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INTRODUCTION:
THE END

I thought I was going to die in the winter of 1987. For months on end I had been having terrible fevers. I finally went to a doctor and he told me I had AIDS. Feeling worse every day, I bought a plane ticket [from New York] to Miami and decided to die close to the sea. Not exactly in Miami but at the beach. However, due to some diabolic bureaucracy, everything we desire seems to be slow in coming, even death.

I really cannot say that I want to die; yet I believe that when the alternative is suffering and pain without hope, death is a thousand times better. Besides, some months ago when I entered a public rest room I became painfully aware that my presence failed to arouse the old expectant feeling of complicity. Nobody paid any attention to me, and the erotic games going on proceeded undisturbed. I no longer existed. I was not young anymore. Right then and there I thought that the best thing for me was to die. I have always considered it despicable to grovel for your life as if life were a favor. If you cannot live the way you want, there is no point in living. In Cuba I endured a thousand adversities because the hope of escaping and the possibility of saving my manuscripts gave me strength. At this point, the only escape for me was death. I had been able to correct most of the manuscripts smuggled out of Cuba, and they either were in friendly hands or had been published. During six years of exile I had also written and published other works: a book of essays on what was really happening in Cuba, A Need for Freedom”*; five plays under the title “Persecution; A Trip to Havana” [three long stories] and I had just finished [a New York City novel,] The Doorman, although while writing it I was already beginning to feel ill. My main regret, however, was to die without having been able to finish my “pentagonía,” a cycle of five novels of which I had already published Singing from the Well, The Palace of the White Skunks, and Farewell to the Sea. I was also sorry about leaving some of my friends, such as Lázaro, Jorge, and Margarita. I felt sorry for the pain that my death would cause them, and my mother too. But death was knocking at my door and the only thing I could do was face it.

When my friend Lázaro found out how sick I was, he flew to Miami to bring me back, and delivered me unconscious to New York Hospital. Getting me admitted, as he told me later, was an ordeal because I had no medical insurance. My pockets were empty except for a copy of my will, which I had just sent to Jorge and Margarita in Paris. I was practically dying, but hospitals refused to admit me because I did not have the means to pay. Fortunately, there was a French doctor at the hospital who was acquainted with Jorge and Margarita, and he helped to get me in. In any event, another physician, Dr. Gilman, announced to me that I had only a ten percent chance of surviving.

In the emergency room all the patients were in the throes of death. I had tubes coming in and out everywhere—my nose, my mouth, my arms. I looked more like a being from another planet than a patient. I will spare the reader all my vicissitudes at the hospital. The important fact is that I managed not to die that time as expected. The same French physician, Dr. Olivier Ameisen (also an excellent composer), suggested that I write the words for some songs and he would set them to music. With all those tubes and a mechanical respirator I managed, as best I could, to scribble two songs. Once in a while Olivier would come to the intensive care unit, where all of us were dying, and he would sing the songs that I had written, for which he had composed the music. He accompanied himself with an electronic synthesizer, a device that imitates any instrument and produces all kinds of notes. The sounds of the synthesizer and Olivier’s voice filled the room. I thought he was more talented as a musician than as a doctor. I, of course, could not speak, having in my mouth a tube that went down to my lungs; in fact, I was alive only because that machine was breathing for me. But, with some effort, I had been able to jot down a few words for Olivier’s compositions. I really liked the songs. One was called “Una flor en la memoria” [A Flower to Remember], and the other one, “Himno.”

Lázaro came often. He would always bring with him an anthology of poetry, open it at random, and read to me. If I did not like the poem, I would move one of the tubes stuck in my body and he would change to a different poem. Jorge Camacho called me from Paris every week. The Doorman was then being translated into French and Jorge would ask my advice on this word and the other. At first I could only babble a reply. Then I improved a little and was transferred to a private room. Although I could not yet move, I was lucky to be in a room and have some peace. By that time the tube had been removed and I could speak. That is how the French translation of The Doorman was completed.

Three and a half months later, when I left the hospital, I could hardly walk. Lázaro helped me up the stairs to my apartment, which unfortunately is a sixth-floor walk-up, and it took a lot of effort. Lázaro left utterly dejected. Once at home, I started to dust here and there as best I could. On the night table I unexpectedly came upon an envelope that contained Troquemichel, a rat poison. That made me very angry, because obviously someone had left the poison there for me to take. Right then I decided that my suicide, which I had secretly planned, had to be postponed for the time being; I was not going to play into the hands of whoever had left that envelope in my room.

The pain was awful and the tiredness overwhelming. After a short while René Cifuentes arrived and helped me clean the apartment and get something to eat. Then I was alone. I did not have the strength to sit at my typewriter, so I started dictating the story of my life into a tape recorder. I would speak for a while, take a rest, and then continue. I had already started my autobiography in Cuba, which I had titled Before Night Falls. Being a fugitive living in the woods at the time, I had to write before it got dark. Now darkness was approaching again, only more insidiously. It was the dark night of death. I really had to finish my memoirs before nightfall. I took it as a challenge. And so I continued working on them. After filling a cassette, I would give it to a friend, Antonio Valle, for typing.

I recorded more than twenty cassettes, and night still had not fallen upon me.

In the spring of 1988 The Doorman was published in France. It was both a critical and a commercial success, and was chosen as one of three finalists for the International Medici Prize. The publisher sent me a plane ticket when I was invited to take part in Apostrophe, the highest-rated cultural program in France, telecast live throughout Europe. I accepted the invitation without knowing whether I could get down the five flights of stairs and make it to the airport. Perhaps the enthusiasm of my friends Jorge and Margarita helped me. When I arrived in Paris and showed up at the studio, few people knew that as I was speaking on that program for an hour or more, I was really close to death. After several days in Paris I came back to continue working on my autobiography. At the same time, I was also reviewing Liliane Hasson’s excellent French translation of La loma del Angel [Angel Hill, published in English as Graveyard of the Angels], which I had written as a sarcastic but loving parody of Cirilo Villaverde’s novel Cecilia Valdés [a Cuban literary classic].

My physical deterioration did not ease up; on the contrary, it advanced relentlessly. I came down once more with a type of pneumonia called PCP, and the probabilities of my surviving this time were diminished with my weaker body. I got over the pneumonia, but while at the hospital I developed other terrible diseases—cancer (Kaposi’s sarcoma), phlebitis, and something horrible called toxoplasmosis, which is a kind of brain blood poisoning. The physician in charge of my case, Dr. Harman, seemed to be so grief-stricken that I sometimes tried to comfort him. However, I survived again, at least the worst attacks. I really had to finish my pentagonía. While in the hospital I had started working on the fourth, and for me essential, novel in the series, El color del verano [The Color of Summer]. I still had some IVs stuck in my hands, making writing somewhat difficult, but I was committed to continue. Instead of beginning with Chapter 1, I started with the chapter called “The Turtle-Buses.” I finished my autobiography after leaving the hospital (except for this introduction, of course), and continued working on “The Color of Summer.” At the same time, with the help of Roberto Valero and María Badías, I was also revising The Assault, the fifth novel of the pentagonía. The manuscript had been written in Cuba in great haste so it could be smuggled out of the country. Roberto and María had to transcribe it from my almost unintelligible scribblings into readable Spanish. The novel was finally typed and added to my other original manuscripts, in the Firestone Library at Princeton University, where all of them can be consulted.

Around that time my mother came from Cuba to visit, under one of those permits that Castro cunningly grants to old people in order to obtain U.S. dollars. I had no choice but to fly to Miami. My mother did not notice that I was dying, and I accompanied her while she did all of her shopping. I did not tell her about my illness, and I haven't told her yet, even as I write this, in mid-1990. In Miami I caught pneumonia again and returned directly to the hospital in New York. After my release I decided to go to Spain, to Jorge and Margarita’s country house, where I could breathe clean air.

This was during the fall of 1988, and while we were at Jorge’s retreat, a farmhouse called Los Pajares, the idea came to us to issue an open letter to Fidel Castro requesting him to hold a plebiscite similar to the one held by Pinochet [in Chile]. Jorge asked me to draft the letter, and we worked on it together and both of us signed it. Even if we were unable to get additional signatures, we would send that letter to Castro on our own. As it happened, thousands of signatures poured in from all over, including those of eight Nobel laureates. We worked furiously in that farmhouse without running water or electricity. The newspapers published the letter, and it turned out to be a terrible blow for Castro; it proved that his dictatorship was worse than Pinochet's, and that he would never allow free elections in Cuba. Those who still naively believe that a dialogue with Castro is possible should remember his reaction to that letter: first he called all who signed it agents of the CIA, and then, SOBs. Obviously, there is only one thing Castro can do now in order to remain in power: promote a dialogue and accommodation with the Cuban exile community in the United States. It is unbelievable that many exiles, even many of those who consider themselves intellectuals, are in favor of establishing this dialogue. Such a view completely ignores Castro’s personality and ambition. Of course, Castro himself has created pro-dialogue committees, and their members pass themselves off as presidents of human rights committees. On the one hand, there are agents of Castro, operating in and out of Cuba, busy on his behalf; on the other, ambitious people looking for any position of prominence; and there is yet another group, the scoundrels, who are into this business of dialogue strictly for personal gain.

One day, eventually, the people will overthrow Castro, and the least they will do is bring to justice those who collaborated with the tyrant with impunity. The ones who promote dialogue with Castro, well aware that Castro will never give up his power peacefully and that a truce and economic assistance are what he needs to strengthen his position, are as guilty as his own henchmen who torture and murder people. Those who are not living in Cuba are perhaps even more to blame, because inside Cuba you exist under absolute terror, but outside you can at least maintain a modicum of political integrity. All the pretentious people who dream of appearing on TV shaking Fidel Castro’s hand and of becoming politically relevant should have more realistic dreams: they should envision the rope from which they will swing in Havana’s Central Park, because the Cuban people, being generous, will hang them when the moment of truth comes. The only consolation left for them will be to have avoided bloodshed. Perhaps such an act of justice would be a good lesson for the future, because as a country Cuba has produced scoundrels, criminals, demagogues, and cowards in numbers disproportionate to its population.

Back to the plebiscite: A number of constitutionally elected presidents and many intellectuals of every political persuasion signed our petition.* This brought me additional problems of a practical nature; my small apartment was bustling with photographers and newspaper reporters. Speaking made me very uncomfortable because cancer was beginning to spread to my throat, but I even had to make an appearance on television. In the meantime, I had not been able to finish “The Color of Summer,” which covers a good part of my life and especially my youth, all of course in a very imaginative, almost defiant manner. It is also the story of an aging and crazed dictator, and it deals openly with homosexuality, a forbidden subject for most Cubans and for almost the whole human race. The story develops during a carnival, when the people manage to dislodge Cuba from its island platform and sail off as if they were on a ship. Once on the high seas, no one can agree on where to land, or on what kind of government should be instituted. A frightful, Cuban-style free-for-all ensues and in the midst of all the stomping, the Island, having no supporting platform, finally sinks into the sea.

While still writing this novel, over six hundred pages long, I was also going over my poetic trilogy Leprosoho [Leper Colony], which is now in print, and the excellent translation into English, by Dolores M. Koch, of The Doorman, to be published shortly.

Now I see that I am almost coming to the end of this introduction, which is also my end, and I have not said much about AIDS. I cannot. I do not know what it is. Nobody really knows. I have spoken with dozens of doctors and it is a puzzle to all of them. Illnesses related to AIDS are treated, but the actual nature of AIDS seems to be a state secret. I can attest, though, that as a disease it is different from all others. Diseases are natural phenomena, and everything natural is imperfect and can somehow be fought and overcome. But AIDS is a perfect illness because it is so alien to human nature and has as its function to destroy life in the most cruel and systematic way. Never before has such a formidable calamity affected mankind. Such diabolic perfection makes one ponder the possibility that human beings may have had a hand in its creation.

Moreover, all the rulers of the world, that reactionary class always in power, and the powerful within any system, must feel grateful to AIDS because a good part of the marginal population, whose only aspiration is to live and who therefore oppose all dogma and political hypocrisy, will be wiped out.

And yet it seems that the human race, the long-suffering human race, cannot be destroyed so easily. Despite all my suffering, I am grateful that I was allowed to witness the fall of one of the most sinister empires that ever existed, the Stalinist empire.

Besides, I am fortunate to leave this world without having to endure the insults of old age.

On my return home from the hospital, I dragged myself toward a photograph I have on my wall of Virgilio Piriera (who died in 1979), and I spoke to him in this way:

“Listen to what I have to tell you: I need three more years of life to finish my work, which is my vengeance against most of the human race.”

I think Virgilio’s face darkened, as if I had asked for something outrageous. It is almost three years now since that desperate request. My end is near. I expect to keep myself calm and collected until the very end.

Thank you, Virgilio.

New York, August 1990


THE STONES

I was two. I was standing there, naked. I bent down and licked the earth. The first taste I remember is the taste of the earth. I used to eat dirt with my cousin Dulce María, who was also two. I was a skinny kid with a distended belly full of worms from eating so much dirt. We ate dirt in the shed. The shed was the place next to the house where the animals slept, that is, the horses, the cows, the pigs, the chickens, the sheep.

Someone reprimanded us for eating dirt. Who was it? My mother? My grandmother? One of my aunts? Or maybe it was my grandfather? One day I had a terrible bellyache. I did not even have time to get to the outhouse, and I used the chamber pot that was under the bed I shared with my mother. The first thing that came out was a huge worm, a red creature with many legs like a centipede. It was jumping up and down in the pot, no doubt enraged at having been expelled from its home in such a violent way. I was deathly afraid of this worm, which now appeared in my dreams every night trying to get into my belly while I embraced my mother.

My mother was a very beautiful, very lonely woman. She had known only one man, my father, and had enjoyed love for only a few months. My father was an adventurer. He fell in love with my mother, became formally engaged to her by asking my grandfather for her hand, and three months later left her. My mother first lived with her prospective parents-in-law. There she waited for a year, but my father never returned. When I was three months old my mother returned to my grandparents' home with me, the proof of her failure. I do not remember where I was born and I never met my father’s family, but I think it was in the country, in the northern part of Oriente province. My grandmother and everyone else at home always tried to instill in me a great hatred toward my father because he had deceived (that was the word) my mother. I remember they taught me a song about a son who kills his father to avenge his abandoned mother. I would sing that song to the whole family, who listened enraptured. The song, which was very popular in those days, relates the sufferings of a woman whose lover seduced her and vanished after getting her pregnant. The song ended as follows:

The boy grew up and became a man,
and to the wars he went to fight.
In vengeance he killed his father:
The sons who love will do what’s right.

One day my mother and I were on our way to visit one of my aunts. As we walked down to the river, a man came toward us; he was good-looking, tall and dark. My mother fell into a sudden rage; she began picking up stones from the riverbank and throwing them at his head, while the man, in spite of the shower of rocks, kept coming toward us. When he was close to me, he put his hand into his pocket, pulled out two pesos, and gave them to me. He then patted me on the head and ran away to avoid being hit by one of the stones. My mother cried all the way to my aunt’s house, where I found out that the man was my father. I never saw him again, nor the two pesos; my aunt asked my mother to lend them to her and I do not know if she ever paid them back.

My mother was a “fallen” woman, as they used to say. It would have been difficult for her to find another husband; marriage was for virgins and she had been seduced. If any man approached her it was, as common wisdom had it in those days, to “take advantage of her.” My mother, therefore, had to be very mistrustful. We went to dances together; she always took me along, although I was then only about four years old. If a man asked her to dance, I would wait on a bench; once the dance was over my mother would come and sit next to me again. If someone invited her to have a beer, she dragged me along; I did not drink beer, but my mother’s suitor had to buy me many rallados, which is what we in the country called ice grated with a plane and flavored with colored fruit syrup. Perhaps my mother thought that at one of those dances she would find a dependable man who might marry her. She did not find him, or did not want to. I think my mother was always faithful to my father’s infidelity—and chose chastity; a bitter chastity, unnatural and cruel, because she was then only twenty years old. My mother’s chastity was worse than that of a virgin, because she had known the pleasures of love for a few months and then gave all of it up for the rest of her life. This created in her a great sense of frustration.

One night, when I was already in bed, my mother asked me a question that at the time disturbed me greatly. She wanted to know if I would feel really sad if she died. I hugged her and started to cry. I think she cried too, and told me to forget she had ever asked. I realized later, or perhaps even then, that my mother was contemplating suicide but had refrained because of me.

I was still an ugly boy, potbellied and with a very big head. I think that my mother did not have enough practical sense to be raising a child. She was young, had no experience, and was living in my grandmother’s home. It was my grandmother who was in charge of the household; in her own words, she was “the captain in command.” My mother was single and with a child, a sort of freeloader. She was not in a position to make any decisions, not even about me. I do not know whether my mother loved me then; I remember that if I cried she would pick me up, but always so violently that I would slide back down over her shoulders and hit the floor head-on. At other times, she would rock me in a hammock made from a flour sack, but she rocked me so hard that I would fall out. I think that was why my head was full of scabs and bumps. But I survived. As luck would have it, our house was a large, typical Cuban bohio, a hut with a thatched roof and a dirt floor.

That house was full of women. There were unmarried aunts as young as my mother, and others already considered old maids because they were over thirty. There was also a daughter-in-law, abandoned by one of my grandparents' sons, who was Dulce María’s mother. The married aunts would also come and stay for long periods of time. They came with their children, who were older than I was, and I would envy them because they knew their fathers and this gave them a self-assured and confident manner that I never had. Most of these relatives lived close to my grandfather’s home. Sometimes they just came for a visit and my grandmother would make a special dessert and turn the whole thing into a party. My great-grandmother also lived in the house; she was very old and could hardly move. Most of the time she sat on a stool near a crystal radio receiver that she would never listen to.

The heart of the house was my grandmother. She peed standing up, and spoke with God. She always called God and the Virgin Mary to account for all the misfortunes that threatened us or that had befallen us: the droughts, the thunderbolt that had scorched a palm tree or killed a horse, the cows that died of an incurable disease, and my grandfather’s drinking sprees, after which he would come home and beat her up. My grandmother then had eleven unmarried daughters and three married sons. In time, the unmarried daughters would find temporary husbands who would take them away and, as with my mother, a few months later abandon them. They were attractive women who for some fatal reason could not hold any man. My grandparents' home was full of their very pregnant daughters or crying kids like me. The world of my childhood was filled with abandoned women; the only man in that house was my grandfather. My grandfather had been a Don Juan, but now he was a bald, old man. He did not talk with God as my grandmother did; he talked to himself. Sometimes he would look up to the heavens and swear. He had fathered several children with other women of the neighborhood, who in time also came to live in my grandmother’s house. At that point, my grandmother decided not to sleep with my grandfather again, and so she also was celibate and as frustrated as her daughters.

My grandfather had his bouts of rage too; he would stop talking altogether, leave home and go into the woods, sleeping under the trees for weeks. He said he was an atheist, but he spent a lot of energy cursing the Mother of God. Perhaps he did all this to irritate my grandmother, who would always devotedly fall down on her knees, even in the middle of the fields, to ask the heavens for something or other, which, in general, she did not get.


THE GROVE

I think the splendor of my childhood was unique because it was absolute poverty but also absolute freedom; out in the open, surrounded by trees, animals, apparitions, and people who were indifferent toward me. My existence was not even justified, nobody cared. This gave me an incredible opportunity to escape it all without anyone worrying about where I was or when I would return. I used to climb trees, and everything seemed much more beautiful from up there. I could embrace the world in its completeness and feel a harmony that I could not experience down below, with the clamor of my aunts, the cursing of my grandfather, or the cackling of the hens… . Trees have a secret life that is only revealed to those willing to climb them. To climb a tree is to slowly discover a unique world, rhythmic, magical, and harmonious, with its worms, insects, birds, and other living things, all apparently insignificant creatures, telling us their secrets.

Once, walking among those trees, I discovered the fetus of a child, no doubt abandoned in the grass by one of my aunts who had miscarried or who simply did not want any more children. Now I have my doubts and I am not sure whether that little body covered with flies was a fetus or a dead newborn baby. In any case, I thought of it as my lost cousin, with whom I would never be able to play.

Sometimes my grandmother’s house was full of cousins who came with their mothers so we could all celebrate New Year’s together. At other times, one of my aunts would come running away from her husband because he had given her a vicious beating. When she later returned to her husband, she would leave one of her kids behind with my grandmother. There was usually a cousin about my age in the house. The household was in constant turmoil; my aunts would wash, sweep, dust, iron, in the midst of incessant clatter. My grandmother would reign in the kitchen. None of my aunts ever learned how to cook; my grandmother would not let them. The kitchen was sacred; she was the high priestess who ministered to the oven with dry firewood, which I helped her gather. Although the house was always full of people, I managed to escape alone to the hills, the grove, or the brook. I think my childhood was the most creative time of my life; it was a world of pure creativity. To relieve the deep loneliness I felt while surrounded by the constant household bustle, I peopled the fields, which were somewhat barren, with almost mythical and supernatural characters and apparitions. One of the characters I saw very clearly every night was an old man turning a hoop under the prodigiously huge fig tree growing in front of the house. Who was that old man? Why was he turning that hoop, which looked like a bicycle wheel? Did he represent the terror awaiting me? The terror awaiting every human life? Was it death? Death has always been very close to me, it has always been my loyal companion. Sometimes I am sorry that I'll die, only because then death will perhaps abandon me.

At five I contracted a disease then considered fatal: meningitis. Almost no one who got it survived. I had swollen lymph nodes, could not move my neck, and suffered from bouts of terrible fever. How to cure, or at least fight, that disease in the country, without medical attention, with no sanitary facilities of any kind? My grandmother took me to the temple of a famous psychic healer from Guayacan; his name was Arcadio Reyes. He tried to rid me of evil spirits and gave me a bottle of water called “medicinal water” because he had blessed it, and prescribed some medicine that we had to get in town. While blessing me, he beat me on the back and all over my body with some herbs, then made an infusion with those same herbs, which I was to drink before breakfast. And I survived. I also survived when the highest branch of the plum tree on which I was sitting snapped, and I fell down while my mother screamed, sure that I was going to die. Nor did I get hurt when the wild colt I was trying to break threw me headfirst onto some rocks; and I suffered no harm when I tumbled through the opening of the well, which was covered by nothing more than a couple of crossbeams, and fell to the bottom, luckily full of water.

My world continued to be the world of trees and of the roofs, which I also climbed at the risk of breaking my neck. The river was a little farther away, and getting to it was not easy. I had to cross the fields and venture into places unknown to me then. I was always afraid, not of wild animals or of the real dangers that threatened me but of those phantoms that kept haunting me: that old man with the hoop under the fig tree, and the other apparitions, like the old woman with the big hat and giant teeth who kept approaching, I do not know how, from both sides at the same time, with me in the middle. It was also said that on one of the riverbanks a white dog used to appear and that whoever saw him would die.


THE RIVER

As time went on, the river became for me a place of deep mystery. Its waters followed the most intricate patterns through nooks and crannies, then plunged down, gathering in dark pools and flowing on to the sea, never to return. When it rained and the storms came, the river rumbled and its roar could be heard from our house; it was a raging, relentless river, leveling everything in its path. Eventually I was able to approach it and swim in its waters. It was called Rio Lirio though I never saw any lilies growing on its banks. This was the river that gave me a gift: an image that I will never forget. It was June 24, Saint John’s Day, when everyone around would come and bathe in the river. The ancient baptism ritual had turned into a festival for swimmers. I was walking along the riverbank with my grandmother and some cousins my own age when I saw over thirty men bathing in the nude. All the young men of the neighborhood were there, jumping from a rock into the water.

To see all those naked bodies, all those exposed genitals, was a revelation to me: I realized, without a doubt, that I liked men. I enjoyed seeing them come out of the water, run among the trees, climb the rocks, and jump. I loved to see their bodies dripping wet, their penises shining. The young men were carefree, cavorting in the water, coming out again, and jumping into the stream. I was only six years old, but I watched them spellbound, in ecstasy before the glorious mystery of beauty. The following day I discovered another “mystery”: masturbation. Of course, at six I could not ejaculate but, thinking of those naked boys, I rubbed my penis until I had a spasm. The pleasure and surprise were so intense that I thought I was about to die: I knew nothing about masturbation and I felt sure this could not be normal. Though I feared I might die at any moment, I kept at it until I almost fainted.

At the time one of my solitary diversions was a game with jars: a number of empty glass containers of all sizes represented a family, that is, my mother, my aunts, my grandparents. Those jars suddenly turned into young swimmers who jumped into the river, while I masturbated. Then, one of the young men would find me, fall in love with me and take me into the bushes. This was paradise; my spasms became so frequent that I developed huge dark circles under my eyes, and became so pale that my aunt Mercedita was afraid I had again contracted meningitis.


SCHOOL

At the age of six I started going to school. It was Rural School 91 in Perronales County, where we lived, an area of sparsely populated plains and hills. A main road, not much more than a dirt esplanade, crossed the whole district and led to the town of Holguín, about four or five miles away. Perronales lay between Holguín and Gibara, a seaport I had yet to visit. The school was far from home and I had to get there on horseback. The first time, my mother took me. The school was a large building, a structure of palm fronds with a thatched roof, just like the bohio where we lived. Our teacher lived in Holguín, and had to come by bus, or guagua as we say in Cuba, and then walk for several miles. At the nearest crossing of the Lirio River, one of the older students would be on his horse waiting for her and would bring her to school. She was a woman blessed with innate wisdom and sincerity. She had a gift (I don't know if teachers today still have it) that enabled her to communicate with all of her students, and teach them every subject from the first to the sixth grade. Classes lasted more than six hours, and on weekends there was a sort of literary evening that we called “El Beso a la Patria” [Kiss to the Homeland]. After pledging allegiance to the flag, each student had to recite a poem learned by heart for the occasion. I was very eager to recite my poem, though I always made mistakes. Once when I was reciting José Marti’s poem “The Two Princes” instead of the line “In and out wanders a sad dog,” I said, “In and out wanders a mangy mutt.” The whole class exploded in laughter. Now, this is a solemn poem about the burial of two young princes, and to say such a thing as “a mangy mutt” was totally undignified. My subconscious no doubt played a trick on me, and I confused Marti’s dog with Vigilante, the egg thief, our own mangy mutt.

Of course, I fell in love with some of my classmates. I remember one, Guillermo, who was violent, handsome, arrogant, and a little crazy. He sat behind me and used to poke me with his pencil. We were never involved erotically; it was only a matter of glances and horseplay, the typical pre-adolescent romps that mask desire, infatuation, and sometimes even love. But, in practice, it only got as far as a display of genitals, as if by chance, while urinating. The most daring boy, Dario, was already twelve. When riding home from school on his horse, he would expose his penis—which, by the way, was pretty amazing—and would show it off to anyone who wanted to behold such a wonder.

Although I had no sexual encounters with those boys, their friendship at least taught me that my solitary masturbation was not unique and would not kill me. All of the boys were constantly talking about their last “jerk-off,” and they were in excellent health.

My sexual activity was all with animals. First there were the hens, then the goats and the sows, and after I had grown up some more, the mares. To fuck a mare was generally a collective operation. All of us boys would get up on a rock to be at the right height for the animal, and we would savor that pleasure: it was a warm hole and, to us, without end.

I don't know whether the main pleasure was having sex with the mare or the real excitement was watching the other boys. The fact is that, one by one, all the schoolboys, some of my cousins, and even some of those young men who bathed nude in the river copulated with the mare.

My first sexual intercourse (though incomplete) with a person was not with any of those boys but with Dulce María, my cousin, the one who also ate dirt like me. I should make it clear right away that to eat dirt is not a metaphor, or a sensational act. All the country kids did it. It has nothing to do with magic realism, or anything of the sort. One had to eat something, dirt was the only thing we had plenty of, and perhaps that was why we ate it… . My cousin and I played doctor behind the bed and, because of some strange medical procedure I can't remember, we always ended up naked and embracing each other. Though we played this game for months, there was never any penetration or consummation. We seemed to have our backward spots and were not consistently precocious.

The consummated act, in this case mutual penetration, was performed with my cousin Orlando. I was about eight years old, and he was twelve. Orlando’s penis was a source of fascination for me, and he took pleasure in showing it to me whenever he had the chance. It was somewhat large and dark, and once erect, its foreskin would slide back and reveal a pink glans that demanded, with little jerks, to be caressed. One day, up on a plum tree, Orlando was showing me his beautiful glans, when his hat landed on the ground. (Out in the country we all wore hats.) I grabbed his hat and ran off to hide behind a bush in a secluded place. Right away he understood exactly what I wanted; we dropped our pants and began to masturbate. What happened then was that he stuck his penis into me and later, at his request, I stuck mine into him while flies and other insects kept buzzing around us, apparently wanting to participate in the feast.

When it was all over, I felt completely guilty but not entirely satisfied. I could not help but feel very much afraid. It seemed to me that we had done something terrible, that in some way I had condemned myself for the rest of my life. Orlando lay down on the grass to rest, and in a few minutes we were romping around again. “Now there is definitely no way out for me!” I thought, or believe I thought, when I crouched and felt Orlando grabbing me from behind. While he was sticking it into me, I was thinking of my mother, and of all the things that during all those years she never did with a man, which I was doing right there in the bushes within earshot of her voice, already calling me for dinner. In a rush I separated from Orlando and ran home. Of course, neither of us had ejaculated. I really think I only satisfied my curiosity.


THE TEMPLE OF THE SPIRITS

The following day my mother and I went to Arcadio Reyes’s temple, and while the most powerful mediums in the seance, directed by Arcadio, were circling around us to deliver us from evil spirits, I felt terribly scared. I thought that one of those mediums, among whom was one of my eleven aunts, would fall to the ground, possessed by a spirit, and that right then and there before the whole town, this spirit would reveal all that Orlando and I had done in the bushes.

Then my aunt Mercedita became possessed by a spirit, and I felt sure that this was the end of me. In her fall, she banged her head several times against the temple wall, which fortunately was made of wood. But my aunt said nothing about what worried me, only that she was engulfed in flames, and that she desperately needed many prayers so that the fire that was consuming her, or rather was consuming us, would disappear. Perhaps it was a discreet spirit which did not want to refer too directly to my involvement with Orlando.

For my part, though still feeling guilty, I enjoyed some sense of relief. The spirits had not openly revealed my sin, a sin I was not, by the way, at all eager to give up. In time, Orlando grew into a handsome young man, and even acquired a bicycle of his own, something unusual in our neighborhood. He got married, and now has many children and grandchildren.


THE WELL

One afternoon I went to the well, a little far from our house, to fetch water. I never understood why houses in the country are not built close to wells. Anyway, one of my chores was to go continually to the well to get water: for watering the plants in the garden, for bathing, for the animals, for keeping the barrels and earthen jars full. Behind the well, I saw my grandfather; he was bathing naked, dumping buckets of water over his head. When all of a sudden my grandfather turned, I realized how huge his testicles were: I had never seen anything like it. He had a prominent penis but his testicles were exceptionally large and hairy. I went back home without the water; the sight of my naked grandfather had disturbed me. For a long time afterward I watched over my mother; in my imagination I saw her being possessed by him, and him raping her with his big penis and huge testicles. I wanted to do something to help her but could not. In all honesty, I didn't know whether I was jealous because of my mother or because of my grandfather. Perhaps it was a multiple jealousy. Later I found out that my grandfather had a hernia. I also became jealous of my aunts, and especially of my grand-mother, who slept in her own bed, but had more rights than anyone else to enjoy those testicles. Although all this existed only in my imagination, for quite a long time I was obsessed with the vision of my naked grandfather.


CHRISTMAS EVE

In the countryside there were other rituals that filled me with joy and made me forget my erotic obsessions. One of them was Christmas Eve. The whole family would get together at my grandfather’s home. Pigs were roasted, Christmas nougat was made, bottles of wine were uncorked, tubs of orange compote were prepared, bright-colored wrappers filled with red apples were opened (apples that, for me, came from the other end of the world), walnuts and hazelnuts were cracked, and everybody got drunk. People would laugh, and dance… . Sometimes an orchestra was improvised, with a hand organ, a guayo [a homemade percussion instrument], and a couple of drums. The whole countryside became a magic place. It was one of the occasions I most enjoyed, up in a tree, watching people have a good time in their backyards and walk around in the grove. At home, Vidal, an uncle of mine who was a real inventor, made yellow ice cream by hand in a tub with a crank. In order to be able to produce this exotic concoction, my uncle would bring a huge chunk of ice from the ice factory in Holguín. That piece of ice, later transformed into delicious yellow snow, was the most glorious proof that it was really Christmas.

I would finally come down from the trees when several tables were joined and dinner was about to be served. The suckling pig was brought on huge palm fronds and placed on the table, together with boiled plantains and mountains of lettuce. My grandmother would host the ceremony, carving the meat, offering bottles of wine, taking care that no one lacked anything. Since dinner lasted for hours, kerosene and oil lamps were brought out; under those lights the party attained a legendary brilliance. Everybody was happy, and even when they argued, which they did often, it all ended in a friendly way.

In the midst of all the celebrations I would take Orlando’s bicycle, ride up the hill in front of the house, and zoom down at full speed, finally braking or crashing right next to the party’s merrymaking.


THE HARVEST

Another ceremony, another memorable occasion that marked my childhood, was harvest time. My grandfather farmed mostly corn. Almost the entire community had to be summoned to harvest his cornfields. Of course, my grandmother, my aunts, my mother, and I also picked corn. The corn was then carted to the storeroom—or piensa, as we called it—which was a hut behind the house. One evening the neighbors were invited to husk the corn and remove the kernels from the cobs. This was another feast. Huge pieces of cloth were spread on the floor, and I would roll around on them as if at the beach, which, at the time, I had never seen. For those evenings my grandmother would prepare coconut sweetmeats with a wonderful, sweet smell I have never experienced since. They were made with brown sugar and grated coconut. This delicacy was served at midnight, while the cloths were still being filled with kernels and I was rolling around and around on them.


THE DOWNPOUR

Perhaps the most extraordinary event I enjoyed during my childhood was one provided by the heavens: the heavy downpour. It was no ordinary rainfall. It was a tropical drenching, heralded by violent thunder in cosmic, orchestral bursts that resounded across the fields, while lightning traced the wildest designs on the sky, striking palm trees that suddenly burst into flames and then shriveled like burnt matches. And in no time the rain would come down strong and seem like a massive army marching across the trees. It would reverberate on the zinc roof of the passageway like gunfire; on the palm-frond thatch above the living room, it sounded like a million footsteps overhead. Water rushed down the gutters with the rumble of overflowing brooks and cascaded thundering into the barrels. And on the trees in the patio, from the uppermost leaves to the ground, the rain became a concert of drums with different registers and amazing rhythms; it was a fragrant resonance. I would run from one end of the passageway to the other and into the living room, look out the window, go to the kitchen and watch the pines in the patio, drenched and whistling out of control in the wind. Finally I would run outside, naked, and let the rain soak me through. I hugged the trees, rolled around in the grass, built small mud dams, behind which water would collect, and in those miniature ponds I would swim, plunge, and splash. I would go over to the well and watch water falling on water. I would look up at the sky and watch flocks of green que-requetes also celebrating the torrential rains. I was not satisfied with rolling in the grass, I wanted to fly, to fly like those birds, alone in the downpour. I would go as far as the river, a river that roared under the spell of violence let loose. The power of the overflowing current would sweep away almost everything in its path: trees, stones, animals, houses. It was the mystery of the law of destruction, but also of the law of life. I did not know then where that river was headed, where that frenzied race would end, but something was calling me to go with it, saying that I too had to throw myself into those raging waters and lose myself, that only in that torrent, always on the move, would I find some peace. But I did not dare jump, I was always a coward. I would go as far as the riverbank, where the currents were roaring my name; another step, and the whirling waters would swallow me. How much trouble could have been avoided if I had done just that! Those waters were turbid and restless, powerful and lonely. It was all I had; only in those waters, in that river, had nature accepted me and now summoned me in its moment of greatest glory. Why not throw myself into those waters? Why not lose myself, vanish in them, find peace in that clamor that I loved? What joy to have done just that! But I returned home soaked; it was already dark. My grandmother was cooking dinner. It had stopped raining. I was shivering while my aunts and my mother set the table without paying much attention to me. I always thought that my family, including my mother, saw me as a weird creature, useless, confused, or crazy; a being outside the framework of their lives. They were probably right.


THE SPECTACLE

Perhaps be cause I was so lonely and confused, and yet yearned to play a brilliant role, I started all alone to provide myself with scenarios that differed radically from my everyday life. I created and performed a series of endless songs and staged them all across the fields. The words were corny and always impassioned, and I would perform them in those lonely fields as if they were theater pieces. The acting consisted of jumps, yells, chest beating, kicking up stones, shrieks, races through the trees, imprecations; sticks and dead leaves thrown together into the air. And all the while, I was singing those endless songs that would drive away anyone who might hear them. Once I made such a commotion that my own mother and my grandmother, who were weeding a cornfield, ran away in fear, not knowing where those ghostly howls were coming from.

Of course, I never wrote down the words of those songs. At the time, I hardly knew how to write. Instead, those operatic songs (or whatever they were) came to me spontaneously as I enacted them in the fields. The words, the music, and my voice were probably horrendous, but after performing one of those outrageous “cantatas,” I had a feeling of peace and could go back home. I was more in harmony with my world and would go to sleep early, next to my mother, in the smallest room of that ramshackle house.

The house had five rooms. My grandparents' bedroom was furnished with two huge iron beds and an immense wardrobe that reached up to the ceiling. Some of my abandoned aunts and various cousins slept in another room. A third room was shared by an uncle, who had had several women but finally was left alone, and my great-grandmother. A fourth room had belonged to my great-uncle, a bachelor who ended up hanging himself with a liana. My mother and I slept in that little room, next to the passageway. On the other side of the passageway, close to the palm-frond wall, slept the pigs, who would grunt all night. Sometimes when I got full of chiggers and could not sleep, I spent the night scratching my feet against the wire bedspring.


EROTICISM

I think I always had a huge sexual appetite. Not only the mares, sows, hens, or turkeys but almost all animals were objects of my sexual passion, including dogs. There was one particular dog who gave me great pleasure. I would hide with him behind the garden tended by my aunts, and would make him suck my cock. The dog got used to it and in time would do it freely.

Those years, between the ages of seven and ten, were a time of great eroticism, of a sexual voracity that, as I said, was all-embracing. It involved all of nature, including trees. I would carve out a hole in a soft-stemmed tree, like papaya, and stick my penis into it. It was great fun to fuck a tree. My cousins also did it, with melons, pumpkins, and sour-sops. But one of my cousins, Xavier, confided that his greatest pleasure was to fuck a rooster. One morning the rooster was found dead; I think it was not as a result of the size of my cousin’s penis, which was really quite small; I think the rooster died of shame from getting fucked when normally he was the one to fuck all the hens in the yard.

Anyway, one must remember that life in the country is lived close to nature and, therefore, to sexuality. The animal world is always ruled by sexual urges. Hens are always getting laid by the rooster, mares by stallions, sows by boars. Birds fuck in the air; pigeons, after much clamor and dancing around, end up in a kind of violent tangling with their partners. Lizards stay stuck together for hours, flies are constantly fornicating on the dining table; guinea pigs have litters every month; bitches, when they get fucked, make such a fuss that they are capable of exciting the most pious nuns. Cats in heat howl all through the night with such passion that they awaken the most hidden erotic impulses…. There is no truth to the theory, held by some, about the sexual innocence of peasants. In the country, sexual energy generally overcomes all prejudice, repression, and punishment. That force, the force of nature, dominates.

In the country, I think, it is a rare man who has not had sexual relations with another man. Physical desire overpowers whatever feelings of machismo our fathers take upon themselves to instill in us.

An example of this is my uncle Rigoberto, the oldest of my uncles, a married, serious man. Sometimes I would go to town with him. I was just about eight years old and we would ride on the same saddle. As soon as we were both in the saddle, he would begin to have an erection. Perhaps in some way my uncle did not want this to happen, but he could not help it. He would put me in place, lift me up and set my butt on his penis, and during that ride, which would take an hour or so, I was bouncing on that huge penis, riding, as it were, on two animals at the same time. I think eventually Rigoberto would ejaculate. The same thing happened on the way back from town. Both of us, of course, acted as if we were not aware of what was happening. He would whistle or breathe hard while the horse trotted on. When he got back, Carolina, his wife, would welcome him with open arms and a kiss. At that moment we were all very happy.


VIOLENCE

The peasant world in which I grew up was not only a world of sexual encounters. It was also a world where violence was everywhere. Sheep would be hung by their legs to have their throats slit, and after the blood had been drawn, while they were still half alive, they would be cut into pieces. Pigs were stabbed with a long knife thrust into the heart, and before they were dead, alcohol would be poured on them and lit, to burn off all their hair before they were roasted. In order to kill young cows or heifers instantly, huge nails were hammered into their heads, and then they were quartered. Their meat would be hung in strips under a tree or in the pantry, where the flies also participated in the feast. The bulls that were to work in the fields were castrated, as were the horses. The castration of a bull was one of the most violent and cruel acts I have ever witnessed: The bull’s testicles were tied with a thick wire and then stretched out onto an iron and stone anvil. With a hammer or a sledgehammer the testicles would be pounded until the tendons and connections to the rest of the body were severed. Only the bags remained hanging and in time would wither away. The pain suffered by those bulls was so intense that one could tell when the testicles had been destroyed because the animal’s teeth would loosen. Many died, but others survived and were no longer bulls but oxen—that is, tame, castrated beasts used to pull the plow, while my grandfather would swear at them behind the plow, and prod them with a stick.

The world in which I grew up was pervaded with violence. The bulls that had not been castrated would crack each other’s heads by butting each other with their horns to assert their sexual supremacy over the herd. The stallions would kick each other savagely as soon as they saw or scented a mare.

Once my mother and I were on our way to Arcadio Reyes’s temple on my aunt Olga’s mare (in the country, women rode mares and men rode stallions). Suddenly, a stallion appeared out of nowhere and followed us, giving clear signs of his passionate intentions. We were still on the mare when the stallion tried to mount her. My mother spurred her on, but the mare refused to budge; evidently she preferred to be hacked by the spurs rather than give up her chance of being possessed by that formidable beast. She was already spreading her legs and raising her tail. We had to jump off and allow them, right in front of us, to complete their copulation, a sexual encounter that was both powerful and violent and really so beautiful that it would have aroused anybody.

After the battle, my mother and I rode in silence to the temple. Probably she, as well as I, would have liked to be the mare, who now trotted so lightheartedly over Arcadio Reyes’s land.

There was also violence in the struggle for life. At night you could hear the screeches of the frogs as they were slowly swallowed by small snakes; you could hear the squeak of a mouse being torn to pieces by a gnome owl; the desperate cackle of a hen being throttled and swallowed by a Cuban boa; the kicking and muffled cry of a rabbit quartered in the air by an owl, or the bleating of sheep cut to pieces by wild dogs. The noise, the desperate clamors, the dull stamping, all those sounds were familiar companions in the countryside where I grew up.


THE MORNING FOG

But there was also a dimension of serenity, of peacefulness, that I have found nowhere else. Among those very special moments, the arrival of the morning fog was especially intense and full of wonder, those mornings when everything seemed shrouded in a great white cloud that softened all outlines. There were no distinguishable shapes or bodies; the trees were immense, white silhouettes; even my grandfather, as he walked in front of me on his way to the barn to milk the cows, was a white ghost. The fog covered and ennobled this rather desolate and barren land, giving it a kind of aura. The hills and slopes became huge snowy mountains, and the whole land was a misty, fresh expanse in which we all seemed to be floating in space.


THE NIGHT, MY GRANDMOTHER

But perhaps even more impressive and mysterious than the morning fog was the night. It would be very difficult for anyone who has not experienced night in the open country to have a clear understanding of the splendors of nature, much less of its mystery. Night was not only infinite space above. Night in the countryside where I grew up (a countryside that no longer exists, except in these recollections) was also a musical realm, a magical and endless orchestration, vibrating everywhere, chiming into infinity. And the sky’s radiance was not constant but an unending blaze of changing hues and streaks, stars that burst and disappeared (after having existed for millions of years) just to enrapture us for a few moments.

My grandmother could find the most important stars, and even the lesser-known ones, at any time of night. Whether by sheer instinct or because she had observed the skies for so many years, she could quickly indicate the position of those stars, as well as name them, although the names she gave them were certainly not the ones used by astronomers. For example, they had names like the Cross of May, the Seven Kids, the Plow. There they were, in that immense darkness shining for my grandmother, who would show them to me and not only be able to name them but, in accordance with their position and brightness, forecast the day’s weather and also predict the future: whether it would rain the next day; whether the harvest, in two or three months, would be good or bad; whether it would hail; whether the dreaded hurricanes would come… . My grandmother would try to drive away hurricanes by making crosses with ashes. When the storm was approaching, she would come with a bucket full of ashes from the stove and spread them in the four corners of the house, throw fistfuls of ashes into the air, and make crosses in the passageway and near the roof supports of the house. In this way she would try to appease the forces of nature.

What literary influence did I have in my childhood? Practically none: no books, no teaching, with the exception of the school assemblies we called “Kiss to the Homeland.” But regarding the magical, the mysterious, which is so essential for the development of creativity, my childhood was the most literary time of my life. And this I owe, in large measure, to that mythical figure my grandmother, who would interrupt her housework or throw down her bundle of firewood in the woods and start talking with God.

My grandmother knew the medicinal powers of almost all herbs, and prepared brews and infusions for all kinds of diseases. With a clove of garlic she would take care of indigestion by massaging not the stomach but a leg. By means of a system she called las cabanuelas, which consisted of twelve heaps of salt that she would uncover on the first of January, she would forecast the rainy season and the dry season of the year to come.

Night also came under my grandmother’s domain; at night she ruled. She understood that family gatherings in the evening acquired a transcendence not readily explainable; she would therefore invite the whole family under any pretext: sweets, coffee, a prayer. Thus, in a circle of candlelight, my grandmother would officiate. Beyond, there was the infinite night of the countryside, but she had created a space against the darkness and was not about to give it up easily.

My grandmother would tell me stories of apparitions, of men who walked with their heads under their arms, of treasures guarded by the dead tirelessly pacing their place of hiding. She of course believed in witches, although she never considered herself one; the witches would come at night crying or swearing, and would perch on the roof of the house; their demands had to be satisfied. My grandmother knew of some exorcism that prevented witches from doing too much harm. She knew that the hills were sacred places full of mysterious creatures and animals, not only those used for work or food. There was something above and beyond the realm of our senses; every plant, every tree could exhale a mystery that she would know about. When she walked around she would question the trees and, in fits of anger, sometimes slap them. I remember my grandmother, in a rainstorm, hitting a palm tree. What could that tree have done to her? Some betrayal, some slight, and she would answer back by slapping the tree. My grandmother also knew old songs probably sung in our family for generations. She would sit me on her lap and sing them to me; I do not remember ever getting such tenderness from my mother. My grandmother could afford to be affectionate, perhaps because to her I was not the embodiment of frustration, nor the reminder of failure. She could give me affection without resentment or shame. For my mother I represented the fruit of a love betrayed; for my grandmother I was just another child who had to be entertained with an adventure, a story or a song, as she had done with her own children. My grandmother was undoubtedly wise; she had the wisdom of a peasant woman who had given birth to more than fourteen children, none of whom had died. She had suffered the beatings and vulgarities of a drunken, unfaithful husband; she had gotten up every morning for over fifty years to prepare breakfast and then work all day, moving the animals to where the heat would not suffocate them and where they would not starve, carrying firewood to prepare dinner, digging up some fleshy root to eat. My grandmother was wise; that is why she understood the night and did not ask me too many questions; she knew that nobody is perfect. Surely there were times when she saw me playing with the behind of a sow and even with the bitch Diana, a very unfriendly animal that I could never get close to. But my grandmother never reproached me; she knew those things were normal in country life; perhaps her sons and even her husband had done them. My grandmother was illiterate, but she made all her children go to school, and if they did not want to, she would tear a branch from any thorny tree and, to the beat of the lashes, would take them to school; all of her children could read and write. It was my mother who really taught me to write. By the light of the kerosene lamp, she would write long sentences, very faintly, which I had to trace over with a heavier stroke.

My grandmother’s world was much more complex than my grandfather's. My grandfather claimed to be an atheist and apparently believed in nothing; he therefore had no deep metaphysical obsessions. My grandmother believed in God and at the same time considered herself cheated by that very God; she would besiege Him with questions and requests. Her world was one of anxiety and helplessness. All this came together in an illiterate woman who interpreted the stars at night but, at the same time, had to scrape a living from the earth every day. The kitchen and the stove were also the center of her life, and all of us, when we got up, would have breakfast by the warmth of the fire that she had kindled and tended.
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