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FOR MY MOTHER,
 WHO ENCOURAGED ALL MY VENTURES, GREAT OR SMALL



I want to leave today for the island of Cuba, which I believe to be Japan…The Indians…say it is very large and has people there with one eye in the forehead, as well as others they call cannibals…I also understand that, a long distance from here, there are men with one eye and others with dog’s snouts who eat men.

—FROM THE LOGBOOK OF CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS



MIAMI SPRINGS

“This has been a difficult year for the Sad Ones,” Pedro Haber said, but before he could continue, there was a metallic purr, which grew quickly into a feedback loop. The sound squawked over the ballroom, a room full of wrinkled men in brown suits and ageless women in immovable bouffants. Pedro tried to continue. He said, “Four who regularly attend these reunions have fallen, God has them in all his glor—”

But he was cut off now, fatally. The screech made even a busboy put down his bread rolls and cover his ears. A devilish skeeeeeeeTWAAAAAAAAA-weeeeeeSKEEEEE refracted off the rented glassware and the golf club plates, a piercing white noise like a fax machine in your head. Old, trembling hands rose reaching for hearing aids.

Pedro, class of ’59, stood calmly and stared at the microphone. One more betrayal in a lifetime of disappointments.

SKWEEEEEEEEEE-BWAAAAAAAAAA-SOOOOOOOOOO.

Pedro ran the reunions because he was the most stalwart, reliable, and capable of the men from the old days. But this was exactly why he disliked being called on to manage things, yet again. He was a friend to everyone. He did nothing to deserve this. Stress was bad for a man his age. But duty was duty: at sixty-two years of age, he was one of the younger men in the room.

Unplug. Fiddle with knobs. Move cables. Start over. Forget to replug. Replug. Readjust knobs. Tap tap. “Can everyone hear me?” He was back in business. But nobody, all night, could handle the microphone. Not even the singer.

Pedro Haber didn’t actually start by saying that it was “a difficult year for the Sad Ones.” He had said that it was a difficult year for the Dolorinos. The word is rooted in dolor, meaning “pain, ache; sadness, grief.” When Pedro said Los Dolorinos it sounded like all of those things, a world of aching and grieving, the ones who suffer. But it had another meaning, for these were the men who, as boys, came from a happy place. Dolores was their old school, the Catholic academy, run by Jesuits. The Colegio de Dolores where they had all met had been a boarding school in eastern Cuba, once upon a time. The sadness had come later.

Everyone in the room, from the busboys on up, spoke the twin languages of this nation-within-a-nation. But not everyone is equally ambidextrous, and thought and speech leapt between Cuba and the United States. At the far right of the room, near the entrance, was a special table reserved for VIPs and the guests of honor. Pedro Haber and I were sitting there, and the accents and vocabulary at this table were a mixture of proper upper-crust Castilian Spanish and plain American English. Two spots over to my right was Pedro Roig, a Dolores alumnus and Bay of Pigs veteran, who was now head of TV Martí in Washington. Immediately on my left was Lundy Aguilar, retired from his professorship at Georgetown University. And directly across the table was the Reverend Father Juan Manuel Dorta-Duque, one of the last surviving teachers from the old school in Cuba. He was a Jesuit, or more properly, a member of the Society of Jesus, perhaps the most influential of all Catholic orders. Dorta-Duque was eighty-four years old now, but that wasn’t old enough to have known Fidel Castro. Dorta-Duque told me that he didn’t arrive at Dolores until 1951. But he had known all the Jesuits who had taught Fidel, as well as some of the younger boys from those days, or the younger brothers of the boys who had studied with Fidel. Dorta-Duque lived in a Jesuit home now, retired from all work but that of joining his fellow Jesuits in their duties of worship and contemplation.

“Yes, I remember them,” Dorta-Duque said, leaning forward. He meant that he remembered the students and teachers from long before the Revolution, when the future of the country was in the hallways of Dolores. “But they are all dead,” he added.

One of them was sitting at the same table, actually. A survivor, just a few feet away. But Lundy Aguilar didn’t hear the remark, and Dorta-Duque’s mistake did no harm.

         

Two languages, two minds, a Cuban inside every American. Even here, at their own high school reunion, among their very own, they were unmoored, their homes, lives, even their manner of speech, somehow without footing.

Cuban exiles are on a journey that cannot be finished in one lifetime, a two-hundred-mile transmigration of the soul that is at once irreversible, and incompletable. The survivor suffers from temporal confusion, at once in eastern Cuba in 1941 and in Miami Springs in 2005. Equally at home in that lost Atlantis, the mythical Cuba from “before,” and in the Dade County real estate market. What a difference between the old Santiago de Cuba, in the long-ago republic, in a time of youth, privilege, and revolution, and this age of old faces at a golf club near Miami International? Weren’t these the same people? Like a snail, the exile carried his world along with him.

The phrase Los Dolorinos harked back to a starting point, before any expulsion from any garden. The Colegio de Dolores was the capital school of Cuba’s second city, the best education available in eastern Cuba. The richest gathering of the richest part of Cuba, a school of the chosen few. All Pedro Haber had meant, what he truly said, was that they, the Dolorinos, had lost yet more friends. Four had fallen from the ranks this year. For this room of Cuban exiles, locked in an actuarial competition with Fidel Castro himself, attrition was a difficult subject.

The reunion was held in late September, the middle of a very bad hurricane season. There had been eleven inches of rain in a month. The water table was up to the grass. It had rained again this morning, hard. Low clouds, lit up by the ground beacons of Miami International, by the strip malls along Le Jeune, and by the floodlights of an industrial park across the road, scudded over the golf course. Turbulent and wet, the clouds passed without releasing drops, for now. Black patches of night sky winked in and out.

The old Dolorinos and their wives had started arriving en masse at 7:00 P.M., most of them not just on time for the cocktail hour, but early. Over the next hour heavy American cars kept rolling into the lot, and then the same progression of aged legs crossed the street. The grass lawn of the country club would hiss as someone explored the possibility of taking a shortcut. A dress shoe came back out of the grass with a sucking sound, and a high heel stabbed an indentation in the lawn that began to fill with runnels of silt. The click of heels on brick soon followed. These men and women, averaging somewhere in their early sixties, cut no corners. Moving slowly, often supporting each other, they made right-angle turns on the brick walkways, which were uneven and slicked with algae. The men, in a mixture of brown and black suits, or sometimes the long-sleeved guayaberas, were jovial, even the one who arrived using a walker. The women had formality and reserve. (It wasn’t their reunion; Dolores was a boys school.) Or maybe the women had, in their upright carriage, just the composure required by cream gowns and structured black cocktail dresses, by shoulder wraps of the very gauziest pastels. Their hair was stiff. Usually short, a tropical reality, but fixed in uplifted constructions. Their lips and eyelashes were lacquered with precision. Even on the men, every hair was in place—brushed back, Brylcreemed, ordered and clipped. You had to draw the line somewhere and this was it: neatness of tonsure was a way of fighting back, of defending civilization against its enemies.

The banquet hall of the Miami Springs Country Club is called the Legends Room, but it isn’t very big. There were 105 people in there by 8:00 P.M., and most of them were talking, a raucous atmosphere of jokes, bragging, disbelief, laughter, shouts, argument, and monologue, all of it bouncing off long tables of rented glass and dull knives. The crowd was prone to thick glasses and hearing aids, but functional, still able to dance and to argue. The men touched one another constantly, putting a hand on another’s arm, pressing a shoulder in their grip, even clutching one another’s lapels in a kind of menacing embrace. They wore pins in those lapels, showing off their allegience to political movements, their qualifications as survivors of various disasters, their enlistment in Masonic Lodges, the Elks, Lions, Odd Fellows, and Rotary, or ethnic allegiances, sporting clubs, religious leagues, cultural groups, charitable drives, and other bulwarks against the loss of everything. Ariel Dorfman, a Chilean, said that an exile had only two possessions, the language of his birthplace and the keys to a house that no longer exists. Cubans are joiners, filling their empty pockets with new things.

On the way into the Legends Room, the door charge was $5, collected as a donation to the welfare fund for impoverished alumni of the school. For that money, you received a printed program for the reunion event. It listed the speakers, and featured page after page of pictures, old shots of the Colegio de Dolores in Santiago. There were many of the students of past days, and shots of the signature buildings of Santiago and the surrounding region.

In America, someone is always standing by to sell you your history, so more of the same photography was available for sale at the back of the room. Two women in icy competition were selling similar arrays of souvenirs and memorabilia related to Cuba. Photographs and paintings. Antebellum cigar box labels. Stamps of the old Republic of Cuba. Tickets from the Spanish lottery. Coins. Most of it was fake.

They both had maps for sale. One, a reproduction of early Spanish cartography, showed Cuba in outline only, with the interior a blank unknown, a paradise of the imagination. Even in such an old map, you could see what Cubans always claimed to see, the island shaped like a sleeping alligator, snout to the west and the long thin body stretching out to the east, with the tail tucked back under the body to make the stubby shape of Oriente province. It mapped out well enough. Medallions around the borders of the old map showed the four winds, and the native peoples in their imagined costumes. There were modern maps for sale, but not too modern. The most recent maps were still fanciful in their way, also decorated around the edges with symbols of never-was Cuba. Thatched bungalows. The old capitol building in Havana, now abandoned because it looks exactly like the U.S. Capitol. An American navy ship steaming past eastern Cuba. Up north some seventeenth-century natives paddled canoes. Hokey peasants on carts with huge wheels rolled up the middle of the island, passing schematic palm trees.

In the south, somewhere near Grand Cayman, was a legend that said: THIS MAP HAS BEEN CREATED TO PRESERVE THE MEMORY, KNOWLEDGE, AND PATRIOTISM OF THE YOUNG CUBAN IN EXILE. And next to that was a list of “facts” about Cuba, including the statement that “Three fourths of all Cubans are white, of Spanish descent,” which wasn’t true in whatever past was being mapped here, and certainly isn’t true today.

These were charts to a Cuba that didn’t, hadn’t, couldn’t, and wouldn’t exist. They were accurate in their way, though, as charts of the peculiar mental geography of Cuba in exile. Whether printed in great detail, framed and placed on a wall in a home, or distributed on disposable place mats in Cuban diners, these maps for exiles show a Cuba of six provinces, the original Spanish imperial demarcations dating back to the days of the Conquest. From west to east these six were Pinar del Río, Havana, Matanzas, Las Villas, Camagüey, and Oriente. Almost everyone here at the reunion tonight identified themselves as being oriental, an easterner, from around the region that surrounded Santiago de Cuba. There were a few Havana people here, because there were always Havana people. But no matter who you were, wherever you came from, when they asked you your place of origin you answered with one of those old names, the provinces.

That was Cuba, but that isn’t Cuba. Oriente doesn’t exist anymore. Fidel Castro had literally redrawn the map, turning the traditional six into a new fourteen. The old provinces and identifications were blown up and replaced with rational borders and, sometimes, names commemorating Castro’s own life. Part of old Oriente was broken off and renamed Granma province, because Castro had run his boat Granma aground there. How could an exile say he was from such a place? The old Isle of Pines, where a young Castro had served jail time, had been split off to make a province called the Isle of Youth, contractually dedicated to education. Who could acknowledge such things?

They didn’t sell accurate road maps, either. Never mind if Castro had built a new highway down the middle of Cuba, or that a better map would reveal all the satellite housing cities and rural polytechnic universities that had sprung up across Cuba. Nobody was going to that Cuba. The less accurate the map the better.

I browsed through some copies of old photographs of Santiago, with men in straw hats, and views of the bay, or the old Bacardi rum factory. Next down the table was a Havana telephone guide from 1959. This old phone book, full of period illustrations and corporate optimism, is the single best selling item at the Cuba Nostalgia Fair, a memorabilia mart that draws thirty thousand people to a convention center in Miami once a year.

The same brisk commerce was available the rest of the time from dozens of shops around the city: an endless supply of Cuban flag paintings, regional histories, and posters of Elián, the sacred child of the rafters, who was often shown being carried across the waves on a dolphin’s back. Just the day before, driving along Calle Ocho in Little Havana, I’d counted four stores in seventeen blocks that specialized in memories of Cuba. The latest, Havana To-Go, featured “Made in Manzanillo” T-shirts. The owner wasn’t even Cuban.

I’d already bought myself a copy of the 1959 Yellow Pages there, on Calle Ocho. But after ten years of visits, I didn’t need a guide to Havana; it was Miami that mystified me. I knew the street grid of Vedado in the dark; the highways of Dade County left me confused and frightened. I’d been to Miami half as often as Havana, often for just a few hours. The Cubans I knew were in Cuba.

Flipping through the pages of the phone book was seeing Cuba through the wrong end of a telescope. Distanced, rendered small, the Cuba of this vision was perfectly useless as a guide to anything but memory. The photographs in the ads showed a Havana where the avenues were crowded with commercial signs, bustling with banks, airlines, department stores, liquor promotions, society institutions, and cheap entertainments. For a Cuban phone book the amount of English was startling: Westinghouse, General Electric Cuba, Eagle Electrical Specialties, Mercury Air Cargo, Orkin, Nelson, Singer. The commercial dominance ran on and on. But the Cubans had their pride, too, like the Tropicana, listed under “cabarets” as the “Night-club más bello del mundo!” There was a full-page ad for an efficient-looking bus company, with seven departures a day for Santiago, all on the latest equipment. Waiting now for the cocktail hour to end, I flipped through the restaurant listings for 1959, which made me sad.

The first call to sit for dinner was ignored. The phone book had a White Pages listing as well, and idly killing time, I looked under C and found this:

Castro, Raúl—14 no. 109 Mnao—29-4770

That’s to say, Raúl Castro, Dolores class of 1945. There was no listing in the phone book for his older brother, Fidel. The 1959 phone book would have been put together during 1958, a year that Fidel and Raúl spent fighting in the mountains. Apparently they had kept their phone on.

The Cuban-American poet Orlando Ricardo Menes warned against all this. He met a man who painted sunsets of Havana, the kind of sunsets where the clouds are underlit, the sea is blue and calm, palm trees obscure the foreground, and at rear, a Cuban flag ripples from the battlements of the old castle, El Morro. Such pictures were for sale everywhere in Miami. Ricardo Menes cautioned the man:



Mi Cuba collapsed from corruption, greed, and violence.

Idyllic memories are a jeweled noose.



At the second call for dinner, a few people actually sat down, mostly us outsiders. There were a few Cubans here who weren’t from the old school. After Dolores had been closed by the Revolution, it had been re-created in Miami, but not as Dolores. The students-in-exile had been merged with the pupils from two other Cuban Jesuit schools at a new campus in Florida. But the new school took the name of the largest of the old ones, the Colegio Jesuítico de Belén. Belén had always been a sister school to Dolores, and the student bodies were intimately tied together—many Dolores students, including Fidel Castro and Lundy Aguilar, had actually graduated from Belén—but were also rivals. Belén was Havana, Dolores was Santiago. So the Legends Room was full of a confusing mix of Dolores alumni, some old, some young, some graduates from Santiago, but others from Belén in Havana, with younger ones from Belén in Miami. It had always rankled. Half a century ago the Dolores boys had felt like hicks when they showed up at Belén, transfer students lost on the sixty-acre campus in the bustling, alien capital. Now at their own high school reunion half the people were from Belén.

A third call to sit for dinner, this time with the lights flicking off and on, but people just kept talking. Ten minutes went by, the waiters squawking haplessly at clots of Cubans engaged in furious rounds of handshaking, exchanging addresses and bits of old news, wrapping up old stories and starting new ones. After fifteen minutes the head of catering came out, clapped his hands furiously, and marched around the rooms shouting DAMAS Y CABALLEROS POR FAVOR. Slowly, people began to pry apart, to exchange business cards, to release lapels and sit. Pedro Haber reached for the fatal microphone and began to flick switches on the sound system.

Disorder bubbled along pleasantly for the rest of the evening. Through dinner, and the scheduled remarks, and the events, and even the prayerful invocation, a few people kept talking loudly in the back, or wandering around shamelessly shaking hands. There was a great crash during one speech when someone posing for a disposable camera backed over a chair, flipped, and brought down a tablecloth, shattering a dozen plates. Craggy faces kept popping up from the long tables, waving to each other, signaling or passing notes, no different than the Dolores lunchroom.

One of every ten Cubans have fled the island since Castro’s revolution. There are Cubans in Burundi and Bilbao, Mexico City and Manhattan. Several thousand live in Australia. But the capital of exile is Greater Miami. In a diaspora of more than a million Cubans, 833,000 are in Florida. That ratio was reflected in the Legends room. A few determined alumni had made the long slog to this dinner from Houston or Los Angeles or Puerto Rico. They were the exiled exiles. But there were a few who, even though they lived in Miami, were strangers here. One short, wrinkled man in glasses, standing alone, told me he had attended the Colegio Dolores for only one year, in the 1950s. He didn’t know anyone here. The idea of Dolores, the most prestigious school in eastern Cuba, still drew him, even as many of the alumni who knew the school best, who had been there through entire childhoods, skipped this night entirely.

The attendees from outside Miami were self-selected by enthusiasm, the most delighted, the loudest, the most prone to interrupting anything for photographs, the first to pass business cards, the last to sit down. While dinner was finally being served, a thoracic surgeon from Texas jumped the gun, stepping to the empty microphone and turning it on before anyone had quite realized what he was doing. He introduced himself to the crowd at a blasting volume, announced that he was about to tell a funny joke, and then took a piece of paper from his jacket and unfolded it.

“I’m sorry for speaking in English,” he said.

“Habla español!” a woman at the VIP table shouted.

The surgeon opened his mouth, closed it, and stared at the abruptly silent room. “I apologize for speaking English,” he said again. And, weaker: “The joke has to be told in English.”

He’d done more than break form. He’d betrayed something, turning his back on the old language, preferring the new. He might as well have said the unspeakable into that microphone: We aren’t really Cubans.

Nobody here was Cuban, anymore. Exile remade them, separated and changed them. Nobody had planned to spend the rest of their lives abroad, but they had. Cuba had gone on living the decades without them. The exiles might have been been born in Cuba. They might be Catholic, and speak Spanish, and have Cuba engraved in their hearts. But they weren’t the Cubans anymore. Nine out of every ten had stayed. That was Cuba, over there. The island of memory and old phone books was something different. The exiles had gone through defeats and abandonments, and were now stranded in other places, the tide receding. They were never going home.

Were they Americans? Some were citizens, certainly. But exile is defined by leaving, not arriving. You drifted a line whose course went only away, leaving you between worlds and languages, neither here nor there. Neither one nor the other. How could you be a Cuban if you didn’t live in Cuba? How could you be an American if you still lived, in your head, in Cuba?

For years I had sat under the scissors of a Cuban barber in New York, who had lost his natural confidence in Spanish without ever gaining an equivalent comfort in English. He had become a stranger in his own mouth, suffocated. For these older exiles, too long in Cuba to fully leave it and never entirely at home in America, language was a perilous landscape, freighted with subtle signifiers. They heard their own children flitting from Spanish to English between syllables, and saw their grandchildren stare back dumbly when asked a simple question in Castilian. Even those older people at ease in English could feel their abilities fading with the years, their minds gravitating back toward Spanish and Cuba.

The surgeon was a rare exception. Maybe he’d been isolated among English speakers in Houston, because he’d gone so far into English he couldn’t come back. The woman who shouted habla español was declaring that he had abandoned them.

The doctor from Houston told his unauthorized joke, in English. It flopped. He sat down to polite applause.

The business of the evening flowed quickly. With roast beef on our plates, Pedro Haber kept it all moving, and after a quick prayer of invocation from Father Dorta-Duque, Haber went straight in to the business of handing out honors.

Pedro Roig leapt up from the VIP table to receive the first. Roig ran, among other things, TV Martí, a television station funded by the U.S. government and staffed by Cuban exiles. Broadcast from an aircraft over U.S. water, TV Martí offered “free” television to captive Cubans. But it was a signal to nowhere. The 90-mile distance from Key West to Havana was simply too far for television transmission. I had never met anyone in Cuba who had seen the channel. It was a bit of heated rhetoric hurled into the ether. Year after year, an alliance of anti-Castro congressmen and exile influence workers kept federal funding for TV Martí. Even if no one could see it, they argued, the mere fact of its existence was vital. Cutting the funding would be nothing less than giving in to Castro. An illusion of that size was impressive.

Then Lundy Aguilar got up, with a bashful smile for an old man. At the podium he was not exactly steady. Lundy, class of ’43. Nearing eighty, he was small, bent, skinny as ever, now as always a model of self-control. As Haber described it, the plaque was presented in honor of Lundy’s achievements as an illustrious professor, a newspaper columnist since the 1950s, a philosopher of liberty, a member of distinguished academic bodies, and a campaigner for democracy both before and after the Revolution. He’d done the things other people talked about. He’d known and rejected Castro. He’d protested for democracy and then fought the new tyrant. His early predictions—that the Revolution would produce a tyrant, that the tyrant would drive them out, and that pragmatism was the only response—had fallen on deaf ears. But they had come true. He was still at it, publishing occasional articles in the Miami Herald, or the Diario Las Américas, and knocking out weekly Internet postings on liberty, or history, or the god of Marxism, or Stalin, or Castro as a salesman auctioning off Cuba. This habit of pouring out commentaries and publishing revelations was common enough among Cubans—ubiquitous, even—but Lundy was different. His friends actually did call him the Prophet. Sustaining a realism like that, among Cubans, was award-worthy.

Sitting down with his plaque, Lundy looked tiny, and boyish, fondling the award while smiling easily and talking with the Reverend. Dorta-Duque leaned foward, tilting over the table in his high white collar, and asked Lundy where the rest of his Dolores classmates were. Lundy said they weren’t here. There had been only thirteen boys in his final year, 1943.

“Four or six should still be alive,” Dorta-Duque suggested.

“No, Father,” Lundy said.

“Three?”

“No, Father.”

“Two?”

“No, Father. Only one. I am the only one left alive.”

         

Tragedy is stale news to Cubans, and the evening slid right into celebration. The music was bad, loud, and popular. A baritone dressed entirely in black, even to the dye in his mustache, pressed some buttons on a karaoke console. Instrumentals erupted, and he began to belt along to son standards. He was effective. The combination of the music and his striving, melodramatic voice was deafening, but many of the people in the room were already partly deaf, and these were Cubans, so the small dance floor filled up before the midpoint of the first song. Couples in their fifties and sixties danced with the easy flow of people who have spent decades together on the floor. Many of them had been dancing together for half a century; the divorce rate was minuscule. There was a mambo, danced cheek to cheek. And a son, a classic Benny Moré number. And then a chacha, with everyone chanting along, as happy as children to be shouting it out, throwing their hands into the air: “Cha cha CHA!” More dancers piled in, taking the last spots on the parquet dance floor, and then filling up the carpet around the edge. Then a conga line, which was invented by a Dolores man.

It was real dancing, blessedly unselfconscious, everyone bumping elbows, turning, their butts colliding, men calling out to one another, cutting in, reclaiming partners, and starting over with the next song. It wasn’t 9:30. Between tunes the crooner would briefly ruin the mood by pressing buttons, so that the tape screeched backward and forward as he looked for different tracks. Or he might accidentally knock his microphone into one of the speakers, producing a clap of thunder and a yelp of feedback. But then there would be another tune, his melodramatic voice, and the dancers picked right up again.

The route to the bathroom was lined with black and white pictures of golfers: Arnold Palmer, Sam Snead, Jack Nicklaus, Jackie Gleason, and 1950s faces I didn’t know. A sign taped on the wall said, in quick handwriting, DOLORES REUNION—LEGENDS ROOM. At the urinal, two Cubans took the spaces on either side of me and began to quiz me while relieving themselves. Was I Cuban? No, Irish from Virginia. What was I doing here? Looking for people from the old days, I said. To tell their stories.

They volunteered theirs: although they had never met until standing at these urinals, they’d both attended Dolores in the 1950s. And, they said, the old days were nothing compared to what they’d been through since. One guy was “in agriculture,” he said. The other interrupted to say that he was also in agriculture. The first had a farm near Tampa. Oh, really? The second had a farm in Nigeria. Well, the first man came to Miami with nothing, he said, and built up a whole agricultural business, from farming and packaging to transport and added value, all from scratch. Amazing, the second man said quickly, because he himself had come to America with nothing, not one cent, and had supported his entire family and their extended clan by simultaneously opening a medical practice and starting a ranch in Venezuela. The first man cut in: he was growing five kinds of root vegetables in commercial quantities, including a very profitable manioc crop. Muy rentable, he shouted at one of my ears. The second man shouted at the other ear: over in Nigeria he’d crossed Holsteins with the African cattle, and they were getting ten thousand gallons of milk a day.

“Well,” the first man said, zipping up. “I didn’t know anything about farming, but with this exile, we have to do what we can.”

We all washed up, but they pursued me toward the Legends Room, insisting that I write about them. Under cross-examination, the second man admitted that he had a plan to produce ten thousand gallons of milk a day in Nigeria. As I walked away, he yelled out, “But we really taught that bastard a lesson!”

I knew not to ask who he meant. That bastard. The name missing from the mailing list of this high school reunion. He was here, of course, if only because he was rolled up and hiding in my pocket. Only when the party began to wind down, around 10:15, did I clear away some strawberry shortcake and unroll the print, a particularly large copy of the picture that had brought me here. Twenty people were soon gathered around.

They remembered the building. Not just the men, who had been students there, but their wives, too, some of whom had seen Dolores for themselves, as visitors back in the girlhood of their 1940s or 1950s, and others who had merely encountered a thousand stories and snapshots in the decades since. The photograph I had unrolled was a straight shot of the entire student body at the Colegio de Dolores, taken in the fall of 1941. Two hundred and thirty-eight boys in uniform, lined in eight ranks, the youngest at the bottom, the oldest at the top. Around the edges of the frame were glimpses of railings, Mudejar archways, tall doors, and whitewashed walls. I pointed out where Lundy Aguilar, then fifteen years old, was standing, next to the Cuban flag.

There was another face in this picture, a ghost missing from this room. I saw a few people bend in, to look for it.

Discussion died out. People fell into an intense scrutiny of the long page, whispering “Do you see him?” Fear of success matched fear of failure. But they had to know how close they had stood.

It always gave people a shock when they finally recognized him. The uniforms made all the students look indistinguishable, but once I put the nail of my pinkie across his open, round face, his raked-back visage, that cocky gleam in his eye, there was a collective gasp. It was him. Third row down from the top, fifth from right. A tall boy, with his head tilted back. Instead of a necktie, like the boys on either side of him, his collar was open.

Him. A willful, wild little man, fourteen years old.

“It’s him,” a woman said. A man in a gray suit took out his glasses, cleaned them with a purple cloth, put them on, and studied the picture.

“Look at that son of a bitch,” he said.

But I couldn’t. I couldn’t look at the man whom Guillermo Cabrera Infante called Cyclops, the terrible giant who ruled over his own island. You go blind from staring at the sun. Better to turn away. Let the eyes adjust to the shadows. There was more than one man in Cuba, and more than one boy in Dolores. His history was not the sum total of Cuban history.

Some called him messiah, others worse than Stalin, but I myself was not even sure he existed. Was he a real creature, or a myth that walked? Once in Havana, I had stood as close to him as the VIP table was to the microphone, close enough to see his hands trembling, but was he real? It wasn’t possible for one man to have done everything in Cuba, no matter what the television in Havana and the radio in Miami said. There were other forces at work, a river of decisions and actors, accidents and intentions, that shaped the bends of generations. One life—even one very long, century-spanning life—was not enough. One alloy in the Cuban tragedy was this willingness to believe that it was all him, for good or ill. Cubans were gullible, Lundy Aguilar had once warned, for they “don’t believe in anybody and they believe everybody.” They grasped for bitter heroes.

He, the only he, whose name tasted like ashes in their mouths, liked it that way, too. A personalized history, full of his actions, his glories, his insight. The enemies of Cuba were his enemies, who despised and demonized him. He talked constantly of assassination plots, which equated the killing of the Revolution with the killing of him, personally. His enemies sometimes did him the courtesy of getting caught with .50 caliber sniper rifles, proving the equation.

But there were other men. You could draw a frame around any collection of Cubans, really. So why not these ones?

Old people go to bed early. By 10:30, the crowd was done. Done fingering my photograph, and done pressing stories, e-mails, business cards, accusations, phone numbers, advice, and obsolete addresses in Hialeah and Camagüey upon one another. There were only a few stragglers still on the dance floor. One of them, a woman of about sixty, danced toward me, took my hand, pulled me onto the floor, and then wrapped me in an inebriated hug. As we danced in this embrace, sashaying slowly around the floor, my nose was buried into the airy confection of her hair. The stiff hit of hair spray woke me up.

“Remember,” she shouted up at me as we circled. “We are 99 percent Republicans. Put that in your book!”

The only thing Cubans agree on is that they are completely reasonable, and that everyone agrees with them.

But the real figure is 80 percent.

         

Lundy’s house lay offshore, hove-to like a wise sailor on the security of Key Biscayne. The next afternoon, with the wet storm weather blown out by fierce winds, I paid a dollar for the toll and drove out the long causeway, leaving behind Miami. The road rose up, becoming a long white bridge, the blue of Biscayne Bay to my right, dotted with wind surfers, and the skyline of downtown Miami behind, on the left. It was Sunday, and cruise ships were outbound, nosing through the crowded waters like white buses. The road swooped down onto the brief Virginia Key, and then onto the long, flat island itself:



You said you’d bring to me

Biscayne Bay

Where the Cuban gentlemen sleep all day



The road ran new through parkland, where crabgrass grew from sand, and past the old Winter White House of Richard Nixon. Key Biscayne runs five miles, sticking out from the side of Miami, a low barrier island that shields the city itself from hurricane swells. The highest point on the key is a pile of landfill beside the sewage plant. The island looks so flat and featureless that a stiff roller from the Gulf Stream might surge through the mangroves and submerge the whole thing briefly.

The beaches out here were poor, by Miami standards, and smelled of sulfur. That, plus the dollar toll on the causeway, kept most people out. Seldom visited, with only a few hotels, it was a prosperous residential neighborhood. As I drove into what passed for the center of town, I saw that the parking lot of the Key Biscayne Yacht Club was filled to overcapacity.

Lundy Aguilar’s house was on a side street, off a side street. It was a modest one-story ranch, with slatted louvers on the windows, and royal palms growing in front and back. It was nestled in a tight row of similar houses. Lizards, mostly alive, dotted the road and driveway. Vera, Lundy’s wife, sent me into the living room to wait for him.

Lundy had taught Latin American history at Georgetown University, but his was no dry and academic affection. He wallowed in history like a boy in a mud bog. He collected and painted toy soldiers for a hobby, and these were laid out on three bookcases beside the white armchair where I waited. On the left, the shelves supported twenty-five lancers and hussars of the Napoleonic infantry, the men in huge bearskin hats, with each little pom-pom painted red. These were facing an equal number of English Life Guards, their swords and breastplates gleaming in hand-daubed silver. Their French and British standards were accurate, and all the figures were mounted on small black stands. Below that were fifty-four more soldiers—a platoon of the Black Watch, with some skirmishers out front, and an assortment of Wellington’s officers on horseback. The bottom shelf had more of the same.

Down the middle row there were soldiers from Cuba, from the war of two names. To the Americans this war was called the Spanish-American War, best remembered for the neat charge up San Juan Hill in 1898. But that was not Lundy’s war: the figures here were mostly Cuban fighters from what he and other Cubans called the War of Independence. This was a struggle, fought with interruptions over thirty years, that was all but over by the time the Rough Riders arrived. In this conflict, the enemy soldiers—the Spanish troops—still looked, in miniature, much like the Napoleonic soldiers that had preceded them. They wore an imperial uniform of white breeches, epaulets, and flashy belts. But Lundy’s shelves were mostly taken up with something new on the battlefield. His Cuban fighters were a ragtag bunch under a new red, white, and blue flag. These toy rebels wore wide straw hats and rough peasant clothing. Some were barefoot. Their cavalry were the mambises, the irregular squadrons of Afro-Cuban men who fought with only the sharp edge of their machetes. This was an insurgency, a people’s war. A liberation struggle. No Americans on this shelf, or the lower ones.

Over on the right, the last three shelves were divided among an oddball assortment of Vikings, French knights, samurai, brass cannons, and finally some Americans: a squad of Confederates and a few disordered Yankees. Below that were the Romans, in hand-to-hand melee with some Ottoman janissaries. A few Cossacks were rushing in. Saxons occupied the bottom shelf, along with a dozen crumbling leather books.

Lundy came in, stooped, but spry and lean. He smoothed his hair and sat down in a red armchair, close by his battalions. Above and behind him on the wall there was an antique sword crossed against a kind of small blunderbuss. He told me right away that he had known Fidel Castro for five years at Dolores, and then four more years at the University of Havana. Lundy was older, and had been a calendar year ahead of Fidel.

“I didn’t like Fidel,” Lundy said. “We were friends, but we never became close.” But at a small school with 238 boys spread across eight grades, those of similar ages were thrust together, inevitably intimate in some way. The school was also too small to tolerate division: there were, Lundy said, no cliques or separation by social class, the way he saw later at Belén, the bigger and more socially stratified sister school. At Dolores, everyone was pulled together by proximity, and pushed together toward something larger. The school had a mission.

“The Jesuits were the vanguard of the Catholic Church,” Lundy explained. “They were born in Spain, and the order grew because the founders believed in studying science, that the kids in the Jesuit schools should know what the scientific movement was doing. In Cuba, when you reached a school of the Jesuits, you felt that you were in the avant-garde.”

Fidel Castro had made much the same point. In one of the only interviews in which he ever mentioned Dolores, Castro told the theologian Frei Betto, a sympathetic leftist from Brazil, that he’d been impressed on arrival there. The school was run by “people who were much more rigorous, much more prepared, with much more vocation for teaching, in reality, [people] of much higher capacity, discipline, incomparably superior” to the teachers he had known before. “In my judgment,” he said, it was “a school I wanted to join.”

Lundy took me into the back of the house. There was a small nook, between the bathroom and the TV room, which had been curated into a kind of memory chamber. There were trophies and bits of antique armor, but mostly there were photographs from the old days, whether that meant Cuba in the 1940s and 1950s, or America in the 1960s and 1970s. The biggest of the photographs was the same one I had shown around at the reunion, a broad black and white panorama of the student body at Dolores in the fall of 1942. The 238 boys lined up, the whole student body of boarding and day students. It was Lundy who had first given the shot to me.

Even this, which was my original, was a copy of a copy of a large-format negative. Multiple generations had smudged the faces, softening the lines of the eyes, smoothing out the clothing, draining the shadows of detail. Scratches, a tear, and several spots of mold on an earlier print were all faithfully reproduced here.

The picture showed the boys in the patio, as they called the school’s inner courtyard. It was split into upper and lower sections by a wall, which was topped with a black iron railing. Most of the boys, six full rows, were arrayed below that divide.

Up, behind the iron railing, were two rows of class leaders, honorees, members of the band, and assorted flag bearers. Lundy pointed himself out in this group. “There I am, holding the flag,” he said. “Taking notes on everything with my eyes.”

He had dressed that day in the full uniform that they rarely wore: black shoes, white trousers, a dark blue blazer over a white shirt, with a white Sam Browne belt running up and over the left shoulder.

Lundy wore a solid dark necktie; the other 237 boys wore a variety of ties, striped or solid, and a small number, like Fidel, were tieless. Fidel was one row below Lundy, on the other side of the railing. Fifth in from stage right, his shoulders brushed with the folds of a white school flag. You could have projected arrogance onto the way his hat was cocked, if you wanted, but this was simply a fourteen-year-old boy.

Cuba never had an upper class in the European sense, and there were only a few boys at Dolores who could claim an important Spanish name or old money. What Cuba had was a few super-rich people, often of new fortune and dubious background, and a relatively large middle class. Most of the boys at Dolores, Lundy said, were sons of professionals, or of businessmen, or came from poorer families that strove to produce professionals and businessmen. The boys at Dolores were less concerned with intellectual attainment than with sports and getting into a university. The parents were mostly interested in seeing their boys established in a good career. “Most of them,” Lundy said, pointing again at the picture, “didn’t go on to study history or law. They went on to be physicians or engineers. They were not analytical types. I was in the other category, a kid reading history all the time.”

Lundy’s son and namesake now crowded in behind us. Named Louis Aguilar, he was known as Lou, and had the same rangy, lean face as his father. In his mid-forties, wearing a white T-shirt, Lou was a screenwriter in L.A. But he was fed up with Hollywood, and was spending more and more time in Miami, living with his parents. Born in Cuba, he’d left that island before he could form any memory of it, and had grown up in Florida and Washington, D.C. But Cuba, even at the remove of imagination, had impressed itself in his form. It was Lou’s generation, the first Cuban-Americans, who had a kind of baby boomer affinity for “Made in Manzanillo” T-shirts and declarative nostalgia. In polling data, the younger Cuban-Americans generally held more liberal views than their parents, but they were also less realistic about Cuba. Untempered by any actual experience, their views lacked proportion. Lou, hearing his father mention the young Fidel, interrupted.

“He’s worse than Hitler,” he said.

“Well,” Lundy said. “Not really. He’s not a Hitler.”

“Dad, he—”

“He didn’t make a Holocaust,” Dad said.

Lou didn’t even believe it himself, but making the comparison was common enough. On the seething AM bands of South Florida you could hear Castro compared to Hitler, or Stalin, or Pol Pot, or Ceausescu, or Mao, every week.

But they didn’t talk that way in the house of a historian, a man of Jesuitical balance. Lundy frowned at his son and went off to sit in his office. A few minutes later, I found him there, laughing. “Me!” he said. “Defending Castro!” But it was true, he repeated. The Cuban dictator was no Hitler.

He sighed. “That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to kill him,” he added, mildly. “But as a historian, I have to be as objective as possible. I define myself as a skeptic, a humanist, a man from the Renaissance. A person who asks questions, who looks for everything.”

That was, as clearly as I ever heard it put, the Jesuit education in a nutshell. Lundy had started with Jesuit teachers at Dolores, and had spent a thirty-year career teaching at Georgetown University, another Jesuit institution. He was one of the best educated people I had ever met. I had to ask him: had so much love of history, so much study of nuance, so much reading, prepared him for what happened? For the Revolution? For this?

He was still, a long time. Finally he swung his face side to side, as if exhausted. He had been naive, he said. Despite his own doubts, some of them voiced in the newspapers, he hadn’t fully understood what was going to happen until it was too late to stop it. The moment he first saw the future, he said, was “on the third or fourth day of the Revolution,” meaning the third or fourth day of January 1959. Castro was triumphant, but hadn’t even reached Havana yet.

“I went into the center of Santiago,” Lundy said. The city had never been taken by the rebels, but when the old regime collapsed they moved in immediately. Santiago was home base to many of the guerrillas, and full of supporters. It was the scene of the greatest rebellion, and the widest repression, under the old government. And by the third or fourth day of that new year, and era, Santiago was in an ecstatic uproar, delirious, the streets full of people, and every hour bringing some new celebration. Castro was driving toward Havana, slowly, and the criminals, the torturers, and the corrupt were being caught and punished. Swept up in the mood, Lundy went that morning to see “some people.”

The first was a man, described by Lundy as “a mulatto who had worked with Raúl Castro.” The fellow had been an underground courier for the guerrillas, and would certainly know the latest news. Lundy arrived at his house, excited by walking through the city, a huge smile on his face.

“Professor,” the courier said. “Nice to see you. Are you celebrating all this?”

Lundy stood there, grinning.

“I thought you intellectuals were more intelligent than that,” the man said. “Don’t celebrate, Professor. These kids only know the whip. It’s going to be a government of the whip. The only thing they know is the machine gun and the whip.”

A government of the whip? Nonsense. Castro’s platform was there for anyone to see: constitutional law, free elections, more schools, and independence from foreign meddling. What machine guns? The mulatto was crazy. But that phrase stuck in Lundy’s head. Un gobierno del fuete. A government of the whip.

That night it happened again. He was heading to a party at a friend’s house. A wealthy friend. As he walked along, seeing the city lit up, full of banners and music, reconciliations and reunions, Lundy’s mood soared, and he whistled the official hymn of the rebels. Even today, the sound of that anthem is “very moving,” Lundy confessed, and in 1959 he was enthusiastically tweeting it through the streets as he reached the house. A gardener was watching the door. Lundy knew him.

“You are whistling the hymn of hunger,” the gardener said.

Castro was caravanning toward Santa Clara, uncontested at this point, but the gardener said he already knew what would happen when the rebels reached Havana. “If those guys win power,” he said, “hunger will come to Cuba.”

Those were “the people who told me first,” Lundy said now. The first to have the gift of foresight. “Not that I didn’t have my doubts,” he added. History had few examples of good revolutions. And just from knowing Fidel Castro, Lundy had some doubts about his character.

Lundy had doubts about the character of all Cubans. In an article called “El Profeta” he had warned a visitor that Cubans lived in a permanent state of contradiction:



Don’t try to get to know them, because in their souls they live in the impenetrable world of dualism. Cubans drink happiness and bitterness from the same cup. The make music from their weeping and laughter from music. They take jokes seriously and make everything serious a joke.

Never underestimate Cubans. The right arm of Saint Peter is a Cuban and the Devil’s best advisor is also Cuban. Cuba has never produced a saint nor a heretic. But Cubans pontificate among heretics and blaspheme among the saints. Their spirit is universal and irreverent. Cubans believe in Catholicism, Changó, in charades and horoscopes all at the same time. They will appeal to your gods and make fun of your religious rights. They don’t believe in anybody and they believe everybody. They will never give up their illusions and they never learn from their delusions.

Don’t argue with them, ever. Cubans are born inherently wise. They don’t need to read, they know everything. They don’t need to travel, they have seen everything. The Cubans are the chosen people…chosen by themselves. They pass among lesser peoples like a ghost passing over water.

Cubans are characterized individually by their sympathy and intelligence and as a group by their shouting and passion. Every one of them carries the spark of genius and no geniuses are tolerated. That’s why it is easy to reunite Cubans, and impossible to unite them.



“El Profeta” was written in 1986, and the article swiftly became Lundy’s most successful: widely reprinted, translated, taped up in Cuban diners, put under glass in waiting rooms, or pinned to bulletin boards. His self-mockery tapped some frustration among a people gradually getting used to failure, to the idea that they were not going to defeat their enemy, that they were not going home, that they were in exile to stay.

I asked Lundy what had happened to the boys in the photo, as a whole. He shook his head. “That is a melancholy question. The casualties are already very high. That was fifty years ago.” He repeated his conversation with Dorta-Duque of the night before. I’d been sitting between them, listening as they talked, but some stories need retelling, and Lundy carefully repeated his dialogue about the number of survivors in his class. Six? Four? Two? I am the only one left alive. But now Lundy broke into a smile and added, with relish, “and I am still a-smiling.”

Most of the boys from Dolores had scattered after the Revolution. “Of twelve or thirteen in my class in Dolores,” he said, “only one stayed in Cuba.” They’d gone everywhere, Lundy said. Florida, of course, but also the rest of the Caribbean basin, from Venezuela to the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico to Mexico. They were in Toronto and Bilbao and Houston. One boy in the photograph was living in a Dade County trailer park. Another was in Havana, at the desk of the president of the republic.

“Try to find José Antonio Roca, in Spain,” he said. He picked out a figure, a long face, next to his own. Roca was carrying a flag, the huge standard of Dolores itself, emblazoned with a Madonna and heraldic knights and castles. Lundy explained that Roca had nearly been killed while working for Castro during the Revolution. He was a dentist now.

“And this is Pepín Bou,” Lundy added, looking at another face. “He lives right here on Key Biscayne. A few blocks from here. But this fellow, I think is dead. And Juan Grou, there, he was a Bacardi guy who lives in Mexico now. He went hiking in the mountains with Fidel a lot. Enrique Hechevarría is here somewhere, but he is in Puerto Rico. Maybe Arturo de Jongh is here somewhere, I can’t see. He lives in Miami.”

He spoke as if Miami was some distant place. Maybe, from retirement, with the causeway and the toll, it was. Cubans joke that the nice thing about Miami is how similar it is to the United States. If Miami was already that way, more Cuban than American, then that was doubly true for Key Biscayne, offshore, detached. You could close your eyes out here and smell your Caribbean youth. Spanish was the idiom of the island. There was a familiar brine on the wind. At night, in bed, you heard the clatter of dry palm leaves that haunted your dreams.

As Lundy, already tired from two hours of talk, ushered me out of the house, I asked about a line buried in his résumé. Slipped in among the entries on education, publication, and career was a reference to “some not very successful attempts to ship arms to the anti-Castro resistance.” What did that mean?

Lundy waved me silent. He dug into the alluvial deposits on the desk, emerging with a sheet of white paper and a black ballpoint pen. He drew a small crocodile in one corner, with its tail tucked under its back feet; Cuba, in overview. Then he made a larger, hasty sketch of eastern Cuba, marking Santiago de Cuba, Manzanillo, the Sierra Maestra, Guantánamo, and so on, all in a few seconds. Concentrating, he filled in more details of Oriente: some swamps in the south, and then a big bay on the north side. He couldn’t remember the name of the bay, he said. Nipe, I told him. It had to be Nipe Bay.

But Lundy was lost in memory. His hand now came down from the top, drawing a slow, unsteady line that wiggled down and hit Nipe Bay. The line smudged out there, the pen rubbing back and forth. Then he sketched in three other lines, quick arrows that darted in from the east, touching different points along the coastline.

“We only went four times,” he said, handing me the map. “The spring of ’61.”

He wouldn’t say anything else, at all. He simply packed me off, pushing me out of the office and, for a little old man, doing it with dispatch. I was out the door before I’d even looked over the map.

As I stood on the lizard-bedecked driveway, looking at his four lines on white paper, Lou came over. He was the screenwriter of some commercially released B- and C-grade films: Dark Queen: The Movie, Sisters of Sin, etc. We’d known each other, very slightly, for years.

“You know he has Alzheimer’s,” Lou said. “Right?” I didn’t know.

“Yeah, he’s losing it,” he said of his father.

“He’s shot,” he added, with a chop of the hand. “He’s done.”

         

Most of the houses on Key Biscayne look the same—one-story ranches and bungalows in earth tones, with long roof overhangs to keep the rainy season at bay. It was only a few blocks to the house of Pepín Bou, one of the men Lundy had mentioned. Lundy had given me the address, but he had specified that I should pay no attention to the house number. Instead I was to watch for three big palm trees with crossing trunks. Indeed the trees, unusually tall and thick for palms, were visible from a block away.

Pepín wasn’t surprised to see me, although I hadn’t called. The old Cuban way remained in him: people made social visits, stopped by, dropped in, did the rounds, and called on each other, rather than called each other. I mentioned Lundy, and Pepín invited me in. We sat in a dining room that ran across the back of the house, looking through glass doors at a small pool.

He was tall and very pale for a Cuban, the pinkest of men, with fine hair that was white-blond in his youth and now entirely white. His real name was José, but Josés were so common that they had to be separated by nicknames. For no reason at all, Josés are usually called Pepe. But at Dolores there were already so many Josés that the usual nicknames—Pepe and even Pepito—were already taken. On arrival at Dolores he was thus given the nth derivation, Pepín, to differentiate him.

I asked him why I hadn’t met him at the reunion of Dolores alumni in Miami Springs. “I went to a few of those,” he said. “You go to those reunions and you don’t know who anyone is, and the ones who were there last year are dead. Personally, I find it depressing.”

Pepín was oriental, the son of a Santiago engineer. He described his childhood as privileged, especially in comparison with the squalid life of the black sugarcane cutters who were the main workforce in the province. Like a lot of boys from Dolores, he’d gone on to the University of Havana with Fidel, and this personal connection had gotten him mixed up, against his will, in the early days of the revolutionary government. While quietly plotting his escape, he’d double-crossed Raúl Castro, and one of his last acts in Cuba had been to lie calmly to Che Guevara.

He’d left in 1961 “with nothing,” Pepín said, and then corrected himself. “All I had was a dime.” They’d had to abandon their house and leave behind all their possessions and money. Even their luggage had been trimmed down at the last minute, by regulations that governed the number of pairs of underpants they could carry out of Cuba. At the airport the revolutionary militia had confiscated the gold band of his watch. But in midair, halfway between Cuba and Miami, an Englishman on the plane had taken pity on Pepín. He’d given him an American dime, just enough money to make a phone call.

We went into the kitchen and he rooted around in a drawer, and then another drawer. He checked between the blender and the refrigerator, but it wasn’t there. He looked under a pile of bills and found it. It was hard to lose: the dime, blackened with age, was encased in a block of clear Lucite, four inches wide by six inches tall, and two inches thick. He set it out on the coffee table, upright, a tombstone for everything that had been lost. Or perhaps it was the reverse. Maybe the dime was a memorial for all that had been regained. The house. The family. The job. The friends. The pool in back.

I mentioned the photograph of all of them together in 1942. “This one?” he asked, and went into the next room and brought out a framed copy of the same shot. He’d gotten it from Lundy years ago.

He flipped the frame, carefully, and there on the back were two dense columns of ballpoint writing. Names.

Pepín’s sister was married to another one of the Dolores boys in the photograph, a fellow called Alberto Casas. “He made this list when he was here in the house one night,” Pepín said. “He has a phenomenal memory, a really incredible memory. He knows all the faces. He had it all up here,” he said, touching his temple. “You should talk to him.”

Alberto Casas was a wild man, Pepín said, grinning. He lived down in Puerto Rico now. “His family had the biggest cattle farm in Cuba,” Pepín said, “and now they have the biggest cattle farm in Puerto Rico.”

I stared at the list. Everything that had happened to Cuba since 1942 had happened to, through, or among them.

Of course, you couldn’t find them all. Out of 238 boys in the picture, Alberto Casas had identified just 65, and some of those were only partially named, or were followed by question marks. There were a lot of nicknames (Fatso Rabelo, Little Rocket Festari, or just Basquito). Even I recognized some of the names. The Bacardi boys were here, scions from the rum dynasty, a family that also ran Santiago politics. And of course, a couple of Castro brothers.

The boys were listed by row, left to right and back to front. The names were a file of diminutives and oddities, from Socrates to John. There were many brothers. The boys who had died were marked with a demure “E.P.D.,” meaning en paz descansa, or rest in peace. The Castro brothers were both followed with the notation that they were “(H.P.),” or sons of bitches. A couple of names—just a couple—were already marked “Miami” or “P.R.” But the fate of the rest was speculation.

Pepín snorted when I asked where they were. “Se fueron,” he said, waving a hand at the glass doors, the pool, Biscayne, the world. They’d gone. Most were in Florida, elsewhere in the Caribbean, maybe Europe. For sure, other parts of the United States. Even Australia.

Any still in Cuba? “No,” he said.

But he didn’t know that. That was Cuban thinking. To believe that everyone had decided the same as you. To believe there was only one right answer. If you had left Cuba, then everyone should have left.

Cuban thinking makes Cuban reality tolerable. The Revolution had taken a dull knife to Cuban society, cleaving it. People had been left on one side or the other, divided by timing, flights of persuasion, accidents, the seductions of power, or the terrors of it. The only rule was that every family, every city, every group, and every institution in Cuba had been divided against itself. There was no reason the Colegio de Dolores should be any different.

As he let me out, even Pepín began to remember this. He had insisted that none remained in Cuba, but now he recalled that there was one. One single Dolorino was there, apparently. Some Miami friends had visited Cuba recently, and had shown him a video they filmed. They’d recorded all over Santiago, capturing the old places that Pepín remembered. The Parque Céspedes at the center of town. The Cathedral. The harbor. The old Bacardi distillery. At one point they’d visited the old church in Vista Alegre, the swank neighborhood where most of them had grown up. Pepín remembered seeing an old-timer in the film there, a Dolores alumnus. He couldn’t remember the fellow’s name. “Maybe Llanez, or Llanova,” he said, and shook his head. “Llibino. Or Yoruba or something.”

He tried on a few more names, and then said abruptly, “No. I don’t know. But even if I did know someone who was still there, I wouldn’t know him, you know what I mean?”

         

Alberto Casas was married to Pepín’s sister, Hortensia. Pepín had told me that the couple were living in Puerto Rico, but even though he had given me their phone number, it was hard to get Alberto on the telephone, and even harder to keep him on it. He lived in San Juan, the biggest city, but on most days he kept to the habit of a lifetime, rising before dawn to travel out into the countryside, where he had his pastures.

Over the course of the next year I did reach Casas, sometimes. I caught him on his cell phone as he stood in a field under the summer sun. But the conversation would be intermittent, interrupted by the yelling of cowboys as they moved a hundred head through a gate, or by Alberto himself shouting at some recalcitrant beast, bovine or human. He hung up once in an obvious emergency. I reached him at home at 7:30 in the evening once, and he pleaded that he had just walked in the door, “covered in mud,” and needed a shower. He was seventy-five.

When we did talk, it was as Pepín had said: Alberto did all the talking. Standing in a pasture once, he spent the whole call denouncing Puerto Ricans and all things Puerto Rican, the “collective cowardice” and “corruption” of their politics, the ruined society they had made. He poured indignation into the cell phone until his battery died. After twelve months of these exchanges I flew down to Puerto Rico.

The island was an alternate vision of Cuba, a could-have-been brought to life. (“Two wings of the same bird,” José Martí said.) Seized by the Americans at the same moment, it was openly annexed. Now Puerto Rico was a Caribbean island where English and Spanish were intertwined, where the people held American passports and took domestic flights to New York but were grown from the same rootstock as the Cubans, the same African and Spanish elements. Casas held them in contempt for this very thing: they were like the Cubans, but had never had the strength that Cubans did. Not the strength to resist the Spanish, nor to resist the Americans. Even the Cuban exiles had come in here and taken the place over, he said.

But Puerto Rico, with all its faults, had to make do, for it was as close as a Cuban exile could get. The heart of the city, Old San Juan, was puny compared to Old Havana, but it did have the same star-shaped fortresses along the harbor, the same step-through doorways and pastel houses. Out in the countryside the conditions for cattle were the same as in Cuba. The language and social arrangements all echoed what I had seen in Cuba, but with American highways and brands everywhere.

I had picked a cheap oceanfront hotel out of a guidebook, and after checking in I walked the few steps to the beach, which was wide and lovely, with a few men in tiny bathing suits lounging around. I was planning on spending the entire weekend with Alberto, touring his farm and meeting over meals with various Dolores alumni he knew in Puerto Rico. But when I called him from my room, Casas barked that there was an emergency. A relative in the Dominican Republic was sick, and he was leaving that very night. Before I could say anything he announced that it was now or never: he would be at my hotel in thirty minutes.

He strode into the lobby half an hour later looking every bit the guajiro in a short-sleeved shirt and straw hat, his face bronzed by the sun, his rough hands like slabs. He was enormous, a barrel-chested man with a sagging belly below, and big shoulders spread wide. His head was the only delicate part of the man, set with intense, darting eyes and washed with lively expressions of all kinds. He’d rounded up one friend on short notice, Juan Sotus, Dolores ’48, a quieter, less animated character who arrived in a blue blazer.

Long before, Casas had described himself on the telephone by telling me, “I
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