









More Critical Praise for Achy Obejas

for Days of Awe

“Obejas masterfully links identity with place, language, and the erotic life, without ever descending into sentimentality … Her descriptions render her characters’ emotional lives with a precision that precludes exotic stereotyping. [A] focus on language accounts for one of the novel’s most enchanting riches, revealing a capacity to neatly articulate in Spanish the concepts that English and other languages have no words for.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Obejas relates the compelling and disquieting history of Judaism and anti-Semitism in Cuba amidst evocative musings on exile, oppression, inheritance, the unexpected consequences of actions both weak and heroic, and the unruliness of desire and love … Richly imagined and deeply humanitarian, Obejas’s arresting second novel keenly dramatizes the anguish of concealed identities, severed ties, and sorely tested faiths, be they religious, political, or romantic.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“An ambitious work … A deft talent whose approach to sex, religion, and ethnicity is keenly provocative.”

—Miami Herald

“With intelligent, intense writing, Obejas approaches, in ambition, the heady climes of Cuban American stalwarts Oscar Hijuelos and Cristina Garcia. Highly recommended …”

—Library Journal

“[A] clear-eyed, remarkably fresh meditation on familiar but perennially vital themes.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[A] soulful, erotically charged, and densely woven meditation on public and private identity … Days of Awe is an impressive, almost magical-realistic exploration of Cuban culture, the meaning of exile, and the many roles the closet plays in the history of human identity … Obejas’s deft historical eye for the infinitely subtle gray scale of race, religion, and sexuality is a triumph.”

—The Advocate

“Obejas writes a rich and sonorous prose and tells her tale obliquely, with shifts and leaps in time and space … She shows that ideas and inspiration are close at hand in a time of cross-cultural ferment, when the world is shrinking and empires are crumbling. There’s plenty of reason to hope for the future of a fiction that welcomes writers with such a passionate sense of the past, both personal and cultural.”

—San Jose Mercury News

“Achy Obejas has woven together an intricate story of cultural and ethnic intermingling that greatly enriches our understanding of our world and ourselves. Her prose is rich and poetic, and her characters are appealing in their very ambiguity.”

—Americas

“Achy Obejas in wise fashion tackles touchy issues in the Cuban exile—to be a Jew in the closet, to be gay, always going upstream but always yearning for the homeland. She takes on issues of the Cuban community that have been overshadowed by the never-ending political debate around the future of Cuba after Fidel Castro.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

for Memory Mambo

“The power and meaning of memory lie at the heart of Obejas’s insightful and excellent second work of fiction. With prose so crisp, the book could pass for a biography … This is an evocative work that illuminates the delicate complexities of self-deception and self-respect, and the importance of love and family.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Adept at stream-of-consciousness narrative, Obejas fulfills the musical promise of her title, and mambos her way through this seamless, seductive, and, ultimately, disturbing tale about a time of crisis in the life of a young Latina … Raw, powerful, and uncompromising.”

—Booklist

“Nothing in Obejas’s story is romanticized. Her work is about exposing truth … She writes a graphically poignant story about believable and interesting characters drawn from experiences close to home.

—Washington Post

“Memory Mambo insists on the truth, which in the hands of Achy Obejas is dark, witty, and haunting in its complexity. Achy Obejas is a supremely talented story-teller with a gift for dialogue, character development, and insight into the human condition. Memory Mambo is a memorable novel from the first page to the last.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Its complex story folds back on itself constantly, moving fluidly through time, and through the memories and histories of its many characters.”

—Village Voice

“The melancholy and sense of displacement that is in the background of Obejas’s collection of humorous short stories is at the heart of Memory Mambo, her first novel … Her characters are as flawed and as worthy of compassion as we are; whether we identify as Latino/a, gay, and working class, we are all of us primos of exile. Recommended.”

—Library Journal
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I am tired, I am weary

I could sleep for a thousand years

A thousand dreams that would awake me

Different colors made of tears

—The Velvet Underground, “Venus in Furs”





I.

Usnavy was an old man. Not in age so much—he had turned fifty-four that year—but he was born old, his childhood brow prematurely molded into an expression of permanent concern, his gait, even as a youngster, as labored as if he’d been instantly injured on the job, both in spirit and in fact. His pale gray eyes sat in his mushroom-brown face, common and faded, even in boyhood, as if they’d never twinkled or delighted with wonder or awe.

All that summer of 1994, Usnavy had manned his post at the bodega—the one where people came with their ration books to have their monthly quotas of rice and beans and cooking oil doled out—and wordlessly shook his head when people pointed to a page for an item they should have received but which he didn’t have to give. His eyes darted over the void on his side of the counter: soap was scarce, coffee rare; no one could remember the last time there was meat. Sometimes all he had was rice or, worse, those detestable peas used to supplement beans or, when ground up, used as a coffee substitute.

Now and then, when the shelves were particularly bare, he would find himself involuntarily thinking about Belgian chocolates, the kind his mother used to crave: in a box, each nugget tucked into a white paper nest. He imagined giving such a box to his wife, Lidia, and watching her and their fourteen-year-old daughter, Nena, laugh as they shared the sweets, their fingers dotted with cacao peaks. Nothing brought him greater joy than their pleasure; nothing affected him quite like his daughter walking beside him, her fingers laced with his.

At the bodega, Usnavy knew he shouldn’t be partial with what was available. He needed to weigh it out and pour it into the bag for whomever got there first—but Usnavy tried to hoard the bulk of it, just in case, for the most needy: the solitary elderly and the young mothers with kids like kittens clawing at their hems, frantic and unaware that their fathers had hurled themselves into the sea on toothpicks, desperately trying to reach other shores for better luck. After a windsurfing instructor from Varadero had illegally managed the waves all the way to the Florida Keys in little more than nine hours, scores of young men were now seen erecting homemade sails on boards all over the coasts, feigning interest in things like barometric pressure and practicing their skills walking on water.

Usnavy stared at those leaving in disbelief. He wanted to tell them that fate was not in a shoreline or a flag, but in a person’s character. Yet to confront the windsurfers and other mariners meant dealing with the fierceness of their desire—and even Usnavy understood that if the blinding light bouncing off the mirrored waves did not obscure their focus, there was nothing that would keep them from seeing what they wanted to see. They were, each and every one, like Christopher Columbus, insistent on a mainland filled with promise, no matter the truth of the island.

After the morning shift, when the sun was hottest and heaviest, Usnavy would shuffle back home to his family’s Old Havana apartment on Tejadillo street, a windowless high-ceilinged room, no bigger than one of those bloated American cars. Concrete on all six sides, Usnavy’s room in the tenement distorted daylight and time but remained relatively cool throughout the worst of days. A picture of a young Comandante hung in a frame, their only decoration but for a poster of the American singer Michael Jackson, which Nena had gotten as a gift from a friend down the street who’d left for the United States a few years before.

Besides the bed, there was a folded cot, where Usnavy slept so Lidia and Nena could be more comfortable, and a tiny table with a Czechmade electric plate he’d received from the Prague-born wife of a Cuban friend when they had hurried back to her country after the communists tumbled. Next to the plate was a small, white, Soviet refrigerator. Usually, Lidia’s old American iron—much coveted, since irons of every lineage had virtually vanished in the last few years—rested on top, cushioned by a threadbare but very clean towel.

There were books all over the room too, on homemade shelves, tucked under Nena and Lidia’s bed in neat rows, and usually in piles next to it as well. Not just Nena’s school books but also books about Africa, poetry books, books with ambiguous endings by Jorge Luis Borges and Chester Himes (beautifully translated into Spanish), and a young Cuban writer named Leonardo Padura, one of Usnavy’s recent favorites, whose work had been published in Spain and Mexico.

On the wall behind the door, there were a pair of hooks on which Usnavy hinged his bike, his only means of transportation and one of the few things over which he and Nena had occasional arguments. About this, Usnavy was intractable, refusing to surrender his one chance at relief and escape. His official excuse for refusing to let her borrow it was that he couldn’t risk the bike being stolen from her. But in his thinking, she didn’t need a bike: Her school was only a few blocks up, by the capitol building. Of course, Nena was a teenager now and naturally restless. She wanted to be out, to go, anywhere. In his heart Usnavy understood it would be better if she had her own bike, but he simply couldn’t afford it. So as much as he hated to think about it, she’d have to continue walking to get around, hitchhiking like everyone else, and taking the bus, which he knew was often hours late, crowded, and a source of other kinds of dangers too.

Sometimes, he knew, the bus didn’t show up at all. Since the scarcity of fuel had forced the government to cut public transportation service down to bare bones, Lidia, a hospital taxi driver for more than twenty years—one of the first women to really excel at the job—had been laid off and now just shuffled around Tejadillo in a faded housedress most of the time, stunned if not bitter, not because she’d lost her job but because younger men with much less experience had been allowed to stay on.

“They have family,” Usnavy had tried to explain to her.

In the first few months of her layoff, the government had given Lidia a good chunk of her old salary in compensation, but after she’d taken a reeducation course in arts and crafts her take-home pay had been dramatically and embarrassingly reduced. Though she was licensed now as an artisan, there was no paper, no ink, no paint, nothing. The two or three practice prints she’d made in class of Che Guevara and views of dawn in the tropics were smears of color, indecipherable, and long since shredded for note taking and other more intimate uses.

Now, whenever Usnavy tried to rationalize things for her, Lidia bit her trembling lip and looked away, refusing to make eye contact with him, leaving him frazzled and frail.

To relieve the gloom, the family’s room—a breadbox, a shoebox—was illuminated by a most extraordinary lamp. Were it not for the sheer size of it, Usnavy could have built a second floor—a barbacoa—like many of his neighbors. Made of multicolored stained glass and shaped like an oversized dome, the lamp was wild. Almost two meters across, the cupola dropped down with a mild green vine-and-leaf motif that flowered into luscious yellow and red blossoms, then became a crimson jungle with huge feline eyes. (In truth, they were peacock feathers, but Usnavy had never seen or dreamt of peacocks, so he imagined them as lions or, at least, cats.) The armature consisted of branches at the top, black and fat to resemble the density of tree bark. They narrowed as they neared the edge, until they were pencil thin and delicate. The borders were shaped with the unevenness of leaves and eyelids, petals and orbs, in a riotous yet precise design.

Because Usnavy lived in the old colonial district, in a tenement carved out of a nineteenth-century mansion with twisted and enigmatic electric wiring that refused to respond to a central command, while the rest of Havana—in fact, the rest of Cuba—suffered long, maddening power outages and blackouts, Usnavy and his family never lacked the glow of his majestic lamp.

The lamp had traveled with Usnavy from his hometown of Caimanera, the closest Cuban town to the American military base at Guantánamo Bay and the reason for his unusual name: Gazing out her window at the gigantic military installation, Usnavy’s mother had spied the powerful U.S. ships, their sides emblazoned with the military trademark, which she then bestowed on her only son. She pronounced it according to Spanish grammar rules—Uss-nah-veee—and for a while caused something of a stir, which other young mothers soon imitated so that by the time the Revolution was upon them, there was a whole tribe of sturdy young Usnavys in Oriente. (In the 1980s, during the Soviet boom in Cuba, there was another inexplicable surge of English-inspired names, particularly Milaydy, Yusimí—You-see-me—and Norge, after the refrigerator company.) Usnavy—the original one: Usnavy Martín Leyva—was born in 1940, shortly before Pearl Harbor, when the U.S. might have been thrown off balance but instead sailed off to eager battle the way young people—ignorant of their mortality—recklessly throw themselves into love or revolution. Perhaps as a result of all that, Usnavy carried with him a kind of guilt: At one time, it was possible his mother had loved the enemy (in all fairness, they hadn’t been seen or understood, exactly, as the enemy then), had aspired to the enemy’s might, had tried to project onto him their sense of possibility and optimism.

His father—as Usnavy had been told, a Jamaican laborer (a poor schmuck, he had surmised)—had disappeared into the sea, leaving his mother a widow shortly after he was born, free to rearrange the past at will and dream about the future.

Usnavy remembered her in the radiance of that marvelous lamp—a rush of light in a splendid drawing room at a house called The Brooklyn, where important men sat for hours and chatted and smoked while swaying on colonial-style rocking chairs. They played cards and talked of vital things in many languages, like drilling for oil in Texas and African safaris. They bragged about their rhino noses, lion pelts, and elephant tusks, prizes taken from the Serengeti, the stolen home of the Maasai. All the while, a young Usnavy hovered about in the margins, dizzy from the cigar smoke and the buzzing voices. He imagined himself not a hunter or a stateless native, but one with the beautiful beasts, feral and unbound. As each tale of adventure unfolded under the glorious lamp, Usnavy would feel his heart racing, as if absorbing the shock of the shot, from the depth of his guts to the tangle and blockage in his throat. He’d cough and gag until it passed, his mother stroking his young, blondish locks in a contained panic. The men just drank their whiskey, passed bills among themselves, and signed papers.

Usnavy had a memory of his mother as a charming presence, young and tender in the glow. When she moved to Havana many years later, he was comforted to see the lamp in her possession. The luminescence kept her youthful somehow, so that Usnavy never had a memory of her as old, as if the crone whose features served as the only model for his own was a neighbor instead of his mother. She hovered in his peripheral vision, as tantalizingly close and out of reach as a promise. Her burial was a favor he executed for someone he was only remotely connected to, an act of charity meant to ameliorate her aloneness and prove that, in Cuba anyway, no one died without the benefit of community. At his mother’s passing, the lamp was Usnavy’s only inheritance, which he accepted like a reward for exemplary revolutionary work.

In the damp and acrid tenement, the lamp was a vibrant African moon in a room that was by nature s pectral. It was delicate and oversized in a place that demanded discretion and toughness—if it swayed, it might shatter against the concrete. But Usnavy insisted on displaying it.

“What good does it do packed away?” he’d asked Lidia (as if storing it somewhere else were an actual option). “Let’s just enjoy it, it’s so lovely.”

Lately, he knew Lidia fretted because their upstairs neighbors—in violation of both the law and logic—had built up from their second floor room, adding another whole tier for themselves on the roof. Using bricks scavenged from the many edifices that had crumbled in recent times, the neighbors had nearly doubled their space, but the weight of the new construction was taking its toll. In Usnavy’s room, the ceiling already had small cracks, and Lidia had spotted a line of water yellowing the plaster, circling the spot where the lamp was attached. She had tried talking to the neighbors but they dismissed her worries. And when she mentioned it to her husband, he just nodded, never quite registering her concern.

“I’ll talk to them, I promise,” he’d tell her, but he seemed to regard his lamp as invulnerable, and the talk with the neighbors kept dropping on his list of things to do until Lidia became resigned to the problem and the peril.

In the meantime, Usnavy’s only preoccupation seemed to be, as always, maintaining the lamp’s cleanliness and shine, polishing it as if it were a piece of treasure dug up from the sea.

Lidia would stare up at him, as if about to ask something: Her lips would part slightly, quiver, then close again.

Usnavy would stand barefoot on the bed where Lidia and Nena slept and reach up and rub each of the little glass panels with a silk cloth guaranteed not to streak or scratch. A couple of the panels had hairline fractures; Usnavy knew they could pop with the slightest push and he was especially gentle around them.

At night, he kept the light on until the last possible second, engaged in a never-ending staring contest with the lamp’s feline eyes. Sometimes, especially when she was younger, his daughter Nena would curl into the curve under his arm and join him, imagining all the possibilities within the lamp’s vast offerings. That, she’d say, aiming a finger at a green slice of light, was the fertile Nile traversing the continent, and that, he’d point out in the opaqueness of a tiny triangle, the whirling sands on the beaches of Madagascar.

But these days Usnavy was on his own. Now Nena would bury her head under the sheet, ignoring Africa—ignoring him—and sigh loudly and repeatedly until Usnavy finally pulled the lamp’s cord and darkness imploded.
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Outside the door of their room in the tenement, Usnavy and his family had a big metal barrel of water which he guarded zealously with a lock and chain, and which they used by filling a plastic bottle or bucket and carrying that to the bathroom in the middle of the courtyard, a swirling funnel of flies shared with the rest of the tenants (now too numerous to count). The water was hard, almost metallic, swimming with so many invisible parasites that it was imperative not to swallow even when brushing one’s teeth. Everything had to be boiled, the steam rising in the tropical heat like a malevolent and cruel ghost.

There was no light in the bathroom except what came in through a broken window where the local boys would lurk and peek, so that at night it was essential to carry the fortitude for argument and a torch made from rolled-up newspapers. (Flashlights and candles had long disappeared from Havana.) Sometimes in the dark, Usnavy would imagine breaking off a part of the lamp—a lump of fiery orange and red, one of those brilliant eyes—and using it to light his way instead.

What struck Usnavy most these days was how many strangers suddenly surrounded him. Not that long ago, he knew everyone who lived on Tejadillo. But in the last year, at least thirty people had left, mostly young men, a few young women—all of them by boat or balsa, wobbly and dangerous. Their rooms were instantly taken over by supposed relatives from the provinces—large, overflowing families, with dozens of kids and so many cousins. They sometimes brought roosters with them, small pigs, a goat once.

For Usnavy, the relatives were a blur, a vague echo of his original neighbors. He couldn’t keep all their names straight. He could barely tell them apart. Worst of all, what had once seemed to him like a safe harbor, now struck him as alien and claustrophobic, a pirate’s cove.
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By early evening, when everyone in the tenement sat on the stoop playing Parcheesi and chess (using beans, shells, and pebbles for game pieces), or milled about the courtyard, Usnavy would wash up in the communal bathroom, and then ride his bike down to the docks, enjoying the moist breeze but also wistful about the now empty harbor: Gone were the Soviet vessels and those of their former friends from the socialist bloc. The Russians, with their cryptic lettering, would leave no sons named after powerful ships or armed forces in Cuba, only a pedestrian Pavel here and there and the predictable Ivans and Vladimirs.

Most nights after a meager dinner of rice—that’s about all there was these days, occasionally accompanied by a dollop of beans or the fried remains of a grapefruit rind—Usnavy would seek relief in a game of dominos under the trees at a tiny park down narrow Montserrate, playing with a few other men his age who’d sit on boxes and strategize, slapping the thick pieces down with grunts and puffs of blue cigar smoke.

“Guapo!” a cocky-looking character called out when he saw Usnavy approaching. That could mean Handsome or Gutsy but it was hard to say what was intended in this case, since the fellow shouting was Frank, one of Usnavy’s oldest friends, but a guy known as a wiseass, even a little cruel sometimes.

Usnavy’s stomach made a screeching noise. He was late because he’d gone with Nena to get a copy of her birth certificate at the civil registry in Playa district, only to be told they only had documents through 1976—before Nena’s 1980 birth—so she’d have to go back to the one in Old Havana.

Recently, Nena had lost her identification card, which had turned into a bureaucratic nightmare that now had him mortified and her seething. Discovering the initial loss, Nena had gone immediately to the Old Havana office that issued the ID cards all Cubans needed to carry with them. But there she was told they had no record at all of her, that her documents must be in Playa, where they had lived with Lidia’s parents when Nena was born.

“But they’re the ones who sent us here,” Usnavy pleaded.

The clerk shrugged. “What do you want me to do?” he asked blandly.

Overhead a fan whipped the hot air about, the rusty blades squeaking as they turned. Nena sighed, wiping a line of moisture from her lip, waving her father away as he tried to explain that these things can happen anywhere in the world.

He hated that, these days, every little detail had other meanings. A casual stumble could be turned into an essay on ineptness—if not by Nena, then by any of her friends or schoolmates; nowadays, Usnavy thought, anyone at all could twist things around, make things look worse than they really were. He lived in fear of how that dynamic could affect Nena, how it could drive her someday to the shores, like all those crazy rafters and windsurfers, to look for relief on the horizon.

Days later, at the Old Havana office, when Nena’s papers were pronounced missing one more time and another clerk instructed them to go back again to the civil registry in Playa to get a new birth certificate, Nena declared herself lost to society.

“If you want me to carry my own ID, Papi, then you get it,” she said, not in a spoiled way, not out of defiance, but out of exasperation. This was exactly what Usnavy was afraid of, that frustration over something so minor would throw her off the righteous path. He glared at the clerk, wanting to kill the messenger right there and then.

“We have a copy of your birth certificate at home, under the bed,” Usnavy told his daughter, not keen at all on her being lost to society. “Don’t worry.”

But when they got to Tejadillo, he discovered that their photostatic copy of her birth certificate had been ruined by dampness and age. A green circle of mildew pretended to officialize it with its own seal.

Nena sighed long and deep and shook her head before leaving the family’s room to go hang out with her friends, which made Usnavy anxious. He knew he couldn’t lock her up but how he wished he could; how he wished he could keep her from telling this story, in which so much lent itself to misreading and manipulation.

A few days later, though it had taken quite a bit of coaxing to get her to come along yet again to the Old Havana office, Usnavy tried to squelch his irritation and concern as they strolled together through the office doors. But when they entered this time—sweaty, covered with grime after the long bike ride with Nena balanced on the handlebars—they discovered it was being painted and they’d have to come back yet again in a few days. The office smelled fresh, implied a future.

The same clerk they’d seen before was busy pouring paint from one can into another. On the way out, he offered to sell some to Usnavy. It was an institutional ivory color, which Usnavy declined instinctively.

I will maintain my integrity, I will be free of reproach, he swore to himself. As he turned away from the temptation, he glimpsed Nena’s expression—a mix of resignation and disbelief. It was true their room needed painting. But there was no way he was going to buy that paint illegally. They would do what they’d always done: wait their turn, wait until their request was formally and legally approved.

Nena sighed again—a long and quiet breath. This time Usnavy joined her, inadvertently catching himself exhaling as if coming out of some Zen exercise, trying to keep his mind clear.
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The domino players on Montserrate were Usnavy’s childhood pals, men who’d enjoyed and endured together. But Usnavy, though he knew he was appreciated as much as any of the others, also knew he stood apart from them. They were criollos—Cuban-born, all of them—and they were well aware that Usnavy had been birthed right there too, in Caimanera, amidst the bloody sheets that covered a bed at a rooming house called Indiana (before he and his mother moved up to The Brooklyn), but they insisted, now and again, on calling him El Yanqui, even though he’d explained over and over that his father was Jamaican, a worker at the U.S. base, who ate salt pork and spoke English with a lilt (though, truth be told, he had no memory of him at all, just his mother’s brief stories, prompted only when a young Usnavy would ask).

But Frank and the other boys didn’t care. They looked at Usnavy’s fair skin and reddish-blond hair as a boy and laughed, called him Tom Sawyer, called him Mickey (after the American actor Mickey Rooney), but mostly El Yanqui, which irked Usnavy always, even long before the Revolution. That’s about when they backed off, after years of taunting him with that, because they knew—they were friends, after all—that calling somebody El Yanqui might have other meaning or consequences then.

They had all celebrated the triumph of the Revolution together. They’d been warriors in the rebel army’s largest battalion, the Sixth Column, composed entirely of boys from Oriente just like them: poor boys, orphaned boys, boys who—with the exception of Frank and, to a lesser extent, Diosdado—couldn’t read or write much beyond their names; young men who waved the black-and-red 26th of July flag and saw Che as a kind of real-life Errol Flynn.

It was because of that fortuitous affiliation (a lark for most of them, actually) that they all wound up in Havana together, when the Sixth Column was turned into the capital’s first revolutionary police force. Now products of the literacy campaign, the Sixth Column also founded the Revolution’s first magazine, Rebelde Seis, but only Frank participated in that, and only Usnavy kept copies, right there under the bed next to the now classic—and somewhat problematic—back issues of Lunes de Revolución and a thin little volume of stories by Calvert Casey, published on faint, splotchy paper.

As the years passed, things changed for each of the friends, like for so many others: Frank—the smart one, he’d been educated before the Revolution in Quaker and Baptist schools in Holguín—found his opportunities limited and lost his badge because he refused to abandon his faith (although later he became an atheist on his own; a logical evolution, he claimed, resulting from experience). At one point, Obdulio’s brother left the country by jumping the fence from Caimanera to the U.S. base, and then Obdulio began getting pressure from his sergeant to stop writing to his exiled kin. Years later, Diosdado’s effeminate son, Reynaldo, was arrested because he wore lipstick in public or some such stupidity (as far as Usnavy was concerned, both the lipstick and the arrest were ranked at the same level of inanity), and that was that—everyone knew the boy would be on the first raft he could get on. Finally, Mayito—his wife and children in New York thanks to an American relative Mayito had never known she had—had resigned from the force, embarrassed by his wife’s antirevolutionary stands, before he was isolated by his peers. After biding his time for years, expecting her to return admonished by the horrors of capitalism, now he waited instead for her claims to go through immigration and for his U.S. visa to arrive.

One by one, Usnavy’s friends had begun to question, then doubt then snicker, then openly joke about the situation, sometimes goodnaturedly, often bitterly.

“It was good, it was right at the beginning,” Obdulio would say, “but you have to admit, Usnavy, it didn’t turn out exactly like we thought it would.”

“All this sacrificing for tomorrow,” Frank would chime in, “and tomorrow never comes.”

“One hundred years from now, will anyone remember what we did here?” asked Obdulio, but it was a rhetorical question; he was shaking his head.

“And whatever goes wrong is always somebody’s else’s fault!” added Diosdado. “After thirty-five years, don’t you think it’s time somebody else got a chance to see what they can do? After thirty-five years, haven’t we produced anybody who can step up?”

“What remains, huh?” asked Frank.

But Usnavy, the only one who’d been honorably discharged from the police force (flat feet and back pain), refused to join in. The Comandante’s picture wasn’t up in his home to keep away the president of his local Committee in Defense of the Revolution, but because Usnavy really admired him. Usnavy still volunteered for block-watch duties. He still went down to the Plaza de la Revolución to catch the Comandante’s marathon speeches and worked himself into a frenzy of joy, jumping up and down, shouting and waving his little paper flag.

During the Comandante’s out-of-town or foreign trips, Usnavy never failed to get to a neighbor’s house to watch him on TV. (Years earlier Usnavy had earned the right, through excellence in revolutionary work, to his own television, but to Lidia and Nena’s dismay, he’d given it—at the suggestion of a woman from the CDR—to an autistic boy who lived down the street and occasionally hung out at the domino games on Montserrate. “I can’t tell who’s stupider, you or him,” Frank chided him. “The boy’s retarded, for god’s sake—he can’t even tell if the damn thing is on or off.”)

In the last few years, Usnavy had served as treasurer of his CDR, making it his duty to gather dues and keep track of project accounts. Most people would have considered it a horrible job—cajoling neighbors and friends, being responsible for almost one hundred pesos a month (sometimes, when somebody was a little short, he’d even put in a few pesos of his own). Yet Usnavy viewed it as an honor, a vote of confidence in his character. It was because of the Revolution, he assured Nena, that he could participate as a responsible member of society, as good as anyone else. It was because of the Revolution, he believed, that he wasn’t dismissed as some hick from the hills. It was because of the Revolution that the lifeline on his hand had been rerouted, that he was born every day a New Man.

“We’re a nation of giants,” he’d proclaim, sure that he saw invisible titans marching down the streets, holding up the city, its bridges and towers, factories and monuments.

Which is why, as far as Usnavy was concerned, now that the government had legalized the American dollar in the last year, life had become something of an irony. Obdulio, Diosdado, and Mayito, until recently disillusioned and caustic, were suddenly the happy recipients of legal monthly remittances from their previously treasonous relatives in the U.S. This allowed them to purchase their own color TVs, fresh meat, and comfortable shoes on the black market where Frank was busy earning handsome profits from all sorts of unseemly wheeling and dealing. The rest of the populace verged on the edge of misery.

Usnavy—without relatives abroad to send him dollars, and defiantly refusing to invest or engage in illicit business—didn’t know exactly how it all worked, only that his friends were suddenly jovial and that the teasing about his moral rectitude and revolutionary fervor was also at an all-time high. None of their stomachs were churning; none of them lacked the means to buy butter while everyone else ate their bread with salt and vegetable oil.

“Guapón!” Frank gushed, smiling broadly, suggesting Usnavy was even more guapo than the average guapo: a super guapo. Frank slapped him on the back as Usnavy chained his bike to a nearby fence; he flicked the ashes from his cigar.

In reality, Usnavy was thin and gaunt; as he grew older, his previously reddish hair had turned white as sea foam and topped his now sunblotched face. Since his diet had been reduced to rice and, frequently, sugared water for energy during the day, he’d grown even skinnier, with his cheekbones accentuating his face and his fingers long and bony. He knew he had never been handsome, and knew too that, penniless and still steadfast, his friends pitied him too much to think him brave. Guapo, he knew, could just be ironic; indeed, he thought as he took a position in the shade under the tree to watch the game; it probably was something of a jeer.

Frank smirked, threw down a handful of crowded dominos, and declared himself out of the game with a nod toward Usnavy. “Go ahead, guapo, go ahead,” he said, surrendering his spot to him. Frank always had a rough but gallant air about him, like the Mexican movie star Anthony Quinn. His departure from the game paired Usnavy with Mayito, the group’s best player and Frank’s best friend, who liked to keep silent during these informal tournaments. (One of the things Usnavy most liked about dominos was that it was played in teams and required collaboration. But, as far as Usnavy was concerned, to play with Mayito and his silence, you practically had to be a mind reader!)

“Ah, the mute,” Usnavy said, a bit reluctantly but still amused. As he settled in across from his wordless partner, it occurred to Usnavy that, in spite of everything, he was content. A bike ride, dominos, his family; it was enough for him.

“Yes, the mute’s game,” said Frank, nodding in Mayito’s direction and lighting a cigar while standing under the tree overlooking the tournament, which was being played on an old card table that wobbled with each turn. The autistic boy to whom Usnavy had given his TV sat stiffly in a nearby chair, staring expressionless at the domino pieces scattered on the tabletop. It was unclear whether he understood that the object of the game was to get rid of one’s pieces as quickly as possible; what was certain was that the boy could count. After several outbursts in which he’d given away who had what, or what was still in play, they’d had to threaten to not let him watch in order to get him to keep quiet. Now and then you could still see him moving his lips, but he never spoke anymore, and so the players tolerated him, even grew to think of him as intrinsic to the scene.

At one time, Usnavy’s friends had played with one of Gerardo Galbán’s beautiful, original bone-and-ebony sets but, in time, the pieces had gotten chipped, then lost, and now they played with a plastic set, black on the back, yellow on the front, brought down from Miami, though rumored to also be made by Galbán himself, now exiled. They had loved to play with that original set, matching the numbers head to head in the light, knowing the pieces would stay put, each game a masterpiece of lines snaking around the table. The problem with the plastic one was that as soon as it got hot and the players began to perspire, the pieces became slippery and would fly out of their hands unexpectedly, or slide out of position at the slightest bump. They had no gravitas. Somebody—usually the autistic boy—had to be watching, making sure the lines were neat and the game was on course.

“I know, I know it’s the mute’s game,” Usnavy said with resignation. “Dominos was invented by a mute, I know.” This was a standard introduction to one of Frank’s reveries, whether domino-related or not.

“A Chinese mute,” Frank affirmed from his perch.

“So now it was the Chinese who invented dominos?” asked Obdulio as he stirred the soup, quickly plucking his ten pieces and lining them up on their sides so they wouldn’t tumble. Obdulio was squat and solid, a crown of tight rust-colored curls on his head. “Last week it was the Egyptians.”

“See? You’re not paying attention,” said Frank, letting the cigar smoke out in rings from his mouth like a kid. “I said, the Egyptians played pre-dominos.”

Mayito whacked a double nine into the center of the table to start. Diosdado dropped a nine-two next to it, aligning the nines.

“Dolores,” Usnavy said, and he meant it: What a pain! He loved to play dominos as much for the commentary as for the game itself. And in this particular group, he was the play-by-play guy, the one who knew what to say after each move, how to name the circumstances of the game.

Dolores really couldn’t have been more appropriate: When he finally looked down at his pieces, he had nothing but a bunch of doubles. This was a disastrous hand, the doubles halving his possibilities of matching and connecting. He knew he could have called for a new game—he had more than the five doubles that would have allowed it—but he hadn’t been paying attention, didn’t call it in time, and understood all too well that to say anything now, after two full plays, was to set himself up for ruthless harassment from Frank not just today but for days to come, maybe weeks.

He tried to cover by placing a nine-seven—one of his few nondoubles—on the other end of the domino tail. “Caracol,” he said.

Obdulio put a seven and two in play, leaving both ends of the dominos exposing twos. Frank leaned closer, chewing noisily on his cigar. Mayito, as enigmatic as a Buddha (and just as bald), pushed in a two and six at his near end.

“The Egyptians, I don’t know what they played,” said Frank, leaning back and taking up his philosophizing again. “It was maybe almost dominos but not quite. That took the genius of the Chinese. Don’t you agree, guapo?”

Usnavy was hardly paying attention to him, trying to stay focused on the game. Diosdado, who seemed almost professorial with his bifocals and his thin goatee, had just released a six and four (“Gato,” Usnavy grumbled, imagining the four dots as cat’s paws) in an effort to see if Usnavy had any twos (he didn’t). Usnavy used his only four—the double—and frowned while Obdulio spun a single domino in a playfully threatening fashion next to his hand. He left the domino to whirl and picked another, the four and five. Nobody had touched that two at the other end, except the autistic boy, whose index finger slid it into place when it seemed like it wanted to float away.

The doubles in Usnavy’s hand stared up at him, as beautiful and ineffable as feline eyes.

Under the tree, Frank suddenly stopped his story, engaging in a whispered conversation with a greasy young man. Monkish Mayito gave up a two and five, having presumed that his partner was in trouble and trying to give him a way out. But Usnavy was still distracted, watching Frank laughing and exchanging a few dollars for a huge wad of pesos. That Frank was being so conspicuous was proof of their friendship—and maybe a kind of boast too—but Usnavy couldn’t get used to it.

“Hey,” Diosdado reproached him, nodding at fives on both ends of the domino trail. To Usnavy, Diosdado seemed even more professor-like at moments like that, when he acted as if he’d caught him daydreaming in class.

“No comment,” said Usnavy with a shake of the head. Double five for him, not much choice. Two cats dragging their tails. Mayito’s brow arched.

“Ah, yes, the Chinese,” Frank said, picking up his story, Cuban bills bulging in his pockets. “You know how they came upon dominos?” He tapped the ashes off his cigar with dramatic flair. Diosdado inched in with a five and eight. “You guys listening? This is important stuff,” Frank continued as Usnavy threw down a double eight.

Cats squared. Mayito winced. Obdulio screwed in the eight and two but Mayito came to the rescue with a two and seven.

“Por dios,” mumbled Usnavy, and everybody laughed except the autistic boy.

Diosdado left the seven alone; his eyes distorted on the bottom half of his bifocals as he plugged a five and nine on the other end. He was the picture of arrogance, which made Usnavy want to tell him how ridiculous he looked. But he said nothing—why pick a useless fight?—and groaned at his hand, which only brought on more laughter.

“The Chinese used dominos as a way to divine the future,” Frank lectured.

Somebody offered Usnavy a thimble of freshly brewed coffee and he downed it. It was bitter and sharp and caused him to grimace involuntarily. Then he tapped the table with his finger, passing.

“Damn, man, you’re salao,” said the delphic Mayito, meaning the worst kind of unlucky.

“Salao?” asked Frank with a cackle. “My friend here can’t be salao—he doesn’t believe in that!”

“In what?” asked Diosdado, but he had a little gleam in his eye, making a rare pact with Frank.

“Why, in luck. Usnavy doesn’t believe in luck or fate or any of that,” Frank continued. “Unless it’s the destiny of the whole nation—the ultimate fate of our transcendent Revolution!”

Usnavy was too tired—and this was all such old territory for all of them—to get into any kind of discussion with Frank, with whom no one could ever win. He stared down at his hand and examined the table, noticing how every time Mayito had tried to rescue him by providing connections, the game had turned before it got to him.

“C’mon, c’mon,” Diosdado hurried him.

“Well, you’re right about one thing,” Usnavy said, calling it quits by turning his pieces over, “at least in this game, I’m absolutely salao!”

The group howled, the laughter rising sharp and clear. Every single piece in Usnavy’s hand was a double, including the double zero, reflected in the autistic boy’s impervious eyes.

A few days later, Usnavy returned to the Old Havana civil registry by himself. There was no point in dragging Nena along, he conceded. Now the walls stood half-painted and a new fluorescent tube hung from the ceiling. The clerk leaned limply against the counter. At Usnavy’s insistence, he took down all the information and, after a long, suffocating wait, explained that there wasn’t anything he could do for him.

“You need to go to the hospital where she was born,” he said with a twitch in his eye. “What we need is the number of her birth certificate.”

Usnavy pulled the ruined copy of the original from his pants and searched to see if by chance the numbers might still be decipherable, but neither he nor the clerk could be sure. A weary Usnavy pedaled to work, figuring he’d go to the hospital the next day and take care of the problem.

Maybe, he thought, he should have left Nena out of it from the beginning and taken care of it all by himself.

That evening, before washing up and heading out for his game of dominos, Usnavy watched as Lidia served up a sandwich for Nena that he recognized as having what looked like a reddish-brown meat. His immediate fear was that it was cat flesh. As a delighted Nena ate—complimenting Lidia, savoring the little bits of what looked like onions—Lidia kept busy, avoiding Usnavy’s eye. She had not served him a sandwich, only the usual rice with a little bit of black beans. Of all people, of course, he knew that the only ingredient she’d gotten legally for that sandwich was the bread.

“Want a taste, Papi?” Nena offered.

His daughter was a naturally skinny kid, long-limbed and slightly awkward, but he knew that given half a chance she’d grow into her body, that she might even be elegant someday. She had charcoal eyebrows, skin as lustrous and perfect as an apple.

Usnavy shook his head. “Nah, already ate,” he muttered. Was she being ironic too? He couldn’t tell.

He reached under the bed, next to the piles of books, to the dresser drawer with his clothes, and pulled out a clean pair of underwear. (Lidia and Nena had their own drawer, which was a little bigger.) Usnavy had three pairs and there was a strict cycle to their usage: There was always one on, one drying on the line, and one in the drawer. Lidia and Nena had a few more, four or five each, and they were better at the daily washing than he was so they were never caught off guard. Lidia would have washed his underwear too, but Usnavy had been well-trained by his mother to launder his briefs and undershirts as he bathed, a skill that came in handy during his bachelor years, and which probably helped convince Lidia of his worth as a husband. Usnavy would never be a hero or a star, but he would never be a burden either.

As soon as Nena had finished her meal, she placed her plate in the plastic pan used to soak the dishes, grabbed her toothbrush and the plastic bottle filled with boiled water, then stepped outside. Usnavy could hear her beside the water barrel, brushing and gargling as she greeted passing neighbors.

Lidia handed him a tiny cup of coffee with a head of brown froth. Luckily, she’d drowned the bitterness with enough sugar. “Rosita across the courtyard had a little meat, a little steak she shared with me, in exchange for, you know, the ironing I did for her,” Lidia said apologetically.

Often, because Lidia was one of the few people in the world these days with a working iron, they could earn a few extra pesos that way, or barter for goods. The ironing never produced dollars because tourists had their ironing, if any, done at the hotels, and, frankly, neither Usnavy nor Lidia would have known how to approach them anyway.

Now Lidia was fidgeting with the refrigerator, rearranging its meager contents. She was a lean, sienna-skinned woman with narrow hips, younger than Usnavy by a decade, but more fragile. Since Nena’s birth, after twenty-two hours in labor, she’d become even shyer than when Usnavy had first met her. Communication seemed like such an effort to her that, as far as Usnavy was concerned, the mere fact that she wanted to explain something made it instantly forgivable, whatever it was. He could barely stand the thought of her discomfort. He sipped his coffee—it was sickly sweet—and handed the cup back to her.

“I thought it was best to give the meat to Nena, but it wasn’t very much,” Lidia continued. “There really wasn’t enough, I didn’t even have any myself, just a taste.”

Usnavy sat on the bed, quietly tossing his underwear from one hand to the other, like pizza dough. The light from the lamp above them was too bright, the feline eyes like sapphires embedded in their yellow sockets. He noticed a small puddle on the floor, the result of a barely visible but rusty streak that now ran down the wall.

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” he said, embarrassed for both of them. “Don’t worry about it.”

It was he who was worried, however. He now realized what his little girl had just eaten. Lidia probably wasn’t aware that the sandwich she’d bought—he was sure it was not a gift, not an exchange—did not have any meat at all. Most people hadn’t figured out the scheme yet but Usnavy was sure he knew the secret behind those tasty treats.

The week before, Rosita had been selling those very sandwiches on the street—she’d even offered him one. But no sooner had Usnavy pulled up the bread and seen the flat layer of pith covered in seasoning, than he recognized its true provenance: These were pieces of a blanket normally used for mopping floors which Rosita had beaten and marinated in spices and a little beef broth. The texture of the wool had been transformed into what they all imagined steak was like, something tender and chewy. The success of her enterprise had come as much from her ingenuity as from the tricks memory plays.

Needless to say, Rosita had sold out of the sandwiches and quickly come back to the bodega to get the blanket due on her mother’s ration book. Rosita’s excitement that day, he knew, didn’t have anything to do with the potential gleam of her floor. Still, he didn’t say anything to anyone. Who would believe him anyway? Who would admit they’d been fooled by the sheer force of their desire?

If the enterprise went well enough, he presumed, she’d soon vanish from the bodega’s line, acquiring a limitless supply of blankets and dressing from god knows where …

The ingredients for the tangy sauce must have been illicitly acquired, Usnavy mused after a minute—and his daughter had just eaten it with pieces of wool. At least it wasn’t cat meat, he thought.

Then he bowed his head in dismay and disbelief.

A few nights later, Usnavy and his family were startled by a thunderous rapping on the door of their room. Both Lidia and Nena shot up, Nena reaching with her foot to the cot where her father lay to poke him awake. His mattress was thin and spread on top of a layer of old Granma newspapers that crinkled when he moved (Granma, in English, after the boat the rebels took from Mexico to Cuba to spark the Revolution).

“Usnavy,” came the hoarse whisper from outside. “Usnavy, please, I need your help.”

Usnavy felt his way to the door in the darkness, cracking it open a sliver. Outside, there were only shadows but he recognized the tight curls on the head of his friend Obdulio, squat and solid, standing there nervously.

“Usnavy, you’ve got to help me,” Obdulio said.

“What happened?”

“Everybody’s leaving,” he said.

Last spring, a few people had jumped the fence at the Belgian embassy and Obdulio had said the same thing: Everybody’s leaving—but it wasn’t to be. And then in a matter of weeks, there were nearly a dozen Cubans in the Chilean embassy and a bunch who smashed through the fence with a truck at the German mission, all waiting for the authorities to relent and give them a way out of Cuba. But after weeks of delays, they all trickled back to the streets of Havana, hungrier and more distraught than ever. And in spite of the risks and the drama, nobody left.

“What do you mean?” asked a groggy Usnavy. He was shirtless, standing in the doorway in his underwear. The floor was wet and slippery and the sour smell of the tenement invaded his nostrils. By now both Lidia and Nena were beside him wrapped in the bed sheet.

“In Cojímar, it’s like Mariel,” Obdulio said, swallowing hard.

Usnavy felt both Lidia and Nena tense up next to him. “What does that have to do with me?” he asked wearily.

Not again, he thought, not again. Back in 1980, during the leakage from Mariel harbor, how many had left? How many had disappeared? How many had never been heard from again?

“I’m leaving,” Obdulio said. “My family and I, we’re leaving. We’re building a raft right now, my daughter and my nephews. They’re already there, on the beach.”

“You’ve thought about this?” asked Usnavy, turning in to his family’s room.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Obdulio said. He pushed his way inside, forcing Nena to scramble up on the bed to make room. “Look, Usnavy, you need to think about it too. What are you doing here, my friend?”

“What would I do there?” he asked.

“Anything!” said Obdulio. “Anything’s better than here! You don’t have to be salao forever.”

Usnavy reached up for the cord to turn on the magnificent lamp. There in the flood of light was an anxious, blinking Lidia and an eager Nena, both staring at him.

“Usnavy, we have room, we have room for all of you,” Obdulio said.

Usnavy shook his head. “I like it here.”

“You like it here? Usnavy, this is me you’re talking to!” Obdulio implored. “Usnavy, people are leaving on any piece of plastic that’ll float. Remember the guy who flew the crop duster all the way to Key West? Or—wait!—when all those American pastors came, the people near the harbor trying to get a little box of crackers or a can of soup? What do you think that was about, my friend? You think you’re immune?”

“Those people, they were a disgrace, begging like that!” Usnavy insisted. As he spoke, he couldn’t help but notice how Lidia’s thin shoulders dropped and how Nena quietly curled into a ball on the bed and turned her face to the wall. She held on to the corner of the sheet, smudged and sopping from the floor now, which barely covered her.

“They were a disgrace,” he repeated, hoping to elicit a different reaction from his wife and daughter.

“Lidia, talk to him,” Obdulio pleaded.

Lidia nodded, standing there with the rest of the bed sheet around her, but kept her silence.

“I’m sorry,” Usnavy said. “I’m grateful to you for thinking of us, for your good intentions, but …”

Obdulio abruptly grabbed the door and slammed it shut. “Okay, fine, stay,” he said. “Rot if you like.”

Usnavy shrugged. “Look, you’re doing better than most, with all those dollars you’re getting from your brother, and the ones you’re making here doing whatever …”

“I’ll make more there,” Obdulio said.

Usnavy nodded. “Probably, probably.”

“Look, stay or go, you have to help me anyway, you have to get me some supplies. I need rope, I need some powdered milk.”

“Obdulio …I …”

“What? You can’t get me some lousy rope and milk? My daughter is taking the baby!” Obdulio was getting agitated.

Usnavy looked around the room, at his frightened wife and daughter. “I’m not going to discuss this here, Obdulio,” he said, pushing his friend out the door.

Then he pulled on his trousers and a T-shirt, grabbed his bike, and followed Obdulio out into the night.

The two men arrived in Cojímar hours later but while it was still dark. They’d ridden to the beach on their Flying Pigeon bikes, manual and heavy, made in China in spite of the English name.

“The Chinese can divine the future but they can’t make a lightweight bike?” a gasping Obdulio muttered, the curls on his head uncoiling in the breeze, looking now like loose pieces of a dirty sponge.

The ride to Cojímar was always against the wind. Usnavy kept pedaling. Because there was no transportation in the middle of the night—the bus that ferried bikes to the city stopped sometime after dusk—and because non-motorized vehicles were strictly prohibited through the Havana Tunnel, they’d had to go around the bay, adding even more time to their journey. Usnavy wore a lock and chain around his waist to tie his bike but Obdulio had clipped to his a nifty, lightweight U-shaped lock, solid steel and made in the U.S., guaranteed theft-proof. (No doubt a gift from his exiled brother, Usnavy figured.)

They entered the cozy fishing village as a silent parade of young men and women made a line to the shore. Carrying inner tubes and wooden planks, they looked like rows of giant ants hauling Lifesavers and toothpicks in the moonlight. Watching it all from the protected confines of elegant Las Terrazas—one of Ernest Hemingway’s old haunts—were foreign tourists, their giggles bubbling in the air, and journalists too, TV camera lights washing the landscape. (Also somewhere in the restaurant: Gregorio Fuentes, Hemingway’s old boat captain, now practically mummified, propped up to play checkers or dominos for the tourists’ delight.)

Near the rocky shore—Cojímar is all dog’s teeth, a snarling bank of coral and junk—groups of people hammered away at their rafts, tying ropes around pieces of rubber, metal kegs, and plastic jugs for buoyancy. There were no surfboards anywhere, no windsurfers pretending science or recreation. This was all out in the open; the Revolution suspended.

A different group stood apart from the builders, waiting, not so much for the rafts to be built but for other, northern sailors: These folks, dressed for holiday travel—some carrying suitcases, umbrellas, a bowler hat or two, still others with plastic bags or bundles wrapped in newspapers, others nothing at all—gazed at the black waters, watching for the flicker of faraway flares, ready at a moment’s notice to leave behind even those very satchels that now seemed so precious, and leap onto whatever gleaming white yacht or slick flat cigarette boat kissed the shore. Although some had flashlights, and others hurricane lamps lit by who knows what for fuel, everyone was featureless except for their eyes: large white orbs, slightly startled by the sudden bursts of light.

On this night, different from every other night in Usnavy’s memory, the town sloped down to the sea but he labored to envision instead plateaus and rugged ranges. In his mind, he was somewhere else: Katanga or Shaba, an impenetrable forest full of wild geese and ostriches, buffalo, and lions. He imagined not rafters but fields of coffee and cotton; rubber trees, coconut, and plantain; timber from cedar, mahogany, iroko, and redwood. The staring eyes were the peacocks Usnavy had never seen, pelicans, herons, and other wild birds.

While the work continued on the beach, no one said a word except the local fishermen, who held tightly to their rolls of lines and gaffs, nets and tattered masts. Their own boats securely put away or anchored under guard, they sat vigilantly on the seawall, their arms across their chests, sucking on cigars and hand-rolled cigarettes, passing judgment on the work before them. One guy tapped a long hardwood stick on the ground, another held a machete against his hip in a not so subtle warning to potential thieves. Not far from them, a few boys rolled dice against the seawall, occasionally shouting with victory.

“That won’t go, no,” said an old man in a red cap, pointing to a particularly chancy-looking homemade dinghy. The others nodded agreement.

“That’s unbalanced too—look at that,” a second fisherman said as he singled out another one. “They’ll roll right into the water in that, you watch.”

“Quéva,” exclaimed yet another fellow, shaking his head in dismay at a throng of young men and women who were now lifting what looked like a white wooden kayak. They carried it to the water, where it swayed on the surface. As soon as one of the young men stepped into it, his weight took it down as if it were made of paper. A collective moan went up from the group, while they quickly scrambled to recover what they could from the ocean and start again. The fishermen laughed and laughed.

Some of the rafts, of course, did float. Some precariously, others effortlessly. Usnavy listened to the dip and push of their efforts as the moon sank from sight.

In a clearing, Usnavy finally saw the boat being crafted by Obdulio’s family, which was dependent on four large industrial inner tubes—Usnavy didn’t want to know where they’d gotten them. Obdulio’s nephews secured the craft tighter with the length of rope Usnavy had procured for them. Like the others, Obdulio’s nephews didn’t speak, only nodded their appreciation. Obdulio’s daughter thanked Usnavy for the powdered milk with a quick, timid peck on the cheek. The baby was fast asleep on her shoulder, undisturbed by the bustle of activity.

Usnavy moved quickly away from them. He did not want to look at the rope; he did not want to consider the powdered milk. Before he’d gathered them up, the rope had belonged to the workers of Cuba; the milk had been for the island’s children. (As crazy as it seemed, he really believed this; his heart twisted in anguish because he so believed this.) He let himself replay the scene at the bodega, watched himself as if he were someone else, carefully lifting the rope and powdered milk his dear friend needed, knowing he could not replace them, knowing that everything was wrong now, everything was ugly and sick.

That he loved Obdulio and his family was not the matter; after all, it was Che himself who said that a true revolutionary is guided by great feelings of love. That he loved them so much that he put them above everyone else—that was the black smear on his soul now. Usnavy’s hands trembled, his eyes moistened from shame.

How—he was asking himself, his hands deep in his empty pockets—how could he ever question anyone else? How could he ever seek out the answers to other missing items at the bodega, rice and soap and cooking oil that were sometimes reduced by half from arrival to dispensing? What about the blankets that someone would no doubt steal for Rosita? He would never—not with a clear conscience, not without first confessing his own transgression—be able to ask that the others be mindful and disciplined, that they be selfless in their duties. He could see his coworkers shrinking from him. Or worse: What if they suddenly included him in their schemes? What if his crime automatically implicated him in every other petty theft at the bodega? What if, once revealed, he was expected to cover for everyone else so that they’d cover for him?

Usnavy shuddered. He thought of Lidia for a moment, worried about what her response would be. His stomach flipped, made him a little seasick. He stepped back from the water.

“In Miami,” said Obdulio, now beside him and gazing out at the gloom before them, “maybe I’ll finally learn to drive a car.”

“You could learn to drive here,” Usnavy replied, thinking how it had never really been essential.

Until recently, buses had been plentiful, distances all seemed attainable. At the end of her cab route, Lidia, herself a bus driver’s daughter, had always come home energized, ready for more. (She would have been a bus driver too, if only she’d had the opportunity.) Usnavy had learned to drive long ago, back in Oriente, when he was only fifteen. It was a strange feeling, all that power in his hands, though none of it ever truly his: Each time he drove, it was with a burly American who’d sit next to him, or frolic with a local in the backseat while he toured the lesser-known roads aimlessly.

“Nobody’s stopping you,” Usnavy finally said.

Obdulio sighed. “Yeah, but what for? And in whose car? I’ll never get to own a car here. Neither will you, my militant friend.”

“You think you’ll get a car there? Do you have any idea how much a car costs?” Usnavy asked.

“No, but my brother … he has a car and, god willing, I’ll get to drive it.”

“Seems like a stupid reason to leave …”

“C’mon, Usnavy … don’t you have any aspirations? Don’t you want a place to live that’s made for humans instead of laboratory mice? Don’t you want a little privacy with your wife? Don’t you have any dreams?”

“This is my dream,” Usnavy said.

He stepped away again, watching as another group labored over planks and tubes, but Obdulio moved right along with him. Usnavy wanted to say something—anything—so they wouldn’t go. He wondered how many would disappear like his own father, gone without a trace into the blue.

Obdulio persisted. “C’mon … when you look at that crazy lamp of yours—do you realize it’s the only thing you have of value, my friend? Don’t you see anything in all that light and color besides clouds and giraffes and Africa? Africa—I mean, Usnavy, how perverse is that? Who dreams of Africa when you can dream of Miami? Don’t you see any hope at all?”

Usnavy took a deep breath. “Obdulio, I am here because you are my friend,” he said. “Now I will ask you to be a friend to me and stop this crap. I’m not leaving, now or ever.”

Obdulio shrugged. “Fine,” he said as his nephews began to drag their raft to the water. It eased in with squeaks and whines, bouncing on the soft waves with the weight of each new person. Usnavy took off his shoes and socks and stepped into the sea to help, the smell of saline almost overwhelming him. He held onto the raft and steadied it as they loaded up, all the while feeling the sharp rocks under his feet, the ticklish weeds wrapping themselves around his ankles. The local fishermen looked on, nodding approval at the superior work. Finally, it was Obdulio’s turn to board.

“Look, your wife and daughter … Usnavy, you need to get over this saintly devotion, your ridiculously selfish virtues,” Obdulio said, one foot on the gravelly sand, the other on the shaky vessel. “If you’re going to stay, for god’s sake, at least do something for them … get some dollars. If you sell that lamp—it’s a monstrosity, it must be worth at least a few hundred, maybe even a thousand dollars!—think of what you can do. You could start your own little business on the side, you could buy things Nena and Lidia only dream about.”

Obdulio’s daughter took his hand to help him sit, and with a bereft Usnavy waist deep in the water, the raft pushed off.

“Good luck,” Usnavy said, waving weakly.

“Good luck to you, my friend,” Obdulio shot back.

The raft glided away, pulled north by the currents. Its shadow clung to the shore at first, black figures thinning, then turning into gold strings reaching back to the island. As he watched, Usnavy discerned the arcs of flying fish in the distance, like pebbles skipping across the surface. He felt something collapse in his chest. This was it, he realized with a start, this was the last time he’d ever see his lifelong friend.

In a moment, Obdulio’s raft had vanished into the bright nimbus of dawn.

The trip home from Cojímar was usually easier, downhill with the wind in the biker’s favor, but this time it was longer. Usnavy couldn’t count the hours; they seemed so viscid and unreal. Part of the difficulty was that Obdulio had left his bike as a gift for Nena—Usnavy knew she’d be thrilled—and he was having difficulty maneuvering both bikes at once. He’d tried riding his and leading the other with one hand on the handlebars, but the roads around the bay to Havana were demolished, as if a squadron of bombers had just passed, and what had been inconvenient zigzagging en route to Cojímar had become impossible on the way home. The two times a truck zoomed by, it knocked Usnavy off balance. Then his feet began to hurt; taking off his shoes and socks to get in the sea and help push off Obdulio’s raft had exposed his bare soles to the craggy reefs. Not only had he been cut, bitten, and scratched in a million places, but his joints ached and his skin itched from the dried salt.

To make things worse, as soon as Usnavy decided against trying to ride and surrendered to walking home holding a bike on each side, it began to rain. A rush of water soaked him from the tip of his head to the squishy toes of his now surely ruined shoes. The downpour grew so intense that Usnavy couldn’t see anything but a gray mist in front of him. It fell with all the noisy fury of a galloping herd of horses, tiny hoofs rampaging all over his exposed skin.

There was no point in running for cover; the shower had come after an ear-splitting crack in the sky, as if it had abruptly opened up, sending a cascade from the heavens to this caiman of dirt. Usnavy wondered about Obdulio and his family. Would they survive the storm? Might they be just out of its reach, or were they now bailing water out of the boat, desperate and scared?

Maybe, thought Usnavy, turning the matter over, the weight of so many Cuban prayers had finally eroded celestial resistance. (He was an inadvertent believer, his faith so personal and spontaneous that it stood apart from all debate about the merits of religion, or even his own conscious acknowledgment.) Maybe, he pondered, the layer of sky that works as a streambed had been undermined, finally giving way and discharging into a divine cataract.

This is Mosi-oa-Tunya—Victoria Falls—he mused, as the water plunged from hundreds of feet above him with a mighty howl and pounded on his shoulders and back. If only this could be harvested somehow, if only Cuba could absorb this awesome force. (It would solve all the electrical problems, that’s for sure.) It was coming down in a furious free fall.

A drenched Usnavy was limping along when he thought he saw a shadowy shape—something eerie, its limbs oversized, its head sprouting a kind of feathery ornament. Was it one of his giants, one of those Goliaths on whom he was sure the entire city was dependent? Usnavy stared ahead as the shape slipped right through the screen of water in front of him. He stopped, leaned a bike against each hip, and ran a hand over his face. But when he looked up again, he saw not one but several black stick figures sneaking in and out of view in the blink of an eye.

As Usnavy stared ahead, he realized they’d begun to take notice of him too: He was sure one had just made a quick gesture his way, pointing and snapping its fingers; another clicked its tongue. Usnavy shook his head like a dog that’s just made it back to shore, trying to regain composure. Then he looked again: There they were, the figures now more roundly human, less black and more muddled, rushing in and out of the undulating sheets of rain. There were voices too, each mixed into the soundtrack of thunder and the rattle of water on the pavement, nearby awnings, and cars.

Somebody somewhere was playing with sticks, their tick tock marking the time. There was a flicker of light, a flash. Instantly Usnavy realized he was in Old Havana, right on Tejadillo, only blocks from home.

“Cuida’o, abuelo, cuida’o,” a young man called out as he snaked around Usnavy.

He was carrying long pieces of wood, their ends jagged as if they’d been torn. Usnavy pulled back, avoiding the spear points by centimeters.

“Ojo, ojo,” called out another man as he dashed by—almost running into him—pushing a wheelbarrow full of bricks still covered with paint and mortar. The chalky stench of wet plaster rose like vapor.

“Usnavy!” a woman shouted, but with an unmistakable tone of annoyance. “For god’s sake, you’re in the way!”

It was, he noticed, his upstairs neighbor, shamelessly reaping construction materials from the ruins of the building next to him—a derrumbe that had suddenly come in to view. The building lay like a crushed egg, parts of its white walls piercing the exposed insides: a smashed mirror, a stained mattress ripped open like a vital organ, its yellow foam guts growing grotesquely in the rain.

“Yamilet, what’s going on?” Usnavy called out to her. “What are you doing?”

She rushed by him with doorknobs and light switches dangling from her hands like viscera. “What does it look like?”

It looked, Usnavy thought, like a scourge of locusts. His neighbors swarmed the body of the place, each tearing off bits that seemed two or three times their size and weight. They worked like the rafters at Cojímar, in utter silence. The only sound came from rocks groaning as they were moved, the hard human breathing of such extraordinary effort, and the occasional mumbled courtesy or warning extended a bystander such as himself.

In a moment, Usnavy realized he was drip-drying, the rain having stopped abruptly, the warmth slowly returning to his face and shoulders. He felt the water still on him running down, inexorably pulled by the magic of gravity. It clung to the bottom edges of his T-shirt, the rim of his short sleeves, and the seams of his pants. The rest of his clothing stiffened a bit as if touched by a natural starch.

Usnavy looked up—it was only mid-morning and the sun, though rising, wasn’t quite high enough to hide the beauty of a western rainbow, its red arch sweeping across the colonial rooftops. He located the orange, yellow, and green layers that dropped down—like on his own lamp at home—and then just below the first rainbow, a second, paler one, barely visible, like the reflection in his own amazed eyes.

To his surprise, Usnavy spotted a glint of the same swatch of colors in the earthly rubble before him, now stripped clean of every usable element. He leaned forward and squinted, holding onto the handlebars of the bikes on either side of him, trying to make out exactly what it was. Everyone seemed to be walking away now; no one else appeared to care or even notice the tiny fountain of colors. Yet the beams danced and danced: ruby, gold, emerald.

With the bikes at his sides, Usnavy pulled up as close as he could to the edge of the wreckage, but he was still too far to decipher the precise secret of the light in the ruins. With luck, he thought, he might be able to maneuver the bikes over there. But after venturing a bit in to the destruction site, it became clear that was impossible: There were rusted nails poking out everywhere, broken cement, sharp rocks, slippery puddles of rain. The tires wouldn’t make it; the chains might get caught on something. And the bikes were so heavy.

Again Usnavy leaned on the bikes and stretched forward for a closer look, but the shards of color sparkled obliquely. He wondered if perhaps his eyes were playing tricks on him. He’d heard on the streets how the food shortages had begun taking their toll on people, how the new spartan diets had started to eat at some, making their bones mushy, causing paralysis and blindness in others.

Usnavy rubbed his eyes, looked again. Then, to be sure he wasn’t imagining anything, he pulled a coin—a hollow Cuban coin—out of his pocket and pitched it in the direction of the shiny treasure. The coin struck something, producing a little geyser of what looked like red mist or powder.

Usnavy was taken aback. He put the bikes down in a pile, Obdulio’s newer one on top so it wouldn’t get scratched, and rather than undo the chain around his waist and deal with that complication, he snapped the American U-shaped lock on the necks of both bikes so that they seemed to be embracing. He dashed to the lights, skipping over chunks of broken walls, rusted steel spokes, shredded paperback books, and the inevitable orange slush from the old building’s life fluids.

The lights! Usnavy got down on his knees. The lights came from a lamp like his, only small, injured, its stained-glass panels fractured, strings of soft mucilage barely holding onto a piece of glass here, a loose wire there. Usnavy unearthed the heavy brass base, shoved aside the pieces of cement that pinned it, and held the lamp, letting light filter through its surviving color insets, the rainbow passing through to his face and chest.

Instantly, he felt the light waves oscillating somewhere deep inside him. At that moment, Usnavy could surrender to the splendor; he could believe, like Pythagoras, that everything could become bright by its own force of nature.

Light! Light!—marveled Usnavy, there on his knees, the lamp lifted to the heavens—the closest thing to infinite speed, a mystery to Plato and Euclid, Alhazen and even Einstein.

There was a commotion somewhere behind him but Usnavy was enraptured: The light swarmed around him, lapped at his face and shoulders.

“Usnavy! Usnavy!” came the screams.

He turned around in time to see his neighbor Yamilet running wildly after the two bikes, miraculously unhinged from the theft-proof American lock and whirling down the narrow streets. The bandits were two young men, their long hair tousled like action movie stars, one of them wearing a Chicago Bulls jersey. They laughed and disappeared into the maze of Old Havana, while Yamilet and a gaggle of kids trailed behind them yelling insults and profanities in their direction.

“Shame on you, you bastards, you’re stealing from a harmless old man!” she shouted at them.

A flabbergasted Usnavy stood alone in the middle of the collapse, the broken lamp in his hands while the American lock mocked him from a muddy puddle, gleaming like new, its tiny key still embedded in the slot. Had the simplicity of it confused him? Had he been so distracted …?

“Of all the rotten …!” Usnavy burst, kicking the lock against a shattered wall, stomping through the building’s remnants and accidentally ripping and loosening the sole of his right shoe. The lock bounced away, unharmed, the key like a bell’s clapper.

“Salao! Salao! Salao!” he ranted, hitting the air, booting rocks and debris all about the ruins.

Yamilet watched, stunned, as an exhausted Usnavy finally dropped to the ground, folding himself into a filthy fetus, a kaleidoscope of light in his bloody hands.
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