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			Praise for Finding Mañana

			“It’s impossible not to admire the boldness, the candor, the moral toughness of Ms. Ojito’s writing. In this wonderful memoir, she ransoms herself from the seductions of nostalgia, and reclaims instead the beleaguered Cuba of her childhood—a Cuba that is all the more interesting for not being looked at through the prism of longing and desire.”

			—The New York Times

			“In Finding Mañana, Mirta Ojito goes a long way in righting the Mariel story and bestowing some belated dignity on this ragged stepchild of exile history.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Ms. Ojito’s book is filled with the anguish of separation and the tragedy of living under a merciless regime. But it also celebrates familial bonds and undying love—not to mention freedom itself, a gift too often taken for granted by those of us who have never had to live without it.”

			—The Wall Street Journal

			“The insight Ojito brings to bear, coupled with the crispness if her prose…make this memoir required reading for anyone interested in the history of post-Batista Cuba or Cuban-American relations.”

			—The Washington Post

			“New York Times reporter Mirta Ojito melds the personal with the political in a moving account of her family’s departure from Cuba. She also provides a solid historical context for those five months in 1980 when 125,000 Cubans arrived in Florida, a mass exodus that came to be known as the Mariel boatlift.”

			—People

			“Ojito’s historical reconstruction is fascinating…. (She) has created a poignant and poetic memoir of an important moment in Cuban and U.S. history.”

			—The Washington Times

			“This is much more than one Cuban exile’s bittersweet tale; it’s the memoir of an entire era.”

			—The Times-Picayune (New Orleans)

			“Ojito’s book…is unlike most entries in the genre of the modern memoir. More than a novelistic exercise in creative recollection, it’s a skillful blend of reportage and family history about a pivotal international event.”

			—Sun-Sentinel (Fort Lauderdale)

			“Like many Cuban exiles, Ojito says she left part of her soul in Cuba. The good news is the rest of it came over with her intact. Plenty of it went into this book.”

			—St. Petersburg Times

			“A political drama…bound to be a page-turner.”

			—The Palm Beach Post

			“A thorough and exciting account…a suspenseful story…A skillful melding of individual personalities with the grand currents of history.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Fast-paced and riveting…Ojito uses her formidable research, eye for detail and interviewing skills to lay bare the behind-the-scenes machinations…. Through her writing, she has opened a window for others, and offers a fine introduction to the human face of history.”

			—BookPage

			“A rich, but nuanced picture of life in Cuba under Castro and the intimately personal nature of politics.”

			—Library Journal
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			FINDING MAÑANA

			Mirta Ojito was born in Cuba and came to the United States in 1980 in the Mariel boatlift. In 2001, she shared the Pulitzer Prize for national reporting for a New York Times series on race. She has also received the American Society of Newspaper Editors’ writing award for best foreign reporting. Ojito now teaches journalism at Columbia University in New York City.
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				To Arturo,

				and to

				our children:

				Juan Arturo,

				Lucas,

				and Marcelo,

				my true home

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Throughout the reporting of this book I’ve asked my “characters” to remember in great detail events that transpired twenty-five years ago—in some cases even longer than that. I’m fortunate that many of them have very vivid memories. Some even kept written records and photographs of their participation in what turned out to be historic events. All depictions of the events that I didn’t witness, including dialogue, have been double-checked with more than one source whenever possible. There are a few instances in which I’ve had to rely on only one source, either because the second party in a private meeting is dead or because the Cuban officials involved were unwilling to cooperate despite my repeated requests to interview them. Because quotation marks in journalism indicate that the words were spoken exactly as cited, I’ve opted not to use them unless I’m quoting from a published source, or I witnessed the exchange and took notes.

		

	
		
			
			
				Those who don’t have revolutionary genes, revolutionary blood, a mind or heart which can adapt to the effort and heroism of a revolution aren’t wanted here, they aren’t needed.

				—Fidel Castro, during a May 1 speech in Havana, 1980

				We will continue to provide an open heart and open arms to refugees seeking freedom from Communist domination and from economic deprivation, brought about primarily by Fidel Castro and his government.

				—President Jimmy Carter, May 5, 1980, Washington, D.C.

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Havana, 1980

			The police came on May 7 when I was about to have lunch: a plain yogurt, sweetened with several spoonfuls of sugar, fried yellow plantains, and an egg-and-ketchup sandwich on half a loaf of Cuban bread. I was wearing a bata de casa, a housecoat, over my painstakingly ironed school uniform: a blue skirt with two white stripes around the bottom hem, signaling I was in eleventh grade, and a starched white poplin blouse, which I didn’t want to stain with grease.

			I was just smoothing the pleats of my skirt over the back of my thighs when I heard the steps on the stairs that led to our second-floor apartment. I could tell that at least three people were coming up. By the way one of them paused after every other step, I knew that she was our downstairs neighbor and the president of the neighborhood watchdog committee. Two other people, agile and strong, led the way and knocked on the door before I could alert my mother, who had been sewing a dress and now stood, perfectly still, next to the sewing machine. Her maroon skirt was littered with pieces of yellow thread.

			On the red plastic clock above the television set, it was fifteen minutes past eleven in the morning. I waited for a signal from my mother, but she didn’t move. Then our neighbor spoke.

			Mirta, she called out, a little out of breath. Open up. It’s the police. You are leaving.

			My mother swallowed and opened the door. A burly government officer, unshaven and dressed in olive green pants and a white T-shirt with large sweat rings under his arms, walked in. Without introducing himself, he read our full names out loud: Orestes Maximino Ojito Denis, Mirta Hilaria Muñoz Quintana, Mirta Arely Ojito Muñoz, and Mabel Ojito Muñoz.

			Are these the names of the people who live here? he asked. My mother, who had started to tremble, nodded.

			There is a boat waiting for you at the port of Mariel, he said, pausing a bit to gauge our reactions. He went on, Are you ready and willing to abandon the country at this time?

			Yes, my mother said, her voice merely a whisper.

			“Abandon” the country, he had said. I knew why the officer had chosen that word, and I refused to let it taint my family. I was sixteen: angry, opinionated, and politically aware. “Abandonment” was not a word I associated with us.

			

			*   *   *

			I grew up knowing that one day I would leave Cuba with my family. My parents had met in the late 1950s, just as revolution was brewing in the mountains of eastern Cuba and in the hallways of the universities that dotted the island. Unlike many other Cubans, who supported Fidel Castro’s ascent to power in 1959 and then changed their minds, they had never really believed that a thirty-three-year-old in dirty fatigues and a scraggly beard could make their world better. They were indifferent to his promises, just as they had been somewhat blind to the injustices of the dictator whom Castro had deposed, Fulgencio Batista. My parents, who were poor and simple folk from the countryside, had never been fans of Batista, but they believed a good government was one that stayed out of the way and allowed individuals to work hard to provide for their families. Batista did that. Fidel did not. Fidel demanded loyalty.

			When Castro came to power, my father worked at a store selling cloth by the yard to women who made their own dresses at home, as was fashionable then. He had aspired to be a traveling salesman, zigzagging the island in a company car, selling cloth to merchants in small towns. But shortly after the new government confiscated the store as part of its grand plan to build what it called “an egalitarian workers’ society,” my father was assigned to a truck-driving job. No one had asked him for his opinion, his plans, or his illusions. It was assumed that he would want to aid the revolution because, he was told, in doing so he would help his country.

			Fiercely independent and completely apolitical, my father decided that he couldn’t live in a place where government edicts, not his wishes or abilities, determined the kind of job he would perform for the rest of his life. In April 1961, around the time Castro announced in a televised speech the socialist nature of his regime, my father began making plans to join his older sister in the United States. In October 1962, he and my mother rushed their wedding date so that they could apply for a U.S. visa together. But then the Missile Crisis set the world on the brink of nuclear war, shadowing the first week of my parents’ honeymoon and putting an end to their emigration plans. From the window of their oceanfront hotel room in Havana, they saw tanks rolling by and thousands of soldiers marching behind. The country was prepared for an American invasion that, to my father’s chagrin, never came.

			When the crisis ended a few days after it began, the United States government tightened an economic embargo declared against Cuba in 1960—which meant, among other things, that I was reared on Russian baby food and that Russian cartoons, not Walt Disney’s animated movies, informed the better part of my childhood. The United States all but stopped issuing visas to Cubans, and life in Cuba became even more difficult than it already was. Food was scarce, and the country was politically and economically isolated, except for the help of the Soviet bloc.

			Then, in a speech in September 1965, Castro suddenly announced that he would not stop anyone from leaving the island if Americans traveled south to the port of Camarioca, on Cuba’s northern coast, to pick them up. Scores of Cuban-Americans in Miami mobilized to charter boats, taking about 2,800 relatives in 160 vessels before the boatlift was stopped. President Johnson took Castro at his word and immediately set up an airlift program, baptized as the “Freedom Flights.” More than 270,000 Cubans left the island in the seven and a half years that the Freedom Flights cruised the skies over the Florida Straits.

			We were not among them. The government would not authorize the exit of any male under the age of twenty-seven who had not completed his military duties. In 1965, when I was not yet two, my father was twenty-six. He was told he had to wait a year before he could apply for an exit visa. As his May birthday approached in 1966, my mother made me a sky blue corduroy jacket, appropriate for the winter land she imagined would greet us. It was double breasted, with large covered buttons and a round neck that hung in the back, cape style.

			The day after my father turned twenty-seven, he mailed a certified letter to the government’s emigration office, formally requesting permission to leave the country. He kept the receipt in the drawer of his night table, under the packs of Populares cigarettes he smoked. Every day my mother would quickly scan the mail looking for the only two envelopes that would bring joy to our lives: a letter from one of my father’s sisters—by then two were living in the United States—or a fat, official-looking envelope that would mean we were a step closer to resume living the lives my parents were certain had been robbed from them. Letters from my aunts were common sights in the mailbox, some of them carrying tiny white socks for me or shiny Gillette blades for my father. But the government’s envelope never arrived.

			The following year my mother took the sky blue coat out of the plastic bag she had wrapped it in and allowed me to wear it for a Sunday trip to her sister’s house. It was a chilly morning in January, and we’d had hot chocolate for breakfast. On the crowded bus to my aunt’s house, I became sick and threw up, ruining the coat that I should have worn for my trip north.

			

			*   *   *

			From 1966 until we left in May 1980, the main topic of conversation at home and with friends who shared my parents’ obsession was if and when and how we would leave Cuba. With the United States closed off to immigrants from Cuba after the Freedom Flights stopped in 1973, our chances were slim. We knew that some desperate people took to the treacherous waters of the Gulf of Mexico, braving dangerous currents and sharks to make it to Miami. Once in a while, we would hear stories of those who made it, but we never heard of the ones who did not. The ocean was not an option for my family. By nature, my mother was pessimistic; my father, cautious. Neither knew how to swim. Nor could we go the other route and request a visa through Spain, because we had no relatives in that country and no one in the family had even bothered to trace our roots to a Spanish ancestor.

			At last something extraordinary happened. A deeply religious man with a commitment to upholding human rights assumed the presidency of the United States in 1977 and announced that he wanted to revamp his country’s foreign policy. There was no need to have enemies; antagonism had no place in the world he envisioned. Almost immediately Castro saw in Jimmy Carter an ally, the U.S. president who would finally acknowledge that Castro was the rightful president of Cuba, an americano who would give him the recognition he craved. Members of Congress started traveling to Cuba; officials from both countries began discussing issues of maritime boundaries and fishing rights; an American journalist questioned Castro on Cuban television about the prisoners he kept throughout the island; and young Cuban-Americans returned to their homeland to pledge their support and youthful enthusiasm to the revolution their parents had refused them. In late 1978, with the blessing of the Carter administration, Cuban-Americans began a dialogue with the Cuban government that led to the release of hundreds of political prisoners and the visits of thousands of exiles, who in 1979 returned to the island, loaded with gifts.

			The visits were a jolt to the country and its people. For almost a decade, Cuba had lived in complete isolation from the Western world. No one could get in; no one could get out. God and the Beatles were forbidden, men with long hair were arrested, homosexuals and artists were sent to labor camps. Anyone who expressed a desire to emigrate was immediately ostracized, harassed, and denied jobs and higher education. Those who openly and defiantly disagreed with the government were jailed or executed. Neighbors spied on neighbors, and everyone was expected to give up all allegiances for the good of the revolution, including obligations to the family and loyalty to friends.

			In that milieu of angst and distrust, the government had surprised us all by welcoming back exiles. People were stunned and confused and began to look for a way to escape. Embassy break-ins became everyday occurrences. By Christmas of 1979, there were more than a hundred Cubans sheltered in Latin American embassies in Havana.

			Despondent that so many people seemed eager to abandon his socialist paradise, Castro retaliated by using the only weapon he had: In a repeat of the 1965 Camarioca boatlift, he threatened to flood South Florida with refugees. In April 1980 he invited Cuban exiles to return to the island to pick up their relatives at the port of Mariel, west of Havana. President Carter, preoccupied with myriad domestic and international crises and a faltering reelection campaign, initially ignored the threat. But Miami Cubans, desperate to be reunited with their relatives, once again raced to Havana’s shore.

			My father’s older brother, Uncle Oswaldo, was one of them. On May 7, 1980, the day the police knocked on our door, our names must have finally made it to the top of the emigration list. That day, within a matter of minutes, we left our home, our neighborhood, our lives. We left the way one leaves a cherished but impossible love: our hearts heavy with regret but beating with great hope.

			

			*   *   *

			I returned to that apartment in January 1998—seventeen years, eight months, and ten days after we had last walked away from it. When the short, slim woman who lived there opened the door, I mumbled a teary introduction and looked over her head, straight into my past: the old refrigerator was huffing in the kitchen, its door now kept shut by an ingeniously placed wire hanger; the ironing board, the one I used so many times to keep my school uniforms crisp, was hidden behind the kitchen door, just where we used to keep it; and my mother’s colorful water glasses, the ones we could never touch because they were reserved for special occasions, were still gathering dust on the shelves in the living room. Their new owner, just like my mother, didn’t use them for fear they would break.

			Memories assaulted me in a way I had not anticipated.

			I had gone back to Cuba as a reporter to cover Pope John Paul II’s historic visit to the island, not to dissolve into tears at the sight of a chipped floor tile or a faded burgundy couch. Wearing my press badge, I’d felt powerful and even somewhat detached. But no plastic piece of identification hanging from my neck could protect me from my past. That old apartment, that block, that leafy neighborhood—Santos Suárez, with its graceful houses and tiny gardens—was still home.

			

			*   *   *

			Back in new york, I began to dissect the forces that had made me and thousands of Cubans like me become enamored of the revolution. From a very early age, I had been well versed in the rhetoric of sacrifice and martyrdom favored by our leaders, mainly Fidel Castro. To be revolutionary was to be Cuban. To be Cuban was to be revolutionary. Castro’s revolution was our all-compassing national project, his ideas our gyroscope. In his relentless march toward communism, everyone had a task, a duty, as he often told us. The adults contributed with their sweat and loyalty, while we, the children, were expected to turn over our souls.

			Yet I hadn’t even seen Castro until 1991, when, as a reporter for the Miami Herald, I managed to interview him once outside his hotel room in Guadalajara, Mexico. Though I had grown up obeying Castro’s dictates and knew, firsthand, the spirit-crushing pain of living under a leader intent on controlling the will and the mind of his people, I felt nothing but elation for having scored a scoop as I shook his large but limp hand.

			In interviews with former Cuban officials who had defected to Miami, I always made it a point to ask about the moment in which they knew they could no longer be faithful to Castro, but I had never pondered that question for myself. When had it all become unbearable? Was it in fifth grade, when I was forced to renounce God? Or when the government acknowledged that it had kept thousands of men and women jailed simply because they opposed the revolution? Or perhaps it was much later, during my last weeks in Cuba, when the violence against those who wanted to escape had left me with no choice but to face a country, a people, I no longer recognized.

			In my memorized version of events, Mariel had simply happened to me, to all of us—in Cuba, in Miami, and in Washington. After fifteen years as a reporter in Miami and New York, mainly covering issues of immigration, I was familiar with the consequences and the broad outlines of the boatlift: the dates, the statistics, the impact—the good and the ugly—and the television images of desperation and hope, but my own story was a blank.

			Why, I began to ask myself, had the boatlift really taken place? More than 125,000 Cubans arrived in South Florida during the span of five months in 1980, an election year, making it the biggest mass exodus in this hemisphere in recent history. Why had Castro encouraged it? Why had President Carter allowed it?

			

			*   *   *

			One morning, aboard the Grand Central shuttle that took me to work in Times Square, I began to read a story in the New Yorker about a woman who had a prosthetic arm, with perfectly shaped nails. An image of perfect square nails on the fingertips of a fake arm assaulted my brain. Whom did I know who had a fake arm? The captain of the Mañana! I remembered, the Good Samaritan who had brought my family to Key West when the fishing boat that my uncle had chartered had broken down at Mariel. I should find the captain, I thought, if only to thank him. What had brought him to Cuba anyway? And who was he?

			That quest became the impetus that led to these pages, the story of my journey—from red-beret-wearing communist pioneer to a soaking-wet, filthy refugee stepping onto the docks of Key West, too young and bewildered to fully comprehend the events that had swept me ashore and given me new life. This book is also the story of what I have learned since then: that a handful of men and women, acting alone and often selfishly, altered the history of two countries and changed the course of thousands of lives.

			In Mariel, I’ve discovered, we were all protagonists—from Bernardo Benes, a deeply religious Cuban Jew, who changed the nature of Cuban-American relations, to Héctor Sanyustiz, the unemployed bus driver who in the spring of 1980 rammed a bus through the gates of the Peruvian embassy in Havana. More than 10,000 people followed Sanyustiz’s lead and flocked to the embassy to seek asylum. Ernesto Pinto-Bazurco Rittler, a German-born Peruvian diplomat with a distaste for conflict, set out to save their lives. So did Napoleón Vilaboa, a down-on-his-luck used-car salesman in Miami who left for Cuba on the first vessel of the Mariel boatlift and inspired thousands to follow him. Mike Howell, the captain of the Mañana, was one of them, though he had never heard of Vilaboa when he sailed to Cuba to pay his debt with God.

			They are the people who inspire this book, the characters that allow me to take the tale of the boatlift beyond the realm of politics and into the intimate spaces of private lives. As I got to know them, as I teased out the details of their personal histories, I saw how each frame of my own life bears the ghostly imprint of my characters’ actions. By alternating between my recollections and theirs, between my roles as protagonist and reporter, I’ve set out to bring those images into focus.

			These are their stories, and, therefore, mine.

		

	
		
			ONE

			Worms Like Us
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					My elementary-school graduation in 1975, with my

					sixth-grade teacher, Rita, and the school principal, Iraida.

				

			

			What is it? I yelled, reluctantly dragging myself up the steps that led to our apartment. What do you want? I demanded as I yanked the door open. I had been playing at my best friend’s house across the street when my mother’s voice, calling from our balcony, had shot through the windows, forcing me to abandon our game and race home.

			My little sister looked at me expectantly but didn’t say a word. A feeling of dread overcame me, and I began to search my mother’s face for clues.

			Years of studying her face had made me an expert at deciphering her moods. With a quick glance at her mouth or her brow, I could tell what kind of day awaited us. A frown by itself was a sign of boredom or tiredness; a frown accompanied by squinting eyes spelled anger and warned of consequences for misbehaving. An unlined brow, and sometimes even sparkling eyes, meant a respite from her relentless pessimism or her sadness. On the days of the sparkling eyes, I could expect any surprise from my mother: a dead mouse floating in a pail of water, a warm rice pudding, a new blouse stitched together from the remnants she had saved from her work as a seamstress, or the promise that, come 7:00 p.m., I would be allowed to watch my favorite television show at a neighbor’s house.

			Today was different, though. Today, she seemed happy. Her round face, framed by shiny black hair, was open and warm, soft and glowing with the luminosity of an antique white satin wedding gown. Her slightly slanted dark brown eyes sparkled. She didn’t even seem to have registered my alarmed tone. Oh, no! I thought, we got our exit papers. And my heart sank, because in the summer of 1974, when I was ten, nothing would have lifted my parents’ heart—and broken mine—more than receiving authorization to emigrate to the United States.

			I don’t remember a time when I didn’t know that my family’s most cherished aspiration was to someday, somehow leave Cuba, as most of the people we knew had already done. My earliest memories are not of making friends but of losing them to the United States. All my parents’ friends and many of our relatives had left by the time I was six. We would take a walk in the neighborhood, and suddenly my mother would notice the telltale official yellow piece of paper sealing shut someone’s main door, and just like that she would know she’d lost another friend—and, by extension, so had I. Marcelo and Mery and their two girls, the family downstairs, left first. Mery used to cut my mother’s hair; Marcelo, my father’s. Then it was Gladys and Ñico from around the corner. Gladys was my mother’s second cousin; her oldest daughter was my friend and classmate. Later it was Alicia and Miguel’s turn. They lived just a block away and were my parents’ best friends. Their sprawling, book-filled house was a magnet of interesting, fun people who on many evenings had made my mother laugh and my father forget his life for a while.

			Eventually my parents, my sister, and I would sit to plan our weekend and realize that we had no one to visit anymore. My mother started listening to radio soap operas to fill the silence of her days. My father preferred to stay home, spending an entire Sunday afternoon shining our shoes. I began to befriend the elderly people in the neighborhood, the ones I thought were too old ever to leave. I spent hours at the dark Colonial-style home of five sisters, old maids, who were fond of saying they wanted to be buried in Cuba. I figured that unless they got sick and suddenly died, their burial plans granted a certain longevity to our relationship.

			After a while wanting to leave became a way of life. It meant that my father scanned the paper for news of conflicts with other countries, calculating which enemy nation would be most likely to welcome fleeing Cuban refugees. My sister and I rarely got to wear our nicest outfits, because my mother saved them, pressed and covered in plastic, so we could look elegant upon landing in Madrid, which was the plan for a while, or New York, which was always the dream. As we got older, she stopped doing that and instead saved the thickest fabrics she could find, calculating that any place north of Havana was bound to be frigid. Both my parents avoided any kind of political affiliation because, as they would explain to different recruiters who came to our home to encourage them to join in the spirit of the revolution, why get involved? We are waiting for our exit papers, you see, they’d say. And the men and women who dutifully tried to make communists out of my parents would open their eyes wide and exclaim, Ooh! surprised at their honesty and somewhat envious of a family with an actual plan.

			But as I stood in front of my mother that day, silently praying that the urgency in her voice was not linked to our emigration plans, I detected only joy, no nervous edge to her gestures. It wasn’t the papers, then, I realized. That’s when I saw my father’s back. He was kneeling on the floor, his large brown hands toying with what looked like a black box. I leaned forward, but all I could see at first was the top of his head, covered by curly black hair, which he carefully combed back every morning with brilliantine. Then his long nose, which cleaved his narrow face in half like the arm of a sundial and hung in a perfect right angle over his thin mustache. I stood on my toes and finally saw what he was hiding from me: a television!

			Oh, my God! I yelped and jumped on my father’s wide back, hugging him tightly from behind.

			I had wanted a television set for so long that I’d begun to think I was never going to have one. All my friends had one, old black-and-white relics from the time American products could be purchased in Cuba. And here was ours. Finally. Black-and-white as well, but shiny and new, with an incomprehensible Russian word on the top right side.

			I jumped up and down. My sister joined me. My mother, too. My father explained that for two hundred pesos, or about one and a half times his monthly salary, he had bought a coupon from a friend stating that he had donated an old American TV to the government. Armed with the fake coupon, my father spent another seven hundred pesos, a fortune for us, to buy the Russian box; without the coupon he couldn’t have done it. It was all sort of illegal, but my father was confident he wouldn’t get caught, he said, sounding more hopeful than certain, more embarrassed by the deal than triumphal. Still, with the help of my mother, he had accomplished a major feat. For years my mother had tucked away every peso she earned at the sewing machine so that our family could afford small luxuries such as fried chicken every Sunday for lunch, occasional dinners out, and now, finally, a television.

			I was reminded daily of the life my parents used to have before the revolution, of the life they claimed I should have had. My parents often talked of bathing with fragrant soaps, of using shampoos that actually cleaned long hair like mine, of American-made appliances that lasted for years, and of a sticky magical concoction, called Vicks VapoRub, that cured all coughs and unclogged stuffy noses. The cobalt blue glass bottle of one, the last one my parents bought before American products disappeared from pharmacies, still sat in the middle of our medicine cabinet. All the possibilities of capitalism, of life in pre-Castro Cuba, were encapsulated for me in that squat little container of a salve so old that it had lost its scent.

			Life in the late 1950s had been joyous, my parents told me. On weekends they rode around the city on clean, practically empty buses, just to kill time. In the evenings, television shows were entertaining, not educational like the ones I was forced to watch because nothing else was on. Their favorite shows gave prizes away. Imagine that! my father used to tell me. You would climb up a waxed pole, and if you made it to the top, you’d win a mattress or a couch. If you found a plastic rooster in the laundry soap, you could win a house. A whole house! Imagine that! But I couldn’t imagine, and so my father took me to the one house in the neighborhood that still bore the sign of the soap, Jabón Candado.

			When I walked about my neighborhood, I used to go out of my way to find that house, to marvel at its construction, to scrutinize all the details of its ornate façade—crevices and niches and Doric columns, a relic of times past. A disabled girl in a wheelchair lived in that house, and every day her parents placed her on the front porch to let her catch the afternoon breeze. She sat there alone in her pink, ruffled dress and watched me while I looked at her house. Her mother would come out sometimes and, assuming I was curious about the girl, invite me in. She’d ask me, Do you want to be her friend? But I didn’t. I wanted only to live in her house or, at the very least, to visit it. I yearned to touch the symbol of Jabón Candado, an open lock attached to the façade to remind people that someone in that house once had the good fortune of finding a plastic rooster nestled inside a bar of soap.

			In my world there was no such thing as good luck. My family lived in a one-bedroom apartment for which my parents paid twenty-five pesos a month, or a little less than 20 percent of my father’s salary. Because the government had confiscated all private property, we never knew who the original owner of the apartment had been. As far as we knew, it was ours. No one could kick us out, as my teachers often told me capitalists used to do to the poor who couldn’t pay the rent. But we also had no chance to win a house or even a bigger apartment by testing our luck. In my world people earned the right to have things through hard work and the right political attitude, not because they were lucky.

			The people I knew earned coupons to buy plastic blenders or Russian-made washing machines by working long hours in their jobs six days a week and then volunteering to work on Sunday for the good of the country. They cut sugarcane in fields far from their homes, helped build homes for those who didn’t have any, or labored overtime in factories to meet production quotas and maybe even earn thr right to buy a refrigerator. My father worked hard, harder than many others, I knew. And yet until the day my father brought that black Russian box home, I had never switched on a television set.

			Go ahead, turn it on, my father said, as if reading my mind. Gently.

			A simple switch of a button to the right, and a light appeared on the center of the screen, where it flickered for a while, and then, as if by magic, the screen opened.

			There was nothing on; programming didn’t start until later in the day. We sat on the couch smiling, watching vertical stripes on top of a large horizontal stripe until we got bored. At 5:45 p.m. an old Argentine film came on, and we all watched attentively, eating bread with oil and salt, our favorite snack.

			An hour later, just as the movie was nearing its end, the power went out. A nightly blackout, a few hours without electricity, was a common occurrence in Cuba, and especially in my neighborhood, Santos Suárez. There were no diplomats where we lived, no foreign students, no Eastern European comrades—the only outsiders who visited Cuba then—so my neighborhood was a convenient one to keep in the dark. No one complained. To whom? For what? Most people did what we did that night: went out to their terraces or balconies, sat in their rocking chairs, and rocked the boredom and frustration away.

			I was so grateful for that precious black box that when the lights went off, I ran to my parents’ bedroom, threw myself on the pink bedspread, facedown, eyes squeezed shut, and promised myself that once I started sixth grade in September, I would watch TV only after I had completed my homework and memorized my lessons of the day.

			When I told my mother later about my promise, she shook her head silently. If she thought I was exaggerating, she didn’t say. She knew that the previous school year had been a torment for both of us. I needed to prove, if only to myself, that—at least academically—I was beyond reproach.

			

			*   *   *

			I had had two teachers in fifth grade, one for science and math, the other for literature and history. The arrangement was a novelty, because up to then I’d had only one teacher for each grade and revered all of them. So it was perhaps out of habit and goodwill that I felt an instant connection to my two new teachers the moment they walked into class the first day. They were young and pretty. Tania had long black hair, down to her waist, and she always wore very short dresses. Eradia was thin and dark, with the delicate features of a bird. She had short, curly black hair and a wide smile that revealed shiny white teeth.

			Sometime during the first week of classes, Tania posed a question I had never been asked before.

			Who here believes in God? she asked, looking over the entire class.

			Without thinking I raised my hand. So did Ivón, the chubby girl who sat next to me and was in my Saturday catechism class. We were the only ones with our hands up. Ivón blushed deeply. Under the weight of so many eyes looking in our direction, she slowly lowered her hand, letting it rest delicately on top of her desk.

			And who goes to church? Tania pressed on.

			I left my arm up, mainly because I knew that my teacher already knew. The fact that I went to church, I was sure, was in my student record, the one kept by school officials for each child from kindergarten on. Also, because denying God was not allowed in my family. There were categories of lies at home. We were never to flaunt the fact that we had relatives in the United States, but we were not to deny them either. We didn’t have to announce to the world that we believed in God, but, if asked directly, we would affirm it. And to anyone who asked we would always say that we were waiting for our exit papers to leave the country because we wanted to join my father’s siblings abroad, which was only half the truth. We weren’t to reveal that my father had issues with a revolution that he felt robbed people of their souls.

			The lies were necessary because any perceived ideological flaw could potentially mark a family as counterrevolutionary, an enemy of the revolution. Having a relative in jail for opposing the revolution; communicating with relatives in a Western country, especially the United States; having had a great deal of money or influence under the previous regime; believing in God and openly going to church; and wanting to leave the country could earn one the label of counterrevolutionary. Once so branded, life in Cuba became even more difficult. A mistake that would cause anyone else to receive a reprimand could land a counterrevolutionary in jail.

			Three years earlier, when Uncle Oswaldo had sent us a package from Madrid, my mother had instructed me to lie about it. It’s a family issue, she’d said. I understood her comment as permission to lie. A package wasn’t worth the aggravation of being honest. If anyone asked where I got the canary yellow dress I wore on special occasions, I was to say that my neighbor, who often traveled to the Soviet Union, had brought it back for me. Admitting to having received a package from el exterior—the official shorthand used to describe anything not produced, sold, or controlled by the revolution—offered the government ammunition to cast aside a family as counterrevolutionary.

			And so my parents went about their lives carefully, trudging on the ever-narrowing space where their personal convictions didn’t interfere too much with their obligations as conscientious parents who had to teach their children to obey rules they abhorred. With tact and good nature, they managed to remain undetected, or ignored, by those who thought apathy was almost as subversive as an attack against the revolution.

			They never went to La Plaza de la Revolución, the square where Castro delivered his endless speeches, but they were helpful to neighbors and often worked without pay on Sundays, pouring cement to repair cracked sidewalks or planting trees in community gardens. Despite their obvious political shortcomings, they were respected and even admired by some of the most militant members of the neighborhood. Our downstairs neighbor, a woman who moved in after Marcelo and Mery left for the United States, had fought in the mountains with Castro, and her husband periodically received military training in the Soviet Union, yet she talked to my mother every day as the two washed clothes on their patios, their voices muffled by the floor that separated them and the sound of the water splashing in the sink.

			Perhaps I should have lied then when asked about faith, but thus far my teachers had been kind to me, and in their kindness I had found a refuge from the dichotomy of my life. I could believe in God and Fidel. I could read Karl Marx and Mark Twain. I could play Angela Davis, the 1960s black radical, in a school play and sing in the church choir Saturday afternoons. Every day I tested my balance on an ideological tightrope, torn between school, where I was constantly told that the revolution had been built so that children like me could have a better future, and home, where the very mention of the word “revolution” caused my parents, particularly my father, to grimace. I had no reason to believe that my fifth-grade teachers would upset that balance.

			To them, though, I was damaged goods, a smart kid who would never amount to anything because the counterrevolutionary attitude of my parents held me back. Teachers, especially ambitious young ones who aspired to join the Communist Party, aimed to shape the “New Man” that Che Guevara had dreamed about out of the pliable clay of a child’s character. But I, the daughter of professed gusanos—“worms,” the term applied to those who had not integrated into the revolutionary process and wanted to leave the country—was not moldable material.

			My teachers knew that my father had been opposed to my becoming a Pioneer when I was five, the age at which Cuban children swear before the flag, in an elaborate ceremony, to grow up to be like Che Guevara: “Pioneros por el comunismo. Seremos como el Che”—Pioneers for Communism. We will be like Che. It had taken my mother two years to convince my father to let me wear the then white-and-blue Pioneer neckerchief to school; she sensed I wasn’t going to thrive in school unless I became a Pioneer. When I finally did, at the beginning of third grade, my mother attended the ceremony; my father did not. I bet my teachers noted that, too.

			How can such an intelligent girl believe in God? Tania asked me in a mocking tone. Does God put food on your table? Noooo, Fidel does. Does God give you your books and pencils so you can come to school? Nooooo, the revolution does.

			I lowered my head in silence. I had been marked.

			In the Cuba of the 1970s, even children knew that no loyalty was more important than that owed to Fidel Castro and the revolution. Before I learned my multiplication tables, I had memorized Che’s final letter to Castro, the one in which he tells him he has to leave Cuba because he was made for the struggle, not for the spoils of victory. I was told that Nixon was an evil man before I learned who Hitler had been or what he had done. I could recite Castro’s speech at his 1953 trial for leading an attack against a Batista military barracks before I ever laid my eyes on a poem by Lord Byron or Pablo Neruda. In school we were often reminded of how many children went to bed hungry or died of treatable diseases in places like Nicaragua, Ethiopia, and even Alabama, and we were made to memorize slogans such as “Fidel es mi papá y Cuba es mi mamá.” I mouthed the words but never uttered them aloud.

			

			*   *   *

			From the day tania discovered I went to church, she began to make fun of my mother.

			She waltzes in and she says, Miss, how is my daughter doing? How are her grades? Is she behaving in class? My teacher would say, walking from the center of the room to the door, holding her hand in midair, the way my mother did, straining in vain, with her short, thick neck, to look like my mother. My mother was so tall and elegant that this woman couldn’t possibly ever look like her.

			So there I sat, first to the teacher’s right, surrounded by my giggling classmates, not knowing if I should laugh at her for looking so ridiculous or cry at the caricature of my mother she had created.

			Why doesn’t she ask about all the kids in the class? Tania asked, emphasizing the word “all,” stretching the vowel to make it match the sweeping arch of her arms over the entire class of thirty. Why is she so individualistic, so bourgeois? And why does she insist in calling me señorita?

			To be polite was to be bourgeois, a sin in Castro’s Cuba. My teacher wanted to be called compañera. She wanted my mother to become a “combatant mother,” a much-politicized version of the hard-driving PTA mother. I had begged my mother to join the mothers’ group and to start using the words that the government had popularized. But she eschewed any kind of organized effort, and her thin lips seemed to be built for softer words, like “Miss” and “please” and “kindly.” “Comrade” was harsh. “Combatant” was a military word.

			Oxen have partners, my mother used to tell me. We are people. I don’t have a compañera, and I don’t wage war.

			The weeks of school went by. My mother never knew that la señorita Tania—so young and innocent-looking—was mocking her in front of the class. I dared not tell her, for I feared her reaction. If she talked to the teacher, I was certain, the mockery would never end.

			

			*   *   *

			One saturday, as my parents were dressing for their weekly outing to the movies, my mother asked me why I hadn’t yet selected my clothes for church. Every Saturday my parents walked my sister and me to our weekly catechism class, and then they would quickly leave for the movies. By the time the movie ended, my sister and I were taking communion. My parents waited for us in the back pews, hoping no one noticed they had missed mass. Neither one of them had been brought up in a particularly religious home. Yet they insisted that my sister and I go to church because, they said, nothing bad could ever happen to us there.

			But I wasn’t so sure anymore that church was good for me, and I told my mother just that as she was slipping on her black high-heeled sandals. She got up from the bed, looked me in the eye, and asked why.

			I just don’t like it, I said. It’s boring, and I have to confess, and I don’t have any sins, so I make them up, and I’m tired of that. My eyes welled with tears.

			My parents were stunned at my words.

			And I think my sister shouldn’t go either, I went on through sobs. It’s not good for her.

			My sister Mabel, four years younger than I was, would do as I said, I was sure of that. From the time she was born, my mother had made me feel that I was as responsible for her safety and well-being as my parents were. In return I had her loyalty. Mine was the hand she held on to as we crossed the street during family outings, and mine was the shoulder she sought when she was sad or conflicted. I wanted to spare her the humiliation and pain my admitted faith was putting me through. My parents looked at each other but didn’t say anything. My father finished combing his hair and, finally, spoke.

			Okay, then, he said. Get dressed anyway. You are going to the movies with us.

			We went to see Los Incapturables, a Russian film with Spanish subtitles about a band of four youths who roam Russia in search of adventure. We laughed until we cried. And we never again talked about God, the church, or religion in our home.

			In class I began to sit in the back and rarely raised my hand anymore. My grades started to slip, not dramatically, but enough for my mother to notice, which made her visit the classroom even more and question the teacher in greater detail, which made Tania intensify her mocking. Eventually I feigned headaches to avoid going to school. Soon enough the headaches became real.

			For every day that I missed school, Tania had a special punishment for me. I was to complete, at lunchtime, five hundred lines of whatever humiliating sentence she could come up with: I will not talk in class. I will not miss class. I will not be late. My mother learned to imitate my handwriting so she could help me finish the assignments on time. I began to skip lunch to complete my lines, or if I did manage to eat, I would throw up on the way back to school for the afternoon session.

			One day the teacher asked me to stay after class and accompany her to the principal’s office. I wondered what I had done this time to deserve such humiliation. The principal, a stocky and stern woman named Iraida, was waiting behind her desk when we arrived. In front of her, she had a file with my name on it. She said something about being concerned for my future, worried that my behavior would derail my plans, thinking that my family was jeopardizing my opportunities for advancement. My future, she told me, was in peril.

			But I tell you what, she said. There just may be something we can do about it. Compañera Tania here has something for you.

			Tania handed me a yellow envelope and asked me to take it home and make sure that my parents answered each and all questions in the pages it contained and to return it to her the next morning. I thanked her and the principal, because I felt that I had been given the responsibility to save my future. It was, quite literally, in my hands.

			I went home thinking I would lock myself in the bathroom to read the papers before handing them to my mother. But the moment my mother saw my face, she asked me what had happened. I took the envelope from my book bag and handed it to her, not telling her what the principal had said about my uncertain future. She glanced at the papers before laying them on the dining table; for once her face betrayed nothing. Accustomed to leaving important decisions to my father, she said he would take a look at them when he came home from work, which he usually did after eight, exhausted from driving a delivery truck.

			When he arrived that night, he, too, ignored the papers at first. I was aching to read them but didn’t dare to touch them. I reminded my father to answer all the questions, just as the teacher had instructed. We’ll see, he said.

			I went to bed but didn’t sleep. Because my sister and I shared the couch in the living room, I could see my father hunched over the papers by the light on the dining table. He stayed up half the night, sometimes reading, sometimes thinking, holding his brow with the first three fingers of his left hand, as was his custom when events overwhelmed him. I peered at him from under the sheets, pretending to sleep. Sometime before dawn he pushed the papers away and went to bed.

			In the morning he simply told me he couldn’t answer the questions, and he showed me why. The questionnaire asked every detail of our lives. Did we have relatives in the United States? What were their names and addresses? Did we communicate with them? How often? Did we go to church? Every week? Every day? Did we know any counterrevolutionaries? Did we go to La Plaza to hear Fidel speak? Did we volunteer when the revolution needed us? One hundred and fifty-four questions that were impossible to answer but perhaps dangerous to ignore. To discard the questions could send the signal that I was desperately trying to avoid: that as the daughter of avowed gusanos, I was beyond redemption. There was nothing I could do for the revolution, and therefore there was nothing the revolution could do for me.

			No one has the right to invade our privacy like this, my father said. I knew not to go further.

			He rolled up the papers and put them inside one of the glasses from an orange-and-green set my mother kept in the cupboard. I skipped school that day, complaining of stomach pains. The next day my teachers asked me if we had filled out the questionnaire. I said my father was working on it. They asked again the next day, and the next. Until one day they stopped asking. The papers remained inside the cupboard for as long as we lived in Cuba.

			

			*   *   *

			The school year ended, as did all my years in grade school, with a student show. Teachers would pick their favorite students and coach them
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