
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_65c107a84802cd383351da44b8fc5831_YXLqUb_html_73101145.jpg]


The Cuban
Chronicles

A True Tale of Rascals,
Rogues, and Romance

by Wanda St.Hilaire

Smashwords Edition

 


Copyright © 2009 – 2011
Wanda St.Hilaire. All rights reserved.

 


Except in the case of
brief quotations for the purpose of critical analysis or review, no
part of this book may be used, reproduced, or transmitted via any
means (electronic, mechanical, or otherwise) without express,
written permission from the author.

 


Due to the dynamic
nature of the Internet, the web site addresses included in this
book may no longer be valid.

 


Front Cover Photo: Beth
Fladung, New York, NY

Front Cover Design:
Jacquie Morris, Liverpool, Nova Scotia

Titles and Layout: Ryan
Fitzgerald, Calgary, Alberta

 


Edition: September
2011


Smashwords Edition
License

This e-book is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


 



 


 


Every journey has a
destination of which the traveler is unaware.

—Martin Buber

Austrian-Israeli-Jewish Philosopher

 


 



 


 


 


All life on
this planet has the ability to maladapt (to change and adapt in an
unhealthy way) according to environment, stress, and circumstance.
Entire societies may be maladaptive.

The people of
the tiny, beautiful island of Cuba have had to maladapt from
forty-eight years of oppression, lack, and captivity. In spite of
the adversity they have faced, they are an effervescent people, and
I pray for their emancipation. I fervently wish them dignity,
freedom, and abundance. This book is for the people of Cuba.
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 Letters to Paris

For fourteen years, I
have had a rich, weekly correspondence with a cherished friend
living in Paris. For the first eight years, we painstakingly
handwrote our letters, sometimes up to thirty pages each. Writing
in a journal or diary format, we have shared—without
self-censorship—our thoughts, experiences, sexual ecstasies,
agonies, doubts, fears, findings, failures, insights, and
advice.

Oaxaca was to
be the destination of my 2006 fall vacation for my twenty-third
visit to my second home, Mexico. The choice was based on the wealth
of history, indigenous culture, and exquisite cuisine in the
region, and my intention was to have a quiet writing and learning
vacation. Unfortunately, fueled by the presidential elections, the
long-standing teachers’ strike turned violent only a week before my
flight date.

As I searched
the Internet for a last-minute Plan B, I was drawn to Cuba. Quite
by design, I had not been there in twenty years. Despite the
urgings of friends, and my love of all things Latin, I kept my
resolve, finding adventure in Portugal, England, Spain, Italy,
Greece, France, and Mexico, Mexico, Mexico. Cuba fascinated me, and
I would read or watch anything that popped into my field of vision
about the history of this anomaly of a country, but I saw it as a
dangerous place for a girl with predilections such as mine. It was
largely because of my almost irresistible Cuban Richard Gere
look-alike suitor on my first trip that I held my conviction for so
long. Cuban men were too attractive, suave, and spicy to resist. So
what is the problem, you ask? Love me for my body? No problem. Love
me as an escape from Alcatraz? No thanks.

I found an
offer I couldn’t refuse, and so, my longstanding resolve was
broken. This tale began as a typical letter to France, which I
dubbed The Cuban Chronicles.

Each of us
views the world with a unique filter created by our upbringing, our
past experiences, our hurts, and our pleasures. All events and
people are real—as seen from my perspective. I do not profess to be
an expert on Cuba; this is one woman’s journey. Names have been
changed to protect the innocent, the not so innocent, and the
culpable.

 


 



“Can I help
you, Miss?”

“No. No. Thank
you,” I mumble, as tears stream down my face and pool in the V that
stops at my now wet bra.

I have been
sitting on my two large suitcases outside of the train station,
sobbing uncontrollably. I am paralyzed by confusion in this large,
foreign city. Monique was supposed to be here to meet me on my
arrival, and I do not know where I am going next; she has made the
arrangements for my hotel. My suitcases are preposterously large
and heavy; I packed for a long stay.

I can see a
phone booth across the busy street, but I cannot carry my
assortment of bags and the two stupid, huge cases another step. I
cannot stop crying. I am too distraught to be embarrassed. I don’t
even know how I got here and I am in the throes of a stage-one,
code red heartbreak. I have been hit by a tidal wave of epic
proportions, my entire life awash in the devastation. Torn bits and
pieces of it float through my mind. The aftermath is yet to come—I
cannot see ahead of this moment.

I am
disoriented and dazed, as people busily pass by me speaking a
language I don’t understand. The occasional person glances over at
my sorry display.

Where is
Monique? Have I gotten off at the wrong stop? Why am I in this
city? I did not plan to be here. I am supposed to be nestled in a
small, quaint village, eating foreign food with my foreign lover. I
am supposed to be testing domestic life with a man, cohabitating,
possibly considering marriage, and becoming a landed immigrant far
away from my birthplace.

I am caught up
in a haze of whatever hormones flood one’s body when one has been
betrayed in love. I was in love—madly, deeply in love. Am I
supposed to now not be in love? In the blink of an eye, am I to
change the landscape of my heart and cast out this man who has
pervaded my every thought since I first laid eyes upon him? What
has happened? I do not understand.

I landed in
this country with great trepidation; after our daily phone calls
and letters mapping out our future together, his phone call the
night before my departure was inconceivable.

“Don’t come
now. Now is not a good time,” he said in a conspiratorial
whisper.

My mother and
father were with me in my empty, sold home, saying their tearful
farewells to me after a celebratory dinner when the call came.
After a lengthy discussion, with my father acting as a go-between
(so that nothing would be lost in translation), the message
remained the same. I took the phone from my father, mouthing words
that echoed and bounced around in my head. I told my lover I had
nothing left to do but get on the plane.

After a fake
cheerful adieu to my friends, I got on the plane, tranquilized in
an attempt to dull the pain. Would he be at the small airport when
I arrived?

Yes. He was
awaiting my flight with a bouquet of flowers and a strained smile.
He took me to a beautiful market, one exactly as I’d imagined it
would be, to purchase whatever food I liked.

“Ohhh. So this
is the lovely Canadian girl you bought the flowers for. It is so
nice to finally meet you,” said the smiling florist.

The hardy
fishwife greeted me with arms outstretched. “Ahhh. We have heard so
much about you! Welcome. Do you like fish? Which of my fish would
you like to take home for dinner tonight?” she asked, proudly
turning the catch of the day to show its best side.

The cheese lady
warmly chattered as she wrapped some fresh, homemade cheese that I
could not identify.

These women
knew of me? He had spoken of me? Why this, then? What had happened
to change things so quickly, without warning?

I do not know
how long I have been sitting on this street as I piece together the
events of the past week and try to make sense of them, arranging
them like a puzzle into something my mind can accept as valid. The
same man who stopped earlier touches my shoulder.

“Miss,” he
says, in heavily accented English, an accent that I have come to
adore. “You have been here for an hour like this. I cannot bear
that you are still crying. I must help you. What can I do?”

I crawl out of
my trance and ask if he will carry my bags to the phone booth for
me. I dial the phone and Monique picks up on the first ring,
anxiously awaiting my call. I have gotten off at the wrong stop. I
begin to weep as I choke words out through my grief-induced
hysteria, trying to speak through the lump in my throat to explain
where I am….

I awaken; my
moans and crying have stirred me from my sleep and I look around,
bewildered. The sheets are damp and clinging to my body. Where am
I? My heart pounds wildly. Gradually, I focus on the outline of
palm trees outside my window in the earliest light of dawn.

Oh, yes. I am
in Cuba. My heart slows its rhythm, calming itself. I arrived last
night and I am alone in a charming hotel on a beach in Cuba. I
breathe. Why in the hell, then, am I dreaming a 3-D, larger than
life dream about Jean-François? That fiasco occurred almost ten
years ago and I am in Cuba—far from the streets of Paris.

I am disturbed
all day by this nightmare and a vague uneasiness grips me. I am
also irritated; this is a different era and I am on a new, fresh
adventure. I do not want to be dogged by an ancient heartache that
should be long gone, but now hangs like a cloud over the first day
of my vacation.
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Beaches
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Three passions, simple
but overwhelmingly strong, have governed my life: the longing for
love, the search for knowledge, and the unbearable pity for the
suffering of mankind.

—Bertrand Russell

English Philosopher and Mathematician

 


 



September 4th,
2006

Varadero, Cuba

Ma Chère
Monique,

After a
twenty-year, self-imposed hiatus, I am here in Cuba. It is Monday
and two nights have passed. I am sitting in the humid lobby bar of
the Hotel Barlovento drinking an aromatic, high-test café con
leche at 3:30 p.m., which should keep me awake all bloody
night. But it tastes good.

I arrived on
Saturday evening at sunset, dropped my bags in the room, and went
directly to the beach. Immediately, an adorable small boy spotted
me and walked up to offer berries, much to the amusement of his
father.

“What are
they?” I asked in Spanish.

“Grapes.”


“Gracias.”

They weren’t
grapes, but I took one anyway and as his tiny brown hand touched
mine, I was moved by the innocent sweetness of his gesture.

I am happy to
leave work far behind. Last week, I witnessed a stomach-turning
scene; my new American manager got fired while working in another
country. The VP flew in from Atlanta, and the new regional manager,
my sixth manager in less than four years, flew in from California
to work with me. I admit he was something else, this
sockless-in-his-dress-shoes, forty-six year old surfer dude; little
did the VP know that each time he left us alone, Dude would start
talking to me as though we were on a date, smiling ingratiatingly
and touching my hand while asking personal questions. In spite of
his hugely inappropriate behavior, I still felt sorry for the twit.
I am no longer cut out for the corporate world and find it
agonizing to spend one minute of my time talking with the suits
about strategies, policies, and bullshit, or breaking in new
managers, who will inevitably be fired or quit.

This morning I
walked down the beach for three hours, to the point where the
hotels begin. It was a gorgeous morning, with no evidence that a
hurricane had hit the island less than a week ago; however, it had
struck closer to Guantánamo Bay than Varadero. The ocean here is
tranquil, with amazing shades of aqua and azul and fine white sand.
Nothing makes my body and heart feel as contented as the lulling
energy that the ocean emits. As I walked, my masculine, sharp-edged
sales persona happily dissipated into the waves and my feminine,
soft self emerged once again. I’ve missed her.

I bought a
double-decker bus ticket to do an open-air tour of the area, and
ten minutes later, a monsoon rain hit. The driver was kind enough
to stop in front of my hotel; still, I was completely drenched. I
had just showered, dressed in a pretty new skirt and done my hair
perfectly. So much for that.

Ashley did not
come to get me at the airport as she had promised to do.
Apparently, her Cuban husband was taking her somewhere on a short,
celebratory trip. Possibly, she had reconsidered her offer,
assuming that as a single woman traveling alone, I would glom onto
them for entertainment. I was able to get a ride from one of the
tour bus operators and there was no problem with my making a last
minute reservation.

On the flight,
I sat next to a plain, fifty-something, pasty white man who had
recently married a young cubana (he refused to tell me her
age). He had the air of a man who had won the lottery. Knowing only
too well the dating climate of Calgary, I am sure he has. His new
wife is already seven months pregnant and is in the hospital, due
to some minor complications. Her lifestyle will improve
exponentially and he is thrilled, because she expects so little and
all his actions are met with such gratitude. I give him credit for
sharing his wealth; on each visit, he brings down gifts and food
for the people of the town she comes from and feeds her family. As
for Ashley, Maria, and Gaby, the women I told you of who recently
married Cubans, I question their chances for a successful marriage
once their men get settled in Canada. As an active participant in
the Latin community, I have seen most Cuban-Canadian marriages end
quickly. Imagine the painful shock to a Canadian woman who has
spent countless dollars and enormous effort to get her new husband
home, thinking the man she has found is immune to the Cuban
condition and truly loves her.

I had a great
sleep, my first after two weeks of insomnia. I awoke to a giant
toad on my patio and wish I hadn’t scared him away; I would have
liked to observe him. There are lots of hummingbirds fluttering in
the foliage at the hotel, and the cutest little lizards that curl
their tails and run bow-legged.

The hotel is
shabby-chic and quaint for a beach resort. It is occupied, mostly
with Europeans and, I think, a few Cubans. I have a four-day
reservation here and, after that, plan to go to Havana. My room
faces the pool and a verdant garden, so it is quiet and pleasant. I
haven’t heard one guest speaking English so far.
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So who do you think
called, out of the blue, before my trip? I told him he should hang
up if he was calling to announce his engagement or something like
it. Thankfully, that was not the purpose of the call. It was
Miguel, and he wanted to share the news that he’d gotten his degree
and to thank me for the help studying. He is much more relaxed now
that he has successfully reached his goal, and said that he would
call on his next trip to Calgary.

It has been
almost two years since I last slept with him, or anyone, for that
matter—far too long for a fire sign girl. Ridiculously long. As you
know, I have adamantly stayed out of his bed to avoid the
aggravation of our little game, our dysfunctional dance. That said,
I did something I did not expect of myself. I did not want to come
to caliente Cuba with the air of a woman who has not been
laid in two years. I called him back the next day with a
proposition. Would he like to come visit me for a weekend in bed?
Completely stunned, he said it was the last thing he expected from
me, especially since last year during our study period, I had been
unwavering. Ever the logical Spock, he asked for time to think it
over. He called back the next day with “terms” he wanted me to be
clear about—a strictly sexual relationship, no strings, full
freedom.

“A booty call,”
I reiterated.

“Well, I
suppose.”

“Okay, but here
are my terms. If we are having a sex-only relationship, let’s have
some serious sex; no withholding. Also, no pouting and accusations
that I am using you only for sex,” I said.

It is always he
who confuses the issue, at one point or another, complaining that I
want him only for his body and that I am too demanding sexually. If
our relationship is supposed to be sex only, isn’t that the whole
point?

Being stranded
in the Sahara so long without a lover can deflate the belief that
one has a shred of appeal to the opposite sex. The morning after,
he looked me over in the kitchen in my shorts.

“You are firm
and smooth all over and feel good, wonderful to touch.”

My massage
therapist told me that too, but it is so much better to hear it
from a lover. Miguel snuggled up behind me, and grabbed me for one
of those tear-your-clothes-off-and-do-it-on-the-couch-floor-chair
things. As hard as he has beaten the Latinismo out of himself to
conform to the Canadian paradigm, he is still a Latin lover.

The weekend was
an excellent prescription for a wilted ego and a touch-deprived
body.
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My original fall
holiday plan to visit Oaxaca was, in large part, inspired by the
exquisite cuisine, allegedly the finest in all of Mexico. I’d
dreamed of the various, rich mole sauces and no matter where
I’ve traveled in Mexico, I have always been able to find a great
meal. You well know my passion for good food. I have discovered a
distinct correlation: the less sex I have, the more attached I
become to food. And the longer the drought, the spicier the food I
crave. My beautiful French friend, Veronique, would laugh when I’d
order a bowl of jalapeños with my croque-monsieur at her tiny
bistro in Vallarta.

“Ahhhh,
oui. Wanda, she is not ’aving de sex. Many peppers today. Oo
la la!”

I must have
been agape when I sat down to my first meal at this Cuban hotel. It
was appalling. Simple food is fine, but this is mostly inedible. I
went in search of a restaurant outside the hotel yesterday for
breakfast and again, it was horrible. Lunch at a small, busy
thatched-roof restaurant was marginally palatable. I am not sure if
I want to take taxis to go to restaurants that may or may not have
good food. The streets are unlit in my area, and it is extremely
dark; it is not too welcoming a situation for a single woman, and
few people are out in this area in low season. Tonight I have a
reservation at the Mexican restaurant in the hotel. There are so
many flies around most of the cold dishes on the buffet that I just
cannot eat the food. I’ll either lose weight from loss of appetite
or gain from bulking up on the spaghetti and bread. This morning,
when I tried to swallow my bland breakfast, I thought of all of my
beloved savory Mexican breakfasts, with the endless variety of egg
dishes and piquant salsas.

The money
tourists use is called CUC (Convertible Cuban Pesos, which have no
value outside of Cuba), and if you draw a Visa advance, it is
converted from US dollars, not Canadian. This is a little ironic
when you consider Cuba’s relationship with the US and the now
banned US currency. Anything that trades on the New York Stock
Exchange is not accepted, so that means you can’t use American
Express Traveler’s cheques either. I had to search the city in a
mad dash for an alternative brand of traveler’s cheques the day
before I left, when I made that discovery. Cubans are paid in Cuban
pesos (moneda nacional), which are approximately twenty-four
times the value of the convertible peso, but we tourists are not
supposed to use this currency, and it is illegal to take it out of
the country.

I have tried to
book a room in Havana—no easy feat. I gambled on it, and now I
cannot find a computer with Internet to book it from. I tried
Cubatur, the large government travel agency, but the prices were
double those quoted on the Internet. The hotel clerk said there is
a café on calle 37 with Internet, but that could be a
fantasy. The woman at the tour desk at my hotel knows absolutely
nothing, and spends the day staring off into space. The front desk
clerk has suggested I go to Havana and find a room when I arrive,
since it is low season. I don’t think so. I can’t see carrying my
luggage from hotel to hotel through the streets of Havana in this
heat.

I have been
reluctant to use my laptop in the bar area. Cubans make, on
average, between $10 and $30 US per month, and I feel decadent for
even having a laptop. Last night, the female bartender eyed my
glasses, the ones with the tiny rhinestones; she needs a pair, and
her co-worker asked what they were worth, clearly hinting that I
might give them to her.

I think it has
stopped raining.
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I am back at the bar
for a drink before dinner. I remember from my last trip that the
Cubans love sweet, sugary drinks, and this has not changed. I am
drinking beer for now because everything is too dulce.

I was able to
get back on the bus for the tour but, mon Dieu, it was
boring. It goes on forever; I had no idea how far down the
coastline the hotel expansion reaches. The super deluxe hotels are
situated on the westernmost part of the beach. I can’t quite wrap
my head around this level of luxury in a country where the people
serving you may not earn in two years what you pay for one night’s
stay. How can they not resent us? The beach in this area may be one
of the most beautiful in the Caribbean.
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There are many things I
remember clearly about the trip with my sister, Lana, twenty years
ago, but the landscape of Varadero is completely different now.
There was a panoramic bar at the top of our hotel called The
Sunset, where we would go each night, and I would round up
playfellows. It was mostly an odd assortment of Germans I found,
and one night, a hunky Italian cycling team—the highlight of the
trip. I recall how we got on our flight, ready for adventure. As we
settled into our seats, I began to scan the crowd in a panic. I
couldn’t find a single head without gray. We were vivacious
twenty-somethings and our charter was filled with senior citizens.
It took a little chutzpa and effort to find party mates that early
into communist Cuba’s tourism.

The
all-inclusive factor saved us from starvation since there were only
three restaurants in the town that closed just after sunset; one
was a Chinese restaurant that served canned chop suey. One of the
Germans and I partied into the wee hours one night. We were
ravenous, and, with not a single crumb of food anywhere, we (quite
stupidly, I realize in hindsight) broke into the hotel’s kitchen,
and made ham and cheese sandwiches.

The hotel
lifeguard liked my sister and me, and took to climbing the trees
each day for coconuts. He would make a manly production out of
climbing the tree and the carving and cracking of the coconuts and
would make us fresh rum concoctions. This task was not part of his
duties, as far as I could tell. He came to the beach with us
frequently, and on one occasion, as he and I frolicked in the
water, he caught me by surprise, and deftly pulled down my bikini
bottoms. I felt a large, hard erection trying to find a home. He
damn near succeeded against my protests, as my sister dozily
sun-basked, unaware. She was not much into the spirit of the
sizzling sexuality of a foreign vacation, but then again, she and I
have always been polar opposites in character.

At that time,
secret police were planted everywhere to watch for illegal tipping
and gifting, and God knows what else. The bartenders and the
lifeguard gave me lessons on how to spot these shady bastards in
their Starsky and Hutch leather jackets, and I became a rumrunner
and buyer of contraband. I was naïvely incensed by the inequity of
the system and it greatly fed my fascination with intrigue and
espionage (I was probably reading a Cold War spy novel by John le
Carré at the time). The tourists used a special currency that was
forbidden for exchange or use by the Cubans. There were small shops
open only to tourists where we could buy rum at a better price than
Cubans, along with a peculiar and limited assortment of mostly
Russian goods. The bartenders and their friends would place their
black market money at a specified hiding spot in the hotel; I
would, in turn, buy the rum and goods and place them in the same
location. I was only too happy to fuck the system.

The beaches
were absolutely pristine, a genuine tropical paradise. I was at my
ideal, happy, want-to-take-my-clothes-off weight, and at every
opportunity on the empty beaches, I would liberate my swimsuit. It
pissed my sister off to no end. One day, Lana and I, thinking we
were on a completely deserted stretch of beach, went into the
ocean, leaving our bags (and my top) sitting on a bowed palm tree.
My Spidey senses started tingling, and we caught two would-be
thieves, just in the nick of time.

We took a day
flight to the Garden of Eden island of Cayo Largo del Sur on a
taped-together, dilapidated, Russian cargo-turned-passenger plane.
It was like a scene out of a movie when we landed at a
thatched-roof airport and were greeted by a Calypso band and rum
Coco Locos on a dream of an island. We visited a turtle sanctuary,
had a catamaran ride with a silent, sexy cubano, and ate a
delicious lunch of lobster and fresh fruit. For years after, we
laughed about the flight back. After take-off, an old woman
frantically had the plane stopped when she realized she’d left her
husband behind. They opened the back gate and the old man, decked
out in full Hawaiian floral gear, was chasing the plane down the
runway. I almost peed my pants.

The memory that
has haunted us forever was the arrest we witnessed in the hotel
lobby on our last day. A maid had been accused of stealing, and the
police came to take her away. Her wails of anguish knotted my
stomach. She kicked and screamed for her life, as four policemen
each grabbed a limb and carried her off to a fate we could only
guess at. I will never forget the look of terror on her face and I
wanted to pummel whomever had reported her; their loss, no matter
what had been taken, was infinitesimal compared to her loss. We
were silent and solemn for the rest of that day.

When I get
home, I must look again at my photos. There were hoards of Russian
couples last time (pre-Glasnost), but I’ve not heard any
Russian-speaking tourists on this visit so far.
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My Cuban collection so
far is a motley crew: the tall, reed-thin, licorice-skinned
security guard in his twenties; a smiling handyman with
yellow-brown teeth; a homely chocolate bartender; an attractive,
fiftyish horse-cab driver, also with bad teeth; and a young, quiet
bartender who looks like a ’50s movie star. They are definitely an
attentive and complimentary lot in this neck of the woods. The men
are not as aggressive as I have heard they are in Havana—just
pleasant. After I had him investigate a lurker in the hallway
outside my room, the security guard offered bodyguard services day
or night. I am embarrassed to say I had ratted on the electrician,
but for God’s sake—he was decked out in Che Guevara army fatigues,
including the hat, and he said something in Spanish in a smarmy,
scratchy voice that I couldn’t begin to understand. He was skulking
around the second floor, so I decided it was better to be safe than
sorry. And I was slightly paranoid from the guidebook warnings.
You’d think that as often as I’ve traveled alone, maintenance men
wouldn’t frighten me, but my numerous trips to Mexico have turned
me into a born-again travel virgin. My familiarity and comfort with
Mexico has weakened my gumption, and I am being a big
scaredy-cat.

I asked the
buffet doorman tonight if I could take a snack to my room,
obviously a radical idea. He decided to let me do it if I swore on
my life to bring back the plate and cutlery immediately (as though
I would want to drag these utilitarian dogs back home in my
suitcase). Except for the children, pretty much everyone at this
hotel smokes. A German man at the next table is blowing smoke in
his daughter’s face, and she is choking and sputtering, but he is
unconcerned. I am wondering how blue Havana will be.

God, it feels
good to sit and “talk” to you, especially when I am so alone and
cannot tell anyone my thoughts. I seem to be the only single woman
in the whole of Varadero right now. Is it my imagination—or my
newly acquired paranoia—that causes me to think the guests at the
hotel are eyeing me with almost hostile curiosity? I get open
stares on the street from the Cuban women. It could be because of
the fluorescent whiteness of my skin. I have been trying to speak
in Spanish, and I have been asked what language I speak; two people
have asked if I am Italian. There is a cute, wrinkled old
Spanish-speaking couple next to me at the lobby bar, and the man is
staring at me and watching me type
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