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I  DESCENSO
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1. WATER

WELCOME

I’m convinced I’m sweating more than all the Mexicans and
Cubans in the customs line at José Martí International Airport in
Havana. A renegade bead fights its way through the woolly mane

of hair I wish I’d pinned up and lands on my eyelash. Maybe it’s a
last ditch effort to shut out the unsmiling Cuban official, now stand-
ing directly before me. I wonder if he notices my fingers tremble
slightly as I hand him my visa. 

“Passport?” 
My breath evaporates. “Could you do me a favor and not stamp

it?” 
Under the Trading with the Enemy Act, the stamp could mean

ten years imprisonment and a quarter of a million dollar fine for
breaking the U.S. travel ban to Cuba.

The official doesn’t respond as he cracks open the navy cover.
Although this request was heeded during my first trip to Cuba two
years ago as a tourist, this time stakes are too high to assume com-
pliance. As a journalist I could probably slip through one of the U.S.
loopholes. But the notion that I’ll be working for the “enemy” this
time is a little more disconcerting. You may lose your U.S. nationality
by ...accepting employment under the government of a foreign state, reads
the fine print in my U.S. passport. 

I can’t spill mud-thick Cuban coffee on the pages, rip them out
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BEFORE

The three of us are drenched from loading the elevator and
hauling luggage down the Focsa’s catacumbal hallways when
Fernández clicks open the front door to my apartment. At

once we’re deluged with wind and vibrant splashes of sunlight. From
the far side of the room a pair of parted curtains flap toward us. The
rest of the room comes into focus: a clean granite floor; generous
dining area and blue-checked plastic tablecloth; spacious living
room with red vinyl couch and arm chairs, a coffee table, book stand
and best of all, beyond open glass doors, a large balcony with an
eighteen-story view. 

My escorts are Fernández, who’s in charge of foreign profession-
als at Granma International newspaper—I am to go to him whenever
I have a problem—and Mimi, the head of the English department
where I’ll be working. Besides the opportunity to hone my translat-
ing skills, now my articles, largely confined to alternative media
back home, will be translated into four languages and distributed
through international news services. 

We cart in the last of nine boxes. They contain, as advised, es-
sentials in quantities abundant enough to share and swap: a case of
paper, printer cartridges, retractable pencils; history, literature and
computer books; burnt-brick lipsticks, soap, shampoo, conditioner,
two antiperspirant crystals, vitamins, battery recharger, multi-pur-
pose shoe glue. All I can do to ease the twinge of shame I feel when
anyone labors for me, is apologize to my hosts for the excessive load
and bestow my gratitude. 

“I’ll return for the bike next week,” Fernández responds, as
though he’s still unworthy of my appreciation. My missing bike has
remained entangled in Mexican red tape due to the political prob-
lems posed by the bicycle’s U.S. label and its Cuban destination. 

Fernández leans his weight against the front door to shut it. The
wind subsides to a pleasant, tepid breeze. The curtains collapse
around the balcony doors and there’s an inundation of ocean, sky
and cumulus clouds. The breeze caresses my bare arms like an old
friend. Welcome back to Latin America, it whispers. I knew I’d move
back here eventually, just never dreamed I’d end up in the Vedado
District of Havana. Curiosity about a society founded on the ideals
that led to my parents exile in México first lured me to Cuba. It
began as an insatiable craving for adventure akin to my earlier days
surfing eighteen-foot storm waves. I wanted to become enveloped by
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or lose the document. I’d be forced to appeal for a replacement di-
rectly to the U.S. Interests Section—the equivalent of the United
States embassy—and they’d bust me on the spot. If worse comes to
worst, I’ve resigned myself to remaining in Cuba. Or fleeing to my
birthplace, Mexico City, where my parents fled to safeguard their
ideals. 

I offer up the innocent smile unwitting strangers might expect
to accompany my petite stature. “You won’t stamp it, right?”

My question is answered by the irrevocable pounding of a stamp
on paper. I’m handed my documents. I open my passport slowly.
Inside is a paper with the date and place of entry. It’s not attached to
my passport.

“Don’t worry, compañera. We usually don’t stamp passports from
the Americas. In case people are planning to visit or work in the
U.S.” 

My breath returns. I didn’t expect common sense coming from
a customs official. 

I tuck my passport away in my money belt, wondering how I’ll
ever grow accustomed to living in Cuba with the fear of losing it.

“Could I trouble you once more?” I place a copy of Neruda’s
Versos del Capitán on the official’s podium. “Could you stamp this as
well? As a memento.”

The man hesitates. Mechanically he opens the thin book,
stamps it and hands it back as if it were just another passport. 

I wipe some of the moisture off my brow and upper lip and
glance at the red seal sitting like a kiss on the first page of the love
poems that remind me of Guillermo. The crooked teeth of the
stamp’s tiny uneven letters smile, José Martí. Above the founding fa-
ther’s name is my arrival date: October 28, 1992, exactly five hun-
dred years after Cristobal Colón first set foot on this island, an event
that led to the disappearance of the native Taino people, then the
panicked import of Nigerian slaves. I do not yet know that this quin-
centennial is also ushering in what will be the revolution’s most aus-
tere year this century, the year Fidel Castro will concede to changes
that indefinitely defer Che’s dream of a classless Cuba. One thing I
do know: my first time here in 1990 I was happily surprised by a
spontaneous round of clapping and cheering when the plane
touched down on Cuban soil. “¡Por fin!”—At last! someone in back
shouted, as though we’d reached the promised land. This time, no
one applauded. 
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Spanish—with a slight, but permanent gringo accent, which, unfor-
tunately now advises Mexicans I’m no longer one of them. Al revez
or backwards chicana some call me. I wonder if Mimi has trouble dis-
tinguishing authentic Mexican accents or if she can see past the fa-
cade, down to my Mexican core. Will most Cubans?

I decide to get everything in the open. 
“Wait. You’re Mexican-born, but your folks are non-practicing

U.S. Jews?” Mimi asks, trying to untangle my ethnicity. 
“Technically, that makes me a Euro-Mexican-American, to be

precise. A Jew-cana, for short,” I tease. That’s not Latina enough for
some folks, nor gringo-enough for others.” 

“Just call yourself an internationalist. Like Che,” Fernández
winks. “He was Argentinean and became one of us.” 

One of us. Wouldn’t that be nice. 
“Mimi has the same problem, you know,” Fernández continues.
“Así eh’,” Mimi nods, swallowing her ‘s.’ “Even though I was

born here and am 100% cubana, as we say here, ¿eh?”—the ‘eh’
meaning this time, “you know?”

After the revolution, Mimi’s father wound up working as an
economist attached to the U.N. in New York, where Mimi grew up
from age five until she was fifteen.

Mimi shrugs. “Maybe Cubans don’t think I’m Cuban because I
speak English. Talk to foreigners. I don’t know,” she rolls her eyes. “I
could have stayed in New York, ¿eh? I have an aunt who moved
there after the revolution. She said she’d put me through
Columbia.” She pops a cigarette in her mouth and strikes several
matches before one catches. “To this day, we don’t speak.” 

I struggle with a sudden impulse to bum a cigarette. “It’s tragic
how the revolution broke up families,” I mumble awkwardly.

“Quick tour?” Fernández asks, standing. 
I follow him past a kitchen, down a hallway with two large bed-

rooms on the left, queen size bed in each, and bathroom on the
right. Along the way, I keep snatching glimpses of that incredible
skyline. Fernández flicks the light switch in the bathroom without
result. “No bulbs,” he mutters. “Be sure and make a list of these prob-
lems for maintenance.” But I’m busy sizing up the square tiled tub
almost big enough to swim in. It’s the kind of tub I got to paddle
around in at Cleo and Trumbo’s when we first moved to the States,
the kind Dr. Seuss stacked one on top of each other for diving in his
Happy Birthday To You book, the kind I always dreamed of having. 

Mimi points out the washroom and half-bath behind the
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history, like my blacklisted parents and their friends among the
Hollywood Ten. 

I didn’t have high expectations. Schooled in the Mission District
of San Francisco by the international anarchist artist community, I’d
grown skeptical of governments and Soviet-like societies. Castro was
probably just another dictator. Still, as a writer, I was thirsty to see
for myself what lay on the far side of the ideological wall my gov-
ernment had constructed. Now finally, in spite of the empathetic
head shakes from Cubans who couldn’t figure out how to get a U.S.
writer and public school teacher through the embargo and into a job
in their country, I made it back to Cuba!

“Te gusta?” Fernández is the kind of man cast on U.S television
as the wise, omnipotent father or the heroic math professor at the
high school: angular face, thick, prematurely-gray hair parted on the
side. “That’s a color TV.” His eyebrows wiggle with pride at a tremen-
dous modern-looking set by the balcony doors. I haven’t the heart
to tell him I find television about as interesting as traffic on the San
Francisco Bay Bridge.

“Bueno,” Mimi sighs, collapsing into the sofa, while Fernández
flips through channels from the arm chair with the remote. Only
two or three station identification logos appear. 

“Too early for programming.” Fernández rises to adjust the hue
of the color bars, then switches off the set. 

“Parece cubana, ¿qué no Fernández?” Mimi says with wide brown,
chestnut-shaped eyes to her colleague. She’s a petite woman with
wild red hair. Addressing me, she explains in English that back at the
airport she couldn’t pick me out of the crowd. “I thought you were
cubana.” 

I thank Mimi for the compliment in Spanish and we chat some
more. It’s odd that, though she’s Cuban, she speaks English like a
Manhattan native in New York.

“Isn’t her accent nice?” Mimi says to Fernández. “It’ll be nice to
have a mexicana in the department.” Turning to me, her face is con-
sumed by so wide a smile, it’s pumpkin-shaped like a little girl’s. “It’s
good you’re mexicana. People from the ‘First World’ have a tough
time here. They can’t understand why some things are the way they
are.” 

I could hug her. When I first arrived in the States twenty-two
years ago, after my father died, my third grade school peers tor-
mented me for speaking English like a “wetback.” After two decades
of attempted assimilation I managed to mask my native language—
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European-style university education and health care and enjoyed the
same restaurants and night clubs as tourists from the “First World.”
I’d seen the less fortunate among them, clad in worn T-shirts and
shorts, renting hotel rooms or lounging by pool-sides listening to live
bands, spearmint mojitos in hand. It had been a relief not to see chil-
dren in filthy clothes approach my table for scraps, nor to have to
trip over a homeless person to enter a cabaret. The awareness that my
own pleasure was not at someone else’s expense deepened my de-
light immeasurably. I had never known any joy like it. 

The pride Cubans had in their achievements and system seemed
to indicate that perhaps here the people were indeed the govern-
ment. My apprehensions about the island being a totalitarian Soviet
satellite gave way to renewed pride in my father’s achievements. The
socialist principles that forced him to flee persecution in the United
States during Senator Joseph McCarthy’s inquisition, and which had
in turn shaped my life and values, had in Cuba given birth to the
spirit of the Mission District without all the violence, inequities and
poison; here was my México D.F. absent the poverty. 

Still, something was amiss in the rosy picture I’d been presented
as a tourist: Cubans looked more sedate than I would expect of
someone in their shoes. Was there a different kind of suffering that
evaded the eyes of visitors? I knew that if I wanted to learn the true
outcomes of my parent’s ideals, I’d have to integrate myself into
Cuba as a resident.

I leaned over the St. John’s balcony and watched the sun flaunt
its skirts of gold and rose to seduce the night. Something loomed on
the horizon, something exciting, but a bit frightening. Dolorous
also. The way it is when you must shed a part of yourself. It was as
though I was already on the Focsa balcony contemplating my new
life in this strange tropic place, cut off from those I loved, thinking
of how simple things used to be—the way my father must have felt
after he and my mother fled to México, or their Jewish forebears to
the New World. 

Two years after that sunset on the St. John’s balcony, impossibly
the premonition I had there began to materialize, via Air Canada,
manually typed on newsprint with red Granma letterhead. After hav-
ing forced my resume on the handful of Cuban intelligentsia that
periodically toured the United States, finally Karen Wald, a U.S. jour-
nalist I admired who lived in Havana, had passed along my packet
to a Cuban newspaper. Granma International needed a translator and
journalist for the English department. A San Francisco newspaper as-
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kitchen that used to be the maid’s quarters. I confess it’s the most
luxurious apartment I’ve ever occupied. Fernández looks at me skep-
tically. “What kind of place you have over there?” 

“Three of us crammed in a two-bedroom half this size.” 
The breeze from the balcony draws me to it and I’m leaning on

the railing looking out over the miniature red tiled roofs of Havana,
past the pastels of colonial buildings and more sedate high-rises, to
the romantic malecón promenade a mere two blocks away, and navy
Atlantic beyond, an ecstatic grin sweeping my face. On the far right,
the white cupola of the Hall of Sciences, fashioned after the
Washington’s Capitol building, situates Old Havana a few miles
away. 

The two Cubans join me, taking the view in silently. The wind
whips my hair around, dries the sweat on my neck. A renegade piece
of Fernández’s toupee-looking hair bends upward. “How ‘bout that
nice breeze? That’s why they built the Focsa to curve like a
boomerang. Amplifies the wind off the water,” he comments. The
28-story skyscraper spans the entire block. Prior to the 1959 revolu-
tion the Focsa, with its highly polished marble floors and walls, was
one of the most elegant buildings in Havana, catering exclusively to
the jet set. The garden level housed luxurious garden grounds, ex-
pensive import shops, a fancy pharmacy and grocery store, a bank,
even a post office, and best of all, an Olympic-size swimming pool.
My gaze drifts toward the giant, empty baby-blue pit below. The div-
ing board has been removed. Chunks of cement from fallen bal-
conies and walls lie on its sloping floor and surrounding grounds. I
wonder if anyone’s gotten hurt. 

“At least they’re finally trying to grow some vegetables down
there,” Mimi sighs.

A strip of red earth stretches across an expanse of weeds and dis-
carded paper products. A few corn stalks and greens have sprung up
at one end. I remember this lot. It’s the same one I was gazing at
from the roof of the St. John’s Hotel the night I fantasized about re-
turning to Cuba to live two years ago. Back then the lot was lush
with wild grass and weeds. The sun was setting on my first visit, the
water beyond the malecón like wet paint. I felt as though I had been
transported to a different planet entirely, Anares, in Ursula LeGuin’s
Dispossessed. Cubans of every racial shade shared the same neigh-
borhoods, comparable jobs and took their leisure side by side. They
paid no more than twelve percent of their income toward rent and
utilities; just pennies for books, plays and concerts; had free
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“You mean you won’t be able to see all the Miami gusanos down
in those buildings?” Mimi counters.

Fernández forces an uneasy laugh. 
“Oh—my—god!” Mimi glances at her watch and heads for her

purse. “They’ll eat up all my food! Ricardo’s on leave from the mili-
tary and Elizabeth’s visiting from high school in the countryside.”
She hands me a slip of newsprint with the phone numbers of the
other translators in the Focsa and her neighbor’s number—Mimi has
no line of her own.

I glance at the names of my co-workers. “Tootsie?”
“I guess that’s what her grandpa called her and it stuck. Oh

gosh! I almost forgot!” 
Another translator named Cynthia is arriving in two weeks and

her apartment won’t be ready. I reassure Mimi I’d be happy to have
company. 

Fernández glances at Mimi. “Their ration cards aren’t ready yet.” 
“That’s okay. We can eat out until we get paid,” I offer. “Don’t I

start work tomorrow?”
“You’ll get paid tomorrow, but you have to use dollars in restau-

rants.” Fernández looks concerned.
I’m confused. “What about the St. John’s?” I recall how packed

its rooftop club was with peso-paying Cubans the night we danced to
a house band there under an impressive spray of stars. 

“Five dollar cover now,” Fernández grumbles. “In other words
off limits to Cubans without a special work pass. Having dollars is il-
legal, ¿tú sabe’?” 

“I thought that was just U.S. media hype, about the hotels.” 
Fernández shakes his head. “You’re thinking of how it was be-

fore ‘91, when we were still living off the income from Soviet trade.” 
“Oh and don’t drink the tap water,” Mimi cautions opening the

front door. “There’s a tank of drinking water in the garden.”
I’m dismayed. “The safe tap water I drank last time is only avail-

able in hotels?” 
“¡¿Qué va?! Before we could all drink from the tap. Funny,” Mimi

snickers. “‘Before’ used to mean before the revolution. Now ‘before’
means before Special Period. Oh well,” she sighs. 

I stare at the heap of boxes sitting in the foyer, then at the bed-
rooms, then the boxes again. The pre-revolutionary furniture seems
to have suffered through the lavish parties of the bourgeoisie. I claim
the far bedroom. It has wallpaper which, though yellowed and
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signed me as a correspondent. In my fifteen years of surfing, this cer-
tainly promised to be the ride of my life. I just hoped it wasn’t a
close-out.

“It’s beautiful here,” I bubble.
“It is,” Mimi agrees, “but things have gotten really tough in this

Special Period.” She sucks hard on her cigarette and hastily turns out
of the wind. “Damn Populares. Always going out.” She re-lights her
cigarette, pauses. “I was saying—” Her eyes become glassy, then she
squints, her lips curling. “Oh yeah. Cockroaches.” 

“¿Cómo?” I inquire, unperturbed.
“Cockroaches. Havana really has a lot of them. Really big ones.”

She stretches her index finger and thumb nearly as far apart as
they’ll go. “This size.”

I’m confident that’s the least of my worries. I know the new eco-
nomic crisis created by the dissolution of the Soviet bloc has com-
pelled Cubans to apply measures originally intended for helping sur-
vive a U.S. invasion—like rationing. But I have no knowledge of the
degree of cutbacks nor their effects in this “Special Period.” Not much
has appeared in the U.S. press, and I’ve had to view what little in-
formation has leaked out with some skepticism; the U.S. media has
a world-wide reputation for skewing international news, particularly
Cuban events. Of course I’d love a shot at some material that might
contribute to rectifying this situation. 

There’s banging above us. A rusty box spring leans against the
upstairs wall, the wind knocking it against what’s left of the cement
railing. A balcony door swings back and forth, occasionally hitting
the spring frame. The glass slats in the jalousie are gone, probably
taken as replacements for those missing in other apartments. Most
of the balcony has collapsed. Discreetly, I examine the cement be-
neath my feet for fissures. 

“How many apartments are vacant?” I inquire.
“About half,” Mimi says. “The Focsa houses foreign specialists.

When the Soviet bloc collapsed, they left. But you’ll still see some
Russians and Bulgarians around.” She pauses. “Tú sabe’, Margot, ¿no?
We’re in for a rough year. Nobody knows what to expect. A make or
break year, they’re calling it, ¿eh?”

Fernández aims his chin at Old Havana. “From up here, I bet
everything will still look the same a year from now,” he smiles.
Turning his head out of the wind, he masterfully lights with a single
stroke a Popular Mimi has given him.
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membering it doesn’t work. I start toward the tub and step in some-
thing cool and slimy. The toilet is oozing its contents through a leak
in the base. I head for the tub with the determination of a merce-
nary. There’s no shower curtain or showerhead, but that’s okay, it
turns out, because there’s no water. I shake off my foot, hobble to the
kitchen and turn the faucets. Nothing. I hobble to the laundry room.
Not a drop. The main valve must be shut. After a fifteen minute
search I deduce there is no main valve. 

With the aid of Granma newspaper and some hydrogen perox-
ide from box 2, I wipe my foot, slip back into my soiled clothes, hunt
out my rubber sandals, the largest pot I can find, and head down the
block-long hallways. There’s an overpowering odor as I approach the
elevator. Flies dart out of a doorway where a dumpster has vomited
trash onto the floor: brown plantain peels, egg shells, a puddle of
yellow liquid that looks like what my cat coughs up with fur balls.
In the stairwell by the lift, I hear shouting from a few floors. After
twenty minutes, I realize the call button doesn’t work, that’s why
they’re shouting. I wait for the mechanical groaning to get louder,
and yell my floor number like everyone else, so the operator knows
to stop. Having successfully flagged down the lift, I descend to the
lobby and head to the front desk.

The graying African-descended concierge informs me I should
have water from seven to ten tonight. As Ana and I chat, English
catches my ear. I turn toward its source: a group of tall, U.S.-looking
men standing in the waiting area off to the left. The blue-eyed
“yanki” points in my direction while conveying something to a very
thin, dark young man whose roots look more Mayan, than African.
The thinner gentleman assesses me, then nods to his colleague. His
stylish asymmetrical hair cut, falling in his eyes and shorter in back,
reminds me more of a “Chilango” from Mexico City than a Cuban.
Could they be that offended by my soiled attire? Somehow, in their
crisp collars and slacks, they don’t look like solidarity activists. I ask
Ana if they’re journalists. “I doubt it,” she says staring at them, her
deep smile lines appearing instead of the smile. She assures me no
U.S. Interests Section employees live in the building. “Keep your eyes
open anyway,” she cautions. “Bueno m’hija, tú sabe’. I don’t need to
tell you.” 

After visiting the bankrupt funeral parlor that is the lobby, I re-
call Mimi’s earlier mention of a “garden” on the second floor with a
tank of water like a beacon. I stray up dark stairs and down halls, vi-
sions of ferns, roses and hummingbirds dancing in my head. On the
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stained, seems warmer than the worn paint in the other room. The
bed springs, however, are riddled with valleys and molehills. As I
move furniture and open drawers, large cockroaches swaying long
antennae scurry out of hiding.

Before long I’m soaked with perspiration again. The heat presses
me to open the filthy glass jalousies in the bedrooms for air. After
much prying, I realize only the ones in the far bedroom open. In the
kitchen, food remnants have hardened like glaze on the counters
and stove. I discover some soft drinks management placed in the re-
frigerator for me. Gratefully, I down the sole bottle of mineral water
as I examine what appears to be a complete set of kitchen utensils
and pots. Inside the oven, I’m startled by a nest of cockroaches scur-
rying out of some crumpled brown paper. I slam shut the oven door,
entertaining the idea of lighting it. I abandon the kitchen for the
dining area, where I find a puddle of brown liquid. According to my
list, cleaning materials are in box 8. 

I decide to unpack my clothes instead. I rummage for my tape
player and slip in my favorite Funk compilation. Free your mind and
your ass will follow. The Kingdom of Heaven is within. But nothing
George Clinton can say, nor James Brown can play can grind out the
lead lump that has begun to settle in my gut. It’s the same feeling I
get every time I move and though I’ve moved more than 25 times, I
still can’t get used to it. 

“It’ll be great for you,” I can hear my roommate Mary Liz laugh-
ing. “I want to see you try to send your food back in Cuban restau-
rants.” I stare at the dial on the black 1950’s phone. I want to talk to
Mary Liz right now. I want to phone Guillermo and my mother, but
I can only make local calls. Thinking about what my stay in Havana
would do to my mother without telephone and mail service between
the United States and Cuba nearly dissuaded me from coming. In
her eyes I’m not a thirty-year-old woman who can take care of her-
self, I’m her only child—the one she tried for fifteen years to con-
ceive, putting nearly a second generation between us. 

If I can’t call anyone, I wish I could wake up my grey tiger kitty,
Odysseus, back home, bury my nose in his furry little belly, breathe
in his nap smell, squish his little fat self and hear him purr. I decide
what I need is a swim in that luxurious bathtub. Then I’ll continue
unpacking. 

I find my toiletry bag and peel off my stained white slacks. I can
already feel the cool water on my skin, soaking my scalp, washing
away anxiety. I flick the light switch in the bathroom before re-
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voices reverberates off cement walls. On the third floor, I set down
my water and catch my breath. I calculate about forty minutes. I
wonder whether there will be any water left in my pot when I arrive.
I imagine the refreshing impact of the cool teal sea just two blocks
away and consider turning around and plunging in, slacks and all. I
reassure myself that once the elevator’s working again, I’ll be able to
swim at the malecón whenever there’s no water. Then I’ll feel like
myself again. Floating free, unfettered, the humid breath of the Gulf
my own, its ripples, my skin. Sun on water, birds and clouds in sky.
Everything back in its proper perspective. 

“Watch out, that piece of stair’s missing where you’re headed.” 
I jump at the strained, accented English uttered behind me in

the darkness. I must have been too distracted to notice the sound of
footsteps quickening towards me. I adjust my money belt below my
now-filthy slacks to allow the damp skin to breathe. It occurs to me
that Cuba’s economic crisis puts me at risk as a privileged foreigner.
I’ve hidden most of my travelers checks in my room, but still have
on my person a lot of cash and the passport I can’t lose. 

“Thank you,” I almost say in English out of reflex, before catch-
ing myself. I try to put some distance between us and a flashlight
beam catches the step in front of me. I strain to discern the face be-
hind me but am blinded by the ray. All I can make-out is heavy
breathing. The image I’m conjuring now is any one of three faceless
figures who came sprinting towards my car windshield armed with
steel poles late one evening by a Mission housing project, before I
made my escape from the blockaded street in reverse. But this is
Cuba, I remind myself. 

The man catches up to me and tries to persuade me to let him
carry my tin of water, first in English, which I consciously ignore
again, then in Spanish, which I answer with a winded naaa, nnooooo.
I stop to let him pass. He stops. I try to get a look at him. He shines
his light in my eyes. I continue to the next floor to exit, convinced
he’s a stalker. That’s when, thanks to the light bulb, I recognize his
haircut as belonging to the indigenous-looking young man I saw in
the lobby. “This is only the fifth floor,” he calls after me. “You still
have a long way to go to floor 18.” 
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walls, indecipherable words interspersed with Cyrillic lettering are
scratched down to the white layer beneath the tatters of blue and or-
ange paint. The abrupt effusion of sunlight onto concrete is intru-
sive, but not nearly as unpleasant as the whiff of garbage. I glide past
cracked, chipped walls to a large cement courtyard. The desolation
of my surroundings reinforces the feeling of wandering a lunar land-
scape. Besides irregular, aimless concrete walls and platforms, there
is only a monstrous water tank and several garbage dumpsters the
size of train compartments. Someone is storing water from the tank
in a bucket. Flies buzz back and forth. Water drips from a pipe onto
some spilled trash. I wonder where the garden is. 

My eyes scan my surroundings for a familiar anchor, but every-
thing looks hard, alien. Some further exploration turns up the empty
swimming pool and lot of weeds: the “garden.” For the first time, I
feel homesick. The year before I left, I had become too embittered by
the Mission’s dark side to dwell on what I was leaving behind: the
needles by the housing projects, the barrage of homeless beggars, the
liquor stores teeming with drunks and dreamers, schemers and
thieves—unwanted infantryman from the surplus army of cheap
labor—none of which I’ve seen yet in Cuba. 

I turn the spigot on the tank, rinse and cup my hands to drink
before filling what now seems like a teensy pot for all my needs. I
talk myself out of using any more of the precious resource for rins-
ing my foot, since I don’t have soap. Most Cubans have running
water all the time, I remind myself. Most Cubans don’t live in crum-
bling sky-scrapers like the Focsa. 

Back in the lobby, an old woman sees me waiting by the eleva-
tors and scuffles up to me, her face and hands rounded as though
she were made of rising vanilla cookie batter. “Roto—broken,” she
announces, informing me that of the entire bank of seven elevators
only the one I caught earlier works—or used to work. And the ex-
press lift to the 28th floor went out this morning too. She seems
quite pleased, however, as she invites an elderly couple who can’t
manage the stairs home to spend the night downstairs in her flat
again.

In the stairwell, I slowly feel my way through a darkness that
seems to be made of steel after having exposed my eyes to daylight.
It’s not a blackout; it’s just that everyone has taken the light bulbs.
It’s disconcerting having to clutch my pot instead of the hand-rail.
Every now and then, water sloshes out, lightening my load, but
weighting my heart. Above me, the isolated sound of steps and

14 Margot Pepper



another car. Before long, they’re gone, along with the uniformed
hospital workers and a man with a briefcase who decided to walk.

“Think we’d better get going as well, if we’re to make it by 8:30,”
Jane suggests, recounting a story about a translator who spent four
hours telling herself, the gua-gua’s bound to come now, I’m late now
anyway. 

As we lumber up the hill by the University of Havana, Jane rec-
ognizes the scraped-up red and cream bus that passes Revolution
Square unloading at one of the stops. We dash towards it and
squeeze in. The experience is like being forced head-first into the
foot of a sleeping bag under the Cuban sun. At least the passengers
are better off than those in the U.S., or I’d have unbathed drunks
and gang members pressed against my privates and purse. It’s a
shame; last visit, I took relatively uncrowded gua-guas everywhere.
At least they’re still as cheap as ever. 

We jostle off together, over bumps and into each other. The wild
foliage along the road punctuated by palm and banana trees looks as
though it’s being shot through a bright green filter. My thoughts
evaporate out the window with the viridescent clouds. Last
Thursday, after an uplifting first day at work, I was greeted at my
door by an electrician, plumber and house-cleaning crew. We drank
soft drinks at my dining room table and chatted until we heard the
water sputtering through the creaking pipes. Then—BAM—within
the hour the toilet had stopped leaking, the bathroom was clean, the
lights and electrical sockets worked, a vanity mirror had been at-
tached to my bureau, a curtain appeared for my still non-existent
shower, the windows in both bedrooms opened and every pane
gleamed. 

Rows of jacaranda pour by, dramatic red ginger flowers, birds of
paradise. It’s like a tame jungle painted by Rousseau, only there’s
sidewalk. The gua-gua turns off Boyeros Avenue and drops us at the
Monument of the Revolution, a monolithic modern marble pillar as
incongruous to the panorama as the one in the movie 2001 A Space
Odyssey. A giant marble replica of Martí rests at the foot of the mon-
ument, all shoes, legs and lap. Martí helped shape Cuba’s second war
for independence in 1895. Unlike other independence fighters who
strove to replace Spanish monarchs with just another Latin
American caudillo, Martí believed the goal of revolution was to build
a republic “with all and for the good of all.” It is Martí—not Marx—
whom Cubans credit with their revolution’s ideals. What I like best
about him is that he was also a poet, like Guillermo. 
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WORKING IN A SOCIALIST COUNTRY 

Outside, the tangerine tinge on jacaranda and hibiscus cast by
the new sun, the dew on their petals is deceptive. At 97 de-
grees and high humidity, early November dawn is none too

refreshing in Cuba. The heat’s fingers close around our backs slow-
ing our movement, pull at the rags of paint left on the mansions that
formerly belonged to the rich and which, perhaps out of modesty,
have cloaked themselves in flowers and vines. Fused pastel palettes
of walls reveal the leprous decay spurred by too many shortages over
too much time. Spanish-style houses whose paint had been scraped
and primed for a new coat have remained thus, gray and washed
out, the lush trees pruned around them as if waiting for the houses
to be restored to the elegance of days gone. Since my visit before the
Special Period, the clean streets of revolutionary Havana have begun
to exude the smell of decomposition and human excretions. The
garbage is picked up as often as the supply of petroleum will allow.
Apparently it’s not for lack of effort, this seething of foul substances
that seems to be slowly creeping forth, gaining new ground. What I
have yet to see littering the streets though, are abandoned needles,
blood stains, forsaken children, tattered human beings discarded by
a society which prefers to keep its mansions sparkling. 

My co-worker Jane, whom I met last week when I began work,
lives on one of the first floors of the Focsa. Until I get my bicycle,
Jane has offered to set out on the forty minute trek to work afoot to-
gether. We cross the street, automatically holding our breaths past
the dumpster and skipping over its leaking stream trickling across
the sidewalk. Judging from the crowd huddled at the gua-gua stop, it
looks like we might actually coincide with the arrival of the alleged
84 bus and arrive on time. 

“Shall we give it a go?” Jane’s words are sweetly pronounced,
delicate, like everything else about her: the bones in her model’s
body, the fine strands of long, thick hair, her green eyes, perfect
nose, lips. Jane doesn’t walk, she floats; if she cannot move with ef-
fortless grace, she simply does not move. She reminds me of the
women in Luís Buñuel films, the ones that never look worse when
they wake, never scratch an itch, never have a bad hair day.

We stare foolishly up M street for the gua-gua. Fuel for buses and
government automobiles has been slashed in half. Citizens must get
by on ten gallons a month. A couple of white collar workers walk to
the end of the street and stick out their index fingers for a ride with
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“Well, well, well.” Mimi forces a smile as we enter the English
Department. “What brings you here so on time?” She puts on a pair
of large reading glasses and scrutinizes the type on a printout with a
yawn. “What a night,” she frowns. “Couldn’t sleep again at all. At
all.” She reaches into her purse and pulls out a jar of raw sugar, un-
screws the lid and stirs three heaping teaspoons into a glass of water.
After receiving no takers on her offer, she refastens the lid and sets
the jar next to a mug with a broken handle full of pens and pencils. 

Tootsie is pounding away on one of the manual typewriters. She
hasn’t beaten us by much. Her cheeks are still blotchy from the hilly
bike ride, the front of her T-shirt soaked with perspiration. While
slender, the Canadian has a double-chin and thick red lips that for-
ever look wet against her white skin. Her short shag cut and wide
round wire rim glasses liken her to a bookworm, though she’s actu-
ally an outspoken bundle of energy. We greet each other warmly. 

My first night in Cuba, Tootsie and her bearded Cuban
boyfriend, Tamayo, rescued me with a large bucket of water and en-
lightened me about the Focsa’s water genie. Theoretically water
comes in three shifts of three hours. But the pump broke a month
ago. So you wait for the genie. 

Tamayo also handed me a Tupperware bowl of brown chunks.
“You’re in luck,” Tootsie had glowed. “Potatoes and carrots just came
in and Tamayo makes the best stew!” 

I was moved by their kindness.
“De nada, compañera,” said Tamayo, patting my arm. 
“That’s how it is here. We’re a family,” Tootsie said, kissing me

on each cheek.
This reassurance enabled me to get some sleep after the incident

with the stranger on the stairs. I don’t know how my parents and
other blacklist refugees in México coped with their fears. Several
were deported, others jailed as well, one was even illegally kid-
napped in México by the FBI and brought back across the border. My
parents’ mail was read, some seized, including royalty payments
from the States. Perhaps homesick for U.S.-style cooking, some rav-
enous members of the FBI even crashed my parents’ pancake break-
fast get-togethers with their friends each Sunday in Mexico City at
the Oddenheim’s, according to the files of my mother’s friend, Jean
Rouverol Butler. Apparently, the FBI mistook the breakfasts for cell
meetings. Big Brother was always watching. 

My mother lost her job teaching economics at Mexico City
College when the university administration discovered she had been
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Inside the Granma International building a few blocks away, the
sand-stone colored corridor soothes me. I marvel at banana and red-
tipped flame trees beyond the open windows, the exotic sounds of
jungle insects and birds foreign to my ear. There’s something imme-
diately comforting about the polished floors, relaxed cadence. It’s
not just how tidy and well-lit the offices look, the never ending
water in the bathroom and absence of cockroaches. Nor is it the nu-
tritious lunch we’re served—though I must confess, even after a
mere four days at work, the free lunch is becoming a powerful in-
centive. It has to do with how kind people seem to be to one an-
other. Granma feels more like a collective than it does the country’s
most prestigious newspaper. 

Granma. There’s a name I can’t say sounds good on a future ré-
sumé. No, Mr. Editor, I wasn’t working for my grandmother. To un-
derstand the name’s singular importance, Mr. Editor, one must trace
the etymology back to the days before the Cuban Revolution. How
to begin? July 26, 1953, the night everyone was expected to be drunk
out of their wits in celebration of carnaval, a group of 162 idealistic
men and women attacked the Moncada barracks. Things didn’t go so
well for them and after the battle, Dictator Fulgencio Batista exe-
cuted sixty of them. One self-confident law student managed to save
his neck by defending himself with a four-hour long speech. Guess
who. Right on the money, Mr. Editor. Today, that speech is known as
“History Will Absolve Me.” Yes, I suppose that’s where he got that
habit. 

Fidel Castro was sentenced, along with thirty or so survivors, to
nineteen years hard prison labor. No, well you see within two years,
mounting pressures against Batista compelled him to free the
Moncada rebels on condition of exile. In his departing letter Castro
wrote, “From travels like this one you either don’t return or you re-
turn with tyranny beheaded at your feet.” Oh, had you been Batista
you’d have shot Castro dead? Good point, Mr. Editor. He would have
saved his own hide. Instead, Castro led a group of rebels to México
where they were joined by the Argentinean Ernesto “Che” Guevara.
In 1956 Fidel, Guevara and 80 other idealists squeezed into a dinky
yacht and set sail from Tuxpan, Veracruz to spark the Cuban revolu-
tion. The name of this yacht happened to be called—right you are
again, Mr. Editor—the GRANMA! Yes indeed, too bad the boat’s
name wasn’t TIME or New Yorker. Oh, of course. You mean my expe-
rience. 
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point type. “It’s for the visually impaired. Makes me feel good. Now
why can’t we do that with the pruebaduras, ¿eh?” 

Alberto clears his throat and puts two coins on her desk. “Could
I—” 

Mimi pulls a pack of Populares out of her desk and hands him a
cigarette.

Alberto places it in his mouth, delicately spits some loose
strands of tobacco onto his forefingers. “Have a light?” 

Mimi strikes a match stick against the box. The head flares up in
a miniature explosion, sailing toward the printout. “¡Coño! Fucking
matches!” She crushes an ember with her glass and strikes another
match several times more before the flame catches.

A tall, elegant Afro-Cuban man with shaved head enters and
puts his hand on his Alberto’s shoulder. Ulises Estrada works as a re-
porter for the Spanish department. He has been a Cuban ambassador
to seven countries. Before that, he was lovers with Tania, one of the
revolution’s great internationalist heroines. He met her several years
after his victory in the Sierra Maestra battle in 1959, while training
Tania to participate in an uprising that would claim both her and
Che’s lives. Ulises looks at least twenty years younger than his age.
One of the best things about working in Havana is everyone and
everything’s infused with history. 

Yesterday in the auditorium, the former editor-in-chief of the
Daily offered a firsthand history lecture on Fidel in the Sierra
Maestra. He began by tracing Cuba’s serf-like existence back to the
days when the island’s sole purpose was to produce raw materials for
Spain, then sugar for the U.S. The colonial relationship, he said,
made it impossible for Cuba to diversify its agriculture and develop
an industrial infrastructure. By 1959 five million of the six million
Cubans lived in shacks or had no housing at all; two of three Cuban
children lacked a basic elementary school education and only six
percent graduated 5th grade. Too bad he was such a dull speaker. I
felt awful about it, but by the time Fidel made it to the Sierra Maestra
with the thirteen other Granma yacht survivors to foment what be-
came the Cuban revolution, I was asleep. 

“There’s a line?” Ulises slaps some coins on Mimi’s desk. “Sixto
wants one too,” he mutters in Cuban Spanish almost too liquid to
understand. 

“Ay no. ¿Qué tú crees? I’m the bodega clerk?” Mimi protests.
“Once this pack is gone, that’s it! ¿eh? Pass the news around your
office. Here.” She flings two Populares at him. 

21Through the Wall

blacklisted. I wonder if I should use a pen name for my articles;
whether the U.S. Interests Section keeps track of U.S. citizens work-
ing at Granma International simply by reading the paper, or by pay-
ing occasional visits. 

“Where’s Hope?” Jane asks. 
“Kid’s got a cold or something,” Mimi says. “Tootsie’s taking

over for her.”
I can’t get used to the fact that people are allowed to take time

off to tend to their health, a sick child, errands, even P.M.S.—a pop-
ular problem. The absences are rarely challenged. The slack is picked
up by the other workers, usually without much added stress. It seems
as though management has grasped the fact that we’re human and
has hired a surplus of workers to enable us to behave so. I guess
Cubans can afford to do this because there’s no pressure to maximize
profit for personal gain. Before the Special Period there was virtually
no unemployment in Cuba; now there’s some, but not much. 

With some effort I settle down and begin perusing the Granma
Daily paper—though not for long. It’s not that I’ll be busted for
slacking, since Mimi says workers are free to inform themselves or
pick each other’s brains when idle. It’s that the paper’s been reduced
to eight pages in the Special Period. Granma Daily, which goes out to
Cubans, is produced in the building next door. Our department pro-
duces Granma International, a weekly edited by the Spanish depart-
ment, then translated to Portuguese, French, and English for distrib-
ution in dollars abroad. 

Jane crinkles up her nose in an embarrassed laugh. “Why do
they call Fidel Castro ‘el caballo?’” 

“Because he works like a horse?” Tootsie posits. Her voice always
has an up-beat, melodious quality.

Mimi laughs. “Because they say he’s as well endowed as one.”
“Really? “ Jane says on the verge of a reckless smile.
Mimi squints at the printout. “God, you’d think they could at

least change the ribbon. Be cheaper than fixing my eyes. Speaking of
which. Alberto!” she yells into the next office. “Did you get my sub-
scription?”

Alberto from the Spanish department slowly saunters in pinch-
ing a copy of Reader’s Digest between two fingers as though it’s badly
soiled. “Malísimo!” he says smoothing his thick brown mustache as
we all check out his good looks.

“I know, pathetic isn’t it?” Mimi breaks out into her Cheshire
cat smile. “But look at this lovely print!” She holds up a page of 18
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me to talk.” 
Afterward they brought her fiancée’s testicles and

told her, “You no longer have a fiancé.” 
Haydée said that after they killed her brother and

her fiancé she thought only about Fidel. If Fidel was
alive, her brother, her fiancé and all the others had not
died, they would live in Fidel, who was going to make
the Revolution. 

“...Moncada was terrible for everyone, because no
one was prepared to have such horrible things hap-
pen,” she said, “like when a woman is going to have a
child” the pains make her scream...”

WORK QUESTIONNAIRE 

Name __________________________________________

Address _______________________________________

Skin color ____________________________________

Family’s social class origins _________________

Family income _________________________________

Do you maintain relations with family members

abroad? ______________________________________

Were any family members tried and sentenced 

for anti-Revolutionary crimes? ________________

Do you belong to any religious sects? _________

Do you have any relations with or friends who 

are or were political prisoners? ______________

Vices? ________________________________________

Crimes? _______________________________________

“Those personal, you know, political, answers aren’t required
any more, ¿eh?” says Mimi, reading my expression. “Just make sure
to put whom to contact in an emergency. Let’s see. You already know
you’re getting 280 pesos, cash, each month. Here in Cuba, salaries
range from $140 to $500 pesos. Granma will pay your rent and util-
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Ulises tucks the cigarettes behind his ear. “Why so bitter, mi
vida? This was your own idea,” he says on his way out. It’s the most
I’ve heard him utter at one time. Ulises is Mimi’s boyfriend, though
they’re both so distant with one another, it’s difficult to believe.
Usually they just grunt, a cigarette or two passes hands and Ulises is
out the door. 

“Damn it! Look at all these mistakes!” Mimi slams her hand
down on the hard copy. “Why don’t you take over José’s proofread-
ing job, Alberto.” 

“Pero, I don’t know English well enough, mi vida,” he smiles
sadly.

“That’s okay, neither does José.”
Middle-aged, spindly-legged Onekis saunters in on the shoes she

crocheted, all smiles with the day’s work. I end up with an article
that stirs up my concerns about the Trading with the Enemy Act: a
U.S. man named Dan Snow has just been arrested by President
Bush’s Justice Department for organizing trips to Cuba to study
trout. Struggling to redirect my focus to the craft of translating, I
crank a piece of newsprint into the tremendous Russian manual
typewriter. With envy I glance at Tootsie and Jane clanking out their
articles as expeditiously as typists at computers. They can churn out
twelve to twenty legible translated pages a day of the most convo-
luted Spanish without once jamming their fingers between the keys.
Me, I’m still working on “x”ing out my mistakes in the absence of
the delete key and learning how to preserve my reputation without
a spell check. 

Two hours later, I crank out the last page of newsprint scarred
with scratched-out lines, and pen in my corrections. Yesterday, after
we finished everything, Mimi let us leave early. Unfortunately, today,
a few more articles will be trickling in late. I glance at the worn book-
cases full of dusty clothbound books and glossy donations from for-
mer translators. I select In Cuba, Ernesto Cardenal’s account of his ex-
perience in Havana in 1970 and open to a section on a woman named
Haydée Santamaría. The passage helps put the inconveniences I’ve ex-
perienced in perspective—at least for the time being.

She took part in Fidel’s attack on the Moncada bar-
racks, with her brother, Abel and her fiancé, Boris.
When she was in Batista’s jail they brought her
brother’s eye to her cell. She told them: “If you tore out
his eye and he wouldn’t talk, there’s even less reason for
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gua-gua stop. A few sport vests or shirts made from coarse potato
sacks. Throughout the day, I noticed people carrying candles, flow-
ers and food and wondered, half with envy, where they had ob-
tained them. After some inquiries I find out they’re returning to
Central Havana from their pilgrimage to see San Lázaro, the healing
Saint. Now the believers’ bags hang empty at their sides. They look
as tired as the walking dead. I feel sorry for the ones who set out at
dawn to make the journey on their knees. 

A man wearing a white shirt and potato sack slacks asks a
woman with a bangle on her arm the time. 

“Been nearly two hours,” she responds, shaking her head.
I’m a half hour’s walk from home, as long as I don’t get lost in

the dark, or slowed by the large hill I’m growing to dislike. I decide
to wait fifteen minutes, fighting with myself not to pull out the lit-
tle flashlight I always carry and read Guillermo’s letter before I get
home. Meanwhile, the crowd around me has begun to spill into the
street, people straining to discern whether or not the gua-gua is com-
ing. 

Out of the darkness, a couple of Cuban policemen have materi-
alized to keep order. They motion us to remain on the sidewalk.
People rush to speak to them. “¿Pero, po’ qué? Why should we?” they
challenge the uniformed men, dropping the ‘r.’

“No cars on this street. Why don’t you call a gua-gua. ¡Que ab-
su’do!” One of the women speaking has her hair tied up in a yellow
scarf and has placed her hands resolutely on her hips. Others chime
in. A small crowd forms. Two men make some threatening remarks
and are asked to get inside the police car. The first glares at the offi-
cer and steps inside. Several people object, but the police are dis-
tracted by the second man who’s refusing to obey orders. 

“My wife and children will worry where I am and I’ve done
nothing wrong!” he insists. 

One of the officers threatens him with the consequences of de-
fying them. 

The man won’t budge. “Don’t be ridiculous. My wife and chil-
dren are expecting me.” 

Instinctively, I brace myself for an outbreak of police violence.
Once, during an illegal search back in the Mission, when Guillermo
had protested that his predator had to have probable cause to pull
his car over, the San Francisco cop had flexed his leg and kicked
Guillermo’s tail light with the kind of leather boot Nazis sported.
“Broken tail light,” he motioned. Then he asked to see Guillermo’s
papers.
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ities. Um, we also have a doctor on site in case you get sick.” 
I stare at the questionnaire. Hmmm. Crimes: Breaking the em-

bargo to document the truth? 
I wonder when Cubans stopped having to answer these ques-

tions. 
I think of my parents. “Are you or have you ever been a member of

the Communist Party?”—the question the House Un-American
Activities Committee put to all those accused of being communist-
sympathizers during McCarthy’s witch hunts. 

NOBODY ANYWHERE LIKES COPS 

It’s past midnight my second Sunday morning and I’m feeling my
way home from the Neptuno Hotel along a slender sidewalk
overtaken by bushes and twisting trees. I don’t know where I am

exactly, just an inkling about the next gua-gua stop, according to the
garbled instructions of a passenger on the gua-gua I caught in
Miramar. Besides a Gibbous moon weaving its way through lacy
jacaranda leaves and an occasional pair of headlights along the road,
good spirits illumine my way. Guillermo sent me a letter with a
Global Exchange tour and I was finally able to get something off to
my mother. Previously, at the Havana Libre’s communications of-
fice, I learned the only way to call the States is via a European-based
satellite system for an outrageous $3-a-minute. The line echoed and
wove in and out. By the time my fifteen dollars was gone, I wasn’t
sure my mother understood my address and I can’t afford to call her
again until next month. I can spend only 50 bucks a month if my
“fula” or dollars are to stretch a year or two. 

The warm evening curls around my bare arms and legs, the
breeze lazily playing with what has become a loose cotton dress. I
notice I’m breathing more deeply, my muscles are less taut. It’s been
luxurious walking around without armor these last few days; not
having to worry about being mugged, regardless of the hour I start
home. I’ve even relaxed my hold on my backpack, though it con-
tains the passport I used to cash traveler’s checks. Upon arriving in
Cuba, author Ron Ridenour burned his U.S. passport and hasn’t re-
turned to the States since. 

The road forks and I recognize the giant fairy-tale ficus tree we
pass on our way to work, thick and graceful aerial roots draped like
vines from its hefty branches. To its right, dozens of people cram the
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with passion—your fingers, your legs, your toes—until your

secret explodes in thunder, touching your soul to mine and

you’re reduced to a murmur of calm verses. 

I miss your face of rebellion and laughter. I miss your

enchiladas, the more squashed they are, the more do they

taste of life. Your photographs silence me as one who sees

his soul for the first time. We’re so made for one another I

search for nothing else. I read and reread your letters, cup

them like a fluttering heart in my hand, a flower of hope.

And once again, as though you’ve taken possession of my

faculties, I arrange and rearrange my suitcases that I’ve

filled with small things for our house on our little isle of

freedom. Te amo. Too much, maybe.

I’ll come January. Then, never again will I let you go. 

Guillermo López Castillo

I kiss the letter and study Guillermo’s pictures until I forget he’s
not next to me. I fall asleep feeling as though he’s curled around me,
setting everything right. Every night, when it’s time for the world to
settle down inside me after I’m finished reading, I’ll come to depend
on this ritual. 

BODEGA 

Almost two weeks residing in Havana and I’m already begin-
ning to see what’s behind the sedate expressions I noticed on
Cubans my first visit, when I couldn’t put my finger on what

could possibly cause them affliction. When I quit smoking half a
year ago I dreamed about cigarettes. Now I’m dreaming about food.
My dreams aren’t as desperate, though, as those my writer friend,
Clifton Ross, had when he worked in Nicaragua—about swimming
in an aquarium and eating the fish alive. 

Each day after the hot, dragging journey home from work, I lum-
ber into the bodega, around the corner from the lobby, to retrieve our
daily bread ration and see if anything substantial has arrived. Ours is
a somber store with no light and no breeze, except what manages to
filter through the slightly open doors. It always smells like rotten
milk or spoiled blue beef, though both seldom arrive. 
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The crowd yells at the police to leave the man alone, he’s done
nothing wrong, why don’t they just call a gua-gua. “Abuse! You can’t
do that, it’s an abuse!” they shout, crowding tighter around the offi-
cers. 

To my delight, the cops let the men go. No reinforcements. No
ambulance. If only Guillermo were here to see it.

“It’s the lack of education of these cops,” I overhear an older
woman complaining.

The man in potato sack slacks joins in. “The profession attracts
that kind. They say it’s the same everywhere.” 

“Do the police ever beat up people here?” I inquire. One of the
best things about Cuba is being able to discuss politics with virtually
everyone, nearly any time, any place. 

“Before the revolution. Boy were they ever thugs!” the man in
potato slacks explains. “But we’ve revamped the force. Just recently
we’ve rearmed them.” 

Before I can find out more about this “rearming,” the gua-gua ar-
rives. Somehow we all squeeze in, except half a dozen men who, se-
cure in their faith, cling like overgrown vines to the outer door as the
gua-gua belches black smoke into the night and heaves onward. I’m
happy. The police incident has afforded me a glimpse of the people-
powered Cuba I remember from my first trip.

Though it’s one fifteen in the morning, I’m not the least bit tired
lying between the sheets, reading Guillermo’s words for the fourth
time by candle light. Until tonight, I’ve been contenting myself with
his photographs, poems and Neruda’s Versos del Capitán, which now
has my Cuban visa stamp. Neruda had an affair with Matilde
Urrutia, the subject of these poems, and later married her. In the for-
ward she says they met upon his return from the Spanish Civil War,
before he continued on to import the struggle to his own people.
The poems trace their affair on Isla Negra along the Chilean coast,
which I prefer to believe is really an island like Cuba, and “El
Capitán” is really Guillermo writing me. Like Neruda, Guillermo’s
poetry always brings down the house with its ability to unmask po-
litical charades and rouse people to their feet.

I want to mingle our sweat like a river and sea. I want

my tongue to be a wave passing over your skin and lips, to

scale your body with mine, make your womb the volcano

of my fire, make your breasts quiver and your body tremble
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CUBANS
1 bread roll a day (exactly)
8 eggs a week
1/2 lunch bag beans or lentils (4 cups)
8 cups rice
1 liter oil
15-20 servings of fish or soy meat
2 pounds coffee
1 pound sugar
0-1 bag flour (sometimes)
More fruits and vegetables than foreign technicians get
1 bag salt
1 tube toothpaste
Limited soft drinks and beer
1 bottle turpentine-tasting rum (to quell hunger)
5 packs filterless cigarettes 
1 liter milk/diem for children under 7 years 
1/2 bar soap

Notes:
Everyone entitled to unlimited vegetables (which are
seldom available in Havana.) 

Black market prices for all items are approximately 100
times more than the subsidized ration price.

MONTHLY RATIONS
Fall 1992 of the Special Period

FOREIGN TECHNICIANS
1 bread roll a day (margin of error: + - 1)
8 eggs a week
1/2 lunch bag beans or lentils (4 cups)
8 cups rice
1 liter oil
0-8 servings of fish or meat 
2 pounds coffee
1 pound sugar
0-1 bag flour
A few cabbages, plantains and tomatoes per year
1 bag salt
1 tube toothpaste
Occasional soft drinks and beer 
1-4 bottles turpentine-tasting rum (to quell hunger)
20 packs filterless cigarettes 
1 liter milk/diem for children under 7 years
2 bars bathing soap (one for a Cuban friend)
2 large bars laundry soap (one for favors)
6-9 cups pasta 
3 tins Chinese Spam-tasting beef or pork 
2 tiny Soviet cans condensed milk 
2 tiny cans tomato paste or soup
1 tiny bottle ketchup-like hot sauce
0-2 quarts yogurt
1 lb. butter or 1/4 lb. cheese or cream cheese 
1/2 lunch bag loose tea
1/2 lunch bag detergent



strong aversion to eating animal flesh. Now I’ve come to understand
why in the colonized world voluntary vegetarianism is a luxury. 

“What do you think,” she wrinkles her brow.
“Rice,” I propose. It has an overbearing smell and taste which,

unfortunately, are not pleasant. If it weren’t for the tomato paste, I
wouldn’t be able to stomach the rice at all.

“You’ve already taken yours this month. You also bought this
month’s oil ration and your tomato soup.” She’s being extraordinar-
ily helpful today. 

“Bread,” I say, firmly.
Bingo. I can never figure out if the number Carmen jots down is

based on the number of rolls that arrived divided by the number of
eligible customers, or if it’s a value judgment. Cubans are guaranteed
one roll a day. 

“And cigarettes?” she asks casually. “You’ll want them, mi vida.
Trust me,” she says, staring at me with an intensity that convinces
me not to ignore her admonition, even though I just quit. “Five
packs a week,” she nods, jotting the number on the appropriate line. 

Fortunately no fruit has arrived. Like my dad, I detest all but wa-
termelon and lemon; the smell makes me nauseous. No vegetables
have arrived either, nor are they likely to, which I guess is just as
well, since there’s no toilet paper. Most Cubans use the bidet method
or Granma newspaper. If I time things right, I can empty my bowels
at work, using the typing paper which is softer.

I take the slip to the bread counter. The bread man is the square
man with the brittle white hair and mustache gone tawny from too
much tobacco smoke. He always gives Jane twice as many rolls as the
rest of us. Maybe it’s because she’s so willowy, as lovely as a ballerina.
Or because he knows she’s sharing her ration with her Cuban
boyfriend who turned his rations over to his family. Jane fell in love
with Adonis—who lives up to his name—when she won a summer
scholarship to study art history at the University of Havana. Adonis
just graduated in literature but can’t find a job in Havana because of
the glut. 

The bread man also gives Tootsie more than her share. He’s
grudging when it comes to me, grunts from behind his thick glasses
and plops a solitary roll into the plastic bag I carry—since Cubans
have eliminated all product packaging that can be avoided. He re-
fuses to return any of my greetings. If I weren’t so hungry, I’d tell
him to sit on his pinche rolls. Many foreigners try a more artful ap-
proach. The plump, blonde Bulgarian woman strategically doles out
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I try to avoid dripping sweat onto Carmen’s desk, as I present
my ration card. Today, unless there’s something worth refrigerating,
I’m heading straight for the sea when I’m done. I slipped into my
bathing suit before leaving work so I don’t have to fuss with the
Focsa elevator to change. 

Carmen has slate eyes and hair and never smiles. She’ll let you
know she’s in no rush, but little else. Our only allotment of yeast
came and went without my knowing—a crime, since we do receive
flour from time to time, but not enough bread. 

“You didn’t ask. How am I to read your mind?” grumbles
Carmen, rolling her eyes, my cue to shake my head fiercely and apol-
ogize as I cling to the hope that maybe one day she will pity me and
say, “Don’t you want your chicken? It came today.” 

She pulls out my ration record to make sure I don’t buy more
than I’m entitled to. And perhaps to see what she may get to buy her-
self if I don’t claim it by the end of the month, speculates Tootsie. As
long as one remains alert, the ration system ensures that what little
there is in the country will be distributed equitably at low, subsidized
prices. Before the revolution, eighty percent of people in Havana
went hungry and in the countryside, less than five percent ate eggs,
bread or meat.1 After the revolution, as the country’s agricultural in-
frastructure became more prolific, more items were removed from
the ration and sold freely on the parallel market. Now in the Special
Period, rationing is back, sparing Cubans the higher mortality rate
associated with shock measures applied in other Latin American
countries: limiting demand by decreasing employment and raising
prices. Regardless of the drawbacks, I’m grateful for rationing. My
borderline low-blood sugar condition makes me a protein vampire,
and I have actually been getting enough. All it would take is half the
population to buy twice as much beans as they do now for the other
fifty percent of us to starve. At least here, while there’s scarcity, there
is a sense of fairness I haven’t experienced since I was in elementary
school. ‘No hay de todo, pero hay para todos,’ goes the saying: we don’t
have everything, but what we have is for everyone. 

Leisurely, Carmen unfurls the slip of paper on which she’ll write
down what I plan to buy and looks at me expectantly. I glance at the
few dull, rusty tins on the empty shelves, the mysterious plain
brown paper packages and lunch bags labeled with a single stroke of
a black marker: “J” for white beans. The black beans look like
mummy teeth. 

“Meat?” I squeak, sacrificing a smile. Since I was a child, I had a

30 Margot Pepper



OCEAN

The worse things got at home when I was a teenager, the
greater the risks I’d take with my life: the larger the waves I
sought to ride, the greater the rush and renewed desire to live

when I pulled it off, though I didn’t always. New Year’s Day in 1977,
the fourteen-foot mountain of water peeling off Third Point at
Malibu’s Surfrider beach reflected the pristine early morning sky
after the rains, its smooth face, mottled with black and white explo-
sions of cloud. I kicked and paddled furiously toward it, but the sky
disappeared behind its teal peak. My heart beat as rapidly as a hum-
mingbird’s wings. If I didn’t make it over, my kneeboard would be
sucked backwards over the falls. 

I secured between my teeth the mussel shell I’d been carrying,
and propelled myself up the face with the force of both arms and flip-
pers, at the last minute straining to keep pace with the wave’s sudden
upward pull. It started to fold. I was in arm’s reach from the top. The
lip rushed down, snatching my breath, forcing electricity through
dormant arteries. With a final thrust that demanded all my strength,
I popped myself through the crest, refusing to relinquish my ankles
to the wave’s appetite as it thundered to its death behind me. 

I flipped the hair and water out of my eyes just in time to be-
hold another wave looming on the horizon, greater than the last.
Behind it I knew there would probably be another, larger still. They
always came in sets of three. Was there anything more terrifying
than this moment? I didn’t fear the ocean claiming me—I welcomed
it. But the pact had to be completed first. 

Again, I paddled as hard as my muscles allowed, my jaw grow-
ing stiff. This time, my momentum enabled me to fly over the crest
easily. My board free-fell several feet on the other side of the peril,
slapping the water’s smooth surface. I groped for the vial at my neck
to reassure myself it was still secure on its silver chain. 

I kicked onward in anticipation of the third wave. Instead, the
vastness of the sea spread out like the immensity of space: just the
same simple world as the one beheld from the beginning of
Neolithic consciousness. Here there were no eyes to notice that the
hair I ironed free of curls had frizzed. No one to recognize that no
matter how much I bleached it with Sun In, ironed it straight and
plucked my eyebrows, my olive skin still refused to tan to the proper
shade unique to blondes. No one to care that when I spoke to the
sea, I spoke in Spanish.
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packs of cigarettes or soap to key staff members like Breadman and
Carmen. Perhaps when Guillermo comes, they’ll like me better.

I notice a bottle of creamy white coconut yogurt sitting on the
counter. Breadman ignores my question. Justo the singing butcher
takes pity on me. His wild brown hair always needs combing. His
round face and large, slightly cross-eyed green eyes remind me of
one of Jim Henson’s Sesame Street “Muppets.” Justo, whose name
means “fair” has a talent for singing or whistling old Mexican bal-
lads like those sung by Los Panchos. He calls everyone “joven” or
“youngster.” If it weren’t for Justo, I’d be shedding pounds at so
quick a rate, I’d make millions of dollars in California if I could mar-
ket the diet technique. 

“Sí, joven. A liter if you bring your bottle,” he says mopping the
counter with a rag. I estimate the journey up to my apartment for
the yogurt bottle. Rush hour waiting for the elevator means twenty
minutes of staring at a dozen tired people balancing briefcases, back-
packs, bicycles and bottles; a five to ten minute ride up to the 18th
floor squished against them all. And that’s only one-way. Tomorrow.
I’ll carry my yogurt bottle to work as Tootsie does. 

Adonis believes we’ve been eating less than Cubans, though for-
eign technicians receive more rations: “We have the black market
and the countryside. Cubans have a history of resourcefulness, for-
eigners don’t.” Adonis says before the crisis, so many Cubans had
access to what’s now sold only in dollars, it created long lines. The
parallel market offered goods through traditional mark-up pricing,
reducing demand, as in regular capitalist supermarkets. Those were
the days, he says, when Cubans could fill in the gaps by eating out
at Italian, Chinese, French and seafood restaurants. Those were the
days when eggs were so plentiful, people threw them down at peo-
ple making a racket outside late at night. Now, no one can complain
of long food lines.

I show the checker my bread roll and carton of cigarettes. “Fifty-
five centavos,” the cashier says. No matter how little I’m buying, I
can’t help smiling at what a bargain I’m getting with the govern-
ment springing for our rations. When meat does arrive, two pounds
costs three pesos, or a nickel a pound if you convert to dollars using
the 60 : 1 black market exchange rate. 

A film of sweat covers my face, suffocates my pores. Nothing
could be better than a swim in that ocean right now. I stuff the goods
in my backpack and bound out of the sauna clasping the amulet of
ocean water I’ve worn around my neck since I was a teen.
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ment store and a smudge of my blood on the shell’s smooth inner
surface. 

Byron’s forcing me to give up Alphie the previous night had
been the final straw that had driven me to assemble the shell’s con-
tents. Alphie was my little mop of a terrier my parents had hoped
would be more like the cat that got eaten by coyotes. Byron even
built Alphie a deluxe 3-D litter box with linoleum walls tailored to
the height of the urine stream Alphie ejected. Alphie rebelled at
being mislabeled a cat. He pissed on the walls, shat on the sofa and
snowy living room carpet even I was forbidden to tread upon. 

The crackdown ensued. Byron built a wood cage scarcely larger
than Alphie’s body with a high wire window. They called in a special
operations trainer. Alphie was locked down in his cage where he was
to remain at all times, even to eat. The single exception: to relieve
himself in his cat box. This led the poor fellow to begin nibbling at
his own excrement, trembling, lest anyone discover it. Alphie took
to this habit with a vengeance, finding his own feces more palatable
than the beatings. Rather than be an accomplice in causing the poor
creature further trembling, I consented to give him up. Maybe now,
I dreamed, Byron would like me better. He didn’t. 

Never did the man talk to me except to bark out a shortcoming
or violation, like failing to leave the mailbox door open after retriev-
ing mail or to keep the shades down or any of the thousand other
strange rules I had broken worthy of house arrest or fines, the house
an entire field of mines, the mind boggled and confused by every
stimulus, body not wanting to move at all for fear of an explosion. 

Many nights, as I lay in bed, my door barricaded with chairs and
books in case Byron was considering stabbing me in the middle of
the night for my latest crime, I heard him hissing, the missing words
left to my imagination. “SHE doesn’t—  SHE never—  SHE—  SHE—
SHE—”  always third person like the cleaning woman and the gar-
dener and any other problematic human being, a malfunctioning
machine, something not even insurance could solve. During the
day, he’d fill in the gaps with negative adjectives. And after hearing
the words repeated like a mantra, I would fall asleep knowing them
to be true, knowing myself to be the irresponsible, lazy, aberrant gar-
goyle which perhaps never should have been. Little did I suspect
these were the same epithets Byron hurled at himself each day the
phone didn’t ring with a cello job, now that the synthesizer was re-
placing live musicians. 

His outbursts of rage were the sole clue to his alcoholism, for
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“Eiew, see any rats in that haairr? Hey, yiew. Oh my Ga-awd,
Sally, she’s deaaff. HEY YOU, comprendo Englisho? Think yerr a
surfer chick with that board don’t yiew? Everyone knows yerr just a
beanerr.” 

Though the incident on the school bus had happened over a
week ago, it was difficult to shut off the instant replay of what Leena
Barney had told Sally Orchard when the spotted my Dog Town
skateboard and Steve Lis kneeboard. They had wiped boogers on the
back of my favorite surf T-shirt. My close friend Pamela had tried to
avert such incidents by instructing me about the three-tiered class
structure at Palisades High: “the populer people,” who included Trav
Haro, Tracy Warren and Leena Barney; the people in the second
group, who didn’t wear exactly the right name-brand clothes; and fi-
nally the “UNpopuler losers” who looked like they shopped for
clothes at the supermarket. “People like Bertha and Rashawn and
Latoya, María, all them with them weirdo names,” Pamela had
pointed out. “And if yiew keep eating lunch with them losers, every-
one’s going to knaow yerr a loser tiew, which is a shame cause yiew
can be rrilly kiewt. You don’t look that Mexikin when you dye your
haairr. From the back anyway.”

In an attempt at drowning the voices, I cast my board aside and
allowed the glacial water to lick my scalp. Had I been wearing my
wetsuit, I would have urinated inside it for a temporary surge of
warmth. Practically naked in my bikini, I felt clean, reborn. Gone,
the racial epithets the girls at school flung at me. Gone, the spray of
alcohol-tinged saliva that struck my cheeks the previous night from
my stepfather Byron’s latest tirade. 

Here I was a beautiful island animal, the taste of brine on my
tongue, my woolly hair silky and down to my waist with the weight
of water, legs thrusting back the foam, the muscles in my brown
arms flexing and straining—how proud I was of my arms; they were
as strong as those of the father I would have had. Was there any-
thing they loved more than the feel of sun and salt water? These el-
ements were as necessary to my skin as my own restored breath. I
wanted to remain here permanently.

A set of waves, unworthy of adrenaline, rose under me. I
watched them break closer to the shore, then I paddled even further
out. I kissed the mussel shell and pushed it gently into the current.
“Te amo,” I whispered. The shell bobbed up again—all the candle
wax I’d used to seal my offerings inside: a strand of my hair, the
most expensive gold “S-chain” necklace I had stolen from a depart-
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my strength, I paddled furiously, shooting myself down the steep
face as I got to my knees. I was committed. My life would be spared
had I surrendered to a good wave, but if this was a close-out—

I shook my dripping hair from my eyes. To my left, the path of
the gently sloping mountain stretched out before me. I leaned into
the slope and my board bit into the wall, gathering speed as it
coasted diagonally across the face. I was soaring, an extension of the
wave’s magnificent energy, the water smooth and firm like gelatin
beneath me. At the base, I swung my body upward toward the lip,
then snapped down toward the bottom gathering yet more speed,
foam roaring around me. This was the real thing; the only time I felt
truly at peace; alive—the only time the pain receded. 

I was going too fast. I reached out my hand to steady myself. My
fingers dented the walls of speeding water. Suddenly, a shadow en-
veloped me. I was inside an enormous tunnel of churning water that
echoed like the inside of a conch shell. At the far end, through an
oval window of air, the fishing pier dropped off through a fish-eyed
lens. I could see the sun faintly through the translucent wall. Air
passed easily in and out of my lungs again. So this was what it was
like to be tubed. My fingers felt the wave’s power. It was thrilling to
surrender to something so wild, so much larger than myself; also
strangely comforting. Like letting go to see whether something oth-
erworldly was really there to catch me when I fell, the way a father
might have been. 

This thought barely registered as the beast spat me from its bow-
els. I rode it several more yards, weaving forwards and backwards to
preserve momentum before the wave decomposed back into the sea.
I cleared my nose of water and paddled towards my pack. As I
emerged, a blond surfer with zinc on his nose grinned. Robert. “Rad
ride,” he said. “At Topanga yesterday I heard two dudes still talking
about that barrel you caught at County Line.” Too bad Robert had a
girlfriend.

Once dressed, I walked to the water’s edge, breathed the tangy
air in deeply and thanked Ocean for my life and my new family; I’d
never be lonely again. I knew Ocean would always protect me. I
could already see myself confidently cranking more 180 degree turns
on my skateboard down the three-story cement tidal waves sur-
rounding the school yard with Pandora and the boys, all members
of the school’s detention club; all, reassuringly, ‘losers’ from the
poorer part of town. 

As I knelt to fill my amulet with sand, my fingers were so numb
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though he consumed half a bottle of vodka a day, never once did he
appear tipsy or giddy. Since my mother often rationalized Byron’s ir-
rational rules and reactions, I began to assume it was me, not the two
adults, who was off-balance. 

Soon, I thought, none of that will matter any more. I’ll sneak
out before dawn. I love you anyway, Mom, my note said. Don’t worry.
I’m finally going to be OK.”

I pried the mussel shell open just enough to allow Ocean to pen-
etrate. A fleck of gold from the S-chain caught my eye. It had been
wrong to steal, I reflected, though much had been stolen from me:
my father’s life, then my México when my mother returned to the
States—My world got soggy, as I watched the sea accept the gifts into
its depths. 

I unscrewed the vial fastened around my neck that I’d made
from a perfume sampler. I dipped it beneath the water’s surface to fill
it with Ocean’s blood. The neck kept stopping up with bubbles, so I
had to clear it repeatedly by blowing, which produced a whistling
sound. 

The vial full, I waited. I wanted a wave bigger than the one I
once rode in Waikiki during a summer storm, a professional surfer
gashed by the coral bottom and bleeding heavily from his leg, warn-
ing me to stay out. I wanted to die surfing a tsunami or like Captain
Ahab: dragged under the sea by Moby Dick. How simple to become
part of it. Like the carrion of a horse-shoe crab floating amid the
feathery branches of maroon fern, or the cluster of fish scattering
like schizophrenia. How I longed to be a sea anemone, surrendering
myself to the will of the sea that its life-blood might enter. 

Then, as if in response to my prayers, it materialized. I refas-
tened the vial around my neck. The exchange of blood complete, the
marriage was nearly sealed. (No Pali High boys had been interested
anyway.) “Soy tuya,” I whispered. For the first time since I could re-
member, there was nothing to fear. Ocean would decide whether or
not he’d have me. 

It spat white steam as it roared forth, deep veins of wind scar-
ring its face of obsidian and jade. For a split second all sound was lost
except that of my heart. The tumbling mass of water started to peel,
exchanging day for night. I paddled to the right, trying to negotiate
some time by aiming for the shoulder before spinning around to face
the shore. Old coarse sand embedded in the board’s surf-wax
scratched my ribs. The mound rose under me, sweeping me two sto-
ries high, the water far below like green glass. Summoning the last of
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pool that’s bone dry and an inviting ocean that’s off limits.
The boys are still giggling.
“Why you laughing at me?” Then with sudden malice I add,

“I’m not the one planning to eat the fish.”
That gets the smirks off the older one’s face. The other two just

shrug, laugh it off some more.

CYNTHIA

I’ve put the desk in the room I figure will be Guillermo’s office. In
the bedroom, I made a makeshift desk for myself by joining two
night tables with a shelf from a broken bookcase and set my lap-

top on it. Still, the granite floors echo the loneliness of what impos-
sibly appears to have shrunken to few belongings. 

I frown and slip Los Panchos into the tape player. I want
Guillermo to be greeted by 1940’s Mexican love ballads and the
scent of lilies when he comes home. In the living room I want him
to have dozens of books and candles; enough plants for a rain forest
and so many wall hangings and painted tin mirrors it looks like
Coyoacán marketplace on Sunday; it’s been too long since he’s had
a real home. 

I return to the hall closet and begin unloading the last box. As I
put away the toiletries I brought to give away, I can almost hear
Guillermo laughing back in my San Francisco flat.

“Margot. A dozen boxes of tampons? Planning to open a store
on the black market?” 

“They’re using cotton and rags again.”
“Is that why they call it the Special Period?” A mirthful light

eased the intensity of his dark eyes. “And this? A dozen tubes of con-
traceptive gel? Guess we’d better get busy!” He flashed that sexy
smile full of white teeth, and dove for my neck, the muscles that
earned him his supplemental living in construction pinning me to
the carpet. 

“Wish I had sick days,” he said. He stood, smoothed the hair he
had neatly pulled back into a ponytail to get ready for work and re-
arranged himself within his trousers. “How’d that happen?” 

I rose to kiss him. “You’re really coming? What if you can’t get
enough work?”

Guillermo looked me over and made that clicking sound with
the side of his mouth he makes when he’s irritated. “Why’d you
have to spoil a nice kiss with that?”
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I could scarcely get them to grip the fine grains. I would continue in-
troducing water from seas the world over, never allowing the vial to
become empty, as if my life would evaporate with his blood. 

My father had loved the sea too. He had wanted his ashes scat-
tered on the Pacific.

FIT FOR TANTALUS

The second I spy the Gulf of México shimmering like a living
blue-green opal, I reprove myself for not swimming sooner.
After finding my way to a suitably dry boulder on which to

place my backpack with the rations I just purchased from the bodega,
I notice some boys floating on some inner tubes, their fishing lines
trailing the water. Just as I’m about to throw myself into a pocket
where the ocean has pooled into deeper waters above the rocky bot-
tom, they break into peals of laughter. They’re staring right at me.

“Anything wrong?” I say in that macho defensive way I like to
believe lets people know not to screw with me.

To my dismay, they peel off a second round of laughter. “Oye
chica, you really going swimming?” the younger one with a head of
short tight curls calls out. 

“Why?”
“¡Está contaminado!” they all shout with zeal of the evangelists

on 24th and Mission. 
“You still going in?” the younger one asks.
“How do you know it’s polluted?” 
“Port of Havana’s a mile or two allá,” points one who’s elon-

gated like a Doberman pinscher. “And sewer pipes. Tú sabe’.”
“Why’re you in the water, then?” 
“We’re not,” Doberman laughs, slapping the side of the rubber

tubing. 
The younger one adds, “You can get sick. See the sign?”
I glance at one of the metal warnings with red and black letter-

ing that are posted at evenly-spaced intervals along malecón. I won-
der how I could have misinterpreted them before as warnings
against strong currents. I put my clothes back on and sit on the wall
in stunned silence thinking that another fine torture for Tantalus
could have been to turn him into a surfer and confine him to an is-
land with hundred and four degree humidity, in an apartment with-
out access to running water, overlooking a block-wide swimming
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nation and downed the last of the whiskey without touching his lips
to the glass. “To México,” he said. “Y a Cuba.”

It was the first time I felt that someone else knew the same
México that had been buried in that sensitive area by my corazón for
so long, a word with so much weight it had been impossible to com-
municate its meaning unless the other person already understood.

At the time I had imagined myself slipping behind the silhou-
ette of one of those reclining palm trees, casting my clothes on the
empty expanse of day-glow sand and diving into the water, into
Guillermo’s arms. Now I imagine that beach as hiding somewhere in
Cuba and one day, after Guillermo arrives, he’ll find it for us. 

A few days later Guillermo called. “I’m taking the day off to-
morrow. Can you meet me?” He was as slick as a film protagonist,
his gestures, like the portraits of the great artists and thinkers: bigger
than life. 

Higher and higher we drove along the windy cliffs overlooking
the sea like a journey through unfolding desire, sunlight sweeping
the vivid ocean below, mist obscuring its borders. We pulled into a
small cove with a few hotels, relaxed with a Bloody Mary in a lounge
overlooking the ocean, and rented a room. 

After showing me the ocean view from the balcony, he kissed
me for a long time. “Do you know that I love you, Margot? Are you
ready for that?” 

While I had longed for those words, I both feared and doubted
them, never having met in San Francisco a poet as stunningly beau-
tiful as Guillermo who was not only as insightful about the world be-
yond his reflection, but a writer, not gay and single all in one. Easy
for him to say these things knowing we’d be separated in a matter of
months.

“Are you ready to come with me to Cuba?” I traced his angled
jaw with my finger and admired the dark five o’clock shadow, espe-
cially above that sensual mouth. 

“¿Qué crees? I’d be crazy to pass you both up. Cuba’s the realiza-
tion of all I’ve been fighting for all my life,” he laughed, but I didn’t
believe him. 

During our love-making, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Too
handsome for my good, I thought. His beauty was almost painful to
contemplate, like the familiar landmark of home an exile can never
again possess. 

I push the bed into the middle of the room. Another large cock-
roach darts for cover. I tack a large mounted photograph Guillermo
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We met on an atypically scalding 26th of July, the anniversary
of the beginning of the Cuban Revolution, at a celebratory reading
at the Mission Cultural Center. I had always admired Guillermo from
afar. His poems had taken me back to México’s soul. The night of our
reading he told me my brown almond eyes took him back to the
tropic nights of the South, far from the tortured part of that same
soul, although I had been too much in awe to believe him. 

I didn’t see him again until the night of my first book party. I in-
scribed the first copy I sold that night of At This Very Moment with
some words by Che Guevara, one of the ideological founders and
martyrs of the Cuban revolution, only I inserted the word, “love”:
“Hasta la victoria del amor, siempre—ever onward to love’s triumph.”
Then I appended my phone number. Guillermo seemed happy about
the number and invited me to continue celebrating by taking in the
night-time cityscape from atop Dolores Park. 

He called me late one night after his shift at the homeless shel-
ter. One of his closest friends had just died of pneumonia. They had
just finished helping a local artist paint a mural on the shelter’s wall.
Guillermo had masterminded the image: a grieving, fallen Statue of
Liberty sprawled on the cement, feet chained, her torch gone, her
outstretched mendicant hand, bare: “Give me your poor, your hud-
dled masses...” curled the words above the line of scraggly, defeated-
looking men and women waiting for a shot at one of the beds inside. 

“Let’s go hear some Mariachi music,” Guillermo said, half-
laughing, half-pleading. 

La Terraza, on Mission Street, was packed. We had to push our
way inside, past the bar to the back room. The horns were so crisp
and alegre, so joyful, anyone entering was immediately infected
with a grin. A beer and a whiskey later, when the band started up
again after a break with a sensual Rumba, Guillermo coaxed me
onto the dance floor. He held me gently, chuckling at my botched
attempts at replicating his skillful motions. Although his gestures
were smooth and confident, there was something in his manner
that seemed nervous, almost school-boyish. Over his shoulder,
against the wall, pink parrots descended upon a deserted fluores-
cent beach, palapas and palm trees silhouetted against a black vel-
vet night like this one.

“Doesn’t it remind you of México?” he had whispered in Spanish
after our first kiss. “Hot tropical nights, dancing to Merengue and
Salsa. I just want to find a strip of beach like that,” his head gestured
toward the velvet mural, “and never return.” He laughed with resig-
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rash. With the tin I keep on the sink for washing my face and brush-
ing teeth, I scoop some clean water from the basin I store in the tub.
I point out the reserve in the tub on the floor, adding that she can
use it to flush the toilet if she needs to, but that serious business
should be dealt with in the back bathroom. 

After washing, Cynthia joins me on the balcony, leans over the
railing as if preparing to fly and offers me a cigarette. I decline with
a twinge of longing. Instead I admire the sky, awash in fuchsia,
peach and gray as couples stroll to the malecón to gaze at its reflec-
tion in the sea. It’s that time when the din of the day’s motion qui-
ets, revealing the underlying song of birds. Water splashes as some-
one washes clothes on a rooftop. Directly ahead the stately Hotel
Nacional stands like a sand castle with roofs of red shell. Beyond the
hotel, by the water’s edge, people wait in the three-hour line to buy
pizza at the Piraguas open air cafe. A young woman laughs, “¡Pero
oye, Eberto!” at someone in a car. From far away, the contemplative
sound of a saxophone filters up along with the sea, the sea which
from these heights still appears pristine and floods the apartment on
its wings of wind, wind of relief, wind of hope.

The view of the ocean reminds me of the one at the Las Brisas
hotel, before foreigners had heard of Acapulco. My father had to
pick me up to show me the view of the water passing under the
bridge below our balcony. The sky had been bougainvillaea and bird
of paradise, the brilliant pinks and oranges of Diego Rivera’s last
paintings reflected in the mercuric sea. I had never seen the ocean
before, nor had I experienced the sensation of awe at something so
beautiful. Now, as I watch the motion of the water, I think I under-
stand how similar my father and I might have been. More than any-
thing, I long to know him. Would he have been disappointed with
the condition of the Focsa, the lack of water, the scarcity, the tedium
of the bodega? Or would he have given me a more optimistic per-
spective about socialism that is beginning to escape me. 

“How ‘bout we go for a dip out there after I settle in?” Cynthia
wipes the sweat from her forehead.

Her pupils contract when I enlighten her about the polluted
water. “What a bloody shame!” Her face is flushed, though from heat
or from anger it’s difficult to tell. Wait until she hears a swim in a
hotel pool costs five bucks. 

Until recently, Cynthia worked as a journalist for a leftist maga-
zine in Canada. On vacation from London, she fell in love with a
Canadian and never returned home. After her divorce, a close friend
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gave me opposite our bed, trying unsuccessfully to conceal a water
stain. Oblivious to my gaze, the sassy Pre-Columbian clay escuincle
dogs in the photograph continue embracing in some kind of Cumbia
dance, the male biting whispers in the little dog’s ear. They remind
me of Guillermo and me Salsa dancing, yet they’re over two-thou-
sand years old. I like that. Our dancing seems timeless, love, eternal.
No man has ever spoken so clearly to me without words, whispered
to me with poems. “But haven’t we always known each other, re-
ally?” he said once in that prophetic way of his that can only be un-
derstood by reading between the lines. Was I a fool to wager such a
man for this adventure? 

Then again, Guillermo once risked his life for me. We had just
picked up some groceries at the Lucky’s on Folsom Street in San
Francisco. Some commotion erupted at the corner. All I saw were
heels scattering, so I scrambled in the opposite direction, up 24th
Street. I felt someone pulling at my shoulders. Adrenaline coursing,
I pushed him off, unaware it was Guillermo. He forced me to the
pavement underneath him. “¡Loca!” he shouted. “Can’t you see that
white Ford spraying bullets in your direction?!”

I hadn’t recognized the sounds. I also hadn’t seen the gang
member who was shooting turn the same corner I had, keeping pace
with me.

“Guillermo! But what if you get shot?!”
Guillermo shook his cascade of blue black hair and laughed

through his teeth. A nervous laugh. “Crazy—all the things I’d do for
you, Marguito.” The feel of his long hair against my skin was like the
purest cenote water. 

He’ll arrive.

The doorbell startles me. Beyond the window, day has settled
into dusk. In the doorway, a triumphant Fernández wheels in a box
with my bike and introduces me to the new co-worker whose apart-
ment isn’t ready. I realize two weeks have passed since my arrival.

Cynthia’s a fair, buoyant English woman, now wiping the sweat
off her face with the bottom of an oversized black T-shirt. Her short,
straight brown hair is salted with gray. We drag her four suitcases
into the guest room and Fernández is off, leaving several thank-yous
in his wake. 

Cynthia wants to wash, but the water hasn’t been on. I hardly
have the heart to tell her. She looks like she’s going to overheat. Her
face and neck are flushed, her pale, fleshy arms breaking out in a
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new bike. I’m eager to try the seat out. So eager I neglect to tighten
the seat clamp. I relax onto the seat and thud, down goes the entire
seat pole, disappearing inside the frame of the bike. 

We turn the bike upside down and shake. No clink clank onto
the floor. We shake again, bang with the hammer. Silence. We turn
the bike right side up and peer down into the frame. 

“There it is, all right,” Cynthia observes.
Upside down again and hammering and banging and shaking

and the wire cutter too. Nothing. 
“Maybe you can find another here in Cuba, though I imagine

it’ll have to be cut down to work. I hear replacement parts are bloody
impossible to find.” 

That’s the problem with the elevator and, come to think of it,
everything acquired or built in Cuba after the Platt Amendment,
when Cuba became a virtual U.S. colony or market for U.S. goods.
Once the blockade was established, what were once modern trans-
portation, production and communications systems deteriorated for
lack of U.S. replacement parts, costing Cuba a vast amount of finan-
cial resources. 

I try to imagine myself using the bike without a seat. “I ride
standing up anyway. More leverage.”

“And if you stop suddenly?”
We both stare at the sharp metal neck protruding from the body.
Cynthia reflects. “Have you any oil?” 
Of course! I still have half a bottle of olive oil left from my ra-

tion. We pour in one teaspoon, turn the bike upside down, bang
with the hammer. Nothing happens. Another teaspoon, nothing.
I’m reluctant to dish out more since cooking oil has become nearly
as precious here in Cuba as petroleum is to Bush and the companies
that orchestrated the Gulf War. 

Next, Cynthia thinks we should pour the boiling water on the
outside of the frame, which we follow up with some hammer-bang-
ing to no avail. I think of the week my Mexican friend Adriana spent
helping me battle bureaucracy at Mexico City airport to export the
U.S. bike to Cuba because of the embargo, and all the days that fol-
lowed waiting for customs to release it from the airport in Havana. I
imagine the impossibility of getting anywhere on the island without
wheels and suddenly, I can’t accept the fact that the only thing be-
tween my dreams and despair is a millimeter or two of metal; there
must be a way and, like my grandma Sophie, I will find it.
Persistence must be the key to all miracles. I rush to the freezer and
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recommended Cuba, since the island is only off limits to U.S. citi-
zens. Cynthia’s unsure about where home will be. 

I rest my arms on the railing and contemplate the kids playing
marbles in the dirt of the house across the street. “Funny, about bal-
conies,” I muse. “As a tourist you can venture down there, fade in
with the people. When things get tough, you can run up to your bal-
cony again. They always know this about you too. I wonder if it’ll be
the same here.”

“That we’ll have special balcony status? Supposedly we won’t.”
Cynthia peers at her cigarettes. “Oh cr—ickets. At this rate I’ll run
out of my Exports in a month. Oh, look at all those modern little
Soviet Ladas down there! I always thought Cuba just had old U.S.
1950s-style cars. They really were a Soviet colony, weren’t they?”

“How similar do you think their systems are, really?” 
“Oh, entirely different histories. Take the Soviets. They didn’t

know how to run their new government, so what did they do?” She
slips the cellophane off and onto her cigarette pack, absentmind-
edly. “They appealed to the officials from the Czarist regime—those
old farts they’d just overthrown. You realize that means the hierar-
chy remained virtually intact? Isn’t that absurd? Can you picture the
Cubans inviting anyone from the Batista regime to help them?” 

“You mean from Washington?” I laugh. Apprehensively, I watch
Cynthia’s cellophane slip from her grasp and spiral over the balcony
into oblivion.

“I hope Trotsky was wrong,” Cynthia mumbles. “That revolu-
tions can survive in isolation.”

“Cuba’s been floating along pretty well since the Bloc col-
lapsed.”

“But look at its condition.” Cynthia looks despondently out
over the water. 

The next day after work, Cynthia volunteers to help me assem-
ble my new American bike. I gaze lovingly at the steel poles the
color of the Caribbean sea in my dreams. Somehow all that metal,
rubber do dads and wires will become whole, a feat of miraculous
machinery, a magic carpet that will transport me to work, beaches
and corners of the city I have yet to discover. Cuba, I’ll call it
Cubita. 

Cynthia’s sprawled on the granite floor, matching the various
metallic parts to the picture. The manual zips us through the front
wheel, handlebars and kickstand. It’s beginning to look like a brand-
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a loud dying gasp from within the bowels of the pipes and the water
ceases altogether.

The doorbell rings. I arrive robed at the door, with suds still in
my hair. Fernández is explaining to Cynthia the procedures for the
ration card he just delivered.

“Sorry it’s so late,” Fernández impenetrable father-knows-best
countenance reflects an inkling of embarrassment. “Listen, Margot,
Cynthia’s apartment won’t be ready for about a week. When did you
say your husband’s coming?”

“Not for a few months. But— We’re actually not married.” 
“¡No me diga’!” Fernández frowns and reflects. 
“What?”
“I’m just afraid it’s going to be more difficult to get your fiance

a visa than Mimi told you. The government won’t grant extended
visas to unemployed foreigners unless they’re already married to
someone living in Cuba. Maybe you can try to find your fiancé
work,” he adds somberly.

“That shouldn’t be difficult. He’s a talented writer,” I say, feeling
the suds popping all over my itchy scalp and regretting having
shared my water reserves with Cynthia. 

“But his first language was Spanish, right? Unless he’s capable of
performing work no Cuban can perform, it may be tough.”

I feel my stomach tighten with a familiar, frenzied feeling. I try
to convince myself it’s premature. I look away and hold back the
emotions that keep wanting to rush from somewhere deep inside
me, to the sea. Reflexively, I retreat to the balcony and stare at the
water. I close my fingers around the vial of ocean water at my bosom
and try to bring the calm of the sea into myself. Inside the tiny bot-
tle the same ocean looks invisible in the moonlight, the sand white.
I renewed the vial’s contents at Playas del Este in Havana before the
Special Period hit, when those were, comparatively, untroubled
Cuban waters. Now, like Guillermo and me, these waters must wait;
an anachronism in a crystal time capsule, dormant seed to be sown
in the future—or relic from the past? 

I feel a pair of eyes on my back and turn. “Don’t worry now, mi
vida,” Fernández’s sharp brown eyes soften. “We’ll figure out some-
thing. Once he gets here, he’ll have a two-week visa.”

Guillermo, I think, and everything quivers behind a veil of suds.
What if he can’t stay? And for a few difficult minutes, I wish there
were no one in the apartment but me.
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stuff ice cubes inside the pole. We turn the bike upside down and
with the loveliest clatter bang, the seat pole announces its return,
along with my faith. I’m so pleased I invite Cynthia to dinner at the
Capri Hotel. 

Two blocks away, the Capri is empty except for a couple Cynthia
is convinced is Puerto Rican and I insist is Cuban. We take a seat at
the counter, decide against ham and cheese sandwiches and ice-
cream and order the only other choice: burgers. After several bites of
bread and catsup I grow curious. An unremarkable brown stain the
size of a flattened meatball stares back from the center of a lonely
bun. We order two more and eat in silence.

Back at the Focsa, my flashlight bulb burns out half way down the
first hallway. We grope our way down block-long, unlit corridors that
reek of urine and trash. I’m impressed that though there is no security
prowling the Focsa hallways, no bandits or drug addicts do either. 

With the aid of Cynthia’s lighter we manage to get the key in
the lock. Faintly, through the door we hear the sound of running
water. Cynthia’s thrilled. As we fling the door open, something cool
kisses our sandal-clad toes. I turn on the light. The apartment is
flooded. I slosh over to the bathroom, where, as usual before leaving
the apartment, I’ve opened all the faucets. The buckets and basins
I’ve positioned beneath them are full, the excess flowing down the
drains—except in the laundry room, where the bucket has ob-
structed the drain, the surplus water is falling in torrents over the
sides of the sink.

It takes us forty minutes to sweep the water onto the balcony. A
couple of cockroaches float out from under the couch. 

“At least your floors will be clean. I just hope the water doesn’t
run out.” 

I tell Cynthia to go ahead while I mop up. She dashes into the
bathroom. When she emerges she insists on allowing the air to dry
her. The drops of water clinging to her face make me want to wipe
my own. 

I step into the tub to wash my hair, though I know it’s a bad risk.
Crouching, I meet the stream of thigh-high water shooting out of a
hole in the wall. At least there’s hot water for colder days. As I lather
my scalp, the stream peters to a miserable dribble. There’s a hollow
heaving sound from within the pipes. The water stops, then spurts
out again in feeble cough. I turn my head to the wall and frantically
begin to rinse out suds. I get about a quarter of the way, when there’s
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accent and myopic vision that mistakes nipples for eyes betrays his
identity as just another jinetero—a con artist who seeks out foreign-
ers for perks, plane tickets or marriage vows. Jineteros flock to tourist
zones, such as Vedado, like U.S. investors to picturesque “Third
World” fishing villages. Mimi and my other Cuban co-workers com-
plain that this phenomenon convinces foreigners that Cubans are
desperate, when in fact were visitors to stay in a Cuban home be-
yond the tourist zones, they’d see how small the percentage of
jineteros is.

I ignore him.
He moves closer. “Eres bella. You like Havana, nena? I can show

you ‘round. Where you live?”
Were I as naïve as the U.S. publishing industry’s darlings, I’d fall

for it and sell the doomed Cuban love story to New York.
I walk away.

The ferry terminal consists of an open-air shack with benches. 
“Último a Regla?” I call to find out who’s last in line. The Cuban

system of remembering whom you follow enables us to retain our
place without having to stand there idly like sheep. 

A man seated on a bench in a pressed tan shirt raises a dark fin-
ger. “But it won’t fill up.”

I’m grateful to sit down. All that’s missing now is something to
really chew that’ll touch all the walls of my belly instead of this feel-
ing of always having a little extra room. If I can ever get through to
my mother to send some of my money with a group, I’m going
straight to the Havana Libre hotel and treat myself to a lechón din-
ner—and I never liked pork.

I rummage inside my bag for one of the thousand menthol
cough drops I brought to Cuba, trying to overlook the pack of
Popular suaves I’ve been dipping into. Tomorrow I’ll go back to being
a non-smoker, I rationalize, lighting up. I’ll give the rest to Yemayá
as an offering. I inhale cautiously; even these “lights” are filterless
torpedoes. It took persistence to overcome the headaches they
caused. The smoke chases away the hunger, fills my head, makes it
float. 

The ferry arrives, heaving smoke like a gua-gua. It’s a miserable
little boat, splinters of grimy paint yielding to dark, swollen wood,
oily pools collecting in the warped crevices of the deck. I scramble to
a remote angle of the hull and lean over the railing. Below, slick
swirls of black rainbows distort the water’s surface. The mid-after-
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OLD HAVANA IS FOR LOVERS 

You wouldn’t recognize true love if you saw it. Bet you’ve never
been in a truly loving relationship.
Words from my last therapy session in the States keep

knocking around in my head. 
“But this one—” 
“Is not as bad as the TV-watcher you lived with. Good. But can

you solve this parable? You find your true love, the one you’ve been
searching for all your life. Only he’s in purgatory and you’re in par-
adise. If you reach your hand down from paradise and try to pull
your true love up, you’ll fall out and he’ll be in paradise instead.
What do you do, Margot?”

What do I do? What else remains but to appeal to the ocean? I’m
on the way to Old Havana to catch the ferry across the Bay of
Havana to Regla province. There, I’ll visit the home of Yemayá, the
Santería deity of the sea, and ask her to bring me Guillermo. 

My third Saturday morning in Havana, a slight breeze stirs off
the malecón, scattering the sun on the surface of the teal water,
though not much of its heat. I wonder if Cynthia was wiser to stay
home to wait for the water genie so she can wash her clothes. If the
water genie gives us water today, there will be none tomorrow.

Overhead is that sky unique to tropical islands; that flawless au-
tumnal blue with a few clean cumulus clouds. An afternoon to enjoy
dreamily on pearl sand, sipping milk from a coconut after a swim. I
used to drool over scalding seaside afternoons like this, now I mostly
sweat. As I near Old Havana, a few children float in inner tubes.
Behind them, the tenements bordering the malecón cast a shadow on
the shimmer in the sea air. 

I pass a post office. A few people waiting their turn study posters
of candidates for the December elections pasted on the moldering
walls. No candidate’s poster may appear without all the other neigh-
borhood’s candidates next to it—so no one receives more publicity.
I catch myself staring at Eusebio Leal Spengler’s photo, rereading his
biography several times. Something’s distracting me. I’m being
watched. He approaches, one of the most perfect-looking men I’ve
seen. Dangerous large brown almond eyes, sexy full lips, biceps of a
Greek statue—dark hair tinged with gold... the kind of man my 74-
year old mom would say, “Oooooh Margot if I were you, I’d forget
all this love shit and just have a hot affair.”

“Oye nena, ¿eres cubana?” he asks my breasts. That unmistakable
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think of myself as on a fad diet, and I’m a few pounds from my goal.
Back in college, I started smoking instead of eating so I could com-
pete with the 1,925 bulimic women there for a blond boyfriend. I
should be ecstatic; now I can pursue that anorexic Karen Carpenter
figure without the diet pills or cigarettes. 

I stub out my cigarette and step inside the church. Immediately,
I’m face to face with the African patron saint balanced on what is
supposed to be her altar. This gaudy chocolate plaster figure clad in
blue silk is Yemayá, orisha of the sea? I try to feel reverence or awe—
some vibe from the great ayá. What was I thinking? A work by
Michael Angelo? A sexy mermaid? I realize the problem. This prissy
plaster representation is not true to His essence. Yemayá, Ocean
should be a “he,” or at least bi-gendered. Suddenly I’m resentful that
for centuries the male point of view on the sea’s gender has domi-
nated. 

I glance around to make sure no one’s looking, finger my amulet
of ocean water and place my Populares on the altar. Yemayá, Ocean,
please, traeme my soulmate Guillermo before the winter’s over and find
him a resident visa. We’ll return with flowers para darte las gracias. Oh y
por favor, could you get rid of this pinchi dolor de cabeza? I can’t help it.
My superstitious streak owes to some indigenous Nahua roots back
in my upbringing. I cross myself, since Yemayá looks like she’s been
converted to Catholicism, and take off.

By the time the ferry returns me to Old Havana, the sun has
mercifully retreated toward the horizon. Hunger has metamor-
phosed into fatigue; my headache into an almost enjoyable giddi-
ness. Having come this far, I follow the scenic walk along Paseo de
Martí toward the heart of the Old City. The stately colonial buildings
by the Hall of Sciences look as though they were carved from a
monolithic piece of ivory, immune to the salt of both sea and hour
glass. The waning sun drapes their marble in peach gossamer, turns
the surrounding palm tree fronds to feathery silhouettes. With the
fading light emerge the shadows of lovers on benches under
canopies of leaves. The scene’s beauty is painful to contemplate
alone. 

“Cuba is a very magic place,” Guillermo told me the day I left.
“A very magic place. But it’s always changing. No one has ever seen
the Cuba you are about to see.”

I want him here to show me this magic before I get too caught
up in trivialities to remember. I stroll the cobblestones of La Habana
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noon sun bores through the sky, into the first layers of my skin. The
heat has devoured even the breeze. I wipe my face with the kerchief
I received on my ration, but within minutes a new film has formed. 

Finally, with a sputtering ruckus of motors, we back out. Black
smoke overwhelms the sea and sky, echoing the taste of tobacco in
my mouth. The commotion subsides to a constant groan. I lean to-
ward the water rushing under us, into the warm wind of our motion,
as though the sea is beckoning me and the brown fringe around its
wake is just a shadow. What I’d give for a storm wave, my knee-
board, flippers and clean waters. I pull the amulet of ocean water out
of my shirt. So white is the sand inside, the water so clear, it seems
to have an aqua hue. To think this port joins the same sea with
which I filled my vial before Special Period. Oh Yemayá, have you con-
tracted cancer?

Still, it feels so good to be on a boat, the sea rushing by the rud-
der and an unknown shore approaching. There’s so little recreation
in Havana these days. After work yesterday, Cynthia and I scored
one of the white plastic tables at the outdoor Piraguas café by the
malecón and had rum slushies and three bean salad without waiting.
Reservations to restaurants, however, are handed out by workplaces
to outstanding workers or on special occasions. The unemployed
and retired are able to secure their share of reservations—often ours
too—by lining up early while the rest of us work, then selling them
on the black market. Most Cubans entertain at home now or watch
the night-time soaps. 

When Guillermo comes, we’ll venture along the malecón to Old
Havana to find a dance club. We’ll flirt in line until it’s our turn, or
play chess in the park and discuss politics like old Cuban men. 

It seems ten degrees hotter in Regla. Yemayá’s temple is near the
dock, overlooking the water. A policeman guarding the entrance en-
tertains himself by clowning with a small child playing nearby. I sit
on a bench and light what I vow to be my last Popular before offer-
ing the pack to the sea orisha as an ofrenda. I wipe the sweat from my
face, take a drag and gaze at the popcorn clouds. The hunger changes
shape, merges with the sharp edge of the nicotine, becomes a
headache. I demand to know how those pre-revolutionary food ven-
dors contributed to the impoverishment of other Cubans; why they
had to be eliminated—a measly peanut vendor? The zócalo is de-
serted, except for the line at a State ice-cream parlor, the only open
storefront. Too bad azucar makes my own blood sugar dive. I’ll just
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My heart is racing, the island passion replaced by anger and anx-
iety about Guillermo not being granted a visa. What if he decides to
give up on us and the only other men left on earth are like that pen-
dejo? I have to let go or I’ll go nuts. “I have to trust,” I hear myself
saying to Ron during the therapy session when I finally solved his
love parable. 

“You just extend your hand and reach into purgatory for your
true love anyway,” Ron elaborated. “‘God’ wouldn’t punish a gen-
uine act of love. Else, it’s not really paradise.”

Reaching, I whisper to the sea. That’s what I’m doing. I’m here in
Cuba reaching for him. But is this place really paradise?
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Vieja back toward the malecón with his image. I see us on that stone
bench, kissing under a canopy of potent jasmine, Guillermo pausing
to recount some anecdote about the Paseo’s history.

Down at the malecón, the sea and sky are petals of a scarlet-apri-
cot rose. Along the sea wall, couples dangle entwined legs or hands.
I lean over the wall and stare at the ocean. In the sultry breath of the
water’s edge, I imagine Guillermo pulling me to him, the world
newly charged with possibilities as vast as the ripples. I imagine our
tongues flickering like the flames of fire reflected in the silver-plated
water, desire boiling inside us. We’d make our way home, our bodies
swaying together, eyes locked as we waited an eternity for the eleva-
tor to deliver us. 

I wonder if we’ll ever make love again, whether I’ll feel his large
hands on my skin, see that ember of love melt the fierceness of his
eyes as he rushes deep into my being. 

“Que buena eres, baby. Dame un poco ¿no?” The man wearing an
old army cap who said it seems to have absolutely no regrets as he
awaits my response. I have yet to read a book on a park bench with-
out a marriage proposal or come-on.

“¡¿Qué?!” I shoot him the look I once used to stop some frat boys
from shoving a lonely elderly man out of his place in line at a North
Beach bar on New Year’s Eve, the look they declared belonged to a
witch as they scattered. I feel I have enough adrenaline to neutralize
all the surplus testosterone that has spoiled walks for single women
in Havana. Come to think of it, if the States has required some fe-
male recipients of government welfare to use hormones so they can’t
conceive unwanted children, why then shouldn’t armed personnel
on government payrolls—soldiers, generals, policemen and presi-
dents, for example—be required to take enough estrogen to neutral-
ize unsafe levels of testosterone that might lead to unnecessary con-
flict escalations?

The former soldier swallows and rephrases his question in an en-
tirely different tone. “Nice...uh...”

“Nipples? Vagina? Is that what you were going to say?” To my
satisfaction, I’ve procured the attention of the people flanking me
on the sea wall. “Is this the impression you want the world to have
of Cuban men—particularly those defending the revolution?”

“Please, lady, I’m a gentleman. I only wanted to know the time.”
The man sniffs for the benefit of all concerned parties and walks
away.
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2. DANCING ALONE

BLACK AND WHITE

Ican hear Cynthia snoring lightly in Guillermo’s office. In the
copper light of the candle, the dreariness of my room has faded
so I can only see the white sheets and the table cloth embroi-

dered with pink hibiscus I use as a decorative spread. The glow from
the candle spreads throughout my body, edging out some of the
day’s knots. I close my book and place it on the bureau where I’ve
set pictures of loved ones. There, apart from the color prints, is my
father in two black and white stills taken on the set of The Young One
in México, the flaws in his complexion, receding hairline, and excess
weight at the midriff of his later years overlooked by celluloid per-
fection as he waits for Spanish Director Luis Buñuel to finish his sen-
tence.

When my mother was pregnant with me, Buñuel kept telling her
I’d be a boy. Even when I was born he kept asking, “Sure she’s not a
boy?” I’ve wondered myself—skateboarding, surfing and seeking out
stories like the male writers I’ve admired. Buñuel used to say my fa-
ther was his favorite producer. If Buñuel were still alive, I’d tell him
he’s one of my favorite film-makers. Unfortunately when I had the
opportunity to say so, what I admired most about him was the swing
set in his back yard. I’d give anything to sit down with my father and
his screenwriting friends and ask them how writers today can slip
manuscripts as political as E.L. Doctorow’s Book of Daniel past the
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major outpost of progressivism west of the Hudson River2,” tem-
porarily countering Hollywood’s conservative forces like Ronald
Reagan and Frank Sinatra with radical Hollywood activists and in-
tellectuals like Dalton Trumbo, Orson Wells, Gene Kelley and
Gregory Peck. These radicals differed from the conservatives in that
instead of using HICCASP to advance their own individual careers,
they wanted the organization to improve the rights, conditions and
pay of Industry workers across the country—clearly, a threat to the
profit margins of investors. 

Probably due to HICCASP’s growing influence in improving eco-
nomic conditions for workers (this was labeled communism) and
consequent threat to the status quo of exploiting workers for per-
sonal economic gain (capitalism), HICCASP was targeted by Joseph
McCarthy’s communist-threat hysteria. Thousands of radicals like
my father were blacklisted throughout dozens of industries as “po-
tential communists,” which meant their termination or exclusion
from their profession. Today, if Hollywood movies mirror Stalinist
propaganda films in that they’re poorly written and insulting to the
average intelligence, it’s because the blacklist purged the industry of
content and any rendition of reality at odds with the “American
dream” or prevailing economic system. Still today, in the public
schools, no teacher may receive employment without signing an
anti-Communist loyalty oath. 

After the war, cosmologist Dr. Harlow Shapley, who was denied
the Nobel Prize because of his political activities in HICCASP, asked
my mother, a working economist, to be the executive director of a
committee he chaired. Thinking both executive directors would hit
it off, Dr. Shapley suggested my father give my brown-eyed mother
some pointers for her new position. (My mother’s lips look like those
Jean Morreau used to drive Jules and Jim to their deaths in the
French film by the same name, though my mother will never realize
she’s that beautiful.) A week or so after their first meeting, when my
mother still hadn’t heard back from my father, she called him to see
whether or not she had left her gloves at his house—a move I’m eter-
nally grateful she made.

Some time later, my parents’ close friends, Dalton Trumbo,
Albert Maltz, John Howard Lawson and Ring Lardner Jr., who would
write the screenplay M*A*S*H, were jailed with six other Hollywood
screenwriters and producers for “contempt of Congress”—refusing
to answer the illegal questions about their private political affilia-
tions put to them by the House Un-American Activities Committee
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noses of corporate-owned editors; are there any left with integrity?
I remember my father as a handsome, dark film protagonist in

an old fifties movie that played itself out before I was born. George
Pepper, alias, George Werker—the nom de plume he had to use after
he was blacklisted. The name actually belonged to his mother,
Sophie Werker, a tiny Jewish powerhouse from Austria-Hungary. The
family invested its savings on her passage to Vienna, where she
could attend a school to train for a career in the opera. Her only rel-
ative, an uncle, came to meet her at the station. Overjoyed to see his
niece, he raced towards her, over the tracks—without noticing the
approaching train. The locomotive claimed his life, before my
grandmother’s eyes.

Eventually, Sophie made her way to the United States, where she
wed and had two sons and a daughter. Sophie’s lack of English did-
n’t stop her from reprimanding the Los Angeles mayor when she
learned the day care workers were sticking her children’s heads in
the oven for doses of carbon monoxide, so they’d sleep at nap time. 

If adults neglect to resolve their own traumas, they will inad-
vertently compel their offspring to do it for them. Once satisfied that
her children had musical talent, Sophie sublimated her frustrated
music career aspirations into her child-rearing, forcing them to prac-
tice their instruments five hours a day, seven days a week. All three
children went on to make a living as professional concert musicians.
I see their names inscribed in the seats of the Hollywood Bowl in
gratitude for the money their child-size violins raised to pay for it.
My father was four. He was the genius, though I remember him
quoting Thomas Edison to explain that his talent was in fact “one
percent genius and 99 percent hard work.”

By the time George was twenty-four, his left hand had devel-
oped a nerve condition and he was obliged to give up the violin. Like
my mother, he decided to dedicate the rest of his life to what he be-
lieved would reduce needless suffering among humanity, leaving the
world a little nicer for the next generation—values both parents em-
bedded in their only child. George threw himself into political work,
organizing Hollywood intelligentsia. He had a talent for bringing to-
gether people of diverse political viewpoints, and during his term as
the executive secretary of what came to be known as the Hollywood
Independent Citizens Committee of the Arts, Sciences, and
Professions (HICCASP), membership skyrocketed. According to Larry
Ceplair and Steven Enlgund’s The Inquisition in Hollywood, the non-
partisan, political organization of cultural workers became the “the

56 Margot Pepper



his musical cigarette lighter and watch him raise my allowance to
twenty centavos. I ask him how big the world is and he begins by
having me draw it on increasingly larger pieces of paper until I am
taking up the entire carpet area, tracing the world with my finger. 

“Bigger than this house and all of us in it?” 
“Yes, much bigger.” 
“Bigger than me?” 
“Yes, little Miss Mg-Eve, bigger than even you.” He wanted to

name me Eve.
“Daddy?”
“Yes, Mg-Eve?”
“Why do I exist?”
A surprised laugh. Then, “Because your mother and I love one

another.”
He sits me on his lap in the living room and lets me stick my

pinky in his martini. A close up of him watering his carnations on
the balcony, another as he holds my hand at the zoo, another as we
walk around the corner to Embers for a hamburger and a hot fudge
sundae as we do each domingo. We return home, and he wants me to
play my toy piano for him. I am surprised that he has taken such an
interest in my playing. 

“Just bang out anything,” he instructs.
I carry my piano into his study. Confused by his wish that I not

play music, I bang on the piano as though the keys were nails, and
my fingers, the hammer. I never see the piano again. 

A jump cut to the pink storybook villa we rented in Cuernavaca
for half-a-year. My father sits on the couch on the patio, sipping his
martini—it's the shot that will accompany his December obituary.

A shot of the bed in my father’s study that rotates like a Ferris
wheel back in our apartment in Mexico City. Then a shot of him in
his hospital bed with the yellow blankets after his last radiation
treatment. I bring the journal he gave me. I am hurt that my mother
seems to have no reaction after I finish reading my entry. Years later
I will learn she has turned away to cry. 

After a month of living in Havana, I dream about him. My fa-
ther looks a bit older, sitting in his big green woven arm chair over-
looking the Reforma and Chapultepec park. Though I am grown, I
still fit on his lap. It feels safe. I remember how happy I used to be
sitting there. My father tells me he has returned to me in a dream to
tell me that he loves me and is proud of me. 
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or, as some prefer, HAUC—the sound made when spitting out a big
wad of phlegm. At the time, they were not protected by the Fifth
Amendment: because thus far no one had been jailed for admitting
to be communists, there was no proof of self-incrimination. Once
these first “Hollywood Ten” had been jailed, the Fifth Amendment
protected subsequent defendants from jail, though not censure or
job loss. My parents were not eager to be among these. 

One evening, my mother noticed cigarette butts on the apart-
ment landing by their front door and who, she asked herself, besides
cat burglars and FBI men, would carelessly pollute the entry way of
respectable citizens? Two days later, three FBI men invited them-
selves inside my parents’ home and seized my father’s passport. The
following day, George traded in his dream of making a film in Bali
for a one-way ticket to México. My mother, it was agreed, would
pack up their Lincoln with as many of their possessions as would fit
and join him at the Mexican border within the week. And there they
remained for twenty years, along with dozens of other persecuted
U.S. labor leaders and activists.

In those days, Mexico City was an azure-skied Mecca for visiting
and local artists and politicos like André Breton, Graham Greene and
Leon Trotsky. My father began working with surrealist director Luis
Buñuel on The Adventures of Robinson Crusoe and producing La
Joven—The Young One—written by his friend, Hugo Butler.

I see my father and mother in the old grainy black and white
film of my imagination, seated across the table from the great
Mexican painter Álfaro Siqueiros in Frederick Vanderbilt Field’s eter-
nally cold Las Lomas house. Fred’s wife Nieves, who is my mother’s
close friend, dishes out her mole. A dancer, Nieves posed as the sub-
ject of Diego Rivera’s famous indigenous braided beauty cradling
white calla lilies. Diego’s not at the Fields’ comida, because he and
Siqueiros are political rivals. On the next reel, in San Angel, Diego
welcomes my father into his home, while my mother in her rebozo
bends to kiss Frida Kahlo in her wheelchair. The camera shifts to a
bird’s-eye-view of the guests packed into Miguel Covarrubias’ living
room. A close-up as my parents get chummy there with a funny lit-
tle German man who claims to be B. Traven’s secretary—an exiled
anarchist author wanted in Germany for making bombs can’t very
well reveal his identity to just anyone. 

And that is where the black and white film of my father begins
to shimmy and shake and flap off the reel. The film resumes fluency
as my father calls me in to his study to suck a peppermint, listen to

58 Margot Pepper



work,” he says, wheeling his bike into the garage. His smile seems to
favor good news over bad. 

Later, there’s so much to do in the office, I hardly have a chance
to speculate about Molina’s motives. I’m having a terrible time
translating Guillermo’s resume into Spanish when our editor Hope
asks us to read a speech to translate. Hope was one of the first U.S.
citizens to move to Cuba after the revolution. Lured by the idealism
of the early 1960’s, she fell in love and married a musician in Los
Van Van, one of Cuba’s hottest Salsa bands. They live with their two
beautiful children in an apartment across the street from a smoky
tire factory.

“This is more than I ever wanted to know about the ‘Special
Rag,’” Tootsie editorializes. 

“I think it’s pretty interesting,” says Hope in a monotone, no-
nonsense way. 

The speech is by economist Dr. Carlos Lage, the Secretary of the
Executive Committee of the Council of Ministers. He’s prematurely
balding at 39 years, but has a kind, youthful face. According to Lage,
before 1989 Cuba received eighty-five percent of its imports from
the socialist camp. Now, after the Soviet bloc’s collapse, the island’s
making do with a little over a quarter of the imports it used to re-
ceive3. In terms a high school student can understand, Lage explains
the reasons for the cuts, what is being done to ameliorate the situa-
tion and exactly what Cubans now have at their disposal4. A typical
problem, explains Lage, is that Cuban cattle require a certain
amount of feed in order to produce the desired amount of meat and
milk. This year since Cuba imported only 8% of that feed, milk pro-
duction was reduced by half. In short, balancing the Cuban national
budget for beginners. I’m impressed, my intellectual thirst quenched
by this opportunity to view a radically different system in which cit-
izens are informed about how their economy works.

There’s a photograph of Che by my desk—that famous sexy
head shot Alberto Korda took of him in the beret with the star, his
black hair almost to his shoulders. Those coal eyes have an intense,
Christ-like fiery look, which actually was a fire emanating from a
French munitions ship the U.S. had blown up in the Havana harbor
in 196O, killing 136 people. The portrait was taken at the Cemeterio
de Colón as Che watched the burial of the bodies salvaged from Le
Coubre. His picture reminds me that I’m immersed in the struggle for
a genuinely democratic society, one governed by working people in
which gross inequalities have been minimized; it reminds me that
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WHAT IS SPECIAL PERIOD? 

Though it’s nearly December, I feel like I’ve showered in my
clothes as I enter the steel cage housing Granma employee bi-
cycles. I strain to lift my bike’s front wheel over my head into

a rack, lock it and take a number from the attendant. The paper pro-
vided its workers with the option to purchase one of the million
cargo bicycles imported from China to Havana. Had it not been for
these bicycles, many people tell me Havana would have suffered al-
most complete economic paralysis. 

Too bad the virtual give-away doesn’t apply to foreign techni-
cians; I’ve been having to accompany Cynthia to work on foot, since
riding her double is out of the question. This morning she phoned
to tell me she was still so tired from having moved this weekend, she
talked Jane into hitch-hiking to work. My apartment feels empty
without her, though she promised to continue our ritual. After visit-
ing the bodega together each day, we’d open the balcony doors and
set a roll on top of the red checkered table cloth with a little bowl of
olive oil. We’d cut the roll in half and dip our share in the oil to quell
the hunger pangs. Then after analyzing the day’s events, we’d pool
our rations and cook dinner together. 

On my way out of the bicycle cage, I run into Granma weekly’s
editor-in-chief, Gabriel Molina, removing the rubber band from his
trouser leg. He’s another one of those people that never seems to
sweat. His immaculately ironed coral shirt and tan pants are still
crisp. His receding, kinky closely-cropped hair always looks styled
with VO5, the way my dad’s did. 

I can’t get over his cycling to work. I thought if anyone had ac-
cess to gasoline, surely it would be the editor-in-chief of the
Communist Party’s official organ. Environmentalists would love it;
they flock here from the world over to emulate Cuba’s bicycle cam-
paign. Still, it’s one thing to ride out of choice and take a gua-gua or
carpool in bad weather; quite another to have no alternative, to have
to lug those 48-pound Chinese monsters up stairs during blackouts,
or ride against hurricane winds and up mountainous island terrain
without gears. The worse part is the increase in appetite, since our
rations don’t rise accordingly. If it weren’t for the high protein lunch
we can buy at work for about fifty centavos—beans, rice and either
fish, scrambled eggs or soy meat—I'd be an absolute ogre on wheels.

Molina flashes a perfect set of teeth, hello. “Come see me after
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yes. I keep wanting to put ‘Martians,’” she grins. “What should I
put—'Jose Martí followers’?” 

“Revolutionaries. That’s the most common mistake,” Hope says
flatly. She glances up at Tootsie and Jane, lets escape a small chuckle.
“Remember that translation. How’d it go?” 

“Oh, right!” Jane titters. “‘If it weren’t for Martians, Havana
would still be a little hamburger haven!’ Isn’t that precious?”

After several false starts on my translation, I protest that the ar-
ticle needs rewriting.

“Álvarez?” Tootsie smirks. Álvarez sounds like a child trying on
words two sizes too big. He fought in the Sierra Maestra for Cuba’s
liberation and helped found the paper. Perhaps he was a guerrillero
with a vision, but he never received training as a journalist, and un-
like Ulises, lacks talent. Now apparently, no one has the heart to fire
him, or can.

“I think Molina should look at this.” With trepidation I ap-
proach a silent, but volatile Mimi. “It’s an important article, but it’s
unclear,” I explain quietly, not without the hope that Molina might
tell me his news at the same time. Unfortunately Mimi sends me to
Pacheco, the assistant editor. I stumble through my concerns. To my
surprise, Pacheco thanks me. 

“Go ahead. Rewrite it,” he says.
I’m dumfounded. I’ve never known a paper to allow rookies

input on editorial decisions, much less foreigners. I tell Pacheco this. 
“This is your paper too,” he explains. “That’s why it’s here. It be-

longs to the people.” 
I repeat the interaction to Mimi. She remains silent. 
After adding a few paragraphs in strategic places, I hand the ar-

ticle back to Pacheco. Just as we’re about to break for lunch, a tall re-
porter with a long, thin face and hair cropped close to his skull
strolls in. He wears a delicate, silver, Shakespearean beard. 

“Where’s this Margot Pepper?” 
It’s the reporter whose article I changed, who, to my chagrin,

turns out to be Sixto Gutierrez. When I tell him, quite apprehen-
sively, that I’ve always wanted to meet him, his vexed expression
eases to a puzzled smile. He’s happily surprised that his articles have
been circulated in the Bay Area.

“You were right about those changes,” he says. “See this mon-
strosity?” He flips through several pages of tiny legalistic print. “It’s
the law Canada used to argue that the U.S. Torricelli Law violates its
sovereignty. First I had to translate it from English.”
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I’m working for a revolution to leave the world a little better, as my
father tried to do. 

Here I feel I’m being paid to learn more of what I want to learn.
And I’m able to make a living from my writing without compromis-
ing the truth. I no longer dread gas and electric bills, tax day, evic-
tion notices, parking tickets, having my car towed nor my car win-
dow smashed. 

A pile of translations arrive, followed by an apologetic, winded
Cynthia and Jane. Cynthia fans some air underneath her T-shirt and
adjusts the angle of the electric fan we share, as she sits down. “We
couldn’t understand where the man who gave us a lift said he was
going. So we had to walk a couple of kilometers. Can I put the fan
here, Margot? What time is it?” Like most Cubans, Cynthia has no
watch, but relies on Radio Reloj, which announces each minute be-
tween sound bites. 

“God, not another Torricelli article, please,” Jane balks. “There’s
so little space for news as it is. I’d love to know what’s going on back
home.”

According to the recently-passed act, the U.S. can now confis-
cate any international ship that docks in U.S. waters within six
months of having docked in Cuba on business. Not only does the
law exacerbate our shortages, but every time a country voices oppo-
sition to it, there’s another article to translate. 

“Someone should stow their country’s nuclear waste on a ship
then take a little trip to the U.S. via Cuban waters. That would surely
muzzle them,” says Cynthia.

Mimi storms in. “¡Coño! Look at all these mistakes!” She slams
her hand on the proof sheet. “If they don’t fire José, I’ll quit. Really
I will, ¿eh? But they won’t fire him,” she appends sadly, for our ben-
efit. “That’s the problem here. You can’t fire anyone.”

“So who wants it?” Jane asks, dangling the newspaper clip as
though it were a worm.

A tense silence follows. I volunteer. 
“Shit.” Cynthia, who quickly snatched up an article Gabriel

García Márquez donated, tears the newsprint out of her typewriter,
wads it up and tosses is in the wastebasket. “I keep forgetting to mis-
spell everything. L-a-b-O-R, not O-U-R. Civilization with a ‘Z’ not an
‘S.’ Why must we use American? It’s like writing slang.”

“Isn’t it just awful?” Jane crinkles her nose slightly. 
“Come off it,” says Hope. “It’s what’s used globally.”
“Let’s see,” says Cynthia, ge tting back to her translation. “Oh
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for Molina’s office. He’s sitting at his desk, hands clasped behind his
head, chest out. “How’s it going for you?” he asks, looking into my
eyes. “You’re content here?”

“I love working here,” I say, rapidly looking away as though
from the sun. I wonder if he can tell how sexy I think he is. Why? I
wonder. He’s got a very receded hairline.

“Good, good,” he smiles. “I have good news. About your com-
pañero. Guillermo is it?” 

I stare directly at him.
“You said he can translate to Spanish?”
I nod. His spelling and grammar betray his fifth grade educa-

tion. But he’s brilliant; an autodidact. 
“They’ve created a translating job for him. So he can get a visa.

Only thing is—” Molina pulls out a couple of articles from a neat
stack of papers on a tray. “We’d like him to take a translation test.”

Creating a job for a foreign immigrant—that’s a switch. I’m
moved by the generosity of my hosts.

“Can you get these to him?” Molina hands me the articles. I
pray Molina is as forgiving as the editors of the grassroots Spanish
language papers that publish Guillermo in the States. 

“Mimi told me Luisa in Design is leaving for México Sunday.” I
hesitate. “Only thing, Mexican mail—”

“Is almost worse than Cuban mail. Does he have a way to send
his translations back?”

“There’s a Global Exchange group in mid-December.” I’ve had
trouble hooking up my modem.

Molina taps his forehead with his finger. “When does he need
the visa?”

“Late January.” 
“That should give them just about enough time to process it.

Just make sure he doesn’t miss that December deadline. “ 
My bike, Cubita, glides up all the hills on the way home.

LUISA 

Guillermo,
this Saturday I woke at noon
as though we’d made love all morning.

Earlier, I stirred,
nestled in your memory,
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I sympathize, showing him my poor rendition of Guillermo’s ré-
sumé. 

“I could look it over for you, if you want. Having cut my teeth
on that law,” he rolls his eyes, “I have qualifications.” 

“Sixto,” Cynthia suddenly interposes. “I hear you’re a Santería
expert, and great story teller to boot.” 

Sixto raises his brows, exposing the whites of his eyes, and looks
at Cynthia unflinchingly. 

“Not going to give us a glimpse today, I suppose,” Cynthia
mumbles awkwardly. There’s something slightly intimidating about
the man, secretive, like a Siamese cat.

A little before lunchtime, Mimi gets up in a huff, taking the
proof sheet with her. When she barges back in a couple of hours
later, she slams the hard copy onto her desk, falls back into her chair
and fumbles in her desk drawer for a Popular. “Just impossible!”

“Typesetting or Ulises?” Hope yawns.
“Both.” Mimi says digging in the ashtray. “I really used to think

this was my paper—” she turns to me, “like Pacheco told you today.
Well it’s taken me 24 years to realize this is NOT my paper,” she re-
sumes rifling through her desk, shaking her head. “When it comes
to making decisions beyond the jurisdiction of my department, it’s
really the Party’s paper.” She looks me in the eye. “By the way,
Margot, Molina says he’s going to rewrite that Canada article him-
self. With more analysis.” 

Alberto pops in, walks over to Mimi’s desk. Mimi throws up her
hands. “I don’t have any, ¿eh? Coño not even a miserable little butt
for myself.” 

“¡Oye, pero cálmate, Mimi! No one’s asking you for anything, “
Alberto storms out.

I offer Mimi a pack of suaves, hoping it might improve her
mood.

“Save them for Guillermo. You know what I need,” she says,
turning to Hope, “is to go home. I’ve been all up all night. Ulises and
I—” she shakes her head and looks at the ceiling, the way my mother
would when she was about to cry about my dad. “Broke up,” a weak
little voice stammers. Hope ambles over to her desk and mutters
something. They step outside. When Mimi returns, without showing
us her eyes, she gathers up her purse and her little jar of sugar and
marches out the door. I feel like crying for her.

Silence overtakes the office, then the frenetic tapping of manual
typewriters. I rush to finish the article I’m translating so I can head
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leaves. Vines and exotic flowers reclaim their reign over humanity’s
edifices, transforming the peeling pastel facades of houses into as-
pects of the tropical landscape. Cynthia wipes some strands of hair
that have stuck to her moist neck and sighs in exasperation. “It’s
practically dark for godsake and still it’s bloody hot!” She scrapes
through her purse for a cigarette. “Oh, Cr-ickets! Mind stopping at
the Presidente?”

“I’ve got plenty of suaves.”
“Thanks, but even suaves are far too harsh for me. I gave all mine

to Omar.”
I smile. “Already?” 
Cynthia met Omar yesterday in the lovely shaded courtyard gar-

den where Jane and Adonis escorted us to see the Sábado de Rumba
performance of free folkloric Cuban dances. Before long, Omar and
Cynthia were deeply entangled in practiced French conversation.
Omar works for the French embassy as an interpreter. Next thing we
knew, he was accompanying us home, asking Cynthia out on her
first Cuban date.

Cynthia’s face flushes. “We have a lot to talk about,” she grins
foolishly, tripping on a break in the sidewalk thrown upward by tree
roots. “Only good thing about Cuban cigarettes,” she says, compos-
ing herself, “is they do kind of help you, well—go. So does rum, for
that matter.” 

On the way out of the hotel, Cynthia catches sight of an ad for
the creamy shores of Varadero. “A perfect lodging place for you and
your yacht. How disgusting,” she snorts. “Locals need not apply.” 

Gua-gua reservations to Varadero beach—which people obtain
by camping in shared shifts outside the station for days on end—
must be made at least a week in advance. The marathon bicycle jour-
ney to the next-best sandy Playas del Este, would be manageable if
one could skirt the issue of hunger before starting home again. Cold
beans and rice? And what to bring them in? Hardly anyone gets out
of Havana these days. 

Luisa’s friend in Mexico City is paying for Luisa’s ticket to visit
her there. “She sent us that!” Luisa’s pointing to a black velvet pic-
ture of a scraggly looking knight on a horse. “It took her forever to
find it.” The rest of her living room is tastefully furnished with a
throw rug on the highly-polished speckled white stone floor, expen-
sive-looking sofa and cases full of cloth-bound books.

“That’s Don Quixote, you know,” belches Luisa’s husband from
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hesitating between sleep 
and the weak light of an ashen dawn,
your chest pressed to my back,
lips grazing the nape of my neck,
your masculinity caressing 
the fleshy curves of my desire.
Like a sea flower 
surrendering herself to the tide
my languid body waited 
for the unrestrained force 
of your love to penetrate,
but only dream entered, 
from which was born 
this little love poem.

After cooking dinner together, Cynthia and I set out to visit
Luisa, from Granma International’s design department, with our re-
spective messages in bottles for her to cast over the Atlantic, via
Mexicana Airlines. The sky looks like satin backing displaying a string
of the malecón’s jeweled lights. At the Piraguas café by the malecón,
red, white and blue spot lights revolve and flash as speakers blare
“What is Love” by a U.S. singer, a myriad of people knit around the
stage. The repetitive, unimaginative pop music bootlegged from
Miami plays mercilessly throughout each weekend, offering us
respite only after eleven on weekday nights. In spite of the worst
cuts in the revolution’s history, the outdoor disco is part of Young
Communist League (UJC) President Roberto Robaina’s program of
free entertainment for Cuban youths. 

“Do you hear that garbage up on your floor?” Cynthia asks as we
abandon the pop music for a more peaceful street.

I roll my eyes. The concave shape of our building serves as an
amplifier inviting the intrusion through the open windows, the bass
rattling the panes as if it were another San Francisco earthquake. I
figure within a year we’ll be in straight jackets. We will have heard
“All That She Wants” at least a thousand three hundred and twenty-
two times but will still not have understood a single lyric. Don’t any-
one tell me Cubans don’t sacrifice a lot for their young people. “I
came to hear Cuban music, not Madonna. What’s wrong with a lit-
tle Party censorship?” I grumble.

We head over to G street listening to the sounds of the day
winding down. Island birds shriek to each other through rubber tree
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Eberto mutters, shifting in his seat, his stomach trembling like a
water bed. I wonder where he gets the extra rations; I’ve already shed
a pants-size since my arrival. 

Luisa dismisses her husband’s request with a head shake.
“Vamo’, Eberto. You know she didn’t hear me,” she whispers sternly.

The old woman scowls at her in silence. 
“I can understand her distaste for U.S. Americans,” I offer self-

consciously. “The Bay of Pigs invasion, the embargo—”
Eberto sniffs. “Try germ warfare, Dengue, bombing ships that

tried to trade with us. Shit, they’ve been trying to kill Fidel since the
triumph of the revolution. The CIA even tried putting something in
his soap to make his beard fall off! To discredit him. What imbe-
ciles!” he shakes his head. 

“Oye, pero Eberto, chico,” Luisa says, trying to get a word in.
“That government is blood-thirsty for visionaries,” he plows on.

“Che. Martin Luter Kin, Malcolm Equis. Now that Momia guy. But they
won’t kill our Fidel.”

“¡Eberto!” Luisa manages to get her husband’s attention. “I
think she’s estadounidense—U.S.” 

“I was born in México—” 
“But your accent. It’s not completely Mexican.” 
“My parents are U.S. American. They were blacklisted. They fled

to México.”
“¡Pero no chica! Under McCarthy?!” Luisa asks with surprise. 
I nod enthusiastically. In the States, I usually have to provide the

background information.
“See, she’s Mexican!” Eberto announces. “Mexicans, on the

other hand, have always helped the revolution. Mexicans traded
with us, invested in Cuba when no one else would. We love
Mexicans! Don’t we Luisita?”

Luisa smiles for the first time since we’ve arrived. Even I am lik-
ing Eberto better.

“See, Ma, eh mexicana!” he shouts. He leans forward in his chair
to talk to us in confidence. “You’ll have to excuse her. It’s just that
foreigners. Well. She thinks they’re privileged. Bad influence, you
know?” He slouches back and hitches up his boxers. The old woman
just glares at us and sucks her dentures. “Ma,” he shouts, “these two
girls are o-ka, Ma. They’re working at Granma. They came to help in
the Special Period. They’re suffering the same problems we are for
our revolution, suffering just as much hunger as we are—”

More hunger, even, I think.
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his arm chair. Shirtless, a hairy stomach protrudes a generous dis-
tance over what look like boxer shorts. I wonder if Luisa told him
she was expecting two co-workers. “That’s why you see his statue
over on Calle 23. Don Quixote’s a symbol of Cuba. A dreamer. But
we won!” he says loudly, toasting to us with his can of imported
beer. I wonder whether it was a gift from a foreign visitor or pur-
chased on the black market.

We hand Luisa our letters, thanking her. “First thing I’ll do is
look for the post office,” she assures us, tucking our letters in a soli-
tary, sagging brown suitcase by the front door. I’d feel more confi-
dent if I had some Mexican stamps. 

An old woman in a nightgown shuffles in and props herself
against the kitchen door frame. “What’s the matter, Sra. Sanchez?”
asks Luisa, raising her voice and running over to help the old woman
stand. “You already had your pills. You want your tea now?” 

Sra. Sanchez turns and glares at us for several seconds, her jaw
chewing away like a spider monkey. Suddenly, she thrusts her chin
at us. 

“Oh, that’s uh, from the English Department, oh gosh, I’m
sorry—”

“Margot and Cynthia,” I say loudly. Luisa’s husband glowers at
his wife.

“I knew that. I’m so sorry. Guess I’m nervous about tomorrow.
This is my first trip out of the country,” Luisa wrings her hands.
“This is Señora Sanchez, Eberto’s mother,” she adds, her attempt at
sweetening her nasal tone leaving a saccharin aftertaste.

“Mucho gusto,” Cynthia stammers in her fragile Spanish. 
Sra. Sanchez responds by spitting a lump of tobacco onto the

floor. Scarcely do I convince myself of this, than Luisa has scooped
up the evidence with a kitchen rag. 

“Sit down, Ma,” Eberto tugs his boxers up as he stands to help
his mother toward the couch. 

“Where you from?” Sra. Sanchez glares at Cynthia. 
“Me? England,” Cynthia responds in Spanish. 
“¿Que?”
“You have to speak up,” Eberto bellows.
“¡Inglaterra!” Cynthia shouts.
“Hrrmph,” the woman snorts, shaking her head.
Cynthia and my eyes meet. 
“She doesn’t like foreigners,” Luisa explains. 
“Watch what you say about Mother in front of our guests,”
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“Who’s going to do the housekeeping here? You? Or Sra.
Sanchez?” Cynthia inquires of Eberto, her right eyebrow arched like
a hissing cat, her gaze on the rag in the middle of the floor.

Eberto blinks rapidly and guzzles the last of his beer.
Sra. Sanchez stares at her son and attempts to rise from her

chair. 
“Off to bed now, Ma?” Eberto says, clearing his throat and

scowling at Cynthia. He stands, hikes his boxers up again, ready to
help his mother to her room. 

The old woman violently shakes her spider monkey head and
throws Eberto’s hand from her shoulder. She points to Cynthia.
“FUERA!” she shrieks. She comes at us, flailing her arms. By the time
we’re over the threshold, the old woman has descended upon
Cynthia, her bony arms striking like a surprise hail storm. Luisa in-
tervenes. 

“Eberto, help me!” Luisa shrieks, shielding her head from the
old woman’s avalanche of rage. Eberto just looks at her dumbstruck,
unable to move. “It’s my mother,” he says meekly.

“Your mother’s a monster! ¡Chinga tu madre, Eberto! Not one
more pinche day!”

“Get your filthy hands off her, you puta!” Eberto shouts, wad-
dling toward his wife. Cynthia and I take advantage of the distrac-
tion to flee. “Suerte, Luisa!” I yell to the void. 

“Keep moving!” Cynthia shouts. “Imagine having to live with
that!” she says, showing me a clawed arm. “That’s what Omar was
saying. There’s no housing in Havana. They HAVE to live together
like that. Can you imagine?!” 

“Yeah, the U.S. solution makes more sense to me now: that old
lady’d be out on the street pushing a shopping cart!”

“Well if I were Luiser, I’d stay in Mexico. Bet she does.”
We exit the building and start home at a good clip. “Shit!

Guillermo’s translation test,” is all I can say between breaths.

NAMES

In my attempt to distract myself from obsessing about whether or
not Guillermo received his test, I’ve come to rely more on
humor—and less on food. One of my most amusing finds has

been Cuban names. Not uncommon is “Mileidi” (my lady) or
“Yoleidi” (Yo! Lady!) Most people at work know someone who’s

71Through the Wall

“That’s the thing that’ll be the hardest for me in México,” Luisa
says. “All those hungry people. All those kid beggars. I just won’t
look, is all.”

“That’s what Cuba was like before,” Eberto barrels onward.
“Worse. Orphans rotting from all kinds of diseases. Stealing.
Prostituting themselves. Let me tell you, this revolution—” 

The old woman just continues scowling and sucks at her den-
tures all the more noisily. Eberto slurps his beer. Feeling everyone’s
eyes upon him, he makes another toast. “To Cuba!” I want to believe
his optimism is sincere. I want to believe Luisa’s silence reflects her
disenchantment with her home life rather than with her country’s
political system. I want to believe the shortages haven’t turned
Cubans into cynics.

I’m somewhat relieved to hear Luisa finally begin chiming her
concordance. “We’ve come a long way,” she admits, though lacking
her husband’s zeal. “I don’t know where I would have been without
the revolution. My parents could never have afforded to send me to
school to learn graphic design.” 

“You would have been a whore,” Eberto says plainly. 
The ensuing silence makes me regret having come. The pink

splotchy tinge Cynthia’s cheeks acquire in the heat have disap-
peared. Eberto starts laughing. “It’s absolutely true. You would have
been a puta!”

“That’s not funny,” Luisa snaps. “I draw the line.” She turns to
us, shaking her head. “I’m a feminist, you know and—”

“You and your lesbian feminists!” Eberto snorts. His mother
snorts too, adding volume to a wad of tobacco she spits onto the
floor. I pity Luisa having to live with these people.

“¡Ay no, chico! Excuse me!” Luisa shouts, rising from her chair
and swooping down on the brown bile-like substance. “You may
take all your freedoms for granted, just like the young people here
do, but women still have to fight for those same freedoms.” 

“So? You got them. The laundromats. You get to be first in line
in the bodegas if you work!” 

“It’s no use,” Luisa says, throwing her rag on the floor and look-
ing at us in an appeal to our sympathy. 

“Obviously not!” Not only has the color returned to Cynthia’s
cheeks, the rest of her face has taken on the same cast. 

“It’s a good thing I’m leaving at five a.m.!” Luisa stammers.
“Less than eight hours. I’d go crazy if it were one minute longer. One
more second!”
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“It’s just a matter of patience, Margot,” Pepito says, taking my
hand into his as if I were his niece. “We Cubans didn’t get where we
are today without a hell of a lot of patience. The first insurrection for
our revolution was back in 1819.” 

Great. I pick up the receiver to make sure the phone’s working
on this end. The tone reproaches me for neglecting to finish my ar-
ticle. The only ideas that surface are the fish sticks we’ll get at
lunchtime. My heart flutters at the notion that there may be an en-
velope on its way to me from my mother packed with enough of my
money to buy groceries and a good lechón dinner on Christmas. I
reread some notes I set down after my first trip to Cuba to see if I can
derive some inspiration from my naïve enthusiasm and continue to
answer a question that’s been plaguing me:

WAS IT WORTH IT? ...Título
BY MARGOT PEPPER (Special for Granma International)

PRESERVED IN a glass case at the Museum of the
Revolution in Havana are some blood-caked shirts.
What value does history place on those teenage lives
offered in sacrifice for a revolution they believed
would make Cuban lives better today? 

The conditions of poverty that compelled Cubans
to revolt were largely due to Spanish and U.S. colo-
nialism, which produced Cuba’s enslavement as a one-
crop economy. Just as Cuba was about to secure inde-
pendence from Spain, the United States intervened,
occupying the island until 1902 when the Platt
Amendment granted the U.S. the right to interfere in
Cuba whenever it perceived a threat to its inter-
ests. Hence, the United States established the naval
base at Guantánamo5. 

By 1925, Cuba virtually had become a U.S. colony.
U.S. corporations had appropriated three quarters of
the island’s sugar industry and 70% of its land6. In
1940, the dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista was in-
stalled by the United States to suppress unions, ex-
pand the Cuban market for U.S. goods and guarantee
the “climate of stability” necessary to put foreign
investors at ease. In 1958, nearly three fourths of
Cuban imports and exports7 derived from trade with
the United States—a figure that approximates trade
with the former Soviet Union.8

The fruits of U.S. “democracy” in Cuba the year
prior to the revolution included: unemployment for a
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called Yusnavi or Usnavi. I guess some people living near the U.S.
Navy base at Guantánamo thought the name looked important.

“My cousin’s friend is named Onedolar,” Onekis, the foot mes-
senger told us one morning at work while she killed time crocheting
her daughter a new pair of shoes. 

Why not Hundredolar, at least? I wondered. “And your name,
Onekis?” 

“Ah ha.” Onekis pronounced the words deliberately, syllable by
syllable. “One-kiss. Isn’t that nice?” and she was all grins retreating
self-consciously back into her bony shoulders.

Mimi insists her neighbor’s kid is called Hitler. She said when
she pointed it out, he said he knew he was named after the German
chancellor, so what? Mimi also says she knows a couple who named
their child Penicilina because penicillin saved the infant’s life. There
is some argument as to whether there are people named Aspirina. 

I’ve heard of quite a few Lenins, Vladimirs, even a Stalin. And
every Cuban I asked seems to know or have heard of a Proletario or
proletariat. Hey, Proletariat, this is the second time you’ve come to
work late this week!

Recently papers reported that the hospital prevented a couple
from naming their child Alien, though some people say they know
people who were given that name years ago. It’s also illegal now to
name your child anything that she or he himself cannot pronounce.
“Like Yxychyzyxch,” says Sixto, complaining about someone he had
to interview by that name. “She pronounced it ‘Iiiixch,’” he ex-
plains, emitting the high-pitched chirp of a prehistoric bird.

WORKING IN A SOCIALIST COUNTRY II 

I’ve spent the morning at work anticipating the ring of the phone
half with excitement, half dread, to learn whether or not the
Global Exchange contingent brought Guillermo’s translation

test. Molina gave me two more articles to send to Guillermo with the
group, in case my last missives were lost. Little Pepito from Layout
walks in with a proof sheet for Mimi to check. Pepito could be num-
ber eight of Snow White’s dwarves: “Revolutionary.” Last week he
wasted no time showing me the scar from a bullet lodged in his col-
lar bone in the Sierra Maestra battle of 1959. It still causes him neck
pain. He overhears me grumble my apprehensions about Guillermo
having to wait several more months to come if he didn’t receive his
translation test. 
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“¡Cojones!” Mimi slaps the proof sheet onto her desk and leans
back in her chair. “What? Why’s everyone looking at me?”

“You’ve been kind of on edge,” says Hope, making a conclusive
mark on my earlier translation. “Ulises?”

“No, if you must know, he’s not the center of the universe, ¿eh?
I’ve been having insomnia as you might have noticed. I quit
Diazapam.”

Since aspirin came into short supply Diazapam—valium—has
gained popularity as the Special Period antidote. It’s prescribed for
everything from chills to depression. 

“Need another day off?” 
“Hope, if I stayed home every time I felt lousy I’d never come in,

¿eh? Anyway, being home means having to cook. And there’s noth-
ing to cook. That son of mine ate everything this last weekend,”
Mimi’s gesticulating wildly. “I wish Lisa would write me. I could use
some more hair color. Know what Cuban women are using now?
Battery acid or something like that from cars. What do you think of
that?” Mimi massages her temples. “God, I feel another migraine
coming on.”

“Just from the withdrawal, huh?” Hope sympathizes.
“Menopause. It’s ruining my life!” Mimi throws up her hands.

“At least it’s Monday,” Mimi sighs, popping one of my ibuprofen
pills in her mouth, after my reassurances that it is non-addictive.
“Elizabeth’s gone back to school. Ricardo’s back in the military.” 

She takes a big gulp of water. “I’ll have the house to myself.
That’s something to look forward to. Though I hate cleaning. When
I get home, I won’t cook, ¿eh? I’ll—I can’t read, because it’ll be dark.
Print’s too small anyway. I’ll take a bath, ¿eh? That’s what I’ll do.”
She looks up from the piles of paper on her desk and smiles sadly.
“Maybe I’ll just sit in my nice big rocking chair, the one Ulises al-
ways hogged—and SLEEP. That’s what I’m going to do! I’ll sleep and
wait for the electricity to come back on. Then I’ll see what’s left in
the kitchen.” 

Grimly, I ponder what I have to look forward to. The simplest
things seem chores: riding my bike home, even under a less brutal
sun, finding food, cooking. It’s getting difficult to remember the
high points of living in Cuba, besides a hypothetical Guillermo.
What more opportune time than this to cull a list of the revolution’s
achievements to finish off that article? I get busy amassing several
sources from our library, including a U.S. book Hope threw down in
disgust: Castro’s Final Hour.
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quarter of the Cuban people and no work for cane
workers four months a year, guaranteeing the U.S. an
abundant and cheap labor pool9; destitution for
nearly half the Cuban people; electricity and run-
ning water for only a tenth10; the only beaches Afro-
Cubans had access to were the ones in which they
were sure to drown. 

The phone rings while I’m interviewing Mimi. Everything in my
body freezes except my heart, which is doing cartwheels. But it’s
only Omar for Cynthia inquiring whether or not she has any cock-
roach poison. 

“Speaking of cockroaches, Mimi,” I insert, “I’ve been meaning
to tell you, it’s so bad, they’re pooping in the egg tray in my refrig-
erator.” 

“Yesterday one crawled out of my beans,” Tootsie says. 
“Delicious!” Mimi mutters. “I’ll have to speak to Fernández.

Okay Margot, you want to know why we made a revolution?!” 
While Mimi explains, I hear Tootsie whisper to Cynthia, “She

takes the revolution really seriously.”

Such conditions compelled Cubans to reclaim their
national resources by expropriating the foreign com-
panies that siphoned them. After the revolution’s
triumph, Ernesto “Che” Guevara and Fidel Castro were
wary of a type of Soviet-style socialism that would
disregard the spiritual fabric of society. For both,
socialism was not just a matter of developing a more
effective method of distribution; it was a means to
eliminate alienation and secure intellectual and in-
dividual freedom11. At the Museum of the Revolution,
along side the exhibit highlighting free college and
post-graduate education; free therapy, dental and
health care; give-away housing and the million by—
products of the sugar industry, a novel priority:
alegría. Practically free camp grounds, amusement
parks, beachside resorts, street music festivals,
Copelia ice cream park, children’s fairs, the car-
naval along the malecón each July 26, theater and
dance performances, the exhibit goes on. Sadly, the
current economic crisis has reduced many recre-
ational options to mere historical curios preserved
in museum cases for skeptical eyes. 

I yawn and look to the flame trees beyond the windows.
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I’m convincing myself. 
“For you.” Cynthia hands me the phone and resumes reading

the paper. My mood transforms instantly. Faviola, the aunt of my for-
mer student, is in Santa Clara with the Global Exchange delegation.

“Martita was so happy I was going to see you, Margot! She added
a little something to the pile of letters I brought you. I know one’s
from your mother. And there’s a fat manila one too.”

“You wouldn’t know if the fat one’s from a Guillermo López
Castillo?” 

“It is.” The flatness of her tone confuses me. 
“It is from Guillermo López?”
“Hmmmm. It is. He handed it to me personally.” Maybe Luisa

mailed the letters after all.
“How did he seem?” 
“Rushed. You know Guillermo.”
“So you know him?”
I notice Mimi watching me. Her face is one big sunny Cheshire

cat smile, mirroring mine.
“Mmmhm. We’ll talk more next Sunday. I’ll call when we book

into the Nacional. Que milagro, I finally got through!”
“Good,” says Mimi when she watches me hang up the receiver.

“Now maybe you’ll be able to do this translation.”
“Mind if I ask you two more questions? I just want to wrap up

this article.” 
“If they’re quick.”

Daughter to a Cuban dignitary based in the
States, Peña had the opportunity to remain in New
York. I ask her why she chose to settle in Havana.
She stirs some sugar into her water glass to fend
off hunger. “Back then in Cuba there was this kind
of alegría that comes from realizing the impossible.
The people had really taken over! I mean, one of the
first things we did when the revolution triumphed
was to demolish all the parking meters—”

“No way,” Tootsie stops typing.

“—People just hacked them apart with whatever
tools they could get their hands on. It was some-
thing, this little tiny island taking control of its
destiny. We had succeeded where so many ‘Third
World’ countries had failed. We had no choice re-
ally. As soon as we did, the price of food dropped,
the price of raw materials plummeted and we were fi-
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Cuba’s economic growth from 1960 to 1985 was the
2nd highest in Latin America12. Even Andres
Oppenheimer, whose book Castro’s Final Hour argues
the revolution’s failure, concedes that in 1989 in-
fant mortality in Cuba was “lower than in
Washington, D.C.”  (Today, in the United States, in-
fant mortality for African Americans is nearly dou-
ble Cuba’s: 19 of every 1,000 babies die.13)
Oppenheimer goes on to admit that thirty years after
the revolution, 

“Cuba’s literacy rate was 98 percent higher
than that of many industrialized countries.14

There were more doctors per capita in Cuba
than in any developing country... You didn’t
find the pockets of misery you stumbled on in
virtually any other Latin American country.
There were no beggars on the streets...15”

The revolution resolved much of the housing
shortage by allowing several families to enjoy one
of the lavish mansions that used to belong to one
family who enjoyed several. Reparations were made to
the original owners by giving them the choice of
renting out the extra rooms of their home or selling
at market prices with interest accruing until the
new Cuban government could repay the entire sum.
Cubans also established micro-brigades of workers
who were given a five-year paid leave from their
jobs to build their homes. Mimi Peña, the head of
Granma International’s English department, helped
construct her apartment, then offered to work a dou-
ble shift for a reporter that finished it for her.
Now she owns it outright. 

In 1986, the urban reform law converted all ten-
ants into owners, all rents into mortgages. Today,
in the Special Period, mortgages still can’t exceed
12 percent of the owner’s salary with 100 percent of
the interest-free payments going toward paying off
equity until the property is owned by the tenant.
Even for the small number of unemployed, thanks to
low housing costs and ration cards, fear of becoming
homeless or starving is still virtually unheard of.
In spite of the shortages, life expectancy has risen
to parallel that in the United States and universi-
ties lend books for the term so students aren’t
forced to enrich academic publishers.
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She launches into a story about a scuba-diving cousin who brings
her family lobster. They wanted to make Jane, Tootsie and me a spe-
cial dinner to thank us for helping out in the Special Period. But the
last blackout was too much. Amalia’s light brown eyes double their
enormous size. “Last Friday we noticed the lobster in the freezer had
started to smell. So my mother had to cook it all up. I thought of
bringing you some, but I wouldn’t see you till Monday—” 

After I recover, I notice Amalia excluded Cynthia and inquire
why.

“Cynthia? It could get. Well. Awkward. With you know. What’s
his name. Tú sabe’.” Amalia rubs her index finger along her arm to
indicate Omar’s dark skin.

I wasn’t surprised to hear a Soviet woman in the bodega making
derogatory remarks about Cynthia’s new beau—but racism from a
Cuban? Especially since sixty percent of the Cuban population is de-
scended from the African slaves the Spaniards imported after realiz-
ing they had exterminated most Taino natives, and who but them-
selves was left to do the work? “You mean Omar?” I wince.

“He’s a negrito, ¿qué no? And worse! She met him at Sábado de
Rumba, didn’t she? Everyone knows that’s where you land a for-
eigner.”

“You think Omar’s a jinetero?’
“Pero Margot. Look at Cynthia, niña. Think her intellect’s enough

to turn on a young guy like Omar?”
Young Communist League or not, some of Amalia’s politics are

not very sophisticated. 
We move onto Guillermo’s poems. As Amalia’s aaaaying

“Lamento Chiapaneco,” the doorbell rings. We’re launched into in-
troductions. 

“Verónica looks a lot like you, Griselda,” I remark about Amalia’s
eight-year-old niece.

“Her hair,” says Saturnino. 
“Actually, mine’s a little lighter,” Griselda says, poofing her

short blow-dried blonde hair. I have a hard time believing she hasn’t
touched up any gray.

“I don’t know where Saturnino gets his,” Griselda continues.
“Rest of his family’s like Amalia, practically blonde. Saturnino’s
family’s from Spain too, you know. ¡Somo’ cieto po’ cieto españole’!
We’re one hundred percent Spanish!” she proudly announces in so
heavy a Cuban accent, graduates of Beginning Spanish 101 would
be utterly lost.
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nally able to build houses, schools, hospitals. We
worked our tails off. Only for once, it was for our-
selves. I remember those first days, when the Habana
Libre was still the Hilton. They let us all walk in
and eat all we wanted. Just like in a dream. 

I ask Mimi whether she still feels that way or regrets not having
stayed in New York. I’m really asking myself a similar question.

She just stares at me. “Please,” she says, though I can’t tell if that
means, please don’t ask such a ridiculous question, or don’t ask such
a painful one.

FULA

Saturday, the day before I retrieve my letters, Amalia and I
lounge in my red vinyl living room set against a backdrop of the
Havana skyline and malecón. Amalia’s a member of the Young

Communist League, the UJC. Before she landed a job as a reporter at
Radio Havana, Jane, Cynthia and I ate with her at Granma. She has
dropped by to escape the morning blackout in her neighborhood;
because the Focsa is on hotel row, it’s in a blackout-free zone.
Blackouts are rotated on a pre-determined schedule so no household
is forced to forego electricity during the same time block each day
and so everyone can plan their lives accordingly. Every morning,
Radio Reloj reminds people of the time each neighborhood is sched-
uled to do without electricity. When the afternoon blackout rolls
around, Amalia’s brother and sister-in-law will escape their neigh-
borhood’s rotation by taking us to the Diplomercado, the diplomat
supermarket, in Miramar. The evening blackout is the worst, Amalia
explains. Without dollars for fuel, candles or a restaurant, one is left
to eat cold beans and rice in the dark. Last month, everyone had
three-hour block blackouts everyday. Now that December has
brought cooler days, blackouts take place three days a week.

I offer Amalia a cigarette. 
“Gracias, pero no fumo,” she says, wagging her index finger.
“Some tea in your sugar?”
Amalia proffers a sarcastic smile. 
“There’s a bright side to blackouts.” I pat Amalia’s arm. “It’s an

excuse to get together.” 
“I have something for you,” Amalia pulls a rubber door stop

from her backpack. Her smile fades. “Me da mucha pena deci’te e’to.”
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this, ¡coño! not a single brand of tomato paste, garlic or bread re-
mains! I feel disappointment, but not the despair I once felt in
Safeway’s pasta aisle back home. I had just seen an elderly woman
shuffling her cart along with six or seven items. It must have taken
her five painstaking minutes to arrive at the middle of the aisle. At
the end of this arduous journey, she checked her purse to see if she
had enough for the economy size spaghetti package, then put it back
and began the pilgrimage to the check out line, a maneuver that
seemed to demand the last of her strength. I wondered how she
would get home, whether she had stairs to climb. As I pictured her
alone in some apartment, struggling to pull together dinner without
a husband or child to care for her, nor elder care insurance, I was
suddenly overwhelmed with sadness. I was thinking about all the
neglected seniors, about the ones that died on the streets without a
roof to keep out the weather, about the bombing in Iraq, the hospi-
tals there jammed with children sobbing uncontrollably about their
missing limbs or exposed innards. I had entered that darkest level of
human awareness, devoid of light, where only suffering exists, there
in Safeway’s pasta aisle.

Relieved to be in a somewhat more humane, peaceful place that
doesn’t wage wars in order to expand its borders or resources, I
snatch up two bags of shell noodles and swoop down on a glorious
$10 half-pound brick of jack cheese—I’ll get more meals out of it
than chicken for the same price. An aisle over, I marvel at the food
that actually decomposes: kale and cabbage, onions—oh why not, a
few potatoes too, since I only have to save $15 to call Guillermo this
month. I head over to the canned milk aisle and glare enviously at
the two heaping shopping carts belonging to a plump, fair-com-
plected couple speaking Russian.

Amalia has saved me a place in line. Their cart is brimming.
“¡Ay mi madre!” Griselda clasps her hand to her mouth and

stares at my four cases of milk. Verónica laughs. 
We must ring up both carts as though their contents is all mine.

After a sub-total I realize Griselda’s groceries are seven dollars over
their limit. Not knowing what they wish to put back, I look at
Amalia for a clue. Then at the cashier. “What do you think I should
put back?” I ask Griselda. 

“Um oh, do you really need the cookies and the guava paste and
that pack of hamburger?” 

“Yes she needs the hamburger, Griselda!” says Saturnino
through his teeth. 
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Next, Griselda wants to see pictures of Guillermo. I show her the
little silver frame.

“He doesn’t look that Indian,” Griselda comments with sorbitol-
sweetness. 

“Actually he’s a lot darker,” I point out with pride. “Cheap de-
veloping.”

“Oh,” Griselda pauses, disappointed. “But still, his features—”
“His mother’s Spanish.”
“How nice,” she pauses. “But his father—” She adjusts

Verónica’s dress and brushes her hair in preparation to leave.
“Is just a beaner, like me,” I would say were this fiction. 
I’m starting to sell out. Because I’m suffering really bad with-

drawal—from milk. I’ve decided to tolerate Griselda today because
her husband works for a petrol company and by coincidence always
has gasoline in his car. While the Diplomercado supermarket is less
than an hour’s ride on my bike, today I need a big rig for all the
evaporated milk I’m planning to stockpile, since the hotels have run
out. 

Griselda is tolerating my dark Semitic eyes and olive skin be-
cause my passport will enable her to spend the dollars her grand-
parents send from Spain on items not available for pesos at the bode-
gas. She prefers this to having to purchase checks for use in técnico
stores, where she says all the negritos, including African students,
shop. 

Foreign imports considered unessential are sold in dollars. The
government obtains dollars by selling sugar on the world market
and products and services from its burgeoning medical and tourist
industries. It must use this hard currency to buy essentials Cubans
cannot produce enough of like petroleum. Since in general, the gov-
ernment subsidizes basic goods through the ration card, if everyone
were able to buy all the imported dollar goods they wanted with
their pesos, the economy would collapse. Still, as Saturnino hands
me his worn envelope stuffed with fula, or dollars, I feel as uneasy as
I do when the panhandlers back home ask me for money. “Please
don’t go over $115,” he says.

The clerk inspects my passport as though it were counterfeit. 
“Sometimes they just wave us through,” Saturnino apologizes,

“but you look Cuban.” 
I’m pleased.
The Diplo looks like a regular supermarket in the States, though

to Griselda’s glee, the pasta aisle extends ad infinitum. In spite of
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Lázaro followers than hitch a ride with these folks again. 
Griselda spots some Cuban friends in line buying three dozen of

the same pattern shirt to sell on the black market. Cubans say the
black market was started by Soviets bringing all they could to sell.
Now it includes goods grafted from work. Unfortunately the only
treasure pulled out of a plastic bag and offered to me in passing, as
though it were drugs, was cold pizza and I haven’t succeeded in
learning which homes or garages lead to greater riches.

Carlos Lage pointed out that if Cuba abolished rationing, so that
the black market became the one and only “free market,” as it is in
the rest of Latin America, the consequences for the population
would be just as devastating—higher mortality, unemployment,
crime. One way to solve the problem, he acknowledges, is to develop
industry and increase production to attract hard currency for im-
ports—something colonized countries have been unsuccessfully
struggling to achieve for over 500 years. Because of the racial balance
of economic power throughout the globe, I’ve started calling the
capitalist or “free market,” known here as the black market—el mer-
cado negro—the “white market”—el mercado guero.

“Margot,” Griselda squeaks, “mind if we make a quick stop at
the Havana Libre before we drop you off?” 

“Actually, I do.”
We drive back in silence. 
Back in my apartment, not even the sight of forty-eight neatly

stacked tins of protein-rich milk in my cupboard can recharge my
spirits. 

DANCING ALONE

Like an aging helium balloon hovering just beyond my grasp all
week, at last the Sunday evening sun begins to settle toward
the horizon; Guillermo’s letter is practically within reach. The

air is tolerable. It’s mid-December and we’re strolling to the Nacional
in our tropic best. I’ve broken out my white heeled sandals and
white lacy mini-dress. Omar is in white slacks and a silk shirt. Even
Cynthia’s dolled up in her flowered dress. We’re overripe to enjoy
firsthand that hot Afro-Cuban band that keeps us up weeknights. 

“¡Por fin! It’s been a year since I heard some good music!” Omar
grins, spotting the cream walls of the Nacional. The best bands are
always touring now to bring hard currency into the country. “What
you all gonna order?”
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“Oh, well the olives. Don’t you think?”
“You’re right,” I say, handing them to the clerk. She hands me

back my seventeen dollars and Griselda’s change.

We stop for two hours at the full-blown department store in the
Miramar shopping complex searching for a pair of two-toned jeans
for Saturnino. I spend my two remaining un-earmarked dollars on a
can of hot dog hors d’oeuvres and for lunch, some U.S. potato chips.
No matter how much I insist, no one will eat any chips. Finally
Amalia takes two. Tiny Verónica just continues smiling her refusal,
though it’s obvious she’s not watching her slight 8-year old figure. 

After trying on every pair of jeans in the entire complex,
Saturnino has decided none are to his liking. Instead, everyone
stocks up on shampoo and conditioner. At the register, I’m told they
mismarked the little hot dogs. After realizing my protein will cost me
a minute of talking to Guillermo, I change my mind, confusing both
myself and the cashier. 

We’re off to the hotels. I never would have suspected the Tritón
hotel in Miramar would have three clothing stores. Verónica looks at
the junior dresses and T-shirts with longing, suggesting various fam-
ily members who would enjoy them, never herself. At last Griselda
spots the white, economical pumps of her dreams. When I pay for
them, I realize I only have five of my own dollars. I must have left
$10 on the counter at the shopping complex when I decided against
the little hot dogs. 

“¡Ay que lástima!” Griselda sympathizes. “The fula to call your
sweetheart! You can bet that disappeared quickly.” 

Her husband sadly agrees. The couple’s attitude contradicts
what I’ve come to expect in a society with little theft. On the way
back to the shopping complex, I torment myself with the possibility
that perhaps I’ve forced Griselda and Saturnino to burn petroleum
in vain. 

The cashier beckons me immediately. “Thought you’d be back,”
she says. She’s not smiling. She hands me my ten. I try to give her a
couple bucks in gratitude, but she won’t accept. “Thank the guy who
was behind you in line.”

Back in the car, the excitement wears off as, to my horror, the
family charts its next destination. Finally, somewhere in Central
Havana Saturnino finds a pair of affordable jeans that satisfy him.
I’m thinking I got what I deserved; I’d rather strap my cases of milk
to my shoulders and make the pilgrimage on my knees like the San
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I spot the group in the dining room. 
“How do you know it’s they?” Cynthia inquires.
“Just look. They’re mostly white folk,” observes Omar.
“Also, that Hollywood glow. See how they bustle about as

though they’re kind of famous.”
“I do see what you mean.” Cynthia looks the group over again

and laughs. “Not even Los Van Van put on airs!” 
Within seconds Faviola has spotted us. “Margot? Mira! You’ve

lost weight! But you look good! But you’ll have some dinner with us,
no?” We follow her eyes across the buffet: sliced pork, potatoes,
bread and butter. Cynthia awaits my response hungrily. I wonder if
Faviola knows she’ll be charged ten bucks a pop. Before my stomach
has a chance to protest, I decline. I wouldn’t want Global Exchange
to look upon me as a jinetera. Heartbroken, Cynthia follows suit, de-
clining for Omar, who scowls at her behind Faviola’s back. 

“No wonder those U.S. solidarity activists who live here are al-
ways so positive about the revolution,” Cynthia grumbles. “Touring
and tea-ing with these groups all the time.”

I think of the Hollywood expatriates in México who really did
live colonial lifestyles. I imagine them catching gua-guas, shopping
at the bodega, trying to make do with the lack of variety in the
Diplomercado or hustling deals in dollars from hotels and jineteros.
“Cynthia, I have a strong hunch those solidarity activists could have
had far more privilege had they remained in the States,” I remark,
wondering whether my parents would have endured the inconve-
niences of living in a socialist society like Cuba or changed their
ideals. Will I?

Once at the poolside, my happy pile of mail on the table and
Afro-Cuban rhythms tugging at my booty, it’s all I can do to keep my
mind on the conversation. Judging by the sheer weight of the
manila envelope, Guillermo finished the translation. Moon sifts
through palm fronds onto the tables and motionless water. Only
four of the thirty or so tables are occupied—surprisingly empty for
such a good band. 

“Anyone feel like dancing?” I ask. Faviola smiles politely, shakes
her head. Her friends, three agriculturists from UCLA who’ve worked
extensively in Haiti and Africa, shake off the idea as abruptly. 

“And you two?” I look at Omar, suspecting he might agree that
the only ones who can afford the dollar cover to enjoy the bands
nowadays, lack the cultural sensibilities to appreciate the value of
their money. Unfortunately, Omar’s still sulking at Cynthia, so I
tune into the conversation. 
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“Water,” says Cynthia. “Unless Margot’s got some fula.”
“I filled my flask with rum, “ I say.
“What?” says Omar, stopping as abruptly as if he stepped on a

rake. “Neither of you brought fula? ¡¿Qué es eso?! Where’d you think
we were going? There’s a five dollar cover.” 

“Hopefully they’ll think we’re with the tour group,” says
Cynthia.

“And if not?” A trickle of sweat threads its way down the side of
Omar’s face.

“Guess we’ll retrieve the mail and head back,” says Cynthia.
“Pero ¿que es eso, nena? Your friends— They must have dollars.

They’re your friends, right?”
“Don’t worry, Omar. Want some?” I offer Omar the handsome

little flask. 
“Maybe it’ll help you relax,” says Cynthia, wincing from the

taste of the bodega’s best. 
“I don’t think so,” Omar frowns. 
I must have built up a tolerance for lighter fluid, because the

bodega rum numbing my empty stomach is simply delicious.
Though I’ve had a good serving of burned garbanzo beans and rice,
I’m still starving. I just learned to use the pressure cooker that came
with the apartment, checking for enough liquid so it didn’t explode
a hole in the ceiling, like it did in Tootsie’s kitchen. Before I used this
method, my beans stayed hard as teeth, even after three hours. Still,
they weren’t very satisfying with my usual stingy dab of oil, bay leaf
and few pepper corns to flavor them. I can’t imagine having to keep
cooking like this every day. I ate half my meals out in San Francisco.

After dinner I worked up a greater appetite riding my bike to
check out the Bosque de Habana, unaware of the extensive hill-
climbing. But it was worth it. The terrain abruptly changed to a
scene out of a James Bond flick—a green river framed in banana
leaves and prehistoric-looking trees, their leaves and moss falling in
savage cascades. An inexplicable layer of phantom mist hovered at
the height of my handlebars; I could see directly over it and beneath
it. It reminded me of what Guillermo meant when he called Cuba a
magic place. What I’d give to show the Bosque to him.

The doorman at the Nacional makes a big deal about seeing
Cynthia’s passport before allowing Omar and me inside. This new
tourist “apartheid” is one of the saddest changes of the Special
Period, since foreign tourists used to be a minority in the now-for-
bidden zones. 
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I’m starting to doubt I trust this woman; she’s taking too many
liberties. But before I can investigate her admonitions further, her
group’s off to hear speeches from Cuba’s women’s movement. She
invites me along. I watch the conga player launch into a solo that
sends the other musicians into a trance. Give this up to be filled with
more anxieties about Guillermo or to hear the women union’s ex-
cuses about why girls in bikinis are suddenly being used to sell ho-
tels to tourists? I politely kiss Faviola goodbye on the cheek and
thank her for the mail. 

“We’re going too,” says Cynthia, underscoring Omar’s sour milk
expression. The conga player is off again, pounding out a beat so
wicked, it draws me out of my seat, toward the band. The drums take
possession of my hips and hind. They’ve awakened the African Lucy
in my genes and I can’t stop, hair swirling, breasts shaking, arms fly-
ing. Turning about, I feel the eyes of the other guests on me. No one
else has danced all evening. The two old Spanish women at the next
table peer at me over noses made for supporting opera glasses. I in-
vite them to join me. They glower and give me their expensively-
clad backs.

What difference does it make? I think. As a writer I’ve learned to
keep myself company, like Frida Kahlo’s painting of herself as Two
Fridas holding hands. It’s not dancing alone, exactly, it’s dancing
with myself. And not only just with myself either. Didn’t my parents
and the Hollywood Ten dance alone too? Didn’t all my muses?

When the set is over I wipe my face on a napkin and begin tear-
ing open letters. What more romantic setting in which to read them,
in the shadows of palm fronds with the play of fluorescent aqua pool
water on white tables. I’m beaming, as though my mother and
roommate Mary Liz are sitting at the table with me. Until I realize
my mother didn’t send my money and, uncharacteristically, there’s
no explanation. I look carefully through the pile of paper. Naturally,
my letters never left México. I hesitate as I rip open Guillermo’s
packet. At first all I see are poems. Dozens of love poems to read at
bedtime, though I can’t make much sense of them on a first read. I
shuffle through the pages for his translations. Finally I find what
looks like a letter. The shortest note in the packet. 

Margot, amor mío. Should be looking at the
constellations in that malecón water with you soon.
Will be in touch. Eternally yours, Guillermo. Don’t for-
get que te amo, mi chiquita —I love you, little one. 
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“That’s what I was telling that guy at the ministry of agricul-
ture,” says Judy, the prettier agriculturist. “Brazil came up with a way
to turn sugar into ethanol that they mixed with only a fifth part pe-
troleum. They could use it in any car at all, without converting the
motor. But of course it was kept hush hush. Like solar power.” 

“By the Brazilian petrol companies of course,” Cynthia offers.
“But back to—”

“¡Caballo Blanco! I interject. “We can’t miss this song!” I pass my
flask around. 

“Cubans have to,” Cynthia snickers, “unless accompanied here
by an adult.’” She looks at Omar, but he has tuned our English out.
His arms are crossed and he’s staring at the band, stone-faced. 

The agriculturist whose name I don’t know scowls. “Terrible. As
a tourist, it makes me feel lousy. I thought they were trying to get rid
of classes here.” 

The subject is a sore one for me as well and I struggle with my
own opinions before jumping into the fray. The Cuban government
claims that in the Special Period, each time a Cuban pays pesos for
services that can be sold to a tourist in dollars, all Cubans lose fifty
cents that could be better spent, say, improving medicine, rations or
education. Juan Antonio Blanco, the director of Cuba’s first non-
governmental organization, calls the recently-instated tourist
apartheid “chemotherapy.” But last week I saw a Cuban bride and
groom turned away from the Hotel Presidente on their wedding
night because a tourist wanted their reservation. Priorities, they say.
In Chiapas, México there are 7 hotel rooms per 1,000 citizens and 3
hospital beds per 10,000 residents.16 Cuba has 6 hospital beds per
1,000 residents—a figure higher than in the United States. 

Eventually, I’m able to ask Faviola about Guillermo. 
“He was making dinner for everyone, since he’s leaving for

Cuba. You know how he is—” Faviola pauses. “Margot, there’s some-
thing I feel I need to tell you,” she says, waiting for me to give her
the go-ahead, then proceeding anyway. “I’ve known Guillermo for
years. He’s a wonderful poet. A wonderful person. Please don’t get
me wrong.” She’s cooing at me. 

I scoot back in my chair. 
“If only you knew what he’s up against.” Faviola takes my hand

in hers. “Look Margot. You’re not going to like me for what I have
to tell you, but you have to live your life here as though he’s not
coming. Then you don’t lose. And if he comes, then, pues, you both
win. He’s really doing all he can. De veras.”

86 Margot Pepper



The next day, I decide to spare my bike brakes and walk to work.
I’m able to think a little more clearly, to trace the root of my disap-
pointments: shortages. But the causes? 

I notice other pedestrians I pass keep looking at me funny. I’ve
been sighing aloud. I just have to follow Pepito’s advice and be pa-
tient. Until Guillermo obtains a resident visa. Until I learn whether
socialism, in practice, is as humane as the kind of society my father
and his contemporaries envisioned in theory. 

Because of an approaching storm, the air is pleasantly cooler
and I’m reaching out hungrily with all my senses, seeing each gra-
dation of green on each leaf for the first time, each flower a window
to some unexplored universe. Only I’m forbidden entry. Good
morning, heartache. 
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I sort through the papers for the translation test and my money
a final time. Poor Guillermo. I’ll have to tell him to postpone his
move until March, since he’ll have to wait until February to send his
test back with the next Global Exchange tour. Two more months
isn’t that much longer—provided Molina can overlook Guillermo’s
grammar and spelling—yet why do my spirits feel like a rapidly-de-
flating balloon? 

On the way home along the malecón, my thoughts lose them-
selves riding the scales of that black serpentine sea. Seaweed is every-
where. Absentmindedly, my feet seek out the polyp bubbles to
crunch. Next thing I know, I’m flat on my stomach, slimy seaweed
all over my legs and torso. With dread, I realize the seaweed is not
seaweed; it’s the petroleum that the last small storm vomited. 

“¡Ay mi madre!” the elevator operator cups her hand over her
mouth, as she punches 18. “Your nice white dress! ¡Ay no, mimi!
Look, your shoes! Do you have any nail polish remover?” 

We both know the answer.
Within minutes, I’m sitting in my mold-green tiled tub with a

bottle of powdered cleanser and wash cloth, staring at the plastic
bassinet of water. I feel as though a black hole full of petroleum has
gotten into my heart and seeped into my limbs and fingers, making
them heavy. I scoop some water into the tin, dump cleanser on my
leg and start scrubbing. Half-an-hour later, my skin is red and
blotchy from scouring, still the renegade patches of tar refuse to
yield their new territory. Lighter fluid smears the tar on the leather
and lace to a light brown. 

I feel like a saber tooth tiger sinking into what’s now the La Brea
tar pits, sinking from the weight of all the frustrations I’ve encoun-
tered over the last month-and-a-half. I wonder if life here has always
been this dreary for Cubans. Was I an absolute dupe to risk
Guillermo, my job, a quarter million dollar fine and imprisonment
to come? 

Slowly, a couple of questions I’ve managed to suppress posit
themselves. Would my father have risked all that he did, had he
known socialism would come to this? And should Guillermo’s ar-
rival prove a pipe dream, as Faviola hinted, is there any point to my
finishing out the term of my year contract? I refocus on completing
the task at hand, quelling the sting when I’m done with some hand
lotion. 
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3. FREEDOM OF SPEECH

COMMUNICATIONS

Calling your Mamá again?” The pretty clerk at Hotel Victoria
smiles, glancing at the phone number.
“My boyfriend.” I feel a little jittery. His roommate answers

and uses up most of my five minutes locating Guillermo. I think of
the little hot dogs I returned during my outing with Amalia’s fam-
ily. 

“Guillermo!” 
“You have no idea how it’s been without you, Margot.”

Guillermo laughs his sad, sardonic laugh. “You have no idea.”
“Did you get the packet I sent with Faviola?” I want to remind

him to have someone check his spelling and grammar before send-
ing it in.

“What? The echo. You got the poems I sent with Faviola?” 
“Yes, but did you—” 
“What? Listen, Marguito, they’re dragging their ass on that book

of poems that was supposed to come out. I thought I’d have at least
that money—”

“We can’t talk at the same time. Guillermo—?”
“This is the operator. You have ten seconds remaining.”
“Look. Everything’s fine. I’m planning to leave SF before New

Year’s. Listen, Marguito. You only need to know one thing. I’m
madly in love with you.” I can hear him laughing though his teeth.

“I’m madly in love with you too, Guillermo. Did you get—”
—Beeeeeeeeeeeeñ.
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“I can.” Cynthia peers at me from the corner of her eye and
takes a drag of her Popular. “Took you all morning to finish that lit-
tle Torricelli Law snippet.” Lately, the closer Cynthia gets to Omar,
the more fault she finds with me. I light another suave. 

“What difference does it make, Cynthia,” says Mimi. “We prob-
ably won’t get more work until after lunch.” Turning back to me she
says, “I’ve been thinking a lot about your problem. Why don’t you
tell him to come in January, as you originally planned, and just
marry when he gets here? He’d automatically get his ration and
visa.”

“Could we pull it off within the two weeks allowed by his tourist
visa?”

“I don’t see why not.”
It seems a bit hasty, given that we haven’t known each other six

months yet, but why not, if they allow us to do so?

“Yes, we’ve married lots of foreigners,” the secretary at the
Cuban Ministry of Justice assures me. “We provide you with most of
what Cubans are entitled to: the cake, wedding gown and suit, a re-
ception for fifty guests complete with hors d’oeuvres and beverages,
only we don’t provide foreigners with the honeymoon.”

“All for six hundred pesos?”
“Dollars. You’re foreigners, right?”
The amount required for another year of marginal living here, a

figure well-exceeding our means. “What kind of paperwork do I
need?”

“Passport, and a form from your embassy. The U.S. Interests
Section.”

“Well maybe you don’t have to go through them,” Mimi posits.
“Can’t you call the Mexican embassy? You were born there, after
all.”

A call to the Mexican embassy.
“You say you’re U.S. Can’t the Interests Section marry you?” the

ambassador inquires.
“Well, we don’t really want to call attention to the fact that

we’re here in Cuba. Because of the embargo.”
“I see.” Long pause. 
“Though, I’m sure you know, that as writers and journalists

under the Howard Berman Act of 1976 we do have a general license
to travel to Cuba, since our government can’t interfere with the free

93Through the Wall

NOBODY ANYWHERE LIKES COPS II 

If every Mexican city has a zócalo where people gather to catch up
on each other’s lives, the Focsa has its elevator. This morning, our
operator is Velma, the blonde with black roots and a sharp nose,

who confided that she was a prostitute before the revolution. She’s
perched on a high stool, under an electric fan, a piece of fruit on her
lap from a neighbor. She knows everyone. The tenants this morning
also know one another, exchanging kind words about family and
newsworthy events as they board. A solitary, well-groomed child in
the universal maroon elementary school uniform hops on Velma’s
lap and helps push the red stop and go button. One of the things I
like most about Cuba is how it pampers its children. If the phar-
macy’s out of medicine, often it will have the child’s equivalent;
adults are told to simply double the dose for themselves. Before the
crisis, there was an elaborate nation-wide celebration for children
once a year. The pampering of Cuban children and the fact that
Cuban families are not shattered by the kinds of economic hardships
that in the States lead to substance and child abuse has rendered
Cubans an extremely psychologically sound population. Cubans
have realized it’s more cost effective to spend resources to guarantee
citizens a decent childhood, rather than reform miscreants later. 

We’re almost to the lobby when the lift begins shaking violently
and, after a few little fits, free-falls two floors, as the levers breaking
its fall fail to open. I raise myself up in the corner where the hand
bars meet, expecting the floor to explode upward several feet. This
will actually occur several years from now, when the elevator crashes
down from the twentieth floor with a load of five people. One per-
son will become permanently paralyzed, the repairman will injure
his neck, and an elderly woman will meet her death. 

There’s a trace of concern etched on the faces of the other pas-
sengers and the operator, who’s rocking the child. The shaking sub-
sides into tremors and the doors open a crack, enough to see we are
slightly below floor level. We struggle to force them open and dart
out like cockroaches. I phone Cynthia and Jane from the lobby to
tell them to take the stairs. 

The day at work progresses on equally shaky ground. 
“So?” Mimi perches her reading classes on her nose and peers at

me over the top of them. “Still haven’t heard from Guillermo about
his test?”

“Can’t you tell.”
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“We’re going to have a half-an-hour hike up the stairs to our
apartments after the play,” Tootsie says. “God. This place is going to
shit.”

“When did the Focsa start going downhill?” I inquire.
“After the Soviets and Bulgarians left,” Tamayo offers. “They

used the silk curtains to make clothes, took all the mirrors home,
filled the walls with holes, since they knew they’d be leaving.”

Tootsie puts both her arms around her boyfriend’s neck and
looks into his eyes. I envy them their tenderness. “Did you know
Tamayo’s an author? He’s already won a prize in England,” Tootsie
proudly announces, placing a few of Tamayo’s chapbooks on the
glass coffee table that’s just like mine. 

“They treat unknown artists like dirt here,” Tamayo grumbles.
In spite of his bitterness, I reflect, Tamayo has all his days free to

write, a roof over his head, sufficient food, free health care, a child
who is fed and schooled by the state and enough money somehow
to buy cigarettes and see an occasional movie. All this and he hasn’t
worked a single day for years. Back home I had to justify each hour
I spent writing instead of breathing pedagogy to my public school
co-workers and the principal, or they thought me a poor ‘team
player.’ I’ve never figured out why public school administrators are
opposed to our practicing subjects they expect us to teach students.

Tamayo and I settle on a point of mutual agreement: the artist’s
fate is a sorry one everywhere, especially if the artist has assumed the
role of society’s conscience.

“Only here you can add police repression to the mix,” Tamayo
says, bringing up Daniel Díaz Torres’ controversial Alicia In Wonder
Town. 

I perk up, recalling a scene in the film in which silverware is
chained to a restaurant table so the patrons can’t steal it, though
neither can they bring the soup to their mouths. “But in the end
that film wasn’t censored here?” I ask after we stop laughing. I find
it appealing that such biting self-criticism was funded by the Cuban
film institute.

“Wait. Wait. Listen,” Tamayo says in a tone striving to achieve
the calm before the storm. “They were going to suppress it. But it
won an award at an international festival. People made a fuss and it
opened just around the corner at the Yara. Only everyone knew not
to go,” Tamayo says frowning behind his tangled beard. “There were
rumors that secret police would be there, ¿tu sabe’? Cracking skulls.”

“Did you get hurt?” I want to know.
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flow of informational material.”
“Ajá. What’s your fiancé’s name?”
“Guillermo. Guillermo López Castillo.”
“That is a touchy situation, Margot. I’ll see what I can do. It

would be a shame if you couldn’t get married because of an em-
bargo. Hold on while I check my calendar. Oh, I’ll be in your neigh-
borhood next Thursday. Three okay?”

I hang the receiver up marveling at how generous people are
here in Cuba. But later that afternoon, Molina overhears Gladis re-
laying the message that Ambassador Colón Barriga would like to
move our appointment up to noon. His polite inquisitiveness leads
him to discover the reason for Barriga’s visit. He calls me to his of-
fice.

“You told the Mexican ambassador you wanted him to marry
you to circumvent the U.S. Interests Section?!” Molina’s lips pull taut
into what looks like a smile, but is not. He closes his office door.

I vaguely remember that ambassadors often double as spies for
their country. “I guess I assumed ambassadors could be trusted in
Cuba.” 

Molina raises his brows, shakes his head. “Just count on the
Interests Section knowing anything you tell Barriga. If I were you, I’d
avoid him. Avoid diplomats.” 

My cheeks and ears burn as though I’ve already been appre-
hended. 

“Should I cancel the appointment?”
“Well,” Molina rubs his temple with his index finger. “He could

start to suspect something. And Guillermo may have to deal with
him again since he has a Mexican passport. If I were you, I wouldn’t
give him any more information.”

After work, I climb the stairs to join Tootsie and Tamayo for a
play. Tamayo opens the door, immediately confirming the opposites
attract theory. A mature Cuban in his early forties, his weighty voice
is a ground for Tootsie’s youthful chirping. Like Tootsie, Tamayo
sports glasses over a pair of green eyes, yet his muscular body makes
him look athletic, rather than bookish. He has thick wavy brown
hair and more sprouting on the back of his neck. The front of his
neck is likewise concealed behind the kind of beard Fidel Castro and
the other guerrillas grew in the Sierra Maestra, vowing never to
shave until Cuba stopped being under siege, the kind of beard in
which food particles love to hide.
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survival is reduced to a hard animal existence. Hardly escapist: it’s
our world during the Special Period. Though we’re all laughing, in-
side, I’m getting increasingly depressed. The metaphor begins to
emerge: we are living in Orwell’s Animal Farm and Fidel is a pig. Just
as I was beginning to think I loved the guy. Whenever I feel as
though I’m hitting bottom, he’ll suddenly pop on the tube like a big
green leprechaun with some invigorating speech that refocuses my
eyes on the horizon, instead of on minutia.

I glance about uneasily for police. People are laughing, some
look bored, others, perturbed. A man in the row directly in front of
us is discreetly trying to stuff a rebellious nostril hair back in place
with his knuckle, that’s about it.

“What about the police?” I ask.
“Aw,” Tamayo says waving his hand. “No threat here, I guess.

Lots of performances are like this. Tu sabe’,” he adds, reflecting on
the play. “It comes to this, really. The difference between capitalism
and socialism. Outside, in the capitalist world, it’s a jungle. Each an-
imal out for himself. It’s survival of the fittest. Socialism, on the
other hand, is a zoo. All the animals are well-fed and taken care of.
Only they can’t leave.” 

We walk back hardly speaking, as though any words will siphon
the energy we need to get us up all those stairs.

POWER TO THE PEOPLE

I’ve survived another hilly forty minute journey to playa 16.
Another successful passage along the metal bridge with the tire-
size grids and an inevitable toppled bicycle driver at the foot. I

search for a spot on the concrete beach front that hasn’t been
claimed by petroleum or personal belongings and lock my bike to
itself. I have a couple of hours before I have to start back to sneak a
peak at the People’s Power meeting in the Focsa garden. There’s been
no news of Cuba’s elections in the States and I’m dying to see the
process firsthand. 

The broken concrete singes the soles of my feet. It’s difficult to
believe winter solstice is approaching. After some sunning, I pick my
way along the dientes de perro—rocks sharp as dog teeth—to the lus-
terless navy water. I swim out beyond the crowds to appreciate its
expansiveness. 

In my shifting from sidestroke to backstroke, I wind up staring
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There’s a pause. “No,” he says. 
“What did the police do?” I ask.
“Well,” he says slowly, “nothing that time. But we were pretty

scared.”
After we listen to Tamayo’s wheezy breathing for an uncomfort-

able few minutes, I ask him what he knows about political prisoners.
“People are not tortured or disappeared here like they are in El

Salvador and Guatemala, if that’s what you mean,” he says to my
relief before adding: “But we are silenced in other ways.” 

“Oh,” I say, grimly. “But I thought we were seeing kind of a
controversial play.”

“It should be interesting,” Tamayo says, stroking his beard. 

On the way to the gallery we pass a billboard encouraging
breast-feeding. One of my favorite things about Cuba is its refresh-
ing absence of ads. Instead, a rare billboard like this one may be used
for a public service announcement. Tamayo sneers. “God forbid they
should let a real artist interpret the message.” My memory alights on
a couple of lifeless, paint-by-numbers murals I saw around town, de-
void of the alegría shared by their counterparts in México and the
San Francisco Bay Area.

I think of Cuban writer Senel Paz’s criticism of the frozen order
of Cuban art in the prominent La Gazeta, put out by the Cuban
Writer’s Union. He claims such stultified art actually helped spur the
fall of the U.S.S.R. by suppressing the reality its public perceived.
What is revolutionary now, he implies, is to direct criticism, not at
an enemy, but at the artist’s own system and compatriots, wherever
he or she may reside.

It’s not long before we reach the little theater where Tamayo’s
friend, the production manager, manages to sneak us in. The place
is filled beyond capacity and we’re fortunate to find seats together. 

“Are there police in here?” I whisper, glancing around at the
crowd resembling theater-goers in any city, U.S.A. 

Tamayo and Tootsie exchange one of those looks that those out-
side the couple are hard pressed to interpret. “It’s always possible,”
Tamayo says. “It’s a contemporary play, contemporary issues.”

Attempting to dismiss police from my mind, I contemplate the
significance of the title—Manteca—margarine or lard. Rendered pig
fat, to be exact, the town where Berkeley police are moving to escape
high rents. 

Lights go out, the story unfolds. A surreal Cuban world in which
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a ride,” Lalo suggests, looking more than ever like Marlon Brando.
“It’s a motorbike, but we could put your bike in the side-car. I have
an extra helmet,” he adds.

I feel awkward with my hands around Lalo’s waist, but the speed
of the empty streets rushing by soon distracts me. Without much
traffic, the ride seems relatively safe. I let myself drink in the wind,
glimmers of hibiscus, scent of sea and star jasmine. The horizon ex-
pands. I imagine riding to Playas del Este, farther to the turquoise
Caribbean-like waters of Varadero, stopping at towns along the way.
How beautiful life here seems on a motorcycle.

When we arrive, the dirty Focsa lobby feels like a stuffy hamster
cage. Lalo has offered to accompany me to the People’s Power meet-
ing. As part of their restructuring efforts, Cubans claim to have
begun decentralizing power by overhauling their electoral laws. Now
voting will be by secret ballot. Also Cubans will nominate and vote
on delegates to the provincial and national levels directly.

According to the articles I’ve translated, the national assembly is
the country’s law-making body and elects the country’s president.
Unlike U.S. elections where most choice is left to voting day, all
Cubans begin the process of selection today, months before the final
elections. We poke our heads in the meeting only to learn it’s ad-
journing. I’m disappointed. These elections to nominate a pool of
municipal delegates—a neighbor, oneself, a family member, ap-
proved for the ballot by a show of fifty percent or more of hands—
only take place every two-and-a-half years. What I find remarkable
is that today it was the common voters who determined the pool of
candidates that will run for higher offices, since each candidate
elected at the municipal level is eligible to run for the Provincial and
National assemblies, equivalent to our congress. In other words, if I
lived near Lalo, I could nominate him, and if half our neighbors ap-
proved it, he’d be eligible to run for the Provincial and National
Assembly also—even president. Contrary to international assump-
tion, candidates to these offices don’t have to be Party members.

Unfortunately the meeting has adjourned.
“Boring. Believe me,” Lalo reassures me. “Keep your eye on what

happens after today.”
He promises to bring his cockroach poison and speeds away. All

I feel like doing is getting on the back of that motorcycle and riding
along the malecón too, until all that’s left of my thoughts is a band
of sapphire, faster and faster, like skate-boarding down those con-
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at an inflatable raft. The man floating on it notices the longing in
my eyes. 

“You can rest here, if you’d like.”
“Estoy bien, gracias.”
“¿Po’ qué no, chica? Really. I’m going for a swim. In fact, you’d

do me a favor if you watched it.”
He pushes the raft towards me, does the crawl out to sea. His

manner is so polite, my limbs so exhausted, it seems more danger-
ous to keep treading water than to accept. When he returns, he en-
gages me in conversation. As he speaks, I’m reminded of Marlon
Brando in Last Tango in Paris having a torrid love affair with a
younger woman. Brando plays the kind of sexy older man that has
that fatherly way of making you feel protected, yet still has that
edge, like taking off on an eighteen foot wave—he's a little rowdy in
bed. Just when you’re thinking it’s too bad the affair had to end be-
cause of his wife, who finally commits suicide, he shows up at his
mistresses’ and asks her to be with him forever. Only she kills him
and the movie ends. I never understood why his mistress did that,
ruining the happy ending. Back in San Francisco, my roommate
Mary Liz said I was in real trouble. “Don’t men like that make little
warning bells go off in your head, Margot?” I guess seeing my
mother around her second husband, Byron, broke me of that habit.

“So you like Cuba except for the cockroaches,” Lalo says, once
we’ve gotten to chit-chatting. We’re holding opposite ends of the
raft. He’s a biochemist. “I can give you some boric acid for your ants.
You just put a smidgen near their nest. It’s harmless. They, on the
other hand track it back to their nest, lick their feet and their stom-
achs explode. Cockroaches are more complicated. You need two
treatments of this stuff we just developed.”

I’m fascinated. 
“You know, back in the seventies, I had a good friend who lived

in the Focsa too. German. They demoted me for associating with her.
‘Counterrevolutionary.’” 

I bristle at the notion of being banned from associating with my
closest friends from México, Germany, Switzerland and Hong Kong.
“You’re not afraid to talk to me?”

Lalo dismisses the idea with a wave of the hand. 
I’m starting to get a headache, either from the sun or hunger. I

remember I’m missing the People’s Power meeting. With some re-
gret, I tell Lalo I have to get going.

“I’m going to Old Havana. I pass right by the Focsa if you want
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“That’s enough,” Cynthia says, moving toward the set. 
“Wait. Don’t you want to know when we’ll be able to buy toma-

toes?”
“You don’t believe they’ll actually tell us, do you?” Cynthia sits

back down.
Five more minutes, even my patience expires. To our relief,

there’s a second choice when I flip the channel. The camera takes a
long shot of a stubby, gray-haired man fixing shoes at his makeshift
corner stand; zooms in on his hands stitching a sole. 

“Oh absolutely. Olaf’s the best shoe repairman around. And so
quick!” a neighbor comments.

“You can always depend on Olaf. Not just to fix your shoes, but
to give you advice. He knows everything,” says another.

They go on about the shoe repairman for some time, as if he has
just made one of the greatest contributions ever to progress. Finally,
a shot of the town gathered around him, applauding as Olaf bash-
fully thanks reporters. Then with his head bent and his back a bit
hunched, this ordinary man, Olaf Díaz, who is anonymous in every
other country, walks out of the spotlight and heads home.

I’m radiant. “There,” I say. “Where else, but Cuba?”
“Where else what? Looked like an infomercial to me.”
Carlos Lage comes on. “Oh good,” says Cynthia. She likes Carlos

Lage. “I wish they’d get him to run the country instead of ‘El
Máximo.’” 

“You have to admit though, Cynthia,” I offer, “it’s refreshing to
see television put at the service of common folk. You get a sense that
at least they’re trying to do what’s best for people; get them to live
up to a higher potential, instead of their lowest one.”

“There are some decent people running things. Too bad so many
are so—stew-pid. Why do they keep the truth from people? Who do
they think they’re fooling?”

“True, there’s not enough debate,” I agree. 
“And outright lies.”
“What, for example?”
“Oh, don’t tell me you’re as obtuse as they are! Pardon me.”
I stop responding to Cynthia’s comments. Cynthia finishes

hearing what Lage has to say, thanks me politely but impersonally
for the tea and rises to leave. I wonder whether Omar is trying to
turn Cynthia against the country so he can go back to England with
her, or if Cynthia’s right in her criticisms. Surprisingly, when I shut
the door, I feel like my cat must feel when I leave town for a few
days. I try to remember how happy Olaf was.
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crete slopes coming off the high fences on the school yard or flying
down Tigertail road, moments before I wiped out.

MEDIA

Monday after work, I try, for the umpteenth time, to hook
up my modem to get through to someone who can reach
Guillermo. Following Cynthia’s advice, I’ve summoned

the courage to slice my phone cord and attach a proper jack, which
I now snap into my laptop. I hear the computer dialing and pausing,
that annoying buzz of an outside line, the dialing, the ringing, noth-
ing. Over and over, I try. Is it my settings? My wiring?

I cuss and pound on the desk. The pounding continues.
Cynthia’s at the door. 

“Margot, I didn’t come to hear you obsess about Guillermo,” she
says when she learns why my phone’s been busy. 

“Is Omar working late?” I inquire. Cynthia rarely drops by any
more since he moved in with her. 

“Visiting family again. He quit his job.” 
I look at Cynthia in surprise. “What does he want to do now?”
“Learn English.”
“Is he still getting his rations?”
“He’s been giving them to his family all along.” 
“Are yours enough?”
“Let’s not talk about that. No rations, no Guillermo. Let’s relax.”

Cynthia walks over to the couch and sits. “Mind if I turn on the
tube? Mine’s gone all green. I keep forgetting to call maintenance.” 

I shoo away some roaches and open a can of condensed milk.
We sip our tea in silence and stare at cane workers in a field. I get up
and turn the channel. Same program. We stare in boredom at more
field workers gathering tomatoes. The announcer comments on the
problem of distribution due to lack of petroleum. 

“Lalo says a lot of the tomatoes are rotting on the trucks.” 
“But we’re working on it,” the commentator says. Cynthia and

I crack up. A close up of the tomatoes. 
“Where’s the plot?” Cynthia complains. 
“I guess this is what happens when you try to educate the pop-

ulation about everything that goes on in their country.” 
“That still doesn’t excuse the lack of programming choices,”

Cynthia snorts. 
More footage of campesinos picking tomatoes. 
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THEY SERVE SEE FOOD AT WORK

Iwake to the boot-camp beeping of my alarm and hit snooze
while fumbling for some tardiness excuse. I doze off, groping to
reclaim my place in that important dream. Worlds later, I bolt

out of bed, terrified that an hour has lapsed. If Guillermo were here,
I’d wake to a slow, sensual kiss. Maybe by some miracle Colón
Barriga’s motivation for meeting me at Granma today really is to help
us marry.

I’m overcome by a leaden heaviness. It’s all beginning again:
having to scrub my teeth and face in the tin on the sink, then squat
in the tub and splash soap and cold water onto my genitals and
armpits. In the kitchen, dirty dishes are piled on the counter from
using them after the water shut off. I sift out the chalky magnesium
precipitate that’s crusted over my pot of fresh water by filtering it
through two-day-old tea leaves. No more fried eggs this week, no yo-
gurt, but there is a miracle of cheese left so I don’t have to eat beans.
I know most of my Cuban friends are praying for a breakfast of cof-
fee and sugar, let alone something to chew. My breakfast is peppered
with cockroach shit, since I’m too tired to rinse my plate first with-
out running water. 

¡Ayá! Out the door, and stumbling down 18 flights of night,
since I’m too late to wait for the elevator to snail its way to my floor. 

Once at work, I relax into a genuine smile as Cubans greet me
with the diminutive “Marguito.” But Onekis is not grinning as usual
when she delivers a pile of the day’s work. Jane, the first to reach for
some, balks at the quantity of articles on the new electoral changes. 

Cynthia studies the piece she must translate. “Has anyone from
this Candidacy Commission actually consulted either of you, Mimi
and Hope? And don’t they have to be in the Party?” 

“Onekis is a representative from one of those organizations.
She’s not in the Party,” Hope says, calmly. She’s in a good mood
today. Her mother-in-law has left, she has enough gas and water to
cook for her husband and the kids, and her car’s running.

“Why not let the voters decide directly?” Jane softly interposes.
“You think voters are willing to plow through the sixty or sev-

enty thousand names of delegates we just elected and pick 589 to
serve in the National Assembly?” Mimi posits.

“Why not? Wouldn’t that be direct democracy?” I inquire.
“Look,” says Mimi, “We’ll see how fair everything is February

24, election day. If people feel as though they had no input in se-
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BUSH TRIES TO GET IN BED WITH ME

I’ve managed to stop speculating about Barriga coming tomorrow
and dose off, when I feel something slither across my chest. Still
half-dreaming, I grab the crusty intruder in my palm and toss

him off my bed. I wake with a start. At first I think it’s Kafka, but he’s
too self-confident, too sneaky, this tremendous armored cockroach
the size of my thumb, with skinny hoary legs and waving antennae
trying to slip under my covers to hide from the light: it’s President
Bush. No sooner do I realize this than I make a run for the dustpan
and hurl him out the window. “Hey,” I yell, “We’re still waiting for
you to make good on your promise to become the first U.S. president
to set foot in a ‘free Cuba.’ You only have a week or so of this term
left!” 

The incident worries me actually because Jesse Helms attempted
similar maneuvers last week. I’m afraid these horrid creatures are
making a habit of this and Guillermo might get jealous. It’s becom-
ing increasingly difficult to concentrate without feeling one fondle
my leg. They’re coming out of all their hiding places, because not
long ago I sprayed with some super-duper cockroach poison Lalo
gave me. I think they’re trying to get their revenge before dying. So
they’re everywhere now, taking desperate measures before their em-
pire falls.

But every morning more turn up on their backs, some dead,
some alive, their stringy legs kicking frantically. It is a little sad to
watch them, they try so hard. Sometimes I catch myself apologizing
to them for letting them writhe, talking to them as if they were my
squishy little kitty, Ody, whom I miss a great deal. If they’re stuck in
an out of the way place I just wait a couple of days until they dry up
like cracked leaves and sweep them up later. It’s much easier this
way. I hate sweeping them up if they’re still soft and fleshy, since I’m
likely to mash them or rip off a leg. If they’re small enough, though,
it’s easier to stomp on them or smear them with a sponge. If I don’t
have the patience to wait until the big ones wear themselves out, I
bat them toward a window with a broom, get them onto their backs,
scoop them up with the dust pan in this position so they don’t crawl
up my arm and fling them outside. I’ve really gotten good at this.
¡Hasta la victoria siempre! Ever onward to victory!
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“As long as it’s not fish,” says Mimi. “I think I’ll go crazy if I
have to try to pick the bones out without my glasses using a soup
spoon again.” The silverware all seems to have disappeared recently
too. Efrocina must be slacking off when she searches our bags. 

“Looks like medallón,” grimaces Sixto. 
I liked it better when medallón was a little ball of dough with

not much inside. Now they always mix it with some kind of meat.
Sometimes it’s like eating a knot of gristle, other times it’s like salty
Play Dough or Gainsburger dog patties. 

“Which kind of medallón, Sixto? Corpuscle ball or fibroma,” in-
quires Mimi.

Almost anything would be better: the sharp, bitter shark that
tastes like what urine smells like; the ashen matter we’re convinced
is cat food; the large fresh water orange fish Cynthia says are gold-
fish; the thin blue fish with gaping mouths, staring eyes and bones
like a thousand invisible needles seeking revenge in your throat or
the salty soy eraser bits everyone leaves on their plate. It’s a crime
what Cubans do to soybeans. At least they didn’t serve us what
Cynthia calls “dish mop soup,” a grey murky liquid with strands of
disintegrating noodles, banana remnants and whatever else was left
at the bottom of the bucket after cleaning the dishes.

“What’s for dessert?” is the next obvious question. It’s always a
little plate with day-glow pink fruit-flavored slime, apricot or guava
slime, rice pudding slime or chocolate slime, which I love. At first
the quantity of sugar used to make me break into a cold sweat, now
it just makes me want to nap.

At the table, Sixto jokes about how to handle Barriga: “Tell him
you’re undercover for the Interests Section, investigating diplomats
who are overspending their expense accounts on Cuban prostitutes.
Speaking of which,” he says, and proceeds to announce he’s going to
find an old German woman to marry so he can leave the country.
“German so she’ll be neat and busy and will keep to herself. Old, so
she’ll go to bed early. And I want to live where it’s nice and cold.” 

“Fuck marriage,” mutters Mimi.
“Speaking of which, have you heard from Luisa?” Sixto asks. 
“She’s staying in México a little longer,” Mimi says, rising to bus

her dishes, her face suddenly sober. 
Onekis comes over and scrapes off the desecrated corpuscle ball

remnants off our plates into a bulging paper bag for her dog. 
When we return to the weekly building, there’s a square man in

a suit seated in the lobby. He stands to shake my hand. “Margot
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lecting candidates, they won’t vote for any.”
Eleven o’clock and I’m too hungry to worry about anything but

joining the bandwagon at the Granma Daily building for lunch.
Efrocina at the desk routinely checks our bags and our passes,
though she knows us. She will check them again as we leave. I used
to assume the search was for bombs. Actually it’s for eating utensils.

Mimi and I join Sixto in the lunch line. After an hour, Mimi
crosses her arms and demands to know what’s going on. 

“Have you noticed, the longer we wait, the farther back in line
we fall?” remarks Sixto dryly. Some people save places for their
friends and some of these friends save places for three more. The
biggest offenders are a couple of old boisterous men in what look
like oversized Boy Scout uniforms—probably antiquated Soviet mil-
itary attire. 

Mimi leans her head inside the dishwasher’s window. She claps
her hands and lets out a cackle at the response. 

“Well? Did they run out of firewood this time?” asks Sixto. Last
week we were held up when they ran out of their cooking gas ration
and had to use the wood oven in the other building.

Mimi rubs the corners of her mouth, trying to compose herself.
“He said there aren’t enough soup plates for the beans. We’re wait-
ing for people to finish eating so they can wash them.”

“Must be all those students,” says Sixto. During the school year,
hotel restaurant trainees practice waiting on us. I like it because we
don’t have to wait in line or bus our dishes. But they’re always drop-
ping entire trays. 

“Well where have those students been lately?” asks Mimi. “I’m
tired of standing.”

“Taking exams maybe,” suggests Sixto.
“What are we having anyway? I forgot my glasses,” asks Mimi.
“Ave,” says Sixto. Ave means bird. 
“Chicken?” I ask. 
“You’re dreaming,” says Sixto, then to Mimi, “Remember when

we used to get chicken?”
“Or red meat, ham, pork...” reminisces Mimi.
“When we could chose what dish we wanted,” Sixto recalls.

“Hard to believe that was this decade.”
“So what’s ave,” I ask Sixto. 
“Averigua que chigaos eh,” he laughs. In other words, we’re

having see food. See if you can figure out what the fuck it is. We all
explode in laughter.
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pulls the red power switch. The lights go off. She hops off the stool,
adjusts her mini skirt and walks through the lobby to the couch. The
extra people get out of the elevator. My co-workers and I end up
waiting another fifteen minutes for the next load. 

All I want to do is sleep. Whenever I try to nap though, I’m in-
evitably awakened by the water rattling through the pipes urging me
to rise and fill buckets and wash dishes and hair while I can. Still, I’m
surprised that I’m so drained all the time. Aside from Barriga, and oc-
casionally Cynthia, there’s hardly any confrontation in my life any
more. No boss coercing me into working overtime against my will,
no blatant injustices. Just the immediate step, step grind of survival.
There’s no horizon any more. I’m like an animal. Like that play
Manteca. 

A woman pushing a mop made of a stick and rag tries to per-
suade the dirt from the muddy black surface of the floor, her flip-
flops slapping the bottoms of her broad feet. And that must be mar-
ble, the pockmarked walls the color of a yellow callous on a smoker’s
finger. Cynthia, Jane and I speculate about the stains that vaguely re-
mind us of the shit someone smeared on the 12th floor wall, shift
our attention to the front desk resembling a worn butcher block, the
cushions on the lounge chairs reminiscent of those on the BART sub-
way after thousands of rush hours, the tired faces of people trying to
crowd food bags and bicycles into the elevator, and try to imagine
the Macy’s-like marble elegance of the monstrous building when it
was new. That’s when Cynthia turns to me and says sarcastically,
“But look, Margot, all this is ours! We have triumphed! The prole-
tariat has triumphed!”

IN CUBA SOAP OPERAS ARE POLITICALLY CORRECT! 

It’s on Saturday, the day I call Lalo to see about that second round
of poison, that my view of Cuba really begins to change.
“They’ve been turning up dead everywhere, but there are still lots

of eggs.”
“Aha! Good. See, that’s why you need that second dose. I’ll be

over after six, after they’ve finished recounting the week’s novelas.
Unless, you’re going to watch them—” 

I suppress a laugh. I’ve never known men to follow soap operas.
Lalo informs me everyone in Cuba does. There are two: one set in
pre-revolutionary Havana, and the preferred Brazilian soap. 
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Pepper?” he asks. “Es un placer.” His second chin shakes too. 
After I thank Colón Barriga for coming, he recites my dilemma.

“So you don’t want the Interests Section to know, and that’s why—”
“They’re probably well aware of my legal presence here. It’s that

we want a Mexican wedding since we were both born in México,” I
say summoning every ounce of passion I have for my native land.

“But you’re a U.S. citizen—” 
“But my heart bears the stamp ‘hecho en México,’” I smile inno-

cently. Suddenly, I’m overwhelmed by the smell of rotting garbage.
Barriga bats his lids nervously and shifts in his seat, arousing my sus-
picions. Fortunately, he’s temporarily embarrassed enough to stop
probing my background, or he might soon bump into my father’s
FBI file. 

“I didn’t catch your compañero’s whole name. Guillermo—”
“I think it’s best if I let him talk to you when he comes,” I say

stiffly. 
“Oh?”
“Look, Mr. Barriga, do you think it’s possible for your embassy

to marry us?” 
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”
I could kick myself. I’ve alerted God knows who to our presence

and Guillermo still has no alternative but to take a translation test
he may fail. 

“But I would still like to meet your fiancé.”
“Why?” I blurt, standing up. 
“Just to welcome him to Cuba, so he knows he has a friend in

the embassy.” The look on his face hardly seems friendly. Not even
the clear mucous snail trails oozing from a bad jar of Mexican
nopales seems as unctuous as this guy. 

“I can’t thank you enough for coming here, Mr. Barriga,” I say,
wondering if I’ve sufficiently suppressed a frown. 

“We’ll meet again,” he shakes my hand again and heads for the
elevator. 

I stay late at work, making up lost time. Thanks to the miracle
of a gua-gua, I run into Jane and Cynthia in the dark, airtight Focsa
lobby. We stand there, sweating in silence, staring at the handwrit-
ten sign that says “limit: five people and one bicycle,” down from
ten people, depending on the operator. At twenty minutes a trip at
the end of the day, more people are willing to dispute the number.
Nine of us crowd in. Velma, the blonde operator with the sharp nose
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head. His dimples have all but disappeared. His arms look taut
through his thin cotton sleeves, extended toward the railing. “But if
you exercise this right, the government might accuse you of being
counter-revolutionary, like it did this guy. So he published his com-
plaints abroad and was exiled.” 

“But I thought the people are the government here.” 
“And I thought U.S. Americans talk loudly because they’re used

to yelling over their televisions.” 
“Maybe we’re both right,” I joke.
“No, chica. Our government has always been top-down. It’s got-

ten more and more centralized. The kind of socialism we always
hoped for has never been practiced.”

“What went wrong?”
“Vanguard, mi amor.” He steps inside and pulls a book I’ve been

meaning to read off my shelf, flips to a passage. 

...In one place half a score of rich, a dozen rogues,
half a dozen workers who shirk their work—will be put
in prison. In another place they will be put to cleaning
latrines. In a third place they will be provided with
“yellow tickets” after they have served their time, so
that everyone shall keep an eye on them, as harmful
persons, until they reform. In a fourth place, one out of
every ten idlers will be shot on the spot.17 

I stare at Lenin’s photo at the front of the book. 
“You up for a motorcycle ride?” Lalo asks. Next thing I know,

we’re speeding to Hemingway’s favorite bar in colonial Old Havana,
the wind and stars rushing by in a comet-tail blur. Though we’re get-
ting to be better friends, I still feel strange with my arms locked
around Lalo’s thin leather jacket.

La Bodeguita del Medio has a Bohemian atmosphere, vaguely
reminiscent of Speck’s in San Francisco’s North Beach district where
the Beats used to frequent, where poet Jack Hirschman still holds of-
fice hours, scrawling his genius on napkins for tourists.
Cobblestones pave the streets outside. Inside, Hemingway memora-
bilia and graffiti are scrawled all over the walls. We take a seat at the
handsome antique wood bar. I pull out my flask and ask the bar-
tender how much he’d charge to fix us some mojitos with my rum.
He waves his hand, crushes some mint leaves at the bottom of two
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“Maybe I shouldn’t encourage your addiction,” Lalo suggests,
when I invite him over to watch.

He has trouble believing that, though I live in the States, this is
my first TV.

We greet each other awkwardly. Instead of kissing on the cheek,
he jerks too abruptly to the side and I get his neck. He nearly shat-
ters the bottle of cockroach poison as he sets it in the air by the din-
ing cabinet. I can’t help noticing how good his dimples look as he
laughs, rescuing the bottle in time. 

“That should do it for a while,” he says. 
I flick on the set and fix us some Cuban coffee. Lalo is ardent

about the condensed milk. “Oh, look, here comes Beatriz. She’s pin-
ing over Marcos. They’ve been separated. By this evil woman who’s
got a crush on Marcos and tricked Beatriz. Bet you they finally find
each other this week.”

“What about that handsome guy there. Is Beatriz going to end
up with him instead?”

“Shhh, wait...”
It turns out, Marcos and Beatriz don’t reunite yet. 
When it’s time to recount the Brazilian soap, Lalo hardly lets me

breathe. “That Fátima, can you believe her!” he keeps saying, only
he won’t let me respond. “Later, later,” he says nodding, his eyes in-
extricably linked to the set. 

After the program, I make Lalo another cup of coffee-flavored
milk. He’s examining my small collection of books. The breeze
through the open glass doors lures him to the balcony. Following, I
offer him a cigarette and stare at the water, deep Prussian blue,
specked with white caps. 

“No thanks, I don’t smoke. You shouldn’t either,” he adds gen-
tly, looking into my eyes. 

I glance down at my feet, then catch Lalo looking me over.
“Red’s a good color on you,” he says. I fold my arms over the railing
and look out over the city. 

“See that penthouse with the blue awning to your left with all
those flowers?” he asks. 

I try to shake the image of Lalo pulling me onto the couch and
taking me, Last Tango style. 

“The owner had criticisms about this society. Went through all
the proper channels. Tu sabe’, delivered his complaints to the proper
authorities. That’s guaranteed by our constitution, you know—our
right to voice our complaints to the government.” Lalo shakes his
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fers by each Mexican President, nor the five hundred billion dollars
skimmed from U.S. tax payers by the bankers at the top of the
Savings and Loan pyramid scam. We just call our corruption ‘bailing
out.’” 

Lalo opens the door for me. “You’ve been here a short time, but
you’ll begin to see things.” 

In the Focsa lobby Lalo thanks me for the drink and gives me a
gentle hug goodbye. “Let me know how that poison works,” he says.
He’s looking at me in an intimate way, his eyes softened by emotion.
He leaves me feeling confused—about my feelings, about whether
Guillermo will come, about whether I’m deluding myself about
Cuban socialism. 

SPAGHETTI SAUCE SPECIAL PERIOD-STYLE

We’re waiting for work to come. Except for the mechanical
grinding of the two old Soviet fans, the office is silent.
Everyone’s trying to wake up, glancing at the Daily paper.

I’m already worn out. Yesterday, in a moment of weakness, I dragged
all my sheets to the linen service on the garden level. I suppose I
should be grateful it was closed again, since last time as I unfolded
the traded sheets, all kinds of stains from other tenants appeared:
canary yellow, rust-red, suspicious cream. At least they smelled all
right. At least they were sterilized, though I wonder how. 

Mimi begins making a racket, rustling copies of Granma news-
paper. I watch her stuff several copies in her bag. “Running out of
toilet paper?” I probe.

“This paper’s different. Want to know why?” Her smile is feline;
her pupils, dilated.

Jane peers over her paper. 
“I’ve decided when I get home, I’m going to shred these papers

and make myself a nice spaghetti sauce with all the tomato harvest
articles we’ve run, since I can’t find tomatoes. ¡Ha! What do you
think of that?” Mimi challenges.

“You don’t buy the media’s optimism, Mimi?” inquires
Cynthia’s eyebrow, fanning the flames of our laughter.

“Listen, really,” says Mimi, suddenly sobering. “Right now, we’re
living in a period that’s, well, dangerous for the revolution, eh? You
can’t always have a full debate, you know, in a war situation. Take
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glasses, pours out some white Cuban rum from my flask and adds
some soda water, lime and sugar. “On the house,” he says, just like
in the movies. I want to tip him in pesos, then remember tipping
was looked down on before the Special Period. 

The bartender likes that I’ve busted through the embargo to
learn about his country. He smiles, polishing a glass with a towel.
“Thanks for helping out in the Special Period. It’s probably not easy
for people accustomed to the U.S. lifestyle.”

“Mojitos help a lot,” I twinkle.
Lalo and I express our appreciation with a toast. 
“So after all this—Guillermo's really coming in January?” Lalo

asks and orders us two waters. “If I were him, I’d move heaven and
earth to get here,” he winks. 

I can’t help dissolving into a shy, tight little smile. 
A couple of Brazilian tourists take a seat at the bar next to Lalo.

“Fátima,” they keep saying. Lalo’s head snaps. Before long, they’re
recounting in improvised Spanish the entire series which aired al-
ready in Brazil.

“¿Pero po’ qué? Ay, no, nena. ¡Coño! ¡No puede sed!” he keeps ex-
claiming, after apologizing to me for his weakness. I entertain my-
self watching the policeman who’s hunched behind the bar. He’s
stuffing beers into a backpack from a small refrigerator. 

“¡Coño! Some good episodes ahead!” Lalo says, turning back to
me. I ask him about the policeman. The joy drains from his face.
“You see how grass roots things are.” He polishes off his mojito. 

“What if I say something?”
Lalo shrugs. “Me, I’d let it go. You have to just live your life here

or you’ll go nuts. Haven’t you noticed Cubans don’t really spend
much time worrying about things? We’re given our house, our
school, our health care, our job, told where to buy our food. It’s all
done for us. They say its nine cans less this month, we say o-ka.
We’re told we can’t travel, we say o-ka because we know we’re still
getting a good deal compared to the rest of the world, and that’s
that. The supervisor takes whatever he likes from work and has the
workers justify it in writing. The workers know that if they do what
the supervisor does, they’ll get demoted, but they don’t say any-
thing. It’s not corruption. It’s the order of things. We have our backs
against the wall. If the bull’s coming, you get out of the way.”

Lalo wipes the top of the counter with his napkin and stands. 
“Still,” I say. “The kind of corruption you’re talking about— Ten

bottles of beer isn’t exactly the filching of the Mexican people’s cof-
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sadomasochistic tendencies dormant in other people and they begin
to harm innocent people, that’s where your freedom as a film artist
must end. I agree with that.”

I’m engrossed, grateful for some conversation that will zip me
through the lunch hour to Fernández’s office. 

Tamayo continues, directing his comments to me. “Studies in
your country show that rape increases proportionately to the view-
ing of pornography. The artist may have a right to make a porno-
graphic film, but if its distribution interferes with the rights of
women to retain control over their bodies, why should we use col-
lective monies to promote it?” 

“But let’s not confuse pornography—which is direct sexual ex-
ploitation—with eroticism, which is related to love and passion and
is healthy,” Tootsie interjects, leaning her head on Tamayo’s shoul-
der and glancing up at him mischievously.

Tamayo winks at Tootsie, then jumps in. “Sometimes the foreign
press reports that we’ve censored certain films. Sometimes, well,”
Tamayo glances at Tootsie and starts laughing. “It’s true. Like Alice in
Wondertown. But wait—” He runs his finger along his mouth, as
though to iron out the grin. “Other times we’ve been angered by
capitalist propaganda in the film and don’t want government
money spent distributing it. But that doesn’t excuse labeling politi-
cal debate pornography. What’s indecent is justifying censorship of
political content in the name of collective freedom. If you educate
people, they can come to a thoughtful decision themselves.”

“Cubans are getting the gusano side anyway,” Tootsie interrupts.
“All those people with special antennas that get the Miami UHF sta-
tions.” 

“¡Ahá, ahá!” Tamayo fiercely nods his head. “And the CIA’s
Radio Martí. You think all those people with short-wave radios are
plotting the demise of our revolution? Coño people tune in for a
good laugh. Who’s it harming?” 

“The idiots forking out the millions to keep it going,” I remark.
“U.S. taxpayers like me!” 

Outside the lunchroom, while waiting in line for our shot of
sugar-saturated Cuban coffee, someone puts a hand on my shoulder. 

“Want to take that in my office? I have some news for you.” By
the time Fernández shuts his door, hardly a sip of my potent caf-
feinated mud remains. “Esteemed colleagues at the Ministry of Justice,”
he expounds from the letter he submitted on Guillermo’s and my be-
half. At last, the conclusion:
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Nicaragua. They should shut down La Prensa, which is being used by
the CIA to stir unrest. They print a story saying there will be no rice
Monday and everyone rushes to buy rice. That’s how they create the
shortages. Obviously we need criticism, but it has to be done intelli-
gently.”

I reflect. Granma International is the official Party organ. Several
other papers such as Trabajadores and Juventud Rebelde offer slightly
different perspectives. There are two television stations and many
radio stations and magazines—all funded by the government. The
only reason I consider Cuban media better than the principally cor-
porate-controlled media in the so-called “free world,” I reflect, is be-
cause the reporting is more biased toward my point of view instead
of diametrically opposed. But does either constitute democratic free
speech? “Mhmm.” 

“By the way, Margot” Mimi says, “Fernández wants to talk to
you after lunch. He has a response from the Ministry of Justice about
you and Guillermo.” 

Cynthia sends menacing looks my way the rest of the morning.
“You’re not keeping pace with us,” she glares, blowing out a big puff
of smoke. 

In a soft, flat voice, Hope says, “Cynthia, Margot pulls her
weight and her translations are top-notch. You three leave early a
lot. We’ll be getting another translator in a couple of weeks any-
way—a man, this time. Canadian.”

In the lunchroom, Tootsie beckons me to her table. “I scored
him lunch again!” she whispers, referring to Tamayo. Tamayo pulls
out a chair for me as Tootsie recounts Mimi’s spaghetti sauce recipe.
“You’d think after 34 years, the Party would figure the revolution’s
children are adult enough to handle the uncensored truth about its
distribution problems,” Tootsie snickers. 

We are already subject in Hollywood to a censorship that makes most
pictures empty and childish, I sadly recall Ring Lardner Jr.’s words from
his suppressed statement to HUAC, circa 1947.

“You’re right about that,” Tamayo says, stroking Tootsie’s hair.
“But censorship is a complicated issue here. See,” he pauses a few
seconds to untangle his beard and gather his thoughts. “Everyone’s
rights must be protected. If your freedom infringes upon the free-
dom of the rest, then your freedom must be curbed. Here we all have
the right to be and think as we please. You can be religious, a racist,
even a fascist. But when you, say, make a movie that awakens the
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She likes him. 
Then I hear Guillermo clear his throat. “Hello, Mar-got. Your

mom is a maravilla. A truly amazing mujer. She had to be, though.”
He tells me he’s taking a bus to Tijuana next week. Then to the

Mexico City, also known as the Federal District, to look up some
family and friends—before boarding a flight to Havana January 22!

“But I’ll call you from el D.F when I’m actually leaving. You
don’t know how good it is to hear your voice, chiquita.”

“You should probably buy a round trip ticket, since it’ll be
cheaper.”

“Oh, I should, should I? Who says? Cuba or Margot? And what
if I don’t want to return?”

I can see the sexy way he crinkles his brow, half grinning, half
scolding. 

“Listen, did you get the translation test?”
“The one Faviola gave me, right? It’s in my suitcase. All done.”
“Guillermo,” I grin. “They’re going to give you a visa to marry

me! And they’re going to let us get married in pesos if they like your
translation! I mean, if—-”

Guillermo’s laughing again. “Margot Pepper. Are you asking me
to marry you?”

“You ask me first.”

I fight my way to the ticket booth and with some trouble find
Mimi sulking, arms crossed. “We’ll never get a ticket here and the
cafe’s closed. Let’s wait by the doors there.” Hotels reserve a certain
amount of seats for tourists. Once ushers are satisfied that their oc-
cupants have failed to show, they allow those without tickets to oc-
cupy the empty seats, free of charge. 

“Cynthia and I got in to see Silvio free once it started,” I point
out.

“That wasn’t a Pablito concert.”
I walk to a less congested spot on the periphery. Mimi tries to

get me to stand by the doors again, but my father’s intuition tells me
not to budge. 

“This makes no sense,” Mimi pouts. “A hundred people will get
in before us.” 

Just then, we’re approached by one of the tourists on Faviola’s
tour who has extended her stay to spend her winter vacation with
some students in Miramar. She wants to sell four tickets her party
can’t use for the pesos she needs to buy a Pablo Milanes record.
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“So you see what this exceptional and revolution-
ary compañera is risking to help us out in this Special
Period. We appeal to you to waive the fee and any pa-
perwork usually associated with such cases. If the cou-
ple is not allowed to marry, Margot will have to leave
the country, and we simply cannot afford that loss.”

I’m overcome with gratitude. Yet remembering all the movies
I’ve seen ridiculing Cuban bureaucracy, I decide not to hold my
breath. In the U.S., it’s actually we workers who fill those bureau-
cratic shoes. I spend about fifteen hours a month balancing books
for bills Cubans don’t have to pay and another week immersed in
figuring taxes Cubans never owe. 

“It persuaded them too.” Fernández grins with satisfaction.
I’m incredulous. Is it the paper shortage? I can’t imagine the INS

giving an undocumented worker a visa to marry her fiancé, nor the
IRS waiving $600.

“That’ll get you another ration card. And the extended visa. Just
make sure he passes his translation test; the Ministry of Justice is ex-
pecting to justify the loss of 600 dollars because Granma needs an
English to Spanish translator.” Fernández opens the door for me
with a grin. “I’ll be waiting for that wedding invitation.” 

Mimi agrees to celebrate with me after work at the Pablo Milanes
concert near her house. Before the long walk to the theater, I stop at
the Victoria Hotel to place a long-overdue call to my mother, who
can call Guillermo for me.

“He’s already on his way!” I can hear my mother’s lipstick smil-
ing through the satellite waves. “But guess where he stopped off
first.”

“Your house?” It’s an absurd guess. Why would he visit Los
Angeles first?

“He arrived not more than an hour ago! Isn’t that something
that you should call?”

I feel my face flushing like the time I was caught cutting class to
go surfing. It’s the idea of my mother and Guillermo there together.
Will she treat him like she does her maid? Will he hate me for grow-
ing up in a house full of pre-Columbian art? At the same time, I’m
thrilled he’s taking the initiative to get to know my mother.

“He’s asked so many questions about you in Mexico. Oh and we
had the most interesting discussion about the politics there. He’s just
brilliant!”
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rouses each Cuban,” wrote Mexican poet Jaime Sabines. Guillermo
would have liked to be here, listening to Fidel. He’d keep my spirits
up in spite of my friends’ pessimism, in spite of the rain. 

I glance around to see how others are reacting to Fidel’s pres-
ence. The young people around us continue conversing with old ac-
quaintances, looking the other way. Maybe they’re pacing them-
selves, since Fidel’s speeches go on for hours. Fidel says a few words
and steps aside. Just my luck; he’s broken his own record for the
shortest speech. 

No sooner do the speeches cease and the bands begin, than the
crowd doubles. “See,” says Amalia. The crowd—mostly young peo-
ple—seems the most excited when Moncada begins playing. Even
the rain subsides to an innocuous, intermittent mist. I can’t help
dancing. Lalo breaks out into one of his dimpled Marlon Brando
grins and begins grinding. But I’m thinking about Guillermo pulling
the setting sun out from behind the clouds. 

The bands stop, the crowd disperses. Amalia and Lalo turn down
an invitation to accompany me to Mimi’s party, and head home. I
begin the short walk alone in the lacquered darkness of a wet, star-
less night. I hope Mimi has some food, though how can she afford
to feed her guests? At the tecnico’s bodega there are no longer tins of
meat. They say maybe a can of tomato sauce and some pasta will
come next month. Is it the U.S. Torricelli Law taking effect?
Yesterday kerosene got into the rolls and made them inedible. 

Mimi’s small two-bedroom is packed with her kids’ friends. It’s
white and simple like the houses in the Greek Cyclades: marble
floors, arches for doorways. Tootsie and Tamayo swing around in a
leather chair that’s suspended on a chain from the ceiling and smile
at me. Omar and Cynthia return my greeting from the balcony as
though it requires too much effort.

“Want some food?” Mimi leads me into the kitchen and dishes
out some cabbage salad and a solid portion of pasta mixed with the
soya-Spamburger she gets at the bodega. I marvel at how she made
such delicious dishes. Plates, some empty, some still being worked
over, balance on laps and dot the dining and coffee tables. We’re
probably eating Mimi’s dinner for the next week. 

Ricardo has Mimi’s large, chestnut-shaped eyes. He pulls me over
to meet his friends, while Mimi puts on a Salsa record without much
base or drums. Ricardo’s friends complain that they can’t dance to
Salsa. “Put on Peter Gabriel or some Zeppelin,” Ricardo suggests.
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Mimi and I both pull out a twenty peso note. Mimi’s mouth’s
still slightly agape when the woman walks away. 

Pablito, as everyone calls him, takes the stage, his voice resonant
as a saxophone on a sultry summer evening. As he plays Identidad, a
surge of alegría, usually summoned only by music, wells up inside
me, moves me to my feet. Where else could I see one of the world’s
legends so inexpensively, along with hundreds of other common
working folk? In about three weeks, I’ll be able to share these mo-
ments with Guillermo. January 22! 

Many audience members are animated too, swaying to the
music. I grin at Mimi who is slower to reciprocate, her smile stiff and
forced. I bump her to get her dancing. Slowly, she begins to allow the
melody to gently pry Ulises from her thoughts. Pablito segues into
another song. “We don’t live in a perfect society,” he sings. 

“See?” says Mimi, with one of her wide innocent-eyed looks.
“It’s true.” 

NEW YEAR’S DAY

It’s New Year’s Day 1993, “the 35th year anniversary”—as Cubans
call it—of the triumph of the revolution. Thirty four years ago
this morning at 12:00 am, Che’s troops marched into Santa Clara

and Batista fled with 400 million dollars. I’m standing in Revolution
Square with Amalia and Lalo. It has begun to rain and we’re huddled
under my plastic poncho. Earlier, the marble plaza was packed with
lines to buy T-shirts, records, clothing and food. Now all the stands
have closed and a few hundred die-hards remain scattered like wet
confetti amid the scant pieces of litter. I hope the low turnout is due
to the rain.

None of us is talking much. Amalia wants to know my latest
news. I’m elated to catch her up, until I note Lalo’s sedate reaction.
After an interval of unpleasant silence, I ask my friends about the
low turnout, fearing the response. 

“It’s the rain, don’t you think?” I say.
“Yeah, maybe the rain,” Lalo echoes. 
“It’s not the rain,” says Amalia. 
After speeches by officials including Roberto Robaina, Fidel

takes the stage. It’s the first time I’ve seen him in person. From where
we are, he’s a tiny green sprite with a white beard. “The madman of
the pure heart who has been called a ubiquitous elf, or the wind that
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prefers the exercise, pointing to his middle. It takes a ship to trans-
port all his provisions to the island, including a brand-new motor-
cycle. He estimates that he has over 200 dollars a month each for
himself and his wife for the next five years. Whenever Mimi or Hope
address him to make a suggestion about one of his translations, he
jumps up, practically clicks his heels and bounds to their desks. He
boasts of having spent a couple of years in the Canadian army re-
serve, though I suspect his military career was longer and more in-
volved. 

“What do you make of him?” Tootsie catches me in the bath-
room. 

“Spy.” 
What else are we to deduce about a fellow who claims to have

Canadian citizenship, has grown up in Latin America, speaks English
with a British accent and Spanish like an Argentinean wanna-be?
Then we learn that for several generations, his family has owned a
successful tobacco company in Argentina where most of its members
reside. When breeding time rolls around, the expectant parents re-
turn to their homeland to guarantee Canadian citizenship to their
offspring. Later, the children are sent to an expensive British board-
ing school in Argentina where they are primed to manage the fam-
ily company. The Cuban reporters in the Spanish department are
calling him “the colonialist.”

He refers to himself as an environmentalist. Specializes in “eco-
logically-sound development” for colonized countries, World Bank-
style. Don’t get him wrong, he says, he’s a conservative, not a so-
cialist. His only aim in moving to Havana is to obtain a doctorate
from the University of Havana, add the Cuban Academy of Sciences
to his résumé and land a job at the United Nations. 

His wife, who saw him off this morning, is a painter from
Finland. Sweet, docile, meek. Can’t speak a word of Spanish, so she’s
entirely dependent on him. The colonialist has already made several
jokes about his virility and the fact that his wife can’t keep up with
him. I can’t say any of the women in the office envy her.

I notice the colonialist taking three times as long as I ever did on
my first translations, but no one has dared criticize him—because he
thinks he’s British. 

The phone rings. The colonialist’s desk is right by the phone,
but he won’t pick up. By the fifth ring, Cynthia asks him to answer.
“That’s a woman’s chore,” he responds, and resumes hunting and
pecking keys on his laptop. Only when Mimi asks him to get the
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“Pink Floyd. The Wall,” argues one of his friends, citing yet an-
other band I used to listen to on the Coast Highway on my teenage
quest to find the largest surf waves. When the conversation turns to
Heavy Metal, I squirm onto the balcony where I end up with
Cynthia and Tootsie.

“I was surprised at how high enthusiasm was,” Cynthia’s saying.
Her eyes dart across the room, gathering reassurance from the fact
that Mimi’s out of earshot. “Those Cubans are so brainwashed. How
can they turn out in the rain to listen to that man’s hypocrisy?”

“They’re just behind the times. Don’t forget, Cynthia, this is the
Third World,” Tootsie says. 

“Luckily, you’re here to guide those backward, uncivilized souls
toward democracy,” I mutter.

I can hear Tootsie chirping as I walk away. “What got into her?”
Along the long walk home, the words of Cynthia, Tootsie, Lalo

and Amalia keep buzzing like mosquitoes I can’t fend off. Maybe I,
not Guillermo, should be the one boarding a plane.

THE COLONIALIST

Clad in beige. Hunting shorts and matching starched shirt.
Unsmiling impenetrable blue eyes that make me squirm
should I study them too long. Mouth concealed behind a

thick, well-groomed beard, as though the man is trying to hide
behind what little hair he has left. Rocks back and forth between his
heels and the tips of his toes, hands securely on hips. Napoleon com-
plex. Walks with long leaping strides as if expecting his legs to
belong to a man twice his height. Clears his throat constantly. Issues
orders in guttural upper-class BBC English. All that’s missing is the
safari hat.

His first day in our English Department, I escort him the two-
miles to work from the Focsa. He braves the journey with a fifty-
pound pack strapped to his back. He must bend like a ‘T’ to balance
the load, eyes riveted on cracks in the pavement. Laptop, printer,
paper, cartridges. Says he refuses to be enslaved—like the rest of us
at the paper—to manual typewriters. He finds out I leave my laptop
at home and, for the remainder of our walk, tries to convince me the
Focsa staff will have stolen it by the time I return home. He arrives
at Granma looking like basted pork. 

Mimi offers to lock his gear in her desk at night but he says he
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“Believe a man everyone calls the colonialist?”

After work in the bodega, in spite of his claim to exclusivity, we
catch the colonialist fraternizing with more common folk. He’s so
friendly, in fact, with Carmen and Breadman who dole out our ra-
tions, he makes them a little gift of some canned goods after he has
paid. He spots Cynthia in line and begins flirting. 

On my way out of the bodega, I run into a solid-looking Afro-
Cuban woman clutching a bundle of empty bottles. She’s speaking
loudly to no one and everyone. “I’m hungry,” she says, catching my
eye. “They can’t even feed the people. I have nothing left at home
and I can’t get more until next week. I’ve been walking all day long
asking for food without eating a thing. They feed the people who
have dollars. You all can eat if you have dollars, but for us Cubans,
there’s nothing.”

What can I do? I’m not willing to part with my pitiful daily roll.
“I’m sorry,” I mumble as softly as though I’ve just stolen something
from her and don’t want to be discovered. Then more loudly.
“There’s a kind of short man with a beard and shorts in there. He’s
got plenty of fula. Welcome him to Cuba. Tell him you record ra-
tions in the bodega, but it’s your day off today. Maybe he’ll give you
something.”

WHEN THE STREETS DON’T LEAD TO THE SEA

This morning I slip into my best dress: the pale blue spaghetti
strap cut low like Marilyn Monroe would wear, garter belt and
hose. Only, unlike Marilyn—who inadvertently exposed that

she was a genuine blonde to my parents under her Gucci dress the
night she visited their Mexico City apartment for dinner—I’m wear-
ing underwear.

It’s Friday, January 22nd, the day Guillermo’s supposed to arrive.
There are only two flights a day: either he’ll arrive on the 2:10 and
take a cab to Granma, as I suggested in the letter Faviola brought
him, or he’ll come on the 4:40 flight and show up at the Focsa a lit-
tle after I arrive.

The house looks the best it has ever looked, though the water
hasn’t been on for a couple of days and the dishes were attracting
flies. Still, flies are a vast improvement over roaches. Yesterday, im-
possibly, I found someone selling white lilies. The whole house radi-
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phone, does he comply. “I respond to my superiors, though,” he
chortles.

As it turns out, the call’s for him anyway. He titters a lot during
the conversation. Apparently, it’s the Canadian ambassador.

“Dinner invite?” Cynthia wants to know after he puts the re-
ceiver down. 

The colonialist clears his throat, looks at each one of us and
says, with his British accent, “I would just like to clarify something.
I have a somewhat exclusive circle of friends and, well quite hon-
estly,” he clears his throat again, “I know for a fact you’ll never be
among them.” 

Cynthia looks sideways at him, then at us. “That’s because we
didn’t call him in to the head office to smoke Cuban cigars as did
Pacheco. Did any of you women receive that kind of welcome from
the administrators when you arrived?”

“Thank you, I don’t feel too deprived,” giggles a coquettish Jane.
During lunch the colonialist invites Molina, the editor-in-chief,

to his home. But then, to my amazement, Luis Lao—a mere prole-
tarian like the rest of us in the English department—informs me the
colonialist extended his exclusive circle to encompass him. Luís is
one of the most convivial Cubans I’ve come across. Built like a tow-
ering football player, he works at the paper as a repairman. He’s very
proud of having risked his life to help defeat what he says were the
neo-colonialist Savimbi rebels funded by South Africa and the
United States—though many Cubans who fought in Angola also, re-
sent having been used by the Soviet Union. Whenever anyone says
anything negative about the revolution, Luís is more than happy to
present a polite counter argument. “Compared to Africa, we here in
Cuba have nothing to complain about. Nothing!” So far, when any-
one has said anything negative about Cuba, the colonialist has
agreed. 

“I think he wants me to fix his refrigerator,” explains Luís,
scratching the thick, black mustache highlighting his handsome fea-
tures. 

“Did he say anything nasty about Cuba?” I ask.
Luís looks baffled. “No. In fact his friends said to him just before

he left, ‘Aren’t you a little foolish to be going to Cuba now, just
when they’re experiencing economic hardships?’ And you know
what he said? ‘That’s precisely why I’m going. To be of service dur-
ing their Special Period.’” 

“Do you believe him?”
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“Cuba,” says Cynthia in her wry manner. 
“Wrong,” says Mimi, triumphantly. “Haiti.”
Everyone looks at her inquisitively.
“Well, because Haiti is closest to Cuba. Get it? Cuba is hell. Isn’t

that hilarious?”

Three o’clock. We’re in the snack line. “You’re in a good mood,”
winks Sixto. “Bet I can guess why.” The hour limps by on six inch
spike heels. By four, I’m beginning to accept that Guillermo’s on the
later plane. 

The combination of walking home in high heels and all the
hoots I get makes me feel as though I’m picking my way through
mines. Once back in my apartment, I wash up with the water re-
serves, swab some more antiperspirant crystal under my arms, sprits
a little more perfume and sit in the living room to wait for Guillermo
and the water. I stare at the lilies on the dining table. I can feel my-
self wilting, each minute pressing on me, as the chances of
Guillermo arriving diminish. 

I switch on the television. All these weeks and Marcos and
Beatriz still don’t get close enough for a kiss. No wonder the Cubans
prefer the Brazilian soap.

I click off the set two hours later. I want to get out. I want to be
alone with my thoughts and the sea. Then I think of all the jineteros.
I feel like a hamster on a treadmill. I flip on the tape deck and step
onto the balcony. He’s not coming today. Why would I think he
was? He never called. He said he’d call from México first. 

I light a cigarette and suck hard on the coarse Cuban tobacco,
feel it scrape like asphalt against my throat, fill my lungs, fill every
crevice of my being so not a single new tear will fit. I lean far out
over the railing and exhale. I want to disappear with the smoke, take
refuge in that place where all the sunglasses and misplaced pens go.
In the background, Silvio’s Unicornio Azul plays. I listen to the words,
as though for the first time; inside, I collapse.

Yesterday, I lost my blue unicorn,
I left him out grazing and he disappeared.
I’ll pay handsomely any information...

My eyes search to escape the city greys, to the sea. Is this cadaver
of a metropolis what I traded for a fabulous teaching job and one of
the last red hot San Francisco Victorian rentals with a panoramic
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ates their perfume. It’s as though Yemayá brought them herself. 
The walk to work drags despite the cooler rain clouds and a stroll

through the University of Havana’s marble pillars framed by flower
gardens and banana trees. At work, only Hope has arrived. The colo-
nialist is off registering his motorcycle, his laptop locked in Mimi’s
desk. He caved into her suggestion because so far he’s lost not
pounds dragging that thing around, but two translations when it
crashed during some unexpected blackouts. 

I set to work on a translation about the municipal delegates ap-
proving the candidacy commission’s choices for a slate. Tootsie
marches in with an apology. Twenty minutes later, Cynthia waltzes
in. They read the paper in silence. Suddenly, Sixto pops in with his
Spanish translation of my interview with former U.S. Attorney
General Ramsey Clarke, whose delegation brought medicine to
Cuba. Hope glances at the other two reading the paper. “Maybe one
of you could work on Margot’s translation, so she can proof Sixto’s
translation.”

“Didn’t you already get a couple of hours to work on that
Monday, Margot?” Cynthia snaps. 

“For every article I write, that’s one less we have to translate.
Why don’t you write some articles, Cynthia,” I suggest.

Cynthia tears the newspaper into thin strips and stands. “If I
write any articles you can be sure they won’t appear in a paper that’s
best used for the W.C.!” she says holding the strips and heading for
the bathroom.

Jane slowly floats over, picks up the elections article in her long
graceful fingers and sits back down at her desk.

“It’s just sour grapes,” says Mimi. “She used to correspond with
a Canadian magazine. Maybe we should have her do a review of that
dance performance she’s going to.”

It’s past two; Guillermo could be landing any minute. We’re all
struggling against waves of fatigue and boredom amid the grinding
of fans and rapid piston-like taps upon manual typewriters. Maybe
it’s the combination of all the starch in the rice pudding we ate at
lunch and the poor selection of articles to translate that makes us
feel we have lead in our heads. An article on the opening of a new
nickel mine; a visit by Dr. Spock bringing medical supplies. 

“I have a horrible joke,” Mimi announces with a smile so wide,
her face disappears, her eyes, two little twinkles. “Which country is
closest to hell? ....Well?” 
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II  PURGATORIO
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view? Havana could be a beautiful city from a different vantage
point, the view I had as a tourist in 1990. Then, all the streets led to
social justice, banana-leafed countrysides and the turquoise beaches
in the brochures a comfortable tour bus away, a luxurious hotel
room and restaurant waiting. 

Now, all the scabby pastel-colored houses and colorless build-
ings overgrown with palms and vegetation that would seem charm-
ing and tropical if only they led to that feeling you have after swim-
ming and lazing in the sun, are in fact just scabby and colorless be-
cause they don’t lead anywhere except past the smell of garbage to
the same old office to the same old lunchroom that eventually leads
back up through some urine-reeking corridors to a lonely, dirty
apartment with no water inside. 

My balcony, that used to offer me respite from the suffering of
common people in whatever “Third World” country I visited, here
will not afford me refuge. So now I lean out and look at that indigo
ocean of my dreams, an ocean too polluted to enjoy, with the eyes
of the Cuban balseros yearning to swim to their freedom.

Yesterday, I lost my blue unicorn,
and perhaps it seems like an obsession,
but I don’t have but one blue unicorn,
and even if I had two, I’d only want that one...

If Cubans permitted their dream to gallop away, what hope is
there for eliminating homelessness, violence and all the other need-
less suffering that goes on in the world? What point was there to the
sacrifices my parents made and their being blacklisted? When I was
a child, I used to look down off balconies and rooftops in dread.
What if something inside me just decided to throw all caution, as
well as my body, to the wind?

I fall asleep on a wet pillow.
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4.  WORLDS COLLIDE

ASSATA SHAKUR 

Iopen an eye wide enough to absorb the red digital numbers glar-
ing eleven a.m. Judging from the racket, it sounds like the water
might be on. Grudgingly, I pull my earplugs out. The din is deaf-

ening. I remember the practice drill against a U.S. attack we had at
work, all the hand-written signs leading to bomb shelters; the U.S.
has been engaging in illegal airspace maneuvers again. My heart
competes for attention. As I listen, the disturbance begins to sound
more like war planes. In a dazed panic, I scramble to the window.

It’s only a motorcycle race. I watch the little demons zip round
the malecón. A wave of despair submerges me. What do I do with my-
self today? What is there to write that Sartre’s Nausea didn’t cover? 

I stare at the colorless day, stagnant except for the manic speed-
ing of machinery, oppressive as the Mexico City sky during a sum-
mer smog alert. “Hell,” I recall Mimi laughing. Yet were I to leave
Cuba, the alternatives seem just as bleak. There’s no movement left
to believe in; even anarchism—the idea that the workers, not a state
vanguard or managerial class, are masters over their own production
and destinies—seems utopian.

Thinking of the painting, The Two Fridas, I take my own hand
and lead myself to the couch. I wonder whether I should keep reach-
ing for Guillermo or whether Faviola was right in telling me to let
go? I have to set some limits.

After some time, I settle on three criteria for continuing the rela-
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ily, Assata became involved in the Black Panthers in the 1970s when
she was looking to contribute to her community by continuing to
carry out Martin Luther King Jr.’s dream. Perhaps for her conciliatory
role between East and West Coast branches of Panther leadership, set
against each other by the FBI, she was framed as an accomplice to a
bank robbery in which a security guard was killed. While she knew
“evidence” was laughable, she went underground; she’d seen too
many African-American sisters in the movement tortured or killed
by police. Her status was elevated to the most wanted woman in the
States, her picture emblazoning magazine covers and television
screens. Officers on the T.V. news vowed to “shoot to kill on the
spot.” 

New Jersey State troopers pulled her and two other Black
Panthers over. As she raised her hands over her head to surrender,
they fired bullets into her back and under her raised arm. She was ar-
rested and chained to a hospital bed, where she was repeatedly hit
and jabbed with shotgun butts. Once detectives began interrogating
her, the torture was confined to things that left no traces, like Nazi
slogans and burning substances applied to her eyes. Finally a
German nurse took pity and gave Assata an electric button to ring
whenever tormentors appeared. 

In addition to the security guard, Assata was accused of killing
one of the New Jersey State police who opened fire on her, though
forensic experts at her trial testified that her shooting arm had been
paralyzed. The trial was moved to a racist county with an all-white
jury. Assata was convicted without substantial evidence, despite
many irregularities about her case. She served a long term in a max-
imum security, all-male prison, isolated in solitary confinement.
Eventually she was acquitted of the bank robbery for which she was
originally wanted, though U.S. news continues to use photographs
of the actual bank robber to identify Assata. 

During her imprisonment, Assata’s attorney helped her smuggle
out a tape which held the U.S. economic system responsible for the
crime she was accused of having committed: 

They call us murderers, but we did not murder
Martin Luther King, Malcolm, George Jackson... We are
burned alive in fire-trap tenements... Our babies die
from lead poisoning. Millions of Black people have died
as a result of indecent medical care. This is murder. But
they have the gall to call us murderers18.
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tionship: “I expect him to arrive with a finished translation test, all my
money and enough for his return ticket,” I say aloud to my better self.

“If not, the little bells should go off in your head, right?“
“Exacto. Now, what about Cuba?”
The phone rings. Once Guillermo managed to get a line through

for about thirty seconds. But it’s only my friend, Karen Wald. 
“Got a cold? I have some news that may make you feel better. I

just read my e-mail and Rubén at the Palacio is waiting for you to set
a date to hook up your modem.” 

A smile paints itself on my face; it’s not just the news, but the
image of Karen checking e-mail while peddling viciously in place on
her exercycle in her beachside home-office, keyboard balanced on
the handlebars. She has been reporting on Cuba for years. She
moved to Cuba nearly two decades ago to rescue her son from the
drugs and gangs that destroyed many of her neighbor’s children.
Today her son is in medical school. Too bad Karen lives such a long
bike ride away.

Karen tells me that Assata Shakur, a U.S exile I’ve been wanting
to interview, will be speaking at the Hotel Presidente for Global
Exchange. Assata’s determination to establish justice and her conse-
quent exile reminds me of my parents. I gather my letters, including
a satire about the U.S. elections for my mother to send out, and head
to the hotel. 

The Global Exchange delegation encircles Assata on the pent-
house roof, engrossed in her story. It’s difficult to believe this ex-
quisitely beautiful, high cheekboned African-American woman
seated on a throne of white wicker, her crown of flowing braids
woven with pooka shells; this calm woman with the dimpled laugh-
ter of a child, has been shot, tortured, locked up in solitary for shar-
ing the same ideals as Einstein, my father—even the eight-year-olds
I teach. 

The United Nations Commission of Human Rights defines
Assata Shakur as a U.S. political prisoner. According to the report,
she belongs to a “class of victims of FBI misconduct through the
COINTELPRO strategy... who as political activists have been selec-
tively targeted for ... false arrests, fabrication of evidence....” She lives
here in Cuba as a political refugee.

Assata Shakur changed her name from JoAnne Chesimard be-
cause, like Malcolm X, she refused to carry on the name of her an-
cestor’s slave master. An idealistic college student from a good fam-
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The insight fills me with an appetite to learn about this Cuba
Assata sees. It dawns on me: it’s been the death of my desire to learn
that’s been causing my suffering. The truth ceases to be painful, once
the process of learning from it begins.

Another synchronistic event reminds me Einstein was right,
something inexplicable and miraculous is always at work, a “higher
plane of knowledge.” 

I’m in the bodega, begging Carmen for pepper. 
“A dozen?” Carmen raises her eyebrow and records the number

with tremendous effort. Disenchanted with pulverizing those cursed
little pepper corns with a hammer, I’ve been using them whole on
everything.

“That’s my last name: Pimienta,” I chuckle, though trying to
squeeze a smile out of Carmen proves as productive as squeezing in-
telligence out of Dan Quayle, the VP who regretted not knowing
enough Latin to communicate to Latin Americans. “Is everything all
right?” I ask. “Hard day?”

“I wish, mi vida,” Carmen says looking at me for the first time.
Then, to my dismay, she tells me in addition to injuring her back a
couple of months ago, her mother just died. “It’ll just take time,” she
says softly after I’ve expressed my sympathies. “And you?” she in-
quires to my surprise, still holding onto my rations slip. “You ad-
justing?”

When I don’t respond immediately she says, “You know, many
of us who have lived through this whole process still can’t make
heads or tails of it either.” She sacrifices a weak smile, interpreting
my laughter as a sign of concordance. She continues. “It’s much eas-
ier for us to understand capitalism because it’s our past and domi-
nates the planet, ¿qué no? But it’s almost impossible for outsiders to
really understand what’s going on here. They still use measuring
sticks that only work under capitalism. ¿Tu comprende’?” 

She’s speaking very slowly, very gently, gauging my reaction. I
nod.

“Many foreigners have a hard time accepting that restrictions on
certain individual freedoms are necessary to protect the freedom of
the collective. They label laws for the common good—like the ration
card—authoritarian.” Carmen holds out my slip and looks directly at
me. “The U.S. press describes this as an inferno, the solidarity groups
as a utopia. The truth really is so far from both these misconcep-
tions.”
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When activists made known the abominable conditions of
Assata’s confinement, she was moved. This time to a high security
women’s prison with a reputation for Aryan Nation inmates who
had an inclination toward dousing the cells of minority women in
alcohol and setting fire to them. 

“One of the worst cases,” the UN Commission of
Human Rights report elaborated, “is that of Assata
Shakur, who spent over twenty months in solitary
confinement in two separate men’s prisons subject to
conditions totally unbefitting any prisoner.”19

One day, Assata’s Grandmother traveled from North Carolina to
tell Assata the strange dream she had. “You’re coming home soon,”
she told her grandchild. “You’re getting out of here.” Not long after,
miraculously, mysteriously, Assata was broken out. Perhaps she was
aided by the same white dove that landed on Fidel Castro’s shoulder
just after the revolution triumphed, the one the Santeros say indicates
Fidel is protected. Assata followed this dove to Cuba primarily be-
cause she admired the revolution, as did so many “Third World” peo-
ple. “Well I’m here,” she laughed. “What you all gonna do about it.” 

“Moving here was difficult,” Assata’s saying. “I had to adjust my
expectations. I remember,” she laughs, bringing to life dimples
many have probably found irresistible, “when I first arrived, I ex-
pected to see everyone walking around in guerrilla uniforms. Like
Fidel— 

“One of the first things the Cubans did when my daughter
Kakuya arrived in Cuba was suggest therapy for us both”—because
of the trauma they had both suffered. Assata’s pretty mahogany eyes
look pensive. “Until then, I’d never stopped long enough to con-
centrate on myself. I feel secure, probably for the first time. The
Cubans have taken me in and cared for me the way no other society
ever has.”

Hope has begun to seep in with Assata’s words. The fuzzy, blurry
edges of the storm inside me begins to break, revealing, for the first
time, the velvet petals of hibiscus in the vase I overlooked on the
gilded white metal table before me. No one wants cockroaches in
their bed, moths breeding in their rice, feeling confined to an island,
but I’m sure it’s better than the confinement of a jail cell that a
fourth of young African-American males has to look forward to in
the U.S, or the utter destitution of developing countries. I guess it de-
pends on who’s looking at Cuba.
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out doorway whistles into the crowd as it sings Oye, Sí Por Cuba, his
grandparents waving behind him; somewhere else they’re chanting
“patria o muerte” with startling conviction; an Uruguayan delegation
passes and everyone claps; they sing, “El pueblo unido jamás será ven-
cido”—the people united will never be defeated; further along an-
other group of foreigners brandishes the Argentinean flag; and
somewhere way up there at the mouth of the river is Fidel, grayer
and rounder than he was when he and all those students first took
their torches to the streets months before they would launch their
assault on the Moncada barracks. He still wears the same fatigues he
did in the Sierra Maestra because, he says, Cuba is still in a state of
war with the United States. At the end of the march, in Central
Havana, people are starting to settle down in Revolution Park by the
National Theater to listen to poetry and music. 

“It’s beautiful,” I say, straining to find the beginning of the pro-
cession near the horizon. I turn to Amalia, expecting to find my own
emotions mirrored in her expression. Her gaze is riveted on her feet.

“You like it?” she mumbles. 
Regardless of what’s troubling Amalia, it seems to be clouding

her ability to breathe in the night, to see all the people holding
torches like stars above their heads—just as my ideological baggage,
the legacy I’ve inherited from my parents, has been preventing me
from seeing Cuba for what it really is. 

In 1956, Krushchev sent a shock wave through red communities
with his 20th Congress address bringing to light the horrific crimes
perpetrated by Joseph Stalin. Once my parents and their peers were
satisfied that what Krushchev had revealed wasn’t just capitalist dis-
information, they began to resign themselves to the fact that com-
munism, as they had envisioned it, had in fact not been made man-
ifest in the Soviet Union. Some of their friends felt as though they’d
been duped and became embittered conservatives. Confused, they
boomeranged toward the only familiar alternative: capitalism.
Others became apologists for Stalin.

I want to know what democracy looks like. Like my parents, I
want to find a way to diminish suffering. I want to conceive of a so-
ciety which will create a kinder, more developed human being;
where freedom isn’t just reserved for an elite group of people who
justify the actions they take to maintain their advantage in the name
of the people. If I blind myself to the inequality and suffering I see
here, I’ll never conceive of a road to this ideal. 

Then, it clicks. The future of a kinder, more just humanity does
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PROCESSION OF LIGHT

Dusk. Amalia and I stand on the University of Havana’s steps,
watching the slow-moving river of flames flood San Lázaro
street as far as the eye can see. The procession is funereal,

like the River of the Dead in India where the departed float amid
candles and orange and yellow marigolds. Silvio Rodríguez’s latest
song, “El Necio” blares through two monstrous speakers mounted on
pillars flanking the steps. Listening to the words of “The Fool”20

resound through the streets and thinking of Cuba’s current state, it’s
difficult to keep my eyes dry. 

They say when the Revolution comes crashing down...
they’ll wrench the song from my throat.
It must be that foolishness gave birth to me,
the foolishness of taking on the enemy,
the foolishness of living without a price tag.

Amalia fishes out a rock from her pastel tennis shoe and asks me
if Guillermo has called with a date yet. 

“He’ll be here soon. I have to let it go.” Actually, keep reaching,
I think, remembering the purgatory and paradise parable. Only, I’m
reaching for something much greater than Guillermo, like the feel of
the ocean’s power speeding by my fingers when I’m cutting across a
wave. 

And then Amalia and I are drawn into the river of fire, as were
the first university students who lit their torches January 28, 1953,
on the centenary of José Martí, in protest against Batista and the po-
lice massacre of their classmates days prior. The original motive for
the march reminds me of the Mexican students slaughtered by po-
lice in Tlatelolco in 1968, the memory of their lives cradled in my
candle flame as Cubans honor their dead and embrace their own liv-
ing with handmade torches of odd-sized sticks, a tin can at the top
stuffed with lighter fluid-soaked rags; many pushing their bicycles
along side; swimming in the boleros that seem to emanate from the
very cobble stones on which we step; a loud speaker hanging on a
door; a conga band there on the sidewalk; another playing a rumba
a little ahead and everyone dancing next to the musicians; still danc-
ing they begin to run and an old man laughing with a single tooth
hobbles frantically to catch up; there, the chicken-legged soldier
dancing awkwardly next to the other soldiers; a child in a gnawed
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I nod at the big, sturdy man with the thick grey beard streaked
with black. It sounds like he’s going to the hospital that’s on my way
home. It’ll spare me from scaling that last hill.

“So what do you think of Cuba?” he asks once we’re on our
merry way.

“It’s a little difficult now.” This let’s Habaneros know I’m past
the romantic stage and cues the more cynical ones to chime in with
a slew of complaints. 

“Difficult?” the driver roars, turning to me with a smile. “You
tell me where on earth people aren’t having problems today.” 

I grin. Guillermo says I have a talent for inspiring strangers any-
where to talk passionately about their beliefs, for eliciting ceaseless
monologues of bad dialogue. I can tell it’s time to take mental notes.

“I’ll tell you one thing making it worse here is that yanki block-
ade.” He squints at me. “You’re not yanki are you? Oh look at that,
look at that! Isn’t that beautiful?” 

He’s pointing to a group of teen-agers ambling home from
school in their uniforms, giggling. “What other Latin American
country gives its children private school uniforms? Do you see our
kids joining gangs or taking drugs?”

His enthusiasm reminds me of the pride with which most
Habaneros spoke about their country when I visited just before
Cubans were plunged into Special Period. The times I had probed to
see whether Cubans felt they were living in a dictatorship, they had
defended “Fidel” with indignation, as if I had just insulted their
mother. 

“Our kids are spoiled rotten. They hardly know it’s Special
Period. Until they need certain medicines. Ending the blockade
would solve that. The U.S. used to be our cheapest supplier.  Oh, see
that mural?” 

It’s a grey-bearded Fidel with laughing dark eyes. “It’s a good
mural,” I say betraying surprise. 

“Good? It’s the most beautiful thing in this area! Fidel deserves
it. Everyone loves that man. I even wrote a poem for him.”

To think I always blamed social realist artists for prostituting
their characters to create propaganda, when in fact maybe the sub-
ject matter didn’t give writers much choice.

“You’re a poet?” 
“Well,” his voice suddenly softens. “Want to hear one?”
In English it wouldn’t rhyme:
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not rest on Cuba’s failure or success in creating a democratic society,
its survival or collapse in and of itself, but upon the lessons the
world is able to derive from both genuinely positive and negative as-
pects of Cuban society. For if we don’t study how Cuba’s shortcom-
ings have originated in spite of the noblest of intentions, how such
dreams can go awry like a love affair, giving rise to oppressive out-
comes, our future struggles to establish democratic ideals are des-
tined to repeat the same cycle of errors like a Greek tragedy.

“Why do people come?” I ask Amalia, since it’s obvious only
those who want to be are present. And many more might have had
to cook, or couldn’t catch the gua-gua. She says she’s skeptical. But
there is such warmth coming from all these bodies, it doesn’t really
matter why they’ve come—for the excitement, the alegría of being
out at night at a tremendous party, to support the Revolution, hear
the music. Because whatever their views, one thing is certain, they’re
all together and it didn’t take an enemy or a war or even a ball game
to get them onto the streets; nearly a million human beings peace-
fully walking side by side, young and old, fair and dark, respecting
one another, singing, laughing, catching up on the sagas that are
their lives on this evening aglow with the passion of being alive, the
way human beings are together when they are their higher selves. 

THE TAXI DRIVER POET 

Que buenas tetas, mami. Si quieres te las chupo y te la meto. The
man says it like an obscene phone-caller, leers at me from the
sidewalk as though I’m starring in a peep show. I take my

first swing at a stranger’s cheek. He ducks and laughs. I forget that
everyone here has military training, even women, in case of an
attack by the U.S. 

The man skips on his way. I just stand on Boyeros outside
Granma, hot as an overheated blowdrier that just shuts off. I’m still
feeling humiliated when the impossible happens. It appears: an
empty taxi with checkered squares, which means it charges a couple
of pesos, not dollars like tourist taxis. If someone else were in the cab
when I board, it would practically be free. Besides the fact that they
never stop, there’s only one drawback. On Jane’s long list of Cuba’s
“dysfunctions,” is the fact that instead of telling Cuban taxis where
to go, you have to ask the driver his or her destination. Not that I’ll
understand what he’ll respond. I’ll get out when he stops heading in
the right direction. 
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For the um-teenth time as I wait for the elevator, I daydream
about looking up at Guillermo, instead of at the lighting numbers.
The doors open and we begin the ascent. The passenger with skin
like a light Russian looks familiar. He’s staring at me, frowning. “You
from the U.S.?” he inquires in U.S. English. My heart stops. Was he
one of the men I saw in the lobby my first day? Would a friendly
Focsa neighbor assess me with such suspicion? I shrug my non-com-
prehension and stare at my feet. The elevator won’t open on my
floor, so we continue up in strained silence. Mr. Interests Section fac-
simile gets out on the 20th floor, the remaining passenger, on the
22nd, and I’m on the way down to 18 again. Up and down, up and
down. 

WHAT IS SPECIAL PERIOD? II:  THE BLOCKADE

Icrank my article out of the typewriter to proof. I imagine Manolo
reading it with satisfaction.

BLOCKADE COSTS U.S. TAXPAYERS 
MORE THAN CUBANS ...Título
BY MARGOT PEPPER (Special for Granma International)

THE BLOCKADE has cost U.S. taxpayers more than it
has Cuba. According to John Hopkins University, U.S.
businesses lost 30 billion dollars in trade opportu-
nities with Cuba from 1960 to 1985. In contrast, the
blockade has cost Cuba 28.6 billion dollars accord-
ing to the Cuban Central Planning Board’s Institute
of Economic Research (INIE).21 The blockade has also
deprived U.S. citizens of Cuba’s breakthrough vac-
cines for hepatitis B and meningitis B22; cures for
retinitis pigmentosa, a preservative for un-refriger-
ated milk and PPG, a cholesterol-reducing drug gob-
bled up by foreigners for its side effect: increased
sexual potency. There’s also increasing agreement
among some critics of the Cuban regime that lifting
the blockade will hasten a transition back to capi-
talism by eliminating the excuse Cuban officials use
to escape blame for undemocratic practices.

The origins of the blockade date back to Cuba’s
expropriation of U.S. companies. According to the
U.S. Foreign Claims Settlement Commission,23 Cuba
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...Te presentía día tras día
como poesía,
como canción,
como constancia de inspiración.
Eres dulzura.
Eres cariño.
Eres mi pueblo en revolución...

...I felt you near, day after day
like a poem,
like a song,
like the constancy of inspiration.
You are sweetness.
You are affection.
You are my people’s revolution.

—Manolo Costela, Havana

“You should get a book of Nicolas Guillen for fine Cuban poetry.
I’m just a taxi driver.” 

“That’s why it interests me.” 
He grins. “Just let me pick up some people at the hospital to

wind up my shift and I’ll take you all the way home.”
Outside the main entrance to the hospital, two young men with

red and white canes are waiting. Manolo helps them into the cab.
Unlike other fares, he’s supposed to take the disabled and sick wher-
ever they want to go. How else are they to get around now? Solved:
the mystery of why all the cabs in town have prior destinations.

Along the way Manolo recites several poems, repeating the first
again for me to jot down.

“Listen,” Manolo says. “Promise me one thing. If you ever go
back to the States, make sure you tell those people that Cubans re-
ally hate the blockade.”

Feeling marginally guilty I tell him I might write an article.
Whether Cuban socialism is repressive or not, the blockade is only
further obfuscating the truth. 

“You do that!” he almost socks me in the arm as he scoots
around and opens my door. “Break that blockade of information! It’s
a real responsibility being Cuban,” he says as we hug each other
good-bye. “The eyes of the whole world are watching us.” 
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me Monday and Tuesday as well. That’ll give Guillermo and me six
uninterrupted days together. I fix myself up in the Granma bath-
room, jump into a dollar cab, without paying mind to the fact that
I don’t have enough for a round trip, and head for the airport.  

Once at the receiving area, I peer over the counters at the end-
less customs line, watch it shrink as I search for a tall silhouette with
flowing Native hair. Finally, I see someone who looks like Guillermo,
only with a cropped cut. He’s wearing a loose white blouse and a
stylish Panama hat. An official waves the young man out of sight be-
fore I can get a better look.

I feel a hand clasp my arm. I spin around. “Hi!” Gail Reed says,
in her professional manner. With her conservative short brown hair,
royal blue blouse, she reminds me of the corporate consultants who
provide trainings to public school teachers in the States. It’s refresh-
ing that her appearance shatters the stereotype of the “unwashed”
Cuban solidarity activist. She’s another of the first U.S. journalists to
move to Cuba after the revolution. Gail is here at the airport picking
up a new reporter for Radio Havana, where she works. Teresa
Álvarez, a Cuba solidarity activist from Berkeley, will be living up-
stairs from me in 22B. I tell Gail about Guillermo and ask her for a
ride back to the Focsa.

“If Teresa ever gets here. Her flight’s been delayed.”
Then I see the man in the Panama hat appear from behind a pil-

lar. The official leads him to another line, now only a few yards from
me. Our eyes lock. He grins, his teeth blinding as the Havana sun.
How many times have I played the reel in my mind? 

Gail’s words startle me back to reality. “That’s him?” 
“You can tell?”
“I’d be afraid of getting a shock if I stepped between you two.

See that official who has attached himself to him? They call him
Sherlock Holmes.”

A line forms in back of Guillermo as Sherlock Holmes searches
him. Minutes drag like the wait to use the women’s room. I watch
the people behind Guillermo give up and move on, in ones and
clumps, to other lines. Ol’ Sherlock progresses to Guillermo’s leather
bag and extracts papers, hands them to another official for exami-
nation. Then one of the officials leads Guillermo away. “Is there any
danger they won’t approve his tourist visa?” I ask Gail.

“That guy,” she says, shaking her head. “Maybe they’re just
strip-searching him.”

Teresa joins us, a short, voluptuous blonde woman with blue
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“nationalized some 1.8 billion dollars worth of
U.S.-owned property.” At 6% interest, some argue,
the United States has 5 billion dollars pending in
5,911 separate claims against the government of
Cuba.24 Cubans argue that early in the century, the
United States unjustly appropriated 70% of Cuban
land and three quarters of Cuba’s primary industry.
They say the ensuing life-threatening colonial con-
ditions left them no recourse but to expel the
“yankis,” just as the “Yankees” had once expelled
the British. If Cubans are to be held accountable
for 5 billion dollars, one can only gasp at what the
United States owes the British after 217 years of
accrued interest. 

Cynthia interrupts my concentration to hand me the phone. It’s
Guillermo. 

“I’m at the Mexico City airport,” he says. 
My world momentarily pauses on its axis. “Why didn’t you call

me until now?”
“I’m sorry, chiquita. I thought I told you I’d call when I was ac-

tually leaving.”
“Oh. Actually, you did.”
Silence. “There’s one more hang-up. I thought I’d be able to get

more work here than I did, scrape together enough for the ticket to
Cuba. Six weeks here just wasn’t enough—” 

“You’re not leaving today after all?”
“Margot, how would you feel about me borrowing $300 from

the money I’m bringing you? I’ll explain everything when I see
you—that is if you still want me to come. If not, I’ll take a plane back
to S.F. and get your money to you with the next group. I’m really
sorry, Margot. Can you forgive me?”

I’ve never heard him sound so upset with himself. 
“Guillermo!” I’m laughing. “You’re at the airport with a finished

translation test and you have in your hands the money to buy a
ticket that’ll get you here by 4:40? What are you waiting for?” 

ALEGRÍA

Mimi gives me the rest of the afternoon off.  Everything’s
going right. It’s Friday, February 19 and we get next
Wednesday off so Cubans can vote. Mimi has conceded
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As we step outside, Gail says to Guillermo, “Cuba lesson num-
ber one. There are assholes everywhere.” 

In the car, Guillermo and I hold hands, caressing each other
with telepathic eyes, our fingers occasionally straying to a cheek or
thigh as we small talk with Gail and Teresa about things we’ll never
remember. 

At last, we’re standing in front of my door. “Wait,” says
Guillermo. Before I can set my foot down, he’s gathered me in his
arms and is carrying me into the living room. He bends to meet my
lips and swallows me in The Kiss made infamous by Rodin, Klimt
and Michelangelo. I melt like chocolate on the malecón. 

He sets me gently on the vinyl couch. “You’re lighter,” he says,
closing the front door. He opens the glass doors to let in the breeze.
Then he overtakes me. Rushes over my body like a fourteen foot
wave. I feel like I’m surrendering to the ocean, to something so pow-
erful, it could snap me in two if it wanted, but instead is gentle and
tender, lifting me to the clouds. Yet like the first ride, it’s over too
quickly. 

“Well we know we haven’t been sleeping around,” I say when
we’re lying squished on the couch, our chests rising and falling
rapidly. I run my fingers through his shorn hair. 

He doesn’t let me come up for air for long. 
“Wait,” I say, taking his hand and leading him to the bedroom. 
He smiles. “You’ve hung the photo of the dancing dogs I gave

you. Come here,” he says, pulling me onto the bed to Los Panchos’
Sin Tí.

“No, you lie down,” I insist, starting to kiss him beginning with
his toes and ankles. “Now, ‘I want to scale your body with mine.... I
want my tongue to be a wave passing over your skin and lips—until
your secret explodes in thunder, touching your soul to mine and
you’re reduced to a murmur of calm verses.’ Did I get it right?”

There’s only a groan in response. 
This time, we surrender the deepest parts of ourselves to each

other, relive verses from love poems, discover new ones.
Afterward, we’re hungry. 
“Shit! Your luggage is still outside! At least I hope so.” 
“Aren’t we in Cuba?”
Guillermo slips his pants on and drags his bags into our bed-

room. He pulls out edibles, bottles of dehydrated onions and garlic,
gifts and letters, hands me what’s left of the money my mother with-
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eyes and a pretty, round face. After the introductions, Gail asks her
if she has any more bags. Teresa shakes her head. I’m impressed.

The official leads Guillermo back to Sherlock. The lights dim. No
one left but us. “We’re waiting for Margot’s fiancé over there,” Gail
tells Teresa.

“Guess I was lucky,” Teresa says.
“What on earth are they doing to him?” I ask Gail.
“They probably think he’s an economic refugee. Salvadoran?

Mexican?”
“Mexican. But he’s a U.S. resident.”
“Well, but you have to understand, thousands of Latin

Americans flee to Cuba each year. We’re just not set up to care for all
of them,” Gail explains.

To my horror, Sherlock’s grinning as he passes a stack of my cor-
respondence to another guard. The smirks on their face leaves no
doubt; they’ve discovered the big lipstick kisses with love notes writ-
ten in the gap between parted lips. The guards seem uneasy with
their boss’ behavior. One approaches, dragging his feet. “You must
be—uh—the ‘Margot’ in the letters—” he stammers. “Stand here,”
he instructs me. 

Without disengaging his eyes from mine, Guillermo raises an
eyebrow. I laugh.

They confiscate some Mexican Chiclets and Eric Fromm’s Marx
and his Concept of Man. 

Sherlock appraises Guillermo’s four monstrous bulging suitcases.
“Who is this guy?” he asks his buddy, then looks to me for help. “A
Mexican poet? Journalist? He says he’s a tourist, but come on.” 

“He’s going to work at Granma. Where I work,” I snap. 
“Granma, huh? Where’s his work visa?” 
“Really,” I glare at Sherlock. You should reserve your interroga-

tions for your enemies, not your friends.” 
With much difficulty, Sherlock stuffs some odds and ends into

the open suitcase and forces it shut. “We weren’t interrogating
Guillermo,” he says patting Guillermo on the back. “We were just
having a friendly discussion. Right Guillermo? ¿Somos amigos?”

Guillermo glares at him, mutters good-bye. He picks up his suit-
cases, and starts for the door juggling his load. He doesn’t want to
give them the satisfaction of seeing us kiss. I hook my arm around
him, take a bag he’s shuffling along. “Guillermo,” I whisper, self-
consciously. 

“Chiquita,” he kisses my forehead. “¡Vámonos de aquí!”
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When Guillermo was a child, his family lived in the nicest
house in the town. Neighbors were always stopping by with their
buckets to use their running water. Guillermo’s family always had
plenty of food to offer from their farm as well. In those days,
Guillermo had never known hunger. 

Then came Rockefeller’s Green Revolution. Seduced by promises
of double and triple-yield harvests, Guillermo’s father and countless
others scrambled to take out second mortgages on homes and farms
to pay for the special American Green Revolution seeds which re-
quired expensive Green Revolution fertilizer and Green Revolution
pesticides. Before long, Guillermo’s father was unable to make the
payments on his farm, then his house. The farm was taken over by
a larger company, which became a U.S. subsidiary. Meanwhile,
Rockefeller amassed his millions.

Guillermo didn’t have a home again until his early adulthood,
many years after he ran away from the orphanage to Mexico City,
then back to a new town along the coast of Quintana Roo. There,
with his own hands, he built a little white “igloo” from the large
white stones which appeared as rubble from ruins along the Mayan
coast. He described it so many times, I have only to recollect the
photograph he showed me to feel as though I’ve stood in the breeze
invited by the open arch doorways and windows, listening to the
strange washboard-playing night birds punctuating the sound of
crickets, tiny bats flittering in the shadows of their former ruins. 

Although Guillermo designed his “igloo” to withstand the
coastal hurricanes, one day, a hurricane, the likes of which
Guillermo never anticipated, devoured everything that resembled
the old fishing village. I can see now how in the span of a single year,
the entire history of Latin America unfolded on the once-lazy
Caribbean shore of Cancun. Guillermo held out longer than most,
but by the time all his friends sold their properties to the foreign in-
vestors, there was hardly anything left of the original town for
which to remain. Who would have thought the pile of money the
bank offered him for his little castle wouldn’t be enough to retire?
Guillermo went through it as quickly as a carton of cigarettes. Now
everything was priced for U.S. and European tourists, which was out-
rageous for even the wealthiest Mexican in the town. Today there is
a money-changing booth where his little white stone house once
stood.

Late one night, after Guillermo has yielded to slumber, I open
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drew from my account and, at long last, the translations, which look
pretty good to me. I’m practically jumping up and down, holding
some cacahuates japoneses, tortillas and one of the tins of Chilorio our
friend Adriana sent with Guillermo from Mexico City. 

With our bellies beginning to feel sated with tacos of the shred-
ded spiced pork stretched with rice and canned jalapeños, we begin
to talk about things earth again. 

Guillermo is still wolfing down food so fast I think he’s going to
choke. 

“Did you forget to eat?”
“Oh,” he laughs. “Just a habit from the orphanage. If you didn’t

eat fast, you didn’t get seconds.” He stops, looks out toward the
malecón. “The worst was during my first month there, when my
sister went back underground to join her movement. I barely
finished dinner. I’ll never forget how hungry I was that night and
the whole next day. Because we only had coffee for breakfast. I
always remember that feeling.” He shakes his head as if casting off a
deep sleep. 

“There’s plenty more,” I remind him. I want to take that little
Guillermo in my arms and feed him tacos de Chilorio until his stom-
ach’s so taut, he dozes off. 

“¡Ya pues! How do think our nueva amiguita is doing?” he asks.
“¡Teresita! I forgot all about her.”
We find Teresa hanging mosquito netting over her bed. “To keep

out roaches,” she explains, squinching up her face and shoulders. “I
hate them!” she shivers, thanking us for the taco. 

Over the next few days, the farthest Guillermo will venture is
the balcony. I point out Old Havana, Regla, but he’d rather recite po-
etry to the wind or recount news from our friends. Time has no be-
ginning or end, the world outside seemingly frozen, awaiting us. 

Once, we turn on the television. In the five minutes before
Guillermo flips it off, I learn Marcos is still searching for Beatriz. 

Eventually, Guillermo wants to write. He is so moved by how
I’ve set up his office, he carries me over to the guest bed for a pas-
sionate kiss. “You meant it when you said this would be our home,”
he glows. “I haven’t had a real home since Quintana Roo! Only I
lived alone there. Margot, do you realize how long it has been since
I had a home with anyone I loved?”

His words make me sing inside, but his expression betrays the
pain his memory has conjured. 
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DEMOCRACY 

Margot dear,
I noticed The S.F. Examiner cut the gonorrhea paragraph.  

—xxxxoooo Love and kisses, your adoring mother.

CONFUSED BY U.S. ELECTIONS
by Margot Pepper

I’m baffled by my experience of the U.S. elec-
toral process: a strange homogenous breed of men
I’ve never seen before dressed in expensive suits,
some in toupees, and a smattering of women with
cardboard hair begin to appear on the television and
in the papers. These are the candidates, I’m told. 

Some belong to this party, some to the other.
I’ve chosen to be a member of my party not because I
agree with its policies, but because the other par-
ties’ policies are even worse or ineffective. I won-
der why I’ve never been invited to attend a meeting
of my party and whether such meetings exist, though
everyone says all I have to be is interested. Well
frankly, I was once; now I’m not so sure.

I’m briefed on the candidates’ careers, after
which they begin to argue, engage in name-calling,
accuse each other of being cowards in wars, cheating
on their spouses or swindling money from the govern-
ment. I wonder where they get their millions for
prime time TV exposure of such absurdities; whether
my local school district might not have gone bank-
rupt had the gonorrhea debate been shorter. It turns
out you have to be filthy rich to run or sell your
soul to a corporation who will foot the bill. But
time is up, now I must make my choice. 

There is a candidate who does represent many of
my own views, but if I vote for that one, the one I
fear most will be elected. I consider voting for the
corporate middleman whose domestic and foreign pol-
icy is likely to result in less deaths per year than
the competition. 

Disgusted, confused, indifferent or disenfran-
chised, two thirds of my compatriots decide to voice
their opposition to the lack of choice by abstaining
or can’t vote because they’re illiterate or homeless
and therefore can’t register. The other third, which
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the rest of my mail. My former roommate Mary Liz has sent spices;
my closest friend in México, Adriana, a long poetic epistle. Then,
having saved the best for last, I open my mother’s letters. A note
mentioning that the S.F. Examiner ran my opinion piece. Then my
mother’s latest letter informs me that she paid for Guillermo’s ticket
to Mexico City.

“How could I do otherwise? The amount seemed like so much to him
and I had it and you’re both so much in love...”

I’m furious. Both at my mother and Guillermo. According to the
limits I set, he shouldn’t be here. My rustling rouses him. His mus-
cles flex as he smooths his ruffled hair. 

“Between my mother and me, you haven’t paid a cent for your
fare!”

“Chiquita, look,” he says into my eyes. “It was wrong of me to
accept money from your mother. But I had very little choice. You
don’t understand what I was dealing with. Why do you think most
Latinos in the U.S. hold two jobs? The publisher delayed my book
another year and can’t even pay the advance yet. And there’s been a
slump in construction. I had to drive up north to the Russian river
for a job, then the car fell apart— It's been hell. If only you knew.
Your mom just loves you. She wants us to be together, that’s all.”

My arms are still crossed tightly over naked breasts.
“Mira chiquita, once I deliver this translation test, I’ll have a

steady, job for the first time in my life. Do you understand what a
difference that’s going to make? Just imagine, Marguito, if I can also
get a degree from the University of Havana! Things are going to be
so different for us here.” 

One of his dangerous too-handsome-for-my-own-well-being
looks settles the question. I’m too grateful for his arrival to hold
Guillermo’s economic situation against him. Hopefully he’s right
about Cuba putting us on more equal footing. So, I’m reaching, I tell
myself. After all, Romeo was broke too. Before long we reemerge in
that timeless vacuum reserved for fledgling lovers. We savor each
moment, knowing that like a comet, such alegría may only visit our
lifetimes once.  
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line,” she says to the man with the badge.
“Get in line,” the policeman shouts. He’s unarmed. No gun. No

billy club. Guillermo and I wonder how he’s going to get people to
listen.

“Listen to the officer!” a few people yell.
The crowd simmers down.
“Line up this minute,” the policeman insists. To our astonish-

ment, the Cubans comply.
“I guess everyone’s agreed he’s in charge today,” Guillermo ob-

serves. He puts his arms around me from behind me in line and gives
me a squeeze. “This place is really something!” he says. “I knew it
would be.”

I’m silent, trying to see it his way. 

Tuesday night, a sultry breeze has arrived. After spending a lazy
day writing, Guillermo and I stroll to the malecón for the first time.
Silhouettes of lovers and groups of young people stand out against
the moonlit water. We spot an opening on the sea wall and swing
our legs over. We stare out at the night ocean, the universe as ex-
pansive as the sea of constellations, sky of ripples. It’s just like I
imagined, only Guillermo seems jittery just sitting, contemplating
the play of moonlight on the surface of the water. He lights a ciga-
rette. I wonder if it’s the quibble we had earlier when we tried to
straighten out the mess that accumulated in the apartment over the
last few days. He believes pans need only be rinsed, the film of oil on
them reused. What justification he has for leaving egg too, I don’t
know. He claims my insistence on thoroughly removing dirt and
bathing daily is bourgeois. 

He crushes out his cigarette, stands and tries in vain to smooth
his wrinkled slacks. 

I swing around, loop my arms around his neck, bring his face
closer to mine. 

After sitting back down for a long kiss he says, “Okay, let’s go.”
“Relax,” I say, massaging his neck and shoulders. He swivels his

head around gently, coaxing the misaligned vertebrae back in place. 
“You’re right, chiquita,” he smiles. “I’ve forgotten how. That’s

good, allí.”
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always seem to have more money than me, votes. In
the end, the winners are chosen by a minority of the
eligible voting population. 

Is my confusion unique?  I can’t understand how
the United States has proclaimed itself the interna-
tional elections watch dog and model of democracy
for the rest of the world.

WHY BECOME A COP? 

Ican see why Guillermo was reluctant to leave the house when he
first arrived. No sooner does the world penetrate the wall of our
soap bubble, than we start noticing little differences in how we

see the things beyond the delicate membrane we’ve created.
Monday, we finally decide to get out. We dip into some of next

month’s money and call a taxi to escort us to the limpid waters of
Playas del Este. Everyone imaginable, from young to geriatric;
“gueros” and “mulattos” to “negros,” is relaxing on the generous
sands, looking rich and spoiled in swim suits. It brings back the
exhilaration of my first time in Cuba, knowing those emerald and
jade bands of water belonged to every Cuban, not just a privileged
class. Rather than resent the crowds, it puts me at ease to see so
many people casting aside Special Period for a day. Guillermo and I
while away the hours lazing in the sun like seals, munching hotel
sandwiches. 

“Is this the kind of beach you saw in that black velvet painting
at La Terraza?” I stroke Guillermo’s arm.

“Almost.” Guillermo swallows a mouthful with some bodega
mineral water. “Life’s pretty good in Cuba,” he says. “Look, anyone
can come here.”

“Anyone who lives nearby or has strong legs.” 
“That’s a lot of people,” he smiles, his knit brows telling me to

knock off my pessimism.
Sadly, the time to leave eventually creeps upon us. We learn

from a jinetera, who tries to offer Guillermo a discount on an evening
with her, where to catch the gua-gua back to Havana. Predictably, the
line seems to have no end. There’s a shorter line for those of us will-
ing to stand. 

Finally the gua-gua arrives and everyone starts pushing, rushing
the short line. A few people scream for the police. A muscular young
woman volunteers to find one. “You need to tell people to get in
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just to keep from busting up. How to explain to these U.S. T.V. brains
that the candidates have already been chosen by Cubans locally?
Guillermo’s lecturing when I return, underscoring words for dra-
matic effect. I’m impressed by how quickly Guillermo has picked it
all up. I always envied him his ability to hear a fact or statistic just
once before committing it permanently to memory. 

“Your competition in the States is limited to people with the
same economic interests. There’s not even a labor party,” Guillermo
continues.

The red-haired guy switches off his recorder, blinks, looks at
Halibut face. Halibut face stands, pushes in his chair.

Guillermo steam rolls ahead. “I can see why you don’t under-
stand our elections. Since you’re excluded from the process of nom-
inating your candidates from among millions, to deprive you of
choosing from among just a handful of candidates on voting day
would be to deny you the only crumbs you enjoy as voters—”

Red-hair rises, extends his hand while Guillermo’s still talking.
“Grawcias,” he says. His friend nods and starts for the door.

“Did I get it right?” Guillermo asks after they’ve left.
“You sure got the U.S. elections right!” I laugh. “Don’t you think

Cubans might be more apprehensive though? The Candidacy
Commission’s power of veto is a pretty big loophole.” 

“Yeah, but who’s the commission, Margot? Some eighty thou-
sand ordinary workers. Imagine ordinary workers being on our bal-
lots. When your friend ran for governor, she got arrested at SF State
for insisting on her right to be included in a debate that excluded
her. It costs a quarter to five million to run for Congress in the U.S,
five to six million to run for Senate. Who can afford that except a
corporate whore?”

I’m wondering whether Guillermo will become as disillusioned
with Cuba as I became. 

We’re starving when we get home. Guillermo pulls off his shoes
and dashes into the kitchen. With a clatter of pots, he heats up
what’s left of the cooked rice and sets to work opening our last
Chilorio can. I get upset when he sticks his dirty hands directly in our
water reserves to wash them.

“You’ve been on me a lot lately. I don’t want to live in that
house your mother lives in, okay?”

I back off.
The water never does come on. Guillermo helps me clean just
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MEDIA BLACKOUT ON CUBAN ELECTION REFORM 

Before we know it, the honeymoon is drawing to a close; it’s
February 24, the culmination of Cuba’s new electoral process.
Though Cubans get the day off to vote, Rubén from the

Palacio de Computación shows up to hook up my e-mail. He sets his
bike in the foyer and fiddles with the settings on my software.
“Voila,” he says. My modem works as effortlessly as do the rich in a
capitalist economy. I’m thrilled, though actually, the only person I
know with an e-mail account besides Karen Wald is Noam Chomsky.

Guillermo’s anxious to witness the electoral process journalists
the world over have come to observe. He says he’s impressed that
today Fidel could become history if he’s not re-elected by Santiago
voters as their delegate to the National Assembly.

Dull is a more apt description of the mood in the polling sta-
tions than the repression and fear intimated by the U.S. media. On
the ballots, there are exactly as many candidates as there are posi-
tions to be filled. Cubans vote to hire each qualified candidate. If
more than 50% of the people objected to any given candidate, he or
she would not be approved, since spoiled ballots are counted.
Claiming that women and students might not be as well-known,
leadership is urging citizens to vote for all candidates instead of
being selective.

After a hot day of investigating, we decide to debrief at the
Nacional Hotel over two iced glasses of milk. Mistaking us for
Cuban, two U.S. journalists join us to ask, in limited Spanish, our
opinion of the new process. 

“So far, we’re pretty happy,” Guillermo declares in Spanish,
looking at me. “¿Qué no?” 

“Así eh.” I nod with a ridiculous quasi-Cuban accent. 
The journalist whose two-dimensional face looks like it acciden-

tally got run through a printing press, snorts. 
“Could you elaborate?” inquires his red-haired colleague.
“For one thing, we could wait until today to register,” Guillermo

explains.
The red-haired one looks at Guillermo expectantly.
“Look, let’s move on,” Mr. Halibut face says to his friend in

English, thinking we can’t understand him. “Either this guy’s a fool
or he thinks he’s being spied on. Any idiot can see there’s no oppo-
sition. They’re told to vote for all the candidates.” 

I almost choke on my milk. I excuse myself to retrieve a napkin,

148 Margot Pepper



“Congratulations, by the way.” 
I cast him a perplexed glance.
“For your blockade article. You won pick of the week. It’s on the

bulletin board in the Daily building.” 

Everyone in the English department is buried in the Daily, read-
ing election results. Mimi still hasn’t arrived. When I introduce
Guillermo, Cynthia behaves herself. Inevitably, the colonialist has a
slip. 

“Well my day off wasn’t as engaging as I’m sure yours was.” He
aims his words in Guillermo’s and my general direction without ever
making eye contact. “I’d quite been looking forward to the exhibit
at the Havana Libre. But when my wife and I arrived, the doors were
locked. Don’t Cubans think we have anything better to do with our
time than chase after them?” 

Guillermo looks at me in disbelief. “Cubans were voting,” he
says. 

Nobody responds. 
I give Cynthia a figurative pat on the back for her review in

Granma International.
“Thanks, but seeing my name in print isn’t a big deal for me any

more, like it is for you.”
“Cynthia, is everything going all right?” Hope quietly inquires.
Cynthia stares back. “What, do I look ill?”
“Everything’s all right at home, with Omar isn’t it?”
“How could anything be all right for any Cuban here?” Cynthia

resumes typing, her tone flat, dispassionate. “We’re always hungry.” 
An uncomfortable silence hangs like cobwebs. “And I haven’t

even dropped any weight,” Cynthia grumbles.
Mimi appears, heads straight for Guillermo, beaming, hand ex-

tended. “¡Míralos! Just look at you two! Guillermo, I’m going to in-
troduce you to my poet son Ricardo.” 

After thanking the colonialist for a present of garlic, Mimi cracks
open the paper and puts her magnifying glass to it. “Pretty good.
Turnout: 99.6 percent,” she says.

“One wonders how many of those ballots were spoiled or
blank,” Cynthia remarks.

“Says right on the first page, ‘Three percent cast blank ballots;
four percent spoiled their ballots,’” Guillermo’s quick to point out.

“Yes but how many of those valid votes were just cast blindly for
all the candidates?” Tootsie demands.
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enough to make sure the cockroaches don’t resurrect. “That’s it. Bed
time,” he says stepping out of the heap on the floor that are his
pants and climbing into bed. The tarry sole of his foot peeks out of
the bottom of the white sheets. 

“You’re not going to wash up?”
“Why? Is there someone in my dreams I need to impress?”
“Your feet. We’ll have to wash the sheets sooner and—”
“Margot!” Guillermo says. “You just have to stop.” He pulls the

book of Neruda’s Versos del Capitán from the dresser next to the bed,
reads aloud. 

SOLDIER LOVE
...And now walking at my side 
you see life comes with me
death, behind.
You can’t go back to dancing at the ball
with your silk gown.
You’re going to break your heels,
but you’ll grow along the way.
You have to walk on thorns
leaving behind drops of blood
Kiss me again, lover.
Wipe that machine gun, pal.

WORKING IN A SOCIALIST COUNTRY III

For the first time in over four months it isn’t a struggle to get to
work—for me. It’s a struggle for Guillermo. He fastens his
leather bag—translation test securely inside—to Cubita’s bike

rack, waits for me to get comfortable and, straining a bit on the first
hill, pedals off. I thank him at least five times. I’m exhausted and my
stomach feels like it’s filled with rocks. All we’ve left is what remains
of my monthly ration and some beef I hoarded in the freezer. We’ve
got to marry soon, for the ration card.

The second we get to the paper, I march Guillermo into the
Spanish department to give the senior editor, Juan Escalona, his
translation test. My old fears about his not passing resurface. The
white-haired man extends his hand to Guillermo and smiles, lips
tight, as to hide his missing teeth. “Just give me a couple hours.” 

As we head back out the door, Escalona grabs my arm.
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by lining up arguments. The jagged rocks in my stomach move
around, causing damage. “It’s the U.S. that denies the visas precisely
so Cubans will take rafts to Florida and make Cuba look bad.”

“Is this what happens to translators of Granma?” the colonialist
smirks, glancing at Tootsie for applause.

“Margot’s right,” says Mimi. “In my experience, it’s the U.S. and
Canada that don’t grant the visas. The Cuban government usually
does. Their and my feelings are good ridance to those who want to
leave, even if we do lose some professionals from time to time. Our
universities are producing too many of them right now anyway, for
the number of available jobs.”

Great, I’m thinking. Guillermo’s one more. 
“You’re using rank to win the argument,” Cynthia teases.
“Does anyone have any suggestions about what to do for stom-

ach cramps?” I ask. “I think I may have parasites.” Teresa thinks it’s
the dog they just found in the Focsa water tank. It had been there so
long, she said in her usual expressionless way, its face had come off
in clumps.

Mimi listens to a few more of my symptoms, including fatigue.
“It does sound like parasites,” she says. “Just because you could drink
Mexican tap water as a child doesn’t mean you’re still immune. Get
some Metronidazol at the Nacional. If you’re better in three days,
you’ll know. Parasites never show up in the stools.”

Everyone breaks for lunch. Guillermo notices my irritation at
the translators. “They’re looking at Cuba through ‘First World’ eyes.
Yours are too brown,” he says, kissing each lid. 

Escalona finds our table, sets down his food and launches ahead.
“That article you wrote about the children living in the Mexican
sewer—” He’s shaking his head, patting Guillermo on the arm.
“Incredible! Molina fell in love with your work.” 

The rest is a dream. “Your perspective is something most
Cubans—fortunately—don't have,” Molina tells Guillermo once
we’re seated in his office. “Escalona can work with you to clean it up.
It’s not every day that this kind of talent knocks on the door.” 

I’ve never seem Molina excited about anything. 
“We can offer to apply for a resident visa for you, but the ration

card— I suggest you marry as quickly as possible. Just make sure I’m
invited,” he says, standing and extending his hand. 

For the first time, I get to socialize in Pacheco’s office with the
administrators, just like the colonialist and his wife. 
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“I beg your pardon,” Mimi stares at Tootsie. “Did you see thugs
threatening us if we didn’t vote for them all, like in El Salvador,
Colombia or México?”

A little before lunch, Guillermo and I poke our heads in next
door. 

“Come in,” Escalona waves us closer. He pulls out two chairs.
“Guillermo, you spent a lot of time in the States?” 

“I’ve lost track of the years.”
“¡Aja! I had a hunch!”
There are so many red corrections, the translation looks as

though it’s got chicken pox. I feel squashed by gravity, like when the
elevator lifts up suddenly. 

“That problem is common among Chicanos,” Escalona contin-
ues. “Too much English.” Little does he suspect Guillermo’s gram-
mar and spelling suffers in both languages. “We’ll have to see what
Molina thinks.”

Guillermo rummages through his bag. “Here are articles I’ve
written in the States. Maybe I’d be better at that.”

“Maybe you could stay here and write a little something while
you’re waiting for Molina to see your articles. But don’t get your
hopes up. This government has only granted a visa to a journalist
from Latin America, maybe once.”

“Adonis applied for a visa yesterday,” Jane’s saying when I re-
turn to the office.

“He’s joining you in England, then?” Cynthia asks.
“That’s the hope. I’m sure he’ll be denied.” Jane glances at the

ends of her hair.
“Terrible,” says the colonialist.
“Speaking of visas, what ever happened to Luisa, Mimi?”

Cynthia asks.
“Still in México.”
“That’s some vacation.”
“I think she extended it.”
The colonialist smooths his mustache and looks at Cynthia.

“Someone else left for Florida on an inner tube from that province
they all seem to come from.”

“The government should be ashamed,” Cynthia mutters, hop-
ing to be out of Mimi’s earshot.

“The U.S. government,” I spit out and prepare for the offensive
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care. But he was particularly disappointed when a couple of the
lighter-skinned nurses and doctors treated him poorly because of his
skin color—something he thought he would no longer experience in
Cuba. 

As for my health, thanks to the Metronidazol, my parasites must
be clearing up: Guillermo and I are racing through a tuna, noodles
and cheese casserole I threw together, though I turned up my nose re-
peatedly at such dishes in the States. I give Guillermo half my share.
I also gave him half my lunch. Guillermo has been sacrificing his half
an egg and roll each morning, for my most essential meal. I don’t
know how much longer we can keep missing meals for each other. 

When the water comes on after dinner, I indulge in a luxury
flushing of old waste, before using the john myself. Bits of shit and
disintegrating toilet paper slop onto the floor. “I’m not cleaning it
up,” I protest. Guillermo knows only the back bathroom can handle
such loads.

Guillermo stands in the doorway, staring. His face suddenly vol-
canic stone. “Don’t talk to me that way,” he hisses and pulls one of
the towels off the rack.

“Guillermo, don’t use that!”
“What am I supposed to use? My shirt?”
“But who’s going to wash that?”
Guillermo sops up most of the mess with Granma and stuffs it in

the plastic garbage bag for used toilet paper. “Now what’s the mat-
ter?!”

“What are we going to clean the floor with? Our shampoo?”
“Get off it, Margot!” Guillermo grabs my shoulders, shakes them

to punctuate his words. “My father used to make me clean out the
bucket of shit our family used in the outhouse every day, after we
lost the house! Look at what you’re doing Margot! You’re valuing
some shampoo more than me!”

My shoulders smart slightly from his rough grip. A wave of fear
overtakes me as I flash on Guillermo’s past. 

“It’s you’re pinche upbringing!” Guillermo continues. “Your par-
ents treated their Pre-Columbian art better than their own daughter.”

My eyes begin to water as I digest what he’s saying, how he has
reacted.

Guillermo’s expression thaws. “Sorry I grabbed you like that.” A
strand of his tussled hair has fallen over his forehead, accentuating
his features. 

The doorbell anchors us back to earth. Ricardo’s forearms strain
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I work like crazy the rest of the afternoon catching up on my
translations. At about 3:00 Molina insists we call it quits and attend
the fiesta down the hall. There are some soda cracker and Spam fin-
ger sandwiches, little hot dogs, sliced tomatoes, croquettes and other
goodies. Guillermo and I dance our pants off.

Tamayo and Tootsie spot Guillermo. “So, Godot really does
exist!” Tamayo says. 

They argue with Guillermo over his first impressions of Cuba,
both Cubans exchanging silent looks. “It’s too early to tell yet, but
just wait,” Tamayo says to Guillermo. “You’ll see what it’s like to live
here in the Special Period.”

“I don’t know about that,” Guillermo spreads some guava paste
on a cracker. “So far, shortages and all, I prefer Cuba in Special Period
to México in Normal Period.”

Downstairs in the lobby after work, a crowd has gathered
around a little office. There’s a tremendous din, a man’s bellowing
voice, broken wood. 

“¡Ay no! ¡Ay mi madre!” the woman who checks the bags is
shrieking, at someone rattling a locked door. “They’ll kill each other
in there!” 

“They were just arguing then, ¡PAM! Figure!” Pepito says to
Guillermo. 

No one knows what to do. Everyone’s shocked at the idea of
people solving their arguments with force. “It makes me sick,”
Guillermo mutters and bounds for the locked door. I’m sure he’s
thinking of what his dad used to do to his mom; the decisive time
he slammed her against the bureau drawers and broke her wrist. The
incident compelled her to flee to the States with Guillermo’s
youngest three siblings. 

Guillermo kicks apart pieces of the door, reaches through and
unlocks it. Several people rush in with him and restrain the hulk of
a woman beating up her scrawny husband. 

COCAINE

The elation Guillermo experienced when he first arrived is
wearing off. His spirits began spiraling when he went to the
work doctor for some pain in his side and she suspected a her-

nia condition. The hospital confirmed her diagnosis, something he
developed from years of construction in the States without health
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and sea beyond. “I’ve got to get out of here,” he says. “I have to go
to the United States or México so I can write some decent poetry.
What I need is to suffer. I need to get robbed, wake up with my head
in the gutter, something!” 

“Maybe Mimi can abandon you for the ‘American Dream,’ like
my mamá did me, then you can visit her in the housing projects too
when she ends up broke,” Guillermo suggests with a semi-laugh,
semi-sigh. 

I recall how afraid I’d been to climb the piss-stained stairwell at
the Mission Gardens where Guillermo’s mother lived. Once the
lights had gone out and Guillermo was knifed for his leather jacket.
My recollection of his mother is of a small, under-nourished, copper-
headed woman with emerald eyes and a hooked parrot’s beak of a
nose, sitting in a big vinyl arm chair with the stuffing coming out.
The fluorescent light from the hospital-like fixtures overhead, avo-
cado walls and blue glow from the television rendered her as ghastly
a green as the portrait of Van Gogh’s mother. We sat on her couch,
taking care to tuck our legs out of the way of the rats, engaged in
relay races between the sofa and television. 

“Yeah, but Guillermo,” Ricardo continues, “some intense poems
of yours came from those projects. You really saw that man put a
bullet in his wife and her lover in that courtyard. It makes a differ-
ence! You don’t understand the detrimental effects a nice boring life
has on art!”

“But the work of depressed artists can also be like Dante’s Inferno
without ever getting to Paradise,” I tell Ricardo.

“Believe me, you don’t know what you’re talking about, mano.”
Guillermo says. His eyes have that look of having seen too much,
like Che’s when he saw that munitions ship burning. Is Guillermo
recalling the nights sleeping in San Francisco parks when he could
no longer stand his mother’s drunken verbal abuse, the year she
gathered enough money to bring him to the States? Ironically, she
had taken up the same vice that had compelled her to leave her hus-
band more than a decade prior. 

Or is Guillermo recollecting his childhood in Agua Azul? —the
incident that happened there? 
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under the weight of a Russian typewriter. 
“I heard Guillermo’s been looking for one. Consider it a prema-

ture wedding gift.” He sets the monster on the dining table, replac-
ing our foul humor with delight. 

Guillermo breaks out the rum. Ricardo is the first to toast to
Guillermo’s arrival, then, to my surprise, to my blockade article. 

“So, Ricardo, tell us. What’s the other side of Cuba really like,”
Guillermo wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “I mean the
real dirt. The places where it’s not safe to walk at night, where there
are gangs. Homeless people picking through dumpsters, junkies
shooting up, that kind of thing. We know about the whores already.”

Ricardo contemplates the question. “It’s not really like that. But
there are some dangerous barrios. Places where you could get ripped
off nowadays if you didn’t know better. If you were a tourist. There’s
this one barrio that had this one troublemaker. For some reason he
had it in for the leader of the Committee for the Defense of the
Revolution. He stalked him one night. Caught him. Bit off his ear.”

Guillermo snickers. “What about drugs?”
“There are none. That’s the problem,” Ricardo says with feigned

self-pity. “Except this.” He raises his glass. “Occasionally we luck out,
though,” Ricardo continues. “Someone will find a crate full of coke
that a drug-runner from Colombia or somewhere dumped over the
side on his way to Florida or Costa Rica with the Coast Guard hot on
his trail. For us in Cuba, that’s the lottery!”

“So your government actually enforces their drug ban?” I ask.
“They don’t sell any on the side?”

“They have to enforce it. The U.S. would send troops in a
minute if they found any contraband here: ‘war on drugs.’” 

“War on drugs,” Guillermo sneers. “Doublespeak for financing
wars against peasant insurgencies abroad with drug money.”

I manage to get a word in. “People don’t seem to have many
abuse problems here.”

Ricardo laughs. “We’re all in recovery thanks to the shortages.”
“You have substitutes,” Guillermo proposes. “Free therapy. Low

unemployment’s good for self esteem.”
“I’m sure there are people who’d gladly trade the therapy for

coke,” Ricardo jokes.
By the third round of rum, Guillermo’s on his feet reciting his

ghetto poetry. 
“¡Coño! ¡Que tremendo poeta eres hombre!” Ricardo applauds. He

stands, looks out the large glass doors at the panorama of the city
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swimming alone here. “‘Apá,” the boy shouted. Up the bank, a clus-
ter of people huddled on the dirty grass by the ceiba tree. “‘Apá,” he
shouted again, running toward the others. Another boy and his
mother were staring at something in the water. A dummy bobbed
along the current. Guillermo recognized it wore his father’s blue
checkered shirt. That’s because as it turned out, it was his papi. Was
he diving for fish? Perhaps someone had dropped something valu-
able in the river and he was helping. 

“¡Ay Papá, hombre!” Guillermo shouted, running toward his fa-
ther. “Papá, why didn’t you come get me?” 

His father couldn’t hear. Upstream, a wall of water thundered
down from the height of a mountain. If you got too close, you
couldn’t hear anything else. It was as though all the rains and oceans
of the earth converged at that point and emptied themselves into
the river, filling it up, giving it its strength to run onward through
the jungles. Here, however, where his father was swimming, the river
was calm, a wading pool created by the protrusion of land where the
ceiba grew. Heaven must be this color, Guillermo thought, gazing at
the brilliant turquoise water. If there was a heaven.

Guillermo threw his shirt on the bank, rolled up his pants and
darted into the water. He noticed the rope hanging from the ceiba
that he used to swing himself into the river. His father had tied it
around himself, probably as not to drift down stream. Only the
water was calm here. Guillermo plowed into the river, the water
soaking the fabric on this thighs and crotch. “¡Papi!” he laughed.
“Why didn’t you get me?”

His father was gazing intently into the water. Blood oozed from
his right ear. Guillermo could see his shirt was torn, white blotches
stained what was visible of his back and arms, as though the river
had tried in vain to scour the brown pigment, then given up. 

“¡Papi! ¡Papi! ¿Qué te pasa?” Guillermo cried, wading frantically
toward him, but a stern-looking man in a straw hat hooked
Guillermo’s arm and pulled him back onto the grass.

“Don’t go, m’hijo,” his eyes said.
Guillermo tried to shake free. His father couldn’t be dead. He

knew how to swim and, anyway, the rope was helping him.
Guillermo wrenched and kicked, but the man wouldn’t release his
grip. Several people pulled Guillermo toward the bank. A large
woman in a huipil set down her basket of oranges and engulfed the
boy in an embrace. She said something in a soft language he
couldn’t understand. 
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AGUA AZUL 

Los Estados Unidos parecen destinados por la providencia
para plagar la America de hambre y miseria a nombre de la
libertad.

The United States seems destined by providence to
plague America with hunger and poverty in the name
of liberty.

—Simon Bolivar

The story I’ve pieced together of what happened to Guillermo
after his mother abandoned him might go like this: Agua
Azul, circa 1964. Guillermo brushed husk strands from the

lace cloth his mother had once used on her bedside table. He turned
over the cardboard box on which he’d set the corn he’d stolen from
the farm down the road. Inside he placed the comal on which he
had roasted the corn he had sold, the piece of lemon he’d begged
and the bottle of chile from Paloma’s stand. He’d put the chile back
today. He examined the coins in his pocket. If only they were choco-
late. Five copper ones with a sun made a peso. Eight piles made eight
pesos and some change. His papi would be happy. 

He wiped the sweat from his face on his trousers. His toes were
full of dust from the road. What he’d give for a swim. His papi had
told him to wait until he returned for him, but that had been many
hours ago. Hopefully he hadn’t started drinking. Guillermo decided
to look for him at Paloma’s. Maybe she’d let him use her faucet and
give him a tamale. 

The chairs and table designating Paloma’s comedor were
strangely empty. A rooster trotted past Guillermo as he hoisted him-
self to the windowsill for a peek. In the darkness of the one-room
house, all he could make out was a petate, her stove and some dishes
neatly piled on a makeshift counter. He placed the bottle of chile on
her doorstep, hid his box behind a bush and started up the river
bank. The water was transparent turquoise, liquid sky—the color the
Mayans had used on their pyramids and clay figures, his sister Luz
had said. She said the minerals turned it that color, but Paloma ar-
gued that once when the Quetzal bird ruled those lands, the feath-
ers it shed transformed the river.

Where were they now? Was Luz ever coming home again?
Guillermo tried to skip a stone on the troubled crystal surface and
watched the current jerk it under. The water was too unruly for
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and Guillermo through. Luz cradled her brother’s head. “Yo sé,
Memito. It’ll be all right,” she kept saying. “I’m here now.” Guillermo
nodded, trying to smile, dizzy. He was so happy to be reunited with
Luz and yet—the river’s current seemed to swallow him. It took an
eternity, the slow, slosh, slosh of boots plowing through the water,
reminding Guillermo of his nightmares of being stalked, the air
thick as water, preventing him from gathering speed to escape.
Maybe this was just another bad dream and he’d wake up. 

The official pulled the body past two tourists who had remained
in the river. The tourist with blue eyes was chattering at the second
and smoothing back her flowing, blonde hair. The body floated just
behind the second one’s back. But the blue-eyed one could see. She
didn’t act like he was dead. Tourists were scared of everything. Even
dead dogs in the road. So maybe his Papi was okay, maybe the offi-
cial was saving him. Only, Guillermo knew he was not okay. 

“He’s dead!” Guillermo wanted to scream at the turistas. But
what did they care. They had everything. Money, light skin, eyes the
color of heaven that only saw what they wanted. They just kept on
giggling as though it were just another day, dipping their hair in the
water, water the color of those unseeing eyes Guillermo wished he
had. 

Some men helped hoist the body onto the bank. Rubber gloves
turned him over. Checked his pockets. His papi. There he was. How
could be he gone? Guillermo bolted to his father’s side. He rested his
head on his chest, pounded it, and gave in to a convulsion of sobs.
Luz caressed Guillermo’s back, then rested her own head on it and
wept. Rubber gloves tried to pry the pair away from their father. 

“Déjenlos, seño. Es su papi, pobrecitos. Dios los bendigue,” an old
woman pleaded with the official, and crossed herself.

The official managed to persuade Luz to back away. But nothing
could wrench Guillermo from his father’s limp arm. The skin was
clammy. Papi didn’t smell like alcohol any more. Now he belonged
to the river, the river indigo in the dusk—no longer like the pyra-
mids and Mayan sky and heaven, but a blue defiled by death—the
color of indifferent eyes. 
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“Sí, pobrecito,” nodded another woman, rubbing the boy’s
cheeks. 

Something in the expression of the woman frightened
Guillermo. 

“He drowned, m’hijito,” the first man said. 
Guillermo looked at the torrent of water upstream. 
“Why’s he tied to the tree?”
“We’re waiting for the authorities.” The man wouldn’t look at

Guillermo. 
What if his dad was still breathing and they hadn’t noticed?

What if he had just passed out drunk was all. “I need to see him!”
Guillermo screamed, lunging forward. 

“Stand back,” the words blasted through a radio. An official
truck stood in a whirlwind of dust at the end of the road. The
women pulled Guillermo aside. He cried and pounded on someone’s
legs to let go, let go. 

“Mi ‘apá. Es mi ‘apá! Let me see!” 
The man whose legs he was beating scooped him onto his shoul-

ders. The crowd tightened around the water where the man floated. 
An official in khaki uniform pulled on some knee-high rubber

boots and gloves and waded into the water. Guillermo held his
breath as the official inspected his father. Another cut the rope from
the ceiba. The crowd watched, motionless as the rope struck the
water. The official wound the end around his arm and pulled
Guillermo’s father, face-down, downstream, toward his truck. 

Guillermo looked at the expressions of the people around him.
They seemed oddly steeled to emotion, the mask they wore when
hassled by authorities, the look his father had when he announced
he was selling the house to save the farm after he went broke using
those lousy seeds the Americans tricked him into buying. He was
probably dead. He had been drinking and tried to cross the river up-
stream, near the falls. That’s why the blotches, the ripped shirt. He’d
join all the other wooden crosses up the bank with people’s names
who had drowned. And Guillermo? What would happen to him
now? His eyes darted around, searching for Paloma, even Luz.

Then he saw her, weaving through the crowd. “Luz!” he
screamed, for he hadn’t seen her in a couple of years. But she had al-
ready spotted him. The man on whose shoulders Guillermo sat gen-
tly lowered him to the ground as she approached. Guillermo darted
to her side and buried his head under her breasts. 

“Look,” he wailed. “Papi’s dead! That’s Papi!” The crowd let Luz
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I look at Amalia, her hands clasped self-consciously, then at
Pepito biting his hangnail. I regret that not even Mimi nor Ulises
could leave work on such short notice. I feel lonely. I never imagined
my wedding day would be like this: in a no-nonsense courtroom as
though we’re applying for a visa, with our family and friends on the
other side of a blockade.

Guillermo and I want to recite a poem we wrote together for the
occasion. The female judge behind the impressive desk looks con-
fused. 

“Afterward. At the reception,” Pepito winks. 
The judge proceeds reading some of the most just vows I’ve

heard. Nothing about blind obedience. We heartily agree. 

EXPLOITATION

The wedding reception is winding down. Dirty dishes and
empty bottles, their metallic tops spewing filterless cigarette
butts, balance haphazardly on bookcases, tables and empty

chairs. About a dozen of us remain in the living room, tipsy on
Cuban beer and Havana Club rum and boisterously arguing politics.
For some inexplicable reason the colonialist is among them, even
though his wife left an hour ago. I guess he’s expanded his definition
of “exclusive circle of friends” to embrace whosoever should offer
him free drink in the Special Period. 

I begin stacking plastic glasses and collecting bottles. I don’t
want Guillermo wearing himself out on impassioned discourse be-
fore we’ve consummated our marriage. But Guillermo is entrenched
in the defense of his latest thesis: “I’ll take Special Period in Cuba to
normal period in México any day!” Christophe, a French translator
of African descent whom Guillermo befriended has taken the op-
posing side. 

“Guillermo’s notions about Cuba are still pretty romantic, aren’t
they,” Christophe’s Portuguese wife Andrea whispers in my ear.
Andrea works as a translator in the Portuguese department. Her
blond six-year-old son Manuel pulls at her to look at a bottle of oil
in the kitchen. Resisting his grip, Andrea sidles up to Mimi and asks
if she’s heard any news about Luisa. 

Mimi responds a little defensively. “Extended vacation.”
I make Manuel a present of the bottle that so fascinates him.

Andrea protests. “Yes we want it. We want it Mommy. I have oil
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UNTIL THE STRUGGLE SEPARATES US 

It’s Friday, March 5th, our wedding day. Guillermo and I are in the
Diplomercado’s cracker aisle. “Why not the economy size?” he
wants to know.
“It’s ten bucks!”
“So?” 
“What’s the matter, Guillermo? You’ve been like this all morn-

ing. We’re getting married!” I put my arms around his neck. He
throws them off. 

“Exactly! You call that stingy pile a wedding reception?” He’s
staring at the boxes of crackers, little hot dogs, jack cheese, beer and
rum in the basket, clicking tssk with his tongue. 

“Stingy? That’s a month’s budget on a party.”
“It’s our wedding, Margot!”
“I don’t see you spending any of your money.”
Guillermo throws the box of crackers he’s holding on the floor.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” he says and is gone. My eyes start water-
ing. I scold myself for having turned down all the free loot Cubans
are entitled to when they marry—at the time I had been too in-
debted to the Ministry of Justice for having waved the six hundred
dollar fee. 

At home we dress in separate rooms. I contemplate my image in
the mirror. A good hair day, after subduing the curls and frizz with a
torturously-hot blowdrier. I wipe away the sweat and discover my
clavicle. I feel lithe, toned and healthy—pleased with the Cuban
diet.

Guillermo’s sitting in the living room, watching recaps of the
soaps on TV. He’s in his black slacks, silk shirt and vest. We admire
each other in sullen secrecy, then glare silently at the set. On Pride
and Prejudice, those pinchis Marcos and Beatriz still haven’t kissed. 

At 3:00, Amalia, her brother, sister-in-law and niece pick us up.
They look more like brides and grooms than we do. In the back seat
of the car, Guillermo warms up to me as if nothing has happened.
“Te amo,” he whispers gently in my ear, then kisses my neck. I feel
like a ping pong ball. 

At the bufete colectivo or law office, an official leads us into a
room with red velvet carpet, antique desk and Cuban flag. Little
Pepito from work appears, takes our hands in his, congratulates us. 

“Both witnesses are here,” says the official to the judge. “We’re
ready.” 
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“Nonsense,” he’s saying. “You have it precisely backwards. The
more rich there are, the less paupers. Rich people create jobs.
Especially, in the former colonies. Obviously.”

To my delight, many heads are shaking in contradiction. We’re
not lone voices of dissent. We’re in Cuba, among compañeros. “To
stay rich, the rich have to rip off the poor they employ,” I assert.
“That’s capitalism.”

“Rip off? That’s business. They have to stay in business,” the
colonialist releases his smug little fart-like laugh. “Otherwise, the
workers would have no jobs at all.”

“So the rich are really philanthropists,” Ulises laughs.
“That’s why two percent of them have accumulated nearly half

the world’s wealth,” Guillermo inserts. “Or what was that latest sta-
tistic—the world’s three richest men have more wealth than the GDP
of a fourth of the world’s countries, 48 of them!”

“Uh huh, 48 of them,” Ulises agrees. Sparks flying from his eyes.
“Well, they deserve it,” the colonialist smirks. “Don’t you be-

lieve in rewarding—”
“Greed?” I interrupt. “And if we divided that wealth?”
Guillermo revs up again. “Ulises just showed me a UN report

today25 that said the entire world’s basic needs for education, food,
water and medical care could be satisfied by taxing 225 of the largest
fortunes less than four percent.”

Ulises nods. “And we could solve everyone’s food and sanitation
needs on the planet for just 13 billion dollars... And get this, that’s
the amount people in the U.S. and Europe spend on perfume!”

Cynthia and the colonialist exchange patronizing looks. The
colonialist clears his throat. “That’s in a utopian world. The reality is
the poor would just bungle it all up, like they have—”

“Ian!” Cynthia bubbles, elbowing his rib.
“NO, NO, NO!” Ulises starts toward the colonialist, pointing his

finger. “The bunglers are the passive voters in YOUR country, and,
and” he’s shaking with rage, “your country, Margot and Guillermo.
How you can allow a government to exist primarily to protect the in-
terests of corporations? —since most of your government officials ei-
ther have lots of their own money tied up in these corporations, or
are on corporate payrolls in the form of campaign contributions.”

The colonialist shakes his head and smiles patronizingly.
“You don’t believe me?” Ulises rubs his smooth head, the veins

in his temple throbbing. “Just look at the money motivations be-
hind the way your news is framed, the way initiatives like health
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now!” Manuel glows, prancing around the room with it. He sets it
down on the table and smacks his face with his sticky oily hands as
if applying after-shave. 

“Who’s Luisa?” the colonialist inquires, looking to attach him-
self like a tiger shark to some tastier conversation. 

“Who was Luiser, Ian,” Cynthia chortles, substituting a super-
fluous ‘r’ for the ‘a.’ “Careful. Soon she’ll cease to exist. We think
she’s defecting.”

“Look,” I interpose loudly, trying to drown out the new spark of
conversation by joining my corner of the room to Guillermo and
Christophe’s debate. “I’ve heard that one of the advantages of so-
cialism over capitalism is that there’s no exploitation.” 

Ulises jumps in casually, massaging his ebony head. “That’s
right. Exploitation’s not our problem in Cuba, like it is for you under
capitalism.” 

Everyone seems to be in agreement. 
“Wait a minute,” protests Ricardo, Mimi’s oldest son, raising a

finger. “I’ve been exploited. The military gave us orders to plant
potatoes. But we all knew that soil was not about to yield any pota-
toes. No way. But they wouldn’t listen. So for weeks we tilled and
planted. Of course, not a single potato grew. Finally, they admitted
they’d made a mistake.”

“So who gained by exploiting you?” I ask. 
“The whole point of exploitation is to make a profit,” Ulises

chimes in.
Ricardo reflects for several seconds. “I stand corrected,” he says

grinning. “That was only stupidity.” 
The colonialist covers his mouth. “If I may,” he says, finger in

the air as if testing the wind. 
No you may not, I feel like saying. 
“In Canada we may have some degree of exploitation, but our

overall standard of living is much higher than under Cuban social-
ism. It’s a much healthier way of life.” 

“At who’s expense?” Guillermo challenges. “Your living stan-
dard may be higher—thanks to colonialism—but what about all the
destitute there, the homeless, of which there are none here?” 

“What about them?” the colonialist stares at Guillermo as
though he’s out of his mind. 

“The wealth you boast about also creates that poverty,” I stam-
mer in Guillermo’s defense. I can feel my face flush with the difficulty
of standing up to this man. Does he remind me of my step-father?
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the cigarette counter. Next thing I know, there’s a crash and it’s mor-
bidly silent, all eyes on the soup of yolk and egg shells on the
cement floor, then on me. Breadman looks at the hole in my plastic
bag and makes that “go away” motion with his hands that in Cuba
means, “come here.” Without saying a word Breadman, who seems
to be drawing his own blood whenever he concedes me my ration of
rolls, hands me another eight eggs. 

When I return, Amalia and Guillermo are in the living room
watching a CNN report on global poverty. The reserve bottle of rum
I thought I hid from Guillermo is on the coffee table. I wonder when
Guillermo drank it, since Amalia doesn’t drink. He still hasn’t heard
from any family members and has been in one of those ‘I’m-feeling-
like-an-orphan-again’ moods. 

Luz, his closest relative, is living with Guillermo’s youngest sis-
ter and is in no mental state to write. It tore Guillermo apart the last
time we visited her, listening to her trying to convert us with Bible
passages, her jaw swivelling from the medication, her words muffled
as though spoken through cotton. 

Luz’s condition dates back to Chiapas. During the time
Guillermo’s father was falling into debt to the bank and began drink-
ing, Luz ran away from home and went underground with an in-
digenous community that was fighting to protect local farmers.
Following their father’s death, Luz came out of hiding briefly to care
for Guillermo until he was taken in by the orphanage. During his
first years in the orphanage she would visit secretly from time to
time. She was working to stop government-subsidized ranchers from
spoiling the village’s crops and taking over their plots to sell to a U.S.
subsidiary, when she was abducted by a Mexican paramilitary group.
No one knows exactly what they did to Luz to make her lose her
mind. But Guillermo feels a strong need to dismantle the system
that destroyed his family and sister.

We stare at the TV in horror as a bony Mayan mother carries a
malnourished child in her rebozo, a winged bug fluttering out of the
child’s snotty nose. 

“Cuban government propaganda.” Amalia rolls her eyes. “No
government would allow that to happen.”

“If anything, CNN is U.S. propaganda,” I protest from the
kitchen as I scrape bird droppings off the eggs.

“Well anyway, Mexicans are better off than we are,” Amalia in-
sists. “Well, I don’t mean there. But at least their elevators work.”
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care are being defeated in the United States. Are your televisions sell-
ing jails, weapons, guns and police to the taxpayers? Is the intent to
make sure your work force stays scared, apathetic, divided and
servile? Who gets the profits for all those guns and bombers?
Wouldn’t it be cheaper to provide jobs and education? I hear it costs
more to jail a convict than to send him to Harvard! You have to look
to see where the money trail leads. It’s all about corporate profits. As
Margot pointed out, exploitation for profit is the razón d’être of your
capitalist societies. Your government officials are just the middle-
men. Our government exists to protect our workers.” 

“What hysterical paranoid babblings,” the colonialist mutters in
English to Cynthia, putting on his cream linen jacket. “Individual
profits drive democracy!”

The room has become uncomfortably hushed. All eyes follow
the colonialist through his farewell schmoozes and hand-shakes
with Molina, Fernández and Pacheco, Cynthia tagging at his heels. 

“Where’d the music go?” asks Guillermo after they’ve left. He
polishes off his rum, pops in a tape and pulls me into the area we
cleared for dancing earlier. I’m so exhausted, I can barely keep up
with him as he sublimates his anger in impressive gyrations. In any
given Latin dance situation, he is undoubtedly the best Salsa dancer
in the room; I’m the worst, directly in proportion to the availability
of Afro-rhythms; it takes a good Afro beat or some Funky base to get
this booty bouncing.

Guillermo swings my hips to meet his. Free of abandon, he
kisses me in such a way that finally the last guests excuse them-
selves. To my dismay, Guillermo offers Christophe and Andrea what
is now his work room, to spare them and little Manuel the walk to
Revolution Square, though I guess it’s the right thing to do.

“Are you kidding?” Christophe grins, retrieving a drowsy
Manuel who fell asleep hours ago. “He’ll sleep on my shoulders.”

TWO WORLDS COLLIDE

I’m at the bodega scrounging something to feed Amalia, who’s due
for dinner in half-an-hour. Of the dozen or so invitations I’ve
extended her, she’s never allowed food to pass her lips at my

house, not even when she came straight from work to avoid a black-
out and stayed late into the night. Today, we’ve won the lottery; eggs
have arrived. I balance them inside my worn plastic bag and head for
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Amalia cuts Guillermo off. “Hey I have a joke for you. What are
the Revolution’s three greatest achievements?” 

“Education, health care and housing,” Guillermo and I chant. 
“It’s three failures? Give up? Breakfast, lunch and dinner.” 
I cut the omelet into three and dish it out. Guillermo carries the

plate of potatoes to the table, rolling his eyes. “Back to Latin
America. Personally, I’d rather take—”

“Special Period in Cuba over the situation in México any day,”
Amalia and I chime.

“Easy for you to say, Guillermo,” Amalia says watching the
steam rise from her omelet. “But most Cubans don’t get to eat cheese
and onion omelets with fried potatoes for dinner during Special
Period.”

“She’s right there, Guillermo. You’d have a hell of a time with-
out my dollars.” 

By the time I hear my own words resonate, it’s too late. Amalia
and I stare at Guillermo, transfixed with dread. 

“I owe my existence here to you and your precious dollars! Just
like México and Cuba owe their existence to the Uncle Sam! Well I
don’t need your pinche fula!” Guillermo hurls his plastic plate at my
feet and storms to his office. A few hot potatoes splatter my ankles,
followed by the slam of a door. 

“Sit down,” I tell Amalia, who’s already stooped over the pile,
rescuing edibles worthy of salvage. Thanks to her floor scrubbing,
only part of the omelet and a few potatoes are lost. When we’ve fin-
ished our silent dinner, I walk Amalia to the gua-gua stop by the out-
door Copelia ice cream park. The profusion of night jasmine, banana
and rubber trees help ground me. “I’m sorry,” I say to Amalia.

“¿Po’ qué, Margot?! You didn’t do anything!”
“That comment about my dollars. Rubbing his face in his own

poverty. Maybe there’s some truth to what he’s been saying about
my class influencing how I see things.”

Amalia puts her arm around me. “Ay, no m’hija. Ven acá. Can’t
you see he’s playing on your class guilt, niña? His drink’s gone to his
head. You’re the one being oppressed!”

“Yeah, but you don’t know Amalia. I’m always on his case about
not being neat enough. I’m grumpy in the morning.” I think back to
my friends’ relationships, to the boyfriend who can’t say ‘I love you,’
to the one who drinks two six packs a day and insults my friend con-
stantly, the couple that never sees each other because of their busy
schedule, the couple that has an open arrangement. “Every relation-
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Guillermo rises to turn up the volume so Amalia won’t see him
laugh. 

“Nearly half of Latin Americans live in absolute poverty, according to
the UN’s Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.
Seventy million Latin Americans subsist on wages worth less than a dol-
lar a day reports the World Bank.”

“Still,” Amalia says, getting up to help me in the kitchen. “You
can’t tell me socialism’s better than the system they have in the U.S.,
Europe, Canada. I mean, where would you rather live, Margot, Cuba
or San Francisco?”

Guillermo ambles into the kitchen after us, leans against the
door frame, arms folded.

“Well so far,” I respond, “things are much easier in San
Francisco. For me personally. But—” 

“I can’t believe you two,” Guillermo says with disgust. “You’re
comparing apples and oranges.”

Amalia sneaks a look under the lid of the fried potatoes.
“Mmmm! I was expecting rice. Can I help?” 

“The comparisons you two are making,” Guillermo proceeds,
“are not just between capitalism and socialism but between the de-
gree of development of a tiny colonized country versus empires built
on the backs of these colonies.” 

Amalia heads into the old maid’s quarters, now our wash room,
for the mop. 

“Hey, your roaches are all gone!” she yells.
“That’s thanks to Lalo. I would have had him over tonight,

but—” 
“Ehñ. Even with me here, he still comes sniffing after her.”

Though he seems stone sober, Guillermo’s breath is overwhelmingly
sweet with rum, like rotten fruit. He waits for Amalia to return be-
fore continuing his lecture. “Obviously Cuba’s going to be less de-
veloped than the U.S.” 

“Obviously,” Amalia, says, wringing out a soapy rag and throw-
ing it on the end of the T-shaped stick. It’s no use stopping her.
Cubans make my compulsion for cleaning seem normal, though I
was never good with mops. “That shows capitalism is superior.” She
boasts a self-satisfied smile.

“I guess if you believe its good to steal. Spanish and U.S. colo-
nialism made it impossible for Cuba to develop. That’s why it’s not
producing as much as the ‘First World,’ not because it’s socialist. A
fairer comparison is Cuba and Haiti—”
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several floors below. 
“Did his hernia rupture?” I ask when the doctor arrives. 
“Just a panic attack from too much rum. Have him drink lots of

water,” she says.
Guillermo opens his eyes. He looks grey. The sight of so many

people frightens him. “What happened?” he asks, sitting up. 
“Nada mi vida. You fainted is all,” the doctor says. “Do you have

a lot of pressures?”
“Yeah, presiones,” Guillermo rolls his eyes and sips some water.
“It happens to all of us,” a man in a checked short sleeve offers. 
“You’ll be fine,” says Doc. “Here’s some valium. Have them

check your hernia again.” 
“Let us know if there’s anything you need,” says a gangly young

man, heading for the door with the doctor. “I’m in 22-D.”
“Híjole,” Guillermo says, when everyone’s has left. To my relief,

he looks amused. “All those people worried about me?”
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ship is going to have its problems. That’s how relationships are.” In
that instant, the gua-gua arrives. My words are left dangling in the
viscid air. 

Back at home, the door behind which lies my electronic confi-
dant, is closed. I feel corralled, victim to the whim of Guillermo’s
temper. I knock. “Can I get my laptop?” It’s barely a whisper. I knock
again, repeat my question. Still no answer. Sheepishly, I poke my
head in the bedroom door. “I’m sorry about what I said. I sounded
like the colonialist.”

Guillermo nods. “Come in,” he says. He’s lying on the bed, feet
crossed, smoking a cigarette. “I need to know something,” he says
swinging his legs over the side of the bed and sitting up. “Is this my
house too?”

“Of course it’s your house. We’re married.” 
“Then I don’t want any of your gusano friends here. Not Amalia.

And I especially don’t want Lalo here when I’m not around.”
“But Guillermo, these friends have been so supportive. You have

no idea how much arm twisting I had to go through to get you here.
I even had the Mexican ambassador—” I stop.

“You had the Mexican ambassador what? What, Margot?” 
Guillermo listens to the story on the edge of the bed with his

head in his hands, so I can only see the crown of his head, and the
fingers he’s running through his hair. When I’m finished he looks up
at me. “Do you know what that means? It could mean kissing my
green card goodbye or being on a hit list, if I ever contact the move-
ment in México!” He stands and starts spinning wildly, like a top
about to topple. “Remember what they did to my sister?!” His excla-
mations are punctuated by a guttural howl.

It scares me, seeing Guillermo all aqueous like this. I want to
make him solid again, but when I try to hold him, he pushes me
away. 

“Even here. I can’t any more,” he manages between gasps.
“Luz!” He shakes his head at himself, then begins grumbling about
the racism in the Cuban hospital. He’s pacing like a caged animal,
sobbing uncontrollably. I can barely discern “Even in Cuba—” be-
fore he faints. 

I run into the hallway. I can hear the elevator doors, voices. “My
husband’s fainted!” I call out.

Before I can blink, the elevator operator and three passengers are
in the bedroom, slapping Guillermo’s hand, dabbing his forehead
with a damp cloth. One of the neighbors has gone to fetch a doctor
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5.  NORMAL PERIOD

MONTHLY RATIONS
Spring 1993 of the Special Period 

FOREIGN TECHNICIANS

1 bread roll a day  

(margin of error: + - 1)

8 eggs /15 days

1/3 lunch bag beans 

or lentils  (3 cups)

6 cups rice

1/2 pound sugar

0-4 meals fish or meat 

No fruits or vegetables 

1 bag salt

1-2 bottles Havana Club rum

5 packs cigarettes/week 

1 liter milk/day for children

under 7 years 

1 liter oil every two months

1 pound coffee 

1/8 lb. cream cheese

1 lunch bag half full tea 
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CUBANS

1 bread roll a day 

(exactly)

8 eggs /15 days

1/3 lunch bag beans 

or lentils (3 cups)

6 cups rice

1/2 pound sugar

8-14 meals fish or soy meat

Some fruits and vegetables 

1 bag salt

0-1 bottle mescal-tasting rum

5 packs cigarettes/month 

1 liter milk/day for children 

under 7 years 

1 tube toothpaste



and pushes it up the incline of the driveway. He straps his satchel to
the rack and holds it squarely in place, while I mount. 

“Now we’re talking,” I say.
We’re silent except for the squeak, squeak of the pedals as

Guillermo pumps standing up to get us over the first hill. For a while
we silently admire the pastel hues of the faded colonial houses,
cobalt blue giving way to layers of aqua-marine and lavender under-
neath; red to peach and yellow, adorned with apacionaria—passion
flower and magnolia, thick-leafed rubber trees, orange-tipped flame
trees. Guillermo wipes the sweat from his face. I feel uncomfortable
watching him work so hard for me. 

“Maybe I should walk. Your hernia.” I say. 
“This is nothing,” he laughs, turning into the gas station to fill

up a flat tire. 
“All right,” he says, once we’re back on the road and he’s re-

gained some momentum. “Back to your question.” He turns to look
at me, and miscalculates a pothole. Skillfully, he swerves the bike
back on track.

“Yeah, why don’t Cubans put more energy into diversifying
their economy?”

Guillermo turns his torso around to shout at me. “Don’t you
think they thought of this already, Margot? Why is every Joe Shmoe
who’s been playing that same broken record in the States smarter
than the top Cuban agriculturists and economists?” He’s panting.
“You wanted me to point out colonialist thinking. Diversification is
great for developed countries, but it’s virtually impossible for a
‘Third World’ country that was turned into a mono-crop economy
so the U.S. could satisfy it’s sugar cravings, then the U.S.S.R. Do you
know what it takes to shift the entire infrastructure of a country?
You want to know what we’re doing all day long, Margot? We’re
feeding people in the pinche ‘First World.’ Guillermo pulls over near
a high curb, pulls a kerchief out of his back pocket and wipes his
face.

“Oh,” I say, suddenly self-conscious of the fact that the one of
us doing the most sweating is the darker-skinned. 

At the José Martí monument, Guillermo starts pumping furi-
ously down-hill toward the Plaza de la Revolución. “Shit, how’d it
get so late?” 

“Slow down!” I shriek, feeling suddenly powerless over my fate.
“It’s not worth your hernia or our broken bones!” 

By the time we get to the elevator, I can see veins throbbing in
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Despierta. Guillermo’s kisses soften the alarm’s nagging. I
remain curled in a lump, so he pulls off the sheets.
“¡Quelachingadaa! Ten more minutes.”  

“Ya Marguito! You’ve hit the snooze three times! And don’t cuss!” 
Time passes. I hear his distant voice. “O-ka,” I murmur. 
Some moments later, he pushes me over the side of the bed with

his feet. 
“Hey!” I moan from the floor, laughing. 
At breakfast, Guillermo gives me half his egg.
“Ay, Guillermo!”
“—”
“You mean that egg was only good for a kiss? Now why’re you

pouting, Marguito?”
“I just don’t feel like going in today. What’s the point?”
“¿Cómo que, what’s the point?”
“I mean, we work all day. Some Cubans work forty-four hours a

week. Yet there’s nothing to eat, nothing in the shops. It’s surreal!
What are we doing all day long?” 

Guillermo makes that click-hissing sound from the corner of his
mouth. “See, that’s what I mean. No concept of how the global econ-
omy works. It’s one of the most gringa things about you.” 

“Thanks!” I’d retaliate more creatively, were I not so tentative
about Guillermo’s response. 

“You said you want to change. I’m just pointing it out.”
Guillermo grabs his satchel and kisses my forehead. “Get your stuff.
We’re late.” This is the first job Guillermo’s had that allows him to
employ his real talents and he’s determined to keep making a good
impression.

“I need motivation,” I mumble through two bites-worth of egg
and dry bread roll. 

“I’ll ride you on my new cargo bike.”
Cubita’s brakes are shot and it’s too flimsy to ride tandem safely.

Though Guillermo won’t have Amalia’s family over any more, he
made an exception when it came to trading Saturnino’s Chinese
cargo bike for the brand-new U.S.A. 18-speed we bought for
Guillermo at the Havana Libre with some fula my mother promised
as a wedding present. Both parties believe the bike they exchanged
is a piece of junk. Both parties are right. 

Guillermo unlocks the bike in the cool darkness of the garage
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feet were going to shrivel up and fall off.
Slowly, I started down the shag stairs, polka-dotted from scour-

ing after too many poodle mishaps. Nothing, my mother had ad-
monished, nothing must disturb the great writer while he was at
work; we must not tax the hospitality of our hosts during the year
we lived with them. The Trumbos had graciously offered to put me
up in Hollywood while my mother tied up loose ends in México.
When she arrived in the States, they extended the offer to both of us
until my mother was able to secure a job and apartment of her own.

“Well, well, well! Who have we here? What are you doing here
pequeñita? Come here, come here!” Trumbo’s gravelly voice beck-
oned.

“Go there?” My curls shook up and down. 
“Don’t you want to see some magic?”
“Don’t you have to write?” 
“Write?” Trumbo asked with amusement. Some of the most cre-

ative stories he had invented were the ones to extend his deadlines.
Then he’d essentially begin and finish works of pure genius within
that stolen time frame. “Why?”

“I don’t know.”
“If you don’t know, how am I going to know? Come here, come

here. There. Sit right there on that bar stool. Up you go. Look.” The
man put his elbow on the counter. As he spoke, his words wheezed
with cigar smoke. “See this nickel? I’m going to make it disappear.”
He began rubbing it into the skin of his forearm, just above the
elbow. “Oh, look what a klutz. I always drop it! Wait look. See, I
think it’s going, going. Gone! See? Nothing in my hand.”

He laughed and repeated the trick until I persuaded him to give
me a clue. After I had mastered that one, he showed me one in
which two pieces of toilet paper stuck on his finger nails with some
spit were really two doves that magically flew away and returned.

This inspired me to break out the plastic vomit from the
Hollywood Magic Store. 

“Don’t move. I’ll clean it!” Trumbo scooped up the barf in some
Kleenex, skipped off to the bathroom and shut the door. I heard the
toilet flush. Trumbo had also once flushed his daughter Nicola’s plas-
tic Magic Store dog poop down the toilet and actually ate Chris and
Mitzi’s Magic Store rubber chocolates. When he lived in México, he
had also swallowed whole the hottest red chiles available, feigning
to masticate them thoroughly and inviting unsuspecting visitors to
keep up with him. 
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Guillermo’s temple about the time. “They’ll forget we’re late by
lunchtime, Guillermo.”

He just shakes his head.
“Really,” I persist, “this society may not be able to produce any-

thing but exploding matchbooks, but at least they’ve produced more
compassionate, human beings. Che succeeded there.”

“Hmmm,” he agrees, looking at the floor.
Maybe it’s the free therapy,” I append, hoping he’ll get the hint.

When I step into the office, Mimi’s cooing over some hair dye
Lisa sent her.

“You going?” Jane’s asking Mimi.
“Of course I’m going. Lisa’s paying for everything! Isn’t that

generous?” 
“They’ll give you a visa to visit Canada?” the colonialist asks.
“Why not?” 

COME THE REVOLUTION 
WE’LL ALL HAVE SWIMMING POOLS 

West Hollywood, circa 1971.  A drifting net of cigar smoke
let me know the world-famous director was at his desk;
I’d have to steal down the stairs past him and out the

glass doors to get to the pool. I peered at the man who, from that
distance with his longish white hair, resembled a relative of Mark
Twain, his thick mustache yellowing like the pages of a cherished
book. As usual, he sported one of his khaki jump suits—the kind
mechanics wore—with “Trumbo” embroidered on the pocket. He
was sitting at his desk, a converted marble bar, listening to the
Johnny Got His Gun sound-track. I had heard the track at least a
dozen times when I was at the studio recording the Lord’s prayer for
one of Johnny’s flashbacks. That was after Johnny—actually
Timothy Bottoms—had recovered. The actor had suffered a break-
down prompted by his insistence on simulating, by floating in
water, the soldier he would play who had lost all limbs in the war
and could not hear, see, nor speak.  

Now and then, the man in the jumpsuit would scrawl some-
thing in a manuscript. He looked perturbed. Not like he looked
when he’d situate himself in the tub, his typewriter propped on a
tray, only to emerge after his wife, Cleo, smiled that the soles of his
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did end up with swimming pools, now didn’t we?—in Mexico of
course.” Trumbo chortled. After his year in prison, he had moved his
family to Mexico City.

Then, just like the Mexican morning sun hundreds of miles
away would be suddenly overrun by the afternoon onslaught of
coastal clouds, my mother’s eyes went far away again, where they
went when they became all teary. Her tongue curled visibly in the
corner of her mouth as she concentrated on smoothing out her
runny eye-liner. Really it was as though my mother had remained in
México, along with my father’s ashes. Ironically it was not my fa-
ther’s absence, but my mother’s, which seemed to me the most pal-
pable, the most like this new concept: “death.”

STORM OF THE CENTURY 

I’m on the edge of an island, 
peering out rain-whipped slats,  
past lights bleeding into the ink of night

from the Hotel Nacional where musicians won’t be playing, 
over the malecón, towards a tormented Cimmerian sea. 
The wind is screaming with the motion of the world’s spinning, 
with its agony, with its resolve, 
with its laughter, with its silence, 
with all its stupidity, perfidy and beauty, 
with all its blood baths, with all its dreams. 
It’s night and I’m on an island whose children are all sleeping. 
They don’t know about the cruelty other children 
screaming with the motion of the world’s spinning know. 
And I want to know what the world has against us 
on this little island— 
why the parents of these children are no longer allowed to dream 
when night gathers the world up in its mother embrace. 

—Margot “Pimienta” Pepper 
Havana, March 1993

Inside the dark bodega, it’s like the bottom of a sleeping bag in
which someone left soiled socks. The doors are closed to keep out
the rain and swirls of debris. Everyone is scurrying around the wet
floor, trying to stockpile anything Carmen will let us get our hands
on. 
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Trumbo stuck his head out of the bathroom, waiving the rubber
vomit. “You had me fooled!”

I grinned. “Are those real gold?” Now that I had Trumbo’s at-
tention, I could ask about the statuette trophies.

He shook his head. “Gilt maybe.” 
I was disappointed. 
“That’s an Oscar,” said the man who was also known as one of

the Hollywood Ten. “I got it for The Brave One—a movie I made.” 
“Who’s Robert Rich?”
Trumbo’s smile faded. “I was in hiding then.” Trumbo was one

of the first men credited with breaking the blacklist by announcing
to the world at the strategic moment that he was the academy-award
winner, Robert Rich. 

“Margot!” my mother shouted from the top of the stairs. “I told
you not to bother Trumbo! Look. I can see he’s upset!” 

“That little angel bothering me? Not in the least, J. She’s been
superb!”

“Christ, it’s hot!” The woman with big fifties hair and the beauty
of a black and white film actress made her way down the stairs, her
one-piece flaring over the top of a pair of slender thighs. Towel slung
over her shoulder, sunglasses, book and Ginger-ale in hand, she was
well-equipped for poolside lounging. “Every time I see that pool, I
think of what Bill Foster said,” she smiled. 

“See, your memory’s better than mine!” Trumbo commented in
his usual good-natured way. 

“Hardly!” 
Trumbo had a reputation for an eidetic memory; for recalling,

word for word, the exact dialogue or passage in any book, the num-
ber of the page on which it appeared, whether it was the right or left
page, top or bottom—or at least he had a talent for convincing peo-
ple of as much. Jeanette, on the other hand, liked to believe her
memory was like a sieve, though in fact she could remember histor-
ical details and statistics that marveled the average listener. Her
weakness lay in remembering emotionally-charged data.

“So what did Chairman Bill have to say that you remember?”
Trumbo asked.

“Well, you had been embarrassed about the old house. About it
being in Beverly Hills, with the Ionic pillars. Because he was the head
of the Communist Party. You apologized. Then he said, ‘Nonsense.
Come the Revolution we’ll all have swimming pools.” 

“Well? He was absolutely right! Many of us who were blacklisted
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“God, there’s already a river out there. Aren’t you going to put
your poncho on?” 

Next thing I know, Guillermo has pinned my shoulders to the
wall.

“I’m sorry for eating your pinche food and spending your puta
dollars!” he says through his teeth. He starts shaking me. My head
hits the wallpaper. His face looks like an over-inflated balloon on the
verge of bursting, the way my step-father’s face would get. “I
wouldn’t think of making you come out there into that river!” he’s
ranting.

I’m trembling, the back of my head throbbing. It’s incompre-
hensible to me that Guillermo has physically harmed me.

“Just carry on like all the other gringa tourists in your cozy little
apartment!”

“What are you talking about?” I sob, airily as a whisper. 
Before I realize Guillermo’s memory about Agua Azul has been

triggered, he’s on the far side of a slammed front door. Rubbing my
shoulders, I can’t help let loose a torrent of emotions. The wind
shrieks that the sky is about to do the same. Now and then rain
whips the panes. I go to the sill. It’s so dark for three in the after-
noon, it looks like an eclipse or the end of the world. Not a soul
graces the lacquered grays of the Piraguas or Nacional grounds. The
benches and malecón smile at the temporary reprieve from their bur-
dens. I regret having driven Guillermo out there. 

Heavily, I flick on the computer, stare at the hairline horizontal
stripe across the bottom of the yellowing screen where an electrode
pin has expired. Unable to write, I check my e-mail. But the storm
has already wiped out the lines. It’s coming down in sheets, pound-
ing the building. I go to the window and search for Guillermo. I plug
up a few leaks coming through the windows, shudder at the sheer
force of the thunder, stare at the screen some more.

The lightning show is in full motion when I hear the door open,
then some cupboards opening and closing as Guillermo puts away
the provisions. He walks into the bedroom. My entire body contracts
as though bracing itself for another blow.

“It’s something out there,” he says brusquely. “Pobrecitos old
folks trying to keep the mud out of their homes. They need our
help.” 

I head into the bedroom for my raincoat and boots. “You going
back out there?” I call. But by the time I make it to the hallway,
there’s no sign of life cohabiting the darkness. I step onto the bal-
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A frente frío has hit, and I’m glad I brought my turtle neck
sweater and long black wool coat for the frigid high altitude nights
in Mexico City before leaving for Cuba. At work today Siomara, the
foot messenger, looked at the coat with longing. “They just don’t sell
enough good coats here. No one thinks we need them.” European
tourists still flock to the beaches at these temperatures, envious that
Cubans are so spoiled as to consider the 65 to 68 degree weather too
chilly for swimsuits. My gooseflesh tells me my body has acclimated
to Cuban standards. 

“Take the afternoon off. Stock up a few days worth, a week. Tape
your windows,” Mimi warned us. “Ricardo’s already helping the mil-
itary sandbag yards. It’s going to be bad. Maybe one of the worst.” 

I’m grateful not to be alone, even if lately Guillermo has been
brooding as much as the weather. The lightning and thunder last
night were so dramatic, I had to wake him. And they say the storm
hasn’t even arrived.

Today, the good news in the bodega is there are enough rations
to fill the bottom of the cart; bad news is we can’t afford it.
Guillermo is the only foreigner I’ve met who goes through Cuban
pesos as quickly as toilet paper when Jane, Cynthia and I could never
figure out what to do with them all. I shiver at the idea of his rip-
ping through our dollars at this pace if we lived in the States. 

When I suggest putting back the rum, Guillermo shoots me one
of those “don’t talk to me right now” looks. 

“Está bien,” Enith says, waving our bundles out the door with a
flick of her chin. “Después, jóvenes. Later.” 

The lashes of rain and wind shove us through the lobby doors.
Eighteen floors higher up, the weather’s going to punch in a pane.
While Guillermo crosses the windows with packing tape, I race
around the apartment, checking supplies. We need candles—

Propelled by my panic at having no milk products to get me
through the imminent storm I reproach Guillermo for polishing off
the cheese and milk. I fail to perceive the significance of Guillermo’s
chest rising and falling with increasing rapidity, his face deepening
with color.

“We’d better race over to the Havana Libre before they close.” I
rush into the bedroom, pluck a twenty dollar note out of hiding.
Guillermo stands there, arms folded, watching me. 

“You should really be the one to go. Here,” I say. 
Guillermo stuffs the twenty in his pocket without taking his

eyes off me.
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and repairing. The storm wreaked one billion bucks of damage, half
the money brought in by tourism this year. “Storm of the Century,”
the papers here are calling it. In the U.S., Cuba’s not even on the
weather map. Too bad I wasted ten bucks to reassure my mother
about a storm she hadn’t even heard of. Cuba offered help to the
United States for Hurricane Andrew; apparently the United States
couldn’t afford to do the same. 

Mouse clicks, dialing, that jarring tone to the outside, more elec-
tronic numbers and, at long last, the glorious ringing to the server.

“Banco de La Habana” a man’s tinny voice bellows through my
teensy computer speaker. 

I hit the mouse pad and start again. 
When I saw Guillermo muddy and shivering in the doorway

after sandbagging homes and clearing floors, all I could do was put
my arms around him and look into his eyes for a kiss like that
Mexican silkscreen of the woman in the braids kissing Zapata. How
could I remain angry at him for lashing out at me over evaporated
milk? 

That night, we stayed up until four talking. Guillermo said I had
to tackle my ignorance, to learn how “Third World eyes” see things.
In exchange, he said, he’d agree to stop buying rum in the bodega
and treating me like a maid. “And not hurt me. Physically,” I re-
minded him. I asked him for more details about his father’s violence.
Guillermo’s stories have confused me. I suspect it’s because he still
wants to idealize his father. 

“Your mother left for the States after the fight that broke her
wrist, right?” I inquired gently. 

Guillermo nodded sadly. “My father always claimed she left us
because I was an escuincle”—the Nahua word for a dog like a
Chihuahua, a brat. “I believed him too. Then one day Luz told me
my mother had bought tickets to bring the four of us with her to
California—Luz had run away to join the movement, so no one
knew where she was. My father suspected my mother was going to
leave him. So he took me on a week-long fishing trip, so she’d even-
tually return for me.” He glanced down at his fidgeting hands,
smiled. “Luz says Papi hid me because I was her favorite.” His frown
evaporated again. “But she didn’t come back for me or Luz. It took
her until we were grown to save the money to send for us.” He stood
and looked out over the shimmering black water. “The whole time
Mamá was gone, until his death, Papi never touched another
woman.” 

It dawned on me that maybe Guillermo was pushing my limits
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cony and stare at the sea, oblivious to the waves of rain that inter-
mittently assault my face and clothes. The ocean is an angry purple,
the color of blood before it strikes air. Millions of white caps irritate
its surface. Times I was this upset, I’d go surfing. It was even better
during storms. The waves kept everyone away but surfers, and the
falling rain sounded like those pop-rock candies that crackled when
you put them on your tongue. 

I imagine a tidal wave sweeping in from the bruised horizon and
my racing up to the roof to catch it. I grimace. What do I do with
Guillermo? I can’t tell anyone at the paper about his drinking prob-
lem, his violent streak. Not after the gymnastics they performed to
grant him a visa. And if things get worse, I can’t kick him out.
There’s a housing crisis and he has no money for a return ticket. I
feel like my biochemist friend Lalo with my back against the wall.
Even when I was my most reckless, I would never entrust my life to
the power of a wave unless I was positive I could handle the gradi-
ent and speed just before I took off. Now it feels like I’ve taken off
on a close-out and I’m out of control. 

NORMAL PERIOD

Mouse clicks, numbers dial, nothing. I tap the mouse
again. And again. 
“¿Dime?” asks a voice through my computer speaker.  

I punch the mouse pad and pick up the phone. “You were get-
ting me an outside line—” 

“O-ka.”
At least the lines are back up. 
It’s been tragic walking around Havana, watching people hang-

ing sludge-stained bedding out to dry. “It came up to here,” a heavy
woman with grey hair knotted in a bun said, showing us the two-
foot high bathtub ring of mud circling their living room. Near the
malecón, people leave front doors open so their belongings will dry.
Silt-covered rugs; beds and tables piled with shoes, furniture, books;
an old man rocking in a chair in the corner, too exhausted to do any-
thing about it. 

“It took everything. Everything. The photographs. Everything,”
another man moaned, head cradled in his large bony hands riddled
with age spots.

Mimi’s son Ricardo has been frantic in the military rebuilding
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“Oh, well, but you’re not getting a degree. You just want some
basics. Mira—” 

That “mira” meant I had better pull up a chair. As I listened to
Escalona, I could see what my mom meant. What she didn’t tell me
was that if you listened to what the figures were really getting at,
they could also give you nightmares.

“Take Cuba. We’re in this Special Period because in the good old
days we had an arrangement with the Eastern bloc through the
CMEA—the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance. One ton of
our sugar would buy eight tons of Soviet petroleum no matter how
much sugar depreciated or oil rose on the world market. This pro-
tected us from unjust practices such as dumping. Now, at world mar-
ket prices, one ton of our sugar buys just 1.4 tons of petroleum.26

“Actually, now that I think of it, what we’re currently experi-
encing in Cuba isn’t such a ‘Special Period.’ The ‘Special Period’ was
when, as a ‘Third World’ nation, we received those fairer terms of
trade from the CMEA. People mistakenly refer to those more equi-
table agreements as subsidies. You could say the U.S.S.R was simply
following through on broken UN Charter promises by paying us
what our products were worth. Back then it was a Special Period
when the playing field was even for both players. What we have now
is Normal Period: back to being a poor ‘Third World’ country. We’ve
just fallen back into the normal every-day reality all Latin American
countries have faced for the last 500 years, an oppressive reality,
which we had managed to improve briefly.”27

Well it must have taken me an entire day to decipher Watkins’
article about world trade. I felt like a troglodyte struggling to emerge
from Plato’s cave of ignorance, my eyes tearing as they strained to
adjust to the rays of this new view of reality. Then it clicked.
Intuitively I knew poverty in the “Third World” wasn’t due to its fail-
ure to implement capitalism, or “democracy”—which it turns out is
actually only democratic for the wealthy and powerful—but because
that’s precisely what it had done. Only, I never knew the details. The
brick barrier of ignorance had crumbled and I beheld an entirely new
framework. I could even add things to it. Like Cuba. 

In this context, what I began to figure out about Cuba rekindled
my hope about my father’s ideals. It reminded me I still have much
to learn here. One U.S. journalist compared Cuba to an archaeolog-
ical excavation. You dig and uncover a whole layer of artifacts that
lead you to one conclusion. Then you dig deeper and find another
layer of artifacts contradicting the foundation of your previous the-
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to see if I’ll abandon him too. What he needs is unconditional love.
As the paradise-purgatory parable cautioned, I’ve just got to keep
“reaching” for him. Eventually, love will dissolve the violence
Guillermo learned in order to survive the streets. For if love is inca-
pable of solving the problems which arose from its lack in a decent
human being, then love mustn’t really exist, nor any higher plane of
knowledge worth believing in. 

At last, I hear the musical static of computer-to-server connec-
tion, but no sooner do I type the “r” in pepper, than I’m bounced off
line. 

I begin the sequence again. 
I knew U.S. imperialism played a central role in destroying

Guillermo’s family, but I didn’t really understand all the dynamics.
The next day, intent on keeping my part of Guillermo’s and my new
agreement, I marched straight into the Spanish department to find
the senior editor, Juan Escalona, also known as the Walking
Encyclopedia. Like a historian, he reads everything he can get his
hands on in Spanish or English. He takes it all in like a detached ex-
traterrestrial trying to make sense of human beings and their Cuban
experiment. I’ve never seen him indulge in displays of pomposity
despite occupying one of the most prestigious posts in the country.
He’s even-keeled and content in his light colored short-sleeved
guayaberas or cotton shirts, and slacks bought on the ration. His light
skin is ever translucent and shiny, as though he is perspiring, yet
even after his impressive bike-ride to work each morning over all
those hills, never has a bead of sweat formed on his forehead. From
time to time he does betray a tempered modicum of irritation at
something the United States or Cuban government has done, or at
the fact that the dentist pulled out his last remaining front tooth
and the dentures still haven’t arrived. Often I’ve studied his frail
frame, unwilling toothless smile, bare-bones bicycle parked where a
Mercedes might have been stationed and wonder, what is all this
U.S. hype about privilege for high-ranking Party employees?

“Let’s see, history from a ‘Third World’ perspective.” Juan
Escalona scratched his head of thick pearly hair and riffled through
a neat stack of mail on his small wooden desk. “This article here by
Kevin Watkins at Oxfam, GATT and the ‘Third World’ is a good sum-
mary. Have you read much economics?” 

“My mother’s an economist, but she said there was nothing like
it to put you to sleep.”
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Cuban guests, Cuban diners and Cuban cabaret-goers, the hotel
maids and elevator operators acting as though they owned the hotel,
because back then, indirectly they did. Guillermo and I take a seat in
the air-conditioned restaurant. We can’t figure out what exactly is
depressing us as we greedily gobble down one of the last meals we
can afford out and the only item on the menu: a bocadito of ham and
processed cheese. No more lettuce or tomatoes, but like former U.S.
President Ronald McDonald Reagan once argued to avoid the inclu-
sion of vegetables in school lunches, that’s ok, there’s ketchup. 

Maybe our angst stems from the look of smug boredom on the
Italian and German tourists’ faces as they sip Coca-Colas while the
band plays a musac version of Guantanamera. Until the band finally
breaks loose with Camina y Ven and for a few minutes as we dance,
Guillermo and I forget about our despondency, which is the de-
spondency of the waiters and the musicians who must have realized
some time back that they have stopped being hosts and are now ser-
vants to the wealthy again. Only this time the rich aren’t Batista’s
crowd, a limousine ride away. 

After dancing, we’re damp with air-conditioned sweat. 
“I wonder if there’s a pool we can sneak into,” I suggest. 
“And if they catch us? You know how persistent Cubans are.

They’d get that money out of us somehow.” After a while Guillermo
says, “Look,” his chin aimed at an untouched half of a bocadito
someone abandoned at the next table.

“If you’re thinking of that, why not sneak into the pool?”
“What I’m thinking of isn’t illegal here.”
I fold my arms in exasperation. “My parents used to claim, come

the revolution, we would all get swimming pools.”
Guillermo swoops down on the bocadito and places it on his

plate. “In Cuba only tourists have swimming pools,” he says. “Want
some? 

“No, no, adelante. “
“You know, they tried to jail me in Cancun for doing this in a

café there. All the money from selling my house was gone and I was
beat and hungry from working construction.” In a bite, Guillermo
demolishes half the sandwich. “Mmmm?” he asks extending the re-
mains in my direction.”

I bite off nearly half. 
“Más?” 
“You finish it.”
“How many light years until socialists get swimming pools?” I pout.
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ories and another reality emerges. I wish someone had spelled out
economics more simply for me years ago. 

The following week, as Escalona watched me gesticulate about
all I had learned, he smiled so wide he even forgot about his gums.
“Why don’t you be the one to lay it all out for people then,” he sug-
gested.

Static. I strike the keys to my password and the welcome screen
lights up. I cruise around the conferences for a way out of the jab-
bering about solidarity donations and tourist events. Though I’ve
paid internet service providers in Canada and the U.S., I’m confined
to reading the same old Cuban government-generated and filtered
information. If there’s a way out of the Cuban electronic spider web,
I’m not adept enough at the new technology to unstick myself. Nor,
probably, are the few thousand Cubans who’ve access to e-mail on
this island. 

The night Guillermo read my economics article, it was as
though he unlocked another room inside himself to allow me far-
ther in. I think he began to trust that I understand him better.

I click the mouse. It’s a one in a hundred shot: managing to up-
load the thing; Chomsky responding, let alone forwarding my arti-
cle to both my mother and an editor; the editor accepting for publi-
cation an article from Cuba that doesn’t call Castro Satan nor so-
cialism hell; getting a check through the blockade.  

So far, so good. The electronic symphony of connection, the
password. Another few key strokes and my article scrolls by on its
way through the blockade. I wait for the crash. Happily it never
comes. My words have made it through the wall!

NO, COME THE REVOLUTION 
WE WON’T ALL HAVE POOLS

Guillermo and I have put our writing aside to stroll the prom-
enade in Old Havana. We’ve been walking around for a cou-
ple of hours and in the Cuban spring, not a trace remains of

winter’s slight reprieve from the heat. 
“Where can we get some water?”
“Exactly.”
So, even though Guillermo hates hotels, I convince him to get

lunch at the Inglaterra. It’s the hotel my first tour had booked when
the luxurious marble and gold trim lobby was still packed with
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ing in the past with only a plastic bag of unseasoned beans and rice,
the stomach still grumbling on the long, hot ride home. ¡Bravo!
¡Pavo! We’ll finally be able to serve some of our Cuban friends a
proper dinner. 

When I open our apartment door, Guillermo leads me to a large
aluminum pot on top of the stove brimming with soup and turkey
meat. With the yellow pimply skin still covering it, I can’t say it
looks like the golden-brown crispy turkey I associate with mashed
potatoes and stuffing. The two tiny pieces he’s laid aside on a plate
so they wouldn’t overcook look more inviting.

I throw my arms around Guillermo and we kiss as though we’re
already devouring what’s in the pot. We decide to celebrate as soon
as I wash up. This week we finally received payment for a couple of
my correspondent articles, two months after my mother wired it
through Hope’s Canadian bank account. Although it will barely
stretch for our only trip out of Havana, we decide two beers are in
order. As we leave, I ask Guillermo if he’s turned off the stove. Yes,
he says with irritation; he hates it when I treat him like a kid. 

At the Havana Libre, we’re so elated after our first beer, we de-
cide upon a second round. Life is looking good. I’m basking in the
happiness of having sent out my economics article and how much
more Guillermo has been helping around the house. Guillermo’s
reveling in the respect he’s been winning at work for his talents. 

“To Cuba,” he says raising his glass.
“A Cuba.” 
Walking home we’re giggling and talking about making love

and the fabulous turkey dinner that awaits us and going to bed with
a full stomach. As we approach the door, Guillermo complains about
the smell of the hallway. I say, what’s new? The key clicks, door
opens and we’re engulfed in a cloud of evil-smelling smoke.
Guillermo bounds into the kitchen. The pot has a hole in it, the red
electric burner staring up at him. Our senile Soviet stove has long
ago forgotten all but two temperatures: High and Off and the dial
wasn’t quite clicked to Off. Guillermo cusses and holds up what’s left
with a fork. It looks like the petrified sole of a discarded shoe. He
tries to cut it. Not a sign of organic matter. 

He swears some more, then looks over at me. Says he’s sorry. I’m
trying to remember what turkey tastes like. Probably not that great
anyway, I conclude, remembering the goose pimply skin I saw in the
pot. “It was an accident, mi amor,” I say sweetly.

He glances at the plate sitting on the fridge with the small
turkey pieces he removed earlier. Hands me one. Perfectly cooked, all
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“I don’t know what planet you’re living on, but here on earth,
there aren’t enough resources for everyone to live like we do in the
States. Like Eduardo Galeano says, we’d do the environment in.”

Mr. Computer Chip Brain proceeds to explain that according to
an essay Escalona lent him for his last article, Latin Americans sur-
vive on about 15% of the living standard people enjoy in the “First
World.” “A quarter of the world lives in extreme poverty,”28 he re-
minds me.

“You’re exaggerating. ‘Come the revolution,’ everyone was
eventually supposed to have my standard of living. It’s not like I can
stay in the Hyatt Regency unless someone invites me.”

“But you can afford to stay at the Hyatt’s equivalent in México.
Even here.” 

I see where he’s going and continue the thread. “But Cubans
can’t. Because the apartheid we’re seeing here just reflects the same
dichotomy of classes in the global economy?”

“Eso. Who are the rich here? The Cubans with an extra VCR or
bottle of oil? Or you with your cutting edge laptop, modem and U.S.
storage facility packed with possessions? Look around you. Does it
seem possible for everyone on the planet to have your standard of
living if the resources are divided more equitably?” 

Thus do I bid goodbye to my parents’ lovely daydream, “Come
the revolution everyone can have swimming pools.”

THE TURKEYS

At work the colonialist is talking about the turkey they’re giv-
ing out to foreign specialists at the bodega. As usual, his con-
cubine picked theirs up while he was at work.  The rest of us

are incredulous.  Half a turkey per person; what we failed to receive
at the end of the year. 

“After the last union meeting Fernández filed a complaint with
the housing organization,” Mimi informs us. 

A second miracle: I manage to get a phone line to Guillermo
who has taken the morning off because of his hernia. But he’s well
enough to venture downstairs to buy the turkey. 

All day I can’t stop thinking about how much better life is going
to get. Turkey sandwiches! At last we’ll be able to brave the scorch-
ing bicycle ride to lovely Playas Del Este, Lenin Park or have a picnic
at the lovely Havana cemetery, none of which has sounded appeal-
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favorites accompanied by a crowd of Afro-Cubans singing and danc-
ing to the beat. As we look out at the constellations in the sea
through the bottle of Havana Club rum our friend brought, music in
the background, Guillermo’s arm around me, my hands around my
letters, an ocean separating us from war crimes and barbaric greed, I
can’t remember when I’ve been happier. Staring at the marbled lay-
ers of darkness and glitter, I think Guillermo is like the sea; the
deeper I look, the more beauty I discover. 

At three or so in the morning we teeter back to our apartment.
Suddenly I pause, automatically warning our friend to conceal the
bottle. It’s a cop. 

“Having a good time?”
His smile reminds me we’re in Cuba. “It’s o-ka to drink in the

street ¿qué no?” 
“Yes, but if you want me to take what’s left of your rum, I will,”

he winks.
We offer him a drink, but he declines. “I’m on duty,” he reminds

us. Then, looking at our pretty blonde curly-haired friend, noticing
all her earrings and the ring through the middle of her nose he says,
“Hey, are you one of those activists from the U.S. they’ve been show-
ing on TV?”

He spends the next hour going on about his country’s achieve-
ments as if all he must to do to lift the blockade is convince our
friend of the revolution’s authenticity. He cites figures and examples
as if he were a high-school poli-sci teacher, dwelling on the virtual
absence of drugs and gangs and violent crimes. As we all join in with
our own views and questions, we’re passing the bottle around, the
cop not taking a single sip.

“Did you get to meet Fidel?” he asks our friend with some en-
thusiasm.

“They say maybe tomorrow night.”
The policeman smiles and shifts his cap on his head. “He’s like

this, you know...” he curls his fingers into an ‘o’, “truly redondo”—a
cool dude all the way round, no flaws.

I am so incredulous of having had such a stimulating conversa-
tion with a cop that I tell him I want his name for my manuscript. 

“I’ll give it to you, but don’t put it in your book. I represent the
collective police force.”

A good thing, too, since I’ve forgotten it anyway. 

The same week, Guillermo asks U.S. journalist Leslie Balog
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your teeth sink right in, sure ain’t no beans and rice, it’s real tender
white meat. Only two bites each. But enough to realize an inward ca-
ress moving throughout our bodies that we must never allow to fade.
Enough to realize what we’ll be missing. 

“Oh Guillermo, I even reminded you to turn off the stove!
You’re so careless sometimes!” 

Enough to realize no dinner tonight, no people over tomorrow,
no sandwiches for the beach, no picnics in the cemetery, no turkey
again until God knows when... and I’m face down on the bed with
Guillermo caressing my hair, don’t cry, please stop crying chiquita, I’m
sorry. But I can’t help crying, it’s not fair, not fair, that here in Cuba,
we’re driven to grieve over a goddamn turkey, that here in Cuba only
a few years ago there used to be more than enough for everyone,
everyone to eat turkey and share turkey and even occasionally burn
turkey. And now there’s not. And there’s no sane reason for it. Not
when the world produces more than enough food for each and every
one of us to be fat!29 But instead a fifth of the world is hoarding most
of the goods for itself.30 Like Guillermo says, now Cuba’s just like any
other colonized country again. Too many people in our shoes. For
half-an-hour, I can’t stop crying. Over a goddamn turkey.

ARE SOME COPS WORTH LIKING? 

One night, my friend’s sister calls to tell me she’s bringing my
mail. She has come to Havana with the Global Exchange
group that’s trying to break the U.S. travel ban to the island.

We end up with our legs dangling over the malecón wall analyzing
politics and life late into the night. Her visit is great timing:
Guillermo is excited about a letter Molina wrote the University of
Havana on his behalf so he can study journalism and he has been
happily absorbed by his application. 

I’m content with my writing too. Molina said my global econ-
omy article was “muy interesante, muy interesante!” and walked off
with it. Before I could blink it was being translated into four lan-
guages to be sent all over the world. This should help me obtain a
Cuban press card so I can attend those interesting events Karen
Wald’s always off to, like the Sao Paulo Forum. Things are better in
the office as well, since Mimi’s invitation to Canada has colored her
mood for the better and her mood has colored everyone else’s.

A block down from us, sax and horn players belt out old Cuban
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the crucial changes will have to take place there—
our responsibility.

I’ll send the article on. Glad to see that you
saw Kevin Watkins’ excellent book. I also used it,
among other sources, in discussing these important
matters in a recent book. About Mexico, the picture
is even worse than what you describe. Capitalist de-
velopment there, as elsewhere, has nice macroeco-
nomic statistics, but poverty and misery are in-
creasing along with them. 

Good luck in what you are doing. The prospects
don’t look very encouraging, but there is always
hope.

Sincerely,
Noam Chomsky

After checking e-mail, I begin enjoying all the letters my friend’s
sister brought me. A note forwarded by my mother from the editor
of a national leftist magazine informs me that while he believed my
Special Period article was important, he could not publish it since his
“referee” determined that I was not an economist. The referee mis-
takenly insisted that Cuba was not a member of GATT, thereby dis-
crediting the article. No matter how difficult Cuba-U.S. communica-
tions have become, not even the blockade can stop rejection slips:

... Pepper states that the U.S. “bombed Cuban
ships trying to trade with Mexico, Canada, Spain,
Jamaica, France, and Belgium. (Now this policy of
aggression is being perpetuated with more subtlety
through the U.S. Torricelli Law.)” The U.S. govern-
ment has done lots of nasty things to Cuba, and I
suppose bombing ships is probably among those nasty
things. Yet from my memory there were not enough
ship bombing incidents—certainly not as many as the
statement indicates—to see this as a central aspect
of the policy. And, while the Torricelli Bill con-
tinues the nastiness, it does not involve a policy
of ship bombing...

I collect myself. Chomsky didn’t seem to doubt my expertise. I
open up the file, delete the bombing reference, and make some
changes to hand to Molina tomorrow.
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whether police repression exists in Cuba. Funny you should ask, she
says; someone recently posited the same question to her Cuban hus-
band, Orlando. After a moment’s pause he said, “Yes. There have
been several incidents of people beating up the police.” 

NOT EVEN THE BLOCKADE 
CAN STOP REJECTION SLIPS

Appropriately, the first to break through the U.S. blockade to
me via e-mail the next morning is America’s foremost linguist
and leading dissent intellectual, whose speeches and writings

first shattered my political ignorance, at long last decimating the TV
implanted in my brain.

Received: by tinored.cu 
From: chomsky@apc.org

Dear Margot,
Very good to hear from you again. I’m responding

to both this and the Cuba address, as well as by e-
mail, in the hope that something will get through.

I’m most interested to hear your impressions of
Cuba. The level of social welfare appears to be im-
pressive...But the caudillo model, made worse by the
Leninist admixture, is very bad news, in my opinion,
and guarantees internal collapse and failure. A
question that one cannot avoid asking is: to what
degree is the authoritarian, top-down control struc-
ture the result of the U.S. successes, aimed from
the start at intensifying and augmenting these fea-
tures of the Cuban revolution (precisely because
they guarantee failure, justified discontent, and
lack of popular initiative and are all designed to
ensure that these patterns will prevail)? To answer
that would require much more knowledge of Cuba than
I have. 

About the options that are available for “Third
World” countries in the current world, it’s hard to
be very optimistic. The only hope that I see is in
growing South-South linkages combined with (meaning-
ful) democratization in the South that will bring
decision-making more under popular control, and
—crucially— mutually supportive linkages with libera-
tory tendencies in the “First World.” Ultimately,
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a major role in maintaining underdevelopment in the
“Third World.”  According to Watkins, nothing demon-
strates this more clearly than the GATT policy of
setting higher tariffs on processed goods than on
raw materials such as cocoa, cotton and other ex-
ports upon which developing economies depend.32

Malaysian exports of unrefined palm oil to the
European Community, for instance, are subject to a
tariff rate of two percent. However, if Malaysia
were to process the same palm oil into higher
profit-yielding margarine, it would face a tariff
rate of 25 percent. This policy discourages “Third
World” countries from processing their raw materials
before exporting them, forcing them to forego higher
profits that could be used to develop industries. It
likewise guarantees “First World” countries a cheap
supply of raw materials for their own industries and
a potential market. Apparently not much has changed
in the 500 years since the “conquistadors” first
began sacking the “Third World” of raw materials. 

But GATT is not the only obstacle to “Third
World” self-reliance. Already before 1980, developing
countries had become less self-reliant due to two
practices by developed countries: “dumping” large
surpluses of food on the developing countries’ mar-
ket to lower the competition’s prices until domestic
companies go bankrupt; and subsidizing food exports
to the developing countries. Subsidies are a free
ride for most “First World” corporations since the
tab is picked up by consumers paying the price hikes
at home, while abroad goods are practically given
away until domestic competition is driven out of
business.

And that’s not the worst of it. Soon U.S. and EC
companies will be able to claim entire species of
crops and animals as corporate property. Once such
crops or livestock are incorporated into a
patentable product, they would then become property
of the “First World” company which could claim roy-
alty payments, although genetic materials are de-
rived from strains of crops developed by “Third
World” farmers free of charge.

Yet unequal terms of trade are not the only means
by which superpowers exploit the resources of poorer
nations. Colonized nations must also contend with
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, in
which votes are proportional to the wealth of each
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IS SPECIAL PERIOD THE PRODUCT OF
DYSFUNCTIONAL SOCIALISM? 

Molina corners me the minute I arrive at work. Before I have
a chance to wipe the sweat off my face, he tells me the edi-
tor-in-chief of Granma’s Daily pulled my article. He apolo-

gizes and dashes off to a meeting. “We’ll talk,” he calls over his
shoulder. 

When Escalona hears the news he raises his voice. “¿Qué va?
That was one of the best articles I’ve seen in a while. I learned a lot
from it. I really did. I’ve been meaning to tell you that.”

That eases the blow. Adding to the Walking Encyclopedia’s body
of knowledge is no small feat. I return to my desk. Stare at the copy
I was about to hand Molina. My father and his red colleagues were
on the right track in their attempts to reconfigure the global econ-
omy to repay colonized countries. 

IS SPECIAL PERIOD THE PRODUCT OF
DYSFUNCTIONAL SOCIALISM? ...Título
BY MARGOT PEPPER (Special for Granma International) 

A COMMON error made by critics analyzing Cuba’s
present economic crisis is to assume that Cuba’s
Special Period is the product of a dysfunctional so-
cialist economy which was being propped up by the
former Soviet Union. This conclusion isolates Cuba
from its context as a “Third World” country and be-
trays a superficial understanding of how the world
economy functions. Many of the problems the island
faces are typical of most colonized nations striving
to develop within a traditionally hostile world
economy.

Often overlooked is the fact that no country is
entirely self-sufficient, particularly not developed
countries like the United States whose “subsidies”
have traditionally come from pillaging the terri-
tory, labor or resources of “Third World” countries.
Today, the long legacy of colonialism which has in-
dentured developing countries to developed nations
is perpetuated by extremely unequal terms of trade
and financing based on the needs of the economic su-
perpowers. 

According to Oxfam adviser Kevin Watkins, the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)31 plays
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OOPS 

In Cuba it’s very easy to distinguish the true revolutionaries
from the false ones by the way in which they talk of the
Revolution: the true revolutionaries criticize it, the false rev-
olutionaries don’t dare to, all errors they deny, they find
excuses, they defend them.  

—Ernesto Cardenal 

The first thing I do when I get to work is look for Molina.
Unfortunately, Pacheco, the assistant editor-in-chief is the
only one in the back offices. “Oh, compañera—” the stocky

Cuban echo of that heartwarming cartoon caveman, Fred Flintstone,
fumbles for my name, then gives up. “Listen, the editor of the Daily
said foreigners should avoid writing about, well, these delicate
issues, since, well, he says, you haven’t lived through 35 years of rev-
olution.”  Next he gives me the Granma synopsis of Cuban history
any first grader would know by heart. He pronounces each word so
slowly and with so much gesticulation, I wonder whether he thinks
I’m hearing or mentally impaired, or if this is just how he treats
women.  “And that’s why Cuba’s isolated. We call it the blockade,”
he adds, settling the question. 

His words sting; Granma and the Party will always view me as a
foreigner, an outsider. I had better luck publishing my best pieces in
independent venues back home. And I had a community audience
for my fiction and poetry readings.

Molina walks in as I’m on my way out.
“One thing that was missing in your article, Margot,” he offers,

“is that Cuba has made a lot of mistakes. That’s also why we’re in
this situation.”

Before trudging back to my desk, I stop off at the Spanish de-
partment and repeat Molina’s criticisms to Escalona.

“But you say the system has flaws. Look right here,” protests the
Walking Encyclopedia, skimming my article. 

“You should have elaborated, maybe.” Alberto, his office-mate
offers, flattening his mustache between his index finger and thumb.
“Things like our failure to diversify, the paternalism, the Soviet-style
repression and bureaucracy of the 1970s—”

Escalona’s soft blue eyes catch me looking concerned. “Right
here, in Graphic Design, there was a fellow, a very good graphic
artist named Navarete. Very creative. Revolutionary too. But he had
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member nation. The United States has about eighteen
times the voting power of most IMF members. The
World Bank has condemned developing countries to the
fate of Sisyphus: eternally engaged in the uphill
battle of paying off ever-increasing interest pay-
ments, without ever succeeding in diminishing the
burden of capital from their original loan. The for-
eign debt, exceeding 430 billion dollars in Latin
America and determined by economists to be non-
payable, deprives these countries of accumulating
capital to develop competitive industries, contrary
to the altruistic rhetoric about assistance.

The UN had supposedly acknowledged that wealthy
countries should share some responsibility in help-
ing poor nations develop through international agen-
cies and programs, when in fact, “these practices,
along with the programs dictated by the IMF and
World Bank, have helped double the gap between rich
and poor countries since 1960,” reports Noam Chomsky
in The Nation. “The World Bank reports that protec-
tionist measures of industrialized countries reduce
national income by about twice the amount of offi-
cial aid to the region--aid that is itself largely
export promotion.” 

While a capitalist global economy has contributed
to much of Cuba’s poverty, it by no means absolves
the Cuban leadership of error, nor the socialist
economy of flaws--one of the most serious of which
was failing to take advantage of favorable terms of
trade with the Eastern bloc to diversify the economy
to a greater degree, as Cuba is learning to do now.
Nor does this excuse top-down Soviet-style tenden-
cies within the government. 

Never has it been more evident that the most
serious problem of a developing country like Cuba
--scarcity--is largely caused by the inequitable
distribution of wealth on a world scale. Such prob-
lems cannot be solved by a single government, re-
gardless of its political system. While it may be
impossible to realize a truly democratic society
until the world economy is restructured, the fact
that Cuba can boast free health care, housing and
university education for each citizen; low unemploy-
ment and no homelessness demonstrates it’s not im-
possible to maintain a system that is more humane
for a majority instead of a privileged minority. 
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“So that explains why you, Tootsie, Margot and I are the only
ones here today,” the colonialist adds. 

Mimi continues, “And anyway, a degree of competition’s
healthy. They say they’re going to implement more of those kinds of
incentives. They’re going to increase workers’ wages in sugar and
agriculture to better reflect the value of what they produce and make
them more competitive. Maybe the farmer’s markets will be back.”

I have to admit I’ve been impressed by the flexibility of Cuban
policy in many areas, the quick response to public criticism. 

After lunch, Guillermo, Alberto, Ulises and I take our coffee sit-
ting on the brick retaining wall between the Daily and weekly build-
ings, shaded by magnolia, jasmine and giant versions of coleus
house plants. Escalona spots us on his way back from the Daily
building and joins us for a cigarette. I’m recounting to Guillermo the
mistakes Mimi mentioned. 

“You know,” Escalona says, inhaling tobacco with the clumsy
manner of one who seldom smokes. “The same Cuban in Miami
who holds down two jobs, didn’t work at all here. That’s got to
change.”

Guillermo inserts himself during a pause. “Excuse me,
Guillermo,” Escalona continues, “let me just finish my thought.
There’s talk in the Party that Cubans should have the right to a job,
but not to a particular job. If they’re lousy or unqualified, they
should work elsewhere.”

“So is that Cuba’s downfall?” Guillermo laughs. 
“¡Qué va!” Alberto shakes his head. “Ever notice how clumsy and

heavy Soviet typewriters, cameras and fans are? It’s because Soviets
measured production by weight instead of quantity. So the workers
figured, ‘Instead of producing thirty one-pound fans, let’s just pro-
duce one fan that weighs thirty pounds and go home early!’” 

“It’s the truth,” Ulises says. 
Alberto continues. “Ever wonder how Cuban workers got awards

for buildings that to this day aren’t finished? They measured pro-
duction by cost. ‘Let’s spend a million on this bridge. O-ka, we’ve
reached a million; we’re done. Never mind the bridge didn’t connect
in the middle.”

Escalona’s nodding. 
Alberto laughs, then smooths his mustache. “The U.S.S.R. dis-

couraged us from diversifying. Cuba would ask for a canning factory
but the Soviets would send canned goods instead. They wanted us to
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long hair. And he was dating a French woman from the Sobourne.
Anyway,” Escalona waves his hand. His arm is spotted from decades
of weather. “In ‘68 he was picked up in what was called the Recorrida
Capri that swept the streets near the Capri hotel. Besides his long
hair and foreign girlfriend, they found Time and Life magazines on
his coffee table. So they jailed him for ‘diversionismo ideológico,’ just
like that, without even a trial. That happened a lot in the late sixties
and seventies. It was in 1968 that the Soviets invaded
Czechoslovakia, and Cuba supported it.”

I brace myself to hear at last, firsthand, the kinds of abuses my
parents learned about through Krushchev’s revelations. “Did they
torture him?” 

“You mean like in Chile. Colombia. Maybe México now? Na,
na,” Escalona waves his hand. “Cuba’s not like that.” 

“What about like what happened under Stalin?’”
To my relief, Alberto’s shaking his head. 
“You don’t think jailing someone for two years without a trial is

torture enough?” Escalona asks.
Sadly, I ask what happened to Navarete.
“He left. But he’s written. He still loves the intent of the revolu-

tion. He wishes the left would criticize it more, so things would im-
prove.”

“He’s right,” Alberto says. “Margot, there’s a book of Cuban
short stories a translator left in your department. Published abroad.
Check out Termina el Desfile by Reinaldo Arenas. He was persecuted
and censored here for being homosexual and, they said, counter-rev-
olutionary. The story’s about when the 10,000 Cubans stormed the
Peruvian embassy in the early eighties, during some of our worst
years.” 

“That incident, by the way—the famous Mariel boatlift—was
provoked by Carter when he offered to pick up any Cubans at sea to
bring them to the States,” Escalona points out with some irritation.

Back in the office Mimi notices the look of dismay on my face
after I’ve read Arenas’ story and gives me an inquisitive look. I ask
her opinion of the revolution’s biggest mistakes. 

Mimi taps her desk. “Believing people would work just because
it’s the altruistic thing to do. I mean, if you have a sore throat, are
you going to go to work to help the revolution, or are you more
likely to go for the pay? It takes more than a generation to change
the values of the population.”
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to write, to document the truth, I feel as though my life has purpose.
All I want to do is get to my laptop and rework my article, hash these
ideas out in what is becoming a hefty memoir about Cuba. 

To my chagrin I find Guillermo sitting at my desk, clacking out
an article on my laptop.

“What about your typewriter?”
“Please, Margot, this is so much quicker. I’ve got to have this

IMF piece by tomorrow!”
I’m disappointed, but rather than incite his ire, I head to the

malecón with a printout of my article and retractable pencil. An Afro-
Cuban woman sitting next to me on the wall wants to sell me some
candy. Regretfully, I decline; I have such a hard time finding entry
into the “white market” and now that is has sidled right up to me,
it’s not nutritious. She’s disappointed too. She pokes at the rebellious
kinks of grey hair peeking out of her scarf with her third finger. “You
all right?” she asks. Somehow, I end up telling her about Granma
International pulling my article, something I would never dream of
doing in the States with a stranger. Who there understands econom-
ics? 

The woman nods. “That Soviet CMEA did have some problems,”
she says. “But not as many as GATT,” she laughs. 

I’m astonished. She explains that she was a teacher during the
literacy campaigns. “I knew all about global economics back then
and then some. Had to.” The hairline intimations of wrinkles on her
nearly-ageless face crinkle to a broad smile. Then a cloud passes
through her thoughts, shading her radiance. “Cuba has made a lot
of mistakes since those days.”

“At least you all had the guts to try.”
That gets a nod and a faint smile.

YOU DON’T NEED A UNIFORM 
TO BE A GUERRILLA FIGHTER

Guillermo and I just finished poking around the Casa de las
Américas bookstore and enjoying an air-conditioned iced
coffee at the marble bar in the Hotel Presidente’s lobby. Now

we’re on the way home, along the Avenida de los Presidentes.  A gua-
gua lurches toward the curb, splashing gutter water. The waiting
crowd shrieks and rushes it like a flock of pigeons to a discarded
pizza crust. The mob becomes a writhing, eighty-legged beast bat-
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remain dependent, a guaranteed market. Who else would buy their
shit products?”

Ulises jumps in. “See, there have always been two schools of
thought within our government. The José Martí-Che-Fidel school,
and the pro-Soviet Leninist faction. In early years, the Che school
dominated. Then, the U.S. stepped up aggression. The Bay of Pigs in
1961; the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. Then the blockade that same
year. The Vietnam war ended in 1973 and Cuba became the primary
U.S. focus. But these things were our fault: In 1968, we eliminated
all the mom and pop businesses, like Che had suggested. And Fidel
thought Cuba could become the coffee and rice center of the world.
Boy was that one gran fracaso. Then around 1969, 1970, Fidel
thought Cuba could emerge from poverty with a ten-million ton
sugar harvest. Other industries were sacrificed so workers could vol-
unteer in that harvest. Everyone knows the sad ending to that story.
The Martí-Che school conceded. To the Pro-Soviet faction and we
appealed to the U.S.S.R. for much more financial help and military
protection against the United States. Like any colonized country, of
course this meant importing Soviet orthodox practices along with
the aid. The relationship lasted fifteen years.”

“So the Capri sweep, the jailing of people for long hair or being
gay, the support of the Czech invasion and all—that was the influ-
ence of the Soviet faction?” I ask.

“Well, it’s more complex than that,” Ulises says.
Alberto, who’s nodding emphatically adds, “That was when the

grass roots lost power to resolve problems and people lost faith in
our government.” 

“And now?” I ask, fearing the reply. “Would that kind of repres-
sion—” 

“That stopped more or less in the eighties. More or less,” Ulises
says. “Rectification tried to decentralize power, diversify thought.”

“For example, there’s nothing as efficient as capitalism for in-
creasing productivity, making a good product,” Escalona says. 

“What about planned obsolescence? Gas-guzzling cars instead
of electric or solar-powered?” I protest. 

I leave work late to make up for lost time again, but feeling a lit-
tle more optimistic than when I arrived. So the Party-owned paper
probably doesn’t want to risk antagonizing potential business part-
ners with my article at a time when Cuba’s trying to insert itself into
the capitalist world economy. I’m learning again. As long as I’m able
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roaches, the hunger, the filth, the lines and lack of electricity or
water. A battle to hang on to our dreams, our morals, memory and
morale. A war waged by multinationals with world trade loopholes. 

But if we are aware of this, if we understand that each time we
must walk up countless flights of pitch-black stairs that we are scal-
ing the Sierra Maestra, we are plotting in the countryside with the
indigenous, dodging rubber bullets and police barricades because we
dare demand justice, our routine struggle for survival becomes his-
torical, the exhaustion, determination. 

Unfortunately, being a revolutionary doesn’t mean giving up
things you don’t really want anyway, or receiving spiritual perks to
compensate you for what you miss. It invariably involves loss. The
victims of the blacklist sacrificed their careers, homelands, their
names; I’m only sacrificing temporary comfort in exchange for the
truth. “Those who fight for a lifetime are the indispensable ones,”
said Bertold Brecht. Guillermo’s one of those.

Fortunately now and then miracles do happen. After the
Granma yacht was blown off its Santiago course by a “Norte” and at-
tacked by Batista in Los Colorados Beach, only twelve guerrillas sur-
vived to sow the Cuban Revolution.

TWO DIFFERENT CUBAS

I’m at the Havana Libre gift store with Teresa, buying Guillermo
underwear.  The former Hilton is now jointly run by the Cuban
government and the French Guitart Hotel chain. A couple of

unaccompanied Cuban women—who must have had connections
to the staff or Cuban relatives to gain entry—are complaining there’s
no place to try on the jeans they want. One of the younger clerks
suggests they try them on when no one is looking. I ask her why
there’s no dressing room. She shrugs and rolls her eyes in the direc-
tion of the manager.

“Too many thefts,” says the manager.
I suggest making up little numbers on cardboard to hand to cus-

tomers with the number of items they bring into the dressing room.
One of the clerks standing idly around could staff the dressing room. 

“We don’t have cardboard.”
“I can bring you some.”
“They’ll steal just the same.”
“Then why not set up a communal dressing room with an at-
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tling its way inside. Bodies hang like curtains from the metal
handrails.

“It’s a matter of self esteem!” a dark woman in a cream skirt suit
shouts at an Afro-Cuban man in an army cap. “I’m not going on.
That’s that. Get him off.” 

From between some legs in the open doorway of the departing
bus, a little boy cries, “¡Hermina! ¿Dónde tú ‘tas’? ¡Hermina!”

The man in an army cap soils his Sunday slacks running
through the dirty water before managing to grip one of the many
hands straining to unite him with the kid. His army cap falls off into
the rivulet at the gutter’s edge. The woman refuses to pick it up. 

“¡Coño, Cándido! I told you not to put my brother on, you’re al-
ways such a fuck up!” she calls after the man and boy in the gua-gua.
“Just like this government! It’s over, Cándido!” 

“How sad,” I sigh. 
“Ehñ. He’s better off without her,” Guillermo says. “Anyway,

what’s worse here than at the corner of Army and Mission?” 
The image Guillermo conjures for me is one of the many pickup

trucks we’ve seen slowing to the curb back in San Francisco, a throng
of undocumented Latino day workers rushing it, when only a hand-
ful will get the job. 

“What’s really sad,” Guillermo says, “Is that the U.S. strategy is
working: Cubans are blaming their government.” 

In the U.S., I reflect, people are too uneducated to blame anyone
for their economic woes but themselves. Privately, they feel ashamed
for being underqualified, for not being charismatic, bright or buff
enough to get their slice of the American Dream. Sometimes they
feel so much self-hatred they take it out on brown people.

I watch the last dry corner of army cap yield to the murky gut-
ter water. The cap reminds me of Assata Shakur’s story about expect-
ing everyone to be in guerrilla uniforms when she first arrived in
Cuba, looking as determined as Che and Fidel. “Hola, compañera,
welcome to the revolution. Ready to fight?” they’d ask. I snicker at
my own similar expectations for the Special Period: everyone hun-
gry but in good revolutionary spirits. We’d feast on our high morale
and the stimulating intellectual environment. Then it hits me. We
really are in a state of war, though we’re not like guerrillas who can
actually see the enemy and count how many headquarters are left to
seize before achieving victory. Our battle has few immediate re-
wards. It’s a silent, daily battle, full of the smoke of the gua-guas and
the suffocating heat of the afternoon; a battle against the cock-
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enfranchised, as well as the most ardent defenders of Cuban social-
ism. Yet it’s as though we’re living in two different Cubas. If I lived
in Teresa’s Cuba, I’d pack my bags. I wonder how many Cubans live
in her Cuba. 

“Can you introduce me to any people who have been tortured
and can talk to me about it, Teresa? Any political prisoners?”

“Just ask around. You’ll hear stories.”
“I do ask. I’ve heard Cubans spit on their system, I’ve heard oth-

ers embrace the U.S. way of life, but I still haven’t met anyone who
knew anyone who was tortured for their political beliefs.”

“We’ll I’ve asked and asked, Margot, and I’ve never met anyone
who knows someone by the name of ‘Proletariado.’”

“I guess we live in two different Cubas,” I laugh at the refrain.
“But don’t you think that’s because one of us is looking at Cuba
through ‘Third World’ eyes, the other through the eyes of her privi-
lege—privilege many in the North think is just ‘average’ yet really
only belongs to a small fraction of the planet’s population?”

“No,” Teresa responds, her blonde straight hair falling in a sheet
as she turns. “It’s repressive here. You can feel it everywhere. That’s
why people here are no longer willing to make the kind of sacrifices
they were making. They’ve given up on the dream of having input
in a democratic society.”

“That may be. People might not have the input they should any
more.”

“This is shit and anyone who believes otherwise is just deluded.
But you’ll see.” Teresa looks out the window and smiles one of the
only smiles I’ve ever seen on her poker face. “May Day. They’re send-
ing me to cover the march,” she says, visibly excited, like a child
going to her first circus.

P.C. TYRANTS

Idecide it’s time to install the program that will lock Guillermo
out of my files with an electronic bolt.  Next, I try to lose myself
in a letter to my old roommate Mary Liz.

...I miss skateboarding down 24th Street, the
aroma of freshly baked pan dulce and tortillas ema-
nating from the panaderías, piñatas and paper flow-
ers dripping from convenience store ceilings, canvas
canopies sheltering vegetables and chiles, flower
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tendant inside watching?”
“Where will we get the people to staff the room?”
I glance at five clerks waiting for lunch time to arrive. The young

clerk listening to the conversation rolls her eyes again in frustration. 
Fifteen minutes pass and the register is still unattended. The

store’s till pretty empty and none of the clerks have gone to lunch.
I’m baffled. 

“It’s simple,” says Teresa. “See that one over there with the short
brown hair? She’s the expert on the front corner. That one’s the ex-
pert for that rack and that one’s the expert for that table.”

“Can anyone help us?” I call out to the table expert.
“The cashier will be right back,” is the reply.
“Doesn’t anyone else know how to use a register?” I ask.
“She’ll be just a second. She’s in the restroom. Sorry for the

wait.”
Teresa looks self-satisfied at the response. “See, the expert for the

register is gone.” 
“And Guitart doesn’t fire them?” 
Teresa bats her iridescent blue eyes. “This is still socialism, re-

member?”

Afterwards we head up to Teresa’s who had originally invited
Guillermo and me to indulge in some chocolate her mother sent.
Earlier Guillermo clicked his tongue at the thought of socializing
with her. “Esa mujer. What a whiner.” 

Teresa is equally as fond of Guillermo. “How is he doing here?”
she asks eventually as we sip our milky tea, her tone going flat.

“He’s mellowing I think. Likes work a lot. Cuba’s been really
good for him.” 

“I’ll bet. Especially since the bodega stopped stocking rum,”
Teresa inserts. “He still using your computer too much?” 

Against my better judgment I admit a new problem. “Now he’s
running searches on my files. For his name. Because I’ve been miss-
ing home lately, he has this fear I’m going to leave. And he wants to
stay.” 

Teresa shivers. “As if big brother isn’t enough!” She convinces
me to install a security program to keep Guillermo out of my files. 

“You, Teresa? Life here any better?”
“Worse. You’ll hear.”
Teresa and I live in the same building, have similar jobs working

in the media, a comparable income, open our doors to the most dis-
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Before I can amend my last statement, Guillermo has pinned me
against the counter. “You do want to leave! And if I don’t? Why
haven’t you talked to me about these things?”

He shoves me against the refrigerator, the metal handle leaving
its impression in my back. 

“I didn’t realize—” My point is lost in a shriek. He’s lost it. This
time, my chest absorbs a shelf corner. 

“Nothing about me is good enough for you! You care more
about your puta computadora!” Guillermo growls between clenched
teeth. 

As I rise to recover my breath, I notice the kitchen knife lying in
a pile of chopped onions. 

“I’m too messy. I’m too poor. Cuba’s too poor,” he says, shaking
my shoulders. “Go ahead! Leave, puta!” Guillermo shoves me toward
the door, closer to the counter with the knife. He’s out of his mind,
I think. My own crying won’t allow me to hear the rest of what he
says. He shouts at me, shakes me, shouts at me some more. Then, he
sees the knife. 

“Somehow my voice rises from deep within me, as though I
were constructed of pure sound. “Look at me, Guillermo!” I hold up
my trembling hands. “Did you ever shake like this when the police
were beating you just for being an immigrant? Is this what you came
all the way to Cuba to become? You’re no revolutionary, Guillermo!”

The pronouncement registers in his eyes as the anger gives way
to a flicker of shame. He rubs his face with his hands, peers at me,
bent against the door frame, poking my sternum for bruises.

“Es la verdad,” he whispers, his voice hoarse. He comes towards
me as though to hold me, but I slide out of reach. “Marguito, I won’t
lay a hand on you again. I swear I won’t. It’s true, what you said.”

My expression remains hard.
“I just couldn’t stand the idea of you leaving me,” he says softly.

“This is the first real home I’ve had since the one I built, only this is
the first society that cared about me, that respected me. I can’t leave.
Don’t you understand? I can’t leave,” 

This time, I allow his arms to collapse around me as he sobs. 
“You know,” he says straightening and composing his face. “My

mom left us for the same reason. I drove her to leave us. I was a real
escuincle.”

I’m stunned. “Guillermo. Your mom left because of your dad.”
Guillermo looks confused.
“I thought your dad hid you from your mother so she’d return
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shops spilling gladiola and azaleas onto the side-
walk, rainbows of murals everywhere. How long before
I’ll hear José Feliciano’s music drifting out of the
taquería jukebox and riding the summer breeze past
the Latin American exiles and poets playing chess at
Café Boheme, over the grass hills of Dolores Park,
past the bells of popsicle vendors, back to México?
Oh Shitsssssssssss

Guillermo notices the panic on my face as I debate whether or
not I’ve saved the file. “Why’d you close that the second I walked
in?” His pores seem to emit the faint scent of rum. 

“Guillermo! That’s my private business! Where’d you get the
rum?”

“Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t buy a bottle or anything.
Luis was on his way to visit the colonialist and he invited me.”
Guillermo’s eyes scan the screen. “You thinking of leaving Cuba?” 

“Not before my contract with the paper’s up.”
“Then what do you expect to do?” Guillermo blocks me from

the laptop like an experienced ball player, forcing me to look at him. 
“Guillermo, that’s six months away!”
He turns and runs a search for the word “leave.” “What hap-

pened? Why are the clock and cursor flashing like that?”
I protest that the computer has gone into an infinite loop.
“Ehñ, you always save your files every two seconds.” Guillermo

looks non-plussed. 
I restart the computer but, to my horror, there’s no little middle-

of-the-screen happy face smiling at me. I try again, but the screen re-
mains dark. The program that locked the computer must be incom-
patible with my extensions, only now, how am I to access my system
to disarm the bolt program? I panic. Thanks to the blockade, there
are Apple service providers everywhere but Cuba and the computer
whiz who wired my modem knows less about Macs than I do. 

Guillermo reads the consternation on my face and clams up. He
paces back and forth while I launch several more attempts to un-jam
the computer, spewing profanities. Exasperated, I retreat into the
kitchen, pantomime dinner preparations to collect my thoughts.
Would I be willing to stay in Cuba if I couldn’t write? The answer
surprises me. 

“I’ll go nuts here if I can’t use my computer! All my research for
the Cuba memoir—my outline alone is 165 pages! I might as well
leave then,” I blurt.
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6.  DEATH FORETOLD

IS FIDEL A DICTATOR? 

Tell you what a bad guy Castro is. Since Castro came, you
can get no narcotics... and there are no prostitutes there. He’s
really screwed it up for vacationers. He’s really an asshole,
this guy. 

—Lenny Bruce33 

O-ka, they’ve organized this rally around Fidel,” Sixto whis-
pers, his prickly, slim silver eyebrows underscoring the crowd
around us, which Fidel is about to address. 

There are about five hundred of us in the street between the
Focsa and the Nacional. A yellow school bus loaded with supplies
rests on the hillside draped with a U.S. Pastors for Peace banner.
Guillermo and his latest acquaintance, Yazmín, a middle-aged
Colombian who’s come to Havana for an external bone fixator to
mend a slight deformity in her leg, all huddle around Sixto, strain-
ing to listen. I’m resenting having to pretend everything between
Guillermo and me is fine. 

A few days after Guillermo jammed my computer, I vaguely re-
membered how to bypass the startup disk by pressing all the possi-
ble keys that have ever done anything interesting. There was some
grinding as the computer accessed the system on the floppy. In an-
other few minutes, that little smiley face was beaming at me and I
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for you. Remember? You were her favorite?” 
“I told you that, right? It was Papi’s fault, ¿qué no? For hitting her

too much, ¿no?”
“It wasn’t your fault, Guillermo. He wasn’t a saint, your papi.”
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“Could any other country have resisted such a blow? Any
other Revolution? Any other system?  Countries rotting in
money, which receive obscene amounts of hard currency,
are confronting very serious problems, political and social
instability...” 

About an hour later, when the crowd has emptied, a balding
man with glasses in a worn olive T-shirt approaches me, holding my
lens cover. “You looked like you might be looking for this,” he says.

We stroll by the Focsa along Calle 17, hang a left on L, past the
modest line of people waiting to get into the Copelia ice-cream gar-
dens, to the movie theater. “Un LuGar En l Mundo” read the in-
complete marquee letters—A PlaCe In h World. Alberto grins at us
and stubs his cigarette out on the sole of his shoe.

After the movie, Yazmín wants something to eat. The rest of us
glance at each other awkwardly then shrug. We backtrack along L
and 17, toward the Focsa, to the Victoria Hotel. 

We seat ourselves at one of the few marble tables between some
Canadian service men and a pair of reporters interrupting each other
in agitated French. 

“What are you getting, Yazmín? Ham and cheese?” Ulises asks,
straight faced. 

Alberto laughs. 
It doesn’t take Yazmín long to agree. “Guess so, guess so.

What’re you all having?” Noticing the exchange of panicked looks,
she adds, “It’s on me.” 

We decide upon a round of grilled cheese sandwiches, then
launch into reviews of “A Place In The World.” In a society with not
much television and a history of line-waiting, discussion becomes
the entertainment. 

I manage to insert myself when the intensity of male voices re-
cedes. “I’m bothered by the arrogant guy with the white mustache.”

“Was he arrogant? I didn’t think he was arrogant,” says the
Colombian woman.

“The head of the collective, the father, whatever,” I continue.
“He had no right to burn the collective’s wool without their know-
ing.”

“The collective members were selling out, every one of them,”
Guillermo says gently, looking into my eyes. 

I look away. 
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was eternally grateful that I brought a user-friendly Mac to Cuba in-
stead of a PC. It made it easier to mend things between Guillermo
and me. 

Sixto continues his joke in hushed tones, imitating the voice of
an emcee: “‘Compañeros,’ says the emcee. ‘We all know that our
Maximum Leader Fidel Castro has sacrificed his life for us, just like
Christ,’ The crowd cheers and applauds. ‘And we all know, com-
pañeros, that he has distributed the wealth, just as Christ would.’ The
crowd cheers and applauds even more loudly. ‘And we all know that
he has a beard that looks just like Christ’s.’ The crowd goes wild. ‘So,
compañeros—’ 

Ulises leaks and sputters uncontained laughter. 
“What, Sixto hombre. ¡Dínos!” Guillermo shouts. 
“‘Let us crucify him!!!’” Sixto pronounces, imitating the emcee.
Yazmín, Guillermo and I glance about uneasily, already dripping

like rusty faucets in the April sun. 
“E’tá muy bueno. That’s very good,” Ulises grins, passing a ker-

chief over his perfectly smooth scalp where little beads of perspira-
tion have formed. His skin is a highly polished, dark mahogany,
muscles so taut, he looks like the subject of a Robert Mapplethorpe
photograph. “Tell that one to Alberto when he gets here.” Alberto
passed up Fidel’s speech to purchase tickets at the Yara movie theater
by our house, since, he said, the ticket line would be short.

As Fidel takes the stage, I’m close enough to see the long, scrag-
gly ends of his beard. He is gargantuan in stature. He rattles statistics
with decimals and triple commas off the top of his head as easily as
a U.S. TV addict might recall television trivia on Jeopardy.

“Look,” says Guillermo, pointing to a woman with auburn hair.
It’s Enith from the bodega. She points us out to Breadman and
Carmen, who nod and offer us two of the only genuinely contented
smiles I’ve seen them wear. 

Fidel’s impromptu speech is an expression of gratitude to mem-
bers of the caravan who had to fast for an astonishing number of
days before U.S. border authorities allowed them through to México.
The man behind me, who’s even taller than Ulises, offers to take a
picture of Fidel for me. In the exchange, I drop the camera lens
cover.

“After the crowd leaves,” Ulises says. “You’ll find it.” I guess
Ulises had to be an optimist to believe he could take on Batista’s
army along side so few men. As my camera’s flash goes off, Fidel
extols: 
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they’d be destroying any semblance of democracy. Now you tell me,
where were they going to buy the time to educate the entire popu-
lation in a matter of weeks? In the end, they cancelled the election.”

“That was the beginning of their top-down control,” I decide.
“That sounds fine in theory,” says Ulises, “but look at Nicaragua.

Fidel told them not to hold elections so early. There, they should
have bought time to educate people. There was such a U.S. media
blitz, they gave their own revolution right back to the capitalists!”

“See, you admit the answer is education,” I say triumphantly,
though with so many Latin Americans vehemently taking the oppo-
site side, I’m wondering if Cuba can afford the luxury of my ideal-
ism. On the other hand, many indigenous peoples have survived
centuries through collectivism. “The real problem,” I say, still argu-
ing with myself, “is how to do away with a vanguard and the state
in our large industrial societies, so people can develop to their great-
est potential.” 

“Ain’t that the truth,” Alberto nods, joined by the others to var-
ious degrees. 

Traditionally, direct worker control of industry, income and the
policies affecting one’s own life without an intermediary state or
vanguard—the ultimate “withering away of the state”—has been the
goal on which anarchists and radical socialists alike can agree, but
differ on the means. Until this time, Martí’s dream of a new society
constructed “with all” and “for the good of all,” will never be fully re-
alized.

The dark, clean-cut waiter approaches our table casually, with-
out a word of explanation, as if it takes all foreigners forty minutes
to decide between two menu items. “Butter?” he inquires, looking at
Yazmín, when everyone’s done ordering.

Yazmín wrinkles her nose. “There’s enough fat in the ham and
cheese, isn’t there?’ 

“No!” we all insist. 
“On the side,” Guillermo suggests. 
“Claro. And to drink?”
“I’m having beer. How many?” Yazmín looks at us. 
“Five more,” Ulises says, pointing to us for a count.
I’m feeling relieved about the limitations on Guillermo’s beer

consumption and the realization disturbs me.
“Back to the film,” Alberto says, “the guy reminds me of Fidel.” 
Miraculously, the waiter sets down our beer.
“Look how people in Bolivia camped out for days to hear Fidel
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“Plus, they were letting those companies take over the town,”
Ulises adds. 

“It’s true, the white guy had to act for them,” Alberto nods his
head. 

“That’s not a collective then, it’s a benevolent dictatorship,” I
insist.

“But the people in that collective couldn’t make their own deci-
sions. Capitalism had seeped into their values through osmosis. You
have to look at the end result,” Guillermo says, caressing my arm.
“Those companies were ruining the environment.” 

I free my arm from his grasp and plow on with my argument.
“You’re saying the ends justify the means—that it’s okay, for exam-
ple, that the Cuban government gave the death penalty to the guy
who stripped that other kid on the 84 gua-gua of his dollar clothes,
then pushed him off the bus.”

“We had to do that,” Ulises says. “With the Special Period and
everything on the verge of exploding, if we don’t make an example
of him, everything could snowball into chaos.”

“Why not just educate the population instead?” I inquire.
“That’s how you managed to reduce bloodshed during the revolu-
tion and transition.”

Yazmín nods, smiling. “If you can have blackouts here without
looting and such low crime for such a major city—”

“Dictatorship, vanguardism, whatever that guy represented,
won’t solve anything on a long-term basis,” I persist, aiming my
words at Guillermo. “It’s just going to disempower people, turn
them into the sheep you all complain capitalism creates. The first re-
sponsibility is to educate people to make choices in their own inter-
est, if not, it’s not really a collective.”

Alberto, Ulises and Guillermo express their discordance.
“Wonder where the waiter is,” Yazmín smiles at everyone. 
“Probably eating,” Ulises ventures a guess.
“Or sneaking a peak at Fátima on the tube,” Sixto mutters.
“Still,” inserts Guillermo, intent on winning the argument.

“There’s not always time to educate everyone.”
“Así eh,” Ulises agrees. “Take the ex-U.S.S.R. Early on, they had

another civil war against the bourgeoisie. The cream of the crop were
killed. During that time, they had to implement rationing. The peas-
ants misinterpreted this. They equated communism with scarcity.
Their leaders faced quite a dilemma. If they held elections under
these conditions, they’d lose. Yet, if they didn’t hold elections,
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around. “They only go after people who threaten too many profits.
Guillermo looks down at his empty glass, clicks his tongue.
“Caramba,” he sighs. “So many people’s lives ruined just for trying
to make life a little fairer for the ones getting cheated.” 

I wonder if he’s worrying about Luz again. The day his sister told
him she was going underground again to work with the campesinos,
she left him a copy of the letter Che gave his children when he left
them for similar reasons. Guillermo’s always repeating one of the
lines: “Above all else, be capable of feeling down to your core what-
ever injustice is committed against anybody in any part of the
world.” 

The silence I’ve been waiting for to jump into the conversation
with my views ensues. Instead, I lean my head into Guillermo’s
shoulder, glance up at him. Sixto gently speaks up. “What the
Santeros say about the white dove that landed on Fidel’s shoulder
must be true, ¿qué no? Even murderers who spent the night sleeping
next to him changed their minds by morning. Something has pro-
tected him throughout all those attempts.”

That gets Guillermo’s spirits back up. He’s just about to resume
pontificating when the waiter brings a tray with our food, putting a
lid on conversation. I stuff down a bite to recharge and, while every-
one else is too busy chewing, I steam-roll ahead with my own ren-
dition of Fidel, pieced together from interviews and U.S. books in-
cluding Carollee Bengelsdorf’s The Problem of Democracy in Cuba:
after the triumph of the revolution, the pro-Martí-Che faction of
Cubans didn’t want their system to resemble the U.S.S.R. They hesi-
tated in creating any permanent government structures. I like to
think of this as the anarchic period in Cuba. Unfortunately, in the
absence of structure, there’s an unconscious tendency to return to
the previous status quo; as Mimi says, it takes more than a genera-
tion to change the consciousness of people. Thus, though attempts
were made to implement direct democracy, what emerged instead,
contrary to intentions, was the same paternalism and vertical chain
of command in place during colonial times. 

The absence of formal structures also meant there were no struc-
tures in place to safeguard Cubans’ basic civil rights, no checks and
balances. If a Cuban had a problem, she would go directly to Fidel.
Rather than create a democratic process by which citizens could
solve their own problems, Fidel in turn, took it upon himself to solve
such miniscule problems as broken refrigerators. Thus people grew
increasingly dependent on him and Fidel began to believe he was
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when he visited. The poor there don’t think he’s a dictator.”
Guillermo takes a gulp of beer, wipes the foam off his full lips with
his tongue.

“Así eh,” Ulises laughs, swallowing the final ‘s.’ “Did you hear
the new Bolivian president, the guy they call ‘El Gringo,’ Lozada
something?” 

“When Fidel leaves Bolivia, El Gringo says, ‘Now I’m going to
have to make a new campaign to remind people who their real pres-
ident is.’” We laugh at Ulises’ rendition of the U.S.-raised, Bolivian
president’s inadvertent massacre of the Spanish language. 

Guillermo crushes out a Popular. “Fidel really quit smoking his
cigars as an example? Can I call him to help me do the same?” he
laughs. 

“I’ll help you,” Alberto grins, feigning to reach for Guillermo’s
cigarette pack. 

“Help yourself.” Guillermo lights a Popular for Alberto.
“Gracias.” Alberto exhales some smoke. “As I was saying, this is

a military hierarchy in civilian clothing and Fidel’s the general.”
“In military clothing,” Sixto says. 
Alberto smiles. “Promotions are still handled the way they were

in the Sierra Maestra. No one wants to disagree because of the power
involved.”

“Yeah but, Alberto,” Guillermo’s gesturing wildly. “Tell me in
what dictatorship is everyone housed and fed and given free educa-
tion and health care? What dictator gives the people the right to
vote him out of office?”

“Oh that’s too easy!” Alberto laughs. “Fidel Castro! Do I win?” 
“Whatever his style,” Guillermo rails, “we may learn twenty

years from now that Fidel’s was the most efficient way, maybe the
only way of keeping Cuba afloat in a sea of corporate greed.” 

“Gracias,” Ulises says, raising his near-empty glass to greet
Guillermo’s in mid-air with a clank. “But you’re leaving out one im-
portant fact. And that’s that, like countless numbers of Cubans, I
fought in the revolution. I spent my life trying to make it work, liv-
ing with the bugs, the demotions, the terrible errors, the criticism,
all of it. Thousands of Cubans died for this revolution. Fidel did not
make this revolution alone,” Ulises waves his long index finger in
the air for emphasis. “That’s not to say the man isn’t a genius,”
Ulises adds, punctuating the point with his finger.

“Why else would the U.S. government have made dozens of at-
tempts on his life?” an impassioned Guillermo waves his beer glass
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bottom is covered with a thin layer of black grease. Twenty or so
wooden school chairs perch haphazardly on top, with forty people
in them. Somehow we cram inside and balance our luggage on our
carrier, above the grease. I sit on my mate’s lap. There are some
women whose boyfriends are sitting on top of them. When
Guillermo’s legs give way, I’ll be no exception. 

There is scarcely room to wiggle limbs. As we go over bumps
everyone groans and shouts, the chairs and metal rattling. We make
two stops and more families pile in. Finally we’re on the highway,
fifty of us in the back and God knows how many piled in the cab.
Wind whipping our hair, we admire the green of banana trees, trop-
ical hills and palms. Children grin and chatter softly with their fam-
ilies. Blonde wavy hair, black and kinky, a silver beehive; blue, green
and coal eyes are the features of these Cuban people. The Afro-
Cuban woman who cleans the bathroom, the Afro-Cuban engineer,
the mechanic, payroll clerk, secretary, the student, the couple who
lives in the dilapidated shack in some Old Havana slum, they are all
here. Not those who have access to fancy dollar clothes, sunglasses
or dollar food; plain workers who for a long weekend are going to
trade their troubles for some laughter and dancing and lounging on
the beach.

The camp site is dotted with little white bungalows along a
rolling hillside that drops off into an unreal looking sea. Once com-
fortably seated in the wooden arm chairs on our porches high atop
the hill, all cares are forgotten as we gaze down over vibrant fields of
wind-swept grass, distant palm fronds and a piercing blue ocean at
the foot. 

At night, we follow the commotion to one of the open air pavil-
ions blasting Miami pop and Cuban hits, where younger folks have
congregated. With the help of some sexy female campers in
miniskirts and bikini tops, the emcee lures the crowd in a game in
which participants pass a stick between their legs to the next person
without handling it. The one with the stick when the music stops is
out. The prize is a dinner at a dollar restaurant. Guillermo kisses my
head. “Want to play?” he asks and for a moment it’s as if nothing
has soured between us. 

Back at the bungalows, there’s barely floor space enough for
Javier, Elyse, Guillermo and myself to sit. Three of the couples we ar-
rived with are in a larger cabin, the other two, in another. Elyse and
Javier lose the argument and get the good double bed. The top ply-
wood bunk looks as though it will break if someone sleeps on it, so
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the only one capable of solving his compatriot’s problems. 
“Ajá,” Ulises licks his fingers so the crumbs will stick. Sixto’s not

going to reveal his opinion and Alberto’s too involved stuffing the
untouched butter pads into Guillermo’s empty cigarette pack. Next
there is much thanking of our hostess and “don’t be silly, no era
nada, really” and “please, you take the butter.” Predictably, the
Cubans outlast us in the chivalry contest and Guillermo and I rush
across the street to the Focsa, hoping the elevator will arrive before
the butter melts. 

CAMPING SPECIAL PERIOD STYLE

Our neighbor Javier is a member of the Young Communist
League (UJC) and has organized a camping trip for out-
standing workers, their families and friends. So at 5:30 in

the morning, Javier, Javier’s wife Elyse, Javier’s siblings and cousins
and the cousins’ significant others help us drag our luggage and food
supplies down eighteen flights of stairs, since both the express and
regular elevators have been broken for a week. Javier’s family is from
the countryside, where food is more abundant. Even after having
spent a crowded night upstairs in Elyse’s apartment for an early start,
they’re a cheery bunch compared to us habaneros.

We pile as much as we can onto the luggage cart Guillermo
brought me and trudge several blocks to the gua-gua stop. The gua-
gua is so packed we can’t see one another. At the end of the ride,
group members on each end manage to relay where to exit, through
frantic arm-waving and the cooperation of nearby passengers. We
walk a bit further to the train terminal where Javier works. 

Sometimes Javier rides his bike to Granma to accompany Elyse
home on hers. Guillermo met them both in Granma’s bike jaula.
Elyse works as a translator for the French Department. She’s slim
with long curly tresses and thin features. Before she came to Cuba,
Elyse was a tight-rope walker for a Belgian circus owned by a collec-
tive of young people. They ran their own school and grew their own
food, generating hard currency from the circus. Elyse came to Cuba
on a sugar cane-cutting brigade, where she met the soft-spoken man
with the dark straight hair and kind brown eyes. She never expected
to stay, but they married, and Javier won’t leave Cuba. 

The truck which is to take us to the campsite two hours east of
Havana, near Varadero, is used to carry engines and train parts. The
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Guillermo rolls over and caresses my arm.
“I think all that Havana concrete was making me nuts,” I tell

him. “As long as we get away now and then, I could really stay in
Cuba a while.”

Guillermo starts kissing me, fondling me where his body shel-
ters mine from the public view. “I could really stay with you a
while,” he says. “Will you marry me again?” His hair is getting long
enough to be tousled by the wind, accentuating that untamed qual-
ity of his. 

It would be something to have another marriage ceremony in
San Francisco, with our community in attendance, provided
Guillermo keeps treating me this well. 

On the way back, we linger at the pool, cooling off in the knee-
high water as it filters in. By the time we return to the cabañas, we’re
famished. The campgrounds allot to our party of ten a few cups of
rice, some cookies, two tiny tins of fish, another few cans of stewed
meat and one baby-style carrot juice because Javier’s skinny blond
cousin has worked up his courage to lie, claiming we have a child
with us. We’ve brought our rice and beans, several tins of hors d’oeu-
vre-size hot dogs from the hotel dollar stores, four bags of noodles
and some potatoes. 

Guillermo leaves with some of the others to scavenge branches
and twigs for our fire pit. Scattered pieces of the roof are more ac-
cessible, but we decide against this when we hear the explosion from
someone’s pit who has tried it. Meanwhile, Elyse and I wander from
tank to empty tank until we discover water for the beans and rice. At
last, the beans and rice are done, says Javier, if only we could rescue
them from the fire. After a moment’s panic, we assemble a potholder
from newspaper and mattress stuffing, solving the mystery of the
pitifully thin mattresses.

The food never seems to stretch far enough. Lacking sufficient
plates, we eat in two shifts. All too soon, those who haven’t cooked
automatically clear away the pots and dishes to the sheet metal
cleaning area. Javier’s blond cousin always seems to insist upon this
and he’s amazingly fast. He uses dirt and a rock to grind away
burned areas on the cookware. 

After dinner, Javier’s heavy-set sister Erlinda wants to go danc-
ing at the zócalo-looking pavilion at the beachside campsite. I try out
provocative Afro-Caribbean dance moves on Guillermo. He pulls me
away from under the gazebo roof, to the edge of the wall overlook-
ing the coves, and gives me the kind of kiss I remembered all those
months waiting for him to arrive. 
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the first night Guillermo and I share the bottom single bunk. On the
bright side, we can double up the sorry lumpy mattresses that re-
semble washcloths. The downside is we have to sleep spooning each
other—something we haven’t really done since Guillermo’s out-
burst. Guillermo lies there like a dead weight as my entire left side
goes numb. I poke him and he grudgingly moves over. Inevitably,
my other side gets pins and needles and I’m challenged with getting
him to roll the other way. Toward morning, I’m awakened by a mos-
quito that finally settles on Guillermo’s chin. I slap it, waking him
again. Outside, someone is trying to pound a metal can open in their
fire pit. A child echoes the sound effects. “Toom. Tan. Toom, toom,
TAN!” he announces with zeal. 

“If it weren’t for the amusement the kid’s providing,” says a
bleary-eyed Guillermo, “I’d go out and belt the little—I mean, have
a word—” 

He really has been making an effort to change. 
The second day at the campsite, rumor has it that if volunteers

help clean an empty Olympic-size swimming pool, it’ll be ready
sooner. After an hour of collecting leaves and debris, we venture
across the camp grounds, down ten flights of stairs to a path leading
along the beach. We follow the path past another campsite with an-
other Cuban disco to some coves. The water is clear with bands of
aquamarine, sapphire and jade. Not far by car, Canadians and
Europeans are grateful to the U.S. blockade to have the pristine neon
aqua shores to themselves, where lovers can stroll for miles along
beaches of powdered sugar, accompanied only by forests of palm
and pine. Such are the beaches that cater to the jet-set, only here
workers are entitled to two weeks at a beachside cabaña each year. 

The people around us look healthy, some a little lean, but judg-
ing by how much these people are enjoying themselves—the papis
and mamis playing with their chubby children—one would swear by
Cuban socialism. 

Guillermo and I collapse against the sand, our bodies willing
magnets for the sun’s rays. The breeze has set everything in motion,
the palm trees, the thatched roofs of some distant palapas, the neon
ocean; all of it looks so terribly alive. “This is the feeling I had at
Playas del Este when I first came. When this kind of luxury belonged
to everyone, regardless of skin color or income.” It’s a rare moment
for this age, a moment that my parents and many of their friends
who were self-exiled to México labored and wept for, but may not
have gotten to enjoy themselves, since they had to flee without the
passports necessary to travel here.
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spoonful I wish could have been mine. I consider what Javier has
said: “We don’t have everything, but what we have is for everyone.”
Then it occurs to me, everyone else in Cuba is eating also. More than
the tortillas and salt Guillermo grew up on. That annoying little
extra compartment in my stomach reserved for seconds is the price
of maintaining everyone free of starvation. It’s the sensation of try-
ing to be just in an unjust world.

I’m feeling pretty high about this realization, until I notice
something which leaves another part of me feeling slightly empty.
Javier has turned over a bite of his seconds to Elyse. She accepts the
noodles but leaves the prized hot-dog bite on the spoon and hands
it back to Javier. He disguises the morsel inside one of two more noo-
dles. 

She shakes her head. 
“Just one,” he insists. 
She points at one of the noodles. 
“No, I think you should have the other,” he smiles coquettishly.
Elyse puts the noodle in her mouth and a big smile spreads

across her thin face. She laughs, shaking her head. 
I’ve never seen such kindness between a couple that wasn’t in

the movies. Come to think of it, neither my friends nor my mother
are treated very well by their significant others.

As we’re loading our luggage onto the regular gua-gua that’s to
take us back, an old man getting water says to me, “If I could talk to
a foreign reporter I would tell them that nothing works in this coun-
try; you can’t get water here, you can’t bathe; you can’t cook because
there’s no electric stoves; if you bring fuel, you won’t have any to use
at home, and then there’s nothing to cook; you can’t even get to
these camp sites.” 

“So he’s not really here,” Javier’s blond cousin whispers out of
earshot, with the innocence of an eight-year old. Still and all, we
wait until we’re situated in our comfortably cushioned seats, well
out of view of the “non-camper,” to have a good laugh. 

IN CUBA, DOCTORS STILL MAKE HOUSE CALLS 

The day after we return from camping, I’m puking with a 102.5
fever. Javier’s cousin and sister also get sick, but not nearly as
badly. A few days later, I’m back at work at Guillermo’s urging.

Andrea catches a glimpse of me in the hall, excuses herself from the
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“There’s a little cave down there. Want to see it?” The speakers
throb the sensual Vereda Tropical. A soft breeze stirs Guillermo’s hair.
The way he’s looking at me, brows slightly knit with roguishness,
scares me a little, the way sexy storm waves did when I surfed them
as a teen. 

Once we’re on the beach, under the palms and a spray of more
stars than I think I’ve ever seen, Guillermo asks, “Remember the
black velvet tropical beach-scape we wanted to be inside that night
at La Terraza?” He laughs and takes my hand. 

“Maybe somewhere it still is that night and our drinks are still
waiting on the table for us to return,” I giggle until Guillermo si-
lences my laughter with a kiss.

The cave floor is clean, the grainy sand almost blue in the
moonlight, the beach beyond deserted. Guillermo pins his shirt to
the entrance with a rock to let other couples know to wait.
Afterwards, still feeling as though we’re the only humans on earth,
sheltered by the curves of coves from the crowds above, we wade un-
clad into the inky blackness. The pavilion din recedes into a distant
reverberation as we swim farther into the silent liquid space. We
float on our backs, hands joined. Everything is so calm, even the
tiny splashes of black water we displace seem to echo. It’s all so easy
in a void, I muse. If only there were no pressures, no history, our love
would be as calm and steady as this water. When our feet are touch-
ing bottom again, Guillermo gathers me in his arms and locks my
mouth in a salty kiss.

“You were right,” I whisper. “Cuba is a magic place.”

Our last evening at the fire pit, after an active day of volley ball
and swimming, there are only some noodles and bite-size canned
hot dogs to break our involuntary fast. When people begin eating
from the tiny ice-cream size bowls, it’s as silent as Grace Cathedral.
Everyone just keeps staring at his or her bowl and chewing. Those
done watch the rest masticate.

“Why’s it so quiet?” Javier smiles mischievously. “No hay de todo,
pero hay para todos.” 

Elyse looks at her handsome husband, then her delicate lips
begin trembling with laughter. Erlinda starts laughing, then her
cousin. The contagion spreads, after which everyone is more relaxed.
The women begin offering their seconds to the men. Guillermo
shovels my portion into his mouth as though someone in the or-
phanage will snatch it if he doesn’t. My eyes are transfixed to the last
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down a greasy silver strand of his hair. He’s pleased I brought
Bactrim antibiotics from México. 

By morning, my fever is gone. Dr. Tomás calls twice to see how
I am. In the evening he braves the ten flights of stairs to check on
me again. “No more milk, though,” he waves his hand. We chat and
he demystifies the health system. The family doctor usually lives in
the patients’ apartment complex or neighborhood to develop inti-
mate relationships with each one. If there are complications, refer-
rals are made to a neighborhood polyclinic for tests, which can pro-
vide further referrals to a hospital specialist.  

On my way to retrieve letters at the Hotel Presidente before
Guillermo came, I ran into a chunky prostitute, with frizzy blonde
hair and beautiful bronze café con leche skin on Avenida de los
Presidentes, complaining that her family doctor was always nagging
her about getting re-tested for AIDS. “Just like a pesky mother,” she
rolled her large blue eyes, hands firmly on her generous hips. 

Dr. Tomás’ wife, Olivia, gets a certificate from the polyclinic
where she works that says I’m not to work for a week—more than
enough time to recover, and then some to write for a change, instead
of getting a relapse. I haven’t felt so well taken care of since I was a
child in México and my mother paid Dr. Jake Levine for the house
calls.

YOU WON’T FIND CUBA IN YOUR 
COMMUNIST HANDBOOK 

It’s well after lunch and we’re still waiting for the rest of the work
to come. The colonialist has returned to his slothful hunting and
pecking on something that was due yesterday. Mimi’s complain-

ing about the increased blackouts and having to cook at two in the
morning. “On top of that, I can’t sleep without my fan. If the
Canadians don’t approve my visa, I’m going to go ¡simplemente loca!”

“Have you received permission on this end?” the colonialist
pries.

“Ages ago,” Mimi waves her hand. “Except for Granma. I’m a
week short of vacation time.”

“Andrea said Luisa defected,” Cynthia quips. “They say she’s a
hairdresser now.”

“Molina said someone saw her at an anti-blockade rally in
Mexico City. Isn’t that something?” Mimi says.
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Portuguese department and drags me to a neighborhood clinic.
Guess it’s time to explore Cuba’s free health care system. I’d be a fool
not to. In the U.S., thirty-eight million of us have no health care.
Cubans, on the other hand, have so much health care, they don’t
know what to do with it all.  Besides exceeding the UN World Health
Organization’s medical assistance to other countries, including aid-
ing thousands of children injured in the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear
accident, there’s a preponderance of government-financed breast
lifts, reductions and enlargements. One of the translators in the
French department has indulged in so many free face lifts, you can
see every red and blue vein under her cellophane skin that is
stretched like a drum over her face. 

The heavyset nurse hands me a thermometer. I pop it in my
mouth. Everyone in the waiting room looks shocked.
“Noooooonooo!” they laugh. By the look on their faces I wonder
whose rear the thermometer has been inserted into last. They only
laugh harder when I attempt to ask. “Put it under your arm,” says
the nurse. Unfortunately, they can’t give me a diagnosis without a
stool sample and the results will take a few days. 

After lunch, which I can’t eat, my fever shoots up again. All
night I’m burning up and with a raging headache. Pains like serrated
knives puncture my stomach. I’m running to the toilet every ten
minutes between dozing off periods, wavering in and out of delirium
provoked by my own panic. 

I nudge Guillermo awake with my elbow as soon as the sun
comes up. “I’m soOosick!” I whimper in my long, thread bare pearl
nightgown. “Can’t you help?”

“Like what?” 
“How did they take care of you when you were sick?”
“They didn’t.”
“Guillermo! Please, can’t you cool me down with a wet wash-

cloth? I don’t know. Valium?” We have accumulated so much of it
now, we could launch our own “white market” business in the
States.

Guillermo fumbles in the closet, then I hear him in the kitchen.
He returns and hands me some aspirin and a glass of water, pries the
covers away and applies a damp washcloth. Then he calls Javier and
Elyse who suggest the family doctor on the eighth floor.

Dr. Tomás arrives an hour later, perspiring from having tackled
ten flights of stairs. He’s grateful for the water. And shot of con-
densed milk. “Campsite drinking water,” he surmises smoothing
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“Anyone who confuses Fidel with Stalin doesn’t understand ei-
ther Fidel or Stalin or history. You heard the term rectification?” 

The colonialist clears his throat again. “What, pray tell, is ‘recti-
fication.’”

“Back in early 1985, before Pereistroika really began in the
Soviet Union, Fidel realized that the U.S.S.R. was on the verge of col-
lapse for being too centralized and launched Cuba’s own opening.34

Sad thing is, the crisis hit and now the reforms, like the new election
process, may be too late.” 

As Mimi’s talking I realize how much I’ve come to depend on
her as a mentor. I don’t look forward to this office without her. 

Jane yawns and covers her mouth with the back of her long fin-
gers. Slowly, she rises from her seat like Boticcelli’s Venus from the
sea. “Time for snack,” she announces. 

“Oh, can you bring me mine?” Tootsie wants to know. 
“Didn’t you hear? Josef, our union representative, put an end to

that,” Cynthia says. “So people don’t take more than their share.”
Mimi joins in. “Everyone’s complaining. Molina’s angry his sec-

retary Gladis can’t bring him his, since he’s always buried in his of-
fice. I guess that goes to show, the union’s voice takes precedence
here over administration,” she smiles. 

“If only it represented the workers, we’d really get somewhere,”
adds Tootsie.

In the snack line, who should cut in front of me and buy a sec-
ond snack, but Josef mumbling something about his wife. Guillermo
doesn’t notice. He likes Josef because Josef is nuts about Guillermo’s
writing. 

“See what I mean about top-down,” Cynthia says snidely when
we return to the office.

Mimi takes a drag off a cigarette butt she’s dug out of the ash-
tray. “I think you’re too idealistic about socialism, Cynthia. Even in
socialist countries men masturbate in public, there is homophobia,
sexism, greed, corruption, people pee in corridors, cheat on their
mates, litter and lie and pick their nose.” 

Jane and I crack up, but Cynthia and the colonialist look
shocked. Tootsie furiously pounds away at the rest of her translation.
“What people don’t understand is that common people are in con-
trol here and we’re not infallible.” Mimi twinkles triumphantly.
“The errors committed twenty years ago are being corrected now.
Foreigners can learn from our mistakes. Or they can trash our whole
effort and reinvent the wheel themselves. We’ve accomplished a lot.
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“Will that situation hurt your case with the paper, Mimi?” the
colonialist prods.

“Mimi?” Jane inquires soft as petals. “Adonis got his visa, if it’s
any consolation.”

“God,” says Mimi rummaging in her desk for a cigarette. “I won-
der if they think I’m going to stay in Canada.” Cynthia and the colo-
nialist exchange a baneful look. 

Just then Molina strides over to Mimi’s desk with an article,
muttering something inaudible. 

“¡Fabuloso!” Mimi exclaims. “They’re going to award
Guillermo’s article on Latin American street children pick of the
month!”

The colonialist clears his throat. He's about to grace us with The
Word. “So what does he get—Guillermo?” 

“Recognition. I’m afraid we’re out of stickers and gold stars.”
Mimi excuses herself to hunt for cigarettes. 

Once satisfied that Mimi’s out of earshot, Cynthia begins drop-
ping hints about May Day. Recalling Teresa’s morbid excitement
about the event, I ask why she feels it’s going to be so repressive.

“What?” Cynthia looks at me as though I’ve out-stepped the
bounds of my caste. I repeat the abecedarian question.

“Oh, well!” she says and launches into a circuitous explanation
involving so much Marxist terminology, even the most avid study
group devotee would be hard-pressed to follow. From what I can
gather, Cuba’s downfall was its failure to follow Trotsky’s recipe for
utopia. “Just take the Ochoa case,” Cynthia rails. “I bet they’re guilty
of purges here, like Stalin, and covering up a coup attempt. Lots of
Cubans didn’t want Fidel to subject the drug-traffickers to a firing
squad. It’s completely top-down. Just like the U.S.S.R. and within a
couple of years it’s going to fall like the U.S.S.R. That answer your
question?”

Cynthia’s so heated up, she doesn’t notice Mimi standing in the
doorway, a lit cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth. Even
Tootsie stops typing. Our eyes follow Mimi to her desk. 

“In the first place, Cynthia,” Mimi begins, leaning back into her
chair and setting her sandaled feet on the desk. “What Ochoa did
was invite a U.S. invasion a la Panama, which is considered treason.
—But let’s go back to basics. At the time of the revolution, Russia’s
economy was feudal; Cuba’s was capitalist. Latinos are also more co-
operative than Russians by nature.”

“True—” Cynthia nearly chokes on her saliva. 
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“Wish someone would do all mine.”
“Actually, I think the change has more to do with the respect

he’s getting at work. He never had that.” 
“Huh,” says Teresa noncommittally, as the waiter comes by to

pick up our money. “In a healthy relationship, one partner shouldn’t
need to change the other.” 

After some uneasy silence, Teresa changes the subject to her
cockroaches. Her eyes are glued to some young men in Florida-style
flowered shorts and sunglasses-on-a-string pacing around restlessly,
talking to some guests. 

When I tell her how I got rid of my roaches, she needles me,
cautioning that my victory might be short-lived, if my neighbors
have cockroaches.

“An eternal Barraguá,” I joke.
“Speaking of sloganeering, what did you think of May Day?”

Teresa asks.
Mimi didn’t go because she hadn’t felt up to it. I noticed many

others didn’t go either, yet millions more did. “It didn’t seem re-
pressive to me. I could see how Cubans might get bored.” 

“Uh huh,” Teresa says, as if I’m in denial and she’s my therapist
waiting for me to come to a deeper realization. She points to two
young Afro-Cuban women in the pool pampering a flabby, bald
white man who is obviously not their father. “Remember the repres-
sion you asked me about last time? Observe.” 

One of the women is strikingly beautiful with long, thick kinky
hair, high cheekbones and full lips. She and the man take off to-
gether leaving the friend alone in the pool to sulk. When Ms.
Striking returns, she is with yet another pillar of manhood who
seems embarrassed at her display of affection. The scene also upsets
a blonde woman who has been assessing the couple like an agitated
cobra. Teresa watches the blonde flaunt perfectly-formed curves as
she dissolves into the pool water. “Another whore,” she emphasizes. 

By now most of the tourists have left to primp for dinner—ex-
cept the slick Florida shorts guys, who are chatting it up with the
waiters, as though they’re regulars. Their heavy Cuban accents be-
tray their identity: these are the pimps. 

An Anglo middle-aged man struts by as puffed up as a rooster on
the make. Judging by his watch, shoes and the size of his middle,
he’s probably a foreign investor. He seems well-acquainted with the
group’s members and helps Ms. Blonde out of the pool. 

“Going to write her off as a business expense?” I mutter at him
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But if you keep comparing us to some communist handbook, you’ll
never see this. That’s it, exactly! You know, Cynthia?” Mimi grins at
her insight. “You won’t find Cuba in your communist handbook!” 

Cynthia shrugs indignantly.
I think of the billboard next to the U.S. Interests Section based

on colonial Creole Cubans’ 19th century refusal to give up their in-
dependence war against Spain: “Every day is an eternal Barraguá”—
the Cuban version of “The price of freedom is eternal vigilance.”
That humankind anticipates superseding this condition is probably
one of our greatest obstacles.

OPTION ZERO 

The inexorable Cuban summer is well upon us. I feel like a slug,
my body perpetually enveloped in a slimy film. Everyone
looks awful.  We’re all jonesing from petroleum withdrawal,

big time. Eight hours on, eight hours off. In some places the black-
outs have increased to twelve hours, for up to three days straight.
There’ll be no more meat for foreign technicians. The linen service
has shut down.

I step onto the balcony for some air and gawk at the luxurious
cerulean pool at the Nacional Hotel. Screw it. I dip into the dollars
I’ve laid aside for what may never become two fares to see what’s be-
yond Havana. It will cost five dollars to use the pool at the five star
hotel; that’s a pound of hamburger meat at the Diplo. 

“So you’re not joining us?” I ask Guillermo a final time.
“That place disgusts me,” he sneers. “So does your friend from

Berkeley.”
Once by the pool-side with Teresa, surrounded by sandwiches

and ice-cream I haven’t tasted in months, I blow another five and re-
gret it as soon as the meal is gone. But soon the sun, the cool artifi-
cially blue water, palms and manicured flowers seduce me to never-
never land. 

“So Guillermo’s been behaving?” Teresa asks, sucking a choco-
late shake through a straw.

“Thanks to the shortages, he hasn’t been able to get his hands
on any more rum, if that’s what you mean,” I say, adjusting the
glossy white lounge chair to sitting position and admiring the play
of sun on the pool’s surface. “Yesterday when the water woke me
from my nap, he’d done all the dishes already.”
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the crisis hit, prostitution had been virtually abolished. One of the
first things that impressed me about the Cuban revolution was its
pampering of streetwalkers. I remember meeting a simultaneous in-
terpreter for a news show who told me she used to be a prostitute be-
fore the revolution financed her education and provided her with
free therapy. She bragged about having picked up most of her
English from her dealings with former clients. 

Teresa just stares. “Talk about denial. Look around! You can’t
deny the revolution is trying to stay afloat on the backs of women.” 

I swish an ice-cube in my mouth, thinking. She has a point.
After all, if the government has insisted upon safeguarding at all
costs its health care, education, housing and food for all, why can’t
it protect the rights of women? “Except,” I say aloud. “What should
they do? Jail Cuban prostitutes for tiring of skipping breakfast?” 

“Then they should throw those old farts who screw ‘em in jail,”
Teresa crosses her arms.

“The North has to stop siphoning resources from the ‘Third
World’ so it can actually develop. It’s no coincidence that along with
the scarcity, prostitution was one of the first things to flourish with
the move to capitalism in the former Soviet bloc.” 

“What day did you translate that?” Teresa asks, amused. 
“Come on Teresa. What would you rather be? A Cuban hooker

or the Filipino teenager who’s sold by her father to a mail order bride
racket for hard up Western guys? Better yet, a mail order bride mur-
dered for life insurance money?”

Teresa stares at me, unflinchingly. 
“Or would you rather be a teenage sex slave in Mauritania or

Sudan?“35

“Is this like that kid game—what would you rather: eat white
dog shit or lick vomit?” Teresa still hasn’t blinked. Next to the fact
that she refuses to speak the Spanish she knows though she’s half
Latina, this is her next most disturbing trait. 

“Personally,” I continue. “I’d rather be a Cuban whore with the
right to decide whether I want to keep whoring or go back to wear-
ing unhip clothes and eating beans and rice.” 

“You can get right to work here, next time you want a shower,”
Teresa says, eliciting snickers from us both. “So you want to hear the
news?” she asks, looking as though she’s trying to conceal a mouth
full of orgasmic Nutela chocolate hazelnut butter.

“Go ahead.”
“There’s been a riot in Central Havana. The Cubans never re-
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in Spanish. He looks at me with indignation. 
Teresa laughs. “I knew you could take some credit for Guillermo

becoming less machista.”
Mr. Hard Up Investor introduces the blonde to a group of males

assembled around one of the tables. Other prostitutes join them and
I’m bounding off to see our waiter. 

“I’ve been working as a journalist in Cuba for almost a year
now,” I announce so everyone can hear, “and this is the first time
I’ve been able to afford to swim in this pool. I bet you can relate to
that. Now I see all I had to do was spread my legs!” 

The unlucky young waiter can only stammer. “I’m sure those
women... paid also. If not, their boyfriends did. —I don’t like it any
more than you.” 

“I’d like to file a complaint.” I say all this cognizant that I’m
jeopardizing the income of a lot of people. In other parts of Latin
America, pimps have been known to slash the face of a trouble-
maker so others will know who he is.

The waiter passes a napkin over his brow. “I just started working
here, but I’m sure the public relations desk—” he trails, pointing
vaguely in the direction of the lobby.

A look of satisfied elation plays on Teresa’s usually deadpan face
as the waiter scampers away. 

“Now, want to hear something not so funny?” Teresa barrels
ahead before I can decline. “A young woman was found dead in the
bushes just outside this hotel.”

Since the papers don’t print “sensational news” nor crime sta-
tistics, we’re left to gossip. 

“She was thrown off the tenth floor by someone who checked
out before they found her. But that’s not the worst of it. They think
she was dead already. Margot, they found her with a steel pole
through her vagina.”

I cover my mouth. “Who would—”
“A foreigner.” 
After a while, I say, “See.” 
“See what?” 
“That’s the root of the problem right there.’
Teresa shakes her head. “It’s just like before the revolution.

Nothing’s changed.”
“Oh bullshit, Teresa. It was far worse back then. Do you still see

live sex acts on stage?” 
Still, I have to admit the current situation is a sad one. Before
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like the gaping holes of a cement skull. Now there’s only enough
money to reconstruct the historical buildings earmarked for tourism,
since they’ll finance themselves. 

“See that crimson Havana glass?” Sixto asks. “They’re creating
an entire school just to train people to restore it.” Besides being one
of Granma International’s finest reporters and a fiction writer, Sixto is
a drama addict. He has Adriana charmed, though she’s well aware he
prefers men. My tall voluptuous brunette friend, in turn, has
charmed all the Cuban men we’ve passed.

“And what about that theater?” she asks, long, wavy hair bouncing.
“Actually that theater there reminds me of a sad story,” Sixto

says. “During the last theater festival there was a man who worked
his tail off as a production assistant. For a foreign theater company.
On closing night, the foreign director threw a dinner to thank the
crew for all its hard work, since no one would accept dollars. The
spread included piles of lobster and meats, bread and butter and veg-
etables and sauces; food that Cubans haven’t seen for a couple of
years.” Sixto uses his long fingers to weave the tale, his graceful,
short-cropped silver hair and beard accentuating the animation in
his eyes. “The production assistant was so overtaken, that once
seated, he started crying. People asked him what was wrong, but he
wouldn’t say.” Sixto pauses. We just stand there, waiting for him to
proceed. 

“So what happened?” Adriana is nearly giddy with curiosity.
“That night he hanged himself. His note said, ‘I’m tired of wor-

rying about what my family eats.’” 
We’re stunned to silence. “That’s the saddest story I’ve heard

here,” I manage. 
Adriana turns to me. “If that’s the saddest story you’ve heard,

maybe we should all move here.” 
There. A photograph of that crumbling turquoise building with

the old woman in her worn spaghetti strap nightgown peering at the
street from the top window, her frame so delicate it seems her dark
arms can barely support her cherubic grey head. Yet what never
emerges in the photos are the nicely painted walls inside her apart-
ment, the tasteful painting above the varnished wooden rocking
chair, nor the pudgy-faced child who popped into the room and
went prancing out again holding a roll. The sister’s free medical
school tuition never shows up either, nor grandpa’s free bone oper-
ation, mother’s job security, the color TV, the seaside vacation and
all those theater and concert tickets.
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ceived the shipment of petroleum they were counting on to ride out
the summer. It’s option zero. You know what that means.”

“Remind me.”
“Option zero. Zero petroleum. Everything stops. One perpetual

blackout. Riots. More police repression. Keep your ears open for
abuses. It’ll be the beginning of the end. You’ll hear. Whether you
want to or not.”

SNAPSHOTS

Sunday I jump on the back of Guillermo’s bicycle and we rush
off to the Grand Theater in Central Havana to meet my friend
Adriana from Mexico City. Nearby, there is a book fair where

Sixto believes I might be able to distribute my first book. Sixto has
volunteered to be our guide, though he has to walk several miles to
meet us.

Visitors like Adriana and intermittent houseguests have main-
tained our sanity this summer. June’s highlight was interviewing,
then spending time with author Alice Walker and American Indian
Movement activist Dennis Banks at a press party. They were here de-
livering medical aid. We helped Alice hook up with Assata, whom
she wanted very much to meet. Both Alice and Dennis have an un-
derstanding of Cuba atypical of most North Americans. In spite of
their stature: Alice’s genius for writing, Dennis’ for organizing, the
two old friends included us—virtual strangers—in their visit. In that
way they are like Cubans. 

“You’re a lucky woman,” Alice winked, after dancing with
Guillermo. 

The coordinator of the Cuban Book Fair is grateful for ten do-
nated copies of my book and puts them on prominent display. After
purchasing several titles, our group continues along the arteries of
Havana’s historic heart. As we walk, I decide to take some of the pho-
tographs I’ve neglected during my stay. The Plaza de Armas, what
once must have been beautiful, laced with ornate buildings, now
looks as though it could be a dangerous neighborhood, were Cuba
any other country: window panes gone, disintegrating walls. Next
door, three men take refuge from the heat on some lawn chairs in-
side a garage, sewer water trickling past them. I could take a picture
of that abandoned building there, that monstrosity with windows
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smiles. “ I know that’s not the same face you go to sleep with each
night.”

“What do you mean?” the boy asks defensively.
“I mean your act doesn’t convince me.”
“Why not?”
“Because I used to do what you’re doing. Only it wasn’t for gum

or a candy bar. I really went to bed hungry if I came home empty-
handed. But you have a ration card. You get your rice and beans,
some soya, some fish, am I right?” 

The boy picks at the dirt inside his fingernails. “¿Como tú sabe’
that I want money for a chocolate bar?” 

“It’s all over your face.” 
“Why did you go to bed hungry?” the boy looks skeptical. 
“I had no family and I ran away from the orphanage. But lots of

kids go to bed hungry in my country.”
“Where you from?” the boy challenges, as though Guillermo

were lying.
“México.”
“You’re just trying to scare me. Where’d you live, then?
“Down there.” Guillermo points to the sewer. Before the boy can

protest, Guillermo forges ahead with the saga of how he ended up in
Mexico City, sharing the subterranian tunnels with the orphaned
sewer community, sniffing glue to fend off hunger, before heading
back South to Cancun.

The boy remains immobile, staring.
“So,” Guillermo slaps his thighs, to break the spell. “You’re

bright. Do you really want to know how you can make some
money?”

The boy comes to life. 
“Most tourists don’t know what they’re looking at. We see this

fortress as a heap of large stones. But you’re going to make those
stones sing to us. By explaining how old the fortress is, why it was
built. ...How old are you?”

“Eleven.”
“¡Imagínate! An eleven year-old expert on Old Havana!” 
“What if my teacher won’t help me?”
“You know the best place to go?”
The boy shakes his head. He has stopped fidgeting.
“The library right here, near the Ministry of Education. They

can’t turn you away because of your torn shoes.”
“They have to let me in. Because I want to learn!”
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The old woman shifts her head onto her other elbow and gazes
across the street. A young girl gives her baby sister a ride on a bicy-
cle two sizes too big, the baby in her satin Sunday dress, tiny corn-
rows done up with tremendous pink bows. A man walks by with his
annual free 50-person birthday cake perched on a stiff piece of card-
board. Two men who look like football players saunter along with
arms around each other, laughing. Some boys corner the old trash
man emptying the garbage dumpster and ask if he’s found any wood
today. A linked couple passes slowly. There’s the young man who
hangs around foreigners and always gets something out of them; the
old woman who pushes her rickety cart to market every day at this
time hoping to find something extra sold along the way. Adjust for
the light, focus and oh no, come back, the four small children romp-
ing alone in the plaza, conjuring dramas from their imaginary king-
dom, the way kids play when it’s safe enough.

A decade from now, photographs of La Plaza Vieja will gleam in
tour books like Florence’s Piazzas and Mexico’s zócalos. Most of the
colonial buildings along Calle Obispo and Parque Central will have
been reconstructed and freshly painted. Old churches will glisten
with psychedelic newly-restored glass. The leprous Plaza de Armas
will become another trail of canopied, table-clothed cafes and mu-
seums along the Euro-circuit and everyone except U.S. Americans
will be gobbling it up.

We make our way to the cathedral, then the fortress in Old
Havana known as El Morro. Several children approach us for coins.
A foreign photo-journalist can’t resist taking a shot of the skinny kid
with toes poking out of his shoes who’s clinging to Guillermo’s shirt,
demanding some money. Guillermo politely tells the photo-journal-
ist—not the kid—to get lost. 

The child hops up next to us on the Fortress wall, eyes my coin
purse, realizes he’ll never get it off my neck and instead suggests I
lend him my camera. For the third time, I tell him we earn Cuban
pesos and have absolutely no fula, adios.

Guillermo lures him a few feet away and engages him in con-
versation. “Please, pleeeease, just a dollar,” the boy’s eyebrows knit
over coal eyes overflowing with sadness. He is neither cute nor
charismatic, his thin face all sharp angles and teeth, forehead
slightly scarred, long arms and stork legs under army green shorts
that are two sizes too big. 

“Don’t come to me with that whimpering face,” Guillermo
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DID PEOPLE EAT BETTER BEFORE THE REVOLUTION?

Los Van Van are playing at the Carlos Marx concert hall in
Miramar. Without a pause, Guillermo, Adriana and I hop in a
taxi. At a stop sign, two men on bicycles, one with an enor-

mous swordfish tied on the rack, notice it’s a tourist taxi and make
an offer. 

“You sell in pesos?” I ask.
The man carrying the fish nods. “2,800.” 
“That’s ten months of my salary!” I protest.
The man shrugs. “Or forty dollars,” he repeats, since the dollar’s

worth more now than when I arrived.
“Your lucky day!” the driver says to them.
Both men grin and continue down tree-lined 26th Avenue. The

driver, Reynaldo, shakes his head. “Swordfish was twenty pesos just
four years ago and you had to get down on your knees to get people
to buy it. Now people’re on their knees to get some. But who can af-
ford the black market? Four, five pesos for an egg. Twenty for some
Populares. Sixty for a liter of oil. No eh fácil.”

“But they’re all eating here,” Adriana whispers.
Our driver’s kinky black hair is laced with a good deal of grey.

Judging by his dark skin, it’s easy to predict how poor he was before
the revolution. It’s also easy to guess whether he supports it or not.
And based on my record for getting cab drivers to talk, I’ll have his
story in no time. For openers, I fire him up with one of Amalia’s fa-
vorite claims. 

“Reynaldo, did people really eat more meat before the revolu-
tion than they do now in Special Period?”

“¡Ay no, m’hija!” He shakes his head. “Before the revolution you
could buy as much meat as you wanted. So of course people ate
meat. The ones who had jobs. But the quarter of us who didn’t?36

And when the sugar harvest was over, it was even worse. 
“Let me tell you a little story,” he turns around momentarily in

his seat to look at us. “My father died when I was a teen and I had
to help my mother support a family of five. Fortunately, I got lucky.
I landed a job working in a millionaire’s home. For many years it
helped pay for the little room where we all lived and put some food
on the table. Still and all, we went to bed hungry quite a bit.

“When the revolution triumphed, the millionaire offered to pay
for my wife and me—because I had gotten married by then—to
move to the United States so I could continue working for him. ‘This
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The rest of us are glued to the interaction.
“That’s right. And that’s why you have an advantage over Latin

American kids. Most of them can’t even read.”
“Come on.”
“Not all of them have schools. Others can’t go because they

have to work to feed their family. Anyway, once you’re an expert on
the Fortress, you tell the tourist, ‘Look, I’m not asking for a single
cent. I just want to tell you about what you’re looking at. Did you
know... ‘ Then after five minutes of history you say, ‘Look, I have
something to do, but if you want me to keep explaining, maybe you
could give me a chocolate bar.’ Well chances are they won’t have a
chocolate bar, so they’ll give you a dollar. Soon you’ll have enough
money not only to buy one chocolate bar, but even surprise your
parents with an extra can of oil.”

The child is silent for several minutes, running everything over
in his head. “Do tourists want to learn about Che?” 

“Any Cuban history.”
The boy, crosses his arms, smiles with satisfaction and nods. He

contemplates everything for several more minutes. “The police!” he
says suddenly. “They can ticket me.” 

“There’s going to be a new law. You’ll be allowed to work for
yourself. You’ll see, Fidel’s going to announce it the 26th.”

The boy continues sitting on the wall, thinking. 
Guillermo spies Sixto shaking his head. "Once the kid learns his

country's history, he won't be so concerned about the dollars,"
Guillermo conjectures. 

"I just don't think children should ask tourists for anything
under any circumstances," Sixto whispers. "I can't stand to see pros-
titutes either. But I guess I'd rather see panhandling and prostitution
than see police harassing people. At least, for the most part, the po-
lice here know the real problem goes far deeper."

Oblivious to these musings, the boy finally grins, clasps
Guillermo’s hand in a brotherly farewell and struts out of the fortress
gates, head high, chest out, the boy the foreign journalist’s photo-
graph never captured. 
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depression? I’m telling you right now, if I ever have to come up
against people who want to go back to capitalism, I’d lay my life on
the line to defend this system. ¡Así eh!”

Long after Reynaldo’s gone and Fidel has stepped down, the suc-
cess of the new human Che envisioned will be tested. It is the
youngest generation who will decide the revolution’s fate. If these
young people genuinely feel as though they have input, if they are
sufficiently educated to withstand being bought off by foreign in-
vestors or seduced by consumerism, the revolution will continue
and Cuba will have beat all the odds again.37 On the other hand, if
this “new being,” accustomed to European-style health care, educa-
tion, adequate housing and food, expects to continue developing to
her greatest potential, but instead hits her head on a glass ceiling—
a ceiling imposed either by Cuba’s impoverished status as a former
colony or by the Old Guard’s refusal to allow her input into her own
future—this could lead to the revolution’s defeat. As for myself, will
I ever free myself from my “First World” perspective, from my class,
the habit of capitalism, or will there be just moments?

I ask Reynaldo if he feels the revolution has failed to educate its
young people sufficiently.

“You mean failed in politicizing them?” Reynaldo looks hard
into my eyes. “Political education is not something you learn in
school. It comes from the blows you receive in life, nothing else.
Nothing else.”

Because we’re so early to the concert, the three of us wrangle
seats fairly easily once all the paying patrons are seated and the
doors are opened to those of us waiting outside for free seats. Inside,
the décor makes Carnegie Hall look cheap; we can’t stop grinning,
swept up by some of the most vibrant, joyful music I’ve heard. Los
Van Van barely launch their first song and we’re all on our feet in
front of the luxurious red velvet seats, the theater suddenly a little
bobbing bubble of heaven where the folks bumping and sliding next
door feel like kin. As Adriana, Guillermo and I grind our booties, I’m
thinking this is the Guillermo and the Cuba I moved heaven and
earth to be with. Option zero is the farthest thing from my mind. 
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is going to be utter chaos,’ he told me. ‘It’s going communist.’ But I
told him I wasn’t going anywhere. Capitalist, socialist, what did I
have to lose?

“¡Qué va! One of the first things the government did was cut my
rent by exactly fifty percent. And put the sale price at 3,240 pesos.
That's—give me a minute—around 46 dollars!—a little more than
swordfish costs now!” The realization makes him roar with laughter.
“That’s what I paid for my old apartment! But we don’t live there
any more. Once I became the owner, I sold it and bought a plot of
land where I built my house and my son’s house. I have nothing to
complain about. My house is huge. It’s beautiful. People forget that.
They forget all the unemployment this system has eradicated.”

“See,” Guillermo squeezes my knee. Adriana smiles.
“Even in the Special Period, people who don’t work still don’t go

hungry. People forget it wasn’t always that way. That there were beg-
gars and street peddlers who would do anything for a few coins; mu-
sicians piling onto the backs of trucks and playing for scraps of food.
Especially the new generation forgets. That’s about five or six million
people who never saw capitalism. 

“Those young people, bunch of spoiled brats,” he continues.
“All they do is complain. They’re obsessed with pull-overs and jeans.
One told me he wants a Jaguar. Ridículo. As if he lives in the United
States.

“They complain about the food: ‘But there’s no milk for the cof-
fee, no butter for the bread.’ When I lived with my mother, lucky
was the day when we could have a piece of bread with our coffee—
if we had coffee at all. And God help any one of us who got sick. You
had to have real good connections to see a doctor with the kind of
money we made. No sir, these kids, all they want are the virtues of
capitalism. They don’t see all the problems. The violence. The home-
less. You tell me which one of those things are a problem here?
Which one?”

I shake my head and reflect. The first generation of Cuban so-
cialists seem satisfied to have left colonial squalidness behind and
have their basic needs met. But spared their parent’s poverty, many
of those under forty expect more. They are like me: peering at Cuba
through a “First World” lens. 

“It’s true, now with all the shortages you might hear about a
street gang somewhere, but compared to the States! Imagine if you
had the kind of shortages in the States we have here now. How many
homeless would there be then? How many were there during your
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The young man notices us appraising him. “Hey,” he calls.
“Speak English?” Chances are if he’s U.S., he’s connected to the U.S.
Interests Section, the equivalent of the U.S. embassy. I keep my
mouth shut. 

To my dismay, Elyse points to Guillermo and me. “They do,” she
smiles.

“Hey, can you just ask her if they have any Worchester sauce?”
he asks, pointing to the waitress. 

Guillermo translates without a second’s pause. The waitress
shakes her head. “Then tell her, to bring me another steak. I told her
to bring it rare,” the man says with irritation.

“The primadonna pendejo wants another done rare, and he ex-
pects not to be charged for it,” Guillermo says in Spanish. The wait-
ress nods and scurries off.

“How’d you get her to do that?” Guillermo asks the young man
in English, with amazement. 

“Two hundred bucks in tips a day for two months,” the North
American says proudly. “I must be spending ten thousand-a-month
on this hotel alone.” 

“What do you do?” Javier almost whispers in English, mouth
agape.

“Our company’s working on a project to expand the U.S.
Interests Section. Name’s Mike.” He extends his hand. When there’s
no response to his pause, he adds, “Yourselves?” 

My ears are ringing. “Journalists,” I insert quickly. “From
Canada. We’re here to see what they say the 26th.” 

I notice Mike shift uncomfortably in his seat. I interpret his shy-
ness around journalists as a cue to whip out my notebook and strap
him to the interrogation chair. I ask him why the Interests Section is
expanding. Mike has no answers. He’s just working for his father
who’s been priming him to take over the contracting company ever
since Mike could read, so really he has no choice; all must be for the
sake of the family business. Though he confesses he kind of loves the
idea of being in Cuba since it’s been declared off limits by the gov-
ernment. He feels a little like James Bond. Only, he’s not allowed to
fraternize with all those exotic Cuban women who keep approach-
ing him and his buddy George, the foreman on the project, who’s in
the john.

“And I’m in my prime. Twenty-two,” Mike grumbles. “I should
be—getting out.” His businessman’s stone face fleshes out into the
grin of a boy flying a kite.
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CRAZY FOREIGNERS

May our nation continue to be the beakon [sic] of hope to the
world.

—Dan Quayle

Bacon would fry on the sidewalk if anyone had any. Along M
street the hibiscus are wilting on their stalks. This time
though, Guillermo and I are beside ourselves; for once we’re

on the other side of the fence, chlorinated droplets of water cooling
our bodies as we lounge on the artificial miniature golf green adorn-
ing the Havana Libre poolside. We’re celebrating my Belgian neigh-
bor Elyse’s birthday.  Adriana departed early this morning for
Santiago to meet up with a tour her sister organized and will return
after the July 26 festivities. 

Elyse’s Cuban husband Javier is in particularly good spirits be-
cause some new technological thingamajig he invented last month
cut their work load and now he has all Saturdays, like this one, off.

“So no one’s been laid off at your job because of your invention,
Javi?” Guillermo wants to know.

“¡Qué va! This is Cuba,” Javier responds in his gentle manner.
“But they’ve cut your pay, no?” I interject, thinking of my step-

father’s trouble getting cellist jobs ever since the advent of the syn-
thesizer.

“No, mimi. You can’t do that here,” he says laughing softly.
“Technological advances here mean gains for workers, not losses!”

Elyse regains Javier’s attention by gently placing a french-fry in
his mouth. He follows her example and they giggle, eyes locked.
“Watch that you don’t burn,” Javier says tenderly, rubbing sunscreen
on his wife’s shoulders. I’m thinking it must be something to have
someone consider your every need. Problem is Guillermo doesn’t
even think of himself.

Guillermo catches me looking at him and casts one of his elec-
tric looks my way. “Want to go for a swim?” he asks in his sexy, wry
manner, his eyes undressing me, letting me know we’re going to
make out in the pool.

After our swim, Guillermo wants to go inside the air-condi-
tioned bar for pizza and beer. At the next table a young Asian man
with architectural plans spread out on his table is ordering the wait-
ers around with an “I’m-a-VIP-and-you’re-lucky-to-wait-on-me” atti-
tude. His accent is unmistakably American English. For the first time
in weeks, my pulse quickens with apprehension.
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“What do you mean no longer for the people,” I ask feigning ig-
norance. “Was it ever?” 

“Good question,” George says. “You really think this place was
ever for the people, Mike?”

Javier and Elyse who can speak a fair amount of English, look al-
most violet from repressed laughter.

“Oh, I think so,” Mike says. “When it was being subsidized by
the Soviet Union.” But, Mike adds, he’s trying to help Cubans get
their nation back. In another Latin American country his company
paid workers two-and-a-half dollars an hour. Here the Cuban gov-
ernment insists they pay from three fifty to seven dollars an hour for
skilled labor to ensure they receive the same benefits as other
Cubans. 

“But that’s okay, that’s okay. You get mileage for your money,”
George explains. “Cubans are the best trained labor pool in the
world! Engineers for that price!”

“But,” Mike continues his original thought, “Cubalse, the state
agency we pay, only returned ten percent of our money to the work-
ers. In pesos of course. Then we found a way to pay them a hundred
bucks a month in dollar equivalent certificates. Not much, but it’s
better than the deal their government’s giving them.”

Javier and Elyse are riveted to their seats. You’d never hear a
complaint out of me either with that much fula. At the “white mar-
ket” exchange rate of 60-to-one, my own hard earned four dollars
and sixty seven cents a month covers utilities, food staples, rent and
entertainment.

“Would your father invest here if the blockade ended?”
Guillermo asks Mike.

“For sure! He owns a piece of the zócalo in Mexico City.
Personally, I’d love to buy a block in Old Havana. All those beautiful
colonial houses. I’d love to fix them up right. Put in a few
McDonalds, some Kentucky Fried. See the smiles back on peoples’
faces.” Mike’s cold, businessman face has dissolved in another warm
smile that says he really does want things to be better for Cubans. 

“Yup,” George agrees. “I’d really love to make this a place where
people can really party and have a good time. Like it was before the
Revolution. You know, it was a really fun place then.”

I’ll bet; with at least a quarter of the population unemployed, il-
literate and starving, tourists could really squeeze a lot of mileage
out of a buck. 

“It’s kind of our responsibility, in a way,” George muses. “I
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“Let me get this straight,” Guillermo says. “People on the
Interests Section payroll can’t go to the movies, the museums,
Copelia here, nothing?”

Mike shakes his head. “We can’t participate in any aspect of
Cuban society. I can’t even talk to any Cuban guests or Cubans out-
side this hotel.” 

“Why?” we all chime.
Mike shrugs and rolls his eyes. Why talk to Cubans when the

Interests Section people are so well-qualified to answer Mike’s ques-
tions? 

A tall sturdy man with a John Wayne jaw in a T-shirt with the
U.S. Interests Section insignia struts over to Mike’s table. George. His
misshapen acne-scarred face looks as though it has been made from
a piece of blistering wood. He’s over forty and much more experi-
enced when it comes to communists. He tells us he’s worked all over
the world on different construction projects: Bangladesh, Russia,
Panama. 

“I know you’re Canadian,” he says to me. “But them?” 
“México originally,” Guillermo says. 
George gives his colleague a satisfied smile. “Didn’t I tell you

they looked South American?”
George says he has traveled so much, he really doesn’t have any

nationality any more. Maybe this explains his creative sense of ge-
ography.

“Hard to have a family isn’t it? Must get lonely,” I say.
“It really does,” he admits, small blue eyes cast downward. “I

had a wife once.”
The waitress sets two plates of bleeding steak and potatoes in

front of the men. “I’ll bring the cat-soup,” she smiles, in broken
English.

George’s eyes follow the battery-acid blonde’s ass into the
kitchen. “But you know the most frustrating thing about being
here?” His tone has resumed the confidence of a policeman. “So
many lovely ladies and they’re off limits. Look at this place! Cuba’s
just as notorious now for finding good cheap sex as Bangkok when
I was there. Man!” George bites of a hunk of steak. “I was here in ‘86
and things really have deteriorated,” he growls with a full mouth.
“Now Cubans are starving. It’s all falling apart.”

Mike’s manners are more refined. He wipes his mouth with his
cloth napkin before speaking his mind. “This society no longer be-
longs to the people. They’re third class citizens in their own country.”
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“Actually they do,” I insert. “Granma International where I—”
Guillermo pinches me under the table. 
“—Interviewed some workers, has a dollar budget they can rein-

vest for, say, equipment. They claim that’s helped them expand and
be more efficient and the workers are in on these decisions.” 

Elyse is holding her hand over her mouth. Her eyes do not look
as though they are laughing.

“Huh,” Mike says, as though he’s distracted and heard nothing.
“Excuse me for saying so, little lady,” George bellows, “but de-

tails shmeetails. Place’ll be as messed up as Russia in a few years.” 
“No, no, no!” Javier can no longer contain himself. Elyse is shak-

ing her head.
“I don’t see how,” Guillermo jumps in. “Cubans can’t hire other

workers to open businesses themselves. There’s no stock market
here. The whole country may be exploited by global corporations,
but Cubans are not really exploiting Cubans.”

“Oh, horseshit,” says George. “Everyone knows communism
doesn’t work. The evidence is everywhere. History has ended. This
thing’s about to blow. You’ve heard Cubans talking about option
zero, right? But Castro keeps right on holding the reigns, eating and
eating like a fat pig while all the people starve.” 

The mention of option zero makes me uneasy. 
“Yeah,” Mike nods. “He really had a vision before, but power

corrupts.”
I ask George how come all the people in power want this to re-

main socialist, if they can get rich by opening new capitalist busi-
nesses, as they did in Russia. He thinks for several seconds and
shakes his head in confusion. “Communists are all alike. Everything
for the revolution. Nothing for the people.”

“Ooh, that’s good. That’s very good,” I squeal, scribbling in my
pad. “Can I quote you on that, too?” 

“Yes, you can quote me. I’d rather you use my last name also.
George R. WILLSON. With two ‘l’s. As I was saying, in America, at
least the government doesn’t lie to the people. Not that we’re per-
fect. But in America—” 

“Watergate, Iran Contra, the Savings and Loan scandal were just
Soviet propaganda,” I drone. 

George nods blankly. I’m thinking vile thoughts. Why save the
world when you hate the people in it, kind of thoughts. What kind
of knock on the noggin will it take to convince all the Georges and
Mikes in “America” that food, shelter, health care and access to uni-
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mean, ever wonder why everyone copies us? Why the best hotels,
the best minimarts, the best way of doing things are our ways?
Everyone agrees our culture is the best. Everyone wants the Hilton!”
He raises his beer mug to make a toast.

“To the American way!” Mike toasts. 
Javier, Elyse and I tilt our empty water glasses politely.

Guillermo doesn’t budge his beer mug. “What you refer to as ‘every-
one wanting a Hilton’ is actually the Hilton setting up shop in ‘Third
World’ countries and siphoning the money out of them.”

I nudge Guillermo’s thigh, but he lunges ahead. 
“The more resources sucked out by U.S. subsidiaries, the less na-

tional capital there is to establish our own chains. In Latin America
we call that neo-colonialism, neo-liberalism.”

“O.K.,” George smiles. “Then neo-colonialism works out best for
everyone. We put up the money. You get the nice hotel.” 

The waitress materializes. “Oh, he didn’t like the steak,” she
frowns in Spanish, removing Mike’s plate. 

“Tell her it was kind of tough,” he says. 
I endure a tense moment when Guillermo asks the waitress to

wrap the steak. “For a Cuban family I interviewed,” he explains. 
Mike nods empathetically and asks George, “Seriously, how

could my dad buy a block of Old Havana?”
George guzzles the last of his beer and slams the empty glass on

the table. “Un otro, Cupcake,” he says to the waitress, as she departs
balancing all the dishes. “He couldn’t,” he says. “They have this
thing here called joined ventures. Foreign companies invest or build
their own business—” 

This time, it’s Guillermo who elbows me, just as I begin to blurt
the correct term is “joint ventures.” 

“What’s that, little lady? As I was saying. Oh yeah. But the
Cuban regime always owns more than half of everything, including
profits. Then, after some number of years the venture becomes 100
percent Cuban property.”

“Suck,” Mike shakes his head.
“Not really,” George says. “Your dad would still make a huge re-

turn. The Cuban people, on the other hand... their profits stay in the
hands of their government,” George preaches. 

“I know,” Guillermo folds his arms. “It goes straight to supply-
ing medicine to the clinics, pencils for the schools.”

“Plus,” George continues, “the businesses probably can’t make
their own decisions.”
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rumors of changes Fidel is supposed to announce for the July 26th

anniversary of the revolution’s commencement this century. Mimi is
arguing for the legalization of small businesses. Hope wants the agro-
mercados to reopen. Cynthia and Tootsie glance at each other as they
wait for me to settle down at my desk. 

“Margot,” Cynthia says sweetly. “Did you hear? There’s talk
they’re going to legalize the dollar. To bring more dollars into the
country.”

“Isn’t that great?!” says a peevish Mimi, on the verge of a deto-
nation, be it from the imminent changes or her own “Special
Period.” “Cubans in tourism, Cubans who get paid in dollars when
they travel outside—musicians , artists, diplomats—those guys’ll get
rich! Meanwhile, the majority of us—in agriculture, health care, ed-
ucation, journalism—what’s going to be our incentive to keep pro-
ducing? That’s what I want to know!” Mimi punctuates her discourse
by dumping a third teaspoon of empty calories into an increasingly
cycling whirlpool of coffee.

It occurs to me that herein lies the impetus for the rioting.
Things can only get worse once the class discrepancies become more
pronounced. With the excuse of retrieving a cup of coffee, I slip into
the Spanish department. 

Alberto and Guillermo accompany me downstairs to the cafete-
ria. Alberto’s visibly perturbed. 

“I know the government’s just decriminalizing people whose
only crime is surviving. Still, I feel betrayed,” Alberto grumbles, as
we wait for the cashier to attend a man in a jumpsuit. “Remember
the questionnaire you had to fill out when you arrived? Before, to
avoid creating huge imbalances in class, ties with rich relatives
abroad were discouraged. There were many, many of us who be-
lieved in the revolution, who gave up these ties, even though it was
painful.” Alberto puts twenty centavos down on the counter and
slides us four coffees, the steam curling and condensing on the pale
green-tinted glass. “Gracias,” he says before turning back to us. “Now
Cubans who suffered a great deal for their principles will lose out.”

Once back in the tiny sanctuary of the Spanish department, I
ask Alberto if he’s heard of the riots. 

“Sure,” he says. “In Central Havana, no? Some people threw
bottles at a gua-gua. As a kind of protest.”

“Why?” I ask.
“To get the lights turned back on in their neighborhood.”
“Anyone hurt?” Guillermo asks. 
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versity education are basic human rights in civilized societies, not a
communist plot? Education? Strikes? Meanwhile, is Latin America to
starve?

“Let’s go,” Javier whispers. 
“Well, very nice talking with you,” George says to us. 
“Yeah,” says Mike standing and extending his hand.
“Mucho gusto,” says Javier starting for the door. “By the way. I’m

Cuban, so you just broke your country’s law.”

CHANGE

Guillermo wakes me the special way; his lips working their
way down my neck to my navel. Sometimes, to keep that
edge, we role play. “Who are you?” I ask. 

“I’m an important New York publisher.”
“Oooh, then I’m the up-coming writer.”
“Right,” Guillermo laughs through teeth and more kisses as his

body moves in closer. “And now I’m going to screw you.”
Lately, we can’t seem to get enough of each other. 
We’re lying intertwined in the vines of sheets, luxuriating in the

feel of each other, when the wake-up alarm sounds. “Good timing,”
Guillermo laughs. He turns on his side and looks at me, his fingers
sweeping the hair from my face. “It wouldn’t be so bad to make a life
here, would it?” 

“Actually, it might be pretty good, after all,” I laugh. 

We’re still glowing, even after arriving at work and learning that
Granma’s elevator’s broken. The sound of some voices from below in
the stairwell catches Guillermo’s attention. He tells me to step a lit-
tle lighter, so we can hear.

“Option Zero, ¿oyes? I’m telling you, chica. That’s why it’s not
working. They’re rioting in Central Havana.” 

“Central Havana again. I knew it. ¡Ay, mi madre! ¡Ay, mi madre!”
At the front desk, Gladis the secretary is relaying messages to ad-

ministrator Pacheco. 
“So there were riots?” we ask morosely.
“Why would there be riots?” Fred Pacheco Flintstone snaps and

bounds off to his office. 

Inside the English department, everyone’s gossiping about the
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ach; with the knowledge that Adriana will be back to visit soon; with
my job that sends me to hip conferences; with our spacious apart-
ment with the breathtaking view; with the talented man who is my
husband and the fact that we’re finally living in a society we’re not
at odds with.

We stare at the television in silence, as Soledad Cruz, an articu-
late journalist on Hoy Mismo, makes a twenty minute-long plea to
please refrain from hindering the police in carrying out their duties.
Too often, she says, the crowd rallies around the delinquents, be-
lieving that they are defending them against police harassment,
when in fact they are endangering the lives of the population by al-
lowing criminals to go unpunished for such crimes as purse-snatch-
ing and even more violent offenses. 

“Please, please cooperate with the police. They cannot function with-
out your help,” Soledad pleads. 

Guillermo readjusts the hanger. The static on the set distorts
Soledad’s green face until she’s nothing but a sea of fuzzy caterpil-
lars. We hear Soledad announce that the festivities in Santiago de
Cuba have been cancelled due to severe economic problems. 

“Adriana is going to be disappointed,” I say.
“This is the Revolution’s toughest year,” Soledad concludes be-

fore Guillermo switches off the set.                          
“Your turn to call maintenance,” I groan. 
Guillermo doesn’t respond. He looks downcast. Trying to

lighten the burden of silence I point out that at least, compared to
our government, which always seems to behave exactly contrary to
what I think is in our interest, the Cuban government acts more
often on public sentiment. 

“Only, if these measures don’t work, how do they reverse
them?” Guillermo asks.

“Maybe they should tax inheritances and small businesses,
make a cap for savings accounts—”

“Cubans say taxing creates too much bureaucracy and takes
away the incentive,” Guillermo explains.

“It’s sad,” is all I can say.
Guillermo frowns. Confirming my fears he adds, “If they really

legalize the dollar, we may be about to witness the death of Che’s
dream.”

The thought of the slow death of the society with the least class
disparities I’ll probably ever see strikes a nerve. I think of my father;
he never got to see his dream somewhat realized. Did he foresee that
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“No, no,” Alberto waves his hand. “The gua-gua was empty.”
“Then what?” I ask.
“The lights got turned on in their homes and they went back to

them. Why?” Alberto looks puzzled.
I peer at Guillermo. We start laughing, breaking even Escalona’s

concentration.
“Why is that funny?” Alberto asks. Escalona turns around. 
“We heard there had been big riots. Option zero,” I explain un-

easily. 
“No, nothing that good has happened,” Alberto laughs.
“One thing about Cuba,” Escalona is saying. “Rumors abound

here. Please don’t take offense, but sometimes foreigners overreact,
exaggerate things.”

I wish Teresa and Cynthia could hear this. I’m so relieved, I feel
light enough to swear off Cuban elevators. That’s when it hits me:
how much I’ve grown to love this revolution. 

Molina pops in. “Guillermo, m’hijo. Ven acá. Ven acá. Good
news.” He hands Guillermo a couple of press passes to the Sao Paolo
Forum dated July twenty-one. “Be at Ulises’ by eight-thirty. You too,
Margot,” he adds. 

The instant Molina’s out of sight, Guillermo and I give each
other a high five. “No translating for four days!” I glow. 

“Four days of tourist food,” Alberto grins. “I should have gotten
in on that.” 

Molina returns and catches Guillermo’s and my reverie. “One
more thing,” he says. “Margot, remember that Mexican ambassador
that came snooping around here after Guillermo? Mucha atención,
¿o-ka? Because he’ll be there.” 

At home Guillermo has defrosted one of those beef slabs I tried
to disappear in the ice blizzard that’s our freezer. Somehow he pro-
duces two breaded milanesas with potatoes, canned jalapeños and
half a roll each. It’s the best meal we’ve eaten in weeks. 

Afterward, I insist on cleaning up, since Guillermo’s been doing
more than his share. I notice some tiny baby cockroaches crawling
around the stove. They look so innocuous, I wipe them with the
sponge, not really fretting about the ones munching crumbs in the
rusted spaces below the metal coils. 

In the living room, Guillermo’s fishing for images on the televi-
sion with an unraveled coat hanger. I sink back into the couch and
settle my head against his shoulder. I’m content: with a full stom-
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Both Guillermo and Ulises, a former Sierra Maestra rebel, seem
satisfied. We aim our next questions at Lula, the large, seemingly-
kind bearded leader of Brazil’s Worker’s Party. He recounts anecdotes
that reject vanguardism and verticalism—Ortega's vices—though
history will tell whether or not Lula will walk his talk.

After a disappointingly meager lunch, we all split up to conduct
interviews. Guillermo and I drill a couple of suited Mexicans from
the Democratic Party of the Revolution (PRD). The chunkier, square-
bodied delegate wants zero tariffs for México, the one in glasses
doesn’t. I’m just about to ask Square if he realizes zero tariffs means
his country will be flooded by U.S. goods, harming domestic pro-
duction and development when Guillermo jumps ahead of me.

“What do you think of the Cuban revolution?” 
“Everyone knows both Fidel and his revolution are outdated,”

Square says moving closer to my microphone. “This is no longer a
bipolar world with Russia helping new movements. Successful revo-
lutions are increasingly difficult to establish. The right knows there’s
no threat.”

“These are sad times,” I say. 
“Actually they’re quite exciting,” Square responds, reiterating

the forum’s principles. “We’ve learned that Latin America needs to
unify as an economic force to break our colonial shackles and tackle
poverty. Yet our economic reforms now have to conform to a unipo-
lar global capitalist economy. We’ve evolved past vanguardism, striv-
ing to put the population back in control. We’re at the next stage.
It’s now possible to transform the world through electoral victory.” 

“Salvador Allende won an electoral victory in Chile and the U.S.
aided Pinochet in overthrowing his legitimate government. What is
your party’s defense strategy?” I ask. 

The way Mr. Square is looking at me makes me feel as though
I’ve stepped in dog shit. “You don’t seem to understand, sweetheart.
Militarism is now passé,” he smiles, looking at Guillermo, as if nat-
urally a man would know better. 

“Salvador’s FMLN and Guatemala’s URNG were only able to ar-
rive at the ballot box after prolonged armed struggle,” Guillermo
says, jumping into the intellectual brawl. “The Sandinistas gained
control of the armed forces only through the barrel of a gun. And
Bolivia’s leftist party failed because their mass media remained in the
hands of the right wing.” 

“Times have changed,” says Mr. Square. “Haven’t you heard of
the end of history? You can work with the system now.”
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the principles he and his blacklisted colleagues struggled for would
indeed enrich so many lives?

My mother will probably never experience this revolution first-
hand either. Unlike Orpheus who watched his spouse die a second
time, after she left my father’s ashes in México, my mother has never
dared look back at Latin America.

WHAT’S LEFT FOR THE LEFT?

Ulises, Guillermo, and I kick back in the plush seats of the
colossal auditorium of Havana’s International Conference
Center, sipping creamed coffee in the plenary session of the

Sao Paulo Forum. Giddy with the knowledge of a fried chicken din-
ner awaiting us at the day’s conclusion, complete with bread and
butter, beer and dessert, we listen to Latin America’s left reevaluate
their strategy after the fall of U.S.S.R. 

I scan the delegates for familiar placards. The Workers Party of
Brazil, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC),
Guatemala’s URNG, Haiti’s Lavalas movement, the Sandinistas, lib-
erals, capitalist reformists and Salvador’s militant FMLN, they’re all
here. 

My pen and recorder don’t miss a beat. I want to learn what the
Latin American left thinks of Cuba and what I’m in for if I continue
living here or in México with Guillermo. In spite of everything, I’m
happy again, and it’s not just the meals and running into friends I
hardly ever see. On the concluding evening, Fidel will address us.
Then a day or so later, U.S. political prisoner and exile Assata Shakur
invited Guillermo and me to dinner and an informal interview. 

We find our way to a modest classroom-size chamber.
Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega is inches away, behind a long
table. Ulises jumps right in with a question about the Forum’s prin-
ciple that militarism is outdated. Ortega reiterates in monotone
something he said in a 1991 address: 

We can’t repeat today the mistakes made in the 1970s
when it was said that those who didn’t pick up a gun
weren’t revolutionaries. Nor can we say today that in order
to be a revolutionary, it is necessary to forget about armed
struggle and get involved in the institutional process of the
bourgeois-democratic systems.38

248 Margot Pepper



“I’m working primarily as a translator,” Guillermo asserts. 
“Primarily. Is that right?” Barriga smiles cruelly. “I’ve been fol-

lowing your articles. My buddies here,” Barriga pats Mr. Square, “say
they’ve beaten me to the punch in inviting you to the party the
Forum’s concluding night. See you there.” He smiles again, the sort
of smile one might reserve for straining on the toilet.

Ulises’ new girlfriend’s apartment is gorgeous with a white, furry
throw rug, mahogany bookcases and lots of books and plants. Ulises
serves out some glasses full of rum and we recount our perceptions
of the day. 

“That man,” Guillermo hisses, referring to Barriga, “has signed
the death warrants of dozens of indigenous people in México. I don’t
want to be added to his refugee list.” 

“I’m not going to that party,” I say.
“I want to go and show him he’s trailing the wrong person,”

Guillermo says.
Ulises polishes his head with his palm. “I know these people. I’d

be careful.”
Now that we’re all clearly among friends, Guillermo gets right to

the point. “So what’s this ‘militarism is outdated’ business, Ulises?
Do Cubans agree?” 

“I can’t speak for all Cubans, but I can tell you what the
Brazilian who founded the Sao Paulo Forum, Frei Betto, thinks.”
Ulises pulls out an America Libre journal from Brazil that he picked
up at the conference: “Mira.

“The goal is to build a society that distributes
among all the fruits of their labor. Today there’s an
opening in the continent for socialists to participate in
the dispute for power within the rules of the game de-
fined by the bourgeoisie. One would be guilty of van-
guardism to deny this democratic opening and commit
oneself to the suicidal path of an armed confrontation
with the dominant power without popular support—”

“Huh,” I say.
“Ñeh,” Guillermo dismisses the passage with a flick of his hand.
“Pero,” Ulises holds up a long, dark index finger. 
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The one in the glasses nods. “Militarism only perpetuates the
cycle of violence.” 

The magic phrase. After all, isn’t militarism a product of patriar-
chal or, more correctly, dominator mentality? If a revolution is built
upon the subjugation of the opposition—be this opposition made
up of the criminally greedy, or former oppressors, or not—the ele-
ments of domination will resurface in the new society, repeating the
vicious cycle of oppression. Maybe the new Latin American Left is
onto something. Perhaps Cubans are behind the times, I muse, mo-
mentarily casting off everything I’ve learned in the last ten months
as easily as U.S. public school districts discard the previous year’s ed-
ucational marketing fad. 

At that moment Fidel walks by in his army fatigues, towering
over his four escorts. Mr. Square starts to say something into my
mike, but I’ve turned away. My heart is racing like beans in a coffee
grinder. Here is the man who changed the course of history by re-
ducing the suffering of millions of poor, who thumbed his nose at
the world’s most powerful and militaristic nation, who cheered me
up when I despaired. I want to run over and embrace him like all
those solidarity activists always get to do, like Malcolm X and
Gabriel García Márquez. Before I can scheme a way to fulfill my im-
pulse, he’s evaporated. I look at Guillermo. He’s grinning too. The
two men we’re interviewing are not. They stand there sniffing and
looking the other way, insulted by our lack of interest in their state-
ments. 

Mr. Square looks at his Rolex. “We’ve got to get going,” he says.
“There’s going to be a party the last night in Miramar. Do come.
Here’s the address.” 

I’m feeling inspired as we unpin our press cards at the day’s con-
clusion. Just as we’re leaving, to my chagrin, strolling practically arm
in arm with the two Mexicans we interviewed, is the Mexican con-
sul, Colón Barriga. I glance the other way. 

“Hello there, Margot Pepper.”
The fact that he’s remembered my name all these months is not

a good sign. 
“And this must be your compañero,” Barriga extends his hand.

“What are you doing here in Cuba, Guillermo López Castillo?”
“Working at Granma.” 
“At Granma too, huh? Cubans don’t give journalism jobs to

Mexicans.” 
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A PARTY OF ASSASSINS, LIBERALS, 
OPPORTUNISTS AND REBELS

If what they say is true, that what we’re doing is a dream,
that it is an unrealizable utopia, we’d have to ask our-
selves quite rightly why the devil were we brought into this
uncivilized world? Why were we brought into this individ-
ualistic world, of everyone for him or herself fighting to
survive? Why are we called rational beings if we’re not
even capable of organizing ourselves rationally, of produc-
ing rationally, of living rationally? If I believed that, since I
have a very high opinion of human beings and I believe in
everything they’re capable of, I would feel truly sorry, or
more than sorry, as I am not to blame for it, I would feel
unhappy for having been born.

From my vantage point in the red velvet auditorium, I can see
the scratchy scraggly quality of Fidel’s beard, the life in his eyes.
It’s the moment I’ve waited for, listening to one of his historic

speeches like those I’ve translated. I’m getting all choked up. Simple.
Poetic. Only perhaps a little too late into the night. After the excite-
ment of the last few days, we can barely keep our eyes open as Fidel
closes the Forum. 

Nobody can claim that objective or subjective conditions
are favorable at this time for building socialism. I believe
that at the present time there are other priorities. This
doesn’t mean that those who want to build socialism can’t
do so, because we, who have spent decades struggling to
build socialism do not regret what we have done and
intend to continue building socialism— But I believe that
the most important battle in Latin America today is, in my
opinion, to defeat neoliberalism, because if we don’t—we
will disappear as independent states and will become more
of a colony than the “Third World” countries ever were.40

His words remind me of the time Silvio’s funereal song, El Necio,
was playing as we marched down San Lázaro holding torches. Is it
the imminent death, or at least deferment of the dream belonging to
my parents’ generation?

Melancholy and fatigue are instantly replaced by adrenaline as
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“One shouldn’t be seduced by the naïve assump-
tion that revolutions can come about through voting.
The stakes in the game are high enough for the bour-
geoisie to give up their rings, though never their fin-
gers. Any change in the economic model that thwarts
big business is sure to encounter resistance. Those who
break the game’s rules will suffer the consequences of
police and military violence.”39

“Exactly! Exactly!” Guillermo’s slapping his knees. “¡Necesitamos
armarnos!”

I have to agree Betto makes more sense than the two Mexicans
we interviewed. 

“I don’t see that quote as a blank check for armed resistance,
though, Guillermo,” I object. “He just says you can’t stop exploita-
tion through voting, that there will be violence, but he leaves the
possibilities open of how to defend oneself against the ‘conse-
quences of police and military violence.’ The way I see it, we have
two choices. Take the lives of the oppressors through armed rebel-
lion. Or sacrifice the lives of the revolutionaries in the employment
of non-violent resistance, such as strikes, which seems more effective
in the long run.” I’m thinking of the faces of the first grade students
I once taught. When I asked whether or not any of them thought
killing is ever justified, they crossed their arms and scowled res-
olutely, like little prophets. 

Guillermo shakes his head. “How do we satisfy a population’s
basic needs without defeating corporate capitalism? How do we de-
feat the “Third World’s” indentured servitude to the “First World”
without defeating global capitalism? You can’t. And anyone who
thinks he can abolish capitalism without arming himself is dream-
ing. That’s what Betto’s getting at.” 

The rum haze drains from Ulises’ features. They become hard,
fixed. “And you wonder why Barriga’s after you? Believe me, my
friend. Avoid him. If you can’t, do whatever it takes to convince that
man that you’re a cynical opportunist like the colonialist.” 
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caused endless speculation among Cubans—prawns and cucumbers,
pasta salad and quiche, brie, bread and butter and beer. 

I pick up a plate. 
Guillermo and I gorge ourselves in the shadows of some trees

and take in the scenery. There are watchful eyes from both Mexican
and Cuban embassies. A representative from the U.S. Interests
Section in a short sleeved suit and two members of Cuba’s
Communist Party in guayaberas mingle as if their assignments are to
torment each other with their presence. The surreal amalgam of
Mexican radicals and liberals from the Forum, diplomatic upper
crust and death squad puppets gives me the heebie-jeebies. I polish
off my ceviche and tell Guillermo it’s time to bail.

At that moment, the Mexican ambassador clinks his glass re-
peatedly with a spoon to get everyone’s attention. Guillermo, he an-
nounces, is going to read a poem in the spirit of the evening. I glare
at Guillermo, who only shrugs it off with a smile and steps across the
wet lawn into the light, next to the ambassador. 

I find a seat at a table next to two women who look like they be-
long in a soap opera. One has some kind of fall poofing up her dyed
blonde hair, sixties-style. Navy-footed centipedes seem to have ex-
pired, feet skyward, on her lids, just below the aqua eye-shadow. The
other looks like a dyed blonde version of Elizabeth Taylor. 

Guillermo performs his poem about a foreign CEO raping a
Mexican street kid. Everyone except for the Interests Section man
goes wild with applause, cheering him on. All the praise and beer has
loosened his head. To my horror, Guillermo starts interjecting polit-
ical commentary between his poems. I can’t imagine a worse place
to make pro-Cuba infomercials. Guillermo’s wasted.

“What’s he talking about?” the blonde with centipede lids asks,
raising a long cigarette filter to her lips. “It’s dreadful here.” 

While Guillermo’s reciting a long poem I’ve heard so often I
could recite it with him, I take the opportunity to learn that my
table-mate with the cigarette filter is the Argentinean ambassador’s
wife; her friend is Barriga’s wife.

“What gets me about Cuba,” Ms. Barriga picks up where the
dragon lady left off, “is their preoccupation with helping people too
lazy to help themselves.” 

“Shame you two got stuck here, especially in the Special Period,”
I comment, “instead of, say, Paris or New York or some other impor-
tant place.”

Barriga clinks his glass for a toast and proceeds to thank various
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soon as we step outside and the Mexicans we interviewed approach
to escort us to the party. “I feel like I’m fighting off a virus,” I an-
nounce, red-eyed.

“We’ll leave early,” Guillermo assures me in a tone that warns
me not to back out. 

The embassy used to be a multi-millionaire’s mansion in
Miramar. There’s a Persian rug and fireplace, whose singular purpose,
I’ve deduced, must be to lure Santa Claus. We all sit in an awkward
circle, staring at each other amid antique wood and modern poly-
ester fiber of mismatched furniture. There is some awkward conver-
sation about our identities and some uncomfortable pauses. The
most talkative of the bunch is a skinny young Mayan-looking man
named Emilio with a long nose that’s broad at the end, and black
hair cut in a fashionable haircut, whom I’m certain I’ve seen some-
where before. We’re deflecting intrusive questions from the couch,
when I notice his aiming his automatic camera at Guillermo and me.
Guillermo excuses himself to explore the buffet and Emilio ends up
with a shot of his legs and my arm. I wonder why he’s not taking pic-
tures of anyone else.

The ambassador enters the room. Emilio sets his camera on the
mantle. “Look who’s here,” he says. “The man responsible for intro-
ducing me to my home away from home. Before last week, I never
would have imagined I’d find a little México inside this embassy.” 

The way the ambassador is smiling at Emilio gives me the feel-
ing they’ve been buddies for longer than a week. Emilio takes ad-
vantage of my scrutinizing Barriga to aim his camera anew. I rise, but
the gentleman next to me on the couch wearing glasses and a white
guayabera grips my arm, forcing me to remain in Emilio’s focus. I re-
member where I’ve seen Emilio. I manage to squirm out with a
smile, cautioning that I might soil the couch if I’m not permitted to
relieve myself. 

I slip onto the patio where Guillermo’s helping himself to an-
other beer. “Let’s split. Something’s creepy,” I whisper. “The day I
moved into the Focsa, that Emilio guy was in the lobby, talking to
some men from the Interests Section. He trailed me up the stairs and
he knew what floor I lived on. Just now he tried everything to get
our picture and that Mexican official next to me was helping him.”

“Let’s eat first. Aren’t you hungry?”
I stare at a buffet spanning two conference tables. Therein lies

all the food whose mysterious disappearance from the bodegas has
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THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
CAPITALISM AND SOCIALISM

Guillermo and I are lazing around the living room, reading.
With the adrenaline from the Forum and parties having
drained, there is no escape from my emotions. I’m feeling

defeated by Fidel’s speech the closing night. 
“Your goals are too short-sighted,” Guillermo says, as though his

criticism of me will lift my spirits. “Listen,” and he begins reading
from Medea Benjamin’s interview with Cuba’s independent watch-
dog, Juan Antonio Blanco. 

“The main difference between the U.S. and Cuba is
the ideological conflict between the ethic of being ver-
sus the ethic of having. ...When [the U.S.] speaks of
‘democracy,’ it is referring to re-establishing political
competition between powerful sectors. A related mes-
sage is that in society, as in nature, the fittest survive. If
people are poor, that is because they have lost out in
the social competition. 

“[Cubans] believe people have a mission on earth
which is not the search for individual success but the
search for the humanity we carry within us.”

“Right on.”
“Wait,” says Guillermo. “Listen. 

“The question is not whether or not the ethic of
being can win out over the ethic of having. José Martí
didn’t believe that he would necessarily achieve victory
in his lifetime, or that victory was even necessarily
achievable. If we lose, as Martí did during the indepen-
dence struggle, each defeat is accepted as a temporary
setback, and we search for a strategic victory beyond
the lifetime of the generation that is currently carrying
out the struggle. It’s not about winning, it’s about tak-
ing a moral stand.”41

“Great,” I say. “So we will probably die without knowing
whether our not our sacrifices were in vain. Like my dad.”

Guillermo stares at me. “You don’t get it.”
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guests. I’m disturbed to notice he can hardly remember the name of
any of his colleagues, though he remembered Guillermo’s and mine
perfectly at the Forum. I wonder what kind of toasts this diverse stew
of enemies will tolerate. A short balding man, who insists on wear-
ing his dark glasses at night, finds a polite, circuitous way to say
screw the U.S. Everyone—except the Interests Section man, who has
disappeared—raises glasses in concordance. The more outspoken of
the PRD men we interviewed toasts to Latin American unity and
prosperity. Everyone cheers.

I notice Barriga sidling up to Guillermo by the ice-chest, as he
helps himself to some more of the rum he has discovered. After pry-
ing Guillermo loose with the pretext of a desire to get romantic, I
hiss in his ear, “This is all going to get back to the U.S. Interests
Section.” 

“Eh,” he says with a wave of his hand and staggers toward a
table where Emilio has been watching us. “Thisss my friend,” he
says, putting his arm around Emilio. “He’s giving ussssa ride home.”

“Great,” I force a smile.
I ask Emilio why he insisted on taking our pictures. 
“Oh, that. That was just for a class.” 
As we pass through the parlor to the front door, I notice Emilio’s

camera on the mantle. “Haven’t you forgotten your camera?” I ask 
“That’s Colón’s. I was just borrowing it. I already took the film

out.”
“Oh, really? I think it’s still in here,” I say opening the camera

to expose the roll in spite of Emilio’s panicked protests.
“Here’s my phone number,” says an oblivious Guillermo, stuff-

ing a slip of paper in Emilio’s pocket.
As soon as we’re behind the closed door of our apartment, I let

Guillermo have it. His angered response somewhat sobers him.
“Firssst, I’m not that drunk, okay? What an embarrassment, Margot.
You were ssssooo rude! You said you wanted me to point out gringa
behavior.” 

“Maybe you’re right there. But I’m just pointing out your alco-
holic behavior.” 

“¡Put—” Guillermo puts his hands firmly on my shoulders,
squeezes a little, stops, spins and punches the wall instead. “Margot,
the damage was done the minute you alerted Barriga to my coming.”
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Assata shakes her head vigorously in dissent. “In Cuba, racism’s
not institutionalized.”

I suggest that maybe what Cuba needs is an Afro-centric and
feminist education campaign, as well as therapy. 

She smiles, “Sure you don’t want a cold drink?” 
Of course; she can’t criticize the government which has offered

her refuge. I realize my first impression of her situation was a ro-
mantic one. Were Assata to grow as disillusioned with Cuba as I be-
came before Guillermo arrived, she would not be able to leave. She
is still hunted in the United States. 

For many years, until the U.S. courts ruled that it was illegal to
deny passports, my father wasn’t free to travel either. I wonder if
Assata feels integrated into Cuban society or if she is condemned to
remain an outsider as my father was treated in México. Will I always
be considered an extranjera here, too, by everyone, or just by
Granma?

“What do you think about the electoral system?” Guillermo asks
after sipping his mineral water. 

“I’m not too excited about it,” Assata laughs, to my surprise. She
begins responding in Spanish, then asks Guillermo if it’s all right to
switch to English. The changes are an improvement, she says. It’s a
much more democratic system than the U.S. electoral system. “I did-
n’t go for the ‘Sí por Cuba’ unified vote. People should vote for dele-
gates they feel are qualified.” 

She has a melodic way of speaking, her intonations and cadence
as compelling as her message.

“How do you feel about armed struggle?” Guillermo’s got to
know. 

Armed struggle, she explains, shouldn’t be stressed over educat-
ing and politicizing the population. Guerrilla fighters can also be-
come totalitarian leaders. Armed struggle is not the most important
strategy, though it might be necessary, when all else fails. 

“State planning?” I ask. “It’s such a double bind,” I shake my
head. “How do you distribute goods equitably to the population
without central planning that becomes top-down and vanguard dri-
ven?” 

Assata describes an instance of state factory workers not com-
plying with state planning. “What you have, then, instead of cen-
tralism is anarchy, which is necessary and has been successful in
some places here.”

She gets up suddenly, uneasily. “Would you like to eat some-
thing now?” 
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ASSATA SHAKUR II

[Because of whites’] “flowing hair, a more elegant symmetry
of form” [blacks have declared] “...their preference of
[whites], as uniformly as is the preference of an Oranootan
[sic] for the black woman over those of his own species.”      

—Thomas Jefferson, 
from Iron Cages by Ronald Takaki

The sea, imminent. Even in the weeds growing in the driveway.
A house by this sea. Modest. Simple. White Grecian walls, low
ceilings, but airy. Guillermo and I marvel at the indoor jungle.

Rubber tree, elephant ear, spotted Pothos and red and yellow coleus
springing from flower boxes to claim the room. 

“This used to be a carport,” she explains, “with bars. I couldn’t
stand to look at them.” 

Building her own house Cuba’s hands are clean. It will be a house for
all, a beautiful and simple house, a house for bread and water, a house for
air and for life, wrote the Mexican poet, Jaime Sabines.

It’s satisfying to see Assata here after what she’s suffered. Like my
father, she’s done her best to turn her tragedy into a life-enriching
opportunity. If only all the other U.S. prisoners of conscience like
Mumia Abu Jamal could get the same justice. 

She leads us to the living room. Guillermo takes a seat on the
white couch, fumbles for his note pad. Assata smiles, one of her
youthful, dimpled smiles. One would think she’d look positively
haggard after being shot by New Jersey state police, forced to give
birth in chains, then separated from her daughter. While she’s safer
in Cuba, I wonder how Assata perceives the society. Racism here has
a unique twist. Because on the surface it appears as though everyone
has equal opportunity to education and jobs, any shortcomings in
the social standing of Afro-Cubans is often mistakenly attributed to
genetic inferiority. “How else do you explain so many of them in jail
or involved in the black market?” Little Pepito once asked me at
work. But the bullet sitting near Pepito’s collar bone wouldn’t allow
him to hear of the persistence of a problem that his near-mortal sac-
rifice hadn’t solved. Who wants to hear that the internalized psy-
chological damage from slavery has permeated the society at least as
deeply as the repercussions of the Holocaust and the fallout from
Hiroshima.
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defecating in its master’s bed. “This is hell,” the founder of Union
Carbide admitted, referring to the damage the corporate monster
they had created is wreaking on the entire planet, including the
monster’s creators. 

“How do you reach people?” Come on Assata, we’ve broken
through the blockade to hear your answer.

“It sounds corny but think globally, act locally,” she says.
“International strikes. But you can’t talk at people with Marx and all
that archaic, boring dry exclusive political rhetoric that is so devoid
of humor,” she says, pointing out that she’s had to read plenty of
Marx to write her book. “Talk to me in a way I can understand you.
I mean, when I was a kid in New York, I knew them as the ugliest
books on the shelf. Gray. No shiny covers.”

I recall the words she wrote to defend herself:

Judge Thompson, Brothers and Sisters, men and
women of the jury. 

...While big corporations make huge, tax-free prof-
its, taxes for the everyday working person skyrocket.
While politicians take free trips around the world, those
same politicians cut back food stamps for the poor— I
have read the Declaration of Independence, and i have
great admiration for this statement:  “We hold these
truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain un-
alienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and
the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights,
Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their
just powers from the consent of the governed. That
whenever any Form of Government becomes destruc-
tive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter
or abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying
its foundation on such principles and organizing its
powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely
to effect their Safety and Happiness.  ...I would like to
make this a better world for my daughter and for all the
children of this world—

—Assata Shakur 
as co-counsel at another one of her trials. 

This time, she was acquitted.
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She leads us toward the back of the house, into a small, narrow
dining room, green with plants. A seafood medley with squid, fish
and vegetables is placed before us. It’s the most sumptuous dinner
we’ve eaten since our arrival. Royalties from her autobiography sales
and talks are good, but not enough to pay for this kind of meal
often. Like a typical Cuban, she’s offered us, near strangers, the best,
perhaps the last, of what she has. Even with this knowledge, it’s im-
possible to pass up seconds.

Suddenly, we’re plunged into darkness. But the blackout’s
romantic, Assata says, lighting candles. She begins speaking to us as
though to trusted friends. No, the government didn’t educate the
population sufficiently. They used to have more open discussions in
party cells. They used to precede films with the political and
historical context, followed by discussion. There’s not enough
debate on TV. With rectification they pointed fingers here and there,
but didn’t point them at the Party. Rather, they covered their
mistakes up. Nonetheless, mistakes are bound to happen. Non-tribal,
industrial socialism’s only been on the planet, what, 80 years?
Cuba’s a miracle, really, considering what it has achieved. Isolated
revolutions are up against too much. We have to fight back at an
international level. That’s why the links that were made at the Sao
Paulo forum and all that talk of Latin American unity are music to
the ears. 

Guillermo is nodding emphatically. There’s something about
this visionary woman that renews people’s joie de vivre and fires them
up. She inspires thought-crimes. Here’s mine:

Should humanity one day overcome the self-destructive aspects
of our present global economic system and global warming, it may
wonder how the majority of us consented to fork over most of the
wealth on the planet created by our own labor to a handful of col-
orless men, when our basic needs weren’t even being met. I like to
think by then terms like “colorless” and “of color” will reflect our
cultural and class alliances, instead of skin color. “Colorless” could
be used to describe those whose primary identification is with cor-
porate culture; “of color” for identifying cultural or working class al-
liances. Thus it would be possible to have a person of color of
European descent, like Howard Zinn or Noam Chomsky, and a col-
orless person of African descent, like Colin Powell. 

But how do you stop our lemming’s march toward self-annihi-
lation? The effects of a corporate economy are like Frankenstein’s
monster, who is not only defecating on all of us “little people,” it’s
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There is a chorus of uh-huhs and mumbling in the room until
Javier’s brother says somberly, “Here it comes.” Though it must be
108 degrees out, a hush chills the room ten degrees. It’s official. Fidel
is announcing the decriminalization of possession of hard currency,
conceding victory to the mighty dollar.

Javier’s mother’s body shakes progressively more convulsively.
She buries her head in her husband’s paunch before the sound can
escape—lightning without thunder. A little moan frees itself from
her husband’s lips as he wipes his eyes on his hairy arm. But no
words come. Not from anyone. Just an occasional whimper and snif-
fle piercing the silence of resignation. What is there to say about the
death of Cuba’s purest attempt at socialism that Fidel himself hasn’t
said today?

Guillermo has turned his face to the corner. That leaves me to
stare down, like Javier’s brother and sister, tears running down my
chin. I’m thinking of Silvio’s Unicornio Azul song. Cuba was the peo-
ple’s blue unicorn. “It left. He’s gone.” 

The following day, the little baby cockroaches have a field day
in our kitchen, nearly spoiling our one egg. At work, there’s so much
to do, I don’t give it another thought until the day’s end.

When Onekis brings in the paper we’re to translate, Cynthia
groans. “Give it all to Margot. She loves translating El Máximo.” 

Mimi doesn’t respond. 
“What headline should we put?” Jane asks. 
“How ‘bout ‘Chronicle of a Death Foretold,’ Cynthia snickers,

pilfering Gabriel García Márquez’s title. 
Mimi laughs. “Cynthia. You’re terrible.” She does not smile

again until snack time. All her problems seem compounded: sleep-
lessness from the heat, shortages and loneliness. Only one thing
cheers her as we stand in line for a roll during snack: Fernández’s
news that Canada approved her visa for one month. She announces
she’s leaving within the week.

I get the same shiver that passed through me yesterday at Elyse
and Javier’s.

After snack, Josef comes in to remind us of the union meeting
after work to analyze the changes. As we gather our things, I men-
tion our new roach problem to Mimi. 

She stops tidying her desk. “Those aren’t babies,” she says
soberly. “Those are the kind nothing has been able to kill yet. Don’t
you dare bring your purse near me.” 
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CHRONICLE OF A DEATH FORETOLD

It’s July 26, 2003, the 40th anniversary of the attack on the
Moncada barracks by Fidel and the other rebel men and women,
which initiated the armed movement to unseat the dictator,

Fulgencio Batista. When Guillermo and I arrive at Elyse’s, Javier’s
family is visiting from Camagüey. Javier rushes to the kitchen to
retrieve two more glasses of bodega rum. Everyone’s glued to the set,
watching Fidel speak in Santiago de Cuba after all. Adriana must be
pleased. Too bad I can’t say the same for these folks. They’re sipping
their rum, but they don’t look too festive. Fidel is talking about the
rationale for the changes: increasing exports and visas for Cubans
abroad to visit; allowing Cubans to open small businesses. So far, so
good, I think, until he mentions building more tourists facilities and
opening up to foreign investment. 

Some of these measures are unpopular; we don’t like them.
We have become so used to equality and rightly so—that
we suffer when we see someone enjoying a privilege.

Javier’s mother, sitting in a flowered smock dress fanning her-
self, shakes her grey head. 

Today, the dramatic world situation, this unipolar world,
obliges us to do things we would never have done if we’d
had the capital and the technology...

“Así eh. That’s exactly right,” Javier’s father echoes, using his
kerchief to wipe his brow. 

“Like he said, we have to bend so as not to break,” his mother
whispers, wiping her eyes. “Save what’s left.”

Javier holds his finger up to his lips and smiles at his ma. 
I realize these two old folks knew the squalor of pre-revolution-

ary days, possibly risked their lives behind a clandestine gun or
Molotov cocktail.

The United States, such a wealthy country, has millions of
children who are neither vaccinated nor receive preventive
medicine. This is a fact and it happens in one of the rich-
est countries in the world, which goes to show the differ-
ence between capitalism and socialism. 
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III  EL PARAISO REEXAMINADO

Christophe is visiting the Spanish department when I drop in to
accompany Guillermo to the meeting. Escalona’s trying to calm
Alberto. “But Alberto, we can’t tackle everything at once. One of the
mistakes Gorbachev made was trying to implement both economic
and ideological reforms simultaneously. Like turning all the faucets
on at once. The pipes exploded. Boom,” he says gesturing. 

“What do you expect? Coño, Gorbachev’s great buddies with
Kissinger!” Christophe laughs.

Moments later in the meeting room, staring at each other across
a circle of wooden school chairs, all the theorizing screeches to a
void. 

“Why is everyone so quiet?” I whisper in Alberto’s ear. 
“So we can go home.” 
“No questions, then?” Josef, our union representative asks,

twirling an end of his mustache.
I’m the only one to speak up. “Before, all joint ventures eventu-

ally became Cuban property after a maximum of around 20 years.
Will this change? Will foreign investors be able to own more than
half of joint ventures?”

There’s a long silence. “Anyone know the answer?” Josef asks. 
Molina raises his finger. “If I may—”
I’m wondering why administrators are present at our union

meeting.
“Cuba will retain the same control of foreign companies,”

Molina explains. “And foreign investors will have to continue to re-
spect our labor laws. Also I know the sugar industry—not its deriva-
tive industries—and education and health care are to remain free of
investment. That won’t change. But the bottom line about most of
these measures is there is no equality and there can’t be, for eco-
nomic reasons.”42

That pretty much wraps it up for everyone. 
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7. DEMOCRACY DOESN’T EXIST

BIG BROTHER ON EVERY BLOCK

Guillermo and I are en route to the Havana Libre to have
brunch with Adriana—just back from Santiago. The hotel
carport is so packed with Cubans, it’s nearly impossible to

get to the front door. Young men, women and children are assem-
bled around a wondrous spectacle: a brand-new, colorful vending
machine. A couple of bold men stick their hands up the chute where
the Cuban cola is supposed to pop out. A woman pushes the large
square buttons. No one has a buck. Everyone gawks, as though the
machine is another compelling mystery movie on the Saturday
night tube. We wedge our way to the hotel entrance. Inside, next to
the doorman, there’s a second vending machine. No crowd, just a
tourist buying a Tropicola.

We show up at Adriana’s room with our toiletries and a change
of clothes. I’ve lost heart about having water to bathe in, let alone to
clean our apartment. It was a mistake not to have been more vigilant
about those tiny cockroaches. They’re taking over. 

Our spirits are lifted considerably by a shower and care package
sent by Adriana’s parents via the Santiago tour. Lately the bread has
been hard and flat as soles. Adriana treats us to the hotel brunch.
When Guillermo and I have gorged ourselves sufficiently on scram-
bled eggs, muffins, hash-browns and ham, Guillermo announces
that Emilio—who has been paying Guillermo for English lessons—
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“That’s exactly right.” From the mechanical gurgling, I can tell
it’s our neighbor Tony’s voice box. A good-looking, gentle, older
man, Tony used to work at the Institute of Friendship with the
People in Santiago until he came down with throat cancer from
smoking. Now he speaks through a hole in his throat with the aid of
an electronic device, holding a handkerchief nearby to protect lis-
teners from airborne fluids. Tony is the only person I’ve ever seen
perched on the stool in the elevator besides the operators, relieving
them while they grab a bite or use the restroom.

“This isn’t a regular meeting,” the bureaucrat retorts. “It’s this
neighborhood’s turn to meet the municipal delegate it elected. These
folks,” she points to us, “did not elect him.” 

“Ridiculous,” Tony says showing the woman his carnet. “If this
meeting were held in the street like the other public People’s Power
meetings, anyone walking by could attend. Besides, these two are
foreign press.” 

The woman shrugs.
“I’ll see what can be done,” Tony says to us before disappearing

into the meeting room.
We wait. After a while Javier begins to object. Politely, then ve-

hemently. Guillermo tries to charm the woman, but she won’t
budge. I recount to my friends the story of the woman in charge of
the Granma waiting room who once reprimanded us for moving an
arm chair from its documented position, so we could talk to one an-
other. “Strange how power corrupts middle-level bureaucrats,” I
mutter. 

“You got that right,” Erlinda rolls her eyes and launches into a
roundabout story about how she discovered that her supervisor was
ripping off goods to sell on the “white market” and fudging the
books and how quickly they got rid of him. Her rounded cheeks and
arms add buoyancy to her enthusiasm. “That’s my job now,” she
says proudly, then glaring at our gatekeeper, “catching corrupt mid-
dle-level bureaucrats.”

The woman shifts her feet on the stool bar and looks away, chin
slightly in the air. 

“Could you bust a high-up, like Robaina or Fidel?” Adriana asks. 
“I guess so, if it came to that,” Erlinda laughs, suddenly feeling

important. “But those high-ups usually aren’t the ones we have
problems with. They’re too much in the public eye to pull anything.
How would it look if Lage walked out of a hotel store with a bag full
of milk and pasta? No señor.” 
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has invited us all to a party tomorrow night in honor of México. I
refuse. “Margot, Barriga won’t be there. Emilio organized this,”
Guillermo insists. 

When Adriana hears my apprehensions about Emilio’s connec-
tion to the Interests Section, she grimaces so profoundly she gets a
double chin. “Ooof,” she says.

The three of us return to the Focsa for a CDR rendering-of-ac-
counts meeting, a follow up to the grass roots elections meeting Lalo
and I missed that we’re all curious to see. CDRs, or Committees for
the Defense of the Revolution, were established to protect Cubans
from the terrorist attacks the United States mounted just after the
blockade. Instead of a standing army or national guard, each block
established a CDR and the attacks stopped. Now CDRs also deal with
neighborhood problems. Cubans claim they are a pillar of their
democracy. The U.S. press asserts they are Cuba’s Big Brother equiv-
alent. 

Elyse, Javier, and Javier’s sister, Erlinda, are perched on the rim
of an empty planter in the Focsa “garden.” Just as we’re about to
enter the meeting room, we’re detained by a silver-haired woman
checking names against a clipboard. “You,” she says to Javier, “have
to file to transfer your membership if you want to change your meet-
ing place. And as for you, foreign technicians, I’m sorry, but there’s
a Mexican who’s resided here for a decade and we’ve never allowed
her to attend these meetings, since she can’t vote. Letting you in
would be unfair to her.” 

My disappointment seems out of proportion to my simply miss-
ing a bureaucratic meeting. Something has made me long for home,
though it’s not as if I had access to the political machine there either.
But at least, from time to time, I could take to the streets with Art
and Revolution’s puppets and thousands of others to voice our ob-
jections to corporate Big Brother. 

Article 33 of the Mexican constitution put my parents at risk of
deportation if they ever became involved in Mexican politics. The
fact that my father couldn’t be politically active in México had al-
ways bothered him. For the first time it strikes me how much my fa-
ther’s exile must have tormented him, as it must Assata and all the
others who were uprooted and had to flee from their homelands to
protect their ideals. 

“You’re not in compliance with the law,” I point out. “Residents
may vote after having lived in Cuba for two years and can even run
as representatives after five.”
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for the elevator and are looking into fixing a second one that re-
quires a specialist taking some great risk. Where’s the building’s ad-
minis-traitor, one member jokes? Personal problems, scoffs another
and people begin to voice discontent, forcing the delegate to address
the issue. 

“Anyone who would like to discuss issues more intimately is in-
vited to drop by my house anytime,” concludes the delegate who
volunteers his time and already holds a full time job. “You know
where I live.” 

I’m curious: does electoral reform mean that now criticism of
National Assembly policy or Fidel will be considered at these meet-
ings? If not, there could be attrition.

After standing ten minutes before the elevator door, someone
suggests it has broken down again. Everyone laughs. Guillermo and
I decline Adriana’s invitation to sleep at her hotel. To our delight,
once recovered from the hike up the stairs, Guillermo and I discover
all our buckets filled to the brim with fresh water. 

CHAMELEONS

The night of Emilio’s party has arrived. In spite of my appre-
hensions, striding in the tepid evening breeze after bathing,
with Guillermo’s arm around me, accompanied by Sixto and

Adriana, I’m in a party mood. The only thing missing now is Mimi.
She has been gone a week. I never said goodbye to her properly; I
didn’t want her to suspect I had any doubts about her returning.

During a cigarette pit-stop at the Havana Libre, Guillermo no-
tices the outdoor cola machine’s missing. The artificial-looking door-
man explains that it created too much confusion among Cubans. 

Near the gua-gua stop along La Rampa, we run into Cuba’s first
independent entrepreneurs. Anyone who’s not a college graduate,
professional nor in management can pay the State a monthly tax for
materials and set up shop. Shelves and blankets are laden with hand-
icrafts, books, records, music cassettes and foreign currency. An old
Afro-Cuban man reclining in a chair holds a sign that reads,
“Plumbing: Eduardo. 64 J street.” 

“What do you think of all this?” Adriana asks cautiously, eyeing
a display of travelers checks for sale all stamped “sample.” 

Will these entrepreneurs get rich since they can’t hire employ-
ees? Will they fly to the Riviera for weekend shopping sprees, buy a
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“A lot worse, I guess, than Bill Gates and his mansion,” I mutter
to Guillermo. 

As we walk away, back down the leprous “garden” corridors, the
municipal delegate comes galloping after us. “Compañeros! You’re
welcome to attend!” he pants.

A hundred Focsa residents are packed into the drab olive green
room with a view of the Hotel Nacional. The assortment of ethnici-
ties resembles what one might find at a post office in Oakland,
California. A few young people sit on tables at the periphery. 

Adriana asks who belongs to CDRs. “Almost everyone, except
convicts,” Javier answers. 

Erlinda jumps right in. “If you don’t join, it looks bad. If by
some mistake you commit a crime, and don’t belong to any organi-
zations, they won’t be lenient with you. You might be overlooked for
promotions at work.” The possibility of being watched by my neigh-
bors—a problem common to island communities and authoritarian
governments—evokes the creepy feeling I had at the ambassador’s
party, or when my step-father used to insist the intercom be left on
in my room at all times, enabling him to overhear my conversations. 

The delegate, a prematurely balding man in his late forties, well-
versed in public speaking, reviews a list of complaints by residents
and accomplishments since the last meeting: there’s now a 24-hour
security guard on duty and the water pump motor has been fixed.
He’s interrupted by our cheers. “As for other problems, se están re-
solviendo—they’re are being worked on,” he continues, employing
the traditional passive grammatical construction of Latin American
bureaucrats. 

The municipal representative makes a list of current problems:
falling chunks of concrete could kill someone; the top story floods
during rains because nothing was done when the problem was first
reported; a vacated apartment is being used for the girlfriends of the
young military men stationed on the roof. A skinny elderly gentle-
man in a checkered shirt says that ever since he complained about
people shopping for their friends at the bodega or “minimart,” the
meat clerk always looks for the smallest fish when it’s his turn. A
woman who looks like a mountain of melting wax turns in her seat
to look at the man, shaking her head in sympathy. Twice people sug-
gest it might help to have more foreigners participate in the process.

The delegate responds to each problem: they’ve managed to
find the 50,000 dollars to acquire the replacement parts from Spain
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“Look,” Guillermo says, his chin pointing to a corner by the
punch. 

I swallow my beer the wrong way. It triggers something akin to
an asthma attack and Barriga’s attention. He waves and starts toward
us. “Nice job Emilio did of organizing this party for the embassy,
don’t you think?” 

When Barriga learns Sixto works at Granma, he begins drilling.
“What did you say your name was? Pacheco?”

I suppress a smile.
Sixto nods, his chin gracefully resting on his hand, elbow sup-

ported by his other arm. 
“This must be quite some journalist,” Barriga slaps Guillermo’s

back, “for Granma to employ a Latin American who’s not Cuban.
Never heard of it until now.”

“He’s a translator,” Sixto says, his voice soft. 
An amplified voice pronounces Guillermo’s name. 
“Please—” I whisper as he starts toward the microphone.
He dedicates the selection to me. Then he recites a love poem

I’ve never heard. “Ay,” Adriana winks at me, and rubs her arms. I
show her my own goosebumps. Perhaps I’ve given Guillermo too
hard a time. Someone pops in a typical Afro-Cuban son tape and
Guillermo pulls me onto the floor with the other couples. We click
into each other’s bodies. The way Guillermo’s moving me to the
music makes me forget everything but my desire for him. The song
ends, a quicker one starts up and we open our dance to include
Adriana and Sixto. We all have a good time losing ourselves in each
other’s grins, until we’re thoroughly empapados.

Back by the refrigerator, now bereft of beer, Guillermo gets to
chatting with a burly Mexican med student. “Come,” the student
says once they’ve begun the familiar laughing and nodding of heads
indicative of a level of burgeoning trust between compatriots
abroad. We follow the student to a badly lit corner at the back of the
dining hall, behind a pillar. The student turns his back to us, rolls up
his T-shirt and reveals a muscular back so criss-crossed with scars, it
looks as though he’s been branded with the chain link fence beyond
the window. “Years ago, back in our land, Barriga ordered this,” he
says. “Here, I’m safe, but my friends weren’t as lucky. ¡Cuídense!—
Watch out!” 

Sixto rolls his dramatic eyes when the student’s out of sight. “If
I were you, Guillermo,” he whispers, “I’d stay clear of the embassy
and that Emilio character. I think Barriga suspects we’re training you
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summer house or two in Varadero? Them with the dirt under the fin-
gernails and circles under their eyes? 

“You kidding? It’s great!” says Guillermo, promptly inserting
himself in line for an artist’s collective that’s repairing shoes. “Small
businesses and the competition they create are one of capitalism’s
virtues, if you ask me. It’s corporations and chains that are the prob-
lem.” 

The shoe repair charges Guillermo a meager three pesos—the
equivalent of a U.S. nickel—and we’re on our way. 

The party is on the far side of the University of Havana, in a
basement of a building housing Mexican and Cuban students. The
small windows look at a cinderblock wall and green peeling chain
link fence. Cafeteria tables and benches have been pulled to one side
of the room, a barrel of punch and plastic glasses arranged on top of
another. I relax against Guillermo. “See. What would Barriga be
doing in a dingy place like this?” he asks, kissing the top of my head.

Guillermo leads us to a refrigerator in which he’s discovered a
large stash of beer. “Help yourself!” Emilio says, taking us by sur-
prise. After being introduced to Adriana, he grins, “Want to meet
your ambassador? He should be here any minute. For the reading.
Want to read?” Emilio asks Guillermo.

“¡Que lástima! We were just leaving.” I glower at Guillermo.
Sixto blinks at me and shakes his head almost imperceptibly.
“Sure I’ll read,” Guillermo says, jerking the back of my dress.
When Emilio leaves to fuss with the microphone, I walk indig-

nantly toward the door. Guillermo grabs my purse strap. “We’ve got
to play it cool around Barriga,” he says. “Plus, don’t you want Sixto’s
opinion of him?” I look at Sixto. His cap of silver hair nods confi-
dently. 

At the microphone, a student rattles off incomprehensibly, in
monotone, some lines by Octavio Paz. My eyes keep darting toward
the door in anticipation of Barriga. Then someone prefaces their
poem with a verse by Salvadoran poet Roque Dalton. 

“And that my veins don’t end in me
but in the unanimous blood 
of those who struggle for life,
love,
little things,
landscape and bread,
the poetry of everyone.”
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his policeman’s mustache with a flex of his biceps. He’s standing as
rigidly as a frat boy, all armor from the neck down. “Things have
always been done this way.” 

“Well as my representative, shouldn’t you represent my opin-
ion? Maybe the policy could be changed.”

“You’re a foreigner. Extranjeros can’t understand socialism. Or
this revolution.”

Again, the condemnation to remain an outsider. Or is there a
grain of truth about my inability to understand Cuban socialism?
For a moment, I feel embarrassed. Only what kind of a human being
is Josef to point out my inability to integrate myself into his com-
munity?

The hostility Josef’s helped me aim at myself, blasts outward at
him. “What you want isn’t socialism. It’s the demise of it. Your ex-
tranjero rhetoric’s just a copout.” 

“All right, then!” Josef’s veneer shatters in a shout. “Since you
foreigners always know best, tell us poor, underlings what should we
do?”

“Look Josef, I’m not trying to impose some colonial mentality
on you. All I’m asking for is our right to 24 hours notice and to let
workers decide meeting times democratically.”

“Absurd. We’d need a meeting just for that!”
“Today, just let everyone agree on the next meeting time.”
“It’ll never work.”

Ulises, Alberto, Guillermo and I have made a ritual of enjoying
our after-lunch Popular and shot of sugar coffee perched on the
shaded brick wall between the weekly and Daily buildings. Our con-
versations are one of the things I look forward to most. 

“So what’s Josef’s trip?” I ask. 
“I like Josef,” Guillermo interjects. 
“You have to give him credit.” Alberto runs his fingers through

his head of thick model’s hair. “No one else around here wants to do
that job.” He punctuates the thought with a perfect smoke ring.
“You know what I think is the real problem with this country? We
need a multi-party system.” We follow the ring upward, watch it
elongate and disintegrate. 

“Qué va, hombre. You don’t know what you’re saying,” Ulises
snorts, downing in one gulp the remainder of his coffee and clink-
ing the thick glass the color of a green Coca Cola bottle down on the
wall.

275Through the Wall

to work with some kind of guerrillas in México.” Sixto turns to me.
“He could also be collecting evidence for your government to use
against you.” 

“You don’t want to leave Cuba anyway,” Guillermo winks, try-
ing to diffuse my consternation with his sexy smile. “Go back to
parking tickets and break-ins? You really miss dodging gang crossfire
and getting pepper-sprayed for protesting?” 

“Guillermo, you think I’m never going to visit my mother and
friends again?” There’s a little too much emotion in my voice as I
contemplate having to substitute this dysfunctional group for my
community.  

“Why don’t you two discuss this when you get home,” Sixto
suggests. Adriana raises her brows and purses her lips in that polite
smile which means, yeah, Margot ¿como ves? 

“Look,” says Sixto as we’re leaving. We follow his line of vision
to the buff Mexican student with the scars swaying with a cute
blonde on the dance floor. “That’s Barriga’s daughter,” Sixto says. 

“Uy,” Adriana shudders. 
The student keeps turning from his dance partner to exchange

niceties with her mother—the wife of his alleged tormentor.
Suddenly, he rushes past us to the exit and noisily empties the con-
tents of his stomach into a garbage pail. 

“What was all that about?” Adriana asks Sixto when we’re back
in the fresh, though muggy, sea air.

“‘Sepa,” he shrugs. “Maybe he has trouble stomaching being a
chameleon.”

ONE PARTY, MANY PARTIES 
OR NOT TO PARTY AT ALL?

Today?!  We’re supposed to have 24 hours notice for union
meetings,” I complain. I have trouble containing reactions to
what I perceive are abuses of authority. With Adriana gone, I

was counting on enjoying a peaceful sunset at the Havana Cemetery
after work with Guillermo, to snap him out of his latest depression.
We even packed a plastic bag full of macaroni and cheese for dinner.
I’ve been in better spirits since the director of the Cuban Book
Center saw my book at the Cuban Book Fair and scheduled me to
read at the Havana Library at the end of August. 

Josef, our union representative stares at me and twirls the end of
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“Guillermo,” I continue, “your sister talked about how the in-
digenous in Chiapas manage to have direct democracy without par-
ties. Don’t they vote on all decisions that affect them during their
consultas without chaos?” 

“That’s because they’ve been practicing for thousands of years,”
Guillermo says, jumping off the wall. “¿Vamos?” 

The purpose of the union meeting is merely to propose out-
standing workers for awards. “Anyone have any other nomina-
tions?” asks Josef. “All right. All those in favor of Corina getting a
destacado award? Opposed? Let’s give Corina a big applause. All
those in favor of Christophe? Opposed? Let’s give Christophe a big
applause. All those in favor of Cynthia—”

I see almost all the hands in the room slowly go up. Everyone is
looking at each other. Cynthia is looking too. She sees my hand rest-
ing on my lap. 

Josef adjourns the meeting overlooking my raised hand, without
setting a next meeting time. Guillermo sees the look on my face and
gives me a caress. Without him, I’d feel utterly alone.

“Are there ever strikes here?” I ask Sixto, as he catches up to us.
“Not in Cuba. You can bring up your concerns at union meet-

ings. Since everything’s worker-owned, they say it would be like
striking against ourselves. In theory,” Sixto repeats with an enig-
matic wave of his long fingers.

“If things are worker-owned, why can’t you hire and fire your
own management?” I ask.

I don’t know, say Sixto’s eyebrows. Sixto stops to wait for Ulises,
who’s talking with Josef in the waiting room by the elevators. 

“Is she coming?” Ulises demands.
Josef nods and mumbles something like an excuse. 
“Mhmm,” Ulises says and marches toward us. “Want to go to a

celebration at El Castillito? Granma’s having a party there next week-
end.” 

It’s the Young Communist League’s dance and dinner club. It
seems too good to be true to be on the inside of that social moat for
a change with our friends, instead of just leering with the street
crowd that’s trying to get a contact high from the UJC’s music
spilling over the castle walls. Our relationship could use a night out.
Behind the closed doors of Guillermo’s room, a permanent ring of
flies circles over a heap of dirty clothes and papers. He’s been
bathing every four days. 
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“At least the Democratic Party in the United States keeps the
Republican Party in check,” Alberto persists. 

I laugh. “In the U.S., our parties limit the parameters of debate.
The Republicans want to spit on the homeless. Democrats pretend to
help homeless by promising a few more shelters. Neither talks about
what we have to do to eliminate the root of the problem, like pro-
viding affordable housing, taxing the nation’s richest one-percent or
ending corporate welfare.”

“But at least there are political parties in the U.S.” Alberto in-
sists. “That’s a more democratic system.”

“Alberto, mano,” Guillermo inserts. “The U.S. would be in
charge here in a second if you opened up another party. That’s how
the Sandinistas screwed up their country.”

Ulises pensively encircles the smoothness of his ebony head
with his palm. “Look, Alberto,” he begins. “Thomas Jefferson and
Ben Franklin were opposed to a multi-party system. You can have
oligarchy with two parties like in the U.S. and you can have an oli-
garchy with one party like in the former U.S.S.R. You can have
democracy with both systems too. Martí talks about the need for
unity, and plurality within that unity.” 

It was Martí who prescribed Cuba’s one party system, under-
standing that Cuba could only secure economic independence if it
eliminated divisiveness and unified its splinter groups into one pow-
erful national faction strong enough to stand up to imperialism. 

“Eso!” Guillermo agrees.
“Why can’t everyone belong to the Party here then?” I propose.

“Ideally if the masses are the ‘Party,’ then there really isn’t a party,
there’s just the people.” 

“What about dissenters,” Alberto asks. “I know people who had
a falling out with the Party that cost them their jobs, and jeopar-
dized their family.”

“That’s wrong,” Ulises nods. “But what do you do with people
who sabotage your neighbors’ well-being? Working with the Miami
gusanos and such.”

“If you exclude their opinions, it’s not a democracy, though you
don’t have to tolerate their harmful actions,” I say sadly. No one has
anything to add. “No parties makes the most sense to me.”

I’m surprised to see both Alberto and Ulises dismiss this last idea
so abruptly. “No parties would end in chaos,” Alberto says. “And
even if it didn’t, anarchy would eventually revert back to a party
with a platform.”

276 Margot Pepper



gawks at a tremendous screen displaying pirated MTV video images.
On top of one of the spiraling walkways, a group of fair Euro-Cuban
teenagers is engaged in a synchronized Afro-Cuban rumba folk
dance. Flanking the MTV screen, giant speakers trumpet the usual
Miami garbage-disposal imitations of rap and hip-hop, their subver-
sive political street message mangled by the mainstream music
money machine. Surprisingly, no Cuban youth I’ve talked to has any
idea that genuine hip-hop and rap are modern manifestations of po-
etic U.S. Black liberation music, nor that the roots of their own
music are African. 

The gua-gua parks beside a miniature golf-style facsimile of a cas-
tle, complete with turrets and moat. By the time our small party
walks through the gates, I’m ready to wash again. In the courtyard,
three geese waddle inside an empty fountain. “Dinner,” Christophe
whispers. My spirits sink. 

We walk past another gathering, up some stairs to a dining room
with a view of the sea across the street. Many people are already
seated around the u-shaped banquet tables. I spot our union rep
Josef and his wife, and then Cynthia to my chagrin, but to
Guillermo’s and my surprise, no Sixto or Ulises, though they are
being honored. 

“What are you two doing here?” Cynthia asks.
“Destacados,” I say, quickly looking away.
A waiter in white serves us each two pieces of fried foul, rolls

and butter. When it will no longer do to distract myself with the
beans and rice, I nibble gingerly at the fowl. It’s so good, I conclude,
I don’t care if it is those geese. 

“What is it?” I lean over and ask Guillermo softly.
“Don’t exaggerate. It hasn’t been that long since we ate

chicken.”
It’s so quiet, I feel like I’m in a university library, covertly trying

to slurp soup. Everyone’s eating silently, ceremoniously. I notice that
besides Josef and his wife, Guillermo and I are the only couple pre-
sent. Not even Andrea is here to accompany Christophe. I watch
Escalona polish a bone white, suck the last drop of marrow with his
gums, then carefully wrap the breast and a roll in his napkin for his
wife. The reason for the silence is clear. I’m reminded of Sixto’s story
about the director’s assistant who committed suicide after a banquet
because he was tired of eating while his family was hungry.
Increasingly, that’s how I’m feeling about my privilege here: guilty
and tired. In the States I can take respite from the truth of my priv-
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Ever since he saw that student’s scars, his mood has progres-
sively darkened. He’s terrified, I think, to leave Cuba and doesn’t
want me leaving either. I haven’t the courage to tell him how home-
sick I’ve been since Adriana returned to México, though I know he
feels the same about Luz and his family that still hasn’t written.
When I suggested he take advantage of Cuba’s free therapy, he
nearly exploded again. At least he had the motivation to finish his
application to the University of Havana before this depression hit.

Later that night, when I return to the apartment after visiting
Teresa, I find Emilio and Guillermo drinking and joking in boister-
ous English. “Don’t look like you just ate a medallón,” Guillermo says
slurring his words and wiping his mouth on his arm. “Emilio was in
the neighborhood. He only had rum to pay me for the English les-
son.” 

By two that morning, most of that rum is all over the toilet
bowl.

INSIDE THE CASTLE

Friday, August 20, a white gua-gua painted with flowers picks us
up at Granma to take us to the Castillito. Little Pepito and
Escalona look elegant in slacks and light suit jackets. When we

learn the celebration is to honor 10 to 25 year anniversaries of hav-
ing worked for the paper, I become uncomfortable. “We shouldn’t be
here,” I say.

“Nonsense,” Pepito says. “We’re also honoring the destacados
like Christophe back there.” 

A formally-attired Christophe winks.
“Even if we didn’t say so officially at the last union meeting,”

Pepito continues, “a lot of people would agree that you and
Guillermo are outstanding workers, too.” 

“Así eh’,” Escalona nods, swallowing his ‘s.’
I’m not convinced. 
Along the malecón, through the smoky heat waves beyond the

open windows, the night life dances. Hundreds of cyclists stream by,
most with significant others on the bike rack laughing and calling to
other riders. A parked car booms Madonna as young people crowd
around. By the Riviera Hotel, at the Fountain of Youth, a stupefied
crowd, disproportionately blonde compared to Havana’s population,
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“Almost a year already and you haven’t been to my house yet?”
Escalona comes to the rescue with an invitation, then an introduc-
tion to a close friend. “Alcides retired from Granma two years ago.
Now he’s my provincial delegate!” Escalona rubs his buddy’s back. 

“Eeeeh.” The wiry white-haired man with the Armenian nose
waves a hand full of age spots as though shooing flies. “Too much
work! All voluntary too. Worse than riding my bike to all those
meetings, I have to sit through them,” he laughs. “Am I un loco ¿o
que? We must be crazy in love with something to be going to work
with only coffee and sugar in our bellies, then attending rendering-
of-accounts meetings at night, with a salary of literally beans,” he
winks.

“You should vote to privatize everything,” Escalona teases.
“Then you could make a fortune like that sly old Yeltsin if this goes
capitalist.” 

“I was wondering why there was hardly a drop of blood shed
there!” Alcides feigns naïveté.

“Como no, compañero,” Escalona laughs. “Who do you think
would get the first chance at stock options and management posi-
tions?”

“¡Yo!” Alcides beams, pointing to himself with both thumbs.
“Who else?” Escalona nods. “That’s the foundation of capitalist

expansion. Buy off the leadership.” 
“Eeeeh. You always know everything, Juan.” Alcides waves his

hand. 
I’m feeling cheered by the conversation, until Josef tracks us

down and sticks to Guillermo for the rest of the evening like a fly to
our gummy kitchen floor. He offers us a ride home and on the way
gets on the subject of how great Cuba’s future is. This taps into
Guillermo’s wishful thinking and before long there’s an avalanche of
bullshit so thick, it sounds like the evening news back in the States.
It isn’t until Josef is walking us from the parking space at the Focsa
to the lobby—probably in hopes of being invited up—that I get
some relief from his infomercial. While he’s pontificating, he slips
on some sewage water run-off in the Focsa courtyard, then trips on
a piece of fallen building. He’s so intent on the horizon, he can’t see
where his own footsteps are leading him and those he is leading. 

A few minutes after we arrive, a surprise shows up at our front
door. Emilio. I take advantage of the fact that Guillermo is in the
bathroom. “We don’t receive visitors after ten,” I announce and pro-
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ilege by surrounding myself with other privileged people that have
no idea how wealthy we are. We can go to any number of restaurants
and stuff ourselves with fried chicken, chicken satée, chicken tika
kabob, chicken enchiladas, chicken picatta, Moroccan chicken pie if
we choose. Even at the Castillito, we don’t have the “balcony status”
most tourists and colonials enjoy.

“Like it?” Josef beams, a few seats down from us. 
“Delicious,” Guillermo grins.
I stare inquisitively at Josef’s wife.
“It’s her birthday,” he fumbles, giving her a hug. 
I remember Ulises handing me two passes and wonder whether

he and Sixto gave us their own seats to protest the presence of Josef's
wife. I’ll probably never find out.  

We step outside for some sea breeze by the pool, but I can’t
enjoy it. A heaviness has settled inside me, like a bowling ball. A DJ
spins Miami hits as youth from the UJC strut across the stage, flaunt-
ing attire with the smug air of New York models, their friends going
wild. A teenage girl in a clingy white dress from the Havana Libre
store; a blond and buff Cuban guy sporting Levi’s and a T-shirt with
a picture of a skier; another girl in a bikini top, hot pants and high
heels. 

Corina from paste-up approaches. She looks like Barbie doll’s
conservative, brunette, short-haired mother. “Have you heard from
Mimi?” she asks. “I thought she was supposed to be back by now. It
was her 25th anniversary with the paper too.”

“She’s staying a little longer,” I explain, attempting to suppress
my own disappointment and merely echoing what our editor Hope
told us a few days ago. I hope Mimi does return soon; the office is
like Sartre’s No Exit without her, the translators calculating the best
way to torment each other. 

“So you’ve been here what? Almost a year?” Corina asks, blow-
ing out some smoke. 

“Ten months.” 
“Think you’ll renew your contract?”
The bowling ball I’ve been carrying drops on my toe.

Guillermo’s eyes bore into me. We’ve been arguing extensively about
this again. Guillermo is determined to remain in Havana, particu-
larly if he’s accepted to the university. 

“I am,” he says, challenging me. 
I fear that my days of postponing my own decision are coming

to an end.
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I want to run into Alfonso Texidor and Jorge arguing as they
plaster telephone poles with flyers announcing the latest emergency
protest or reading, our printed names reclaiming the garbage-strewn
streets. I miss the Mission’s “just try to shut us up” explosion of grass
roots culture; our underground performances at our anarchist col-
lective, Komotion, with its beat up couches. I think wistfully of the
successful artists and writers that contributed to Komotion, like
Michael Franti, Jello Biafra, Alejandro Murguía and John Trudell. I
long to have my art inspire others as much as their work inspires me. 

From the back of Guillermo’s bike, I gaze out at the sea, longing
for a home. The obsidian water specked with stars and moonlight re-
minds me of a Pre-Columbian arrowhead my father collected in
México. I can see him turning it over in his hand, feeling simulta-
neously awe at its tremendous historical and artistic weight, as well
as remorse for its burden as a symbol of his own colonial lifestyle
and consequent frustration. 

Buñuel began making movies in France, the blacklist dwindled
away and slowly my father’s colleagues began departing for the
States. As my father’s film career shriveled in Mexico City, he
stopped being able to make a political or artistic contribution. And
that is when he lost interest in remaining in México. Yet he was un-
able to put down roots in U.S. soil again. Never did he see his name
restored on the film credits that bore his pseudonym, George
Werker, nor the books that mention his achievements. By the time
he made the decision to return to the States, he had been diagnosed
with terminal cancer.

Assata may never see her homeland again either. 
The obsidian water whispers, But you, little Ms. Mg. Eve, you’re free

to leave whenever you so choose. 
Guillermo followed me once before. What will it take to con-

vince him to follow me again? 

GREEK TRAGEDY 

The lights are low, softly glowing crimson on cherry vinyl sofas
and chairs.  The band plays a slow, melodic ballad, tropical
congas sensually beating. Every seat in the house is taken.

Guillermo and I sit at a table with Luís Lao, the muscular Cuban who
fixed the colonialist’s refrigerator, and a few of Luís’ friends. Leading

283Through the Wall

ceed to shut the door. I’m tired of dealing with these dysfunctional
people. What I’d give for an afternoon of sanity with my friends,
with my community. 

SELF-EXILE

The section of the elegant Havana Library that has been set up
for my Sunday afternoon reading in Old Havana is packed.
The audience is comprised mostly of students and elderly,

with a few other literature buffs of varying ages. Guillermo and I
glance about for my host. The audience waits in silence, some fan-
ning themselves.  

Susana, the director of the Cuban Book Center recognizes me
from the picture on the cover of At This Very Moment and introduces
herself. She is tall and graceful. In her cropped chic do, she looks like
a New York model, regal, even cool, though it is well over one hun-
dred degrees in the room. She hands me a bouquet of fragrant lilies
and a collector’s book signed by Dulce María. Predictably, she seems
taken by Guillermo. Scarcely do they exchange words and he has se-
cured an invitation to send Susana his manuscript of poems.

I step up to the podium overwhelmed by the generosity of my
host and the Cuban people. I express my gratitude to the audience
in Spanish, smiling. No one smiles back. I remind myself this is
merely a Spanish custom. 

I flip through my book, past all the fiction I haven’t translated
to Spanish because my own command of the language is inadequate
for literary translations. I settle on the few poems that have been
translated by Adriana and Guillermo. They are well received. I won-
der how the audience would react to excerpts from my Cuba mem-
oir, or my favorite poem, Sending In the Troops about the soldiers sent
to fight in the Gulf War, but the audience doesn’t speak enough
English to understand. I’m acutely aware that I can’t share my ideas
in the language in which I now write more comfortably. I conclude
by conjuring from memory a poem written in Spanish by my six and
seven-year old students.

Susana seems ebullient as she thanks me and bids us good
evening; yet something is missing. Here I’m being treated with the
utmost respect, honored with lilies by the director of the Cuban
Book Institute—something I used to dream about before I came—but
it just doesn’t replace the feeling I had when I was contributing to a
dialogue with my community.
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“How soon?” 
“Maybe in a year or two. Maybe when my contract’s up.”
“What, you mean in a couple of months?!” Guillermo pins my

shoulders to the mattress. “You don’t think of us as a married cou-
ple? Where the one spouse helps the other get an education? You
want a divorce? Is that what you’re saying?” His careless, rough man-
ner reminds me he’s had much more to drink than I.

I keep silent for a bit, before timidly inquiring: “Your units
wouldn’t transfer?”

“Like your friend’s experience as one of Mexico City’s finest den-
tists transferred to get him that job bussing dishes before he had to
redo dental school, right?” The pitch of Guillermo’s voice has
changed to the frenzied tone of rage. “I think I’ve made it pretty
clear, I’m not leaving Havana, particularly not without a degree.”

“Guillermo, maybe we’ll have to find a compromise as a married
couple. I’ll stay until you get your degree if you get some therapy or
join an alcoholic’s—-”

Guillermo’s loud protests cut my sentence short. “You think I’m
an alcoholic?!!!“

“Or I stay another year or so, then wait for you—-”
That does it. “Wait for me? Wait for me? You mean like my

mother waited for me?” he whispers. 
“No—”
“¡Puta madre! How could you?” He stares into my face. I’ve never

seen so much hatred in his eyes. He drags me down the hall, nearly
wrenching my arm from its socket. I wonder if he sees me at all. He
drags me over to the living room, throws me down in the arm chair,
starts yelling at me, his spit striking my face, the way my step-dad
Byron’s saliva used to. I see a tidal wave coming at me, and it’s too
late to turn around and start paddling. 

“Don’t I mean anything to you?” Guillermo wails, pulling a vir-
tually empty bottle of rum Emilio must have given him out of his
hiding place behind the cans of milk. “¡Puta madre!“ he shouts, emp-
tying out the few drops, then smashing the bottle against the wall.
He covers his eyes with his arm and begins moaning like a butchered
animal. 

I’m caught in a bone-crushing closeout wave, spinning and
tumbling and I can’t come up for air. The edges of the half-broken
bottle menace me from the floor. 

“I’m sorry,” I lament, as though its my fault for having triggered
Guillermo’s flashback. 
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a double life as a musician, Luís can get us guest passes to this club
with a little notice. The waiter places our mojitos on the table. For the
modest peso cover, we’re entitled to two. 

“¡Un brindis!” Luis exclaims, holding up his glass. We’re cele-
brating Guillermo’s enrollment in the University of Havana, and I
hope, a reprieve in Guillermo’s latest depression. I, on the other
hand, feel melancholy about my now having to decide whether we’ll
continue a long or short distance relationship; since Guillermo has
made it clear that now, nothing will stop him from obtaining a de-
gree and living in Havana.

“And here’s to Molina, for straightening the paperwork. And to
you all for paying for it,” Guillermo laughs.

“Salud.” More cheerful raising of glasses. 
“Before Special Period, there were a lot more clubs,” Luís says.

He can’t help showing off his revolution to foreigners. “And before
the Revolution, there were even more. But what point is there in
keeping a million clubs open when there isn’t enough food to go
around?” 

I’ll never be able to picture Luís and the colonialist conversing
over a beer.

Luís’ friends smile their concordance. “Want to dance?” the
pretty young blonde named Lisa asks, her arm around Luís. 

“¡Ándale!” Guillermo exclaims, finishing his drink with one
swallow and pulling me gently to my feet. He drains my second mo-
jito and we dance and giggle and by the end of the evening Luís is
laughing that we may be more comfortable if we save all that kiss-
ing for home instead of the dance floor.

Somehow we manage to suffer through the prolonged gua-gua
ride and walk home before hastily peeling off each other’s clothes.
In his excitement, in the middle of a kiss, Guillermo brings up how
happy he is about us, about Cuba, about enrolling in the university.

Noticing the reservation in my response, he probes me until he
finds what’s bothering me. I voice the concerns that have been knit-
ting themselves into my thoughts. Ironically, one of the reasons I
took the job at Granma International was to reach a greater reader-
ship, internationally. Now, I’d trade this audience for a dialogue with
my own community. 

“I just don’t feel I can make a contribution to this society, the
way I can to my own.”

Guillermo’s body tenses against mine. “What are you saying?”
“What if I want to go back sooner than your graduation date?”
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why I waited so long to accomplish such a simple task.

Guillermo’s peering at a black television screen when I open the
door. I realize I’ve forgotten to go to the bodega. Predictably
Guillermo shakes his head when I ask if he’s gone. He won’t look at
me. “And I can’t go now. I’m waiting for Emilio,” he says.

“He’s not coming.”
“How do you know?” 
The persistent new pain in my gut urges me onward with the

truth, like wanting to throw up and get it over with. Guillermo bolts
out of his chair, towers over me. “You did what?!”

I take a couple of steps back. “You had no right to give Emilio
our address and phone number against my will.” 

“¡Puta madre! There you go again! Your home; I knew it!”
Guillermo strikes his palm with his fist and comes at me. 

I notice my fingers trembling. Guillermo spins around and
smacks his fist into the wall, shaking loose some plaster. “¡Pinchi Puta
madre!” he repeats and starts towards the door. “You never took our
vows seriously.” 

“This is your apartment, Guillermo. But it’s also mine,” I plead
softly, putting my hand on his shoulder as he steps over the thresh-
old on his way out. “Emilio is poison for us. Like your alcohol. ¿No
ves? Please, for us—we'll ask someone to help you find a good group.
Then we’ll see about my renewing my contract.”

Guillermo wrenches himself from my touch. “I gotta go for a
walk,” he says through his teeth. “This just isn’t working out.” The
front door slams. And then Guillermo, whose memory once filled
my house with sunlight and the song of Los Panchos, is gone. ¡Es el
colmo! I think to myself, this living in dread of Guillermo’s violence
or drinking. We should be giving each other sustenance like Javier
and Elyse instead of sorrow. 

Maybe if we returned to Regla and took the sea-goddess Yemayá
the flowers I never did bring her, things would change. Only where
would we find them?

“¡Déjeme en paz jinetero de mierda!” I yell through my tears at two
different jineteros. Third one’s a charm. No sooner does he propose
to insert himself into my privates than I begin shouting to secure the
attention of three fishermen and two couples. “Do you consider un-
zipping yourself in public revolutionary, compañero?! Is that stain
you left there on the wall for us to clean?!” A few people strain over
the malecón wall, a look of disgust on their face, though nothing’s
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He comes at me anyway, shakes me with rage, just missing the
shards of glass, then staggers away, hits the wall, sinks into the sofa
and buries his head in his hands. 

The jagged neck of the bottle and the shattered pieces remain
where they first fell.

EL COLMO

Istare at the excruciatingly dull article I have to translate with all
the medical jargon and decide it’s time to fetch my snack. Lately,
everything exhausts me, like the interminable, hot walk home

from work that awaits me alone, since Guillermo has been riding his
bike without me. Everything reminds me of our disintegrating rela-
tionship. 

When I return to the office after retrieving my glass of milk, who
should be sitting at her desk, but a fattened Mimi. I’m so happy, I
nearly start crying. 

“What’s the matter with you?” 
“You came back!” I blurt.
“¡Of course!” Her high-pitched tone says I’ve offended her.

Softening she laughs, “I was putting on too much weight.” 
After some arm-twisting, she agrees to go to La Bodeguita after

work to catch each other up. 

In the Focsa lobby, I bump into Emilio waiting for the elevator.
He looks puzzled. “Where’s Guillermo?” he asks. “We were set for an
English lesson.” 

Something in me snaps. I’m overwhelmed by the need to purge
everything noxious from my life. And here, most immediately, is the
tarantula who has been supplying Guillermo with the poison that
the Special Period had been helping him eliminate. 

“I thought you’d know,” I say flatly. “You see my husband more
than I do.”

Emilio shifts uncomfortably and looks up at green elevator
numbers. 

I continue. “I think you’ve misunderstood, so I’ll be clearer this
time. This is my home and you’re not welcome in it.” 

Emilio stares at me, the color draining from his face. He laughs
once, abruptly, nervously, then leaves without a word. Just like that.
As I watch him disappear beyond the filthy glass doors, I wonder
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“Animals act out the behavior coded in their genes. Humans are
able to make a conscious decision not to.” 

The bartender at Bodeguita stirs my rum into two mojitos and
won’t accept payment. “She looks like she needs it,” he winks at
Mimi. “Men trouble, mi vida?” He looks like a toned skier with his
short black slick hair, thin nose, strong chin. 

I nod. The last time I drank on a week night was for the 26th of
July anniversary.

“Let me know when you leave him,” he grins. He’s not oozing
any slime. He’s just trying to cheer me.

“That’s what I should do, no?” I ask Mimi.
“I leave that to your judgment. Me,” she says, putting her mojito

on the bar with conviction. “I’m through being victimized by men.
So you know what I’m going to do?”

I peer at her with curiosity.
“Apply for membership to the Party. Everyone at the paper

keeps telling me to, so—” She folds her arms with resolve.
I hold up my glass for a toast. 
Mimi’s face disappears behind one of her Cheshire cat smiles.

“Thank you.” She takes a sip of her drink and reflects. “You know
they rejected me before.”

I’m not surprised. I can’t see little fiery-headed, critical New York
Mimi among the straight, white, uptight guayabera-clad men I pic-
ture are in the CP. Maybe her latina persona could pull it off.

“Doesn’t the CP like women?” I ask, chewing a rum-soaked mint
leaf. “How many in it?”

“Oh, twenty percent. Same as our legislature.”
“If only the ratio of men to women on the planet were that

good, we’d never have male troubles.”
“Would you really want that many around?” Mimi laughs. “Still,

we have more women in positions of power in Cuba than in your
country. Only around seven percent of U.S. senators are women.
And, if you believe Newsweek, over eighty percent of the Forbes 400
is white male and they’re the ones really running things.43”

“Mimi. Who do you think you’re talking to?“ I poke indignantly
at my drink with the female stripper-shaped swizzle stick. Mimi
wipes her lips on her napkin and applies a fresh coat of lipstick. 

“Maybe things are really changing and they’ll let you into the
Party,” I say, standing and hanging my purse on my shoulder. “If
they don’t—a society which excludes women or other significant
populations from decision-making can’t possibly grasp what democ-
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there. The man turns abruptly and walks away, stumbling into a
parked car.

I stare out to sea. The surface is wind-scarred, scaly. A little rene-
gade wave splashes my cheek, as though to wake me, as though
Ocean is cross with me too. Couldn’t you recognize the warning signs?
it posits. Wanting to change him. Thinking your love was enough to ac-
complish this, then blaming yourself when it wasn’t: “Oh, I’m the one
who’s hard to live with. I’ll never find someone that amazing again.” 

Before Elyse and Javier; Tootsie and Tamayo, the only couples I
had known were dysfunctional; I just thought that’s how love was. I
should have called it off the day he called from the Mexico City air-
port and violated my limits by failing to show up with enough for
the fare. Only I didn’t have the strength then. I barely have the
strength now, I think, wiping my eyes so the liner won’t smear. At
least all this enabled Guillermo to move to Cuba where he can turn
his life around eventually, though I guess I can’t wait for that day.

“Margot! Thank God! I wasn’t sure if my neighbor gave me the
right phone message. Coño, that gua-gua!” Mimi hops up on the
malecón wall. I edge toward her, hoping for a hug, yet knowing bet-
ter. A sympathetic “I’m really sorry,” is the most she offers after hear-
ing my troubles on the long walk to La Bodeguita in Old Havana.

I run the paradise-purgatory parable by Mimi: I’m in heaven,
but if I reach for my true love who is still in purgatory, I’ll fall out.
What do I do? Ron says reach anyway. 

“Your therapist is dead wrong,” she says matter-of-factly. “To
hell with that reaching business. Me, I’d say, ‘oh well’ and look for
someone else in Paradise.” 

“It’s so good to see you, Mimi,” I smile.
We have another sip of rum from my flask and I bring up a sad

poem just reprinted in Granma by Sor Juana Inez de la Cruz, a 17th
century Mexican poet who had to join a convent in order to read
and write. Common women weren’t allowed to attend school in
those days, not even Sor Juana who outwitted fifty scholars in the
Spanish viceroys court at age fourteen. Threatened by Sor Juana’s
feminist writings and popularity, the church eventually managed to
guilt trip her into believing that she loved her pen more than God.
So this visionary, this Mexican Shakespeare, whose image is cele-
brated on Mexican currency, stopped writing and relinquished her
life shortly thereafter to the plague. 

“Why do women have such an affinity for co-dependence? Do
we have a gene?” I ask Mimi. 
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through the slats, blowing the papers from the desk onto the floor.
His words find the little hungry child in me. “We can make it,” he
coos, stroking my hair. “I’m the only one who will ever love you this
way. Don’t make this mistake. We could be so happy. What about
reaching a little like you told me?”

And the little hungry child wants to believe, but instead the
wind takes her hand and leads her out the window, toward the sea,
over the Hall of Sciences and buildings in Old Havana, floats her
away on the clouds where her friends Mary Liz and Adriana are
singing 12th century French choir music, drowning out Guillermo’s
words, saying, you only reach when there’s a solid hand to grab, you
only take off on a wave when it’s not a closeout, and that is how I
escape. 

ORIGIN 

Republicans understand the importance of bondage between
a mother and child.

—U.S. Vice-President Dan Quayle

All night long I’ve felt like I did when I wiped out on my skate-
board down that treacherous two-mile roller coaster we lived
on in L.A., embedding gravel and stones in my limbs; like the

slightest, hairline motion of my oozing raw flesh against the sheets
will cause my pores to scream. I hear Guillermo in the next room
shuffling through his bureau to get ready for work. We’ve resolved
to sleep in separate rooms. Cuban couples do this all the time. After
gathering strength gazing at a book of Haitian art, I pull on some
clothes, force down half an egg and a roll, fish three twenties out of
hiding and head over to the Victoria to call my mother to tell her
I’ve broken off with Guillermo. 

“Oh dear. You overreact sometimes. Can’t you let it roll off
you?”

I feel my temper rise. My mother copes with crises by going into
denial. “Like when Byron insults you?” 

I’m wondering where it all started. Our tolerance for self-de-
struction. “Mom, were your parents abusive?”

“I don’t think abusive. Unless you consider Mother beating us
with the ironing cord abuse. And locking us in the closet. Is that
what you mean?”
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racy looks like. Come to think of it, we women have been dupes to
believe any industrial nations today could possibly be true democra-
cies. How many are there where women share half the power?”

“You’re tipsy,” Mimi smiles. “And yes, if you’re wondering, you
can call in sick tomorrow.” 

I talk Mimi into letting me pay for a dollar cab to take her home.
It’s nearly two a.m. when I unlock our front door. Guillermo is
seated at my laptop in our room, clacking away on the keys, a bot-
tle of rum on the desk next to a near-empty glass. I don’t care how
much he’s drunk, nor how he has acquired it. I don’t care whether
or not he’s found Emilio, nor what files of mine he’s read. None of
this matters any more.

“Guillermo. I need to talk.” 
Guillermo turns, runs his fingers through his now almost-shoul-

der-length hair and stares at me. He always looks sexy when he’s
miffed.

I clutch my bottle of ocean water, close my eyes and say what I
have to say.

“You don’t mean it.” 
Reeling through my mind are images of reading poetry to each

other on the Focsa balcony when he first arrived against a backdrop
of Habana Vieja; of kissing in the tepid Caribbean waters of that
black velvet painting at La Terraza and making love in the cave on
the beach; of listening to Fidel at the Forum together and witnessing
the end of the closest approximation of socialism this millennium.
Who else but Guillermo will ever share the piece of my heart that is
now Cuban? Who but Guillermo will ever walk the bridge of poetry
that joins our solitary souls? 

“You taught me a lot about the world and myself,” I stammer,
fighting to keep the world from going liquid. “But there’s a knowl-
edge you still lack. About how to stop hurting yourself and others.
Maybe we’re too alike. We hurt each other, Guillermo.”

“We’re like two porcupines trying to make love,” he admits
sadly. He sees the look in my eyes like double doors about to lock
him out, the way they were before he first opened them. “All right,
all right. I’ll get help,” Guillermo says, taking hold of my shoulders.
“I really will. I’ll ask for some numbers tomorrow at work.”

“That’s good, Guillermo,” I whisper. “Pero, se acabó. It’s still
over.”

“Why, if I get help?” Guillermo insists. The wind is coming in
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8. THROUGH THE WALL

It is like traveling a long and arduous road in an unknown
country. Of all the innumerable steps, there is only the last
which brings you to your destination. Yet you will not con-
sider all previous steps as failures. Each brought you nearer
to your goal, even when you had to turn back to by-pass an
obstacle... Living is life’s only purpose. 

—Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj, I Am That

FINE LINE

Outside the Granma building, the sky is white and heavy with
its intolerable mid-October burden of heat. I wish someone
would carry me home and put me to bed. By now,

Guillermo has probably already pedaled the uphill part and is coast-
ing home. Perhaps it’s loneliness that compels me to commit the
mistake of inquiring how the other English translators are getting
home. At first Cynthia, Jane and I make polite small talk about Jane’s
leaving next week with Adonis for London. The remainder of the
walk, I’m forced to endure their gossip, then their complaints about
the condition of Havana strays. Hair tangled, matted and dirty,
lethargic, limping, ribs showing, legs scratching, rear ends scraped
raw, pooor dogs, they complain. 

“Look! That one’s fur looks like a carpet just hanging on by a
thread!” Cynthia calls another unhappy creature to our attention.

“Ooooh, and the skin is all red and oozing pus. I can’t look,”
Jane observes, causing me to nearly lose what little food I’ve man-
aged to put in my gut.

“Why don’t they have the good grace to shoot them, if there’s
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I’m incredulous. 
“One time Ruth and I started screaming at her because we could

see Gerry’s fingers—Mother had shut the door on his fingers and she
didn’t notice it until they were broken. I guess that was abuse.” 

“God,” I whisper. “What were Nanny’s parents like?!” I ask fi-
nally.

“Well that was an arranged marriage. My mother’s mother
didn’t like her husband, I know that. She was very unhappy. So I
guess she was cruel to her children.”

I tell my mother that I love her more dearly than anyone on the
earth, and end the conversation. I’m furious. Can the roots of the
senseless suffering in my family be traced back to domination of my
great-grandmother by my great-grandfather? And how many more
generations back?

I’m aware that my mother has been no saint—she used Byron’s
temper as an excuse to avoid making time for her feelings and for
me. She was so devastated by my father’s death, I think she must
have vowed never to allow herself to become that emotionally de-
pendent on anyone ever again—not even her own daughter. 

Still, I find it difficult to resent my mother for living a tradi-
tional female victim’s role scripted by generations. I can understand
why as a widow with a child in a world that undervalued her work
and worth because of her gender, she felt compelled to marry Byron.
And I know she has always loved me. I just want to walk away and
live my life free of all that pain, carry myself proudly, independently,
like the woman my mother and so many others before her never had
the courage or opportunity to be.
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by war, this is true. You can say life is paradise and through Einstein’s
eyes marveling at the mysteries contained in any garden, this is true.
All these levels need to be integrated. That was Che’s vision of revo-
lution. I need to write to feel complete and I can’t really do that here
and sustain the 40-hour-a-week job we need for our visa.” 

Chomsky would probably argue this as evidence of the short-
comings of current socialism, that under truly radical socialism, or
anarchism, my potential as a writer would be met as well. 

“Get real, Margot. You’re not going to build a revolution or
write. You’re going to Macy’s.”

Guillermo pulls his long strands of hair away from his face and
heads for his room. “Guess we’ll finally find out,” he adds, before
shutting the door, “what Barriga has on you.”

Later that night, I wake and see his tall shadow standing over
the bed staring at my breasts. “I can’t sleep,” he says. Then in a soft,
almost baby voice he asks, “Could we sleep together?”

I want to cry and slip into his arms, make promises that we’ll get
help. Instead, clinging to some miracle of strength inside myself, as
though to a rope across a precipice, I say, “I don’t think so.” 

CAN’T STEP IN THE SAME RIVER TWICE

If our friends have noticed that Guillermo and I have separated,
they’ve been too polite to ask. But we have received a string of
invitations since word got out that I’ll be leaving November first.  
Escalona shows us to his elegant study. His wife is at the neigh-

bor’s “resolviendo” a kerosene problem. The walls are paneled with
books. Where the cases have run out, others have been made with
planks of wood, cinderblock, even cardboard. There’s a large, beauti-
ful antique wood desk, leather chair, and a few comfortable sitting
chairs. Bright foliage presses through the open white latticed win-
dows; a door leading to a small jungle-like patio is open. It’s about
six o’clock, Monday night. Still, it’s stifling.

“Please. Sit down,” Escalona says, pouring some rum into three
water glasses and seating himself behind his desk, where he looks
regal. “Salud,” he says. I watch Guillermo down a big gulp, hoping it
won’t make him too garrulous, though he has been so taciturn. 

Escalona plucks a book of U.S. essays on alternative economic
systems from a neat stack on his desk and returns it to me. The es-
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no petroleum to get them off the streets? Something! We certainly
don’t have dogs that look like that in England!” Cynthia sniffs. 

Not an expert at containment, I explode. “We don’t either. We
just have human beings that look like that. But our mayors do haul
them off the streets into cages. Maybe it would be simpler to go
around and shoot them.”

The confrontation combusts into sufficient adrenaline to propel
me up the final hill home after bidding my colleagues farewell. I’ve
reached over-saturation. I don’t want any part of the hierarchical
pecking order of the English-speaking foreigners. Strange, how so
many foreigners have dragged their petty jealousies, greed, and fears
to Cuba like the colonizers brought their diseases. Perhaps all those
years of criticizing their own systems have soured them on all gov-
ernments or perhaps their systems created mean-spirited products. I
wonder what I’m still doing in here in Vedado, surrounded by co-
workers I dislike, in a job that has become dull, in a home with an
alcoholic ex, daily survival consuming all my creative energies, my
own writing dwindling to zero. 

“In the time of your life, live so that in that wondrous time you shall
not add to the misery and sorrow of the world, but shall smile to the infi-
nite delight and mystery of it,” San Francisco’s William Saroyan once
said. 

I try to shake the darkness of the stairs as though from a long,
drugged nap. My contract’s over in two weeks. I’ll use the extra two
weeks vacation on my visa to say my goodbyes and visit Santa Clara
province before departing. My heart skips and falls lightly as though
I’m coming down in an elevator too quickly. Home. Home to my
loved ones, home to my community. 

“Just admit it! You’re a sell-out.” Guillermo, snaps my laptop
shut.

“Look, Guillermo, there’s a fine line between being self-destruc-
tive and being a revolutionary. Needless suffering, when it’s not the
result of a purposeful political strategy, is not in itself a revolution-
ary act, it’s self-victimization.”

“I thought you believed your fighting to keep the Cuban revo-
lution going was a political strategy.”

“Look, Guillermo,” I say, my tone softening. “There are many
more levels to reality beside politics: the emotional level, the level of
dreams; the level of the heart; the intuitive level. You can say life is
hell on earth and on one level, on the body level of those victimized
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early Christian communism; certain indigenous communities of
course, before that; the Paris Commune in 1868—boy what a shame
that was put down. But as far as applying these theories to larger
populations for a sustained period of time—I think it’ll take another
half a millennium to get it right. Yes, I think it’s pretty safe to say
that in the next millennium, we’ll see capitalism consume itself.
Only the new system that could prevail may not be called socialism.
Call it liberationism, communitarian socialism, I don’t know, anar-
chy, whatever you want. Cuba’s like those first awkward airplanes
that could barely fly in the long process leading to rockets going to
other planets.”

Guillermo and I are so engrossed, we’re leaning over the desk
into Escalona’s face. His pupils are enlarged like a cat’s, a little grey
ring framing the soft blue lens. The late afternoon light coming into
the study is golden, highlighting his white hair and the gold in old
book bindings.

“What I mean is maybe like the Paris Commune, Cuba will be
one more inspiration for the new system, like the kites invented by
the Japanese 2000 years ago were to the jet plane. Or perhaps Cuba
or some of those other models are further along in the process, like
the blueprints to the ornithopter designed by Leonardo. 

“Or maybe,” Escalona continues pensively, in anti-climactic
fashion, “maybe Cuba’s already the glider built by the U.S. Wright
Brothers in 1903. No, it was 1902. That’s right. The Wright brothers
got 59 seconds out of their invention, we got 34 years out of ours,
which is about the same in the centuries-long process of revolution.”

“¡Eso!” I exclaim, practically standing. 
“Or maybe that’ll be the new armed indigenous movement

emerging in México,” Guillermo returns to Escalona’s theory.
“I didn’t know there was a movement there.”
Guillermo nods with satisfaction, probably at knowing some-

thing the older man doesn’t. 
We chatter until the light in the study dims. Judging from

Escalona’s unwillingness to turn on a lamp, there must be a black-
out. In the fading light I contemplate Escalona’s realization.
Hundreds of years.... All at once, I grasp the meaning of a quote
Guillermo read me:

If we lose, as Martí did during the independence
struggle, we search for a strategic victory beyond the
lifetime of the generation that is currently carrying out
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says seemed a lot more pragmatic before I moved to Cuba. Before
long, all three of us are chuckling at the absurdity of experts seated
in ivory towers theorizing about systems they’ve never experienced,
without consideration for the pressures of the global economy, nor
the realities of underdeveloped nations, in which more than three
fourths of us live.

Escalona catches me wiping my forehead with my kerchief and
gets up to point the fan in my direction. We’ve had to ride our bikes
up what seemed to me a mile of forty-five degree gradient. Escalona
must be an Olympian athlete to tackle this hill on the way home
from work each day. “One thing that irks me,” he says, “whenever I
read these essays, they never credit Cubans with already practicing a
form of the participatory democracy they advocate. One premise
that seems to underlie all these theories, is mistaking the fall of
Stalinism or command socialism for the bankruptcy of all forms of
socialism. Lots of foreigners make that mistake. They think Special
Period is what happens when workers take over.”

“I’d like to see a Cuban who has experienced both capitalism
and socialism write the same book,” I say. 

“Why don’t you, Escalona?” It’s nearly the first thing Guillermo
has said all day. 

Escalona leans back in his chair and laughs. “Soon I’ll have
time,” he smiles without baring his gums. “I’m retiring this year.” 

After our toast, Escalona grows serious. “About that book,” he
says. “I’ve spent a lot of time trying to solve a certain question that’s
been puzzling me since the collapse of the U.S.S.R. Two days ago, I
think I settled on an answer.” For most Cubans, Special Period has
represented hardships; for the Walking Encyclopedia, a learning op-
portunity. 

“I’ve been thinking,”—a comment, which shouldn’t be taken
lightly coming from Escalona—“the transition from feudalism to
capitalism took 600 years. Ven acá,” he says, laying an atlas on his
desk and instructing us to hover around it. “There were sparks of
something tantamount to capitalism. Like here. And here.
Something would catch flame for a little while, then burn out. It
went on like that for about 600 years, then BOOM, capitalism ig-
nited the planet like a wildfire.” He proceeds to spend another hour
proving how this came to be, citing example upon example. 

“And I think it’ll be the same for socialism,” he deduces.
“Socialism has only held state power in industrial society for about
eighty years. Of course there were other forms of collectivism, like
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projects by holding out our flashlight. The way he’s treating me, it’s
difficult to remember why I’ve broken things off between us.

When we get home, Guillermo asks me to step onto the balcony
with him. I do so, against my better judgment. He turns and looks
at me, the wind blowing his hair around his handsome features. 

“Don’t leave,” he says. “I could support you here so you can
write,” he whispers. 

“Your contract doesn’t include a meal card.”
He looks at me for several minutes without saying anything. The

emotion in his eyes tells me he’s still in love with me. I wonder if my
eyes tell him the same. Guillermo spins around, leans on the railing
and gazes over the ninety-mile expanse of liquid space separating
two planets. “I miss Luz. My mom. My friends,” he says. “You,” he
says, turning to me. 

“Just until you leave,” he says, leaning in to kiss me. “Let’s just
be together until you leave.” 

PARADISE 

It’s a luxury to be able to discuss human rights in Latin
America. Here we’re still fighting for animal rights: the right
to eat, to shelter ourselves from the inclemency of the
weather and educate our young are matters for animals. 

—Frei Betto at the Sao Paulo Forum

Ibring my camera to the bodega for one of my last trips.
Foreigners are prohibited from photographing the store, but the
clerks grant me permission, since they’re confident I want pic-

tures to remember them, rather than exploit them in another U.S.
propaganda piece. 

I stroll past the sparse shelves to where Enith doles out ciga-
rettes. “¡Mira! The shelves look fuller,” I comment. “Wow, even
Havana Club rum!”

“¡Y mira! Spam!” Enith says, rushing over to the tins of Soviet
plastic meat that haven’t been in for ages. She tells Carmen to take
a break from recording rations and join her in holding up the tins
for the camera, but we decide on a more natural shot. 

After I pay, I make each of the clerks a present of one of the
items I’ve purchased. 
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the struggle. It’s not about winning, it’s about taking a
moral stand. 

Whether the ideals of the Cuban revolution, whether my fa-
ther’s dreams were made manifest in his lifetime or mine are irrele-
vant. What matters is that such ideals have survived, so they may
continue evolving. Death only exists if one fails to see the contin-
uum of life beyond oneself; if we fail to recognize that we are each
also cells in a cosmic body. 

I came all the way to Cuba so I could understand the wisdom of
this sentient being, I think to myself. “I’m going to miss you,” I tell
Escalona, my eyes beginning to get moist.

“I’ll miss you too,” he winks.

Escalona’s wife appears in the doorway. “Mission accom-
plished.” 

Escalona smiles. “I’ve been telling Margot and Guillermo here
about my hypothesis.” We stand on cue to exchange introductory
greetings.

The woman smiles. “I think he’s got something there. Cuba’s a
process.”

“Look,” Escalona says with the excitement of a child wanting to
show off a new toy as he retrieves a book, blows off the dust.
“Heraclitus believed, and I quote, ‘You cannot step twice into the
same river; for fresh waters are ever flowing in upon you.44 You can’t
step in the same Cuba twice,” Escalona concludes.

I look at Guillermo. “The day I left for Cuba, Guillermo told me
I’d see a Cuba no one’s ever seen before.” A magic place, I think.

Guillermo notices the pained look on my face. “Chiquita,” he
whispers as though we’re still a couple, but when he reaches out to
caress me, he stops himself.

“And, huh, listen to this,” Escalona is still going strong. “‘It’s not
good for men to get all they wish to get. It is sickness that makes
health pleasant; evil, good; hunger, plenty; weariness, rest. We step
and don’t step into the same rivers; we are and are not.’ Escalona
perks up. “Well, I wish I was and was not in Cuba, then,” he laughs. 

I wish I was and was not with Guillermo, I muse.

After a dinner of black beans and black bean pudding for
dessert, Guillermo and I say good-bye and start down the hill in the
darkness. Guillermo convinces me to ride in the beam of light he
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cations submitted by Cuban human rights groups, ‘lack demonstra-
ble evidence of persecution... Almost none show proof of house
searches, interrogations, detention, or arrest.’ —All the things you
keep claiming exist here, but haven’t been able to show me.”

“Whatever. How do you, Margot, explain the fact that most of
us turn out to hate it here?”

“We came here because we thought that in a place without rich
people, there would be no poor, no squalor. Live simply so others
may simply live, or however the bumper sticker goes.”

“So?”
“Only instead we found that judging from our own standards,

we’re all poor here. We all had to make do without new clothes,
without satisfying our appetites for variety. But many of us found we
cannot ‘live simply’ because we’ve been spoiled in our countries that
have gotten fat from feasting on the ‘Third World.’ But this truth is
too painful. No one wants to hear that come the Revolution, not
only won’t we all have swimming pools, but we can’t all have cars
either. No one wants to admit that truly democratic industrial soci-
eties have seldom existed and will take hundreds of years more to
create. No one wants to hear that in order to raise the Cuban stan-
dard of living, you have to abolish unfair trade organizations like
GATT, the IMF and all those other carcinogenic acronyms for impe-
rialism that make our lives so comfortable in the ‘First World.’ Far
easier to condemn a society which forces one to experience the
poverty his or her ‘First World’ lifestyle has inflicted upon the ‘Third
World’ as being authoritarian, as having a cruel dictatorship.”

“Wait. You’re leaving Cuba because you’re one of these deluded?
Is that what you’re saying?” Teresa laughs with some astonishment.
“I need a tape-recorder.”

I tell her my reasons for leaving, adding that I’m also a product
of our society’s capitalist values. “Like Mimi says, it takes more than
a generation to change that.”

“So you think Guillermo’s staying because he’s that new en-
lightened human being, the kind that beats women.”

That gets a chuckle even out of me. “I guess he’s staying because
he’s a lot better off here than he is in México or as an immigrant in
the U.S. He’s not threatened for his political beliefs, he’s respected as
a journalist, he can go to the university.”

“Go on a diet he doesn’t need without your dollars. Where is he
going to live? Wasn’t your apartment part of your contract?” 

I’m silent. The realization hits me over the head like a Soviet
flower-pot. 
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“That’s because I’m leaving soon,” I say.
Back at the rations desk, Carmen acknowledges the gesture with

a nod and asks why I’m going. One of the reasons, I say, is I don’t
get along with the foreigners at work.

“Mmmmhm. The foreigners that live in this building are... self-
ish,” she says. “They just live for themselves. It’s always been that
way. First the Spanish, then the Yankis, then after the revolution, the
Soviets and Bulgarians.” Her speech is slow, dragged, the pace of
years of patience. “Now the ones who live here do nothing but com-
plain.”

“What I don’t understand,” I say, “is why they come here in the
first place. They seem so unhappy.” 

“They get disillusioned,” says Carmen, speaking in her usual
slow, deliberate way. “They have this notion of heaven. Like the
bourgeoisie here used to think of heaven. A place where everyone
good ends up. Only that’s the problem. The poor have ended up in
heaven too. In the same place as the rich. They eat at the same ta-
bles, sleep on the same clouds, you know. They have to share.”
Carmen gives us her rare, calculated crocodile smile. “Well, this sep-
arates those who deserve heaven from those who deserve the in-
ferno. For the more humble ones, well, not to have to worry about
food, education, bills, a roof over your head, to feel secure is absolute
heaven. But the richer ones, who caused the poor to suffer, they
don’t like to share, so they consider this same place hell.”

I continue to Teresa’s with the small box of items Guillermo al-
lowed me to relinquish, including the tea pot she’s been eyeing. She
sets two glasses of tea and milk on a coffee table exactly like mine. 

“What a kick,” she says swinging her long, blonde hair behind
her shoulders. “So Guillermo’s staying. Doesn’t he have enough for
the return ticket?” 

“It’s not that. When are you leaving?” I ask.
“I finish my contract in four more months. Then I’ll flee like

everyone else.”
Intent on winning our long-standing argument about political

repression, I pull out a leaked memo number H18422693-4 from the
U.S. Interests Section in Havana to the U.S. Secretary of State admit-
ting that most Cuban refugees apply for entry visas to the United
States “more because of the deteriorating economic situation than a
real fear of persecution.” 

“Listen to this, Teresa. Even the Interests Section admits appli-
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THINGS I HATE ADMITTING I MISS 

We must rapidly begin to shift from a thing-oriented society
to a person-oriented society. When machines and computers,
profit motives and property rights are considered more
important than people, the giant triplets of racism, materi-
alism and militarism are incapable of being conquered.

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

Tuesday, October 12, 1993: my last working day, since I have
yet to take my two weeks vacation. I open my desk drawers a
final time and stare at the pens, erasers and retractable pencils

I put there: nothing I don’t want to leave. On the table with all the
other reference guides, I place my bible: the seven pound Webster’s
new universal unabridged dictionary I dragged from home. I open it
to the title page and sign a dedication with a vengeance. Mimi sees
me. Smiles. Opens the book. Scowls. “That was inappropriate.” 

When Ulises drops in to bum a cigarette, Mimi pulls him over
to the dictionary.

He laughs. “If that’s what she wants to write. It’s her gift.” 

It’s eight o’clock along Boyeros Avenue when I emerge from
checking the galleys a final time. A warm breeze welcomes me back
to the place that everyone in every country knows: the yellowed
summer grass and faces of buildings tinged with pink sky, the palms
and flame trees now suddenly closer to the earth, more intimate; the
calm returning like the song of birds; all movement is effortless. 

A small woman and her little daughter, both laden with suit-
cases and bundles, slowly make their way back from the gua-gua sta-
tion. The girl holds a parcel in her left hand and with her right
strains to help her mother carry the box that sags on the twine be-
tween them. 

“Can I help?” 
Happily the girl hands over her end of the twine wrapped in a

rag so it doesn’t cut into the flesh. 
I ask them where they’ve come from. 
“Just from the gua-gua station. We were going to go to

Camagüey today, but we couldn’t get a ticket,” Mother says to the
sidewalk.

“So now we’re going home,” adds the little girl looking stoically
ahead.
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Teresa pushes on, intent on convincing me that remaining here
isn’t in Guillermo’s interest anyway. “What about the racism? He
doesn’t care? You know what I’ve learned? It’s all about power. Those
who want power can use any system to obtain it—communism, cap-
italism, it’s all the same. We’ll soon do ourselves in. I think in sev-
eral decades it’ll all be over. Not because of the environment. But out
of cruelty. It’s our nature.” Unblinking Teresa appears completely de-
feated.

“What I learned here is that human nature is absolutely neu-
tral,” I posit. “Sure, circumstances and genes lead to some saints and
murderous bullies here and there. But ultimately it’s the society’s
economic system and culture which will determine what influence
the few bullies on the playground will have on everyone else. A self-
ish slumlord or realtor in the States, here, could have wound up
working on the housing brigade to give people houses, instead of
gouge them.” 

Teresa ignores me. “Know what else I learned? That I want to be
rich. Greed exists everywhere so why should I be the sucker? The sec-
ond I get home I’m buying a red convertible BMW.”

“Maybe you can get some fula from Mas Canosa’s group for your
views on Cuba,” I prod.

“Harper Collins. They’ve already offered me a book contract.”
“Congratulations. I never knew you were a writer.”
“Yeah, only I was hoping for a little more to write about. A re-

volt or something.”
“Going to stay here until it happens, Teresa?”
Teresa’s expression doesn’t change.
“How much is your advance?”
I’ve got her grinning now. “Enough to get that car I want.

Maybe.”
“Cool! Got a title?” I inquire.
She shakes her head.
“Maybe you can call it, Live Greedily That Others May Simply

Starve.”
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As I look out over the string of lights delineating the malecón,
past the splendor of the Nacional, toward the marble edifices in Old
Havana, I contemplate where I’ve been and where I’m headed. I’m
getting itchy to travel again. To Chapultepec Park on Sunday, vi-
brant as confetti in flight with its castle overlooking the lake; Bellas
Artes with the reproduction of the revolutionary Rivera mural
Rockefeller ordered destroyed; the turquoise and cream shores of
Mayan Quintana Roo. 

I miss the States: the international mix of people; surfing the
perfect, silver, glassy storm swells at Sunset point in LA; the nutty
pine summer scent of the Berkeley hills and Lake Anza; skateboard-
ing down Valencia in the Mission to Modern Times bookstore; Juana
Alicia’s murals and the stories painted in tropical Balmy alley; the
way the cumulus clouds of fog come in through the Golden Gate
and pour over the grassy hills at Dolores Park like time-lapsed pho-
tography; having a friend interrupt my writing at Café Puccini in
North Beach, reading at Vesuvios bar looking out at City Lights
Books; my students and loved ones. Mostly I miss performing and
being able to contribute to a dialogue with other artists; being able
to enrich our community together.

Then there are the things I hate admitting I miss: Emporium
shopping mall on Market with its winding escalator and everyone
looking so well-fed and groomed, sipping cappuccinos in the cafés
on the ground floor, a bag of new clothes next to the seat and all of
it contained under one neon sky, as if the entire world were that way
and everyone’s life were that easy. 

I miss being able to go anywhere in a car or on BART; super-
markets where I can buy basics like bleach, a sponge, aspirin or an
inner sole for my shoes without having to kiss the clerk’s bootie or
go there every day so she’ll tell me what’s in stock. I miss eating out
at international restaurants instead of cooking every damn day, par-
ticularly when I have little desire to eat what I spent all that time
cooking. I miss croissants and coconuts; tofu and tortillas, huitla-
coche and tacos al pastor, guacamole, cilantro, enchiladas suizas and
chicharrón con limón y chile and ay why didn’t México go socialist in-
stead?—the indigenous managed to salvage their cuisine from the
invaders.

I miss having water whenever I turn on the tap, luxurious show-
ers; the red flashes on my answering machine; dancing at night
clubs; the smell of Bay Area watershed flowers and earth and trees
after a rain. I miss trips and staying in hotels with pools and jacuzzis;
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But now they have to turn the corner; no more help, no more
conversation, just the quiet of the evening settling down into the
belly, like all the emotions that have been floating around in the
head all day, suddenly feeling heavy. I think I want a cigarette, but
what I really want is to cry. Cry for the endless hardships, for the
woman who rearranged her life for her vacation, carefully packing
all the bags and the little girl so full of enthusiasm only hours before
now having to carry a burden much too heavy for her and will they
ever be able to see Camagüey again? Tragic? 

Or is it tragic that I’ll never see them again, soon lost in the bus-
tle of another world 90 miles away where people hardly speak to
strangers without a reason nor care about them. What will happen
to this woman and the rest of the people like her, struggling to get a
little pleasure out of life? 

But now think of her again: frail and ordinary with her thin hair
and premature wrinkles. I’ve seen her before. In San Francisco food
lines, all hope drained from her face, so bitter she won’t talk to you.
Or begging in a doorway, half-crazed, her three stray cats and the
dog all bundled up in superfluous blankets like the girl she was
forced to give up to foster care when she moved to the shelter. You
might not even notice she is actually a human being, with feelings
like shame and frustration and a sadness so profound it consumes
even her tears. That’s tragic. 

And the little girl? Will she be separated from her mother in ex-
change for a roof over her head, take to drugs or wind up in jail for
prostitution? Get riddled by bullets in a drive-by or gang raped in
the girl’s bathroom? Probably not in Cuba. As long as her people’s
revolution is in place, she’ll probably be all right.

“Take refuge in your senses. Breathe, see, feel, taste things,” my
former therapist Ron told me when I was depressed after quitting
smoking for the first time. So I’d watch my cat, Odysseus, who turns
out to be enlightened. He lives purely in the moment, fully inhabit-
ing his faculties. He follows the warmth of the sun, purrs at the
slightest human touch; is forever finding the softest, warmest, most
lush spot in which to luxuriate. He sees each shape and image as
though for the first time. He never worries. From Ody, for the first
time since I was a child, I remembered how to live.

I step onto the balcony, savoring the night wind and golden city
lights as I believe my cat would. I’m feeling nervous. About depart-
ing and leaving Guillermo, who’s on my computer, writing an article.
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the Baile Folklórico in fancy music halls for less than the cost of a
pack of cigarettes. 

I’ll miss buying books and seeing movies for just a couple of
pesos; having the State subsidize monthly feminine products; know-
ing my employer isn’t getting rich from all my hard work; the secu-
rity of guaranteed health care and a job; the feeling I have at work
of producing something together that actually does make society a
bit better for all of us. 

I’ll miss the ridiculous differences in classes: a trip to a hotel, a
small, pathetic little beach house, a car, one-dollar tennis shoes, per-
chance some tomato paste, as opposed to Swiss bank accounts as
vast as the grave sites that maintain them. I’ll miss the Cubans’ de-
veloped sense of fairness and justice, their creativity and determina-
tion; watching television and reading a paper without my breath
growing shallow and my muscles coiling in rage at the distortions
and cruelty; having a government that in fact does look out for most
of our interests, instead of just sucking us dry, because it is mostly
comprised of us.

I’ll miss living in a society where humanity is in the process of
creation instead of destruction; where battles are waged against im-
perfections in the system, against common error, stubbornness, even
stupidity, rather than against each other owing to malice or greed.
Most of all, I’ll miss feeling such a strong interdependence on the
human beings around me. I’ll miss feeling that I’m an integral part
of the destiny of the human race.

And I’ll miss Guillermo—

LETTING GO

The night sky is like a greenhouse roof; unyielding, suffocating,
damp.  Along Calle 17, there seems to be no air. Nothing stirs.
The streets are abandoned as in war time.  Blue phosphores-

cent explosions of light illuminate panes and doorways, the sound
track the same from residence to residence in a cozy, familial kind of
way. From women in flowered bathrobes, girls in shorts, to men in
white undershirts, everyone is watching the last episode of the
Cuban soap. 

Sweating profusely, Guillermo and I slowly make our way home
from dinner at Andrea and Christophe’s. We hardly talk. Mostly, we
watch the ground move under our feet. Suddenly I stop. Reflexively,
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my mother’s sparkling bathroom; washing machines and nice
smelling laundry soap. I miss the ease of life I had as a “middle-class”
citizen of the developed world and being able to bring my class
along with me wherever I went. I miss being richer than three quar-
ters of the world.

Is this experience making a reactionary of me or am I just more
materialistic than I thought? When I get like this I understand why
revolutionaries shoot people with chronic bourgeois syndrome. I
like to think if I raised and educated a child correctly in this kind of
society, she’d learn to free herself of my capitalist addictions. She’d
have to, or like Eduardo Galeano says, the planet will do itself in. 

After all, here in Cuba we have a life where headlines don’t boast
of insane white men who keep chopped up body parts in their re-
frigerators; advertisements don’t determine our actions and egocen-
trism is looked down upon, not given a Hollywood contract. There
are no homeless people clad in the rags of the Dark Ages, leading a
life of utter Dickensian squalor; thirty million people—three times
Cuba’s population—do not go hungry, as they do in the States so
that one percent of the richest nation can hoard ninety-five percent
of the wealth,45 while the remaining majority of us are indentured to
credit card companies and mortgages. The function of the govern-
ment here isn’t merely to provide middle men for the corporate
elite, squeezing as much work and money out of the rest of us as
they can get away with. In Cuba, the mentally disabled are not left
to fend for themselves on the streets and competition doesn’t pit
people against one another forcing them to live, like animals, by the
law of the jungle. Here in Cuba, the life of a human being is valued
as irreplaceable. 

When I leave, I’ll miss seeing senior citizens standing in a circle
in the parks for their morning exercise class instead of sifting
through garbage for breakfast. I’ll miss not having to think that the
person I’m talking to could benefit from therapy and not having to
worry about all the healthy, happy children. I’ll miss being able to
walk the streets as unafraid and free as the night wind on my shoul-
ders; knowing I can count on my neighbors, should “the Hook” re-
ally stalk me after the Saturday night horror flick. 

I’ll miss the spontaneous live music along the malecón calling us
to the sea on scalding starry nights; the outdoor music festivals
around the corner from my apartment with powerful all-female
bands; seeing legends like Silvio Rodríguez, Gonzálo Ruvalcaba and
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the television image is swept up in a blizzard of static. Guillermo
turns it off and sits down next to me on the couch. We stare at the
empty screen. Then at each other. 

“We’re sure we want to do this?” Guillermo asks, pulling out the
chess board.

“It’s for our own good,” I remind him before the edges of my
world start to quiver and distort in sea water. I can hear Guillermo
sniffling too, as the children inside us sob, “I love you, why are you
leaving?” and hugging each other, it seems we can change it all, take
that little child in the other who is our self and love it and be with
it forever, never make it sad again; it seems so foolish to leave each
other; we could love each other for loving each other... only we
can’t, for unless we’re aware of the past, we’re a Greek tragedy des-
tined to repeat it; him angry at his mother for abandoning him with
one of my wayward gazes, me forever seeking the love of the alco-
holic step-father whose only emotional response toward me is rage.

Twenty minutes later, the lawyer arrives with our papers.
Silently, like two automatons we nod and sign, nod and sign. 

TROPICAL

Tropical lives up to its name. It looks like an elite tourist land-
scape in the tropics. Banana, flame trees, hibiscus and apa-
cionaria frame sandstone paths that converge on a white

gazebo. A few huts are clustered under those tall mystical ficus trees
whose aerial roots hang in dreadlocks.  Granma’s yearly employee
celebration is good timing for las despedidas—good-byes. My three
suitcases are packed and ready to leave the day after tomorrow.
What’s left of the rest will remain here. Yesterday when Guillermo
attended his first therapy session, we had to remind each other why
we annulled our marriage. As a compromise, we bought Guillermo a
round trip to Santa Clara so we can say goodbye from there. I quit
smoking a few days ago and decided that surviving withdrawal was
hard enough for now.  

Our party passes a large grassy field bordered on one side by
bougainvillaea and azaleas; on another by a series of jacaranda trees.
Granma has reserved some picnic tables nestled between more aerial
root trees and a ravine with a creek winding as far as we can see. I fill
my lungs with enough of the stream’s pure scent to stave off the
nicotine cravings. 
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Guillermo stops, too, as though waiting for me to tie laces I don’t
have. Everything seems so absurd. Within the hour, a lawyer is
bringing over the final annulment papers. Even though Guillermo
has been making such an effort to be nice to me, and to stop drink-
ing. Even though we haven’t managed to sleep apart since the night
he kissed me on the balcony. 

“Why are we breaking up again?” This time it’s I who needs re-
minding. 

“Cause we hurt each other. You want to change me and I don’t
want to change. I want to change you.”

“Right.” I resume my snail’s pace. 
Back at the apartment, we don’t want to think about the papers,

so we switch on the T.V. “Finally!” I squeal. At last Beatriz and
Marcos are in each other’s arms. The image is immediately distorted
by snow, the horizontal frames shuffling like cards in a deck.
Guillermo untwists one of the many hangers he never thinks to use
from his closet, positions himself in his armchair and waits like a
fisherman for the image to bite the hook. Now and then the image
settles, then darts away as Guillermo shifts. Meanwhile I begin rush-
ing around, neatening our apartment. We’ve been having water
problems again and little cockroaches scurry on every surface imag-
inable. We’re moving just in time; within another month we’d have
to ask the roaches permission to get in our beds. Javier and Elyse
have offered to put up Guillermo temporarily. 

“I got it.” Guillermo has moved the chair directly in front of the
television and props the hand holding the hanger with his knee.

“You can stay like that until the end of the program?”
“What else do I have to do?”
I return and stare as Beatriz explains to Marcos what has hap-

pened to her.
“She’s late,” Guillermo says in monotone.
“It wasn’t her fault!”
“No, the lawyer. She’s probably watching,” he grumbles.
“Look! They’re going to kiss!” By now I want them to screw, I

want fireworks and flowers to fall from the sky and cover them, but
I’ll have to settle for a smooch. It’s not even a great one. Afterward,
they walk around the place where they first met, but it’s not in
bloom any more. Just one or two flowers. Marcos picks one and gives
it to Beatriz and the credits roll. 

“That’s it?!” I protest.
“She probably was watching,” says Guillermo. He gets up and
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“‘If you have problems with this revolution please go home and try to
make a better one, but PLEASE go home.’” 

Elyse grins. Andrea and Pepito smile politely as though not to
let on they missed something.

“Too bad you’re leaving,” Alberto says, stroking his mustache.
“A lot will be easier for you,” he continues, sitting next to Guillermo
and me on the picnic bench. “You’ll be with your community as you
say. But, some things I don’t envy you. I used to think I wanted to
leave Cuba when I was younger.” He shakes his head and laughs.
“Not any more.”

I never thought I’d hear this coming from Alberto. 
“You know how Escalona has his theories?” Alberto cracks up.

“Well, maybe from working in that small room with him all these
years I’ve developed—” 

“Oh, no,” Ulises says, and begins to cackle, too. “Tell them, tell
them! Pero, don’t use the word stupid!” 

“¿Y po’ qué no? O-ka, o-ka. Naïve, pues, but the alliteration will be
lost!” Alberto tries to give us a straight face. “People who support
capitalism are either sociopaths or naïve.” 

“What’s so funny?” Pepito asks Ulises and Alberto. “It’s true.”
“It is!” insists Ulises. 
“Look, it really is,” Alberto says wiping his eyes. “Either capital-

ists want to exploit people to get rich themselves, which means
harm them, right? Which is what sociopaths do—without feeling
any guilt. Like Bush, for example. Or they’re naïve enough to believe
capitalists don’t harm people. Or don’t see that they’re being
harmed themselves! They might think everyone in America is eligi-
ble to win the lottery, that in fact, they stand a good chance them-
selves.”

“So what are you going to do in the States, Margot?” asks
Andrea, obviously bored.

Ulises crosses his arms. “I’m still worried about your return.
Suppose the State Department sets up a welcoming committee for
you at the San Francisco airport?”

“Technically I’m a journalist so I’m exempt from those penal-
ties,” I say, more to reassure myself.

“Technically Julius and Ethel Rosenberg didn’t break any laws.
They had some radical ideas like yourselves during the McCarthy
days, and they got the electric chair,” Ulises says. “Did you have a
chance to see their statue?”

Andrea’s eyes grow wide.
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Guillermo crouches to listen to the creek’s song. “It’s fabulous!”
he proclaims. It’s good to see him happy again, in spite of Granma’s
inability so far to “resolver” his problem about the apartment. He’s
determined to make his life here work out at all costs. 

Alberto shakes his head. “They used to give us a real party and
dinner before the crisis. Take us to places like the restaurant on top
of the Focsa where Molina and Pacheco took you for your farewell
dinner, with a real view.” 

“Nothing could be more beautiful than this,” I insist. 
Andrea forces the kind of smile one might make to a winner

after having lost the game. “Look at what’s for dinner,” she says,
pointing to a stack of cardboard lunch boxes with some grease spots. 

At least they have grease spots.
“Beans and rice, plantains. That’s all.”
There is some fuss around these boxes. Until Josef decides we

should all eat. “Careful,” Sixto cautions as I open my box.
The food is alive, writhing with ants. 
I watch Mimi gracefully lift a spoonful of beans and rice to her

mouth. Molina is doing the same, while chatting to the editor of the
French department. But the motions of eating have slowed. A gen-
eral feeling of something not right lingers. I see Gladis, the secretary,
picking at her dinner with her fork, before gently bringing some to
her lips. Guillermo laughs, “Ni modo,” and shovels a spoonful into
his mouth.

I do the same with a smaller bite, swallowing without chewing.
I’m too hungry to contemplate the alternative. Then I realize the
ants have absolutely no flavor. Cuban ants are about a quarter of the
size of U.S. ants. I can’t feel them at all. I can’t explain why, but after
I finish my dinner and all those ants, I feel damn good. Maybe it’s
the extra protein. Maybe it has something to do with why French
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss went to such lengths to share
lizard tails with the Nambikwara and other tribes in Brazil, as though
they embodied some sacred knowledge. Maybe it’s being able to strip
my needs down to the basics, like humans thousands of years ago.

Things liven up shortly after the kegs get started. The beer never
seems to run out. “At least they’ve got their priorities right,”
Guillermo comments, holding up his third cup. 

Soon, this will cease to be my problem, too.
“Margot!” Ulises startles us. He hangs a long arm around my

shoulder. “I love what you wrote in that dictionary you dedicated to
the future translators. ¡Qué tremenda eres! Get this,” he says to Elyse.
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postpone las despedidas any longer.  I’m the only one with a ticket to
México and I barely have enough fula to pay for my extra suitcase.
Guillermo looks good in his white slacks and guayabera accentuating
his long black hair. In this light, you can’t see the coffee stains. He
settles down to wait with me in one of the plastic chairs. “It was a
nice four days,” he says. We both know it’s a lie. It was a battle of
magnets; repelling one second, attracting another.  Still, despite all
the bickering, who can blame us for wanting to make love one last
time?  

“Guillermo, have the doctor check your hernia every six
months, okay?” 

Guillermo nods sadly. “I’ll have to. You won’t be there to nag
me.”

Silence. 
“Why don’t you just let me keep your contract with Granma and

all that?” Guillermo asks.
“I know you have your eye on my three peso notes with Che

printed on them!” I shake my head resolutely. “Those are my war
medals.”

Guillermo knits his brows. “Tell me something. What are you re-
ally going to say if U.S. immigration asks where you were before
México?”

I think of my dad. He won the game; he reached the end of his
life without compromising his conscience. “I’m not going to lie. Like
you, Guillermo, I have to live my life the way I believe the world
should be. As an infant my mom says I never crawled. I went directly
to standing up for myself.”

“Marguito,” Guillermo laughs sadly.
Fernández and Molina finally did “resolver” his ration card prob-

lem. The look of exaltation on Guillermo’s face when we moved him
to Christophe’s reminded me that Cuba is still the incarnation of his
dream. 

Suddenly, something makes my skin crawl as though I had sca-
bies.

“Maybe he won’t see us,” says Guillermo. 
Barriga steps out of line and walks determinedly toward us.

Before he can open his mouth I ask where’s he’s going.
“Havana,” he smiles malevolently. “You too?”
“No actually. We’re leaving Cuba.” I’m hoping the fib will get

him off Guillermo’s scent. 
“Really?” He folds his hands together over his suit and nods.
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“Thanks, Ulises.”
“Just make sure they don’t find your Granma contract on you,”

Ulises cautions. 
I flatten my cardboard dinner carton. “I’m sending all that

Federal Express from Mexico City, when I visit my friend Adriana.”
“But you’re staying, right, compañero?” Alberto grins at

Guillermo. Pepito slaps him on the back. 
“We just don’t know where yet.” Ulises interrupts the male

reverie. 
Christophe appears and puts his arm around Andrea’s waist.

“Come on, you guys. They’ve started up the music,” he says, leading
us to the field where some speakers boom Afro-Cuban son. When he
learns what the consternation on Guillermo’s face is about, he looks
at Andrea, grins. “You can have my apartment. Don’t you think, ¿mi
amor?”

Andrea stops in her tracks, smiles shyly. “I don’t see why not.
You’re practically living with us.” 

“Settled!” Christophe says, putting his arm around Guillermo. 
In the afternoon heat, I only last long enough to dance one with

Guillermo, Sixto, Escalona and Ulises. Mimi is also out of the run-
ning. She sits next to me on a rattan arm chair in the shade, cooling
herself with the Japanese fan she brought back from Canada.

“Guess what.” She looks like a child who has just discovered a
jar full of candy in her parents’ closet, her face bright with self-satis-
faction. “I was accepted to the Party. And you know what? They’re
stuck now, because I’m just going to be ... me!” she twinkles.

“Me,” I muse happily, trying to alternate Mimi’s fiery New York
persona at a CP meeting, then her more calculating, contained
Cuban self. That’s when it dawns on me: like Mimi, I belong to two
cultures. I can sit in a room of my mother’s once blacklisted Euro-
American friends and identify with “we.” But if I’m in a room full of
Mexicans, I’ll naturally assume “nosotros” to include me as well. The
sadness I’ve felt surrounding this subject has been a result of trying
to exclude one of these two true selves—my Two Fridas.

ADIOS

Only when Guillermo sets down two of my suitcases in the
reception area of the Santa Clara Airport, in spite of my
objections about his carrying them, do we realize we can’t
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Dragged here, kicked here, shackled here, tricked here
and all of us living next door to the people
who were kicked and tricked right here. 
Melting pot
Thanks a lot!
But it still don’t look like anybody got a home.’46

Listening to Mat’s righteous lyrics helps me to refocus on what’s
at stake. My parents must have experienced this kind of fear when
they fled to México.

The other passengers begin filing out in front of me. An enor-
mous woman in a Senegalese bouba next to me is sweating, trying to
maneuver her bags and body out into the aisle. Earlier, when she was
choking on American Airlines party mix, I was the only one who
would get her water. I drag my fifty-pound duffel full of Cuban re-
search books and articles out of the overhead compartment, the arm
rest below breaking its fall onto the seat. I’ve polished my short
nails, pulled back my wild black hair, toned down the lipstick, silver
bracelets and removed all the earrings from my ears so as to fade in. 

The heavy woman and I are miles behind everyone in getting
off the plane. We wave goodbye to the stewardess, then the captain,
then, I see them all in the doorway. Ten U.S. officers with metallic
badges that make my bone marrow curdle. Sternly, they allow the
heavy woman in front of me through. I look behind me. No one but
the crew. I, too, try to pass through with a smile, pero no eh fácil with
this fifty pound duffel, and bulging lap top and printer bags. I’m
stopped by an upheld uniformed palm. The welcoming committee,
I observe.

“Hold it right there, young lady,” one of the squad orders.
“Young lady, hand over your passport.” 

After all the pains I took to guard it for the last year, they finally
got it. The officer turns it over to an immigration official in a pale
blue shirt. He’s slender, with a long thin nose and has dull copper
hair like a mannequin’s. His patriotic baby blues are a little too close
together. The way he’s looking at my passport evokes images of the
HUAC hearings and the FBI men revoking my father’s passport, but
more viscerally, childhood feelings of being busted at the drugstore
for stealing those fountain pens and notebooks.

“‘Kay,” the immigration officer says, as though he’s seen my
passport before and is trying not to get too excited. His breath is
rapid. “I’m going to ask you some questions.”
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“For what country?”
“Oh, Las Flores.” Every Latin American country probably has

one. I’m trembling as if I’ve consumed ten cups of Cuban espresso.
Barriga resumes his place in line for the same plane Guillermo was
scheduled to take had we not changed his ticket this morning so he
could see me off.

And then it’s time. Guillermo assures me he’s going to continue
his therapy, join an alcoholic’s group and get a degree. 

“And I’ll—” I want to say I’ll keep in touch, send care packages,
but I’ve promised myself I can’t. 

“All right, Margooo. Cuídate,” Guillermo says into my eyes as he
embraces me a final time. “Hasta la victoria del amor siempre,” I hear
him whisper as I hand the stewardess my boarding pass.

On the plane, I turn my face to the window. Why did he have
to repeat the inscription I wrote for him in my book, playing on
Che’s famous words—ever onward to love’s triumph? I keep wiping
my face and peering at my seat-mate, a Mexican business man, to re-
assure myself he hasn’t noticed. I clutch my little bottle of ocean
water, but nothing seems to help. He’ll be one tough act to follow, I
reflect and the deluge comes.

THE SEED

There is more than one way to lose your liberty. It can be
torn out of your hands by a tyrant—but it can also slip
away, day by day, while you’re too busy to notice, or too con-
fused, or too scared.

—Gregory Peck

Ifeel the plane’s wheels descend and touch down on U.S. soil. I
wish we could stay this way for ever with everyone standing,
stretching, waiting. My heart’s beating so fast, the veins in my

neck feel as though they’ll burst. Yesterday, after a month’s stay in
Mexico City, as I watched my documents sail off down the Federal
Express conveyor belt, I learned every fifth parcel is inspected. I’m
assaulted with images of the FBI greeting me with my Granma con-
tract.

I direct all my nervous energy toward the Looters’ funky Melting
Pot song blasting through my Walkman earphones. The band’s
leader, Mat Callahan, together with Robin Balliger, founded our col-
lective, Komotion.
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times when I was in México. I exhale. What if I respond with
Trumbo’s suppressed statement to the House Un-American Activities
Committee?

You are now attacking [the artist’s] right to think,
and seeking by public inquisition to ferret out his in-
nermost ideas and his most private and personal con-
victions... You violate the most elementary principles of
constitutional guarantees when you require anyone to
parade for your approval his opinions upon race, reli-
gion, politics, or any other matter...

“Ms. Pepper! Have you been anywhere else?” 
“Not in Mexico.” I wait for the next question. 
“Follow me,” Mannequin-head says. To my horror, the army of

police lead the way down a long hallway. Mannequin is still holding
my passport. I think of my Dad losing his. I drag my duffel after the
cops, the straps of my lap top and printer bags gouging my shoulder.
I glance behind me. The passengers have all left. A couple of cops
and Mannequin have slowed their pace to ensure they watch my
back. My head feels like it’s on fire, blood and adrenaline surging
through my body. You’d think I was among the ten most wanted.
My superfluous escorts remind me of the excessive number of over-
armored guard protecting Mexican banks as though the money itself
has been stolen from the very community housing it.

“Hey, would you mind helping me carry these?” I inquire. 
“Against regulations,” a burly Robocop responds. 
I debate for several seconds whether or not I should mutter what

gentleman they are. The burning sensation in my ears advises
against it. 

“Where are we going?” 
“Keep walking.” 
I feel like a child who has discovered she’s not immortal; I’m

not immune from the penal system. I try to console myself by re-
minding myself I did the right thing, like my parents and their
contemporaries and all those hundreds of innocent politicos still
rotting in jail, both anonymous and known: Leonard Peltier,
Alejandrina Torres, Susan Rosenberg, as though it were South
Africa or Peru where Lori Berinson’s still caged. As George Orwell
stated, “In a time of universal deceit, telling the truth is a revolu-
tionary act.”
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Are you or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?

HUAC CHIEF INVESTIGATOR, ROBERT E. STRIPLING: 
Are you a member of the screen writers’ guild?

DALTON TRUMBO: 
Mr. Stripling, the rights of American labor to invio-
lably secret membership lists have been won in this
country by a great cost of blood and a great cost in
terms of hunger...

HUAC CHAIRMAN, J. PARNELL THOMAS: 
Are you answering the question, or are you mak-
ing another speech?...Because if you want to make
another speech we can find a corner right up here
where you can make some of these speeches.

DALTON TRUMBO: 
I would be willing to do that, too....   You asked me
a question which would permit you to haul every
union member in the United States up here to
identify himself as a union member, to subject
himself to future intimidation and coercion. This, I
believe, is an unconstitutional question.

HUAC CHAIRMAN, J. PARNELL THOMAS: 
Now, are you making another speech, or is that
the answer?

“Okay, Ms. Pepper. Tell us. Where have you been?” 
“Mexico,” I respond, trying to mask with calm the dread I feel

that he’ll ask where I was before that.
“‘Kay—” he says, while I’m still on the last vowel of my answer.

More rapid breathing, like he knows who I am and the answers to
his questions; he’s just waiting for me to slip up. “Any places before
that?”

My knees almost give way beneath me. “Excuse me?” I manage
faintly.

“When did you enter Mexico?” 
“November 1st.” 
“Have you been anywhere else?”
I don’t have to say Cuba. I practiced this with Adriana a million
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moving cars and in the open air. You have produced a
capital city on the eve of its Reichstag fire. For those
who remember German history in the autumn of 1932
there is the smell of smoke in this very room.

Trumbo was referring to the fact that in 1932 Nazis set the
Reichstag building, the seat of the German government, on fire and
blamed the act of terrorism on the communists. This aided Adolf
Hitler in seizing power and suspending constitutional guarantees of
individual liberty with the pretext of protecting the nation from
threats to its security–a bit like it is in airports these days.

I feel hands patting my pants and jacket. I want to cry. Then out
of the corner of my eye, I spot something that fills me with hope. I
hear them panting. I turn and see their gold hair, tails wagging. I,
who have never been fond of large dogs, am overjoyed at the sight. 

“FIND IT! FIND IT!” One of the officers screams at the dogs. The
dogs rub their noses on my shoes and pants legs. 

The cop puts the dogs onto my luggage. 
“I’m sorry, doggies. I have nothing for you. Nothing!” I coo,

ebulliently. 
The cop in charge of the dogs shakes his head at the others and

they disperse. Mannequin hands me back my passport and I’m left
to find my way back to the luggage area, dragging my fifty-pound
duffel. I descend an escalator and am greeted by a dozen tremendous
photographs of the president grinning from every angle of the room,
assaulted by red, white and blue flags. Bored irritation replaces the
fear. It’s all coming back, the great American Treadmill: gas and elec-
tric bills, parking tickets, unreasonable tows, ATM surcharges, late
fees, IRS forms. There are rumors that a company I’ll call Mon-Satan-
o is working on patenting mutant bio-engineered seeds that devour
their competition, permanently destroying links in the food chain;
an international treaty called the MAI threatens to abolish national
sovereignty in favor of the rights of transnational corporations to
make profits and the GATT agreements are to be expanded and even-
tually superseded by the World Trade Organization. Combined with
NAFTA, more of the middle class in the U.S. will begin to resemble
those in a “Third World” country. But if I try to pull the curtain so
people can see just how they’re being tricked out of a decent, hu-
mane, sustainable living standard, or how they are cheating others
of this; if I call attention to capitalism, instead of perpetuating the
myth that it is a god-given invisible, inevitable universality, I’ll be
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To be a revolutionary you have to hold on to the truth you knew
as a child that all the media and propaganda conspire to make you
forget. This truth is kept alive in literature, art, music, and oral his-
tories like dormant seeds. These seeds are passed from generation to
generation, until the soil is fertile enough for them to take root and
germinate into a new social paradigm. 

It is irrelevant whether each seed-bearer, each guardian of
truth—each Chomsky or Escalona; Assata, Guillermo, Mat or
Mimi—is recognized, for their seeds will be passed to the new gen-
eration like genetic memory by all whose lives they touched. And
only a dozen of such seed-bearers were needed to germinate the
Cuban Revolution when the climate was propitious.

The men with guns instruct me to put my bags down, turn
around and face the wall. My heart feels so weighty it seems to be
pulling me down into some vortex, my body struggling not to cave
into the abyss. They really need ten Terminators to keep me down?

On second thought, maybe it would be better to convince the
courts I’m just another Oliver North on a mission. Perhaps I can
plead temporary insanity from too much beans and rice like Dan
White’s “Twinkie defense” that spared him from life imprisonment
for killing San Francisco Mayor Moscone and Supervisor Harvey
Milk due to an overdose of the spongy sugar chemical-filled cakes.

I face the wall. The U.S.-side of the wall. It’s white and cheap
and flimsy, like a mobile home panel. I know it’s bad news when
they ask me to remove my backpack and put my hands behind my
back. I wait for the handcuffs. “Wait, I want my lawyer,” I say sud-
denly cognizant of my rights. “You didn’t read me my Miranda
rights.”

“They may be police. But I’M immigration, little lady,” I hear
Mannequin say. “And I don’t need to read you any rights.”

My head is on fire with embers of the speech Trumbo was never
allowed to deliver to HUAC before he was jailed:

Already the gentlemen of this committee and oth-
ers of like disposition have produced in this capital city
a political atmosphere which is acrid with fear and re-
pression;  a city in which no union leader can trust his
telephone; a city in which old friends hesitate to recog-
nize one another in public places; a city in which men
and women who dissent even slightly from the ortho-
doxy you seek to impose, speak with confidence only in
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“No—”
“Then why were you talking to him?”
“I had no idea it was against the law.”
I shouldn’t have done it. Your great big mouth is going to get you

into big trouble some day, I can hear Byron harping. 
They make me get in line number four to be searched. “You’ve

made a mistake,” I say. “I was sent to line one already. I’m on my
way out. Goodbye.”

“Young lady. You are about to commit a serious crime.”
Not only do they check your luggage in line four, I learn, they

also check your privates. A female officer with short blonde hair and
a fossilized frown leads me into a phone-booth size room. Strip
down to your underwear, she instructs. The burning sensation is
back. She looks too much like a prison guard. Poor Assata, I keep
thinking. The woman runs her hands along my legs, arms, as though
she’s embarrassed. She pretends to be thorough by snapping my bra
strap and the elastic at the back of my underwear. I turn around.
“That’s okay,” she says. I know that’s the closest her lips can strain
toward a smile.

I dress and to my chagrin find Mr. Mannequin has returned and
is helping himself to the contents of my back pack. Fortunately, I’ve
put nothing reminiscent of Cuba there. Still, why is he back harass-
ing me? Perhaps he’s known about my dossier and the Federal
Express documents all along; he’s just after more incriminating evi-
dence. As Mannequin searches, I highlight the fact that I’m a jour-
nalist. After all, I’ve done nothing against the law, I repeat to myself. 

“Oh, yeah? What were you covering?”
“Economics.”
As his eyes glaze over it occurs to me I’m now at the age where

uniformed people can be younger and less experienced than I. I
make his head spin with details about the soap opera known as
Mexican politics and the most thorough global statistics in my
repertoire. When he zips up my back pack and begins pawing the
bag next to the duffel, I decide it’s time to step up the defense.
Abruptly I inquire, “What’s the most embarrassing thing you’ve ever
found?”

He stops. Flushes a little. Contorts into something like a smile
that’s really a grimace. “For the passenger or me?” 

“Both.”
“Uh.” He fumbles through another suitcase. Pulls out my cos-

metics bag and sticks it back in the pocket without examination.
“Sex toys. An iguana.”
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isolated and marginalized as a “kook.” Better to distract people with
“Traffic and Terror Together.” Think positive, I tell myself. Falafels!
Emporium! 

Entering the luggage area, I hear a familiar voice. “Girl!” The
heavy woman from the plane’s grinning and slowly shaking her
head. “They thought you were the Colombian drug queen!” 

“Where did this plane come from before Mexico?” 
“Colombia.” 
I burst into nervous laughter. As I retrieve my bags from the con-

veyor belt, I realize I’m still not over the hurdle. At the counter, an-
other immigration officer studies my passport, spots Mexico City as
the birthplace and asks me if I’m a resident. 

“I’m a citizen.” 
“You sure?”
“Sir, it’s a U.S. passport,” you goddamn shit for brains. In the

United States I’m hassled for being Latina. In México I’m excluded
as a gringa or Chicana; in Cuba, as an extranjera; everywhere for
being a Jew. As a Euro-Mexican-American Jew-cana, I’ll never fit in a
neat box. I guess that’s what it is to be NorthAmerican. 

I want to tell the officer that he’s deluded; that although there
are indeed cultures, there is one nation of human beings, that is all.
When categories of nation, religion and skin color are used to divide
us, we are distracted from recognizing the motives behind those ma-
nipulating us. Follow the money trail, past the manicured heads of
the immigration officials, to the pools of cheaper foreign labor and
resources in neighboring lands. 

Interrupting my imaginary speech, Shitforbrains tells me to go
to line one, the line straight out of the luggage area with minimal
searches. I’ve won the lottery. Someone else hasn’t. “Tarjeta! Tarjeta!”
an official is screaming. I turn and behold a Mexican campesino with
a torn cowboy hat and plastic mesh bags full of honey jars. 

“Galletas?” he smiles at the official good-naturedly. “Lo siento. Si
las tuviera, seguro que las compartiría.” Cookies? Sorry. If I had any,
you can be sure I’d share them.

I’m cracking up. The officers grow cross with the man. “Tarjeta!”
they scream. The man hands them his green card. He is then vio-
lently searched by each of the two officers. He smiles anyway, a
charm against evil spirits.

“Welcome to America,” I say, to let him know he’s not alone.
A balding immigration officer with a gold tooth and matching

gold-rim glasses calls me over. “Do you know him?” 
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Nothing around but Che, the watchman and the wind. I could
see lines carved into his face like trenches denoting the history of
the battle he said he had fought. He was about the age my father
would have been. He motioned me closer. As I began to speak, he of-
fered me his hand to shake—a hand that may have imparted death
to a few, yet more life to many; that perspired forty years ago as it
pulled a trigger, and still did so even now as it shook mine.

“I just want to thank you,” I said. The old man stared at me in
silence and nodded. I disappeared into that man’s eyes as we ex-
changed words lost by mute tongues. We ceased to exist there on
that island of marble. I saw tears well up in his tired eyes. Tears I was
crying inside for him. For him?—this man whose convictions still re-
verberated in the laughter of Cuban children—solitarily guarding
that monolith of a monument to the one they say embodied the
true spirit of the revolution? Why so alone: the ideal and the watch-
man, isolated on that expansive island of wind and marble? An oc-
casional tour bus...the click click of cameras and the silence again. 

When I saw how he was looking at me, I lost it. Something in
his liquid eyes was like a vanishing ember of light. I saw myself and
the world from which I came sinking in the darkness of those eyes.
I wanted to preserve that spark for ever, that glimmer of an island,
that fleck of hope, pass it on across oceans, through generations, tell
him so with my tears, with these words....
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“No way. Someone used sex toys on her iguana?”
Mannequin violently shakes his head. “Two different people.

The iguana was with this lady. She had it wrapped up in a night
gown. —And also, smelly socks.”

“That is kinky! The iguana was tied up with smelly socks and
used to get two different people off?”

“No. The socks were someone else’s!” His irritation betrays a
poor sense of humor. “That was the worst. Must have been an ath-
lete or something.” 

I smile as demurely as possible, remembering my own dirty
socks.

“Why? Do you have anything embarrassing?” His voice is men-
acing, his too-close blue eyes, diabolic.

“Nothing. Oh. Except. I got this really bad foot fungus I never
had time to treat. But you’ll know when you get to them.” I start
looking through my own luggage to make sure nothing has broken,
pull out my computer, start it up, flash my printer at him. 

The time has come. He wants me to unzip my duffel. I project
all my fear about the research books onto the smelly socks that re-
ally are inside. “Wait, let me get the socks out of your—”

“That’s okay,” the guy says and zips the duffel back up. “You can
go now, ma’am.”

I try to suppress my elation as I pack my laptop and load every-
thing back onto the metal cart. Dummy helps. Within seconds I’m
headed for the exit. “Wait, Ms. Pepper,” Dummy calls after me.

Was he just teasing me with a taste of freedom?
“Are you married?” he asks skeptically.
I repeat in my head the question as I heard it, to be sure. Does

he have access to my Interests Section file? Or does he simply feel I’d
make a poor wife, someone who can’t wash her own socks? 

“No. Why?”
“Nothing. Goodbye,” he smiles.
I head out the door and cast a final look over my shoulder. His

head is turned as far as it will go and he’s watching me out of the
corner of his eyes. His smile has morphed into an eerie glower. 

Once at the shuttle stop outside, surrounded by strangers that
seem to belong to another dimension, his question lingers, even
smarts. “Married?” I think of Guillermo’s last words to me and the
deluge returns, the way I broke down in the middle of all those
tourists when I looked into the eyes of the old Cuban watchman
guarding Che’s monument during my last days on the island with
Guillermo, in Santa Clara. 
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ENDNOTES

1. Ernesto Cardenal, In Cuba (New York: New Directions Publishing
Corporation, 1974), p. 38.  In the countryside, only four percent ate meat,
eleven per cent drank milk, three percent ate bread, and two per cent ate
eggs, according to José Luis Rodríguez and George Carriazo Moreno,
Erradicación de la Pobreza en Cuba (Havana:  Editorial de Ciencias Sociales,
1987), p. 6.

2. Larry Ceplair and Steven Enlgund,  The Inquisition in Hollywood
(Berkeley and Los Angeles:  University of California Press, 1979), pp. 218;
227-228; 400.

3. Imports had fallen from 8.1 billion dollars in 1989 to 2.2 billion dol-
lars in 1992, the first year the story takes place. By 1993, the national
import budget shrank to 1.7 billion dollars annually.

4. Paraphrased from interview with Carlos Lage Davila, member of the
Political Bureau and Secretary of the Executive Committee of the Council of
Ministers, Granma (Havana), November 10, 1992.   

5. Juan Antonio Blanco interviewed by Medea Benjamin.  Medea
Benjamin,  Talking About Revolution  (Melbourne: Ocean Press, 1994), p. 11.

6. “70% of Cuban land”  was owned by United States. From interview
with Blanco by Benjamin in Talking About Revolution, p. 12.  Cuba had
become dependent on the United States for machinery, food products,
clothes, cars, radios, televisions, paper, records, pens, bras, trains, books,
magazines, soap—almost everything according to José Luis Rodríguez,
Desarrollo Económico de Cuba 1959-1988 (Mexico:  Editorial Nuestro
Tiempo, SA, 1990), p. 16.

7. Ibid., p. 6.

8. The United States controlled Cuban railroads, telephones and other
public services; oil, tobacco, coffee, milk, fruit and tobacco industries; zinc,
copper and lead mines; manufacturing; banks, hotels and casinos; even
baseball players.  See Rodríguez, Desarrollo Económico de Cuba, pp. 13-14
also, Eduardo del Río, Cuba Para Principiantes (Mexico:  Editorial Grijalbo,
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26. Fidel Castro, speech given on October 29, 1992 before the National
Assembly.

27. Idea originally stated by Alberto Faya, Director of the Casa de las
Américas Music Department, as interviewed by Carlos Barrón.

28. United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Report, 1993. 

29. The world produces enough food for everyone to have a diet of over
2,700 calories.

30. A fifth of the world’s population enjoys 86% of the world’s goods and
services.

31. In 1993, the 1986-94 Uruguay Round of GATT negotiations was still in
the process of creating the World Trade Organization, which came into
existence on January 1, 1995, virtually superseding GATT. 

32. Kevin Watkins,  “GATT and the Third World:  Fixing the Rules,”  Race
& Class:  The New Conquistadors, (Nottingham, July 1992,  Institute of Race
Relations, Britain.) The reader may be interested in Kevin Watkin’s book,
Fixing The Rules:  North-South Issues in International Trade and the GATT
Uruguay Round (London, 1992), from which his article was extracted. 

33. John Cohen,  The Essential Lenny Bruce (New York:  Ballantine Books). 

34. Andres Escobar Soto, Prisma, (Havana:  July 1990), p. 10.  Soto points
out the necessity of perfecting the structures and methods of People’s Power
to “strengthen to an even greater degree popular control over the govern-
ment’s activities.” 

35. Amnesty International is after both countries for their slave practices.
Charles Jacobs and Mohamed Athie, “Bought and Sold,” New York Times
(July 13, 1994). 

36. In 1958 there was a yearly average of 549,000 unemployed out of a
labor force of 2,204,000, according to Rodríguez in Desarrollo Económico de
Cuba. 

37. In November of 1994, the Miami Herald commissioned the Costa Rican
firm CID-Gallup associated with the Gallup Organization to conduct an
independent, scientific poll. According to the poll, about 69 percent of
Cubans considered themselves revolutionaries, communists or socialists.
Fifty eight percent thought the revolution had more achievements than
failures, 31 percent disagreed and only 24 percent said they weren’t inte-
grated into the revolution. Cuba Update, Vol XVI, no. 1, (February 1995).
From summary by Al Campbell in Monthly Review, (March 1997).

38. “For An International Front of Struggle,”  address by Daniel Ortega,
(Managua:  October 4, 1991) quoted by Robinson in the Monthly Review
(December 1992). 

39. Frei Betto’s analysis of the PT, América Libre I  (Buenos Aires:  Ediciones
Liberarte, 1992), pp. 10-11.
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S.A., 1980), p. 69.

9. José Luis Rodríguez, Desarrollo Económico de Cuba 1959-1988 (Mexico:
Editorial Nuestro Tiempo, SA, 1990), p. 18.  According to Moreno,
Erradicación de la Pobreza, p. 13,  “one third of the country’s labor force was
unemployed or underemployed”  in 1957. 

10. Ibid., p. 32.

11. Benjamin, Talking About Revolution.

12. Cuba’s economic growth from 1960 to 1985 was the 2nd highest in
Latin America, behind only Brazil’s, according to University of Utah
Economics Professor, Al Campbell, Monthly Review, March 1997.

13. Oakland Tribune, September 1992.   In 1993 Cuba’s infant mortality fig-
ure dropped to 9.4, in spite of the Special Period. According to a 1994
UNICEF report, Haiti’s infant mortality for 1993 was 87; Bolivia’s was 80;
Brazil’s 54 and Mexico’s 28.  

14. “Ninety percent of the children of high-school age were in school—
one of the lowest drop out rates anywhere. ...The number of physicians had
risen from a shameful 6000 to nearly 40,000.”  Andres Oppenheimer,
Castro’s Final Hour (New York:  Simon & Shuster, 1992).

15. Ibid., pp. 158-160.

16. Subcomandante Marcos in Voice of Fire edited by Ben Clarke  (San
Francisco:  Freedom Voices, 1994).

17. Vladimir Lenin,  “How to Organize Competition?” from Collected
Works (Vol. 26, 24-27, December 1917), p. 404. 

18. Transcript of tape  “To My People”,  July 4 1973 reproduced  by Assata
Shakur, (Chicago:  Lawrence Hill Books, 1987).

19. The report was issued by seven jurists in response to a 1978 petition to
the United Nations Commission of Human Rights by Lennox Hinds on
behalf of the National Conference of Black Lawyers and other organiza-
tions.   

20. Translation of Silvio Rodriguez’s “The Fool” by Meic Haines, from Gail
Reed, Island in the Storm (Melbourne:  Ocean Press, 1992).

21. Fidel Castro’s estimate presented at the Ibero-American Summit was 15
billion dollars over a 30 year period. By August 1993, Vice-President of the
Council of Ministers Carlos Lage estimated that the blockade had cost the
country losses estimated at 40 billion dollars.  

22. Benjamin, Talking About Revolution, pp. 39-40.

23. Published in Bern, Switzerland.

24. Granma International archives (Havana) March 20, 1992,  1/73-38/5.

25. UN Human Development Report, 1993 and 1998.
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40. All of Fidel Castro’s quotes in this scene from his address at the closing
ceremony of the 4th Sao Paulo Forum (Havana:  July 24, 1993). 

41. Benjamin, Talking About Revolution.

42. Since the legalization of the dollar in July of 1993, the country’s infra-
structure developed to the benefit of the entire civil society, due to a fairer
distribution of profits than would have taken place under capitalism or
World Bank terms.  The gains in communication, chlorinated water, trans-
portation and availability of food, restaurants and entertainment options
improved overall living standards for a majority, since Cuba’s insertion into
the capitalist global economy and its diversification. Yet, morale, especially
among the youth, plummeted as class discrepancies become more apparent. 

This gaping barranca between the two generations may be a result of
the following: in 1993, rather than risk dialogue and the time needed to
educate the majority of Cubans to make decisions about inserting them-
selves into the global economy, the vanguard imposed changes that the
population might have arrived at themselves, had they been given the
opportunity. Cuba’s continuing lack of material resources and disadvantage
in the global economy made it impossible to resolve many of civil society’s
concerns voiced at People’s Power meetings. Consequently, fewer people
attended.  The vanguard took up the slack in the reins, perpetuating the
vicious cycle. 

43. The total number of women delegates elected to the Cuban municipal
assemblies December 27,1992 hovered around 13.6 percent and only 20
percent of the representatives elected to the national legislature February
24th, 1993 were women. In the U.S, the year this story takes place, women
only made up 11 percent of representatives in Congress and 7 percent of
senators, according to the Center for the American Woman and Politics
(CAWP) at Rutgers University’s Eagleton Institute of Politics. Grimmer still,
according to Newsweek,  white males alone—not even the total number of
males—made up 39.2 percent of the U.S. population, yet accounted for 82.5
percent of the Forbes 400 or people with an annual income of at least 265
million dollars.  White males also made up 92 percent of U.S. state gover-
nors; 70 percent of tenured college faculty; 90 percent of daily newspaper
editors and 77 percent of television news directors. Source:  David Gates,
“White Male Paranoia,”   Newsweek (March 29, 1993). 

44. Heraclitus, The Word, pp. 41-42. 

45. Oakland Tribune (September 1992).  Almost 38 million people in the
U.S. lived below the poverty line. Per capita income for African-Americans
in 1992 was $13,378.  Among children under six years of age, one in four
was poor.

46. From the Imago Mundi CD. The Looters are Mat Callahan, Adrian
Schafgans, Marcus Fillinger, Ahaguna Sun, Fred Cirillo and Joe and Jimmy
Johnson.
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