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Fidel’s Last Days



CHAPTER ONE
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Ernesto Salvador walked alone down an ink-dark street near the northern edge of Old Havana. In the right front pocket of his jeans was a single yellow cyanide tablet, half the size of his thumbnail, and when he saw the headlights wash across the buildings in front of him, and heard the bubbling sound of truck tires coming fast along the cobblestones, he found himself running his fingers along the outside of his pocket to make certain the pill was there. The truck was less than a hundred meters behind him. In as casual a way as he could, he turned right, down a narrow street, little more than an alley, where the darkness was almost unbroken. He looked for a doorway to duck into, a courtyard, a car bumper to hide behind, but the street was empty and the walls of the buildings offered him nothing but stone and darkness. He listened for the truck, hoping to hear it pass on. But then he saw the sweep of lights again as it made the corner, a flicker of National Police blue, and he heard the sound of the engine closing in, and the horrible squeal of brakes as the vehicle skidded to a stop next to him at the curb.

He reached the tips of his fingers into the pocket of his jeans and then abruptly changed his mind. He thought of his daughters, Margarita and Ester, and of his wife waiting for him now only a few blocks away. He told himself it was possible to be questioned, even to be arrested, and still survive.

The men were out of the truck before he could see the foolishness of this thought, and they came up from behind and roughly spun him around. There were three of them, none in uniform, bulging shoulders and square necks. “Salvador?” one of them said. “Ernesto?”

Ernesto shook his head. He could not seem to speak. He could not make his hand move farther into the pocket. His legs trembled so violently he thought he would fall down at the feet of the nearest man, but before he could accomplish even that, the man reached out and slapped him hard across the right ear, knocking him sideways. “No soy—” he started to say, but the other men were upon him now like heavy dogs, pinning his shoulders against the stone of the building, pressing the skin of his cheek into the grit. He felt someone bring his wrists together and hold them in a fierce grip, and then the sharp metal cuffs against his skin. His captors jerked upward on his arms. The pain shot through his shoulders, and he screamed, and while he was screaming the men were opening the back doors of the truck. They threw him in like a sack. He screamed again when his shoulder struck the floor. The doors slammed closed. In a moment the truck jolted forward and made a tight circle so that his body went skidding sideways across the corrugated metal, and the legs of a bench slammed against the middle of his back.

When the sharpest pain passed, when he could breathe in a more or less normal way again, when the truck was moving in a straight line, very fast now, the siren wailing like an urgent note sung out to his family six blocks away, Ernesto twisted his hips around so that he could get his right hand to the opening of his pants pocket. He bent his body and was able to get his fingers halfway down into the pocket, then farther. With the tip of his middle finger he could feel the yellow pill. He pushed farther, trapped the pill inside the first knuckle of that finger, and dragged it up the inside of his pocket. Margarita and Ester, he thought. He could see their faces, the innocence beaming from their eyes and mouths. Margarita and Ester.

Just as he had pulled the tablet up to the hem of the pocket, the truck’s brakes squealed and he went sliding forward, turning at the last moment so that he did not hit the front wall head-on but took the force of it against his side. He screamed out in pain again as the cuffs cut into the skin of his wrists. The sound of his voice echoed in the metal box around him like the sound of a condemned soul calling from another world. The doors opened. A harsh light flew into the body of the truck. He felt two of the men take hold of his feet and pull, as if he were an animal—worse than an animal—and as his face scraped along the corrugated metal he saw the tablet in the harsh light, half an arm’s length away, and then all chance for that was gone forever.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]

He was tall, trim, silver-haired, and most people called him by his last name—Volkes. He stood at the picture window of the presidential suite on the top floor of a famous Florida hotel and stared out at the sunny Atlantic. There were two other men in the room. After years of working with them, on what was probably the most delicate and most important project of his life, he had just a moment ago come to the certain conclusion that one of them was a betrayer. This was no ordinary betrayal, not merely a matter of money or power or sex; this would be a betrayal on the grand scale: of him personally, of the project, of the lives and hopes of millions of this man’s former countrymen, living now less than a hundred miles away, beneath the boot heel of an aging dictator.

When Volkes understood this—and though he’d had flashes of suspicion before, he saw it now beyond even the smallest doubt—he made himself turn away. He stood, fingertips on the yellow windowsill, leaning slightly forward, in the posture of a great man contemplating the deepest moral questions. Really, though, he had simply not wanted to reveal anything in the muscles of his face. Not surprise, not anger, not the fact that he had dealt with betrayers before and had always somehow managed to spin them around on their own sour axis. He studied the breakers near the golden strand of beach. He thought back over more than thirty-five years spent in the pursuit of a fairer, more prosperous world. The good lives that had been lost during those years. The billions of dollars that had been spent. The hours that had been passed as if in front of an enormous chessboard, figuring eight, ten, fifteen moves in advance. That ability to see far into the future and calculate what others would do—it was, he thought, his one great skill.

So he would have to deal with this fellow now, this Oleg, this man he’d thought of as a friend. But he would have to deal with him in such a way that the friend, the betrayer, believed he was winning, believed he was winning, believed he had won . . . right up until the instant that he lost. Otherwise they would have no chance against him, no chance to defeat the organization that employed him.



CHAPTER THREE
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It made Carlos Arroyo Gutierrez ill to ride in the back seat of moving vehicles. So, as always, when the black Volga pulled up in front of his house on the northeast side of Havana, he opened the front passenger door, not the back, and climbed in.

“Buenos días,” his driver, Jose, said. Jose had not shaved this morning.

“Out all night again?” Carlos chided him.

Jose pulled into the road and slid his tired eyes sideways so that they almost met his boss’s. “I never stay all night at a woman’s place, Ministro,” he said. “On principle.” And then, when they’d driven half a block, “I found an hour’s sleep somewhere.”

“You are haunting the tourist hotels again?”

“Some very beautiful foreign women visit here, Ministro.”

“You are using protection?”

“I am well protected, Ministro. Against diseases, against my enemies, against despair. Only not against a lack of sleep.”

“Let us hope, then, that today you aren’t called upon for some difficult duty.”

“I already have been.”

Carlos heard the tiny catch in his friend’s voice. Ya me lo ha encar—gado. He had made a career of hearing such things. Amid the vicious infighting of Castro’s inner circle, careful listening had saved his career, perhaps his life, many times. “Meaning?”

“Meaning.” Jose paused and glanced over at him. “Meaning I received a call this morning, five minutes before I left, directing me to take you to see the Dentist.”

“Ah,” Carlos said quietly. And then, once he’d let the words digest: “Why didn’t he call me himself?”

“An important question, Ministro, no?” Una pregunta importante. 

They went along through the fragrant morning, out of the Siboney neighborhood where the military officers, cabinet members, and supreme court justices lived, and immediately into the slum that was La Vivora. Already at this hour small barefoot children ran on the broken pavement, waving their brown arms and screeching, watched by stick-thin abuelitas on stoops. Above and around them the buildings were crumbling. Each day more pieces of pastel stucco flaked off the walls; each day Carlos expected to see another ochre-colored, overcrowded apartment house that had stood for a hundred years, lying on the ground in ruins. It would be a building that had lived through hurricanes and revolutions, through the salacious gleam of festivals and the dull half shadow of depression. And then, one day it would have had enough, its strength would have finally abandoned it, and in one moment what had seemed cracked and troubled but whole would be lying in a pile of stones, dust, and death.

“Nervous?” Jose asked him nervously.

“My conscience is clean,” Carlos said.

“Still. The Dentist.”

“The Dentist is not a sane man. Everyone knows that.”

“Almost everyone, sí.”

“Did he call you himself?”

“Yes.”

“A good sign.”

“Yes. Perhaps.” Jose sank a bit lower in his seat, the curved scar on his chin twitching, the wrinkled brown sport jacket hanging from his huge shoulders like a bedsheet draped across two corners of a stone wall. He was brave and wise, educated far beyond his station in life, and Carlos considered him a friend. Six months earlier, Jose’s wife had left him for another man—even the Revolution couldn’t prevent such misfortunes—and his revenge had been to go on a kind of march of seduction, sleeping with as many women as time and energy allowed. Even with his privileged position—driver and bodyguard for the minister of health—it was dangerous for him to be seen in the hard-currency hotels where foreign tourists stayed. Those hotels were his favorite hunting grounds. It occurred to Carlos, really for the first time, that in Jose’s case there were extra risks involved in such recklessness. He wouldn’t have behaved that way without the sense that he was protected. But on that warm morning, he was ferrying the man who was his protection to the Montefiore prison. Otherwise known as the Torture House.

Carlos had been there numerous times—for health inspections—though he had never, of course, participated in the torture of anyone, and he had never been summoned in quite this abrupt a manner. Early on, he had spent countless hours with the Dentist, otherwise known as Colonel Felix Olochon Marlos, and had learned to despise him. Olochon, now head of the dreaded D-7, had been with Fidel from the start, had grown up, like so many of Fidel’s followers (though not Fidel himself), in the humiliation of the most extreme poverty, his father a cane field worker, a campesino, a machetero, the lowest of the low, and his mother little more than the town whore. Harvest by harvest, beating by beating at the hands of the foreman and slightly more fortunate children, a kind of monumental anger had been planted and nourished in Olochon, a fury the size and depth of an ocean. When the first whispers of Fidel’s campaign had reached the little town that housed the Olochons, Felix—then only seventeen—had required about three minutes to put what he owned into a burlap sack and run off to the mountains to join the great cause. His anger had been like an ugly brother to Fidel’s, his ego like a twisted reflection of a twisted reflection. He had been merciless, hacking to pieces the bodies of the batistianos, grinning his toothy teenaged grin, spreading a rumor of terror that flowed down toward the capital like a mountain river before the hurricane has quite arrived. There were those who claimed Batista had fled the country, not because of Castro or the sentiments of the Cuban people, but because of the boy who enjoyed killing. Olochon.

Fidel had used him, of course. Brilliantly. And once the Revolution had achieved its aim, there was another use for him. Now the dissidents knew him, intimately. The traitors to the Revolution knew him. The little girl and boy whores of the slums knew him. The sound of his name, merely the sound of his name, ran in cold spirals around the backbone of anyone—even those with the clearest of consciences—who’d ever had a negative thought about the Revolution or its creator. For true conspirators and traitors, for the likes of him now, Carlos thought, the name was a sharp hot spike through the groin.

There was nothing the Dentist would not do, nothing. He was not bound by the thinnest filament of moral compunction, and there was not a soul in the government, perhaps in all of Cuba, who failed to understand that. Carlos had long ago formed the notion that on the day Fidel died, he himself would go to Olochon’s office with a pistol and shoot him through the forehead so that he would not become the successor. For the sake of the future of Cuba, even if it meant sacrificing his own life, he would do that.

Beside him, as they rode through the streets and into the heart of the capital, he could feel the apprehension emanating from Jose like a bad smell. In the cool morning, the steering wheel was as slick as if it had been oiled. “Not to worry, my friend,” he said, and to his own surprise the words came out with a calm force.

“I’ll accompany you inside if you want,” Jose offered.

“For what? To make Olochon think we have something to worry about? Wait for me outside, as always. The Revolution is a severe mother, but even severe mothers don’t pull out the teeth of their loyal children. Even the Dentist needs his minister of health.”

“Absolutely,” Jose said, but the tiredness in his voice had been replaced by something else.



CARLOS TROTTED UP the stained steps of the prison’s entrance, and, on the broad landing, paused to tug the cuffs of his shirt down from the sleeves of his suit jacket. On either side of the door, muscular, iron-faced guards—D-7 through and through—saluted him. The guards just inside the entrance were creatures of a different sort, just peasant boys, as simpleminded as they were loyal. He’d spent years working among such people, treating their wounds, delivering their wives’ babies. They were here because they had been given a clean uniform, promised three meals a day, and told that Olochon himself would come find them if they deserted. There were more salutes. “Olochon,” Carlos said confidently, and the guard shouted twice into a half-broken microphone and then pretended to busy himself with the papers on his desk. In ten seconds another guard came into the foyer, saluted Carlos yet again, and gestured for him to step first through the heavy glass and metal-barred doors and into the prison.

It was as it had always been there. Damp concrete walls, the smell of feces, blood, and terror, the sounds of clanging metal echoing down the corridors; cells with lice-infested shadows sleeping in them, and from the upper floors—where the political prisoners were housed—the sounds of screaming and moaning, men and a few women driven insane by hunger, vermin, rotting skin and various unspeakable tortures, wailing out hopelessly toward the vacuum at the center of the universe. To Carlos, this was nothing less than a vision of hell six feet from his face. As he walked he felt an electric anger in his fingers. Those men and those few women had committed such horrible crimes, hadn’t they? Maligning the great leader in print, or too often in the street; making one of the wry political jokes Cubans had thrived on before Castro; trying to fly out of the country, or float away from it, or not reporting someone else, a sister or father, who had gone north. Compared to the crime in his brain now, Carlos thought, already in place in his interior world, these transgressions were nothing . . . and look at the penalty. He tried not to think about what they would do to him if the plan failed, but one thin line of fear ran straight up the bones of his back. He lifted his chin and marched on.

“The elevator is broken,” his escort informed him at the end of the corridor, and they turned toward the steps. An old woman in a black dress was mopping them. At the sound of the guard’s boots on the stone, she cowered against the wall, turning her face down and away. For Carlos, this small gesture was worse even than the screams. Afterward, he told himself, after this thing is finished, there will be no old women cringing in a place like this. Whatever had been done to her would no longer be done to human beings in the nation of Cuba. He vowed that on the souls of his parents and his late wife.

He and his escort climbed the three flights side by side. Though he had turned sixty the previous October, Carlos kept himself in good condition, and at the top he was breathing no harder than the young guard. They went along another dank corridor, to a door near the end on the right. The guard rapped hard, twice, and waited to hear the Dentist’s voice before he saluted yet again and marched away.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Carolina Anzar Perez was almost sure she was being followed. She turned and backtracked through the streets of downtown Miami, glancing in the rearview mirror every few seconds. A dark green SUV kept appearing behind her, fading away, reappearing.

At last, when she believed she’d shaken it, she drove across the drawbridge to the place she thought of as Brickell Key, pulled her white Roadmaster convertible into the underground garage of its tallest building, and waited several minutes, just inside the door, to see if the SUV would turn in, too.

Nothing.

The garage attendant waved at her impatiently. He was a man about her own age, tall, muscular, skin as black as coal. He commanded her forward with a jerky, scolding movement of his left hand. “How long?” he asked, when she pulled up beside him and stepped out. His words echoed harshly against the concrete, a short string of bad notes, off-key, toneless. An exile from Port-au-Prince, she was sure, full of the anguish of that place. She didn’t know why the sound of his voice bothered her so much on that day—maybe it was the sense of some old bitterness he’d carried with him across the Caribbean. Or maybe it was not being fully at peace with what she was about to do.

“Mwen pap rete’ la lontan,” she answered, trying to soften him up. But the brown eyes stayed on her coldly; his face hardened. She’d spent months working in Haiti, years studying the language; her Creole was nearly as perfect as her Spanish, it couldn’t be that. It must be just the sound of that language on the tongue of a pretty, blond, Cuban American woman driving an outrageously nice car. It was misery meeting opulence, the hard world meeting the soft, a story as old as Miami, the hot, roiling city at her back. She turned and walked toward the elevator and thought she heard the attendant hissing.

On the fourteenth floor the elevator opened into the lap of luxury itself: glass doors with Mandarin written across them in a flowing gold script, and beyond them real Chinese vases holding calla lilies, a small cocktail lounge of leather upholstered armchairs, and the perfectly calibrated Bach concerto sliding out from invisible speakers. The tables—less than half of them occupied at this hour on a Tuesday—stood before her like white-clothed servants in rows. And when the slim Chinese hostess greeted her with a mellifluous “Good afternoon,” there wasn’t so much as a speck of world-to-world friction in her voice.

Carolina said, “I’m having lunch with Roberto Anzar,” and the hostess tilted her head with a studied mix of dignity and servility, the lick of a smile catching the corners of her lips. She put one of the black menus into the crook of her arm, held it against her breast, and walked between two rows of tables and out onto a balcony overlooking the Intracoastal Waterway. There was only one patron out here on a sunny day, and it crossed Carolina’s mind that it would be just like her uncle to have paid off the manager of Mandarin to keep everyone else out of earshot. Roberto sat far to the right, his back to the wall, of course, his tired eyes gazing out languidly at the turquoise water, the string of small yachts, and the blue and silver buildings of the city beyond, two of which he owned.

When he saw her approach, her uncle got to his feet, took her hand in both of his, and kissed her softly on the right cheek. “Angelito,” he said. He tugged the arm of her chair a few inches closer to his and waited for her to sit.

“How are you, Uncle?” She edged the chair back an inch away from him. He was jowly and pink but perfectly shaved, his white hair swept back grandly from a high forehead, his nose just like Castro’s nose, an almost exact replica. Such a persistent irony, she thought, because Fidel Castro had been her uncle’s lifelong obsession, the man he despised more than any soul on earth.

In answer, Roberto shrugged his sagging shoulders. “Eh, I am a person who eats and drinks anger. I make love with anger.”

“You’ve been that way for forty-five years,” she said. “It keeps you young.” She watched the quick flash of vanity cross his eyes, and then the waiter was there, and her famous uncle was asking about the specials as if it was his first time at Mandarin, as if there were a hundred foods he couldn’t tolerate for medical reasons. It was supercilious, she thought, annoying, just another manifestation of the power he wielded, the privilege in his life. But then he turned to her with all the graciousness of Old Havana, asked if she would mind allowing him to choose their luncheon menu—he knew her likes and dislikes so well. And he put his hand on the waiter’s arm as if they were brothers, and listed his desires like a beloved commander—the appetizer, the wine, the main courses spiced in a particular way—so that the waiter left their table feeling as if he’d just been addressed by God.

When they were alone again, Roberto looked out over the water, blinked twice, and faced her. “The position goes well?”

“Thrilling days and boring days.”

“Atlanta still suits you?”

“I’m a tropical girl. The winters there are too cool for me. I’m glad you convinced me to buy an apartment here.”

“But you hardly use it,” he said.

Carolina shrugged and looked away. In a moment, the waiter brought a plate of Peking dumplings, browned in oil, glistening. She and her uncle began to eat.

“You have a man?”

A little twist of pain went scampering through the middle of her. Uncle Roberto had always been able to find the tender places in her, prod and poke them, bring tears up behind her smile. “Three men,” she said, and he threw back his head and roared out a laugh that rang across the empty balcony and through the albums of her childhood. Instantly, the sound brought back a chain-link-enclosed yard in Little Havana, women pulling apart cooked chicken meat in the kitchen, men in guayaberas playing cards and cursing communism. “Do you have a woman, Uncle?”

She expected him to mention his beloved late wife, but he nodded, surprising her. Then he smiled his devious smile and said, “My woman,” and paused. “My woman is the anger we just spoke of.”

The dumplings had been served so promptly that she wondered again if he had instructed the people in the kitchen to prepare something ahead of time. Had the ordering been merely a charade? With her uncle, one never knew: Roberto Anzar lived behind a dozen veils; invested his money in a thousand secret places; had friends who devoted their lives to work they could never speak about. Every gesture and word could have been sincere, or it could have been part of some intricate deception, a three-dimensional game of chess in the dark. He loved her, as she loved him, but over the years a shadow of mistrust had found its way into their relationship, the dark lining to a bright tropical garment.

On the heels of their dumplings, the main course followed with perfect timing. Scallops and vegetables in extra spicy garlic sauce for him, and for her the Mandarin’s specialty: sesame chicken with mangoes. Uncle Roberto had chosen a California sauvignon blanc, something perfectly un-Latin. She wondered if it might be his way of mocking her. But he raised, as always, a toast to the thing they both dreamed of: a free Cuba.

They ate for a time without looking at each other. Through the warm afternoon a sweet breath of ocean air arose and whisked bits of dust and grit along the edges of the balcony, lifting the hems of the tablecloths as if they were women’s skirts. Roberto ate with great delicacy and care. As she sometimes did with men who took her to lunch, Carolina looked at his hands and mouth and imagined him making love with those same manners—precise, appreciative, but with some uncontrolled lust, some danger, at the edges of things. “They say the taste buds gradually die as one ages,” he said, “but I have not found this to be true.” He lifted his glass a second time. “To the sense pleasures.”

She drank and waited, wrestling with one devil of doubt. She had done so many difficult things in her life. But she did not know if she could do this. She consoled herself inwardly, encouraged herself: If what you did ultimately helped people—the Cuban people especially—then it had God’s blessing. She had been raised on that belief. It had come, in the beginning, from the lips of the man sitting opposite her.

Still, she hesitated. She watched his handsome face carefully. Intent on the food, he spoke without looking up: “Usually you come to dine with your uncle if you happen to be in Miami.” He pronounced it the way all the Cubans of his generation did—Mah-yammi. “This time, your uncle thinks you happen to be in Mah-yammi in order to dine with him.”

“My uncle is either spying on me, or he can read my face like a book.”

“Both. Both true, Angelito. I have men watching you, you must know that already. I have friends in the phone company listening to you . . . cameras in both your apartments. And you are like a daughter to me, closer than a daughter, so I have always been able to read everything beneath the skin of your beautiful face.” There was a pause, one beat—as if to make her think that all of it might be true—then his gentle laugh.

“Well, then you know already why I’m taking you to lunch.”

“I am taking you, Angelito.”

“Nothing new there. I’ve never yet paid for one of our meals.”

“And you never will. I accept the ways of the modern norteamericano man only as far as a certain line.” He chewed the last morsel of his last scallop and washed it down with the sauvignon blanc. “And the purpose of our meeting, aside from the love we have for each other and for the ones we knew who have gone?”

She started to look around at the empty tables, at the doorway leading back into the restaurant. It was a reflex as old as her career. Roberto immediately sensed it and put two fingers on her right wrist. “You can speak freely here, Angelito. This is my place, my city.”

Looking into his eyes again, she thought of a particular summer night in their home, a party for the birthday of some nephew or niece. She couldn’t remember who it was now. What she could remember was her father—Roberto’s younger brother—knocking on her door and coming into her room, late, when everyone had gone and she was half lying, half sitting on her bed with a book. She could picture, still, her father’s powerful forearms and the web of small scars around his eyes. “Your uncle will be president of Cuba someday,” he’d told her. “On the day our land regains its freedom, he will be there.” The men had been drinking rum, and the women Rioja, and she had been sixteen, restless, without authority, without courage. The name she was about to speak had been haunting them then. It haunted them still. She said: “We have reason to believe that Fidel will not be alive in another short while.”

Roberto’s face did not change. He seemed to be studying her, curious, perplexed, perhaps disappointed. After a long moment he said, “Forgive me. I love you. You know with what strength and depth I love you. But over the past forty years I have heard this so many times.”

“I know you have. But this time is different. I can’t speak more specifically, even to you, Uncle. I’m surprised you’ve had no information from your people there.”

He shrugged, giving nothing away.

She tried again: “Have you heard anything?”

“Zero. Other than what has been in the press.”

Good, she thought. Perfect. She said: “For the time being this should go no further than between you and me, but he is not long for this world.”

“He is truly ill, then,” Roberto said, without emotion. “Suffering, I hope.”

“Not seriously ill as far as we know. But approaching the end of his life. That’s all I can say, though I can say it with some confidence.”

“Ah.” He raised his glass, half closing his eyes so she could not read them. “A week? A month? A decade?”

“Less than a decade.”

“But more than a week?”

“A few months, roughly. I can’t say more specifically than that.”

“Ah.”

“Aside from what the constitution says about Raul—which no one pays any attention to—there are no real provisions for a successor, as you know.”

He nodded and went into his Castro imitation, waggling one long finger and shaking his cheeks: “ ‘I haven’t had time even to consider such a thing as a successor’ he says, and the world lets him get away with saying it.”

“One possibility is Raul, of course, which would mean more of the same.”

“Worse than the same,” Roberto said.

“You know about the other likely successors. Someone from the Council of Ministers, Crian, perhaps. Or Escalante from Foreign Affairs.”

“I dream of them frequently,” her uncle said, sipping his wine. “Nightmares.”

“But there could be someone else. In the first weeks, especially, there is the possibility of chaos: looting, armed gangs doing battle with his thugs. We expect, at the very least, that there will be a period of instability. We expect his propaganda machine to suggest that the United States government had a hand in his death, which, of course, would not be true.”

“Of course not,” Roberto said calmly. He held the stem of his wineglass but made no move to lift it. His eyes were a quarter closed, brown as coffee beans, steady as stars. “America has tried to kill him so many times. Why should it be America that finally succeeds? Why not old age? A jealous lover? The Monarchy of Monte Carlo?”

Carolina frowned and waited two beats. “We don’t want to find ourselves in the position of reacting to events.”

“By ‘we’ you mean . . . ?”

“The organization I work for now.”

“Ah,” he said. “The famous White Orchid.” And now surely he was mocking her, showing that he knew the nickname only insiders knew, and making it sound foolish, a child’s club. “But this ‘we’ ” he went on, “could also mean the United States of America, could it not, Angelito?”

She watched him from behind her smile. “We like to think that our objectives and the objectives of the United States of America often overlap.”

“Often but not always.”

“I love this country as you do,” she said.

“But you were employed by its government once and now you are not.”

“And you’ll never forgive me for leaving. The government, or the husband who recruited me.”

He made his classic expression of pretend-hurt, lifting the thicker ends of his eyebrows, turning down his lips. “I love you more than any creature on earth, Angelito. Surely you know that.”

“Uncle, after Fidel is gone there is the possibility of anarchy. Think about this—anarchy, ninety miles from the American mainland. Think of what that would mean for the United States, for Cuba, Venezuela, for all of Latin America. To the extent possible, we want to control the events of the street. We want, eventually, to give the people a chance to have their country returned to them—”

“And property returned to those who lost it?”

“Some kind of compensation,” she said. “It’s unrealistic to hope that the million and a half Cubans in this country can return and take up residence in their old apartments, work their old fields, play Mozart on their old grand pianos.”

“Ah,” he said. “Unrealistic.”

“There is an entire mechanism in place in Cuba now, an establishment of fear and lies, and that establishment—”

“You don’t have to tell me of that establishment, Angelito. Nor of the possibilities after he has gone. I have spent decades contemplating those possibilities, preparing for them, waiting for the moment. You don’t have to educate me about my homeland.”

“Of course not. I’m sorry.”

He was leaning two inches closer now. She could smell the garlic on his breath. “And other than the fact that this mysterious and sudden conclusion to Fidel Castro’s ugly reign will mean I shall live to see my country free again, perhaps be able to return and at least look at the property that was stolen from my family . . .other than this, and the love you have for your uncle, why did you call on me, Angelito?”

“We want you to assist us with your contacts here and in Cuba.”

He nodded, almost seemed to smile. “Naturally. And at great risk to them, no doubt.”

“They’re already at great risk. There is no hope of anything good without risk. I risk my life every other week. You’ve risked your life for almost fifty years in one way or another.”

He blinked slowly, once, twice.

“You have a web of friends, admirers, and contacts here and in Cuba that even we can’t rival. Military men. Political figures. Journalists. In the hours immediately following Fidel’s death, we want you to get word to them to maintain order. We want you to counsel Cuban Americans not to expect too much in the way of compensation, not to take any action at first, not to suppose that they can return to their—”

“So that they will be that much more easily manipulated.”

She watched him again. She wondered, momentarily, if someone who did not know him at all should have been given this assignment, if they were too close, too aware of each other’s vulnerabilities. “You have to trust us or not trust us,” she said. “The people who run the organization I work for—”

“Who are these people, Angelito? What is their purpose? What are their beliefs?”

“I’ve worked for them for eight years now, Uncle. I know their philosophy.”

“But you don’t know the actual people, not even their names, do you?”

“I know they want Fidel gone as much as you do, as much as we all do.”

“Gone and replaced by what? A slightly less leftist regime?”

“Uncle. The people who run the organization I work for have the same set of beliefs as you and I. They are motivated by compassion. They want to see people live in freedom. Their worldview is based on one idea: that a free market means a free world. It’s a very simple and very powerful idea, and so far it has proven correct everywhere on earth that it has been applied.”

“You’re giving me lessons in capitalism now, Angelito?”

“I’m trying to understand why you’re resisting me. If I were a nephew and not a niece, would you resist like this? If the organization had sent a man you didn’t know with the same proposal, would you resist? Do you really think we are going to remove a communist and replace him with a leftist?”

He shook his head sadly, but not in answer to the question. She felt as if she were losing him, had already lost him. She was sure, now, that Oleg should have sent someone else on this errand. She hesitated a moment, took a sip of wine, then played the last card in her hand. “If you are not interested, you are not interested, but the other thing I wanted to mention is that my superiors would like you to be part of the interim government, if you’re willing. Part of, not head of—that position will have to go to someone who is presently living in communist Cuba.”

That finally stopped him. He had heard everything else before. But this idea, that he would be called back, that he could serve . . . it reached him through almost fifty years of bad history, the death of both parents and his brothers and sister-in-law, the betrayal of his closest friends, the torture and murder of countrymen he knew and loved. He struggled for a moment to keep his confident mask in place, ashamed to show anything else to her. He looked at the wine as if afraid to lift it to his mouth. She pretended that the scraps of her sesame chicken with mangoes were as intriguing as a newly discovered Monet canvas, and shifted them this way and that on the plate until he was ready.

“It’s real, then,” he said. “We won’t have to wait for him to die of old age or resign because of ill health.”

“Absolutely real.”

“You know,” he began, then he stopped and bored his eyes into hers. “You know what a sin it would be to give your uncle false hope in a situation like this, at his age.”

She knew exactly what a sin it would be, precisely what a sin it would be. She made her face blank, then let some hurt leak into it. “I wouldn’t lie to you,” she lied. “Ever.”

He watched her with what almost seemed like admiration. He said, “No, you would not. I apologize,” but she couldn’t be sure he meant it. Her bloodline carried a gene for efficient deception. It was one of the reasons she was so good at what she did, and one of the reasons he was. He watched her more intently. She knew that, if he had decided to trust her, he would begin talking about her father and mother, the old days along Eighth Street Southwest, Calle Ocho. He said, “You know, your father was a very courageous man. A brave man among brave men. I promised him I would watch over you, promised I would keep you always from becoming entangled in the web that man has woven around our lives.”

She thought, for just an instant, that he was referring to her ex-husband. But that marriage was something Roberto never spoke about. It was Fidel, he meant. The Evil One. Sometimes it seemed to her that Cuban Americans invested Castro with blame for everything from their lost haciendas to the ear infections of their children. “That was never a promise you could keep.”

“But I made it sincerely.”

“I know you did, Uncle.”

“We live in the rubble of ruined promises, you and I and the rest of us.”

“I know that. I’m trying to take those stones and rebuild some small good thing. I left the government because they wouldn’t let me focus on that problem, because there were too many obstacles—legal, bureaucratic, financial, political. You never understood that I left the government because I wanted to work for Cuba. I’ve devoted the last eight years of my career to preparing for this assignment. And not just to make you proud and happy.”

“No, but always you had me in mind.”

“Always. And always I thought you put too much faith in the United States government. They use you, Uncle. They—the Republicans especially—use Cuba for their own political ends.”

“Only the Republicans have ever done anything for us, Angelito. ”

“What have they done? The man is still in power. The people of the country are still in chains. It’s been forty-seven years, Uncle, and how many Republican presidents?”

“Five. I have given money to all of them.”

“What have they done?”

He shrugged, looked out sadly over the waterway, and said, “They did not, at least, take a little boy away from his family at gunpoint.”

Elian Gonzalez had been, to the older generation of Cuban Americans, a symbol of some imagined old Cuba, the perpetual innocent victim. A symbol of their own stolen innocence. Cuban to the bone, she still could not imagine what it would be like to have had a life like her uncle had known in Cuba, and then to have it torn away from you. Whatever their differences, she always acknowledged that pain in him. “You knew I would act,” he went on, “if you asked me to act in this way.”

“No, I didn’t know that. I still don’t. I wonder if your woman will mind.”

“My woman?”

“Your anger. I’ve always wondered if you could keep it out of the room long enough to do something like this the way it must be done.”

He looked away and made a series of small nods, and she believed she could actually see a bruise on the huge, proud creature that seemed to surround him like a larger self. She hated that Latin pride, that machismo, the boys on the corner of Calle Ocho with bare arms hooked around their girlfriends’ necks. Their swagger, their loud cars, their violence. They were the offspring of a humiliation that stretched back five hundred years, beyond Castro to the cane fields of Camagüey and Oriente, and beyond them even to the Spanish galleons. Those boys, some of them so deliciously handsome, had tried to hook their arms around her and she had sprinted as fast and as far as it was possible to go . . . and then found herself being tugged gently back again, not all the way back, but closer, into her Cubanness, one high-heeled foot feeling around tentatively in the old world.

“How life moves,” Roberto said. “Now it is you leading and the old uncle following.” He swallowed. Looking into her eyes, he said, “I will risk my own life for you. And I will risk the lives of the men and women I love for you.”

Which was all she had come to hear. For a few moments then she was almost overcome by a wave of guilt. They would perhaps need her uncle’s contacts in Cuba and Miami, but not in the way she had promised, not for the event or its immediate aftermath, but much later. He would be part of the new Cuba, yes, but his role would be tiny and symbolic, a bridge to the Miami Diaspora, and she tried to imagine him shrinking his pride down far enough to fit it. Perhaps, when he found out the actual size of his involvement, the actual details of what her employers called the Havana Project, he would never speak to her again.

“We will need that very soon,” she said.

“Claro, comandante,” he answered, with some irony. It was Castro’s title.

“Has the situation in the military changed at all?”

“Not to my knowledge,” he said. “Not since they arrested Davos.”

Good again, she thought. “But you still have your contacts there?”

“Of course.”

“And you could get word to them on short notice?”

“Absolutely. But if I were to do that, if I were to risk their lives in that way, again, I would need a guarantee from you that this time the odds of failure are extremely low.”

“I guarantee it with my life,” she said.

“How can you, Angelito?”

“Because I am going there myself.”

“To kill him?”

“The United States will have no part in his death.”

“Earlier you said the United States government will have no part in his death. You no longer work for the United States government.”

“To the extent humanly possible, I guarantee it.”

He watched her for a long time without blinking. “Then I shall offer my assistance in any way you ask.”

She nodded. They let a silence grow between them, a silence made up of two parts warm family unity and one part pure difference. Old conversations, old hurts rose and burst in the air around her like a silent fireworks display. She willed herself to ignore them. For a minute or two, she and her uncle tried to shift back into lighter talk, but there was too much weight in the air between them now for that. He wanted details—the time, the method, the chosen successor, how the DGI and armed forces would be dealt with—and she could not provide them. He pressed her, gently, seductively; and with each “No,” each molecule of misinformation, she placed another layer of hard shell over herself. It was, she could see, maddening to him. Here was a man who, simply by the power of his personality, his fortune, and his family name, commanded the loyalty of people he had not seen in decades. He could buy and sell small cities. After the death of his wife, he’d had a string of remarkable women in his life. And now a rebellious, stubborn, thirty-five-year-old niece was frustrating him like this.

“I’ll contact you,” she said, when he had secured the check and was holding it down beneath the palm of one hand so she could not look at it. “Indirectly the next time, but soon.”

“I am,” he said gravely, “the master of waiting.”

She kissed him with some warmth, then turned away and walked calmly back through the restaurant doors, rode calmly down in the elevator, and retrieved the beautiful car that did not belong to her. She handed the Haitian man a ten-dollar tip as a sort of apology for her apparent wealth, as an offering to the Caribbean gods for the sin she had just committed. And then she was driving over the bridge toward downtown Miami, on the verge of tears, glancing in the rearview mirror every few seconds, as if expecting the ghosts of the past to be standing on her bumper.
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