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San Sebastian, November 1998

Antton the Basque repeated one thing to me over and over again when I was a boy, as if he worried I might forget his counsel: “Let no one ever make you believe their lies about life as an exile. Never: Jamas.” Rage poured out of him through his roughly accented pronunciation of the Spanish jota. And then, in Basque, Inoiz: the Basque word for “never” resonated in my young ears like a tympani. Antton pitched it into the air accompanied by a violent gesture of his right hand with the devastating power of a grenade. ¡Inoiz! “Believe none of their insipid tales, Leonardo. People will say anything in order to minimize what disturbs their placid existence. Believe me: people fear the power of some words and turn their substance into something trite, all the better to empty them of their truly painful meaning. Exile is just this kind of word, Leo, and I know what I am talking about. The exiled make others feel ill at ease by their very presence. They elicit a sense of discomfort and pain. The exiled are the discordant notes in a social score that tries so hard to achieve conformity. Nothing is more irritating to this score than discordance: it scrapes at our sensitivity, claws at our brains, shrieks in our ears. Everywhere in the world, it is seen as preferable that the exile cover his anguished look with a veil, as good a way as any to make it appear that life is proceeding normally, and that the well-tuned violins of society are rising again in a harmonious crescendo. How often have I heard this little number, Leonardo, how many times the ‘Oh, well, of course, he is an exile... but really, you see, so well adjusted.’ Never! ¡Jamas! ¡Inoiz! Only a man born an idiot can resign himself to this second-class fate. Because the exile who dares not speak his truth, my son, the man who keeps quiet, is condemned to live out his life in fear.”

Leonardo Esteban walked across the quiet hotel room and pulled open the large sliding windows that opened onto the balcony. It was just as he had requested in the reservation: top floor, with a sea view. It was important to him to be able to look from high on Mt. Igueldo over the waters of Concha Bay of which Antton the Basque had so often spoken. He could still hear the gravelly voice of the Basque which gave a tragic air to even the most banal of phrases, as if Antton opened his heart with each word to let the truth come out.

“God created La Concha, Leonardo. From the summit of Mt. Igueldo, Santa Clara Island rises in the middle of the bay like a pearl in its oyster shell, a true corner of Paradise. Only God’s genius could have put the island there, halfway between the shore and the open sea. At your feet is the Basque coast between Spain and France, bathed in the Atlantic blue of the sky and the ocean. When the wind is up, in the sharp and vivid light you can clearly see the foothills of the Pyrenees for miles and miles. Do you know how they call San Sebastian in Basque? ¡Donostia! When I was a child, I believed the word meant ‘gift of the heavenly host.’ I dreamed that when I would be famous and powerful I would make everyone call the town by its true name, Donostia. Dear God! Could there ever be a more radiant truth?”

Leonardo pulled back the drapes and the dark blue of the night sky with its endless stars came flooding into the room.

Berta Maria Diaz, “Belle” to her lover, sat on the bed, completely naked, her back resting comfortably on two large pillows, a flute of champagne in one hand, gazing lasciviously at Leonardo, who was still dripping water from the shower and hesitantly stepping into the pajamas he had once sworn he would never wear. She smiled at him, her face ablaze with joy and murmured, more to herself than for his benefit, “Eleven years, already, mi amor.”

Eleven years since they had first met: Eleven years of passion as often as their respective schedules would allow and faithful adherence to the derisive but somehow charming rituals of a clandestine affair. Their enthusiasm had not flagged and at each encounter there was an unusual or amusing gift exchanged, of little practical value but great symbolic importance, each time in a luxury hotel room (their love was worth that much, they told themselves). Their lovemaking was episodic, rare, in a room deserving of their stolen hours, sometimes days of coupling. Like this one, in Donostia.

“I booked it for three days,” Leonardo had told her.

Berta Maria smiled again, thinking of the many business trips that the one or the other—but never both at the same time—had taken abroad for the Cuban Ministry of Foreign Trade. Always alternating: those were the rules of the game. When it was her turn to travel, she never failed to bring back pajamas as a gift for Leonardo. Not just any pajamas, mind you: something kitsch, perhaps in silk with a dragon embroidered in gold thread on the back of the shirt, or perhaps with rose-colored water lilies silkscreened onto a pale blue background. During the days when the Soviet Union was still a going concern, Berta Maria had literally jumped for joy in a Leningrad marketplace at having found a rough cotton grey ensemble with black stripes. It was the centerpiece of his collection, pajamas from the gulag.

But Leonardo’s outfit on this night was more than kitsch; it was as bizarre and unanticipated as this hurriedly arranged trip. Now, for the first time in eleven years, Berta Maria Diaz and Leonardo Esteban, high-level officers in the Ministry of Foreign Trade, were together outside of Cuba.

Esteban was the veteran of numerous successful missions in France. This time, he had been mandated to sign a number of agreements, negotiate new contracts and study the possibility of the development of commercial relations with companies in the Basque Country between Bayonne and Bordeaux. A mission like this one was usually over in two weeks but this time, Esteban had extended it three times. His dutifully detailed explanations of the need for him to remain in France a little longer had been accepted in Havana, each time with a diminishing level of confidence. And then he was all but silent. No more professional excuses were offered as reasons for not immediately returning home. All he would say was that he was obliged to remain in France for an indeterminate time on “personal business.”

This, of course, immediately initiated a war of nerves between the Cuban Embassy in Paris and the Cuban Ministry of the Interior. The Cuban secret service wanted an answer to the following, simple question: was Leonardo Esteban, eminent member of the Communist Party of Cuba, expert in Foreign Trade whose dossier was exemplary—in short, a cadre who was normally considered above suspicion—planning to defect?

At first, the authorities in Havana decided to keep a low profile. They began a quiet investigation, and made a few discreet telephone calls to their French friends. Cuban security had already developed more than a few contacts in the Bayonne-Bordeaux area that could be counted on. Some of these, men who had worked closely with Esteban, had replied unambiguously that they had observed no stress or change in behavior that would lead them to suspect any intention to desert his post.

After that, Havana decided it was time for a more official show of face. A functionary from the Cuban Embassy was dispatched to Bayonne to meet with Esteban and try to unravel the threads of the enigma. The meeting concerning his strange deportment took place in an excellent sea-food restaurant near the port in Bayonne. The atmosphere was cordial. Esteban and his guest knew each other well and the meal began on a positive note. Leonardo gave the other man a detailed document on the status of his negotiations with the French and the imminent accord which would be highly profitable for Cuba. He added that he was ready and willing to continue his role as intermediary if the Ministry so wished, and then formalized his request for time off which he needed to attend to his “personal matter.”

By now the pair had left the restaurant and seated in an Old Town bar. The good food and drink had left them in a convivial mood, and the Embassy functionary seemed to be particularly appreciative of the Armagnac that Esteban had ordered. He contemplated his half-empty glass for a while, apparently lost in thought, letting a heavy silence build up between them, and finally turned to look Leonardo straight in the face.

“If you believe what you read in the newspapers, the Cold War is over in Europe. But between us and the Yankees, as you know as well as me, things are very different. Military conflict is always a possibility. When private planes out of Miami fly a little too close to our airspace for comfort, we fire on them. We feel constantly threatened by the United States, and a country that feels threatened sees its officials traveling abroad a little like soldiers on leave. AWOL is strictly frowned on.”

“Well, as you know, I am not a military man,” Esteban countered. “I have always fulfilled my tasks as best as I could, and better than most: at least until now.”

“Right, well now, let us discuss that. I will be sending your request back to Havana. Do you know what I would like to write in it?”

“What?”

“I would like to write that Leonardo Esteban is still working for Cuba. His reason for wanting to stay in France is that he has fallen for a cute little French number with big eyes and a tight derriere. For we Cubans, revolutionaries or not, a little sex is not a capital crime, merely a misdemeanor. A little bump in the road, so to speak.”

At this point, the Cuban excused himself and headed for the toilets. From the back of the bar, Esteban suddenly heard an old American hit coming out of the jukebox, a song that brought back strange memories. It was Stormy Weather, the favorite song of Hilda Reyes, his first wife, the ambitious student of Alicia Alonso and rising star of the Cuban National Ballet, a woman who might have possibly become the prima ballerina of the troupe.

“Seems like centuries,” he thought to himself, “since I danced with Hilda to that song she loved so much!” It had been their first encounter, his first slow dance, and he, the young revolutionary, had avowed his disgust with everything American. “Besides, I can’t dance,” he had said. “Don’t be an idiot, take me in your arms,” she had replied. And in the miracle of love, he began to sway expertly to the beat.

“That bitch!”

“Beg your pardon?” said the stranger sitting to his left at the bar, thinking Esteban had been addressing him.

Just then, the embassy man reappeared.

“Well, it’s not about an affair,” said Leonardo, picking up where they had left off, not even waiting until the official sat back down on his bar stool. “I am seeking my past, my identity if you like. Do these words mean anything to you?”

“What I think or don’t think has no bearing on this. Listen, Leonardo, we understand each other very well here. What matters is what they believe in Havana and what they decide to do. My advice to you is to return to Cuba and explain yourself to them face to face.”

“Do I sense a vague threat here? Have we gone back to the good old days when we attempted to kidnap a Cuban diplomat in a foreign country, as we tried in Madrid?”

“Don’t get me wrong, Esteban. I am not threatening you, not in the least. You still have the full confidence of the Ministry They have great respect for you. That’s why it would be best to go home now. Think of it as just some friendly advice.”

The conversation left Esteban with a bitter taste in his mouth. He was now waiting for the next move by the Cuban authorities but had no idea from which direction it would come or what form it would take.

The embassy man, always thorough at tradecraft, had taped the entire meeting with the ultra-sensitive micro recording device he had concealed the breast pocket of his suit jacket. The ambiance of the restaurant and, later on, of the bar had all been faithfully captured on cassette. Everything got in, the Stormy Weather background, the truer-than-life clinking of the cutlery, the conversations at nearby tables, even the thoughtless “bitch” that Esteban had allowed himself to curse.

“Well, that’s that, then,” the bureaucrat said as he prepared to file his report. “Nothing more I can do.”

Back in Havana, part of the tape was played for Berta Maria Diaz, but she had her own worries, raging inside of her like a tropical storm. Her nerve endings had begun to tingle the first time Leonardo had told her that he was staying on for a while in France. The next morning, she hurried to see her brother, who was a highly placed colonel in the Interior Ministry.

“I want to go to see him in France. Find an excuse to send me there on some official business.”

Her brother’s answer was a firm and definite no. 

“Please, I am begging you as your sister.”

“And as your brother, I say that I am fed up with your dirty little secrets. You don’t want to divorce your patient and understanding husband, for the sake of the children, or so you say. Fine, but I say that Esteban is manipulating you. He’s the one who has sworn never to marry again after the first disaster with Hilda Reyes. But be my guest; go on with the soap opera if you like. The star-crossed lovers, indeed! Listen, your boyfriend is causing a scandal at the Ministry of Foreign Trade and as usual, my own people have to clean up the mess. Higher up, they are now telling us that we should have foreseen... foreseen what, exactly? Leonardo has a five-star political dossier. It couldn’t be better. He was a liaison at the age of fourteen between the communists and the M26 group at the height of Batista’s repression; then a volunteer for manual labor in the heroic days of the Revolution. A first-rate student who took all the prizes and top honors, a devoted Party Cadre and an expert in international trade was your Leonardo, and a skilled negotiator with our foreign partners. What more could you want in a man? And to cap it off, he is my sister’s lover, my sister who would never go to bed with a counterrevolutionary. So what was to foresee? Perhaps you can enlighten me? After all, you’re the one in his bed. You ought to know whether or not he is a traitor. We never filmed the two of you in the sack, by the way!”

“You are really something else, you know. Your sense of humor floors me but please excuse me if I don’t laugh just now. I need to go to France right away. I’m serious. Can’t you set it up?” 

“Forget it, won’t happen. You can move heaven and earth, it won’t change anything. I’m even ready to order your passport confiscated.”

Colonel Diaz was as good as his word. Berta Maria found all the doors which were usually wide open to her suddenly shut tight. She even went as far as humiliating herself by begging her spouse, a member of the Central Committee of the Party. But even here, her adoring husband, always willing to accept her caprices, was powerless to help her.

“There is nothing I can do, Berta, believe me. This affair is out of my hands. Leave it alone. At the highest levels, they want to wait and see what Esteban’s next move will be.”

Meanwhile, Esteban faithfully telephoned her every night. Quite aware that the calls were being recorded, he only related the official version of events: he was to remain in France to negotiate commercial agreements between Cuba and enterprises in the Basque region.

But eventually, Esteban opened up a little about the mysterious “personal business” that was his real reason for not returning to Havana.

“You remember my godfather, Antonio Altuna? We called him ‘the Basque,’ I’m sure I mentioned him. Well, I promised him on his death bed that if I ever had the opportunity, I would try and locate his family records here in the French part of the Basque Country. As long as I am here and have to wait anyway, I decided to fulfill my promise.”

But as the days passed, Berta Maria became more and more concerned. She began to doubt his sincerity and one evening, more overwrought than usual and consumed by free-floating jealousy, she exploded on the phone, showering him with a cascade of obscene insults that took him aback. He begged her to stop.

“What if this is all on tape,” he said. “You know how things are.”

“Screw that. Tell me instead to stop because you can’t contain your excitement and you’re practically coming in your shorts!” she screamed back, frenzied by his words. “And here’s a word for anybody listening to us: Go fuck yourself!”

A few days later, to her astonishment, her brother called her to the Interior Ministry.

“You’re leaving for France immediately. Orders from the top.”

This time they played the whole restaurant and bar tape for her to give her a better idea of what to expect. The Embassy man’s diligent recording brought a smile to Berta Maria’s face, especially when she heard Esteban repeating that his decision was not related to some new piece of ass, but to finding his identity. Listening to him, she heard a man in crisis, her lover adrift in a real moral dilemma. He was, after all, now fifty-four. She knew that men approached the age of sixty with the same trepidation women felt for the magic number of forty. She was a month away from thirty-eight and could already feel the changes in her body. Still, his epithet left her wondering. 

“The bitch!” Who was he talking about? Was he thinking of the intense pleasure she gave him in their lovemaking? Yes, he used that word, called her “bitch” in the throes of pleasure, hammering away at her in wild lust.

And yet, this was different, she thought. There was the music, Stormy Weather in the background and a kind of despair in the tone of his voice that made her fear the worst. Had she become for him only worthy of disdain, a truly hated bitch? If those were his feelings now, what had brought them on?

Berta Maria felt her brother’s cold stare on her face. It was the kind of piercing look that seemed capable of ferreting out the most secret of thoughts. Since childhood, she had learned to put up with the implacable prosecutorial stare of which her brother was so proud. And she had also found the chinks in its armor, the way to make him more malleable, capable now and then of sharing a smile of complicity.

Their mother had put the relations between her daughter and her son this way: “The brother and the sister, you each know the other’s weaknesses, and in your struggles you will be at equal strength.”

Right, and here we are, Berta Maria thought to herself, looking back into her brother’s eyes. You know I am dying to go to Leonardo’s side, and I know how much it cost you to set it up.

“So, ‘Colonel Diaz,’ explain my mission why don’t you?” Berta Maria asked, attempting to dissipate the heaviness of the moment with a note of irony. “Whoever is not with me is against me, and who joins not my cause tries to defeat it. You know who said that? Fidel. It’s another version of his famous slogan, Embrace the Revolution, and everything is possible. Fight it, and you are ruined.”

“Well, actually, it comes from the Gospel according to St. Luke. Anyway, let’s go back to the matter at hand. You are to bring our wandering lamb back to us. That is the only way for us to be certain that Esteban has not joined the ranks of our enemies.”

“And if I fail? What if he refuses to return?”

They stood face to face, stiff as soldiers in an inspection line, staring at each other like two wildcats waiting for an opportunity to pounce, impassive faces masking their true feelings. The tension suddenly collapsed when Berta Maria caught in her brother’s eyes the spark of irony that always heralded a smile.

“At fifteen, you dreamed of finding the man who would make you crazy for him and whom you would enchant. Perfect love, as you used to say. And since you were proud and something of a show-off, you never failed to add, ‘A man who would always do my bidding.’ True enough.”

“So let’s get back to business. Are you going to be able to pull it off, yes or no?”

“With the help of the goddess Yemaya, as Mother used to say, yes, I’ll come back with Leonardo.”

Diaz’s face had again become hard as bronze.

“Listen, forget that Voodoo nonsense. Leave Yemaya out of this. Just bring him back. That’s an order.”

When she arrived at Charles-de-Gaulle Airport, Berta Maria told herself she had better hurry and find a pajama for Leonardo in the airport shops. With only a fifteen-minute window before her flight to Bordeaux would be called, she began to run from store to store, entering each in a whirlwind, accosting the sales clerks with a hurried, “Pajamas? Do you sell any?” Seeing the minutes tick by on her wristwatch, she was about to give up and go through security to the gate area when her eyes suddenly fell on a pair inside the last shop, seemingly waiting to be discovered by her alone. The pajamas were in red silk, made in Hong Kong and folded up on a shelf, enticing her. Without hesitation she took out the few American dollars the Ministry had supplied her with and made the purchase.

It was only when she was seated in the departure lounge waiting to board, holding the gift-wrapped package close to her chest that she began to speak to the pajamas. “You are an insolent and uncouth shade of red, the symbol of our cynical and casual times. You remind me of the old Communist flag. I think I’ll call you Desperation Red.”

Berta had taken the somewhat unusual habit of speaking to animals, flowers, fruits and even inanimate objects from her mother, a Santeria priestess who had no compunctions about saying to any and all within listening distance: “I am a black woman, a priestess of Santa Barbara, a Marxist-Leninist and an animist. You have any problem with that?”

Her mother was also one of the most proficient midwives in all of Havana and had delivered half of the children of her neighborhood. Berta Maria was openly proud of her courageous and haughty mother, who had held her own with Batista’s henchmen then later on braved the ire of her own son, Antonio Maceo Diaz, now an army colonel and ranking officer in the Cuban counterespionage service.

“I couldn’t care less about your colonel’s stripes, Antonio! I am president of my block Committee for the Defense of the Revolution and a voodoo priestess. Everybody knows it, and I couldn’t be prouder. Frankly, your pigheaded and amateurish atheism really gets my goat!”

This generous woman spent long moments speaking in a familiar tone of voice with the fruits she would lay as an offering to the Shrine of her Virgin. Berta Maria had quite naturally inherited the mannerism, and now here she was, halfway around the planet and light years from Cuba, hugging a gift-wrapped pair of Hong Kong red silk pajamas, devotedly addressing them without caring in the least what the other passengers might be thinking at this peculiar sight.

“You will be my banner of love for Leonardo!” she said, thinking that once she had arrived at Bordeaux, she would, respecting their careful ritual, lay the package out in full view on the bed. But nothing that happened that day went as she had foreseen.

After taking her into his arms as she entered the arrivals hall, Leonardo brought her to a waiting rented Mercedes sedan, and told her, “Belle, we are heading straight for San Sebastian.”

This was a new development. He had never mentioned a trip to San Sebastian in their telephone conversations, but she accepted the change of plans unhesitatingly. After all, three days in a fine hotel in the company of her lover was hardly an unpleasant prospect.

Exhausted from jet lag and the tension of the previous weeks, relaxed by the purring of the powerful engine and the comfort of the car, Berta Maria fell asleep within seconds of laying her head on the soft leather of the bucket seat. She was awakened by the sudden braking of the vehicle.

“Where are we?” she asked with a start.

“We’re just at the border between Hendaye and Irún, entering Spain. Why are you fishing around in your purse?”

“What do you mean? I’m getting my passport out for the authorities.”

“Relax, darling, you are in Europe now. There are no more border controls between Spain and France, that’s all in the past.”

“Oh. Well, actually, I kind of enjoyed seeing the tri-cornered hats of the Guardia. Whenever I saw their brutish faces and thick stares, I always thought of Federico Garcia Lorca.”

“Right. Well, of course, you can also think of Lorca in front of a plate of tapas, a dish of churros, and a cup of Spanish hot chocolate. How about it?”

Soon after crossing into Spain they stopped at a cafe frequented by truckers. The atmosphere was friendly, and raucous conversations in Basque, Castilian, Italian and Portuguese filled the air. Berta Maria was burning with impatience. Once they had been served their plates of churros and cups of silky hot chocolate, she took out the pajamas and placed the package in her lover’s lap.

“What is this?”

“Open it, Leo, you’ll see!”

“Don’t tell me, another pair of pajamas? Belle, how often do I have to tell you, I detest pajamas almost as much as carpet slippers. You know I never wear them to bed!”

“Except when you are in my bed, my darling. It really excites me to see you in PJs. It gets my imagination going and I fantasize about us as a happily married couple.”

“Come on. You have kids and a husband already. What we have is different, less conventional. It has staying power. That’s why we are still together.”

“Will you shut up and just open the present?”

As always, whenever Berta Maria became irritated, she lost sight of social conventions. The healthy, vulgar tone of voice in which she uttered “¡Abre ese paquete, cabron!” drew more than one bemused look from the truck drivers who were by now staring openly at the somewhat effete-looking gentleman with salt-and-pepper hair, the image of the timorous intellectual, being called cabron by the stunningly beautiful and well-built mulatto.

Seeing no alternative to obeying his mistress’s command, Leonardo shrugged and opened the package. When he saw the flame-red silk, he blushed and pushed the pajamas down to the bottom of the bag, exclaiming, “Are you crazy? I’ll never wear them!”

Berta Maria looked him up and down, a contented smile on her lips. “We’ll see about that!” she said.

As soon as they entered the hotel room, the impatience of desire overcame them as it always had in their eleven years together. They tore their clothes off, threw themselves on the big bed and, burning with passion, made love with the same frenzy, the same appetite for each other, the same rage and self-abandonment that they had felt at the beginning of their affair. And as it always was between them, they finished their long entwinement breathless, satisfied, and happy.

Then Leonardo took a long shower and despite his earlier threat, returned to the bedroom dressed in his new red pajamas. He smiled at her, and spun around like a fashion model, while Berta Maria clapped her hands.

“Leo, it’s you. Really! Come here, my flickering flame, my radiant sunset, my banner of hope,” she cooed in her most provocative voice.

But when Leonardo Esteban returned her look, he seemed to be somewhere else, immobile, thinking about something far off. Then he began to speak, not of love, but of his Basque godfather Antonio Altuna, who died in Havana when Leonardo was twenty. Altuna was a man about whom she knew little, but now, in the intimacy of their room in San Sebastian, she began to hear of the Basque’s influence on Esteban during his adolescence.

He spoke without interruption, hands deep into the pockets of the red pajamas, leaning against the sliding terrace door, his back to the room, looking out into the evening as if he needed to take strength from the night sky, the sea, the Concha promenade that circled the bay and the Isle of Santa Clara that seemed to float offshore, just out of reach. Then he lapsed into silence, a long silence during which Berta Maria drank the last drops of the champagne straight from the bottle then lit an Egyptian cigarette and waited. She finally spoke: “I’d give a pretty penny for your thoughts, Leonardo.”

But it was a different voice that Leonardo heard in his mind, a voice from long ago, the voice of Antton the Basque, as real as if he were still alive and staring at him with the piercing look that commanded undivided attention. Despite his young age, Leonardo had known that his godfather was not condescending, but speaking as one adult to another. Yet how could the child of eleven foresee that some forty years later he would remember what the Basque had told him, word for word, with all the lyrical intonations of his voice, all the nuances, everything, as if it had just taken place?

Leonardo wanted to share this strange move back in time with his mistress, make her understand how Antton’s words had possessed him and put him under a spell. For a man like Esteban who had always focused his clear-minded intelligence and his energy on creating the future, a man who had always rejected harping on the past and who had fled from thoughts of death and the erosion of time, this avalanche of sentiment came upon him in totally unpredictable ways. Memories of his mother, his first marriage to Hilda Reyes, the obsessive presence of his godfather...

“Keep your penny, Belle, it might come in handy. Even dreams are not free here. Besides, whatever I have to say is a gift of love; it won’t cost you anything, at least, no money. I want to tell you what Antton told me, words that have come back to haunt me, for reasons I can’t quite explain.”

“My country of origin: where I come from. That’s how exiles always talk, and beneath lies a feeling, understood but never voiced, an ache for something untouchable, a missing piece, torn off and painful. A curtain. A cloak. A veil. A coverlet to soften the harshness of life and erase the pain. Exile makes even the most shameless of men discreet. ‘The country I come from’... God! Our cracking voices become timid, whispering, hesitant, awkward, murmuring, hardly heard. My country of origin, as if it was a monstrous confession, the disappearance of a dear one whose name one hardly dares evoke, like a code word for a contagious disease. It’s true, Leonardo, and I know this, believe me. Every exile, whether he likes it or not, has at some time felt shame at having abandoned his country of birth, even if—especially if—he was obliged to leave by the rush of events to save his neck or avoid imprisonment. You wear the adjective like a foul smell.”

“Take me, for example, Antonio Altuna, alias Antton the Basque, condemned to death by Franco’s henchmen. Franco, that Galician sonofabitch disguised as the generalissimo of all of Spain, including Guipúzcoa, it all makes me ashamed when I have nothing to be embarrassed about really.”

“God knows I would have preferred to stay in Spain! But my comrades shoveled me onto that old rust bucket of a tramp steamer heading for the Caribbean. ‘You’ll be of more use to us on the other side of the Atlantic,’ they said. ‘Better off alive than dead.’ More useful. Shit! I do what I can here, but there are days when shame overwhelms me, in spite of my best efforts, seme.”

“I was too young then to take the full measure of Antton’s raging cry, Belle. I was what, eleven, maybe twelve, and his words impressed me no end but went way over my head. It wasn’t until later on in life that I made the link between the Basque seme and the Spanish ‘semen.’ In other tongues—Spanish, French, English, Italian—the words hijo, fils, figlio, son all take on a spiritual sense, the sacred link between God and man. But in Basque, which is such a rough-hewn and earthy language, the son becomes the product of the sperm, seme—semen: it’s simplicity itself. By becoming my godfather, Antton the Basque adopted me in his heart, and because of the magic of a word, I became his true son. But I only understood all this so much later on.”

“As the ship was approaching the harbor of Havana, Leo, and I saw the legendary silhouette of the Castillo del Morro on the horizon, I felt an urge to run to the bridge and scream out to the Cubans who were waiting to welcome me, ‘Take me in. I am not here to steal the food from your table. I will try to be useful to my new land, worship the graves of your heroes, sing your national anthem, and embrace your flag. I won’t deflower your virgins nor ravish your wives; neither will I murder your children.’ Good God! Leonardo, humans can be so thick! Back at home I thought of myself as brave, intelligent and sincere, yet here I was feeling the need to excuse myself in public for crimes I never committed. I was uneasy, feverish, in a hurry to learn all the rules of Cuban society, the rules which would allow me to transform myself into one of them, slip through the city streets unnoticed as a respected citizen who obeyed the law. I was already aching for the day when they would say to me, Antton, you are one of us.”

“What a jackass I was, Leonardo! Imagine, when I arrived in Havana, I spent everything I had on a superb cotton guayabera, two-tone loafers, linen pants and a Panama hat. That was the uniform in the late ’30s for any self-respecting Cuban. I forced myself to smoke cigars, even though I had an abiding disgust for tobacco, and did everything I could to rid myself of the Basque accent in my Spanish that stuck to me like a second skin. I went to all lengths to take on the soft tropical way of talking which was so foreign to me. I dropped the esses in my speech and softened the jotas. I cowardly wore this uniform all through that goddam year, 1940, when the former sergeant Fulgencio Batista, who had quickly become first a colonel then a general without ever having fought a single battle, was elected president ‘by the grace of God.’ Every single Cuban I met of sound mind had voted against him, yet there he was, president-elect. You weren’t yet born, seme. If you had met me then, you wouldn’t have even recognized me, all dressed in white, Panama hat on my head, cigar in the corner of my mouth, Holy Mother of God, it was shameful, my son!”

I ask myself why Antton’s words are back in my mind now as if he was still alive. And then another memory returns in a flash: my birthday, August 3, 1956. A rotten month, in a rotten year. The heat was unbearable. We had sought refuge from it in his tiny office over the printing plant he owned in Old Havana. A ceiling fan hummed above us, making more noise than wind. To celebrate my twelfth birthday, my mother had bought me long pants, a long-sleeved shirt and a stunning multicolored tie. Antton, by this time having recovered his nationalist spirit, wore his customary black suit with a shirt buttoned at the collar and a Basque beret that covered his head like a hallmark of victory. We were awaiting my mother, who had gone to shop at the stalls belonging to the Jews and the Arabs—the “Moors” as she called them—in the permanent bazaar that spilled through Obispo, Obrapia and Murallas streets. My godfather and I were always a little worried when she went off like that, because the streets of Havana were not safe during those troubled times. The army and the police were in a state of alert and both uniformed and plain-clothes officers were everywhere. The attorney Fidel Castro, his brother Raul, and a group of their friends were rotting away in jail in Mexico, where they had sought refuge after a failed 1953 attack on the Moncada barracks in Santiago de Cuba. They would soon be freed, whispers said. Rumors were rampant all across the island that the Mexican army had discovered Fidel’s comrades training on an isolated farm. Mexican newspapers published photos purporting to show the arms possessed by the Cuban revolutionaries. Everyone said they were soon going to invade the island, but no one could say for sure where they might land. You know, when it’s so crushingly hot, rumors feed the imagination in the tropics and the most insane suppositions run wild, passing from mouth to mouth and ear to ear, from sun-up to nightfall throughout the cities and the countryside. Some swore that the Mexicans had already dispatched Castro with hammer blows to the head, others were certain the rebels would soon begin their assault, landing at five different spots on the coast, with a coordinated campaign of bombing all over Havana. The level of tension was very high.

Antton and I were sweating bullets, each more nervous than the other as the minutes ticked by and my mother had still not returned. She was habitually late, of course, and we knew that full well, but still, as it was a holiday, we had decided to go see a double feature and then have dinner at the Havana Basque Center. Antton, punctual to a fault, was quite determined to stick to our schedule. While we waited, perhaps to pass the time or just to level off his anxiety, he launched into an uninterrupted monologue so as to explain to me the subtle differences between the emigrant and the exile, as he said.

“Look here, Leonardo, it’s really quite simple. You wake up one day and realize that you’re a second-class citizen in your own country. You might be a factory worker, a peasant, a clerk, a family man, it doesn’t matter what. You are only interested in one thing: working to feed your family and achieving a better standard of living. All you have really are your health and labor power, but it’s not enough. There are no avenues for improvement, your every attempt is rebuffed, and you are up against a brick wall with no hope of a better future. You’re no better than a dog. And then one morning you open your eyes and take your decision to leave, emigrate, get the hell out and see what things are like elsewhere, because somewhere on this Earth there must be a better place for you.”

“Leonardo, look around you, right here, in the heart of Old Havana, the ones your mother calls the Arabs, who in fact are Turks, Syrians, Lebanese and Moroccans, or the Jews, some of whom are Hungarian, others Polish, or from the Crimea or Berlin, not to speak of those who come from the four corners of Spain. Here, they are all called Galicians, my son, a catchall name without the slightest nuance. Jesus Christ, your compatriots have lazy minds! OK, there are the Galicians, but what of the others, don’t they count? The men of Andalusia, Aragon and Asturias, of the Canary and the Balearic Islands, and the numerous Catalonians; what of them? And us, Leonardo, the Basques, what of us? The whole of Euskal Herria is represented here. These men and women, Leonardo, chose to leave their native land of their own will. They went to Mexico, Argentina, Canada and the United States, drawn to the New World by the dream of becoming wealthy, and then if fortune smiled on them, of returning home one day, their pockets overflowing, and their dignity restored.”

“But the exile, Leonardo, is like the African slave, brutally uprooted and taken in shackles to a different land but not by choice. The chained slave in the miserable cargo hold of a rotting ship, we all know about that. But the exile is also chained, differently, chained to his impotent rage and nostalgia for what he can never recover.”

Esteban closed the window and turned to face his mistress. Berta Maria, impassive, lay half prone against the pillows of the bed, breasts exposed, with one arm over her head, listening to her lover. He smiled suddenly.

“What’s with the lecherous grin, now, Leonardo Esteban?”

“What lecherous grin? No... it’s just that you remind me of The Naked Maja.”

“Ha! Such an awful liar you are. You have the look of lust, not the eyes of a timorous art historian, so stop drooling. Besides, thank God you don’t see how I have changed.”

“What are you talking about, Belle?”

“Leo, I’m almost forty. Yes
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