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  Author's Note - Prologue


This story was originally written in Spanish, my native language. The English version was made possible thanks to the work and dedication of Tim Trott, who took on the challenge of translating it with commitment and sensitivity. 
Escape from Cuba is a work of fiction. While inspired by actual events, the characters, dialog, and specific incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons (living or deceased), organizations, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Michel Mir Jorge








  
  Chapter one
Whispers of Rebellion


There was talk of a dangerous man, a man lacking the revolutionary ideals that a Cuban citizen was supposed to defend. This is how they presented it: among a pile of papers, messy on the table. His name and photo immediately stood out. 
Lieutenant García picked up the file, looked at the photo, and quickly put it back on the table. 
“This one’s different,” he murmured to his colleague, wiping his palms on his uniform.
Alberto Mendieta Ramos was tall and strong, with jet-black hair and eyes, and thick, well-defined eyebrows. He styled his hair just by running his hand through it, leaving furrows like tracks. His sun-bronzed skin complemented his broad shoulders, narrow waist, and powerful legs. He walked with the resolve of a Viking. He had fleeting love affairs, relationships where morality had yet to mix with the bitterness and ill temper of age. His greatest flaw, immense and foolish, was speaking out against the government without fear or filter. He spoke of “his” Mambises.1 as if they belonged to him. With fervor, he recounted how the Mambises crossed the island, fighting a massive Spanish army to win Cuba’s freedom  2: freedom that had never truly arrived, but which, according to him, would one day come. And he would be there.
He didn’t know what he was doing, nor what was looming. The Black Wasps 3, was the group they all belonged to back then. A Black Wasp was incapable of understanding altruism. Those minds, sabotaged by their own venomous thoughts, couldn’t tolerate anyone capable of giving their best, because they never did. They couldn’t tolerate someone trying to change the evil that lived within them. The thirst for freedom and the end of hostility left them without justification or purpose. 
That’s why they suffered in the presence of someone like Alberto: upright, unafraid.
That youth, that tenacity for his people, despite his young age and much pride. Alberto understood that what mattered wasn’t how long one lived, but how. Not in material terms, but by the purity of soul with which one coexisted. That light compelled decency and integrity. But men did not know how to be as good as they were evil.
“Boy,” said the boss to his subordinate, dressed in a green uniform. “This is your case.”
Erasmo’s coffee cup clinked on the saucer.
The first step was routine: knock on the door of the CDR4and ask the resident about the subject. But as Erasmo climbed to the second floor, his footsteps echoed in silence. Behind the doors, you could hear televisions turning down and half-interrupted conversations.
The woman who received him lived alone. Protagonist of many acts of repudiation against her neighbors, faithful supporter of the Revolution, with a history full of anonymous complaints and neighbors imprisoned for her prying eyes. Diplomas of revolutionary merit, photos with local leaders, and recognitions for her “community vigilance” covered its walls.
Across the street, his neighbors had a sign on the balcony that had become almost legendary, though it had never served its purpose: “THE HOUSE IS SWAPPED!” 5 

      ***But when he mentioned Alberto, something unexpected happened. He had a certain respect for the boy.
The woman put a hand to her throat and took a step back. Her eyes swept over the floor, the window, and returned to Erasmo’ss face. She opened her mouth, closed it, and wrung her hands.
“I...well...” she hesitated, biting her lip. It is... a good boy.
“A good boy?”
Her fingers played with the edge of the apron.
“Last month, I came from the farm with heavy bags, I could hardly climb the stairs. My knees are no longer useful...
“And?”
“He was passing by. He didn’t even know it was me, but he still carried them up for me. He left them at the door. When I wanted to thank him, he just smiled and kept walking. For him, it didn’t matter that I was the neighborhood snitch.
Erasmo frowned. It wasn’t the information I needed.
“And your political activities?”
“Look, officer,” she interrupted, straightening her shoulders. Alberto is like many young people today. Yes, he has more than one girlfriend, but here he behaves well. Sometimes he argues over silly things, but it is not frequent. Sometimes he has football on at full volume, but that’s not a serious foul, right?”
Her voice was firm.
“Do more people live with him?”
“No, no, he lives alone and works hard, although not always for the State. But he is not a criminal. He just lives... as one lives on the street.
“And your family?”
“The mother doesn’t work. Grandpa is already very old, but he worked all his life.The father? I think he was a musician.
She studied Erasmo’ss face.
“Is something wrong with Alberto?” she asked routinely. She already knew from her years of reporting that Alberto had a huge problem.
This wasn’t just anyone, so she scrutinized every word. Erasmo was a hound, and the boy was his bone.
“No, don’t worry. Don’t say anything. It’s fine.  Yes, yes, it’s okay.”

      ***From the window of the apartment, Erasmus watched as his blue Lada, parked on the other side, was being inspected by a gentleman, actually an agent pretending to read the newspaper, ready to report anything suspicious.
Even if he had filed the report, the boss would have reprimanded him for his incompetence. Others had committed far greater feats without leaving a trace, from orchestrating fatal bar fights to simulating traffic accidents, all without raising suspicion. How could he be the one to ruin everything for a damn kid?
That’s what he thought.
Erasmo was certain that the old woman was sweating when he left. More than just being difficult, she seemed to be hiding something. She refused to let her guard down, even when he pressed her with his body language. She shifted uneasily in her red vinyl armchair, her eyes widening with every question, yet she never cracked. He had held back, not wanting to push too hard and risk drawing attention. Across the street, a watch had already been set up. 

      ***As he walked down the stairs, he felt the woman’s eyes on his back through the peephole. Behind other doors, the rustle of footsteps could be heard moving away from the bolts.
In Alberto’s work, the story was clearer. The boss, Marcelino, was a skinny man who proudly wore his Party pin in his pocket. The walls of his office were lined with photos of him at political rallies, always close to important officials.
“That boy doesn’t respect discipline,” he said, pulling out a sheet covered in red ink. If your shift starts at nine, you arrive at eight-thirty. If he finishes earlier, he leaves.
“And did you confront him for that?”
Marcelino’s face reddened.
“Of course I do. One day, while Alberto was on the second floor, I burst in, shouting and waving the log sheet 
“And what happened?”
“I shouted at him about revolutionary discipline. About following orders.
He paused, touching his left cheek.
“And suddenly I was on the ground, seeing little stars.”
Erasmo raised an eyebrow.
“It hit me so hard that I was unconscious for ten minutes. When I woke up, the workers were not looking at me. They looked at the place where Alberto had been. As if they wish they had done the same.”
“And the next day?”
“He went in as if nothing had happened. He signed the report, went to work. I tried to sanction him, but...”
Marcelino shrugged.
“Every time I approached him, I remembered his look. It wasn’t rage. It was determination.”
With trembling hands, he put away the forms.
Then came the change of management, and, to avoid any problems, the new director, young and intelligent, gave him the dismissal he’d long sought, with an acceptable evaluation to keep his title. Otherwise, he would have lost it.6
After leaving the refrigeration job, Alberto went from one “struggle” to another, selling everything he could find and covering his daily needs, from cell phones to buying and selling dollars in state exchange houses. That was how Erasmo saw him for the first time, outside the CADECA7, leaning against a red column with one foot crossed over the other.
Erasmo watched him from his unmarked Lada. He had an almost supernatural ability to go unnoticed. But this time, something changed.
Alberto’s eyes saw the car, then looked for him. Their eyes met for a moment. Alberto straightened slightly and looked away.
Erasmo got in line.
“Excuse me, do you know who changes dollars around here?” He asked the man in front.
He looked nervously at Alberto, then whispered: “Ask him.”
But Alberto did not move.
Finally, Erasmo approached.
“Excuse me, do you know who buys dollars here?”
Alberto slowly took off his glasses, revealing eyes piercing through him.
“Ninety-two if they are hundred-dollar bills.”
“The rate is ninety-five,” replied Erasmo.
Alberto shrugged.
“Then sell them to CADECA for eighty.” That way, you give more to Fidel.”
“It’s not Fidel anymore,” Erasmo retorted.
“Or Raúl, who is the same,” he replied, without lowering his voice.
A woman stumbled when she heard it. An old man pretended to read his newspaper carefully.
The exchange was quick. 200 dollars for 184 CUC.
As he returned to his car, Erasmo felt a spark he hadn’t experienced for years: a tingle. He smiled, thinking he had the case solved. Of course, it was solved. The guy had an antisocial attitude and ideological tendencies that directly opposed the system being imposed on him. However, he didn’t see it that way at the time. The man was overwhelmed by so many cadre schools and the poor training for officers from the MININT8, G29, State Security, and a number of other agencies. But in the end, it all came down to the same thing: intimidation techniques, coercion at various levels, torture, and other methods. Instead of the CIA teaching them, they were taught by the Russians, then the Chinese, and whatever other communist country was advising them at the time. Because, if there was one thing that had characterized communism in Cuba, it was its willingness to grasp at any straw to sustain itself, always at the expense of human rights, which were completely nonexistent there, and individual freedoms, which they had sought to eliminate at all costs, even from the Constitution.
But Erasmo wasn’t talking about things the other person didn’t know. These were realities that he and many others had witnessed firsthand. No, he had always wanted to believe he was doing the right thing, but the truth was, he knew it was wrong. Still, it was easier to turn a blind eye and move on. After all, one had to choose a side, and there was no room for hesitation. If you faltered, they’d take everything from you. And besides, it was better to oppress than to be oppressed.
Besides, why lie about it? In that early period of Alberto’s life, Erasmo had already gotten the hang of it. He always went from one place to another, spending money from any of the agencies that issued the check, one of the few that could be cashed in the banks. And if anyone had any doubts, he would swear on his honor as a revolutionary dedicated to the ideas of the commander-in-chief, and that was all. No one would suspect a guy like that, especially for a few CUC.
He often went to the bank to collect his money, and after finishing, he would sit and watch, enjoying himself, as many foreigners, Cubans, and people who had been compensated were scammed. They would angrily wave a check at the cashier, who would swing back and forth violently in one hand, while the cashier, always with a smile more mocking than professional, would dismiss them with a “Sorry, we don’t have any money in the till.”
“That’s right. But what do you want me to tell you? Life has its vices, doesn’t it? And, what the hell, also his good moments. In such turbulent times, Erasmo was king. He was always a bastard.”
But that challenge would prove deeper than he imagined...

      ***Months passed. Alberto had taken a job at a local store, earning the typical Cuban salary of twelve to fourteen dollars a month. Erasmo followed him after work, hoping to discover secret meetings, clandestine networks, and revolutionary plans that would justify his defiant attitude.
But what he found was Alberto sitting with old people in front of a small cafeteria, sharing a bottle of rum, and talking about life. Not about politics. Not of revolution. Only of life.
One afternoon, from across the street, Erasmo saw him listening to an old man tell stories of his youth. The old man’s hands trembled as he raised his glass, and when he tried to pour himself another drink, Alberto stepped forward in silence and helped him, without interrupting the story.
“The thing about youth,” said the old man, in a calm voice that hung in the evening air, “is that you think you have all the answers. But when you get older, you realize that it was the questions that were wrong.”
Alberto nodded, taking a sip of his rum.
“Maybe the questions are always changing,” he replied.
As the weeks went by, Erasmo’s reports became shorter. There were no secret meetings to document, no subversive pamphlets to collect, no networks of conspirators to map. Just a young man who worked during the day and talked to old people in the evening.
But that made Alberto more dangerous, not less.
At headquarters, Captain Mendoza read the reports with growing irritation.
“What exactly are you telling me?” he exclaimed, throwing the papers on the desk. That the subject is guilty of... philosophical conversations?
Erasmo shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
“Sir, I think it represents another kind of threat...”
“Another kind of threat?” Mendoza’s voice rose in tone. “Do you hear yourself? We have agents who have dismantled armed groups, thwarted attacks, stopped real revolutions. And you can’t deal with an unemployed person?”
The other agents pretended to be occupied. Erasmo felt the lateral glances, the conversations that would follow that meeting.
“Give me one more month,” he said. I’ll find something.
But he already knew he wouldn’t. Because the truth was becoming clearer and clearer: Alberto did not plan to overthrow the government. He was doing something much more subversive.
He was living as if he were already free.

      ***Out of nowhere, the young man suddenly started working for the state. Just like that! He got a job at a school, probably in maintenance, though the details weren’t entirely clear. It wasn’t enough to scrape by for even a week, but at least he wasn’t on the streets anymore. He had seemingly transformed into something more acceptable, something more ordinary. And there’s nothing harder to prosecute than a man who’s starving yet obediently follows orders.
But none of it mattered to Erasmo. He knew it was all a sham, a carefully crafted scheme by Alberto, who was fully aware he was being watched. The real question was how he had figured it out. He never spent more than three minutes near the kid, and yet the boy still managed to find out. He could understand how a PNR10 officer might fall for it. Those guys with their outdated ID cards and barely functioning cell phones were easy targets when they went undercover in civilian clothes! But he, someone who never missed a single detail, someone who could torture a man and make it look like a natural death! That this young punk could slip through his fingers, could read him with just a sidelong glance. It infuriated him.

      ***It wasn’t that Alberto was planning a revolution. It was that he had already won his personal war for freedom.
One decision at a time. One day at a time. One act of dignity at a time.
And in a system built on fear, that silent victory was the most dangerous thing of all.
The file would eventually be closed, marked “Insufficient Evidence” and filed, but Erasmo would remember it. 
And sometimes, in the silent moments between cases, he would wonder how it felt to live like this. Waking up every morning and deciding who to be, rather than following orders.
The machinery of oppression would continue to function, as always. New cases would be opened, people would disappear, bend or learn to live in fear.
But somewhere in the system, a crack had opened.
And through that crack, something like light began to seep in.


1.
       (The term "mambises" (plural of "mambí") refers to Cuban guerrilla fighters during the Ten Years' War (1868-1878) and the Independence War of 1895.)


    
2.
       (Cuba’s brief period of democracy spanned from 1940 to 1952. During these years, the country adopted the progressive 1940 Constitution, which established Cuba as a unitary and democratic republic and guaranteed political freedoms, social justice, and individual rights. Free elections were held, and presidents such as Fulgencio Batista (elected in 1940), Ramón Grau San Martín (1944), and Carlos Prío Socarrás (1948) came to power through increasing voter participation.Despite the democratic framework, this era was marred by corruption and political violence, especially among rival political factions and university groups.The democratic period ended abruptly on March 10, 1952, when Batista, facing likely defeat in upcoming elections, staged a military coup and suspended the constitution, setting the stage for the eventual Cuban Revolution. Since then, Cuba has not returned to a multi-party democratic system.)
    
3.
      The "Black Wasps" (Avispas Negras) are the elite special forces unit of the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces. Formally known as the Mobile Brigade of Special Troops (Brigada Móvil de Tropas Especiales, BMTE), they are recognized as Cuba's premier special operations force


    
4.
      In Cuba, a CDR stands for Comité de Defensa de la Revolución (Committee for the Defense of the Revolution). It is a neighborhood-based organization established in 1960 by Fidel Castro with the goal of defending the Cuban Revolution and promoting socialist values. The CDRs operate as a grassroots network of volunteers and are involved in a variety of community activities, including monitoring local residents for anti-revolutionary activities, organizing social events, and promoting health and education programs.
    
5.
       In Cuban Spanish, "permuta" refers to a home swap or house exchange — a unique and widespread practice in Cuba where two families agree to exchange their homes, often without any monetary transaction.Due to the restrictions on buying and selling property in Communist Cuba (especially before recent reforms), Cubans found a legal workaround: they "traded" homes.
    
6.
       Note: When a man in Cuba doesn't want to continue working in a place, he sometimes seeks to be removed instead of leaving directly. Why does this happen? By law, all able-bodied men in Cuba have to work compulsorily, or risk prison sentences. Their higher education qualifications are also withdrawn. Salaries in Cuba are equivalent to approximately $20 a month. This is a way of forcing men to work for that money; otherwise, no one would work. Especially young people.
    
7.
      CADECA stands for Casa de Cambio, which translates to Currency Exchange House in English.
    
8.
      In Cuba, MININT stands for Ministerio del Interior (Ministry of the Interior). It is the government agency responsible for maintaining internal security, law enforcement, and public order in the country. MININT oversees several security and policing forces, including:The Cuban National Revolutionary Police (Policía Nacional Revolucionaria, PNR)The State Security (Seguridad del Estado), which handles counterintelligence and the surveillance of political opponents or dissidents.
    
9.
      The G2 in Cuba refers to the Directorate of Intelligence (Dirección de Inteligencia, DI), which is a division of the Ministry of the Interior (MININT). It is one of the key security and intelligence agencies in Cuba, responsible for gathering information, surveillance, and conducting counterintelligence operations both within Cuba and abroad.
    
10.
      In Cuba, a PNR officer refers to a member of the Policía Nacional Revolucionaria (National Revolutionary Police), which is the primary law enforcement agency responsible for maintaining public order, preventing and investigating crime, and ensuring the internal security of the country.
    






  
  Chapter two
The Rising Storm


“Blow, wind! Let the end come! For wearing the armor I must die.” 
That’s how Alberto spoke in the street; quotes from other worlds and other people who gave birth to those they didn’t want to see, quotes he had read and infected with their aura, were a danger to the established order.
Much of what he said was nonsense; much of it was recycled from words spoken before. He talked about the Mambises1, about the absence of fear, about how unity was all that was missing. His words paved the way to his fate. He called himself a disgrace. It was true, but one had to know when to remain silent; yet his world was Cuba, and in Cuba, communism was all that existed. That was his reality, not the global model of the 21st century. This was a country tethered to the past by a dictatorship, one that was out of place and time; almost archaic, yet merciless to those who refused to conform.
That was Alberto’s mistake. 
One night, Erasmo sat in his apartment, a glass of rum in his hand, staring at surveillance photos strewn across his desk. Alberto’s face looked at him from a dozen different angles: at the exchange house, outside the school, talking to the elderly in some park.
“Sometimes I think it was he who was out of place and out of time,” Erasmo murmured to himself, taking another sip. “He would have thrived in another country, in any country. Perhaps he would have been happy in Europe, with all its civilization and equality.”
He took one of the photos; Alberto helping the old teacher with her boxes and studied it for a long time.
“But time has put it here,” he continued, his voice getting lower and lower. “And maybe that was his destiny. Although I don’t believe much in those things. Destiny makes you, or you make your destiny.”
The phone rang, interrupting his thoughts. It was his superior.
“Erasmo, we have a priority case on the way. The X-Files. A big fish”.
Erasmo straightened up in his chair. This was a big fish in the crumbling panorama of human rights in Cuba. Fueled by American backing, the man had become a pillar in anti-communist history. Tall, mulatto, and fifty-two years old, but he looked twice that. His presence commanded respect through weathered dignity rather than brute force.
As soon as the opportunity arose, Erasmo took it without hesitation: he saw in it his promotion, his medal, the key to more privileges and resources. But this “red giant” had already exhausted all its fuel without ever reaching the brilliance of a supernova. His trajectory through the Cuban communist universe was that of a body without heat, dragged by inertia. Erasmo sent him to the prison of 100 and Aldabó.
In the detention center, the cellblock whirred with its usual tension. In cell number seven, Andrés Jorge Molina sat with his back against the concrete wall, with one foot resting on the edge of the narrow bunk bed and the other stretched out on the floor. Despite the ban, a hand-rolled cigarette burned between his fingers; smoke curled upward in lazy arcs.
The guard, who was making his rounds, stopped at the door of the cell. “Hey, you can’t smoke there!”
Andrés looked up with mild amusement, took another drag and blew the smoke towards the bars. “Are you going to arrest me?”
The guard’s hand reached over to his cane, and then hesitated. Something in the old man’s eyes, not fear, not defiance, but utter indifference to authority, made him think twice. He had seen men break down during interrogations; he had seen them beg and cry and confess to crimes they had never committed. But this time it was different. This one had been here before.
“I’m going to report this,” the guard murmured, continuing his rounds.
“Do that,” Andrés shouted, without bothering to put out the cigarette.
When Erasmo arrived an hour later, he found Andres exactly as he had been described: calm, collected, and undeterred by his surroundings.
“Andrés Jorge Molina,” said Erasmo, approaching the cell flanked by two guards.
Andrés looked up, evaluated it in one fell swoop, and went back to his cigarette. “Let me guess. Are you here to save my soul for the Revolution?
“I’m here to do my job.”
“Very good.” Andrés stood still, crushing the cigarette under his heel. “Let’s work then.”
When the guards opened the cell, Andrés walked out with a casual confidence, as if he were coming out of a hotel rather than a holding cell. When they moved to handcuff him, he spread his wrists with a faint smile.
“First time?” he asked one of the guards, noticing how the young man’s hands trembled slightly as he applied the restraints.
The guard’s face reddened. “Shut up.”
“Relax, son. We’re all doing our job here.” He said, smiling as he looked at Erasmo. Andrés’s look made Erasmo regret having worn jeans; he should have turned up in his tight, rusty green officer’s uniform. Andrés seemed to be living a revolution within the communist revolution itself. He believed that the Cuban Revolution was coming to an end, and he had that look in his eyes, as if he knew he would die a little earlier, that he would not see the end of something that had always been part of his life. As he was led down the corridor, he recalled his beginnings with nostalgia.
“Do you want to be part of the human rights effort?” they asked him. “Take this brush and this can of paint and start writing ‘Down with Fidel’ everywhere.” From the hill that dominated the Regla neighborhood, they pointed out the immensity. On any wall, he could paint the phrase that would consolidate him in the opposition, and so he did.

      ***Andrés was far more at ease than anyone else during every interview and interrogation. Even when struck, he didn’t flinch. He just looked at the officer with quiet reproach, silently judging his weakness. Perhaps he remembered some other son of a bitch who had hit him harder, right on the same side of his ear. 
When Erasmo realized that the man had been there more times than he had himself, he knew the bastard was remembering moments, perfectly relaxed, while the officer struggled to break it. They would transfer him to Villa Marista.

      ***“A change of hotels, Andresito!”2
He didn’t even look. He smashed his bloody cigar on the ground, got up for the guard to handcuff him, and then picked up his jacket, tossed it over his shoulder nonchalantly, and let the scrawny guard lead him without saying a word.
The paperwork was taking a long time. Erasmo was sitting in an office at 100 and Aldabó, staring at the commander-in-chief in a picture hanging on the wall, next to the Concept of Revolution they themselves had developed, when his cell phone rang.

      ***While Erasmo was taking care of his priority case, Alberto had his own problems. After his shift at school, he had taken a side job delivering water with his friend Mario’s tanker truck, one of the countless little hustles that kept ordinary Cubans afloat.
They were making their third delivery of the day when Officer Herrera stopped them.
“License and registration,” Herrera demanded, although he already knew who they were.
Mario fumbled for the papers as Alberto sat in the passenger seat, watching Herrera’s face. There was something personal about the officer’s expression, something that went beyond routine law enforcement.
Alberto was from Havana, young, handsome, with piercing eyes that didn’t ask permission to stare, and he even had a house of his own. The PNR agent, by contrast, lived in a run-down shelter for officers from the eastern provinces, where even their underwear got stolen. Whatever there was between them was already rotten. The policeman wanted a commission for each currency exchange that Alberto made, putting his hands in his business and also hoping that they would thank him and pay tribute to him. But Alberto didn’t let himself be screwed around. Whenever he could, he blurted out in his face that he knew well how many prostitutes he had brought from Baracoa for his own benefit, and how many he had under threat. He knew who paid bribes to Herrera and how he kept those women dominated by the fear of prison, forcing them to sell themselves to him. But with the habaneras he did not dare, and with Alberto, even less.
The policeman was well aware of all this and kept a prudent distance, but he was always on the lookout. As long as they remained loyal to the regime, the police were untouchable. And not only there; that’s how things worked all over the country. Unless their actions unleashed an international scandal, one that could embarrass the Revolution and force the world to take notice, they were free to do as they pleased.
Alberto looked him in the eye without flinching.
The words floated in the air like a lit fuse. Herrera’s face darkened, and his hand raised with his cane.
“Get out of the vehicle.”
“Why?”
“Because I said so.
Alberto slowly opened the door and got out of the truck. They were face to face on the dusty road, with the afternoon sun beating down on them both, painting them yellow.
That’s when Herrera swung his baton.
They crashed to the ground together, rolling in the dust
Alberto was younger and stronger, but Herrera had training and desperation. When two more patrol cars arrived, they found the officer pinned down under Alberto, blood pouring from his split lip.
“Get off of me!” Herrera shouted.
It took four officers to push Alberto away, and even then, his eyes never left Herrera’s face. There was no fear in them; there was no repentance. Just a cold promise that this wasn’t over.
The call reached Erasmo when he was still processing Andrés’ documentation.

      ***“Your boy Alberto has just assaulted a policeman,” his contact at the PNR police station reported. “Herrera is in the clinic receiving stitches. We have Alberto detained.”
Erasmo felt a familiar surge of emotion. This was the kind of mistake he’d been waiting for. He left the procedures for Andrés’ transfer to look for transportation unfinished. He asked the first officer he saw for a motorcycle and left in a Suzuki GN 250 to the PNR station in Guanabo. There, he learned that Alberto, after work, delivered water with a friend’s tanker truck to earn some extra money.
He fined Alberto’s friend 1,500 pesos and gave him a warning. As for Alberto, he had him sent to 100 y Aldabó.
They arrived around 11 p.m. Andrés had already smoked three more cigarettes while waiting. He had thought there might be some incident causing the delay and that the transfer to what Andrés called “the second phase” would be postponed until the next day. But then he heard the cell next door open and immediately close.
His new neighbor’s heavy breathing told him he was definitely busy, and that the guy with him was clearly a novice in these matters.
Through the thin walls, he could hear the young man’s struggle to pull himself together. Heavy breathing, the shuffling of his feet on the cement, a gentle curse when Alberto discovered the fresh cuts on his face.
Andrew had seen this pattern countless times. The shock of arrest, the disorientation of finding yourself caged, the gradual realization that your old life was over. Some men broke down immediately. Others took days or weeks. But they all broke eventually, unless they had something that most people lacked.

      ***Through his experience as a speaker, Andrés had learned that people quickly forget what you say or what you once did for them, unless it’s tied to something essential in their lives. But what they never forget is who offers them encouragement during a dark moment. He took a moment to size up his neighbor before offering any emotional support.
“Yes, that’s what usually happens, after so many days, so many hours on the street, you end up here,” Andrés said.
The so-called peacemaker of the prison (Andrés) began talking to a young man who, he thought after spending several hours a day away from home, had gotten into trouble that eventually landed him in jail.
“What?” Alberto asked, wiping the right edge of his lower lip with a white handkerchief, the lip the policeman had split during the fight, like a wolf licking its wounds, consumed by thoughts of revenge.
Through the gap under the door of his cell, Andrés could see a shadow moving in the cell next door. The young man was pacing back and forth, a good sign. The ones that huddled in the corner were already half broken.
Andrés responded, “Well, the streets lift you up in good times, son, but in exile, they’re cold and forgetful. Nothing good ever comes from violence or theft, much less from street corner friendships.”
Alberto replied: “My friend, don’t take this the wrong way. The last thing I want is to antagonize you, but I
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