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To Willie

Inside every Cuban there’s a ballplayer waiting to get out.
 
—ORLANDO “EL DUQUE” HERNÁNDEZ

 
 
“Cuba produces two things: ballplayers and whores.”
“Hey, that’s offensive. My mother still lives over there.”
“Oh, really? What position does she play?”
 
—MIAMI JOKE
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AUTHORS’ NOTE
[image: image]
THIS BOOK GREW out of several articles written for The Boston Globe and Newsday on the Cuban government’s decision, on October 28, 1996, to ban pitcher Orlando “El Duque” Hernández from revolutionary baseball. From the very beginning, both of us viewed this event not only as a fascinating sports story but also as a window into the surreal state of affairs in Cuba following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War.
When we started writing these stories, El Duque was living in a cinder-block shack a few blocks from the José Martí International Airport in Havana. The government’s ban was total: The pitcher was forbidden to set foot on any official government field—essentially, every ballpark in the country. As we got to know El Duque, a couple of things were striking. One was that he was by far the most resilient, relentlessly optimistic man we had ever met. Another was that the punishment did not fit the crime, for there was no real crime, at least as far as we could discern.
Over time, the saga of El Duque evolved into what certainly was the most dramatic story that either of us covered during our respective tours of Latin America. As foreign correspondents for our newspapers, we wrote hundreds of articles about drug trafficking, epic corruption, guerrilla uprisings, hostage takings, hurricanes, earthquakes, illegal immigration, border wars, free trade, and, in Mexico, a democratic revolution. And yet, to both of us, the one story that best captured what was happening in the region involved a baseball player, a pitcher. With a mixture of admiration and horror, we watched as El Duque stood up to his antiquated government—a government resisting the tide of history—which proceeded to torture him, not physically but by stripping him of his very essence.
As we watched the story unfold, we came to see it as a parable of the Castro government’s futile efforts to stave off its own obsolescence. Others may not see it this way, which of course is fine. At its core, the following story is about a baseball player chasing his major-league dreams. It doesn’t have to be any more meaningful than that.
A quick word about narration. This book is a collaborative effort, reported by Steve Fainaru and Ray Sánchez, and written by Fainaru. For reasons of narrative flow, it is written in the first person. The word “I” refers to Fainaru, at the time the Mexico City bureau chief for The Boston Globe. Sánchez, his friend and counterpart for Newsday, is identified as “Sánchez.” The material in these pages comes primarily from our own observations and experiences and from more than one hundred interviews conducted in the United States, Cuba, Costa Rica, Venezuela, and Canada.
This is a true story, although even now it seems hard to believe.
 
Steve Fainaru
Ray Sánchez
New York City
October 2000

INTRODUCTION
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BEFORE THE ESCAPE
IT WAS THE winter that Fidel legalized Christmas. One would think that such a monumental decision, the reversal of a twenty-eight-year ban on the celebration of Jesus’ birth, would merit banner headlines: WELCOME BACK, SANTA, perhaps, or COMANDANTE TO PROLETARIAT: ¡FELIZ NAVIDAD! But the news caused barely a stir. The announcement was buried inside Granma, the slim Communist party daily. On the streets of Havana little changed. A few bold citizens strung lights around their windows. At the state-run dollar stores there was a minor run on plastic trees. One of the most striking changes was the return of Midnight Mass. One thousand people crammed into the restored cathedral in Old Havana to hear the controversial archbishop Jaime Ortega usher in the holiday. “We have always celebrated Christmas,” Ortega told the crowd. “Sometimes we have made great sacrifices to celebrate.”
Fidel had brought back Christmas as a gesture to Pope John Paul II, who was to visit the following month. The brittle, peripatetic pope had preached to every other Spanish-speaking country in Latin America, but decades of repression against all religion, particularly Catholicism, had kept him away from Cuba. The trip was shrouded in the richest political symbolism. Two decades earlier, the pope’s exhortations of solidarity during a visit to his native Poland had helped trigger the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe. The international media was hyping the Cuba excursion in similar terms, casting the pope as an aging Cold Warrior trekking into one of the last surviving outposts of the Evil Empire. On T-shirts, on posters, on newscasts throughout the world, John Paul and Fidel were paired off like venerable, aging heavyweights: the frail, still wily pontiff, slayer of communism, versus the indomitable Fidel, fallen Catholic, survivor of nine American presidents, a CIA-sponsored invasion, a nuclear showdown and an untold number of exploding cigars.
The papal visit offered a field day for the seers of Fidel’s inevitable demise. The drumbeat had started with the collapse of the Soviet Union, and had continued, year after year, without cessation. In 1992, Andres Oppenheimer, the veteran Miami Herald reporter, had published Castro’s Final Hour—a catchy title for an illuminating book, but unfortunate as predictions go. Since then Fidel had survived some 50,000 final hours and, at seventy-one, seemed as robust and cantankerous as ever. During one particularly hot stretch in late summer, yet another rumor of his death bounced around the hemisphere—from Havana to Mexico City, from Mexico City to Miami, from Miami to Washington—until the Cuban Foreign Ministry was finally forced to deny it. For several days, life in Cuba seemed to imitate art, more specifically The Autumn of the Patriarch, the Gabriel García Márquez novel about the protracted final days of a Latin American despot: “[T]he more certain the rumors of his death seemed, he would appear even more alive and authoritarian at the least expected moment to impose other unforeseen directions to our destiny.” Sure enough, Fidel finally resurfaced at a ceremony to kick off the school year and delivered a forty-five-minute speech in the driving rain. His olive military uniform was drenched. Beads of rain collected and fell from his beard. Speaking into the antiquated microphone, he looked like he might electrocute himself. “Whoever falls may fall!” he roared over the limp, miserable crowd. “Whoever dies may die! And some of us, they try to kill off on a regular basis.”
In truth, there had been a lot of fodder for the latest round of speculation that the revolution—if not Fidel himself—was in trouble. Uprisings can begin anywhere—in a Boston harbor, in a Gdańsk shipyard—so you never really know. For months Havana had been plagued by a series of mysterious bombings at tourist sites, including one that blew out the upper tier of the Bodeguita del Medio, a bar-restaurant on the Hemingway Drank Here! circuit. The bombings were small; the only death was an Italian tourist whose throat had been slashed by a shard of metal as he nursed a drink at the Copacabana hotel. But many Cubans had been shaken. The economy was a shambles, and there was growing tension between those with access to U.S. dollars, or fula, the greenback’s street name, and the poor unfortunates who still queued up for eggs and milk with their tattered government ration booklets. The papal visit had turned into a huge gamble for Fidel. The pope would attract some 2,000 foreign journalists to the island. And although he could be counted on to denounce the U.S. trade embargo against Cuba, he was also unquestionably a force against communism. Already his picture had begun to appear alongside the ubiquitous portraits of the revolutionary icons: Che Guevara, Camilo Cienfuegos, and now, suddenly, “the Pope—Messenger of Truth and Hope.” Elizardo Sánchez, Cuba’s leading dissident, said the Catholic church was fast becoming a refuge for permissible opposition, “a uniform that people put on to criticize the government.” In the city of Santa Clara, where Che’s bones, recently unearthed in Bolivia, had been entombed, nine members of a group calling itself the Party for Human Rights had been arrested after gathering for a “prayer fast” beneath the portraits of John Paul and the Virgin Mary. Real or not, a scent of change had begun to waft over Cuba, and the government had become absorbed with the task of making the papal visit a symbol of endurance and renewal, not one of rigor mortis setting in.
ALL IN ALL, it was a brilliant cover for Orlando “El Duque” Hernández, fallen hero of the revolution. Under normal circumstances El Duque, a deeply spiritual man, would have been looking forward to the historic papal visit. His mother, María Julia Pedroso, kissed her living room floor when the pope finally touched down. But El Duque wasn’t praying for the pope that winter. He was praying to get the hell out.
After the last of several unsuccessful attempts to escape the island, agents from the Interior Ministry had taken him into custody, interrogated him for a day, and then warned that he would be followed so closely that Havana would seem as if it were the size of “a penny.” In desperation he had turned to a palero, one of the priests who communicate with the spirit world in Santería, a fusion of Catholicism and Yoruba, an African faith often compared with voodoo. The priest had officially baptized El Duque by carving lines into his right shoulder in a bloody communion with Changó, a Santería deity. El Duque, later safely out of the country, would pull back his sleeve and recall the ceremony as the turning point of his life, the moment when he was liberated from a system that had built him up, then torn him down with a vengeance.
For although Fidel had reinstated Santa Claus, he had not found it in himself to reinstate the most successful pitcher in the history of the revolution. El Duque drifted in a surreal state of existence and nonexistence that winter—at least as far as the government was concerned. On the one hand, he was one of the most famous people on the island, for a decade an unhittable whirling showman for Havana’s Industriales, the Yankees of Cuban baseball. His 129–47 career record represented the highest winning percentage (.733) of any pitcher since the revolution; no one else was even close. He had appeared in a total of 246 games, a career that spanned ten seasons and 1,514 1/3 innings from the mid-eighties to the mid-nineties. People called his name as he walked down the street. On the other hand, he had recently been erased by his own government and cast into the forced anonymity of the officially spurned. On October 28, 1996, the Cuban Sports Ministry had summoned him and two other star players, Germán Mesa, a wispy shortstop known as El Mago (the Magician), and catcher Alberto Hernández (no relation) to the baseball commissioner’s office inside Estadio Latinoamericano, the historic old stadium in the Havana neighborhood of El Cerro. Separately, the players had been marched into a basement room surrounded by concrete walls. Mesa went first, and when he came out he dragged his finger across his throat. The players had been banned from baseball for life for consorting with a Cuban American sports agent who had urged them to defect. The decision, it was made clear, had been approved by the Council of Ministers and thus, it was presumed, Fidel himself. “You have to understand,” said a sympathetic sports official as I later tried to sort it all out, “it’s as if they’re dead, as if they no longer exist.”
Two years later, when El Duque was pitching for the real Yankees, his story was recalled as a clipped summary of implausible events. The summary alone was remarkable, more than adequate to carry any newspaper or magazine article: Fourteen months after his banishment, El Duque escaped from Cuba in a thirty-foot boat along with his catcher, his girlfriend, his cousin, his best friend and three acquaintances. The group disembarked on the Bahamian island of Anguilla Cay after the boat—at least according to its passengers—began to take on water and, ultimately, sank. The group survived for four days on conch, Spam, sugar and the little water they had brought with them. They were rescued finally by a passing U.S. Coast Guard cutter, which delivered them to Bahamian immigration authorities. After spending New Year’s Eve inside a Nassau detention center, the group gained political asylum in San José, Costa Rica, where El Duque participated in a tryout before sixty major-league scouts, then signed a $6.6 million, four-year contract with the Yankees. By October, he was facing down the Cleveland Indians in Game 4 of the American League Championship Series, the most important victory in the Yankees’ 125-win season, perhaps the greatest in the club’s storied history.
Contrary to popular belief, that summary is basically accurate, give or take a few key details. But it does little to describe how Orlando “El Duque” Hernández Pedroso became one of the most compelling figures to emerge from contemporary Cuba, or how his saga perfectly captured the utter absurdity of the never-ending hostilities between the U.S. government and Fidel Castro. Perhaps only enemy nations who share baseball as a national pastime could turn a stylish right-handed pitcher into a symbol of the best and the worst of two societies. El Duque, or at least his dramatic ordeal, was the product of his strange times. The Cold War had ended, and Cuba was suddenly adrift in the world, surviving on a discredited ideology, an embarrassing relationship with the almighty dollar and the hurricane force of a seventy-one-year-old man’s personality. Capitalism, alas, had prevailed, and even Moscow was in its thuggish grip. The American economy had entered the longest peacetime expansion in its history, and there was no longer any such thing as an embarrassment of riches—not for venture capitalists, not for twenty-five-year-old Internet tycoons, and certainly not for professional second basemen or middle relievers. In Cuba, with the fall of the Soviet Union, an economic and spiritual torpor had settled over the island, a kind of extended mourning for a distant uncle who had provided over the years, but, in the end, died penniless, leaving nothing to his heirs, not even a note. As the rest of the world was reaching out, booting up and interconnecting across borders, Cuba was actually going back in time. In some large cities, horse-drawn carriages were more prevalent than automobiles. Meanwhile, just ninety miles away, in the Cubaneo of exile Florida, anything seemed possible. To faintly understand these crosscutting forces, consider that based on his $8.75 monthly salary in Cuba, it would have taken El Duque one million years to earn the equivalent of the $105 million contract that pitcher Kevin Brown signed with the Los Angeles Dodgers in 1998. El Duque and Brown held the same job.
EL DUQUE CAME to the affair as a true child of the revolution. He was born on October 11, 1965,*1 less than seven years after Fidel took power. Unlike his parents, he had lived his entire life under communism. He was well schooled and extremely bright, a beneficiary of one of the great literacy campaigns of the twentieth century, which transformed a society in which 40 percent of adults could neither read nor write into one whose literacy rate now rivals that of the United States. Although he was black, he never had to experience the segregation of prerevolution Cuban baseball, when players of color—including the greats like Martín Dihigo and Orestes “Minnie” Miñoso, as well as El Duque’s own father—were excluded from the popular Amateur League. In his style, his penetrating intelligence, his fearlessness and optimism, he seemed to represent the best that Castro had to offer. On his uniform he wore number 26, one of the revolution’s most powerful symbols, representing the date, July 26, 1953, when Fidel launched his famous attack on the Moncada barracks in Santiago, effectively launching the Cuban revolution. El Duque later wore the same number with the Yankees. The number held no political significance to him—he had inherited it from his father—but for a time he was so articulate in defending the principles of the revolution that he became known around international baseball circles as a true believer. The scouts and agents who circled the rare and valuable Cuban ballplayers never really believed he would defect. Gordon Blakeley, the Yankees’ director of international scouting, followed El Duque for years, from Barcelona to Buenos Aires, salivating and penning a half dozen reports that merely disappeared in his files. “I know the prettiest word in the world is money,” El Duque once said while sitting in the living room of his three-bedroom house near the Havana airport. “But I believe that words like loyalty and patriotism are very beautiful as well.”
El Duque could have been a model had he grown up in the States. He was tall, about six-foot-two, weighed 190 pounds and had the flexibility of Gumby, a result of early-morning yoga exercises he continued even after he was banned. He had the kind of presence that takes over a room and the voice to match, a low roar that seemed to emanate from somewhere around his spikes. He had a slick, bald head, which he shaved not to imitate Michael Jordan or Charles Barkley but because his hair had started falling out in clumps after applying some cheap Soviet hair tonic. El Duque’s favorite expression, a kind of signature greeting, was ¡Todo bien! (All is well!), and he employed it constantly as both a question and an answer: “¿Todo bien? Sí, ¡todo bien! ¡Todo bien!” The expression had originated with his charismatic older brother, Arnaldo, a ballplayer and a barber who had died suddenly at thirty. El Duque looked like a major-leaguer long before he ever was one, particularly when he wore his blue Yankee pullover, a gift from a friend in the States. After he was banned, he wore the jersey to the only games in which he was allowed to participate, those in a neighborhood league that convened each weekend in front of several sorry-looking cows at Vladimir Ilyich Lenin Park. El Duque was manager and third baseman; he was forbidden to pitch for the same reason that Roger Clemens would be forbidden to pitch if he came out for the thirty-five-and-over league in the Bronx.
El Duque couldn’t stop himself from competing. He argued with the umpires and chewed out his ragtag ball club, but it was obvious to everyone that todo was definitely not bien. His wife, Norma Manzo, had left him in his disgrace, and he was living with his new girlfriend, Noris Bosch, in a cramped one-room cinder-block extension of her parents’ house. He spent most of his time hanging out with his best friend, Osmany Lorenzo, who owned a house that abutted the parking lot of the Havana airport’s international terminal. Lorenzo had no real job; he had been fired as an airport bartender for playing cassette tapes of a Miami comedian who made his living cracking jokes about Fidel. But the dismissal had freed up Lorenzo for his true calling: the shadowy life of the black-marketeer. He was one of a new breed of Cubans who knew how to exploit the recent legalization of the dollar and, with his contacts at the airport, he was especially well situated. All day people came and went through his back door, hauling cases of Hatuey Beer, toilet paper, even jet fuel that could be used in some of the old Soviet-made Muscovys that chugged around the capital. Lorenzo’s primary role in this lucrative enterprise was to advise the couriers—“Hey, chico, put it over there.”
In some ways, the harsh punishment against El Duque was odd, because Fidel knew better than anyone the pressures building inside the country, particularly for ballplayers whose skills were worth millions in another world. “If you have to compete against six million dollars versus three thousand Cuban pesos you cannot win,” he admitted to a group of visiting American newspaper editors one evening inside the Palace of the Revolution. Because of the cancellation of the Soviet Union’s annual $6 billion subsidy to Cuba—the result, of course, of the cancellation of the Soviet Union—the Cuban economy had contracted by 35 percent between 1989 and 1994. In effect, it had imploded. The ensuing depression corroded every aspect of Cuban life, including, inevitably, the powerhouse sports system of which baseball was king. Soon, bats and balls were scarce. Games were canceled because of power outages. Fans watching the nightly televised games would see relief pitchers exchange spikes with the pitchers they had replaced, right there on the mound. One typical night, Sánchez and I bought tickets from a scalper for a weeknight game between Sancti Spíritus and Metropolitanos, the other Havana club. We were taken beneath the stands and were being led to our box seats by way of the home dugout when we were approached suddenly by a player, in uniform, hanging out near the clubhouse.
“Hey!” the player shouted, motioning for us to stop.
We froze, fearing that we had been busted.
“You guys want to buy a ball?” the player asked. “They’re two dollars apiece.”
While Cuba’s economic crisis was deepening, and fewer and fewer people were attending the games—about 300 turned out at the 55,000-seat stadium the night of the ball-selling incident—Major League Baseball, despite its poverty-pleading owners, was expanding into cities such as Miami and Tampa and Phoenix. The demand for new players accelerated the globalization of the sport. Baseball was no different from Gillette or Nike in this respect; it was the age of free trade, and the game was on the lookout for new, relatively cheap labor. Teams began to send scouts into remote places where the game had been mostly a rumor. They searched for players in such far-flung countries as South Korea and Australia. Cuba, meanwhile, which had been playing baseball since the 1860s, which before the revolution had produced Dolf Luque, Camilo Pascual, Tony Pérez, Luis Tiant and Bert Campaneris (and José Canseco and Rafael Palmeiro, who left as babies), remained untapped, an island ninety miles from Florida, teeming with impoverished, disgruntled, bored young prospects. Cuba was a forbidden gold mine, the last great frontier. The trade embargo prohibited teams from doing business there. (Theoretically, the Canadian clubs—the Toronto Blue Jays and the Montreal Expos—could have cut their own deals, but the Commissioner’s Office sent out directives making the island off-limits to everyone.) So the only way to sign up a Cuban was to get him to leave his country. A few players figured this out for themselves. But for most, a middleman was needed to orchestrate the often harrowing defections, then work through the migratory hassles that inevitably followed.
THE ENTREPRENEUR who stepped forward to introduce supply to demand happened to be named, implausibly enough, Joe Cubas. And he brought much more than his name to the role. In many ways Cubas was the perfect man for the job. He walked like a Cuban and talked like a Cuban even though he had never set foot on the island. A squat, angry-looking man, he seemed ready to explode with raw ambition and an inbred hatred of Fidel, passed on to him by his mother, Berta, whose family had lost everything to the revolution. Cubas’s fervor and political savvy helped him recruit the support of the heavyweights in the Miami exile community: the politicians and the businessmen who for nearly four decades had shaped U.S. policy toward Cuba. When Cubas needed a visa or a plane, he could enlist the help of the Cuban American National Foundation, the powerful lobbying group, or Brothers to the Rescue, the volunteer aviators whose unarmed planes were attacked and shot down by Cuban MiGs in 1996. Cubas was the classic “man of action” out of Joan Didion’s Miami. He wasn’t afraid to break a law or grease a palm to get things done. But Cubas’s singular talent was that he was a bullshit artist without peer. He was able to get people to do extraordinary things for him, often for free. He extracted money and favors from a wide range of relatives and acquaintances who seldom saw either returned.
For years, Cubas trailed Cuba’s national baseball team around the world. He wooed the ballplayers in Tennessee hotel rooms, in Tokyo shopping malls, in hundreds of dark corridors, promising the holy trinity of American-style capitalism: baseball, apple pie and Chevrolet. Technically, Cubas was an agent, but he was like no agent that professional sports had ever seen. He was part Jerry Maguire, part Oliver North. The Cuban players who saw him lurking around every corner began to refer to him as El Gordo (the Fat Man). He was the kind of agent who held conversations over encrypted phone lines, with smugglers who traveled with code names like “Santa Claus.” His operatives seemed to have walked straight off the set of Scarface. René Guim, who worked as Cubas’s publicist, recalled asking one of the agent’s burly cousins, a former West Palm Beach bouncer named Iggy Fong, whether it was true that he carried a gun. The two were standing inside Victor’s Café, a famous exile haunt, but Fong enthusiastically pulled a nine-millimeter pistol out of his fanny pack. “I want you to meet Cheech,” he said to Guim. Then he hiked up a pant leg to reveal a .38-caliber revolver holstered to his ankle. “And this is Chong.”
Cubas would have been the logical man to help El Duque defect that winter, but circumstances had gotten in the way. In 1995, Cubas had engineered the escape of El Duque’s younger half brother—another pitcher, named Liván Hernández—while the Cuban national team was training in Monterrey, Mexico. Shortly before midnight, Liván had gathered up his belongings, sneaked out of his dorm room and stumbled through his tears into Cubas’s waiting rental car. With Cubas negotiating, Liván, who had earned the equivalent of five dollars a month in Cuba, signed a $4.5 million contract to pitch for the Florida Marlins. But after taking his commission Cubas disappeared, leaving Liván to fend for himself in his strange new world. Liván, alone, nearly ate himself out of baseball, as they say, having discovered one of the ubiquitous manifestations of American capitalism: the Burger King drive-through window. He defected again—to another agent. And he alleged publicly that Cubas had tried to charge him a 25 percent commission, some 20 percent above the industry norm. The breakup left both men extremely bitter, so much so that Cubas told one of his associates, Ramón Batista, that he wanted nothing to do with El Duque, who was likely “to fuck me the way his brother did.”
El Duque pinned most of his hopes on his great-uncle Ocilio Cruz, a private investigator who worked out of an office down the street from The Miami Herald. To his family and friends, Cruz was known as Tío (Spanish for uncle). He was among the tens of thousands of Cubans who had come to Miami during the 1980 Mariel boatlift. A large, bald man with an easy smile who could be both intimidating and disarming, he had risen to become a bodyguard for Jorge Mas Canosa, the late, much-feared chieftain of the exile community. Tío was especially sensitive to his grandnephew’s plight. A former first baseman himself, after the revolution he had spent fifteen years playing baseball in a prison on the Isle of Youth, off Cuba’s southern coast. He had been sent there because of his membership in an anti-Castro terrorist cell that had organized itself around the Havana bus terminal, where he had worked as a security guard.
Using his sources in the Miami underworld, a melting pot of smugglers and spies, Tío set out to liberate El Duque from Castro’s grip. He used an anonymous courier to deliver $4,000—a small fortune in Cuba—to El Duque, who then entrusted the task of hiring an escape vessel to his best friend, Osmany Lorenzo, shadow master of the Cuban economy. Osmany located the perfect candidate: a fisherman from Caibarién, a small city on Cuba’s northern coast that had become a mecca for rafters setting out for the United States. In exchange for a guarantee that he could bring himself and his wife to America, Lorenzo agreed to use his thirty-foot fishing boat to smuggle El Duque and his entourage out of the country.
It was December 1997. The plan was to leave Havana under the cover of Cuba’s first legal Christmas since 1969. Because it was a holiday, the streets would be empty. There was less likelihood that El Duque would be followed. The group planned to spend the day in normal activities, doing nothing that would attract attention, then gather after midnight near an on-ramp to the National Highway for the five-hour journey to Caibarién. On Christmas Eve, El Duque went to see his mother. He spent several hours with her but never told her about his plans. On Christmas Day, he and Noris attended the wedding reception of a friend, the Italian photographer Ernesto Bazan. El Duque betrayed nothing. Tom Miller, an American who wrote Trading with the Enemy, an account of his travels through Cuba, happened to be at the reception. When he introduced himself to El Duque, the pitcher wrote down his Havana address and invited Miller to visit him some time.
The afternoon wore on. White-coated waiters filtered through the reception, bearing trays filled with mojitos and Cuba Libres. By the time night fell over Havana, nearly everyone was drunk. El Duque, a moderate drinker, lingered in the background, sipping juice and talking to friends. He wore a Nike cap, a white vest thrown over an aqua T-shirt, a gold crucifix dangling from his neck. He chain-smoked Marlboros, devoured a plate of pork chops and rice and beans, and then cleaned the plates of everyone around him. Someone turned on some music, and he and Noris got up to dance. Noris was an expert; she belonged to a modern-dance troupe in Havana and had once been on television. Together they made a stunning pair: the finest pitcher in modern Cuban history, the beloved El Duque, and his slender, dark-haired novia. The song was by the masters of Cuban son, Los Van Van, and the familiar lyrics washed over the crowd:
 
¡Ay dios, ampárame! [O God, protect me!]
¡Ampárame!
¡Ampárame!
¡Ampárame!

PART ONE

CHAPTER ONE
[image: image]
TODO BIEN
THE DAY HE dropped dead, Arnaldo Hernández had never been more alive. He had begun his morning early, clearing a flower bed for his girlfriend, Arelis Ruiz, and burning the weeds and the dead leaves in a mini bonfire in front of their house in rural Havana. Then he headed out. It was April 22, 1994, an ordinary day, another day to get by. Arnaldo had been working two jobs. On most days he clipped hair for five pesos a head at the local barbershop or occasionally on his front porch. On nights and weekends, he manned the front door of the Círculo Social, a community center and disco, tossing out the bad drunks and letting in his friends for free. He also played first base for San Miguel, a provincial league team on the other side of the capital. With relentless good cheer, he shuttled between these various responsibilities, shouting out “¡Todo bien!” from the seat of his Chinese-made bicycle, a beater that he often loaded up with his girlfriend, his glove and his beloved white poodle, Duque. He seemed more than able to balance it all. He was thirty years old, six-foot-four, well over two hundred pounds. “He had so much energy,” said Arelis. “Sometimes he’d make these trips all day without eating.”
Arnaldo and his younger brother, Orlando, had grown up inseparable. The boys were less than two years apart in age, and they had slept in the same bed until they were in their teens. The bed had finally collapsed one evening under the collective bulk of their expanding, man-child bodies. “Then we moved to the floor,” recalled Orlando. Together the boys had acquired an obsession with baseball—the obsession, of course, of the entire nation, but also “the family business,” as their uncle “Miñosito,” a slick infielder in his own right, had put it. Arnaldo had been huge, “an animal,” according to his uncle, a pitcher with a terrifying fastball and a burning ambition to follow in the footsteps of his colorful father, Arnaldo Hernández Montero, the original “El Duque.” Orlando was smaller, craftier, more creative on the mound, blessed even as a youth with what one of his coaches called a perra curva, a bitch of a curve. The boys often slept with their gloves on, so as to make it that much easier to hit the field in the morning. “We slept with tremendous dignity,” Orlando said years later. “Every day, when we went to bed, when we got up, we were thinking about baseball.”
Later on, though, the brothers drifted apart, divided not so much by bad blood as by the economic earthquake that was splitting apart the country. Nineteen ninety-four was the worst year of a bleak period in Cuban history known as “the Special Period in Time of Peace.” The name was an attempt by Fidel to recapture the early romance of the revolution, the adventure and the blind sacrifice, but to most Cubans it signified only pitch-darkness and want. The Soviet Union had collapsed, and with it had gone the economic assistance that for decades had propped up Cuba’s economy. Havana, a cradle of good times regardless of political ideology, was suddenly a desperate, crumbling city. During the day, the streets were overrun by hundreds of thousands of bicycles, substitutes for motorized vehicles in a society that lacked fuel. At dusk, the lights often flickered out, plunging the capital into darkness until morning. For many Cubans, the era was defined by these sweltering, silent evenings. In the darkness, parents waved pieces of cardboard over their children as they slept. “That was all you could do to keep the mosquitoes away,” said Roberto Martinez, a longtime friend of the Hernández family. “It was a black time. As a Cuban, it touched every part of your life.”
Some had it a little easier, though, and Orlando Hernández was among them. As a star pitcher for the Havana Industriales and Team Cuba, the powerhouse national baseball team, he was a niño lindo of the revolution, one of Fidel’s favorite sons. As his career advanced, the Cuban Sports Ministry had given him a series of bigger apartments and, finally, in the early nineties, a blue three-bedroom house in Calixto Suárez, a neighborhood tucked behind Terminal 2 of the José Martí International Airport. El Duque lived with his wife, Norma, and their two young daughters, Yahumara and Steffi, and the pitcher’s growing cache of trophies and medals, which he kept in a glass case in the living room. El Duque was not immune to the nation’s problems, the blackouts and the scarcity. But the government gave him and other top athletes full run of the diplomercados, the state-run dollar stores that were kept well stocked with meat and poultry, soap and cooking oil—in short, everything that was disappearing from the shelves of bodegas all across the country.
His brother Arnaldo lived in a different world, the one occupied by most Cubans of the era. Arnaldo’s baseball career had never really taken off, a bitter disappointment that his relatives attributed to a horrific injury he suffered in his teens. He and Arelis were living out the Special Period in a tiny house that her brother had abandoned when he moved to Russia with his wife, a former Soviet engineer. The house was a squat concrete box in the sticks of rural Havana. It sat at the end of a dirt road that often dissolved in the afternoon rains. Arnaldo and Arelis sometimes talked about getting married, like Orlando and Norma, but it was simply impossible; the reception alone would be too expensive. “Anybody can go and just sign the papers, but you have to have a big fiesta, you have to have good memories,” Arelis said years later. “I decided that if it was going to be garbage, I’d rather not get married.”
At times it seemed as if the couple were surviving on Arnaldo’s buoyant personality alone. El Duque’s older brother used his boundless energy, his contagious exuberance, to support his family. He worked constantly, and when he wasn’t working he hustled. When he and Arelis ran out of cooking oil, a constant occurrence, Arnaldo would ride his bike down to the local bakery, where his friends would slip him some pork fat, sometimes in exchange for a haircut. “If we needed rice or anything else, he would just go out and get them because he got along with everybody,” said Arelis. At night, the couple would light candles and read. Outside, all was black and silent except for the sounds of a few livestock and the clucking of chickens. There was rarely any electricity, and thus no fans, so when it was time to sleep, Arnaldo and Arelis would set their mattress at the threshold of the front door and sleep facing the thick night air.
Despite all the hardships, Arnaldo, by all accounts, was happy; seemingly he was always happy. He loved working as a bouncer at the Círculo Social, the disco, because it allowed him to mingle with his friends. He stood sentry at the front door, a towering figure with a coffee-colored complexion, his father’s complexion, lighter than his brother’s, taking tickets and flirting with women and greeting people with his signature “¡Todo bien!” Even though Orlando had long surpassed him as a ballplayer, he still lived for the game. On weekends he set out on his bike with Duque—the poodle, not his brother. “With one jump, the dog would land on the bicycle, like a person,” said Arelis. “It was up and down, it went everywhere. The dog really was like a person. He ate what we ate.” Even in his late twenties Arnaldo would head down to the field every weekend and play all-day pickup games for money—60 pesos here, 120 pesos there—each team pooling its meager resources. Afterward he would bathe and pedal off to work or stay home and write poems by candlelight. Growing up, Arnaldo had struggled as a student; Orlando had shone. But later, Arnaldo discovered the joys of reading and writing. He devoured mysteries and crime novels. He wrote poems about his girlfriend, about baseball, about his chickens and his poodle. “Then one day the dog got sick; it got some kind of bacteria and died,” said Arelis. “Arnaldo cried and cried. He buried the dog near the patio. He wrote a poem and dedicated it to the dog. He placed it over him, and then he buried the poem along with the dog.”
Right before he died, Arelis said, Arnaldo had been writing poems lamenting the distance between him and his brother. It was not bitterness, just a tug of regret that the relationship was not what it had been. Growing up, Orlando had followed his brother everywhere. The boys’ father had left when they were little, and Arnaldo, in many ways, had been the man of the house. Now their roles had changed. Orlando was a national figure, a hero of the revolution, the next “El Duque.” He brought back exotic trinkets from his travels abroad: necklaces, T-shirts, an aluminum bat that Arnaldo loved so much he insisted on keeping it next to his bed. (“Do you know how obsessed you have to be to sleep with a bat?” said his mother, María Julia, shaking her head years later.) But there had been a series of small mix-ups—and, of course, the widening economic gap in their lives. The brothers lived within a few miles of each other, but the distance seemed increasingly great.
It was dusk when I spoke to Arelis Ruiz, a light-skinned woman with dark hair whose face glowed when she reminisced about her late boyfriend. We sat in the cramped living room of the house where she and Arnaldo had lived. At one point, Arelis excused herself to pick up her ten-month-old daughter, scurrying over the plywood base of her makeshift playpen. Arelis set the baby down in front of a black-and-white television, tuned it to cartoons, apologized, then, quietly, began to sob. When she used to come home, she said, she would often find Arnaldo surrounded by children, like the Pied Piper of the neighborhood. The children ran after him as he pedaled through the streets on his bike. She and Arnaldo had wanted to have children of their own, but they had been waiting until they could afford them, for the time when the Special Period would finally come to an end. She said she wished she could pull out Arnaldo’s old poems and read a few to me. But a few years after Arnaldo died, a new boyfriend had come upon the poems in a closet. In a jealous fit, the boyfriend had carried the poems into the front yard, hundreds stacked in a cardboard box, and used them to make his own little bonfire.
“YOU CANNOT TELL the story of Orlando ‘El Duque’ Hernández without telling the story of his brother, Arnaldo,” advised a close friend of El Duque’s, known universally as Lache, as we sat on his front porch in Havana one afternoon. It is in that spirit that we begin this story.
Arnaldo had been named after his father, Arnaldo Hernández Montero, the original El Duque. The father had been a talented right-handed pitcher, and from the beginning he envisioned creating a legacy of hurlers. In Latin America, a child commonly inherits both parents’ last names. And so the first pitcher born to Arnaldo “El Duque” Hernández and his wife, María Julia Pedroso, was called Arnaldo Hernández Pedroso—aka El Duque.
Arnaldo—the father—liked the name so much that he decided to make it a trend. He wanted to name his second-born son Arnoldo, changing just one letter to distinguish between the two boys. This second boy, just like his father and his older brother, would also grow up a pitcher and would also be known as El Duque.
Several years later, however, the father’s aggressive strategy for legacy building began to collapse. Legend has it that the younger boy, Arnoldo, turned out to be independent and headstrong and, among other things, he rebelled against his own name. “¡Yo soy Orlando!” (“I am Orlando!), he would snap, rejecting what was, after all, essentially the same name as his older brother’s.
“It’s true,” the boys’ father, the original El Duque, told me some thirty years later. “Orlando’s real name was Arnoldo. I had wanted to make it a trilogy, but he didn’t like it. So we called him Orlando.”
Arnaldo and Orlando were four and two, respectively, when their father left to play baseball and create pitchers on other parts of the island. They grew up with María Julia and her extended family. The family was packed into adjoining row houses next to the church in Wajay (pronounced “Wah-high”), a rural suburb in southwest Havana. There was María Julia and the boys (including another son, Gerardo, from María Julia’s second marriage); María Julia’s parents; a cousin; and a diminutive uncle, Miñosito (Little Miñoso), so named because of his resemblance to Orestes “Minnie” Miñoso, the spark plug of the Chicago White Sox of the 1950s. The houses were white and looked vaguely Spanish; three small rooms led from one to the next, from the front of the house to the back. Concrete walls separated the rooms. Conditions in Cuba are better than they used to be, but a recent tour of the El Duque family home had to be conducted by candlelight because the electricity—emitted by naked lightbulbs strung from the crumbling ceiling—had gone out.
Arnaldo and Orlando slept together in the middle room with their grandparents Juan Antonio Pedroso and Antolina Cruz. Before the 1959 revolution, Juan Antonio had owned a country store, Taller Pedroso, from which he repaired bicycles, shined shoes and delivered the newspaper and the town mail. He was a permanent fixture on the southwest Havana run, from Wajay to La Lisa, dropping off papers with the local vendors and, along the way, picking up shoes that he would shine and return the next day. He earned a decent living and cut a dashing figure in his small town. His neighbors, most of them white, called him “Charoli,” or patent leather, something brilliantly black. (The nickname was meant as a term of endearment and was taken as one.) Juan Antonio was also insistently apolitical. To him the Cuban revolution was a distant adventure, with little relevance to his own life. That changed one afternoon in 1967 when the government launched its latest crackdown against private enterprise. The first wave of expropriations, in the early sixties, had hit the big companies: Bacardi, IT&T, United Fruit, the American banks. This second one was aimed at small businesses like Taller Pedroso.
“They intervened us,” recalled Antolina Cruz, whose husband had died the previous fall after fifty-seven years of marriage. “There were two people from the government, two big guys, and they had these big ledgers. First they forced my husband to sign the books. Then they took his adding machine. They just picked it up and carted it off. He couldn’t touch a thing. They let him take a few things with him, you know, personal items, and then they sealed the place up with a big piece of paper with the word INTERVENIDO. They told us that if we broke the seal we’d all go to jail.”
Orlando was two at the time, but he figured out later what had happened: “My grandfather lost everything to the revolution.”
Juan Antonio moved the business into his house, but it wasn’t the same. A government accountant came by to regulate his already meager earnings. Arnaldo and Orlando competed for space with the broken-down bikes and the shoes. The family subsisted mostly on their libretas, ration booklets handed out by the revolutionary government. Each family received a monthly allotment of staples: six pounds of rice, six pounds of beans, three bars of soap, five pounds of sugar, two packs of cigarettes, twelve beers and so on. The idea, of course, was to create a utopian society, one that eliminated the extreme poverty that had killed thousands before the revolution, while the mobsters and the American businessmen had lived like sultans. But the result was a kind of uniform squalor. The Hernández brothers never starved, but they never had much, either. “I had one pair of pants that I called ‘the Weeklies,’ ” recalled Orlando. “Why did I call them ‘the Weeklies’? Because I wore the same pants every day. I had another pair of pants that I called ‘the Big Saturdays.’ I wore them every Saturday to go to a party. I had the same shirt. Sometimes I had two shirts.”
With their father gone, Arnaldo and Orlando were drawn closer together. In early memories of the two boys, they are forever intertwined. Mario Cobo, who lived around the block, thought of them as a kind of fraternal battery—one would pitch, the other would catch, and then they would switch. When the brothers weren’t playing ball, they romped in the orchards surrounding Wajay. “We were always buying fruit; stealing fruit is more like it,” recalled Orlando. “The dogs would come after us, and we’d be running with the mangoes that we stole from the guajiros [peasants] on the farms. Then we’d take a swim in the lake. We’d go down there with our haul of mangoes. No one ever caught us. We were just a couple of rambunctious country boys.” By all accounts, El Duque worshiped Arnaldo. Years later, it was still difficult for him to talk about his brother. Several times, Sánchez and I tried to engage him on the subject.
“Next question,” he’d respond, staring into space.
One afternoon in Havana, Antolina Cruz, the boys’ grandmother, sat in her Havana home, her son Miñosito at her side. Above her bed was an old black-and-white portrait of Arnaldo. Antola, as she’s known to her family, was once a teacher’s aide, and when I asked her about the similarities and differences between the two brothers, she responded: “Orlando always had better penmanship than Arnaldo.”
“But Arnaldo was much better looking than Orlando,” said Miñosito.
“Arnaldo went to school on Twenty-sixth of July Street with the poorer students,” said Antola. “The ones who were left behind. They used to call me from that school all the time, my God. And how he loved the girls.”
“He had a thousand women,” said Miñosito.
“Oh, he was something else.”
“And he was taller than Orlando.”
“Seven feet tall!” said Antola.
“No way was he seven feet tall,” said Miñosito.
“Muchacho, of course he was seven feet tall. Look, when Arnaldo died we couldn’t find a big enough casket for him. We were worried that they were going to try to cut his feet off to make him fit in the box. María Julia knew something about the business, and she warned them that they better not do it. When she went to see him before the wake, it was okay. He was still whole. They had made a bigger casket for him.”
“That casket was huge,” said Miñosito.
“Arnaldo and Orlando were always very close,” said Antola. “Arnaldo was always giving his brother advice. He was always warning him, ‘You have to do this, you have to do that.’ ”
“Arnaldo used to fight with Orlando when Orlando didn’t follow what he said,” said Miñosito.
“He wanted to dominate him,” said Antola.
“He did dominate him,” said Miñosito.
Orlando imitated his brother’s speech, his mannerisms and his dreams. Back then, Major League Baseball was like Oz in Cuba, distant and unattainable, scarcely even real. The government had blacked out the World Series since the early sixties, along with all other news about professional baseball in the States. The boys could dream as far as they could see, and that was Industriales, Team Cuba. Arnaldo, with his size and strength, may have held the most promise. “He was going to be the best,” said his father, who later had two other sons pitch in the major leagues.
Arnaldo’s relatives believe his promising baseball career was derailed one afternoon in one of the groves surrounding Wajay. Arnaldo and Orlando had disappeared that day with a rusted machete to hack tamarind fruit together. At some point, the two boys apparently were playing, and Orlando, according to Miñosito, took a wild swing with the machete. The tool clipped Arnaldo’s right wrist. By the time Miñosito arrived on the scene, there was blood everywhere. “This bone, right here, was hanging loose,” said Miñosito, pointing to the hook-shaped hamate bone that protrudes from the wrist.
Arnaldo’s fastball was never the same. “He didn’t have the same velocity that he had before,” said Miñosito. For years after the accident, Arnaldo tried to make it back as a pitcher. To Rolando Núñez, one of the boys’ first coaches, it was clear that he was desperate to duplicate the success of his father, to become the next El Duque. But he couldn’t. His velocity was gone. It wasn’t until later that he finally became a first baseman. Arnaldo had always been a better hitter than Orlando, and the switch was enough to vault him into the National Series, Cuba’s equivalent of the major leagues. By then, Orlando was a star with Industriales. Arnaldo had always wanted to play with his brother, but he played instead with Metropolitanos, a kind of entry-level team in the capital. He was twenty-eight years old. He lasted one season. He batted .224 with two home runs and six RBIs in ninety-four at-bats. And then, after that one season, he returned to the sandlots and the provincial league and the haircuts in the Special Period in Time of Peace.
WHEN ARNALDO RODE UP on his bicycle that fateful, ordinary afternoon, his grandmother Antola was sitting on the porch. Arelis was in the house, making dinner. Arnaldo had come from baseball practice and was still in his uniform. He went to inspect the garden. He and Arelis were thinking about planting peppers. He checked the chicken coop, then went into the house to wash up. When he came out of the bathroom, dinner was waiting on the table: shredded beef, fried pork fat, rice and a glass of tamarind juice. Arnaldo walked straight past it and went back out on the porch. “Ay, Grandmother, I have an unbelievable headache,” he told Antola. “It feels like my head is going to explode.”
“What about dinner?” said Arelis. She thought food might help.
Arnaldo didn’t respond. He walked back inside and stood for several moments with his head in his hands. Then he fell to his knees and pounded his head twice against a small wooden table. “I can’t take this anymore, Arelis,” he said. “I can’t. Get me an aspirin or something.” Arelis walked into the kitchen and came back with the aspirin. She carefully sliced the tablet in two and gave half to Arnaldo, who bolted it down with the juice. Aspirin was especially hard to come by in the Special Period, and Arelis didn’t want to waste an entire tablet on a headache.
Arelis pulled out a mattress and laid it across the living room floor. Arnaldo was scheduled to work at the disco that night. As he lay down, he told his girlfriend: “Wake me up in a while. Let’s see if the aspirin takes care of it.” Arelis went back outside to sit with Arnaldo’s grandmother. “After about fifteen minutes, I could hear him snoring really loudly,” she said. “But it wasn’t like snoring, it was louder. It wasn’t natural.” The noise was so loud that Arelis went inside to see what was wrong.
Arelis walked into the living room to find the mattress covered in blood. Arnaldo was unconscious, foaming at the mouth. Arelis nearly collapsed beside him. She tried to pull him up, begged him to get up, but he wouldn’t move. Antola rushed into the living room and gasped at the sight of her strapping grandson, stricken on the floor. Neither woman knew what to do. There was no phone, no way to call for help. Arelis ran outside. It was late now, about 7:30, and she ran along the desolate dirt road, searching for help in the gathering darkness. She searched for a car, but even those neighbors who had cars lacked the fuel to make them run. The search went on and on. Arelis later thought that it was exactly like a nightmare, unfolding in hazy slow motion, her loudest screams met with oblivious silence. Finally, after about half an hour, she was able to flag down a Soviet-made jeep driven by a thin fifteen-year-old boy.
Arelis directed the boy to the house. Antola was standing on the porch, screaming, “Arnaldo’s dying on me! He’s dying on me! I know he’s dying!” While Arelis was away, Antola had wiped Arnaldo’s forehead with rubbing alcohol. He didn’t respond. “He was so pale, so pale,” Antola said. She and Arelis returned to the living room. Arnaldo’s condition hadn’t changed: He was spread across the floor, breathing blood and foam onto the mattress. The three of them—Arelis, the skinny teenager and Arnaldo’s seventy-four-year-old grandmother—half-carried, half-dragged Arnaldo to the jeep. “He was unconscious,” said Arelis. “He was so heavy; I don’t know how we got him in there. He didn’t fit. He was so tall.” They were finally able to prop Arnaldo up in the front seat. Arelis climbed in the back, and the boy started the engine. But he had been driving only a short time when the engine stalled. “We spent another ten minutes trying to get it started,” Arelis recalled. Finally, the boy wheeled the jeep down the dirt road. After several hundred yards, the vehicle reached the pavement, turned left and headed toward Wajay.
They drove in total darkness, their path guided only by the vehicle’s faint headlights. Arelis screamed for Arnaldo to wake up. She thought he stirred slightly. Then, just outside of town, near the entrance to Wajay, the jeep suddenly died again. This time the boy couldn’t get the vehicle started. They were stranded in the dark. The teenager and Arelis leaped out and tried to push-start the jeep without success. They tried to flag down help. “No one would stop,” said Arelis. “I don’t know why. It was getting late, and maybe they were afraid of getting robbed.” Several cars passed before a man pulled up in a white Lada sedan, a Russian-made compact about the size of a Toyota. The man recognized Arnaldo. He leaped out and helped Arelis and the boy lift Arnaldo out of the jeep and carry him across the road, into the backseat of the Lada.
By the time they finally pulled up at the medical clinic, Arnaldo was dead. Arelis and Arnaldo lived just a few miles outside of town. But a full hour had passed since Arnaldo had been stricken. He was pronounced dead at the clinic. The cause was a cerebral hemorrhage brought on by an aneurysm. Arnaldo was thirty years old.
All over Wajay, people would debate whether Arnaldo Hernández could have been saved. He appears to have had the classic symptoms of an aneurysm, which can strike undetected at any time. But others wondered whether he was also, in his own way, a victim of the Special Period in Time of Peace. They wondered whether a telephone or gasoline or electricity or an ambulance might have saved him. It was not lost on anyone that the circumstances of Arnaldo’s death mirrored in many ways those of their own lives, their everyday struggles, their own deep fears and frustrations with the never-ending economic crisis, a crisis brought on by the demise of a faraway country, by Cuba’s unique and incomprehensible isolation in the world. “If they get him to a doctor, he survives, that’s what I believe,” said Miñosito. “Sadly, this is how things are in this country.”
Around eleven P.M., Roberto “Pelusa” Martínez, one of El Duque’s best friends, woke up to someone rapping gently on his bedroom window. When he opened it, he saw his friend standing in the dark, crying.
“Pelusa, Arnaldo’s dead. He’s dead!” said El Duque.
“Your father? Your father’s dead?” said Pelusa, bolting upright.
“No, Arnaldo, my brother, my brother,” Orlando cried.
Pelusa took Orlando home, stayed with him and helped the family prepare for the burial. María Julia had decided to hold the wake in the house across from the old Catholic church, the house where the boys had grown up. She decided to bury her son in a red, white and blue Team Cuba warm-up suit that Orlando had given Arnaldo as a present.
The funeral drew much of the Cuban baseball establishment. The entire Industriales and Metropolitanos teams were there, along with dozens of players from the National Series and the provincial league. There were families from Wajay, people who had had their hair cut by Arnaldo, and children, dozens of children. A black hearse carrying Arnaldo and his specially built casket led the long procession up to the municipal cemetery on the outskirts of town. The mourners crowded into the small cemetery and gathered around the gray concrete tomb in which Arnaldo would be buried.
The tomb rested aboveground, beneath an engraved headstone that read:
 
A R N A L D O   A
H N D E Z   P E D R O S O
Y O U R   F A M I L Y
D O E S   N O T   F O R G E T   Y O U
23  3  64
22  4  94
 
¡T O D O   B I E N!
 
Not long after the funeral began, it started to pour. Years later, no one would forget the rain. It came down in sheets, creating puddles around the tomb and the dull grass of the old cemetery. The mourners, many without umbrellas, stood there, drenched, trying to figure out how one of the strongest, most vibrant men in town was suddenly dead. It was inconceivable. Then the mourners scattered into the rain. Later, some of them would recall that Arnaldo Hernández, the original El Duque, had been unable to attend the funeral. The Hernández brothers’ father had been living at the time on the Isle of Youth, off Cuba’s southern coast. He later said he had been delayed because of the weather. When he finally arrived, people in Wajay recalled seeing him outside the local bodegas, chasing his sorrow with a bottle.

CHAPTER TWO
[image: image]
EL DUQUE
AS ARNALDO “EL Duque” Hernández tells the story, Fidel Castro, Cuba’s number one fan, presented the idea to the Central Committee of the Communist party. This was years before El Duque’s third son, Liván, had fallen to his knees and shouted, “I love you, Miami!” (in English, no less) after winning the 1997 World Series, and before his second son, Orlando, had gone on 60 Minutes and referred to Fidel as “the Devil.” El Duque said he heard the story from a high-ranking member of the National Assembly. “Let’s find an island to give to El Duque,” the Maximum Leader had proposed. “And some women, too. We’ll get him twenty big mulatas, two cases of beer and a bottle of rum, and he can create pitching for the future.” The original El Duque loved that story, even if it may have been told to him in jest. “It’s true,” he told me. “I make pitchers.”
No one was particularly surprised that El Duque had arrived late for Arnaldo’s funeral. Ever since the breakup with María Julia, he had been a sporadic presence in his sons’ lives. Arnaldo “El Duque” Hernández was many things. He was a bon vivant and a rake, the life of the party wherever he happened to land. In his time, he had been a serious baseball talent. As some have described him, he was a poor man’s Martín Dihigo, El Inmortal, one of two Cubans to make the American Baseball Hall of Fame (Tony Pérez is the other). Like Dihigo, El Duque had played every position at one time or another; primarily he pitched. And although he stood no taller than five-foot-nine, and was much slighter than his sons, he was utterly fearless. His pitching philosophy was relatively simple: “Fastball to the head, other pitches to the zone.”
But El Duque had not been the most responsible of men. He had fathered six children—four boys and two girls—with four different women in four different cities. He lived the life of a transient, skipping town every few months or so, often without warning. At any given time his own family (or families) had no idea where he was. His arrivals were equally unpredictable. He would show up without so much as a phone call, often bearing little more than a suitcase and a smile as big as the Hotel Habana Libre. Then he would stay for months. It was difficult to stay angry with him for very long, though; he was a kind of rogue innocent. “There are some people who just want to be too alive,” Miñosito explained one day. He said that the day his sister María Julia broke up with El Duque was one of the happiest of his life. “But he’s not a bad guy,” he added. “He’s just a little unstable. He’s one of those guys who doesn’t want to confront the situations of real life.”
He is also not a particularly easy man to locate. At the time that this book was being prepared, there were rumored sightings of El Duque in the Marianao district of Havana, in the central city of Santa Clara, on the Isle of Youth and in the agricultural city of Las Tunas on the other side of the island. Calls were placed to each location, phone numbers were exchanged, but no one seemed to have seen him. “You’d have about as much chance of tracking down Fidel,” one family friend advised me. After several unsuccessful leads, a call was placed to his son Orlando, who was training with the Yankees in Tampa. He laughed. “Go look for him in the mountains!” he roared. He hadn’t the slightest clue where his father was. A decision was finally made to follow the consensus opinion, which was that El Duque was probably in Las Tunas, where he kept a home.
The plane, a Soviet-made Ilyushin that resembled a blimp with wings, touched down in Las Tunas in the middle of a blinding afternoon. The doors swung open, and blast-furnace heat rushed into the cabin. It was like landing on the sun. At the front of the airport, a squat terminal planted in the middle of a field, horse-drawn carriages and bicycle taxis were lined up ten deep. There were a few automobile taxis, and it was one of those that led the search for
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