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 ADVANCE
PRAISE

 


Cecilia Fernandez's memoir of growing up Cuban
in Miami is not only fascinating reading, it tells more about the
story of Cubans in this U.S. than a truckload of sociology
textbooks - and is a thousand times more entertaining!”

-- Dan Wakefield, author of New York In The
Fifties and Going All The Way.

 


Every so often along comes a book that seizes
you by the collar and arrests you on the spot. From page one,
Leaving Little Havana is a brilliant, voice-driven book that
will make your heart skip a few beats. My experience reading this
book was similar to the first time I read The House On Mango
Street by Sandra Cisneros when you instantly know you are
reading a classic, a story so achingly beautiful and unforgettable
you relish every last word as if it were the buzzing of a
hummingbird at your lips feeding you honey. This book is about
family, about what happens to family in exile, about how people
come into a great world of struggle and manage to get by and
survive. The author has a great gift for capturing that world-known
enclave of Miami we love and call Little Havana. This might be the
book that puts it on the literary map for good and forever.

-- Virgil Suárez, author of Latin Jazz, The
Cutter, and 90 Miles: Selected And New Poems.

 


Leaving Little Havana is the compelling
story of a Cuban girl seeking a new life in the U.S. with her
family as the Cuban revolution unfolds in the early sixties.
“Cecilita’s” personal account, and sexual awakening, is
transparent, sad, and triumphant, sprinkled with anecdotes of an
emerging Cuban-American landscape. In short, this book is a
colorful reminiscence of historical scenes on both sides of the
Straits of Florida, providing closure to a Cuban American
journalist coming to terms with her turbulent past.

-- Guarione M. Diaz, President Emeritus, Cuban
American National Council

 


Leaving Little Havana is a candid,
touching, and engaging memoir of a young Cuban exile's coming of
age. Cecilia Fernandez writes with passion and intensity, both of
her missteps and her triumphs, casting fresh light on the American
experience in the process.

-- Les Standiford, author of Bringing Adam
Home and Havana Run.

 


Cecilia Fernandez’s writing is just the right
amount of flowery and just the right amount of raw. It’s hard not
to fall little bit in love with the rebellious and independent
Cuban girl who’s trying her damnedest to make it in a Miami that is
going through a time of historical transformation. Read this if you
love memoirs, if you love South Florida and Cuba, or simply if you
love a good story.

-- Melanie Neale, author of Boat Girl and
Boat Kid

 


In Leaving Little Havana, Cecilia
Fernandez treats the reader to a pungent, vivid story of growing up
in exile Miami in the 60s and 70s. We watch Fernandez transform
from a perceptive child, shadowed by the lost past and trapped in
the wreckage of her family, into a feisty, honest, adventurous
young woman, as she seeks the means to redefine departure on her
own terms.

-- Lynne Barrett, author of Magpies.


 


 


One is not in bondage to the past, to race,
inheritance, and background.

-- Anais Nin

 



 


ONE

THUNDER IN LA HABANA

 


Memory is the tattooing by which the weak,
the betrayed, the exiled, believe they have armed themselves.

-- Rene Crevel
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1.

 


Let this tale, created from memories, artifacts,
photographs, letters, history books and street maps, begin with my
mother. She wanted so badly for me to live that she stayed in bed
nine months, ensuring a narrative of my own. When she walked, pale
as the underside of an oyster shell, into a neighborhood clinic
that January morning, she didn’t know our story would take its
place in the huge, sprawling neighbor to the north, the United
States. I say “our” because this is the story of the Cuban middle
class families of the island’s first migration when Fidel Castro
took power in 1959. Those of my generation are the children of the
earliest “exiles,” unprepared for life on the other side of the
Florida Straits, and unwittingly paving the way for a vast exodus
of nearly a million.

As my mother breathed in the head-clearing smell
of antiseptic drying on the freshly waxed floors of the Centro
Medico and braced herself for another wave of nausea, our departure
from the island could not be imagined. In 1954 she was 29, and,
after ten years of marriage, praying that her baby would be born
alive. “I hope this one makes it,” she whispered, holding my
father’s hand. She thought of the first child, the one my father
scraped from her uterus, saying he had to finish medical school
before he could become a parent. She thought of the second child,
the stillborn, who died when she fell climbing on the bus to go to
work. She had not known he was dead. After she labored for hours,
the baby slipped out of her, a gray dried-up bundle. Through a mist
of sedatives and painkillers, she saw it was a boy and named him
Rafael.

A strong contraction interrupted the guilt and
regret that had not eased in the last decade. Now the contractions
were stronger, more regular, pressing into her so tightly she felt
paralyzed. My father, who had been working at another clinic when
she called him, guided her to the birthing chair, keeping up a
lively banter with the doctors and nurses attending to other
patients.

Just six months before, members of the left-wing
Ortodoxo party, some aligned with the Communist Youth,
attacked two military barracks on the east end of the island. Some
had been murdered, others tortured, still others imprisoned,
including the newly recognized hero, Fidel Castro. Several months
later, Castro had appeared at a highly publicized trial after, the
rumor went, an attempt was made to poison him.

“And that’s the end of Fidel,” said a doctor
scrubbing at a sink. “He was sentenced to 15 years. His revolution
is many years away.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” my father
declared. “This is the beginning of civil war and the end of The
Republic of Cuba.” The island, under Spanish rule since Christopher
Columbus came ashore, had gained formal independence in 1902.
“Don’t be silly,” the doctor answered.

A liquid lighter and clearer than water ran down
my mother’s legs. Pain twisted her features.

“You’ll see I’m right,” my father called out,
hoisting my mother’s legs up onto the metal stirrups.

When my mother shifted her body into place, she
thought about her dead mother. If only she were here to comfort, to
encourage; it hurt so much. To the nurse holding her hand, she
screamed, “I can’t stand it!” Then, her moans stretched into
shrieks for twenty-four hours.

At last, with the obstetrician ordering, “Push!
Push now!” and with one final convulsion, she expelled my body into
the glaring lights of the surgical suite. It was eight in the
morning. The obstetrician examined me while my father watched from
a corner, dressed in green scrubs. I weighed nearly ten pounds, my
mother’s third and last conception and only surviving child.

“She looks like a daisy, una margarita,”
my father said. “Let’s name her Cecilia Margarita.”

 


I was born on a fertile, mountainous, tropical
island encircled by loops of sandy beaches the color and texture of
fine sawdust and locked in the embrace of the sea. It was during a
time historians refer to as “pre-revolutionary Cuba,” the heyday of
the island, evoking images of Mafia gangster Meyer Lansky, the Las
Vegas-style Tropicana Nightclub, and foreign conglomerates like the
United Fruit Company just before the U.S. embargo, the food
shortages and the Soviet missiles transformed its landscape. When I
traveled throughout the United States in the seventies and
eighties, this accident, the place and time of my birth, was the
cause of constant comment from people I met: most knew little about
Cuba and wondered about its geographical location. One expressed
outrage that my parents had taken me forcefully from my homeland at
an age when I couldn’t possibly make a decision for myself. She was
angry they had not given Fidel – an idol in some circles at that
time – an opportunity to right the wrongs of Fulgencio Batista, the
dictator who had wrested control of the island in a military coup
in 1952. This viewpoint shocked me, unheard of in Miami's Little
Havana, the Cuban enclave from which I wanted so desperately to
escape.

Because I shared a birthday—the 28th
of January-- with the writer and hero, Jose Marti, who died on a
horse fighting for Cuban independence from Spain in 1897, the day
was celebrated not only in my family but also remarked upon
throughout the island each year. Later, I playfully told friends
and colleagues that I had inherited not only Marti’s literary
talents and uncompromising love of patria, nation, but also
his inclination toward engaging in numerous, tempestuous love
affairs.

When my mother came home from the clinic,
embracing a wriggling pink blanket, our housekeeper and my future
nanny, Ana Maria, greeted her with cries of reproach. “Why didn’t
you sign up for the canastilla?” Ana Maria shook her head
and took me in her arms to stare disbelieving into my red-rimmed
eyes. “You could have won, imagine that!” she exclaimed.

That year, CMQ radio had sponsored a contest for
mothers whose children were born on Marti’s birthday. The lucky
families received a free bassinette, a matching set of crib sheets,
towels, and baby clothes that usually cost hundreds of dollars.

“That’s right, we could have won,” my
mother agreed, with mock dismay. My canastilla had been
ready for weeks. When my parents and Ana Maria entered my bedroom,
my bassinette stood prominently in the center, covered with lace
and trussed with pink and white satin bows on every corner. A
finely textured mosquito net formed a protective cloud over its
length. My parents’ numerous female relatives had embroidered
stacks of linen sheets and cotton coverlets with my initials and
piled them on a bureau. An armoire with opened doors showcased pink
and white outfits decorated with ribbons. Drawers bulged with silk
cuffed socks and white booties. But the focal point was the étagère
where a porcelain china doll, whose hand is meant to be hidden
until she grants a wish, stood elegantly next to a smirking
Pierrot. A set of glass animals propped up books of European fairy
tales.

“I guess we didn’t need the canastilla,”
my father said, already suspecting that in six years, the remnants
of my sheets and pillowcases, along with the china doll--her hand
taped securely to her side-- would be stuffed in crates and
suitcases and shipped to a warehouse in Miami.


2.

 


My uncle Cesar Perez, a businessman born and
raised in Galicia, Spain, built his wife a house on a chicken farm
surrounded by the sea and named it after her. Villa America
welcomed visitors with its spacious veranda and varnished wooden
rockers next to the sandy shores of Playa Baracoa, a thirty minute
drive from La Habana -- as the island’s capital is known in Cuba --
and the former home of the Taino and Ciboney Indians centuries ago.
In 1955, the villa sported a glossy tile floor, gleaming white
paint and a freshly manicured inner garden. When my parents and I
visited, I listened for two sounds: the lonely lowing of the cows
in the field and the sorrowful wails of the guitar in the
canciones guajiras, country ballads, that Tio Cesar’s
housekeepers kept tuned on the radio. Clean and sharp, the air
smelled of salt.

Cesar, a tall, trim, muscular man with a high
forehead, tanned but creased face and thick strands of gray hair
falling into his eyes, greeted us at the door. He wore a stiffly
ironed white guayabera, a boxy shirt with pleats in the
front. His wife, America Castellanos, my maternal grandmother’s
sister and my mother’s and my godmother, stood apart, clad in a
simple gray dress, holding their son’s hand. A chemistry professor
at a teacher’s college, America never tired of planning lessons for
Cesarito, their twenty-year-old son afflicted with Down’s Syndrome.
When he saw me, Cesarito forced out joyful grunts, like a walrus,
and rushed to hold me in his arms.

The ocean breezes whipped up around us to a full
wind, different from that of a summer’s day, and a rumble of
thunder could be heard far off in the distance. My mother, Cesarito
and I leaned against the veranda railing while my father, Tio
Cesar, America and the housekeeper, Mercedes, who was a member of
the family, sat in rockers. Two cooks banged pots in the kitchen,
preparing a feast of lechon asado, roast pork, rice, beans
and tostones, fried green plaintains.

“The best way to cook flan is through a
method called baño Maria,” America said. This entailed
steaming the dish of custard in the middle of a pot of boiling
water. Mercedes agreed. Then Tio Cesar told a story about leaving
Spain for Cuba in 1937, during the Civil War under Generalisimo
Francisco Franco. Every word that had the “s” sound turned into a
“z” sound on Cesar’s tongue in the Spanish way of enunciating. My
father listed Franco’s attributes, proclaiming him the best leader
Spain had ever had.

“That’s what we should have here in Cuba,
someone like Franco,” he said. “Fidel and his brother would have
been shot by now.”

In May, Fidel and Raul Castro, along with 18
followers involved in an attack on a military barracks two years
before, left the Isle of Pines prison under a Cuban amnesty law,
their 15-year prison sentence revoked. My father said Batista
should have executed the brothers: within weeks the Castros
departed for Mexico and began to form a trained group that would
provide the backbone of a guerrilla troop to overthrow Batista.
Fidel, the leader of the revolutionary organization known as the 26
of July Movement, had delivered a speech entitled History Will
Absolve Me, which, the summer before, had appeared in a
pamphlet and circulated throughout the island. In the pamphlet,
Fidel called for a 15-point program of reforms, including the
distribution of land like Tio’s among peasant families, and
nationalization of public services, education and industry.

“There is no doubt Fidel is a communist,” my
father said.

“Negotiations with Batista are still possible,”
Cesar countered. “It’s the only way out of this mess. There’s a
tourism and building boom going on right now. Cuba has the highest
standard of living compared to any other Latin American nation.
Communism can’t come in here.”

“Fidel will never forget his defeat at the
Moncada barracks. He’s going to come back from Mexico and try to
overthrow Batista. If he does, he will confiscate all private
property, including mine.” A few years earlier my father had
invested in oceanfront property, a move he now regretted.

“Cesarito, let’s go to the water,” my mother
said, tiring of the conversation, “vamos.” She took his hand
and held me up in the crook of her other arm. Cesarito, tall and
trim like his father, had tar black hair that, like Cesar’s, slid
into his eyes. He sported a neat, sparse mustache as if each hair
were implanted and stood on its own. His walk was lumbering, heavy,
uncoordinated, but his arms bulged with muscles. He placed his hand
on my mother’s waist as she walked toward the shore.

The unrelenting winds ruffled the ocean,
transparent as water in a glass, and, carrying just a trace of the
smell of rain, tickled our skin like a dozen feather dusters. When
I didn’t live there anymore, it was difficult to stop longing for
the breezes that relieved the heat’s monotony and for that fine
sand to caress my toes. It was even more challenging to lie awake
in a California apartment listening to a monotonous rainstorm that
did not bring ripping thunder or lightning spears across the sky as
it so often did in La Habana.

My mother sat back on a narrow bench built into
a small gazebo suspended over the villa’s beach and stared at the
sea, while Cesarito and I watched seaweed flutter in the ripple of
the waves. I focused on small round black marine animals called
erizos or sea urchins, covered with quills as long and sharp
as a porcupine’s. I wanted to touch them, but Cesarito grunted and
shook his head, forcing distorted sounds from his throat. Dozens of
these creatures clung to coral rocks along the water’s edge. I had
no idea that the central portion of the animal served as a tasty
appetizer. I leaned under the railing of the gazebo, flat on my
stomach, and plunged my hand in the water. Cesarito’s grunts
heightened into screams and my mother, with a look of being deep
into thoughts that can’t be shared, leaned down and pulled me
up.

“Ya esta todo,” the cook yelled from the
kitchen window that dinner was ready. The singer on the radio
screeched a raw protest to the twang of the guitar. With me safely
in her arms, my mother walked with Cesarito through the chicken
coops on the way back to the house. We entered the gate, and a
dozen chickens clucked around my mother’s heels. A rooster waved
his floppy, fleshy comb. “Ay, que bonitos,” my mother
crooned as she knelt, and we both stroked the quivering bundle of
feathers. Mercedes waded into the tide of chickens and led us out
to the dining room where the rest of the family, clustered around
the table, still squabbled about Fidel.

It was the first time my father and Tio Cesar
yelled at each other over the dinner table, marking the beginning
of an ideological battle that ultimately destroyed my family. When
Fidel rolled into La Habana, Tio Cesar – like many of my other
relatives -- hoped for a better Cuba and decided to stay put. As
the years slipped away, a disbelieving Tio and Mercedes, who had
become his wife after the death of America, watched the beauty of
the villa melt under the ravages of sun, wind and rain.
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We slid past wooden shanties and headed out on
the main highway of La Habana in my father’s stylish new Buick. The
Cuban countryside rose up in bright green around us. Nothing is as
cool as the shade of a mountain or as resplendent as a valley going
off in all directions. Up and down, the undulating land reached out
to the edges of the sea.

It was three in the afternoon, lunchtime on
Sunday just before Christmas 1956. A heavy meal at this time of day
meant no dinner, only a café con leche with toast before
bed. My father turned onto a bumpy unpaved road with thick trees on
both sides. At the end, a clearing leaped out from the heavy brush,
showcasing Rancho Luna, Moon Ranch, my favorite restaurant with its
thatched roof, open walls, and earthen floors. Rough logs held up
the ceiling. The owners bragged that 324,000 chickens had been
eaten here in the last three years.

The structure resembled rural houses called
bohios, the simple homes of the farmers who lived scattered
throughout the island’s vast farmlands. These guajiros
harvested the sugar and tobacco crops that made the island rich and
became Cuba’s folk heroes, the ones Fidel Castro promised to
emancipate. The restaurant, a replica of their homes, paid tribute
to their lives.

Earlier that month, Fidel had come back from
Mexico on a boat called the Granma and bunkered down in a wooded
mountain range, La Sierra Maestra, in the eastern province of
Oriente. He shared the space with bohios scattered over its
length and width.

My father scowled when telling my mother about
the communist infiltration of the island. Castro’s 26 of July
Movement planned to strike during the holidays. Already, bombs were
exploding in several towns in Oriente. Batista, on alert,
threatened reprisals, including hanging the rebels.

My mother, like Tio Cesar, was skeptical. “El
Diario de La Marina has just called us the Las Vegas of Latin
America,” she said. “How bad can things be? Sugar prices are high
thanks to the crisis in the Suez Canal.”

“It’s only a $36 flight to Miami,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“We could leave any time we want.”

Beyond our table, several men gathered around a
sandy pit. We could see them through the open walls of the
restaurant. Two men held roosters with leashes around their necks.
They walked to opposite sides of the pit and released the birds
into the battle arena. The men’s shouts increased as spurts of
blood spilled from the necks, eyes, and feet of the angry, suicidal
birds attacking each other.

“Don’t look,” my mother said, pivoting my seat
around to block the spectacle.

“It’s nothing,” my father said.

Fortunately, the food arrived just in time to
offer distraction. On the rough wooden lunch table, the waiter set
down platters of arroz con pollo, chicken with yellow rice,
and platanos maduros, ripe fried bananas. My father savored
each bite, reached over, tore off a piece of flaky bread from a
basket and used it to push the rice onto his fork. My mother
sampled small morsels from her fork and left half of the food on
her plate. I ate a little of everything, just beginning to develop
my taste for Cuban food.

“Taste my beer,” my father said, tilting his
glass toward me, sitting in a high chair between my parents.

I raised the glass to my lips. The foam came up
to my nose, and the golden liquid burned my throat. The bitterness
repulsed me. My father laughed, and I felt happy because I had made
him laugh. I drank water to dissolve the acrid taste.

“Rafael,” my mother said, a tense edge to her
voice. “Don’t give her that again.”

“Ay, Cecilia, what’s wrong with it?” he asked my
mother. (In most Latin American countries, mothers name their
daughters after themselves.)

“Tiene todo de malo. Everything is wrong
with it. Like you. How can I go on living with you after this?”
Suddenly, as if the beer tasting had been the last straw, she
ripped a letter from her wicker purse gaping open at her feet. She
slapped the offending correspondence on the table. My father picked
up the missive and withdrew a sheet of onion skin paper.

“Señora Cecilia, les queremos informar que su
esposo, el Dr. Rafael Fernandez Rivas…” My father read aloud:
“Mrs. Cecilia, we want to inform you that your husband, Dr. Rafael
Fernandez Rivas…” He stopped, peering at the letter as if what he
was seeing was too terrible to voice. He passed his hand over his
eyes and through his hair.

My mother pushed her plate away and gripped the
table with her hands.

“Don’t tell me you are going to believe this,”
my father choked.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she
whispered. “Don’t you love me?”

“I was not unfaithful,” he said. “Whoever wrote
that letter is lying. There is no other woman.” My mother walked
out to the car, opened the door and threw herself into the seat. My
father took a few more bites, lifted me off the high-chair and paid
the bill.

“Las mujeres son malas, Cecilita,” he
said, mumbling about the evils of women. From that time on, my
mother became obsessed with my father’s mistress. She constantly
spoke about it to her relatives. She went through his drawers. She
stood silently in the hall listening to his telephone
conversations. My father, for his part, began staying away from
home. And so began an irreversible game of hide and seek between my
parents, a game that – after their divorce -- I continued to play
with him throughout his life.
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My maternal grandparents’ graves lay so close to
the street that we could park our car on the curb and walk a few
feet to pray for their souls and honor their memory. My mother,
dressed in black and wearing a pillbox hat with a short veil that
canopied over her eyes, knelt on the grass.

“Padre nuestro.” She whispered The
Lord’s Prayer and arranged fresh roses in the vase she had
brought with her last Sunday. She placed the old withered flowers
in a plastic bag to discard later.

In 1957, when I was three, El Cementerio de
Colon became a playground where I ran in and out of tall
tombstones. The pointed grass blades, wet from the previous night’s
storm, held tightly to the raindrops. Flowers in vases scattered
about the graveyard drooped from the weight of the moisture. Black
mud streaked the green grass. Puddles floated in crevices along the
rough flat gray tombstones of the poor on one side of the cemetery,
while the tall, white marble mausoleums of the rich reflected
spears of light a short distance away. The water trapped on the
roofs of these tombs the size of rooms evaporated into steam as the
mid-day heat gained momentum. The graves of my grandparents, marked
with neatly inscribed white stone, signified the middle class.

My father, despite the asphyxiating warmth, wore
a white linen suit with a blue silk handkerchief in his pocket and
a blue silk tie. He never failed to display his class status, often
boasting that his Spanish grandparents had been wealthy tobacco
exporters with ties to the King. I could see his mounting
impatience as he watched my mother sob and wipe her nose with a
tissue she later tucked between her breasts.

“Vamos, China,” he called out his pet
name for her from the sidewalk. He had the same expression on his
face when my mother browsed through a rack of dresses in El
Encanto, a department store filled with European fashions.

I stood there for a moment and then ran off to
relieve the tension, skipping from one tombstone to another,
leaning on the walls of the mausoleums to avoid sinking the tips of
my patent leather shoes into the mud. The crinoline under my skirt
made the shiny fabric balloon out from my hips like the Dresden
dolls on the dining room buffet. Sweat mingled with the steam,
dripping into my mouth.

My father shifted his weight from one foot to
the other. He took a few steps up and down the sidewalk and climbed
into the driver’s seat of the car. “We have to go and collect the
rents,” he called out. My mother owned several houses in a working
class neighborhood in the province of Matanzas east of La Habana.
Collecting the rent was an important item on our Sunday itinerary
and an opportunity for me, an only child, to play with the dozens
of children on those blocks. Although they ran around barefooted, I
was not allowed to take off my shoes.

Anxious to play, I ran to the car and urged my
mother to get up from her knees. Finally, we drove off slowly
through the narrow, winding roads of the cemetery. The sleek Buick
with long extended fins, leather seats, and cool air blowing out of
two small grills on the dashboard moved out into the chaos of a
city rebuilding itself into one of the most vibrant cities in Latin
America and the Caribbean.

From the back seat window, I could see the dust
of bull-dozers rolling over nineteenth-century homes in the Vedado
suburb of La Habana. In their place, construction crews built
skyscrapers, such as the FOCSA apartment building and the luxury
hotels Havana Hilton, Capri and Habana Riviera – the Capri with a
swimming pool on its roof on the twenty-fifth floor. More
construction could be seen toward the south, inland side of La
Habana at La Plaza de la Republica, the new site for government
ministries being moved from the old colonial section of the city.
Further on, crews worked on a motorway linking the recently
completed Via Blanca that led to the resort town of Varadero with
the Central Highway.

 


It took almost 30 minutes to leave La Habana and
begin the smooth cruise out to Matanzas. The name of this province
translates into “killings,” commemorating the slaughter of Indians
there by the Spanish conquerors. Stretches of farmland and sloping
hills alternated with clusters of rundown shacks with punched-out
holes for windows. Finally, we turned into one of the streets;
chickens scooted out of the way, and dogs ran barking around the
car. Our tires rolled into potholes and uncertainly struggled back
out. Groups of children surrounded the moving vehicle. My father
maneuvered to a stop in front of a row of small wooden houses with
raised porches, the ones where dogs and cats and rats scuttle under
when it rains. Rocking chairs with torn seats and backs lined up
neatly near the door.

“Ceci!” a woman ran out of the first house,
drying her hands on her skirt, and hugged my mother. The woman’s
husband, Cuco, stood on the porch smiling, and four children of
varying ages gathered around, prying open the car door before I had
a chance to move. This was the Fierro family. They had lived here
for 20 years.

The houses had belonged to my great-grandmother.
An immigrant from Barcelona also named Cecilia, she built up with
her husband a small plantation back in the mid-1800s and bought the
houses with the profits. An economic slump swallowed the
plantation, but this first ever Cecilia hung on to the row of
houses and passed them on to my grandmother Cecilia, who came out
here back then to collect the rent. Now, my mother was the
landlord.

“Do you want some coffee?” Reina, Cuco’s wife,
asked.

My father, charismatic and with an easy social
manner, accepted heartily and gripped Cuco’s hand in a gesture of
friendship.

“Oye,” my father said, “I want to go
fishing next weekend. Do you think you can make it?”

In his linen suit, with neatly combed hair and
splash of cologne, my father made quite a contrast to the farm
laborer who was his host. Cuco wore neat but stained cotton pants
and a checkered shirt rolled up to his elbows to hide several rips
in the sleeves. My father loved to speak with the country folk and
hire them to pilot his boat, take care of his daughter, wash his
car, and oil his rifles. An extrovert with a keen interest in
people – and despite his obsession with social status -- he
developed strong friendships with the tenants, often inviting
himself over for dinner at their houses. The tenants knew that he
wouldn’t come empty-handed. He always brought the food – his
favorite was a pork and vegetable stew called ajiaco -- in
huge pots from restaurants and then offered to treat their ailments
for free.

Joseito, a neighborhood boy with a mouthful of
crooked teeth and slightly crossed eyes, ran to my father. “Doctor,
doctor,” he cried, “my bump is gone.”

My father felt the boy’s glands. He had operated
on Joseito a few months ago, extracting a large tumor from his
neck.

“Que bueno, Joseito,” my father laughed
and patted his head.

While he and Cuco planned their fishing
expedition on the porch, my mother went into the kitchen with
Reina. I sprawled on the floor to play jacks with Reina’s daughter,
and my mother wrote out a receipt for the rent from a big ledger
she kept in a worn leather pouch that belonged to my grandmother.
Reina handed her the money. My mother placed the bills in the
pouch. Then, with a fork missing a prong, Reina beat a froth of
freshly brewed, dark brown espresso with three tablespoons of sugar
in a metal container, pouring it back into the rest of the coffee
in the pot. This procedure was the secret to the popular Cuban
refreshment, el cafecito. When she poured the boiling liquid
into small cups, the coffee became a thick shot of sugar and
caffeine that made hearts beat a quick rhythm. The coffee,
seductive and strengthening, reached the farthest taste bud.

“I need this,” my mother said, savoring the
liquid. “I just came from the cemetery, and I feel very depressed.
I have no energy. All I want to do is lay in bed. And my
husband….Rafael is never home. He’s always so busy.”

Reina opened up a can of papaya chunks dripping
with syrup and snuggled them against slices of cream cheese on
small plates. My father had brought the family canned fruit
preserve last month. Reina handed a plate to my mother and took two
to the men on the porch. Then she tore large bread chunks from long
loaves, crispy on the outside, soft on the inside, soaked them with
olive oil and sprinkled them with salt for the children.

“Ceci, we’re not doing too well either,” Reina
answered. “The rain is seeping into the kitchen and the bathroom
sink is plugged up.”

My mother frowned. She wasn’t as generous as my
father with her tenants and always maintained distance with those
she considered not her equals.

“Rafael,” she called out the front door in an
exasperated tone. “Where’s the phone number of the workman we use
in this town?”

My father retrieved it from a small phonebook in
the inner pocket of his suit coat. He wrote the name and phone
number of every person he knew in this book.

“Here,” my mother told Reina, “is the number.
Call him and I’ll pay for it. He can also fix the roof.”

My mother closed her ledger; it was time to go
to the next house.

“I’m looking forward to catching a big sailfish
next Saturday,” my father spoke excitedly to Cuco. “We’ll meet at
the marina at 4 a.m.”

“Don’t forget the beer,” Cuco answered. “And
listen,” he added as an afterthought. “Do you think there will be
more trouble with the government?”

"Without a doubt."

All over the island, there were reports of
arbitrary police executions and arrests leading to permanent
disappearances. A few months earlier, Fidel, ensconced with his
guerilla army in La Sierra Maestra, called his mountain stronghold
“Territorio Libre” and delivered broadcasts to the people on short
wave radio, coaxing them to join him. Bombs and Molotov cocktails
erupted in schools, buses, stores, streets.

Many professionals in La Habana were apathetic,
desensitized to the incessant political skirmishes that, from the
time of Columbus, characterized island life. They trusted that
Batista, in the midst of one of the greatest economic expansions in
the history of Cuba, with millions of dollars in American capital
at stake, would call for elections and appease the Castro
opposition. But just last week, in a move that took my father by
surprise, the Cuban Medical Association issued a letter of protest
against Batista. I heard my father say that the doctors had tired
of Batista’s heavy handed methods; often sending the G-2, his
dreaded political police, to break up the association’s
gatherings.

“The G-2 will pale in comparison to what Fidel
has in mind,” my father said. “These doctors are communist or they
don’t understand Fidel.”

“Don’t you think Fidel will help the poor like
us?” Cuco looked eagerly at my father.

With a spurt of anger, he faced Cuco. “Fidel
will enslave the poor, as well as the rich,” he declared. “Things
are bad, my friend. Our country is in a state of civil war. El
Presidente Eisenhower y los Americanos say they will not
intervene in Cuba. One day, we may have to flee for our lives.”

“Maybe not,” Cuco answered.







 


5.

 


While my grandmother was alive, whenever any of
the aunts, uncles or cousins spoke about Elsie Lopez, he or she
inevitably added the word solterona, spinster, as if the
forty-something family friend suffered from leprosy. Indeed, at her
age in Cuban middle-class society, Elsie was beyond the possibility
of getting a husband. But then, a year after my grandmother died in
1943, she shocked the relatives and married my grandfather,
Francisco Vargas, the son of immigrants from the Canary Islands and
a pharmacist and chemistry professor at the University of La
Habana. When she became a wife, a role I never thought quite suited
her, the family gossip turned in another direction. Now she was a
seductress, with fuego uterino, literally having her uterus
on fire, a nymphomaniac.

“How could he marry her?” my mother asked. “Your
grandmother was so beautiful. And Elsie is so ugly.” She was
jealous that my grandfather had married Elsie so quickly after her
mother’s death. My grandmother, Cecilia Castellanos, a graduate of
La Escuela del Hogar, a school for girls intent on learning the
tasks of wife and mother, died of a brain aneurism when my mother
was 18.

“It was a terrible sight to see,” my father said
the afternoon his mother-in-law died. “When they called me to the
house, Cecilia’s head was swollen out of all proportion. She had no
chance to survive.”

My mother, an only child, refused to speak to
Elsie for a year after the wedding, insisting her new step-mother
was unworthy of her father, so the couple stayed out of everyone’s
way as if there were some illegitimacy surrounding their union.

“Your mother was so lazy,” my father argued
back. “She used to lie in bed all day. I think your father needed
someone on his level.”

Elsie was an English teacher, tall, slender,
with small but compassionate black eyes that gazed into yours with
intelligence and understanding. She rolled her prematurely white
hair into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. When she became a
presence in my life, I noticed she wore mainly black, flowing
clothes, in mourning for my cigar-smoking grandfather who died of a
heart attack nine months after I was born.

“How could such a smart man not know that his
indigestion was a sign of heart trouble?” my father asked everyone.
My quiet and gentle grandfather had been his role model. “The
happiest time of my life was when I lived with my father-in-law,”
my father said at the funeral.

 


I soon realized that Elsie, who, like many
middle class Cubans of her generation, had been educated in the
United States, was a match not only for my grandfather but also for
my father when her politics began to veer left. She articulated her
arguments succinctly to anyone within hearing distance despite my
father’s vociferous opposition. She sympathized with the poor and
decried the corruption in Batista’s government.

In 1958, she thought Fidel, openly broadcasting
his leftist views from Radio Rebelde – a station set up by the
Argentine Marxist Che Guevara in La Sierra Maestra -- was a good
alternative. That year, Batista stepped up his election plans, but
strikes, an arms embargo against him, and calls from the Cuban
bishop for peace kept excitement and tension in the air. Murders,
bombings and disappearances from both sides of the conflict
headlined the papers every day.

 


One afternoon, on one of our now frequent visits
to Elsie, who had finally won over my proud mother, I overheard a
muffled phone call in the kitchen.

“Si, take the provisions to the place in
Oriente,” Elsie said into the phone. “There will be someone waiting
there.” Later, I realized that Elsie, like many other Cuban
professionals, had been delivering food and supplies to Fidel’s
guerrilla army in the mountains.

When Elsie came back to the living room, my
mother spoke to her rapidly in English, the language she loved and
had learned at the Escuela Normal Para Maestros, a college for
teachers. It was their private language, the one that held all my
mother’s secrets and kept them away from me, something I resented
then. The staccato sounds hit my ears like pebbles thrown against a
wall. The harsh sounds jumbled up into a massive outpouring of
blows in the air. I found out later the secret words were about my
father’s infidelities. When I went to the bathroom, she switched to
Spanish.

“I got another letter today,” my mother said,
staring out the window of Elsie’s small apartment. “It must be
directly from his mistress this time. She says there’s a baby. A
baby boy. Could this be possible? Could this woman have borne him a
son?” My mother never brought this up again, and we never learned
the truth. But, during one of many teenage arguments with my
father, I asked how he could be so unjust to his only child. His
face changed. He opened his mouth and then shut it; a thought
flashed in my mind, “I’m not his only child.” I figured he
considered the information too much of a blow even for his
headstrong daughter.

Back on the couch, I heard despair in my
mother’s voice but ignored it by shuffling a pack of cards for a
game of Old Maid. My mother’s tragic face frowned into the
emptiness outside. At the time, I had no idea what all this talk
could be about.

Elsie, an avid reader of philosophy, literature
and history, stopped unpacking a box of books that she was stacking
on a long shelf under the window. I saw that it looked like an
encyclopedia. The name “Lenin” was on each volume, but it didn’t
mean anything to me then. My mother was oblivious to the books and
tightly crossed her arms in front of her with a shudder as if
shielding herself against a cold wind.

“He denies it,” my mother said. “But I know it
is the truth.”

“Ceci, maybe there is nothing to these letters,”
Elsie said. “Maybe it’s someone who wants to do a lot of
damage.”

I placed the cards on the coffee table and
flipped through my grandfather’s chemistry textbook, the one he
wrote with his colleague Daniel Carrera. Then I found the
scrapbook. I turned each thick page slowly, taking in the smell of
paper and glue. Each week, Elsie cut out a comic strip of a stray
but intrepid mixed-breed dog named Scamp from the newspaper El
Diario de la Marina. She pasted the week’s installment in the
scrapbook, and when I visited we went through Scamp’s new
adventures.

“Cecilita,” she said to me, walking away from
her pile of books now scattered on the floor. “Let’s look at what
has happened to Scamp since you were here last! Look. He is
standing on top of a doghouse and looking down at the children.
What do you suppose he could have done now?”

At that moment, a large but slim book decorated
in gold ornate lettering caught my eye, and, without answering
Elsie, I opened it, losing myself in “The Little Match Girl” by
Hans Christian Anderson. “She’s poor,” Elsie said, pointing to a
black and white ink drawing of the girl shivering in the cold.
“Like so many people here in Cuba. It is unjust.”

“Why are they poor?”

“No one cares about them,” she replied. “So the
government must.”

The fervor in Elsie’s voice communicated
urgency. I stared into her troubled face. The soft folds of her
black dress, the warmth of her body next to mine, the smell of
cinnamon and chocolate in the air created a cocoon of security that
I understood the match girl would never experience. It was my first
lesson in the dynamics of social class. At that moment, Elsie had
planted the seed of compassion and, decades later, I would remember
the conversation as the beginning of my own political
consciousness.

My mother, immobile by the window and lost in a
secret world, did not join the conversation. Throughout my
childhood, she embodied both presence and absence, symptoms -- I
later learned – of the ravaging mental illness schizophrenia that
had already taken hold of her. When the light made her eyes shine,
I ran toward her, in need of attention; however, just as I made it
to her side, the light flickered out and her eyes turned into
opaque black slits, leaving me bewildered and sad on the lap of a
silent, withdrawn woman. It was a ritual without end.

 


Elsie earned her living by tutoring students in
English at the dining room table. No one in our family knew the
small Vedado apartment – equipped with a tiny sofa and a coffee
table piled with books – served as the hub for neighborhood
anti-Batista activities. A photograph of me decorated one wall. My
mother turned away from the window and straightened the frame,
which was tilted to one side.

“Let’s play Old Maid, Elsie. I love Old Maid,” I
cried, tiring of the book. The rules of the game were simple.
Players matched up the doubles and chose a card from the other’s
hand in order to make pairs. Whoever did not have the Old Maid at
the end of the game won.

I always lost.

“Elsie, why do you know where my Old Maid is?” I
complained.

“Mi hijita,” she leaned closer to
whisper. “Don’t be so predictable. You always put your Old Maid on
the right side. I know exactly where she is, so I avoid her.”

I looked aghast at my new hand. Yes, there was
the Old Maid, on the right side. Disappointment darkened my eyes.
To brighten the mood, Elsie jumped up, offered my mother a glass of
freshly-squeezed limeade and took a small box from a cabinet.

“Let’s see what this is,” she said, handing the
box to me.

I lifted out a pair of long, red, dangling
earrings. Red beads and white crystals were woven together in
delicate ropes, sparkling in the now waning light from the window.
I laughed, delighted with the gift. I held the earrings up to my
ears and admired myself in the small mirror on the wall.

But my mother didn't share our joy. She blew her
nose into a wad of tissue she retrieved from the cuff of her long
sleeved sweater. Her eyes, voluminous and dark, adopted the look of
passive suffering that she would wear on her face for the rest of
her life.


 


6.

 


Our front patio jutted out like a pouting lip
over the sidewalk below. From its dizzying height in our third
floor apartment overlooking the fashionable suburb of Nuevo Vedado,
I watched Senor Pablo hurrying home in the evenings to eat
bacalao prepared by his cook; the delicious odors of the
marshmallow-soft codfish submerged in olive oil and garlic floated
up to reach us.

In the mornings, before school, I watched
yellow-haired Oscarito across the street assemble armies of plastic
soldiers on the living room carpet. In the afternoons, I could see
Seiñorita Carmen in the corner house playing the piano while her
mother stood by the window singing an aria from the Spanish
operetta, La Gran Via. Sometimes her voice competed with the
whine of lawn mowers as gardeners trimmed the hedges surrounding
Colegio Kopi a block away, where I went to kindergarten.

If I stared straight down long enough, the
mottled granite of the porch on the first floor began to move like
waves. To one side, the edges of two wooden rocking chairs with
woven cane seats and backs, where Carlito’s grandparents rocked in
the dusk, swayed in and out of my field of vision. But my favorite
place to view was the front patio of the apartment building right
next door. There I could clearly see four-year-old Cristy playing
with a pile of toys so big it looked like a barricade. The building
was only an arm’s length away, and, from our patios, Cristy and I
carried on daily conversations.

“Cecilita, do you want to play?” Cristy called
out. Above a smooth, complacent face, golden lights sparked from
her thick hair, which seemed to be on fire in the sunlight. I, on
the other hand, had thin, dull, limp, brown hair, but people
thought my eyes shone with life and emotion and my face reflected a
variety of feelings, mainly curiosity, mischief and joy. It was
December of 1958, a month from my fifth birthday, and I overflowed
with energy.

“Do you have your dolls with you?”

Playing with Cristy really meant talking back
and forth from our front and back patios on spacious flats that
took up an entire floor. But my apartment was special because it
also had a side patio. Hers didn’t. What is it about our first
homes that hold us hostage to the past?

Full blown civil war finally had erupted in
Cuba. Radio Rebelde transmitted daily broadcasts from Fidel up in
the mountains, asking for support. As I played on the front patio
with Cristy on her patio, I could hear the radio and, beyond that,
arguments between my parents. That day I lined up chairs and
created a classroom. I wanted to be a teacher like my mother.
Cristy did the same on her patio, and we took turns teaching the
dolls.

“Stop arguing,” I called out to my parents,
holding a book of fairy tales from which I was reading to the dolls
seated on rows of chairs.

“We’re not arguing,” they answered. I could hear
the murmurs about infidelity, a few jealous exclamations, and tense
words about Fidel.

“Sigo repitiendo, eso es comunismo,” my
father said of Castro’s rumored coup against Batista. The island’s
communist party now openly backed Fidel.

Before going to bed that evening, my father told
my mother that her stepmother, my beloved Elsie, had admitted she
supported Castro. “We should not talk to Elsie ever again,” my
father cried. The words bounced hard against the wall of my bedroom
next to his. “And we have to leave Cuba.”

Lying down, I moved the mosquito net aside to
let in more air. Despite my father’s adamant opposition to the
“communist” Elsie, I continued to correspond with her to the day of
her death.
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