbors love to talk about us. We live in an elegant neighborhood where the houses look out over the sea. But some, like ours, are loaned out by the state to foreigners like Fausto and overlook the lagoon. My mother doesn’t want me to get too attached to this house, or to any house. Everything in life is on loan, that’s the truth.

Material things don’t matter, so I live as if I’m home visiting from boarding school. Anyway, I like it. Every afternoon I swim the distance from the lagoon to the sea. I throw my backpack down on the patio, take my school uniform off, and hang it on the hammock, then—splash!—into the water.

I’m a fish in a current that tries to drag me away, but I resist and take a long time to get back to the beach. I float lying still, letting the current take me where it wants. I’m part of a boat, a piece of glass, a broken doll, a freshwater fish flitting about, drifting aimlessly. And then salt gets in my mouth and reminds me to be careful, that I’ve washed into the bay.




Monday, November 13, 1978

My father came to visit after many months. He wasn’t familiar with the house. He was aloof, suspicious, but he accepted a cup of coffee.

My mother showed him my notebooks, my grades, evidence that everything was fine. When he went to get me at the lagoon, he was outraged. When he saw us playing “killer whale” in the nude on the beach, he wanted to pummel Fausto. My father fumed; he couldn’t take it. When we came up to greet him, he hit Fausto in the face hard—his hand even left a mark. I could see my father throwing punches in the water. Surprised by all this, Fausto couldn’t figure out what was going on. My father screamed in his own defense, though no one was attacking him.

My father always ends up beating us. Never in public—he’s always careful about that. But now he’d done it in front of the Swede. I was so embarrassed.

My father left and said he never wanted to see us again.

He left a cloud of rum all over the house. My mother doesn’t know English or French well enough to explain things to Fausto the foreigner: “He hits us, that’s all.” Fausto falls asleep in bed with both of us. My mother looks like a little girl. She’s crying. I feel older than my mother.




December 20, 1978

We don’t see my mother much. She deals with sports and news off the wire for hours and hours on the radio. They say she’s no longer trustworthy so she can’t work on just news anymore. She broadcasts baseball games now.

They threaten to send her to Angola. I’m scared I’ll be left alone with Fausto. I’ve never been without my mother. I don’t understand why she can’t meet the president of the German Democratic Republic just because Fausto is a foreigner. My mother says that’s called racism. Racism isn’t just about blacks, there are all kinds of racism.

I’m afraid my mother will go off to war.

I’d like to get terribly sick, perhaps with something incurable, so that they don’t take her away. If I could just get sick. My mother says there’s no reason for that war. But then she asks me to not repeat that to anyone.

I will die if they take my mother away. I will die of sadness.

She’ll die from just about anything, she’s so small—almost as small as me; she even has the same shoe size as me and borrows my stockings. She’s not going to deal well with that war. My mother is more afraid of the outside than I am. She trembles when we’re alone together, and she drops the flashlight whenever we hear a noise and goes looking for its source. She says it’s not fear, just precaution, but I know very well it’s a respectable kind of fear.

It makes me want to laugh. There are so many creatures beneath the waters. My mother’s not going to be able to survive a real war.




I’m on a Diary strike because they sent my mother to war in Angola. This page is blank in her honor.




June 1979

My mother arrives tomorrow.

Fausto and I were alone for six months, waiting to hear her voice on the radio every afternoon reporting from Angola.

Fausto is Gulliver in a land of Lilliputians. I hug his beard, and he rocks me to sleep.

I don’t care if anybody goes around in the nude.

I know the neighbors have complained and my father has made accusations. We have a court date soon; my mom doesn’t know. When she gets home from the war tomorrow, we’ll tell her. War and the trial, everything has come down around us all at once.

Fausto can’t read Spanish all that well, so I had to explain what was on the document that arrived today. My father filed charges against my mother, accusing her of immorality, abandonment, and a few other things. He demands custody and full rights, that I be made his ward.

“Divide and conquer,” Fausto tells me.

At dawn, when I see strange lights that I think are lightning, I get into bed with Fausto. He explains that it’s a camera, that the flashes are made by someone watching us from afar.

“I’m a very dangerous Swede. You should be afraid of me—oooooh!” he says, making like a ghost as I dive under the quilt to hide from whoever is watching us. He tickles me silly. I fall asleep from laughter and fatigue.

Now I believe I’m being watched. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but it’s crucial to be careful. I haven’t done anything wrong in these last few months. I’ve behaved better than ever. I swear.




July 1979

My mother has come home from the war in Angola. Her skin is yellowish. She shakes and says they could come for her at any moment. She’s much more scared than before.

She takes a lot of pills that Fausto brings her in bed. She doesn’t have to go to work, so I read to her since she can’t focus her eyes. She’s very thin. My mother has come home sick from the war in Africa. She didn’t want to go, and now she will never go back.

She says there will be no trial but Fausto winks at me, meaning that my mother is like a little girl who can’t fathom what awaits us. I read her The Book of Bolognese Marvels, her favorite, by Eliseo Diego. I read it aloud, but I’m still when I see she’s fallen asleep. Later, when she wakes, I patiently pick up where I left off.

My mother has to get well before I can go back to school. I don’t want my friends to see her so weak. I don’t like to see her like this. The veins on her legs and neck look like blue drawings. I know that parents can die when you’re still a child, but I have to push that thought out of my mind.

War is a disaster. You should never be sent out to the fields to work or to war. It hurts me so much to see my mother breathing so badly. I can’t stand to watch her sleep.




August 1979

My mom gets up every day and strolls around the patio. She’s not yellowish anymore; she swims a little, sunbathes. She draws and hums old songs from Cienfuegos.


Ofelia had a little dish

that was the cutest, but it broke ooooh.

Pancho had to pay for what Rafael broke.

That’s too much.



My friend Dania comes by every day to help us peel vegetables for lunch and put things in order.

Dania’s my classmate. Her parents are doctors, and they’re never home. She helps me pass my math tests. She lets her test paper fall to the floor and I do the same, then I erase her handwriting and write on top of it while she does the same and takes the test again. She solves all the problems and leaves the room before I do. I like helping her with composition because she doesn’t like writing and I love making things up. She doesn’t think I’m strange like the other girls do; she’s very serious and doesn’t laugh at my mother. She understands everything that’s going on here, but she’s very discreet.

The house feels like some sort of camp because Fausto leaves everything folded up in a row next to the wooden stairs. The house is like a little stone fortress. Fausto makes a path between the clean and dirty clothes. Dania and I climb on a bench to hang up the laundry that my mother washes ever so slowly.

Some friends from the puppet theater are coming over this afternoon. My mother wants to leave her radio job and go back to making puppets.

The pressure cooker has been on the stove since early today, and it’s been hissing with all its might. The house smells like melted cheese.

Generoso and Magaly come in the back door. We extend that privilege exclusively to our friends. Magaly sees that my mother finally learned how to use the pressure cooker. We’re all happy about that. Magaly helps her more or less straighten up the house. My mother finally reveals to everyone what she’s been cooking: a plastic shoe. She wanted to melt it to create a base for a hand puppet.

My mother’s friends are very still. And what if it had worked? Ah, well, then my mom would have gotten rich from melting shoes and making puppets. But so long as there’s nothing to be gained from melting shoes, then my mom’s just crazy. That’s how people are in this town.

“A city of straight streets and twisted minds.”

Fausto isn’t coming home to sleep tonight; he has guard duty. Dania, Generoso, Magaly, my mother, and I all eat stone soup—the kind that has whatever our friends brought over and put into the broth. We’re all together again, just like in the good old days. “Let the guests cook”—that’s what my mom says. I love to find surprises in my soup.

Hot soup in August. Mosquitoes buzzing up from the lagoon. Fausto’s lamp, the kerosene flame leaving a line of soot on the walls of the house. Our friends are with us like they used to be when we lived together, just the two of us. I feel better. We’re finally getting closer to how it used to be.




My recipe for oyster cocktails:

Throw rocks at the patio walls.

Pull the shells out and open them with a knife.

Pull the oysters out of the shells.

Put them in a glass, then add tomato purée, lemon, and salt.

Drink them in one gulp.




September 1979

Gilberto Noda, the country singer, has died. He was witty and used profanities in his songs. He also played the guayo with Los Naranjos, the group that my mom helps out. Luís Gómez, the little old poet who always has a bottle in his back pocket, came to give us the news. They usually come here or go to our high-rise apartment to eat, drink, sing, and then leave. My mom records them at the station so she can play them during her programs. Very few people like that kind of thing anymore. They don’t let them play live anymore because they have a tendency to say whatever’s on their minds. Luís Gómez sings songs from Trinidad and tra-la-las. He used to sing me to sleep at the station with a song I learned by heart:


Death comes at night,

tra-la-la

to take its dress.

Death comes slowly,

tra-la-la.

Flying through the scenery,

on a gust of water and wine,

tra-la-la.

Death and its pain

take your fate,

tra-la-la.

It’ll steal your lace,

if it doesn’t take the right turn,

tra-la-la.

Death comes at night

and takes your fate,

tra-la-la.



That song scares me so much. It rings like a bell in my head. Whenever I hear it, it takes me a long time to go to sleep.

When we arrived at the wake, Gilberto was in a tub full of ice waiting for the box to arrive. I’d never seen a dead person, but he just looked asleep. I was curious so I looked at him about six times. He had on a dead man’s tie and a dead man’s suit. My mother put on her funeral dress—the black-and-white one—and I wore my marine blue dress, which is good for any occasion. My leather shoes and their Russian shoelaces don’t really go together, but I made it work. When everyone started singing, Gilberto’s wife and daughter cried more than ever. I didn’t cry because he wasn’t family.

Suddenly, the musicians called up Luís Gómez, but Luís was so drunk he could barely walk. The old guys started the song, slowly, so Luís could follow along . . .


Gilberto Noda died and now his widow cries.

Gilberto Noda died and now his widow cries.

Luís came to abruptly and joined in.

And what can we do? He’s fucked now that he died.



Outraged, the family pulled out the machetes. And, nervous, my mother rushed me home. All dressed up. So here we are. She laughs and calls her girlfriends to tell them what happened. I’m very frightened and write while there’s still light in the kerosene lamp, but there won’t be enough for me to do my math homework.


At Dawn

It’s late and dark. I’m writing by the light that comes in off the patio. Dead people don’t frighten me that much. The only thing that really scares me is going to bars with my father. Getting up on one of those stools where my feet never touch the ground makes me dizzy; sometimes I even fall. There are drunks drinking in those greasy bars that smell of fried fish. We always have to flee because somebody throws a bottle and glasses start flying. They argue, but nobody knows what the other is trying to say. Sometimes they don’t even talk before they start fighting. Bars are the worst places in the world. The smell that emanates from the drunks reminds me of dirty bathrooms. I never want to go back to the bars. I never want to go back, much less with my father.

The dead don’t scare me. I realized that today at the wake. I’m much more frightened of drunks, of bars.

I can’t sleep. I’m thinking of our court appearance and what awaits me if I get sent to live with my father.





October 1979

They still haven’t set the date for the hearing, and Fausto got tired of wearing those stifling pants all the time. Now we pose for the neighbors.

When the lights go out, we paint our bodies with my watercolors, put on hats and masks, and light a bonfire at the edge of the lagoon. Our laughter can be heard on the other side, on the highway.

At seven in the morning, when I go to wake up my mother so that I won’t be late for school, I see a drawing that she’s made for me while she was half asleep. There’s a poem under the drawing, too.


The girl sleeps, trapped between books

Who will come to free her tiny demons?

Who will come to defend her one day when

I put out my cigarette and wake her,

ending this dream once and for all?

A brief dream.

The girl sleeps, at the very least while I drew her.






October 1979

At dawn, Fausto spoke with my mother. I heard everything because I stayed up until they went to sleep. They fired him, and he can’t live in Cuba anymore. We’ll have to move to Sweden together.

Fausto says he hasn’t broken any promises and that all he did was his job. He’s going because of the Russians—because they don’t take care of the nuclear plants in their country and they don’t want him to report it. It seems that some of their plants are in bad shape and Fausto has a duty to let them know. I’m not sure I understand.

Fausto will go back to Stockholm, where there’s more snow than anywhere else in the world, but I don’t think my father will let me go. I know he’ll say no. My father never wants what we want. My father is always getting between my mother and me. I always think my mother will go away because he’s so obsessed with fighting with her. My mother is not very strong, this I know.




November 1979

My grades while my mother was in Angola were pretty bad. The school sent a report to the court saying that Fausto didn’t take me to school on time in the morning and that I was absent a lot when my mother wasn’t in Cuba.

They practically say they passed me out of pity. I’m what’s called a “bad student.” My head’s in the clouds while everybody else is figuring out the square root of who knows what. I still don’t know my multiplication tables.

My mom came back sick from Angola, with a nervous tic in her lips and a faraway look in her eyes. On her third day back, they set the court date, as if to make her crazy, but Fausto got a doctor’s note so the lawyers could postpone it.

Now we can’t change it again. We have to go to the hearing, which will be tomorrow. My mother ironed the blue dress, the one from the funeral.

Also, her black clothes, like always, and Fausto will wear his gray suit.

I’ll stop seeing my mother tomorrow, I just know it. But I’ll sleep with her tonight, all through the night.
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