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126.127 The Women Of Havana\fn{by María de la Merced Beltrán de Santa Cruz y Montalvo, Countess of Merlin (1789-1852)}
Havana, Cuba (F) 4½
Who could be better suited to read my observations on the women from my country, their way of life and their
sensibility, than yourself,\fn{This essay is in the form of a letter addressed to the French author, George Sand, dated 1 July 1844 .}
who understands our gender so well, and whose eloquent pen so often has moved the kindhearted about the
sufferings of women in civilized societies? Do not expect either pathetic and steamy tales, colored by the tropical
heat, or tragic stories whose interests lie in irate jealousy and bloodied daggers. This chaste woman from Havana,
in spite of her fiery soul and her passionate nature, does not know the fancy refinements of these affairs of the
heart, or about their torments and fictional voluptuousness; or of the fruits ripened in hothouses possessing neither
perfume nor taste; or of imaginary passions, those parasitic plants that dry out the greenish vigor from the young
sap.
This woman from Havana is generally of medium height and slim; but, however slender she may be, her
shapeliness is always remarkable. She has the tiny and delicate limbs of a child. Her feet, small and plump, don,
or better yet, are delicately surrounded by white satin, for her shoes barely have soles and have never stepped on
street pavement. The foot of this woman from Havana is not merely a foot but nature’s poetic luxury. Her neck,
handsomely planted, gently moves her voluptuous head. Her naturally thin waist has never been restricted by a
corset, and it is in harmony with the rest of her body; her beauty has never asked for an extravagant disproportion
that art and nature would surely rebuff.
Because of the freedom she has enjoyed from childhood and the constant and sweet warmth of the air, her
limbs maintain the same original freshness and flexibility and give a velvet-like softness to her skin, which is
often a pale shade of white; but underneath one can perceive a warm and golden luminescence as if the sun had
suffused it with its rays. Her movements, marked by a languorous voluptuousness, her deliberate and indolent
walk, and her soft and rhythmic speech sometimes contrast with her vivacious physiognomy and with the fiery
blaze that escapes from her large black eyes, whose gaze proves incomparable. She never exposes herself to the
sun except when she travels.
She only goes out at dusk, and never on foot. Aside from the inconvenience of the heat outside her house, her
aristocratic pride does not allow her to mingle with the street crowds. Industrious by nature, one can find her
working from early morning with her own hands on the clothes of her Negroes or on her son’s canastilla.\fn
{Layette} However, as soon as the sun’s rays weigh heavily in the air, she is incapable of any activity whatsoever.
She hardly walks, and spends a good portion of the day bathing or eating fruit; the rest of the day she spends
rocking in a butaca.\fn{Easy-chair} As the sun sets, the gracious sylph, all dressed in white and with flowers in her
hair, comes alive; she gets into the volante\fn{Cuban open carriage} and goes to different shops; she never gets out
since she makes the whole shop come to the foot-board of her carriage; later, she goes out for some fresh air. If it
is a question of traveling out to the countryside, she effortlessly goes from her chair to the carriage defying the
most burning sun in her white dress, her head uncovered and without the benefit of a parasol. One could compare
her to a hero defying cannons from the trenches.
In an easily understandable contradiction, the women of Havana love to dance; they spend whole nights
moving their feet, excitedly turning round and round until they collapse from exhaustion.
The traditional dance of Havana is executed with the whole body rather than with the feet; it is a mix of a waltz
of gliding steps and swings of such soft and undeniable voluptuousness that it lasts until the fatigue felt by the
dancers comes to the rescue of the musicians in the orchestra. The latter are very amusing in their extravagant
attires. This traditional music, as well as the steps of the dance, expresses the Creole character, a mixture of
lethargy and passion. The song’s phrase, always syncopated, usually pauses before ending the rhythm, and later it
suddenly starts anew, as if it had fallen back to keep the beat and was hurriedly trying to catch up with it. These
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local musical compositions are in general in a minor key, as are almost all primitive melodies; the musicians’
inspirations are largely the work of intuition rather than art; they have plenty of strange and innocent harmonies
whose charm is at once a sense of melancholy and deliriousness.
The orchestra conductor is always the elegant Negro Plácido,\fn{ Gabriel de la Concepción Valdés (d.1844), executed for
his alleged leadership of the Conspiracy of La Escalera .} the Strauss of Havana, who invents the dance’s melodies. As
original as his compositions is his attire, completely drawn from the French 1798 fashion. He wears a double-tail
dress coat, and his yellow trousers are tied at the knee by ribbons that fall midway down his leg. His socks are
made of silken damask; he wears fine suede leather shoes with a rosette the color of pansies; and to complete the
costume he wears a vest and lace cuffs.
In this land, women born to the higher classes appreciate the advantages of their condition; they preserve their
ways but remain humble and of a sweet disposition; they do not try to convince others of their own importance by
being impertinent and disdainful. There is something endearing about their flattering countenance and the humble
greatness they display in front of their inferiors. I admire the angelic generosity my aunt shows for the
dispossessed, when I see poor women enter the most intimate rooms of the house and, even before asking for
alms, sit down without permission and prolong their stay unsuspecting of their annoying presence.
One of the local habits, to which Europeans rarely adapt, is to see people come and go freely everywhere
inside the house. All doors are open, starting with the main entrance, which is open at all times and for everyone.
You are surrounded by a hundred Negroes, and not one of them will spare you an inconvenience. Women receive
guests at all hours. At first this habit of living in full broad light due to the climate may seem tiresome to
northerners used to enjoying their isolation and the meditation that accompanies it; however, this situation can
offer some advantages.
If one has company at all hours, one does not have to fuss about them as much: this habit results in friendships,
with affection replacing the rigidity of ceremonious etiquette. The persons you accept become members of your
family and share your moments of pleasure and your suffering. And regarding those inevitably inopportune
people, one need not worry; men leave and women continue eating fruit and rocking gently, and if at times they
have too much company, they will surely never be lonely.
Your women in France do have more control over their time, and manage their social engagements in a manner
that suits them: so they have their days and hours reserved for receiving company, thus avoiding unpleasant visits;
however, in protecting their privacy they pay with selfishness. For, once the visitors’ minimum of courteous
behavior is finished, these women see their guests disappear sometimes for months or years, unless their presence
is requested at a party or some such diversion.
Let us admit that in spite of the inconveniences occasioned by Creole affability, to women it is a sweet refuge,
since by instinct they need to be sustained by affection, as in the words of a friend saying “ Adios, hasta cada
momento.”\fn{Farewell, until soon} They are adorable both for their manners and their hospitality with strangers.
From the very first visit they receive them as friends of the household, and when they state, “Make yourself at
home,” it’s not just a mere formality but a heartfelt offering: you can be assured that you will find a place set at
the table for you every day, and your bed ready in the country home.
Nothing rivals the naïve charm, the caressing words of our women, and the harmony that exists among the
musicality of their voices, the original turn of phrase, and their seductive gestures. Yet, there is no malice in their
innocence nor anything untrue in their gaiety.
The intimate nature of family life could create inconveniences if certain habits did not ward off dangers. This
familiarity runs parallel with their innocence. The relentless public aspect of private family life, the constant
presence of Negroes who remain nude until the age of eight, only destroy in our young women one sort of
modesty: that of the sight, which does not offend the purity of their thoughts and the honesty that they always
preserve. Their imaginations have never been soiled by depraved learning nor by perverse precepts; they do not
become falsely agitated nor do they set out to scrutinize nature’s secrets. Thus, this primitive innocence of our
women from Havana, which is without perils for those of precocious and passionate temperament, in some
European countries would become a source of scandal and chaos for certain pale, irritable, and ignorant women of
the North, who meet love by ways of an unnatural culture and lose their virginity of heart before tasting passion.
In these parts the young woman, still a child, can marry the man she chooses as long as he is related to the
family. Families rarely ally themselves to one another. The high aristocracy, however tolerant in everyday
dealings, greatly fears the union with a family belonging to the inferior classes, or even to mix their blood with
that of foreigners, even when the latter’s is as pure as theirs.
The marriages of children who grew up together are almost always happy ones. Mutual love, compounded
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with the tender affection of childhood friendships, similar to the fraternal love that ensues, does not allow in any
case forgetfulness or evil conduct. In spite of the dangers arising from an ardent blood, the renunciation of a
private life, and the sensual habits of women, these are moral creatures who possess a deep-rooted instinct of
natural honesty. Their unadorned education and their fervent and exalted piety lead them to that which is good for
love of God, not for fear.
There is a fact I consider worthy of note: in Havana, as in all countries where there is slavery, the female
occupies a higher position than in other nations. Reigning as queen of an obsequious vassalage, surrounded by
love and consideration, having much influence over her household, she is rarely moved to a wicked thought.
Since ambitions, vanity, and sensual longings are never consulted in choosing a husband, the man she marries is
always in accord with her age and tastes. She loves him, and does not arrive at the nuptial bed with her heart in
turmoil, her imagination beguiled by other unions and other desires. She is not condemned to the most horrid of
all torments, that of deception. Her life is more modest, her pleasures less glamorous than those of women of
more refined civilizations; but she does not suffer the tortures of humbled vanity, nor the mortal anguish of a heart
exhausted in a futile search, consumed by chimerical or fleeting emotions, bruised by jealousy and sorrow. She
has not been punished by a lover on account of a husband, nor by a husband because of a lover. Severely judged
by public opinion and by herself, sickened by everything, lonely inside, she does not seek compensation for her
frustrated life by spilling the bitterness of her heart on people’s lives. In conclusion, she has never had the infernal
idea of looking for a strong sensation in somebody else’s suffering by lovelessly stealing a friend’s lover.
As soon as a little girl starts to babble, she is given a little Negro girl who becomes her playmate and later her
chambermaid and who, after a few years, obtains her freedom. The wet nurse is a sort of matron who is given her
freedom, if she is a slave, as soon as she stops nursing, but who stays in the house, where she is highly regarded.
The affection these Negro women profess for the children they have raised is a kind of cult. Utterly obsessed by
these feelings, they remain almost indifferent to their own children.
Nothing compares to the beauty of Havana’s children. They are flowers, at once strong and exquisite,
blooming in the heat of this blazing sky. Neither ribbon nor strap has ever tightened their delicate flesh. Children’s
attire is reduced to a light, sleeveless linen shirt that barely covers the knees, with a low neckline and adorned
with lace and with ribbons on the shoulders; their little heads are as naked as the rest of the body. Then they are
placed on a mat. What a sight when their bodies are left in total freedom, and they grow round and strong,
unabashedly looking forward to developing their strength and their life; and that elastic skin, full of life, keeps
getting stronger in contact with the air, and delightful dimples appear in the folds of the skin with each movement
and each gesture. No, Albane has never imagined anything more charming.
This light attire worn by children is extremely expensive. Each little shirt is embroidered in colored silk and is
only worn once. One could certainly embroider it in wool and it would be much sturdier. But, in fact, that is
exactly why one doesn’t.
Women’s sense of luxury is greatly refined; it’s not extravagant but sensual. To them it is a way of being and
living, since their clothes are of the utmost simplicity. During the morning hours they wear an ample robe or a
linen suit; at night, their dresses are also made of linen, but they have short sleeves and low necks, and on their
neatly coifed heads women wear natural flowers, placed without art or artifice. Hidden behind this simplicity lie
exotic refinements. Their lingerie, changed twice a day, is of the most exquisite batiste adorned with lace. The
embroidered linen suits are always worn new, and when washed they are given to the Negro women servants.
Women from Havana use only new silk hose, and when they take them off they discard them. Their tiny shoes are
soon abandoned, and like everything else they are passed on to the Negro women who, incidentally, do not lack
originality in matters of fashion.
It is very amusing to see these Negro women cross the enormous rooms lit by sunlight while singing or
smoking. With their linen suits worn over shirts that hang barely over their knees, the whole hanging loose over
their chests and backs, with their satin shoes that they wear as slippers showing the heels, and their black ebony
legs, one would be tempted to compare them to bats flapping their translucent wings in daylight.
Women from Havana never wear their ball gowns twice, even though they are extremely luxurious and are
brought from Paris at a great expense. However, a young lady would prefer not to attend a ball than to wear a
previously worn gown. At theater performances, as well as at balls, women are always very well dressed, and they
show off some of the vast number of diamonds from Paris that they own.
Their sheets, like the rest of their linen and lingerie, are made of the finest batiste, and they are carefully
starched; imagine my surprise when I was first presented with a starched and embroidered hand towel. Beds are
made of iron with embroidered canopies and covered with damask cloth. Given my European upbringing, my
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aunt made the delicate gesture of offering me a little blue damask mattress the width of a sealing-wax bar. Pillows
are of a similar material, covered with linen, embroidered with insertions of material, with wide strips of lace on
the borders, and closed with blue ribbons. The bed’s linen curtains are suspended and gathered with ribbons of the
same color. The sheets are made of very fine batiste. The flat sheet, the only type of cover people use here, is
always embroidered with lace. Just imagine the pathetic effect that my simple Dutch linen shirts and my poor
Scottish thread hose had in comparison with this marvelous luxury!
What became a true scandal for everyone, however, were my crude Moroccan leather shoes discovered at the
bottom of one of my trunks.
“Jesus María!” they exclaimed, “what is that? Those shoes for your feet in Havana! Oh!”
I felt thoroughly mortified, for they could not understand that my skin had hardened in Europe to the point that
I had to bear the torture of wearing those shoes. And yet, I thought with bitterness, I have the same difficulty in
walking as do all the women in Europe!
The extreme youth of mothers and the precocious development of children do a great disservice to their early
upbringing. Children treat their mothers as companions from the very beginning, and the inherent Creole
insouciance\fn{Casual lack of concern; indifference } deprives mothers of the energy to scold them and to validate their
rights as parents. Due to this maternal weakness, the male child becomes domineering and capricious. The
damage is less in the daughter’s education, for the sweet, loving, and malleable character of the little girl turns
itself tenderly onto her parents. It is, then, the early education of boys that often fails. If you had been with me at a
brief scene I witnessed a few days ago as an example of the upbringing in Havana, you would understand.
It was in the afternoon; I was in the company of some young women in the salon, facing the harbor; we were
all sitting, or rather reclining, in comfortable Moroccan leather chairs. That day the heat was intense, and yet a
strong breeze slammed doors and windows and played with our white, light robes. An enormous tray full of fruit
placed in front of us soothed our insatiable thirst. More avid than the rest, I was about to taste these treasures that
I had been so long deprived of; all of a sudden, amidst my delirious happiness, while I was tenderly greeting my
former and dear acquaintances and was giving them unequivocal proof that I remembered them, I saw a little man
enter the room whom I would have thought a midget had it not been for his beautiful eyes, so innocent and
transparent, and the delicate skin of his face resembling that of a peach. He was probably around twelve years of
age. He wore boots, a French-style suit, a shirt with frills, a hat on his head and a whip in his hand. One could say
he looked like Puss in Boots!
“Mother,” he said upon entering, “my carriage is ready. I’m going to have supper with a friend; good-bye, until
tonight.”
“But Pepillo,” said his mother in a languid and sweet voice. “Pepillo, what an idea to go out in this heat!”
“It’s not hot, mother.”
“But I don’t want you to eat out; you spent the whole day yesterday with your friends.”
“I will spend today with them also, mother.”
“But you know you have to go to the ball tonight, and you will have to come back to dress and the whole thing
will make you tired.”
“I won’t be tired, mother.” With each answer he would bite on a piece of fruit.
“Well, Pepillo, I don’t want you to go out. Do you hear me?”
“Good-bye, mother.” And turning around, he left.
“What a boy!” said the mother in a half tender, half sad tone of voice, while following him with her eyes. And
nothing else was said.
“Tell me, China,” I asked the mother, “is that the way you bring up your children?”
“What else can we do?”
“Force them to obey.”
“And how?”
“With your will.”
“And if he doesn’t want to do what he’s told?”
“You lock him up.”
“¿Y si le da la alferecía?” (And what if he suffers an epileptic attack?)
These weak mothers do not hesitate for a minute when they have to send their children to be educated in
Europe, and with heroic courage they set them at sea to search for new knowledge and useful learning. Such is the
nature of these women—pusillanimous\fn{Showing a lack of courage or determination } about the little things, sublime
about the important ones.
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Poor mother, don’t you know that your blind tenderness imposes upon your son the tremendous task of one
day having to drown the bad seeds that your weakness has allowed to develop in him, and that often become
impossible to eradicate? that your guilty indulgence makes him impetuous, selfish and cowardly when faced with
work? that true maternal love resides not in a broken will but in the strength that guides? that filial love is tied to
respect, and that the kindness that inspires trust is not incompatible with the inevitable firmness that justice
demands? that there is nothing too frivolous nor too indifferent in childhood? lastly, that first impressions, like the
roots of a tree, develop and nourish branches and leaves with their sap? Dear compatriots, forgive me for this
advice, born from the sisterly love that I feel for you!
In spite of the bad results engendered by these young mothers’ weakness, filial love is more profound here,
more exalted, than in other parts. The never-ending kindness of the maternal heart acts forcefully upon the fiery
natures, predisposed to live only through affective bonds. All the tenderness of this independent existence, all this
pervading love that surrounds the child, become one with the image of she who is the soul and the shelter of all
the joys of the heart, of all feelings of gratitude.
It is touching to see how much respect people give mothers when they reach old age! A powerful source of
numerous progeny, the grandmother is the center of everyone’s attentions and veneration. Parties and wedding
banquets are always held at her house. She presides at the table, dressed in all simplicity; her white hair is braided,
never concealed by vanity. All compliments, all jokes are for her or come from her, and when the time comes to
end this patriarchal life, it goes out softly without suffering and without regrets, as she has lived it.
One has to pity the worldly European woman when age strips her of youthful charms, for it is rare that such a
woman would know how to grow old. Much common sense and preparation is needed, and perhaps her whole life
before, to be ready for that serious stage of life. But what shall she do if all her time has been devoted to the
concerns brought on by vanity and gallantry, if her life has been dedicated wholly to the fictitious pleasures she
now sees being taken away one by one by the youth that surrounds her? Then, she looks around for the first time
and realizes that if she has not nurtured abnegation\fn{ The act of renouncing or rejecting something } and has lived only
for herself, nobody feels obligated to attend to her. Isolated and bitter, she tries to make friends with those in the
political sphere or with those whose lives are tied to intrigues, and she dies the same way she lived, searching for
happiness amidst sterile and impotent emotions.
18µ19
53.37 Excerpt from Cecilia Valdés o La Loma del Angel\fn{by Cirilo Villaverde (1812-1894)} Santiago de Cuba,
Santiago de Cuba Province, Cuba (M) 2
… Jose\fn{A note says that this is from part one, chapter 17 of the novel .} Dolores Pimienta declared that the dance for
the colored people would be held in Soto’s house. It occupies the west corner of Jesus María Street, where it
meets the Monte Road opposite the parade ground. One enters the house across a wide porch with wooden
railings. From it through tall windows wide open, anybody could enter and share in the party. In the square patio,
covered by an awning, they set up refreshment tables. The orchestra played in the dining room, people danced in
the very large parlor, and in the other rooms the dancers relaxed and friends and sweethearts talked.
The only decorations of the parlor was a hanging damask of red, the national color, caught up above the doors
and windows by blue ribbons. Wax candles in huge chandeliers provided the illumination that gleamed through
the prisms that multiplied and broke the light into all the colors of the rainbow.
By using the phrase “Fashionable Dance,” they meant it was to be very formal, very different from dances of
the white people, not only because of the type of music, but because of the attire of both men and women. The
women were to wear skirts of white satin, a blue band across their breasts and a marabou feather in their hair. The
men wore black frock coats, pique vests, and white silk ties, besides short trousers of naneen, flesh-colored
stockings and low shoes with silver buckles in the style of Charles III whose statue, made by Canovas, stood at
the end of the Prado, the present location of the Fountain of the Indies.
In order to enter and share in the festivities, more than the special costume of the men was needed. They had to
present a ticket in the vestibule to the committee stationed there to greet and look after the women. At first this
arrangement was strictly observed, but when the time for dancing approached, Brindis and Pimienta, the chief
receptionists, delegated their authority to assistants less scrupulous. Because of this lack of supervision, several
individuals entered later that night who although formally dressed, had no tickets and were not even laborers.
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Among this number was a Negro of average height, rather stout, with a full, round face, and with balding spots
on both sides of his forehead that by the time he was forty would make him completely bald. Although dressed in
the prescribed style, his coat was too tight, his vest was rather short. His stockings were discolored with age, his
shoes lacked buckles, and the collar of his shirt was riding so high it almost covered his ears, perhaps because his
neck was so short and thick.
Because of his appearance, the balding Negro was the target of all eyes from the moment he entered the
ballroom. He realized this, since he was no fool and therefore was hesitant at first, shunning the brightest lights of
the parlor. But toward eleven o’clock he got up nerve to join the circle of men around the prettiest girls and he
even picked up courage to invite one of them to dance a courtly minuet, which was so graceful that the couple
attracted general attention. Several times he approached the group courting Cecilia Valdes, the most beautiful of
the women in that heterogeneous gathering. He looked at her for a long time out of the corner of his eye, then
moved away with visible evidence of scorn.
On one such occasion, an official of Uribe’s Tailor Shop, observing him from nearby, followed him out of the
room, put his hand on the man’s shoulder familiarly, and said:
“Listen! Are you here?”
“Well, what about it?” the Negro replied turning and shaking from head to foot.
“What are you doing around here, Smarty?” the official went on with still greater familiarity.
“Please tell me,” replied the other angrily, “when and where I ever harmed you?”
“Don’t come here, pretending to be a big shot, because I know who you are, and you know who I am. So quit
play-acting. You might fall off the stage and end up in the kitchen.”
“Well, what do you want of me?”
“Nothing. I don’t want anything of anybody. I was just noticing you giving the eye to the prettiest girl at the
dance, and it roused my curiosity.”
“Does what I do matter to you?”
“More than you can imagine.”
“Are you trying to defend that young lady?”
“She doesn’t need it. Women aren’t like kings that everybody is supposed to honor. Whether you like her or
don’t doesn’t matter.”
“Then leave me alone.”
“You’re ungrateful,” said the official seriously. “It’s not your fault, it’s mine for paying attention to somebody
so inferior to me, you cook and … slave!”
The enraged Negro raised his hand to strike his insulter, but for his own reasons, he did not hit him. He had
entered the house without invitation, he was an intruder, and any scandal would damage him. So he contented
himself with muttering a threat that he would get his revenge after the dance. He turned his back and started away,
a departure that amused the official.
He laughed when he described the incident to his friend Jose Pimienta, but neither thought much about it.
From early in the evening, the floor was crowded with people of all colors, sexes, and conditions, that jammed
both windows of the porch and made a lively picture. There was hardly room for the men to stand between
dances, elbowing each other and almost concealing the women seated around the floor. Cecilia, with Nemesia and
Missie Clara, Uribe’s wife, had chairs facing the street, half way between the dining room door and the sitting
room, and whenever the groups of men who came to talk to her permitted it, the exclamations of admiration of her
unusual beauty could be heard from the group at the door.
Sometimes amid the comments about her attractiveness could be heard expressions of pity because, taking her
for a white girl, it was natural that people would be surprised to see her there and would suspect of low taste
anyone who mingled so intimately with colored people. Cecilia, meanwhile was thoroughly enjoying a triumph
that comes to few women of her youth and beauty …
Even a casual observer could notice that there was a difference in her treatment of Negroes and mestizos. The
latter often led her out for a contradance.\fn{ A type of folkdance; W has a short film of one:H} With the blacks, however,
she danced only minuets. When the balding Negro approached, she did not give him a definite refusal. She only
said she had the next dance taken, that she was rather tired, etc. Finally when she visited the refreshment table, he
left the doorway and approached close enough to touch her shoulder with his chin.
“So the Young Lady doesn’t think me worthy of being her partner tonight?”
“What are you saying?” Cecilia demanded.
“I’m saying that the Young Lady has snubbed me.”
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“If you think so, I apologize. I had no such intention.”
“The Young Lady told me she was tired, but went right out to dance with somebody else. The Young Lady
need not look for explanations. I realize why she snubbed me. She sees that I’m black, poorly dressed, without
friends in the group, and she probably figures that I’m nobody, just some crude ragamuffin.”
“You’re mistaken.”
“No, I’m not. I know what I’m saying just as I know who the Young Lady is.”
“Sir, you’re mistaking me for somebody else.”
“I know the Young Lady better than she realizes. I’ve known her since she started nursing and crawling. I
know her father, as well as I know these hands, and I have good reason to know the mother that looked after her
for a year.”
“But I don’t know you—”
“Does that matter? I understand. I must tell the Young Lady however that she scorns me because she thinks
that on account of her white skin, she is white. But she’s not. Maybe the Young Lady can fool others, but not me!”
“Did you come here to insult me?”
“No, señorita, I’m not in the habit of insulting people who wear tunics. If the Young Lady wore slave’s
clothing, believe me, I wouldn’t insult her like this. But I don’t like the haughty attitude the Young Lady displays
toward me.”
“We’ve talked long enough,” Cecilia interrupted him, turning her back on him.
“Just as the Young Lady wishes,” said he, greatly enraged. “However let me suggest she lower her proud neck
a bit because if her father is white, her mother is no more white than I am. In fact, the Young Lady is the reason
that I’ve been separated from my wife for more than twelve years.”
“How am I to blame for that?”
“Because my wife is the real mother of the Young Lady, since she looked after her from birth, since her own
mother couldn’t nurse her child because she was crazy.”
“You’re the crazy one,” cried Cecilia.
Nemesia and Missie Clara approached their friend and tried to take her to the other room. But some of the
men, hearing the loud voices, hurried up to see what was happening. Pimienta was the first to question her.
“It’s nothing. This black man,” she declared disdainfully, “persisted in trying to quarrel with me since he sees
I’m a woman.”
“You coward!” cried Pimienta, a meek lamb suddenly changed into a lion. And he swung at the man, but
missed him. When the others restrained him, he demanded:
“Who are you?”
“I’m who I am,” came the fearless reply.
“What are you looking for here?”
“Whatever I like!”
“Well, get out of here or I’ll kick you out.”
“I’d like to see you try.”
“You dog. You must be a slave! Get out!” …
49.78 An Anecdote From The Life Of Cortés\fn{by Gertrudis Gómez de Avellaneda (1814-1873)} Porto Principe,
Camagüey Province, Cuba (F) 5
Three years, more or less, had elapsed since the memorable day when, defeated and a prisoner, the young,
heroic emperor Guatimozin had yielded up to the force of Spanish arms the splendid capital of the Mexican
empire after ninety-three days of bitter siege.\fn{ In June, 1520, the Aztec people revolted against the Spanish. Cortés called on
Montezuma to quell the revolt, and he addressed them from the Spanish stronghold; but he was stoned while addressing his subjects, and
reportedly died of his wounds three days later. He was succeeded by brother, Cuitlahuac (who led the revolt); and 80 days later by his
nephew, Cuauhtémoc, the last Aztec emperor, whose name is also spelled “Guatemotzín” and “Guatémoc.” It is this person that Avellaneda
means} Three years, and yet Cortés the triumphant leader, in spite of his genius and his luck, has not been able to

completely subdue all the provinces of the vast region of New Spain which his sword had brought under the
dominion of the ancient crown of Castile. But there had been time enough, and more, for the intoxicating
sweetness of triumph to become embittered with intimate sacrifices of his own heart and the shameful defection
of some of this most trusted followers.
It must have been a bitter pill for that proud spirit to swallow to yield to the demands of his rough,
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undisciplined troops and the barbarous hordes of his native allies, placed at his service by the hate-blinded
Tlascaltecas and other Mexican nations. It was compliance with their demands that stained the famous conquest
with such blots that—in the words of Cortés himself:
“Never have such lamentable horrors or such relentless cruelty been seen.”
It was their demands that tarnished the luster of his glorious achievements, and made him consent to the
shameful torture of his royal captives in an attempt to drag from them the confession of the hiding place of
supposed concealed treasure, torture that has made forever famous the indomitable spirit of the imperial martyr,
who, while he was being grilled over a slow fire, said those memorable words to the king of Tacuba, who was
suffering the same torment, when the latter let a groan escape his breast:
“Coward, am I in a bed of roses?”
And it was their demands that made the Captain of Extremadura silence the voice of pity in his breast and
regard with seeming indifference the sight of the daughter of his protector Montezuma, the beautiful Gualcazintla,
the unhappy consort of Guatimozin, in chains.
But all these shameful concessions to the barbarous spirit of those bloodstained times were not enough to
satisfy his victorious followers. The superiority of genius is never exercised with impunity; those men who
dominate their fellows solely by their mental gifts never manage to inspire that submission that is tributed to
noble birth without reserve.
Hernán Cortés, one of the greatest figures on the roster of history; Hernán Cortés, who perhaps has not been
given his due, even by his most fulsome eulogists, who have distorted the true outlines of the man in their
attempts to deify him; Hernán Cortés, the representative of his nation in those days when it was great, heroic,
fanatical, and indomitable … Hernán Cortés, as was inevitable, suffered the fate of all geniuses. Envy pursued
him slander blackened his name, treachery and perfidy dogged his footsteps, harbored in those very hearts that
had learned from his never to flinch from the innumerable dangers in which they all won undying fame.
The treason of the infamous Villafaña, even though discovered and punished, had left behind it seed that
seemed to sprout at every turn. At the time of which we are speaking, there had been no word for a long time from
Captain Olid, who had been sent by his leader to subdue certain of the nations of Mexico who still refused to
yield, and there were many rumors that he and his troops had revolted. Another officer, who was sent after the
presumptive rebel, as far as could be judged, had not carried out his orders either; and it was even whispered
through the army that instead of opposing Olid, he had made common cause with him.
Cortés, therefore, finally had to set out himself to punish them, if evidence of their insubordination was
established, and at the same time subdue the provinces that were still resisting.\fn{ It is extremely probable that earlier in
the reign of Montezuma II (reigned 1502-1520), Aztec troops had pushed into Central America, i.e., into what is now Guatemala and
Nicaragua. Certainly they had penetrated down the Pacific coast some 400-500 miles from Tenochtitlán, and controlled most of the territory
between that city on either side of the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific Ocean. They were, in short, much more than just their capital city in
power and resources. The reader should remember that the entire Aztec Empire had been set up in just over 100 years .}

He was accompanied on that expedition, not only by the bulk of his army, but by the most important of the
captive tatoanis, or princes. Among those was the Emperor himself and his wife, whom three years of captivity
and untold misfortunes had been unable to deprive of her amazing beauty, although they had so affected her
mental faculties that the soldier referred to her as “the sad mad woman.”
To be sure, for the work that faced Cortés on the expedition, a retinue of prisoners was not the most fitting
addition; but he was afraid to leave his royal captives anywhere in the fallen empire without a powerful guard,
and he could ill spare the men.
Finally, the enforced company of those shackled princes, the sight of whom, particularly the young emperor,
deeply stirred the native settlements through which they passed, became so awkward and such a source of worry
to him that he ordered his troops to halt at a village in the province of Acala. There he held a secret conference
with his captains, some of whom had held from the beginning of the journey that at any coast they ought to rid
themselves of these “stumbling blocks” as quickly as possible.
Outside the council nobody knew what had been discussed; but a rumor began to spread quickly to the effect
that a terrible conspiracy had been discovered, plotted by the Mexican monarch and his brother the king of
Tacuba, to kill Cortés and arouse the natives against the invaders.
Strange as it may seem, those hapless prisoners, worn out by hunger surrounded by a powerful army,
defenseless, exhausted with fatigue, appear to have aroused such fear in the bold heart of Cortés that he proceeded
to pass judgment on them without observing any of the formalities demanded by law.
*
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It was early morning on one of those beautiful winter days that come only under the tropic sun, and all the
inhabitants of the little town in which the invading army had made camp streamed out of their modest homes to
watch the warriors of the East (as they called them), who, for some reason they could not fathom, were blocking
off the few streets of the village, all of which opened into a square where a squad of cavalry was assembled.
The people, intrigued by the novelty of the sight, managed to slip through the soldiers, and from the turrets of
their temple, the Teocali, and the roofs of the near-by houses, they anxiously scanned every corner of the square,
in the hope of discovering the reason for the warlike array of the Spaniards.
Suddenly the eyes of the curious multitude came to rest on a strange new object. It was a gallows that had been
erected during the night in the center of the square.
Instinctively the sight of it sent a shudder through the amazed inhabitants of Acala, and some ran off in terror
to hide in the hills.
Meanwhile on the esplanade of the temple, where the remains of Huitzilopochtli’s razed altar could still be
seen, two well-favored women, neither of them yet thirty, had settled themselves comfortably to watch the
dreadful sight soon to be staged. Both were dressed in Spanish fashion, but it was easy to see that this was not the
usual costume of one of them. The color of her skin, the cast of her features, her tiny hands and feet, her halting
pronunciation when she spoke Spanish, all pointed to the fact that she was of native origin. The other was a darkeyed Andalusian to whom the spectacle was about to witness brought pleasant memories of autos-da-fé\fn{The
public burnings of the victims of the Spanish Inquisition.} and bullfights which had been the delight of her early years.
“How fine and gallant our soldiers look,” remarked the Spanish lady. “They are like high-carat gold, Doña
Marina, that comes out purer and more beautiful when its dross has been melted away in the fire. All the trials and
hardships they have suffered on this long, fatiguing journey, over rugged mountains, chill uplands, fever-ridden
swamps, enduring cold and heat, thirst and hunger, have not dampened the courage of those Spanish hearts.”
“It is only fitting that they should follow the example of their leader, my dear Doña Guiomar,” answered the
Indian. “After so many battles and victories, that hero was entitled to a rest. But you see for yourself how he has
to contend against the disloyalty of his captains.”
“If Olid has really rebelled he should be shown no mercy,” replied the Andalusian; “but I must confess that,
like others, I still have my doubts. What is apparent to all is the perversity of these Indians who have dared to
conspire against the life of our general. Their abominable crime is going to cost the authors of this base scheme
dear. I can’t even speak of it, Doña Marina, without getting into a rage.”
Doña Marina lowered her eyes, and a smothered sigh escaped her. Then she answered in a voice that trembled
a little:
“There are circumstances that make harsh measures inevitable; I realize that he who was the sovereign of all
these nations, the mere sight of whom has aroused the people as we have seen, must die; but I do not know how
much proof there is of the conspiracy whose punishment we are about to witness.”
“It distresses me to hear you suggest that the death sentence of the great cacique was dictated more by
expediency than by justice,” said Doña Guiomar.
“That is not what I meant to imply,” answered Cortés’s mistress. “Whatever Malinche does cannot but seem
good and right to his slave who loves him; but you must realize, dear friend, that I cannot calmly accept the fact
that the illustrious descendant of the heroes of Atzcapuzalco, the mighty monarch on whose brow the great crown
of Acamapit has rested, is to die on the shameful gallows.”
“You are a native of the country over which this man reigned,” observed the Spanish lady, “and it is not
surprising that you should be moved to pity. I, too, felt sorry for him before his crime of conspiracy; for truly his
bearing is noble and full of majesty, and he stands out among all the other natives even in his color, which is so
light that he might be a European.”
“He fought so heroically to save his people from the foreign yoke to which the weakness of his predecessor
Montezuma had handed them over,” exclaimed Marina in an uncontrollable burst of patriotic pride. “And after
succumbing to the designs of fate, he has suffered misfortune with such noble fortitude.”
“Not so his poor wife,” her vivacious companion interrupted. “The Empress Gualcazintla has lost her mind
completely, even though her madness is of such a gentle, quiet nature that one can hardly feel sorry for her.”
“Truly it is fortunate for her that her reason is clouded over, especially today when one should give thanks to
heaven for this circumstance which will prevent her understanding the horror of this moment of her tragic fate.”
“Look! Look!” Guiomar broke in, “I think they are bringing in the condemned men.”
So they were; Guatimozin and his brother Netzalc, King of Tacuba, were being led into the square by a
numerous escort.
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“Apparently,” said Doña Guiomar, stretching her lovely neck to see them better, “only those two have been
condemned to death, although it was said that the conspiracy was very widespread.”
“Malinche is compassionate,” Marina brought out with an effort, “and he has probably thought it would be
sufficient example to punish only the leaders.”
As Marina said this, the Franciscan friars, who were walking beside the condemned men, began to exhort them
in a loud voice to confess their crime and ask divine and human forgiveness that they might achieve eternal
happiness. Guatimozin, whose proud brow, divested of the imperial coronet, seemed even more majestic beneath
its aureole of misfortune, turned to them with great dignity. In firm, manly tones that could be heard from one end
of the square to the other, he thanked them for their interest in him, adding solemnly:
“Once more I proclaim my innocence before heaven and earth, but I bless this death which brings to an end
sufferings beyond the power of a man to endure.”
Then he ran his serene gaze over the armed troop that filled the square, letting it reset for a moment on the
gallows that was awaiting him, as though to familiarize himself with it. Then raising his eyes to the sky with an
expression that was truly sublime, he forgave his enemies, embraced his brother, and with firm step ascended the
fatal stairs. At this, exclamations of admiration and pity were heard from among the Spanish ranks, and Netzalc
bent low over the footprints of the royal martyr, kissing them and murmuring in fervent tone:
“Happy am I to die with you, great prince, and side by side we shall both enter the palaces of the Sun.”
Meanwhile the executioner had laid hold of his victim; the name of Gualcazintla floated through the air, and
the tender farewell was cut short by a shrill, piercing cry. The last Emperor of Mexico dangled from the
ignominious rope. At that very moment his wife, pale, her hair disheveled, appeared on the esplanade of the
temple from which Doña Marina and her friend were witnessing the execution.
“God in Heaven! The mad woman!” exclaimed the latter jumping up from her chair.
“Why didn’t they take care to prevent her seeing this horror?” asked the Mexican, rising too and going toward
Gualcazintla. “Come, Doña Guiomar, in the name of charity let us take her away from here.”
“Gladly,” answered the Spanish lady. “Her madness has never taken violent form, and besides we’ve seen
everything there was to see.”
She was right. Netzalc’s sentence had likewise been carried out by the executioner.
While the two women came over the Gualcazintla’s side, she looked on with dry eyes at the body of her
husband, writhing in the air in the last convulsions of the death agony. But strangely enough, the sad expression
and the apathy that characterized her mental disorder had disappeared, and her face, usually so gentle, was set in a
fierce rage and despair. The supreme blow she had just received seemed to have aroused all her benumbed
faculties.
“Princess,” said Doña Marina, taking her gently by the hand, “I was born in your father’s dominions, I was his
subject, and I feel it my duty to shelter you in the desolation that has come upon you. Will you come and live with
me, under the protection of the great and victorious general Hernán Cortés?”
“Cortés! Cortés!” repeated Gualcazintla, turning her eyes from the gallows and fixing them on Marina. “I
remember that name; he is the stranger who deceived my father and debased him, making him pay homage to the
sovereign of the East. He is the man who profaned our temples, cast down our gods, destroyed our city, and put
the brand of slavery on the brow of our princes. He is the man who ordered the sacred person of the Emperor, my
husband, put to the torment, and has just had him killed like a common criminal. And you, his slave, his
concubine, ask me to accept your patronage.”
Marina and Guiomar stared at one another in amazement, for they had not expected to hear such sane words
from the lips of a mad woman. Then the former interposed, to mitigate the bad impression they might have
produced in the Spaniard:
“You are talking nonsense, poor Gualcazintla, and all I can answer, since you seem to understand, in spite of
your disordered mind, that you have lost your husband and that you are alone in the world, is that you must resign
yourself to the will of heaven and forget the past forever. If you accept my offer, from today you shall be at my
side, as though you were my sister, and I have no doubt that with time you will do justice to our glorious ruler,
whose protection I can guarantee you.”
Guatimozin’s widow listened to her words with a strange expression, and the, as though some sudden
inspiration had brought her to a decision, she pressed Marina’s hand tightly, and said:
“Very well, I shall do as you wish since my destiny so orders it. You live beside Hernán Cortés, and I shall live
with you. Let us go.” And she cast one last look upon the still body of Guatimozin, beside which now hung that of
Netzalc.
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“Let us go quickly, mistress of the conqueror, to the refuge you offer me.”
The troops withdrew to their quarters; the three women left the temple together, and then went to their different
habitations. The two bodies were cut down shortly afterwards and buried by order of Cortés.
*
Later, when night had covered all with its dark mantle, Hernán Cortés went to visit his lady, who was lodged in
the same vast building occupied by him, which had been the temple of the goddess Meztil, the Mexican Diana.
Her statues were still to be seen in a spacious hall that separated Doña Marina’s rooms from those used by her
lover.
She took advantage of the occasion to present to him her new guest, and implored him to take pity on her and
grant her his protection, since she was so utter forsaken. It must have seemed to her, however, that her entreaties
were unnecessary in view of the sudden and manifest impression aroused in Cortés by the mere presence of the
beautiful, unhappy woman whom he had just deprived of the one being she loved who remained to her in the
world.
The acts of cruelty the expediency forced the leader of the Spanish troops to commit or tolerate found secret
but instant punishment in his own noble heart. Under the influence of the remorse that had gnawed at him ever
since he accepted as inevitable the necessity of sacrificing his two most distinguished prisoners, he displayed
toward Gualcazintla such marked and tender affection—as though to soothe his conscience a little—that Marina,
infatuated and jealous, began to take alarm.
While she, perhaps, was repenting her impulse to bring into close association with the man she loved the
recently bereaved princess, attractive, if for no other reason than by the magnitude of her misfortune, Gualcazintla
received the affectionate attentions the general showered upon her with the melancholy, silent indifference that
had characterized her derangement, which she seemed to have shaken off only momentarily at the sight of the
ignominious death of her husband. The burning indignation that shone on her face and the terrible recollections
that the mere mention of the name of Cortés awakened in her memory had completely disappeared, to judge by
her appearance, for there was no sign that the sight of the man who had wiped out her family caused her the least
distress.
This strange reaction contributed to Marina’s uneasiness, for in her mad infatuation she could not comprehend
that any woman would not, like herself, sacrifice her strongest ties and her most sacred duties to the glory of
being loved by the hero of the East. When Cortés’s visit was over and he had given orders to break camp the next
day, he withdrew, and Marina, colder toward her guest than she had been during the day, imperiously ordered her
to go to bed and get some rest, while she sat, thoughtful and uneasy, beside her lonely bed, which she felt sleep
would not visit that night.
But she was not the only one who kept vigil. Cortés could not sleep either. Perhaps the effort it had cost him to
sacrifice justice and considerations of humanity to political exigencies had so upset him that it was impossible for
him to rest. Perhaps there rose before his eyes, in the midst of the darkness and silence, the shades of his royal
victims, demanding an accounting of their shameful sentence. Perhaps, by some mysterious design of the
Almighty, the unusual beauty of his unhappy prisoner, whom, until then, he had regarded with indifference, had
suddenly so impressed him as to justify in a measure the presentiments that at that very moment were tormenting
his jealous mistress.
Be this as it may, Cortés, sleepless and restless, was unable to bear the narrow confines of his room, and went
into the adjoining hall, where he began to pace up and down amidst the crudely carved statues of the goddess of
the night, barely outlined by the dim light of a distant lamp.
He had kept up this mechanical movement for some time when suddenly he stopped short, his hair rising in
superstitious terror. It seemed to him that he discerned, from the end of the hall next to his rooms where he stood,
a black phantom at the other end amidst the white marble figures, which at that moment also assumed a fantastic,
supernatural quality in his fevered imagination. In vain he tried to persuade himself that it was a passing
hallucination. The black phantom was unquestionably drawing nearer, and suddenly, in the semidarkness of the
room and amidst the funeral draperies in which it was swathed, there glittered the polished steel of a dagger.
Despite this, Cortés neither fled nor did his voice falter as he asked the specter:
“Who are you and why have you come here?”
“I am vengeance,” answered a voice hoarse with rage, “and I have come to do away with you forever, tyrant.”
Hardly had the words been uttered when Cortés felt the slash of the steel against his forehead. The blood began
to gush out, veiling his sight, but notwithstanding, he was able to recognize the widow of Guatimozin, whose
large, beautiful eyes glittered so sinisterly that they could have lighted up the gloom.
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The force of her arm had not been in keeping with the strength of her determination, fortunately for Cortés, but
she would undoubtedly have followed up her attack had he not managed to wrest the dagger from her. On finding
herself disarmed and caught in the robust arms of her enemy, Gualcazintla was seized by a paroxysm of despair
and fainted away. She would have fallen to the floor had he not supported her, and more moved than angry, he
carried her silently to the room that had been assigned her in Marina’s quarters.
As he was laying the limp body of his beautiful enemy upon the bed, his mistress, who had been unable to
sleep and who had caught a faint echo of the noise the scene in the hall had produced, through very slight, came
tiptoeing out of her room, making her way through the chamber of idols to the room of her captain.
Her suspicion and jealousy, when she found the room empty and Cortés’s bed untouched, can better be
surmised than expressed. Trembling, pale, beside herself, the passionate Mexican retraced her steps, her goal this
time being the chamber of her guest. But before she reached it she heard footsteps, and slipping swiftly behind
one of the statues, she saw coming out of that door, on which her eyes were fastened, the man for whom she had
sacrificed everything, holding a handkerchief to his forehead to stem the blood from his wound, but which to
Marina’s frenzied mind was nothing but a mask to prevent his recognition if surprised.
Cortés, far from suspecting that he was being spied upon, returned to his room, where he bathed and bandaged
his wounded forehead. He had no intention of telling anyone what had happened that night. But suddenly his door
was thrown noisily open, and there stood his mistress with an expression of fury on her face.
“Marina,” he exclaimed, unable to disguise his annoyance at this unexpected visit. “Will you never learn the
prudence our respective positions make necessary? Will you always give way to your desires, forgetting that we
are not free?”
“I have done much to assure your domestic peace, giving the woman who bears your name little cause for
complaint,” answered the Mexican, folding her arms; “I have also tortured and debased my soul enough,
accepting the husband you insisted on marrying me to. And is this abnegation not enough for you? You also want
me, ungrateful man, to blind myself to the outrages of your libertinism? You want me to look on indifferently
while you dare, faithless to both love and duty, commit the unspeakable villainy of taking advantage of the
madness of this unhappy princess, ravishing her the same day you murdered her husband?”
“It is you who are mad, you with your incurable jealousy,” answered Cortés, trying to restrain his anger. “Stop
tormenting me with your absurd ravings, and go back to your room, for it will soon be day and the sentries will be
coming to call me as we break camp.”
“You say that I am raving,” answered Marina, her eyes blazing. “Ah, Malinche, know then that only a few
moments ago I saw you come out of Gualcazintla’s room. It is not suspicion I have of your crime, but proof. But
you will not repeat it, that I swear to you, you will not offend heaven by defiling the bed of the widow of the
Emperor of Mexico before his body is cold in the grave. It is my duty to prevent this, and I have done so.”
“What have you done?” asked Cortés, seized by a strange misgiving. “What have you done to Gualcazintla?”
“I have strangled her,” replied Marina grimly. “Her spirit has gone to join Guatimozin, and together they will
demand vengeance against you at the bar of God.”
Cortés in horror pushed her away so violently that she fell to the ground. Tearing the bandage from his
wounded forehead, he showed her the dagger still stained with blood, saying as he did so:
“The justice of heaven, with which you are threatening me, has just prevented my life coming to an end at the
hands of a maddened woman, but less so than you, and I venture to hope that when it judges the faults I have
committed, like all men, it will take into account the many obstacles I have encountered and the sufferings I have
endured for the glory of planting the cross of Golgotha throughout these vast lands, open from today on to
Christian civilization.”
*
The rumors that were whispered among the troops the next day have been set down by Bernal Díaz del Castillo
in these lines:
… Cortés was upset and preoccupied after hanging Guatemuz and his relative, the lord of Tacuba, without justice for so
doing, and at night he could not sleep. It seems that he left his bedchamber to walk in a room where there were idols,
and was careless and fell, wounding himself in the head. He said nothing, good or bad, about the matter, and attended to
his wound, suffering everything in silence. …

126.135 The Earthquake At Charleston\fn{by José Julian Martí (1853-1895)} Havana, Cuba (M) 5½
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An earthquake has destroyed the city of Charleston.\fn{ This happened in 1886} Only ruins remain of what
yesterday had been a flower; on one side the lovely city had contemplated her reflection in the sandy waters of her
two rivers, poised elegantly beside them like a basket of fruit; looking inland, her gaze had extended along a
garland of beautiful villages ringed with magnolia and orange groves and gardens in full bloom.
Defeated whites and prosperous blacks have lived here since the war in languid harmony; the trees here do not
shed their leaves, and the sea can be glimpsed through tremulous gowns of Spanish moss. Over there, at the edge
of the Atlantic, almost hidden by sand, rises Fort Sumter, whose walls were struck by the bullet that finally called
the South and the North to war. And this is the place where the unfortunate passengers of the good ship Puig were
received by the city with generous compassion.
The streets of Charleston lead directly to her two rivers. The city is bordered by a promenade that runs along
the water’s edge; a bevy of ships lie at bay loaded with cotton for England and India. King Street is for commerce;
Meeting Street boasts fine hotels; but the blacks are crammed into a crowded, noisy neighborhood. The rest of the
city consists of beautiful residences, not built cheek by jowl like the mean, immodest houses of the cold cities of
the North, but with a noble space around them that favors the poetry and decorum of life. Each house has its
rosebushes and its lawn with sunflowers and orange trees to grace the entranceway.
In the morning light, bright colors stand out against the white walls of the houses: rugs and ornaments, spread
along the verandah railings by smiling black women, their heads covered by blue and red scarves. In other
opulent dwellings, the raw hue of bricks is muted by the dust of defeat. Living in that tranquil, dark-eyed city,
people develop strength of spirit and radiance of mind.
But today, the railroad that wends its way to Charleston’s gates has halted mid-path on twisted, severed rails,
heaved up from their beds. Towers have toppled; residents have spent the week kneeling in prayer; blacks and
their former masters have slept under the same tarpaulins and eaten the same loaf of grief before their ruined
homes: crumbled walls, fallen pillars; here and there lie pieces of iron grillwork, wrenched from the stone and
thrown far from their bases.
Startled in the small hours of the night by a tremor that shook their houses as if they were bird’s nests, the fifty
thousand inhabitants of Charleston now live in its streets and plazas in tents and wagons, in makeshift huts draped
with their clothing. Eight million dollars ground into dust in twenty-five seconds. Sixty persons have died, some
crushed by falling walls, others by fear. And at the same tremendous hour, a number of children were born into the
world.
Misfortunes launched from the bowels of the earth must be contemplated from the heights of heaven. From
that vantage, earthquakes with their terrible legacy of human suffering are nothing more than the adjustment of
the earth’s visible surface to the compression of its vitals, a movement indispensable for the equilibrium of
creation: for all the majesty of his suffering, for all the ocean-power of his judgment and that vast universe of
wings that beat within his cranium, man is no more than a gleaming bubble bobbing blindly in a sunbeam! A poor
warrior of the air, clad in gold, hurled back to earth by an enemy invisible to him, he always staggers to his feet,
reeling from the blow, and readies himself for the next fight, even though his hands never succeed in wiping away
the torrents of blood that blind his eyes.
But he feels that he is rising, like the bubble in the sunbeam! He feels in his breast all the pleasure and light of
nature, all her storms and strife, helping to lift him!
All this majesty crashed to earth at the hour of horror of the earthquake in Charleston.
*
It was about ten o’clock at night. Like golden bees, the good brethren who make newspapers were toiling over
their type cases; the devout, who in Charleston, a place of scant science and ardent imagination, are numerous,
were concluding their prayers; doors were being locked, and those who next day must defend the hearth were
seeking strength from love or from repose; the slow, suffocating air could scarcely bear the heavy fragrance of the
roses; half of Charleston lay asleep: the velocity of light is not faster than the speed with which disaster struck.
The earth had never trembled here, in this soft point of land that leans forward toward the sea: the city is built
on spongy soil, that of the coastal plain; the region had never known volcanoes nor vents, nor columns of smoke,
nor geysers, nor solfataras:\fn{Volcanic craters emitting only sulfurous and other gasses } the only columns here have been
fountains of fragrance, the perfume of orange trees perpetually covered with white blossoms. Nor had the ocean,
whose shallow coastal waters gild the inlet’s rim with yellow sand, ever hurled up those mighty waves, dark as a
maw, that can suddenly heave up when its floor becomes unbalanced, splits, or is propelled upward—ruinous
waves that swell in force and curl at the crest to slam against the shore like ravenous mountains.
In the patrician peace known to Southern cities, night was beginning to fall when a noise was heard that
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sounded vaguely like a heavy body being pushed very fast.
To mention it is to hear it again. The sound grew louder: lamps and windows trembled … a fearsome artillery
had begun to rumble under the earth: the typesetters dropped their letters in the cases; the clergy fled, still wearing
their vestments; women, forgetting their children, rushed unclad into the street; men ran headlong between
teetering walls: who had grabbed the city by the belt and begun to shake it in the air, with a terrible hand,
dislocating all its joints?
The ground undulated, walls split apart, houses swayed from side to side, half-naked people kissed the earth,
crying out, “Oh Lord! Oh, beautiful Lord,” their voices choked.
Look! A whole portico has crashed to the ground! Valor has fled, thought is confounded; now it is growing
quiet, the shaking is subsiding, now it ceases; dust from the fallen houses has risen above the roofs and treetops.
Desperate parents take advantage of the truce to get back to their babies; a young mother of great beauty begins
clearing away the wreckage of her own door with her hands; brothers and husbands are gently dragging or
carrying in their arms women who have fainted; a poor wretch who jumped from a window is crawling on his
belly, uttering horrendous cries, his arms and legs broken; an old woman is seized by a fit of violent trembling and
dies; another woman, who is dying of fear, agonizes in an uncontrollable spasm; the faint gas lights, barely
perceptible in the murky air, provide scant light for hapless people running back and forth, waving their arms in
the air and crying out for Jesus.
Without warning tall fires flare up in the darkness; their broad flames, waving slowly, bathe the scene in a red
splendor. In the sudden light all faces reveal that they have seen death: around many visages, reason floats in
shreds; around others it seems to grope, blinded and stunned, as if looking for its seat. Now the flames form a
canopy; the fire is rising; but who can express in words what happens next?
The muffled noise is heard again: people mill about as if looking for the best exit; they begin to run in all
directions; the wave down under is magnified, undulates; every single person feels that a great tiger has pounced
on him. Some fall to their knees; others fall face down; old people are carried in the arms of their faithful
servants; great cracks open in the earth; solid walls flutter like a handkerchief in the wind; the cornices of facing
buildings graze each other on high.
Human dread is augmented by that of animals: horses unable to shake loose from their wagons heave them
over, first on one side, then on the other, with violent movements of their flanks; one beast kneels on his front
legs; others sniff the ground; the eyes of another glow red in the light of the flames; his body trembles like a reed
in a storm: what fearsome drum is rousing the bowels of the earth, calling them to battle?
*
Then, when the second wave subsided, when all souls were already pregnant with fear, and when from beneath
the rubble, like long arms reaching upward, the faint moans of the moribund began to rise; when the shuddering
horses had to be tethered to the ground like wild elephants; when toppling walls pulled telegraph wires and posts
down with them; when the injured struggled to free themselves from the broken bricks and timbers that blocked
their escape; when poor women, with the marvelous perception of love, discerned their ruined homes; when fear
kindled the tempestuous imagination of the blacks; then above that carpet of prostrate bodies a clamor began to
arise that seemed to emerge from previously unsuspected depths and soared, quivering in the air on wings that
pierced it like arrows. That great cry hovered above our heads and seemed to rain down tears.
The few brave souls who were still standing—and they were very few!—tried in vain to stifle that growing
clamor that made their flesh crawl: fifty thousand creatures praising God with the most outlandish blandishments
of fear!
The bravest put out the fire, picked up the fallen, leaving behind those who no longer had any reason to get up,
carried on their backs elderly persons paralyzed by horror. No one knew what time it was; all clocks had stopped
at the moment of the first tremor.
*
Dawn revealed the disaster. With the light of day, one could begin to perceive the cadavers strewn on every
street and the mountains of rubble, the walls reduced to dust, the porticos sliced completely in half, the bent and
twisted wrought iron grills and metal posts, the houses collapsed in crumpled folds upon their foundations, the
crumbled towers, the tallest spire dangling from the church by a slender wire.
The sun began to warm hearts: the dead were taken to the cemetery where that Calhoun who spoke so well lies
forever mute, along with Gaddens, and Rutledge and Pinckney; doctors attended to the sick; a priest heard the
confessions of the frightened; on louvered shutters and door panels the wounded were transported.
Rubble was piled on sidewalks. Houses were ransacked for sheets and quilts for making tents; blacks hustled
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to get some of the ice distributed by wagon. Certain houses were still smoldering; through deep fissures recently
opened in the earth, a fine sand had emerged, reeking of sulfur.
Everyone is carrying or transporting something. Some are making straw pallets. Others are lulling a child to
sleep on a pillow, shading him with a parasol. Still others flee from a wall about to collapse; crack! a wall crushes
two elderly people who could not manage to get out of the way! A bearded son, tears streaming down his face,
repeatedly kisses the cheeks of the dead man he is carrying in his arms.
A blue tent shields the many babies who were born during the night; one young woman has given birth to
twins.
St. Michael’s of the sonorous bells, St. Phillip’s of the proud tower, the Hiberian Salon, where speeches were
said to gleam like bayonets, the guard house, in short, the best of the city has fallen and reclines upon the earth.
A crippled man with a thin face and a huge black mustache approaches a group sitting sadly on a broken
pediment, his eyes ablaze with joy,
“It hasn’t fallen, boys, it hasn’t fallen.”
What hadn’t fallen was the courthouse where on hearing the Confederate army fire on Fort Sumter, the ardent
patriot McGrath had thrown off his judge’s robe: he swore to give the South his blood, and give it he did!
What desolation in people’s homes! In the entire city there is not a steady wall nor an intact roof. The roofs of
many verandahs hang suspended without the support of their columns, like faces lacking a lower jaw; wall lamps
and chandeliers have shattered on the pavement; statues have descended from their pedestals: the water stored in
roof tanks has leaked through cracks, flooding houses: at the entrances of homes, even the flowers seem to have
understood the damage: the jasmine has withered on the stem and the roses are wilted and forlorn.
*
For the first two days there was great anguish throughout the city. No one could go home. Nothing was bought
or sold in the market. One tremor followed another, although they gradually became less violent. The city was in a
state of exalted religious excitement, and whenever the tremors grew more alarming, haughty whites humbly
added their voices to the hymns improvised by the blacks. Innumerable poor black girls tugged at the skirts of
white women and begged them with tears in their eyes to take them home with them—such is the power of habit
to transform abuse into virtue and lend it poetry: these children—conceived in misery by parents whose spirit had
been frozen by slavery—still attribute supernatural powers to the caste that subjugated theirs; such is the goodness
and humility of that race which the wicked disparage and disdain! Whatever its shortcomings, our obligation to
pardon it is very great indeed.
Caravans of blacks hurried into farm country in search of better conditions; they hastened back, appalled by
what they saw. For twenty miles inland the earth was pitted and laid open: cracks two feet wide seemed to be
bottomless. A multitude of new wells had opened up: some spewing up a fine white sand mixed with water, or
sand alone that piled up around the rims as around the mouths of anthills; others spouted water or bluish mud, or
little mounds of mud piled atop others of sand, as if beneath the surface the top layer of earth were pure mud with
a layer of sand just below. The new water tasted like sulfur and iron.
A hundred-acre reservoir had gone dry at the first tremor and lay full of dead fish. A dam had broken and its
waters had swept away everything in their path.
Trains could no longer enter Charleston, because rails had been lifted from the roadbed and hurled into the air
or had writhed like serpents and buckled on their supports.
At the time of the first tremor a locomotive, approaching at a triumphant clip, suddenly leaped into the air,
shaking behind it as if it were a rosary, a long string of cars lifted from the tracks; it then plunged head downward
into a crevasse opening before it, and the engineer was killed on impact. Another whistling merrily a little
distance away was lifted bodily by the earthquake and tossed into a nearby reservoir, where it now reposes under
forty feet of water.
*
Trees are the new homes of all frightened townspeople of the surrounding area; farm folk have taken refuge in
their churches where they listen in terror to messages of wrath that visit the heads of foolish pastors; the singing
and praying of rural congregations can be heard for miles around. The entire town of Summerville has crumbled
and seems now to lie at the bottom of a huge pit in the earth.
In Columbia people lean against walls as if they were seasick. In Abbeville the tremor set the church bells aringing, now jangling wildly, now tolling plaintively. In Savannah, fear reached such a pitch that women plunged
out of windows with nursing infants still at their breasts, and at this very moment one can see a column of smoke
rising straight from the sea a few meters offshore.
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The night of the quake, the forests began to fill with city folk who ran from shaking roofs to take refuge under
trees, kneeling in the woodland darkness to sing praises to the Lord in chorus, entreating Him to be merciful. In
Illinois, Kentucky, Missouri, and Ohio the earth also trembled and fell open. A terrified Mason, who was being
initiated into a lodge, fled into the street, a cord still tied around his waist.
A Cherokee Indian who had just laid a brutal hand on his poor wife fell to his knees when he felt the earth
move beneath his feet, swearing to the Lord that he would never punish her again.
*
What a strange scene greeted those who, jumping across crevasses and huge holes in the earth, finally
succeeded in reaching Charleston with donations of money and camp tents! They arrived at night. The roads were
lines of wagons, like the wagon trains of the West. In the plazas, which are small, families slept in tents
improvised out of blankets, towels, even linen suits: purple, scarlet and yellow tents; blue and white tents with red
stripes.
The walls that seemed most in danger of toppling had already been razed. Canopies erected around the ice
wagons and fire pumps gave the impression of a fair. From far away, as if in distant villages, one could hear a
tremendous outcry. Women were falling into each other’s arms and weeping on finding one another still alive;
their sobbing was the language of gratitude to heaven; falling silent, they knelt and prayed, then went their
separate ways, consoled.
Like pilgrims, people with tents on their backs stop to sit down, then walk about aimlessly, or join a chorus
without seeming to find a safe place for their rags or for their fear. They are blacks whose primal fear of natural
phenomena has been rekindled in their passionate race by doleful hymns and terrible dances. Dreadful birds
unseen by other eyes seem to have seized them by the head, picking at their flesh and beating them with their
wings in mad fury.
Since the horror of that night it has been apparent to anyone who had eyes to see with that out of the distant
memories of the poor blacks a strange nature was emerging: the compressed spirit of the race, the Africa of
parents and grandparents, the characteristic sign that every nature imprints upon the individual so that despite any
accident or human violation, he lives out his unique life and makes his way on earth.
Every race brings its mandate into the world, and if the harmony of the universe is not to be disturbed, the way
must be kept free for each to make use of its strength to fulfill its mission, enjoying all the fruits and the full
dignity of natural independence. Who believes that the spiritual harmony of the universe can be interrupted with
impunity, that advancement can be blocked under the pretext of a supposed superiority of one of the races based
on nothing more than a degree of historical time?
It almost seems that the people of Africa are illumined by a black sun! Their blood is fire; their passion, a flash
of teeth; their eyes, flames; everything in their nature has the energy of their poisons and the potency of their
balms.
Black people have immense inherent goodness, which neither suffering nor slavery can pervert and which
cannot be obscured by displays of bravura. But more than other races, the black race has such close communion
with nature that it seems better able to perceive its changes, be moved by them and respond to them. There is
something supernatural and marvelous in their fears and joys that does not exist in other primitive races,
something in their movements and their gaze that is reminiscent of the majesty of the lion: in their emotions there
is a loyalty so gentle that it reminds one not of dogs but of doves, and there is such clarity, steadiness and intensity
in their passions that they seem like rays of sunlight.
A miserable parody of that sovereign constitution are those creatures deformed by fear and the whip and so
exhausted they can only transmit to their descendants, engendered in fearsome and tormented nights of servitude,
the bestial emotions of instinct, sad vestige of their free and uninhibited nature. But even slavery, capable of
extinguishing the very sun, cannot destroy completely the spirit of a race: and this was what was seen to well up
in these silent souls when the greatest fear of their lives stirred in the legacy of their blood what it retains of jungle
airs, swaying reeds, the rustle of cane.
Thus was reborn, in all its melancholy barbarousness, in the breast of those blacks, born for the most part in
America and educated in its customs, the most violent and ingenuous fear, common to their whole passionate
race, of those incandescent changes in nature that nurture the poisonous manzanillo in the realm of plants, and the
lion in the kingdom of the animals! They have been taught the Bible and voiced their fear in its prophetic
language. Within an instant of the first tremor, the blacks were experiencing extreme horror.
Jesus belongs to them, and in their prayers they call Him
“My Lord Jesus,”
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“My Sweet Jesus,”
“My Blessed Christ.” They prayed to Him on their knees, slapping their heads and thighs as they watched
spires and columns fall to the ground.
“This is Sodom and Gomorra,” they told each other, trembling.
“It will open up, Mount Horeb is going to open up!” they exclaimed, trembling, and threw up their arms,
bodies rocking back and forth. A keen awareness of their exile, the terrible exile of their race, came over them,
perhaps for the first time in their lives, and since we love that which we can see and that which makes us suffer, in
their terror they clung to the whites and begged them to let them stay with them “until the judgment was over.”
They were coming and going, dragging their children to and fro in frantic dashes; and when the poor elders of
their caste appeared, elders sacred to all human beings except the white man, they prostrated themselves around
them, in large groups, listening to them on their knees with their foreheads pressed against the earth, and repeated
in convulsive chorus their mysterious exhortation, which projected such priestly strength from the vigor and
ingenuousness of their nature and the divine attribute of age that the whites themselves, even the educated whites,
in deep veneration, added the music of their troubled souls to that tender and ridiculous dialect.
In the saddest hour of the night, about six black youths began to drag themselves along the ground in a group,
prisoners of the frenzy inherent to the race for which religion provides focus of expression. They were literally
crawling on hands and knees. Inexpressible anguish quivered in their chant. Their faces were bathed in tears.
“It’s the angels, it’s the angels knocking at the door.” They sobbed, softly, the same song they had sung in full
voice. Then came the refrain, full of supplication,
“Oh tell Noah to make the ark soon, make the ark soon, make the ark soon.”
The prayers of the elders are not lengthy utterances, but the short phrases of genuine emotion and of primitive
races. Their spirituals have the contortions, the monotony, the force and the fatigue of their dances. The people
who are listening contrive a rhythm at the end of the phrase that seems musical to them, in tune with their spiritual
mood, and without previous consultation they all join in the same refrain.
“Oh my Lord, don’t touch, oh my Lord don’t touch, oh my Lord, don’t touch my city again!”
“The birds have their nests. Lord, leave us our nests!” and the whole group, faces to the ground, repeats with
the agony that is taking possession of their souls,
“Leave us our nests!”
At the entrance of a tent there is a black woman to whom great age has given a fantastic appearance. Her lips
are moving, but you cannot hear her speak. She rocks her body back and forth; she rocks it incessantly, backward
and forward. Many blacks and whites surround her with visible eagerness until she breaks into this hymn:
“Oh let me go, Jacob, let me go!”
The crowd surrounds her; all are singing, all are swaying from one side to another, raising their hands toward
heaven, clapping their ecstasy. One man falls to the ground, begging for mercy. He is the first convert. The
women bring a lamp and crouch down around him, and take him by the hand. He trembles, stammering a prayer;
his muscles flex, he clenches his fists; his features relax beneath a veil of ecstatic death; he remains there, in a
swoon, alongside the tent, where he is soon joined by others. And at every tent, a scene exactly like this one is
repeated. By sunrise neither the song nor the old woman’s rocking has ceased. In these benighted neighborhoods,
the beasts who abound in all races fall, under the pretext of religion, into abominable orgies.
*
Now, after seven days of fear and prayers, people are beginning to return to their houses. The women, being
both easily alarmed and quick to adjust, were the first to return, lending courage to the men: the mayor dwells
once more with his family in what is left of their sumptuous residence. Railroad cars roll along the repaired tracks,
loaded with cotton; the city, already famous for valor in war and now for valor in catastrophe, once again fills up
with strangers; the municipality negotiates a federal loan of ten thousand dollars to repair damaged buildings and
replace those that have toppled to the ground. From stock markets, theaters, newspapers and banks arrive
generous contributions of funds: many of the tents the government improvised in gardens and parade grounds are
being folded for lack of occupants.
The ground is still trembling as if it had not yet firmly established itself upon it new base: what could have
been the cause of this violent trembling of the earth? Can it be that the earth’s outer crust, its interior shrunken as
a result of heat loss through hot springs and lava flows, has contracted to adjust to its changed and reduced inner
core, which is calling the surface to itself? The earth, then, when it cannot resist the tension, contracts and buckles
in waves; then cracks and the openings of the cracks mount one atop the other with a terrible clash—and
successive tremors of adjacent rocks, always flexible, push the earth upward and outward until the echo of the
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crash subsides.
But there are no volcanoes in the extensive area where the earthquake was felt; and the sulfurous vapors
expelled through holes in the surface and cracks are those that naturally abound because of the geological
formation of the low, sandy plain of the Atlantic coast.
Perhaps in the deep declivities of the sea, as a consequence of the same gradual cooling of the fiery center, the
seabed, too large for the reduced dome it ought to cover, has buckled and cracked like any body under violent
contraction, and upon closing with enormous force upon the broken edge, has shuddered violently, the tremor
rising with a roar to the surface of the waves.
But in that case the surface of the sea would have curled in a monstrous wave, and from its mouths the
wounded earth would have poured out its pain upon the handsome city that nurtures flowers and dark-eyed
women upon the unstable sand of the shore.
Or can it be that the shelf of fragmentary rock that leans toward the sea, its rivers laden with ancient rocky
residue, has cracked off violently, yielding at last to the weight of the mass of gneiss descended from the
Alleghenies, and slid upon the granite base which three thousand feet below the surface sustains it at the edge of
the sea, the weight of the fallen mass; compressing the lower levels of the plain, causing the ground to swell and
shaking the cities lifted on the fold of earth created by the shock?
That is indeed what is believed to be the case: the warm, crumbling Atlantic coastal plain, yielding to the
weight of the residue deposited upon it in the course of centuries by the rivers, slid upon its granite bed in the
direction of the sea. Thus, very simply—swallowing men and women and carrying off their houses as the wind
carries away leaves—did the earth comply with its law of formation, with all the majesty appropriate to acts of
creation, the travail of nature!
Man, wounded, stanches the blood that streams into his eyes, gropes for his sword to combat the eternal enemy
and goes on dancing in the wind, striving to follow his path, that of an atom, climbing always, like a warrior
scaling a sunbeam!
Charleston is already reviving, although its agony is not yet over, although the ground beneath its swaying
houses is not yet still.
Friends and relatives of the dead have found that work replaces in the soul the roots that death has snatched
away. Humble blacks, the fire that flickered in their eyes now extinguished, return to their gentle tasks and their
numerous progeny. Brave young women sprinkle rose dust on the rebuilt porticoes.
And in the town square, the twins born in a blue tent at the very hour of desolation are laughing merrily, one on
either side of their smiling mother.
49.86 Lucumi Dance\fn{by Luis Felipe Rodríguez (1888-1947)} Manzinillo, Granma Province, Cuba (M) 1½
“If you ask the inhabitants of this dark-soiled clod of Creole land called Hormiga Loca if they’ve ever seen a
shark,” said Marcos Antilla with a wink, “someone will probably answer in all good faith, ‘Once I saw two of
them, a male and a female … at school. My teacher showed me them in a book about all the animals in the
world.’
“Well, now that you know something of the physical and mental limitations of Hormiga Loca, it would be
reasonable for you to ask, ‘How is it you have shark around here, when you are not inhabitants of the sea?’ Everyone will reply, ‘Our grandparents, who are at rest beneath the earth with Jesus Christ, can answer that. When we
glimpsed the first light rise over the Sierra Maestra, that black man, as old and ugly as the Mahdinga, was the
shark we call Trintorera.’
“Then you won’t ask again, happy in the knowledge that Tintorera is Tintorera, as historians are happy merely
to record the dubious birthplace of Columbus.\fn{ W says he was born “within the territory of the Republic of Genoa (now part
of modern Italy), though the exact location is disputed.” } With a little imagination, we can see the following scene taking
place in the hamlet of Horminga Loca, where Tomás Cumba, known as ‘Tintorera,’ is a popular character: one
day, we don’t know exactly when, nature put the finishing touches to our furrowed island, and realized something
was missing. She took a fistful of earth and threw it, like a sweet potato, in the foothills of the Sierra Maestra.
Hormiga Loca immediately sprang up, with a local Mayor and cacique, Olegario Machuca, four banana trees, half
a dozen dairy cows, a cane field and the indispensable and inevitable sugar mill. The sugar mill which grinds the
cane, just as Hormiga Loca grinds down the life and patience of Tintorera.
“Tintorera thinks of this fertile soil, which produces only one fruit, as simply another juice. Sugar-cane juice,
that everyone sees flowing, as its way of life, but nobody, not even its owner, knows where it comes from or
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where it ends up. Like the twisting coil of the bindweed, separated from the spindly trunk, Tintorera winds his
way back and forth, at the mercy of everyone’s good or bad humor. They all tell him to perform the tasks that
could only be taken on by someone with a dried calabash for a head and a fungus the color of a used bandage
growing sparsely about his mouth. The fish after which he was so aptly named immediately springs to mind.
“On Sundays, when the youngsters who love din and dominoes go to Exuberancio Martínez’s bar to empty a
few bottles of genuine Creole liquor, that’s where you’ll find Tintorera. In this life, where so much is suffering,
Tintorera never says no to the sandpaper bite of a hard drink. ‘Tintorera, pour yourself on … but first dance the
Lucumi dance.’
“If that’s all they ask, Tintorera will dance the dance he brought to this world, as the birds brought their song
and the trees their roots. And Tintorera starts to dance the Lucumi dance with all the passion and pain searing
through his veins, the blood dripping into a fissure created in the parched earth by the heat of summer. And
meanwhile, the nearby cane field shimmers like a river flowing into the sugar plant whose mills, pumps, boilers
and triple-action machines have been the life and death of Hormiga Loca to this very day. The liberating
revolutions that had given him and other sons of the island colony their freedom had passed before his eyes.
“But Tintorera never left the dark earth or the cane field. Sometimes when a first flash of bright lightning lit up
his head, he would dance the Lucumi dance, making his body feel good and banishing all thoughts from his mind;
the Lucumi dance, grandmother of the son, the popular Creole music which brings joy and deception to his
uncertain future.
“Sometimes, when the flickering of an idea comes to his mind, Tintorera turns his thoughts to the past. He
vaguely recalls that his ancestor came with him, when he was very small, from a land of burning heat, where it
seemed everything was made from the rays of the sun. Perhaps it was Zapata marsh, where he and his father were
flung, like heaps of jerk beef.
“Since then … since then he has seen only the Creole earth and its cane fields. He first became acquainted with
cane juice through the engine of the primitive sugar plant, cunyaye. He saw it transform itself into honey and pan
sugar, while his body bent under the double whiplash of sun and overseer. Then came the sugar mills to make the
sweet crystal, with machinery that became so complicated, beyond the understanding of this simple soul, as were
the wires at the back, though he was their passive tool. He arose with the dawn and sunset would find him by the
cane fields, while his hand seemed to become a recipient for sound, for the song recalled today in the popular
verse:
Cut the cane,
More swiftly,
Here comes the overseer
Lashing his whip.

“On that Sunday, Tintorera had one too many in Exuberancio Martínez’s bar. It was already night when he
left, unconsciously tracing short flourishes in the air. As he walked by the cane field, from the shadows of his
drunken mind surged a strange idea. Like someone trying to ward something off, a voice which came either from
God or the devil, he began to dance; but the strange thought gripped his entire body and soul. It was like a longrepressed revenge which forges a sudden hatred for the cane fields.
“‘Cane field,’ he cried, with the frenzied impulse of a drunkard or madman finding something confusingly
distressing in the depths of his misguided mind, ‘I’m gonna punish you. Old black man doesn’t know what he has,
old black man is sad and drunk, and gonna punish you, because cane field gave the black man a lot of leather,
work and itching.’
“Then, flames of burning alcohol burst from Tintorera’s head, and in the startled night the inhabitants of that
Creole land saw their cane field burning. The flames spread from the rustic cases of green gold while innumerable
sparks danced fantastically, the sugar canes cracked like guns. All this time, Tintorera danced the Lucumi dance
between the fires, lost in the clouded musings of someone ignorant of the deep reason of instinct and the blind and
elemental forces of the ancestral flame. The terrible, purifying fire also danced a symbolic dance among the cane,
beyond human instinct and pain.”
49.88 How The Monkey Lost The Fruit Of His Labor\fn{by Lydia Cabrera (1899-1991)} Havana, Cuba (F) 2
Juan Ganga told his wife, “I think I’ll clear an acre and plant some rice.”
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“Go ahead, do whatever you want,” answered Viviana Angola.
Juan Ganga almost never finished what he started. His enthusiasm invariably waned by noontime. But this
time Juan Ganga was determined to harvest rice.
He spent a day leveling the field. He cut down a tree or two. The next morning, finding the entire field cleared,
he gathered sticks until vespers. The following day, he found all the deadwood burned. He returned at daybreak
with a hoe and hoed leisurely until sunset. When he returned the next dawn, the land was completely hoed.
Ah! the rice had ripened and Juan Ganga happily decided that the moment had arrived to show off his work to
Viviana Angola before beginning the harvest. But then a monkey arrived and told him,
“Juan Ganga, the rice is ready for reaping. When are you going to begin?”
“I thought I’d start tomorrow.”
“Very well, but you won’t be alone. We have both worked on this field and I, too, have every right to profit
from my work. Isn’t that fair?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You come tomorrow with your helpers and I’ll come with mine. I’ll have a hundred monkeys with me. You
begin with your folk at one end of the field and I’ll start harvesting on the other side with the monkeys until we
met in the middle somewhere. And whoever gathers more, well ... isn’t that fair?”
That afternoon, Juan Ganga returned home discouraged, gloomy. He didn’t dare—it pained him—to tell
Viviana Angola what had happened, for each time she had heard him boast of how swiftly he had leveled, cleared
hoed, and planted his acre, she had done nothing more than say
“Humm!”
To have to confess to her … still, Viviana Angola could fix anything. What a woman! Whenever her name was
mentioned, people always said,
“That woman is worth her weight in gold,” or,
“She’s priceless.” Basking in the envy of others, Juan Ganga himself proudly affirmed,
“My woman is worth as much as any man.”
There was one and only one Viviana Ganga in the land. … Certainly Viviana scolded him and even punished
him, hurling at him the first hard object she could grasp. But it’s also true that whenever Viviana got angry, she
was always in the right, and her outbursts were only fleeting. Her rages, no matter how justified, never lasted
more than a few seconds. Once the dangerous moment of the explosion passed, all her anger vanished. Her happy
disposition and jesting nature, coupled with her heart of gold, made her forgive very quickly. Yes, Viviana forgave
all, everything. She had as great a capacity for pardon as for work and happiness!
Juan Ganga would have given anything to take her to his field and show her his ripe rice to prove that he
hadn’t lied, that he had worked. Covering himself with glory in her eyes, he could have told her,
“There! You see?”
Now, she didn’t know how to explain it, but when Viviana Angola saw him so discouraged and pensive, with
such dejected eyes fixed on the ground, she suspected something serious:
“Juan Ganga, you tell me what’s wrong this very minute. And Juan Ganga told her everything.
“I’m sunk! Lost! One hundred good men couldn’t finish in days what those monkeys could do in only a few
hours.”
“We’ll figure a way out of this scrape,” said Viviana Angola. And since she couldn’t go long without laughing
for one reason or another—no one in this world ever laughed with such pleasure nor had a more contagious laugh
—Viviana greeted Juan Ganga’s predicament gleefully.
“You don’t understand, Viviana. Those monkeys are unstoppable. They pick ten plants where they’ve only
sown five!” Finally, Viviana Angola, who never walked but ran, hurried away to buy a bunch of jingle bells.
“Jingle bells?”
“Leave it to me. I know what I’m doing.”
Then she went to look for the men needed to help harvest the rice. Fifty would be enough if they all worked
together; she rounded them up.
Viviana Angola showed up at the rice field at God’s sunrise, followed by Juan Ganga and his assistants. The
monkeys were already waiting there. They stood in the middle of the field, between the two sections.
The men took one side; the monkeys, the other; Viviana Angola stood in the center. The Chief Monkey gave
the signal:
“Begin!”
The two groups advance across the field. The men aren’t exactly falling asleep, but Juan Ganga is right. As
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hard as they try, they can’t keep up with the monkeys. While the men bundle sheaf, the monkeys do six. Juan
Ganga crosses his arms.
“We’re sunk!”
But Viviana Angola doesn’t lose hart. Smiling and vivacious, she begins to gently sway, swinging her
shoulders and back as she chants:
Ayelelé tá kundé
Kuna makando munango endile!

Soon there is a rich, enchanting melody that stirs the curiosity of the industrious monkeys.
“Listen,” they tell one another, interrupting their work and straining their ears.
Viviana Angola sings. …
She turns toward the men and gently lifts the hem of her skirt. Then she turns toward the monkeys and raises
her skirt to her waist. Oh!
“Look!” the monkeys shriek, overjoyed.
“Look! Just look! Viviana Angola shakes her hips suddenly:
Goringóro-góro-góro-góro …

“And do you hear that? She rings!” they say, more amazed each time.
“Did you see? …”
“Yes. …”
“Yes, and now I just saw …”
“Oh!”
“Wait!—look again!”
“Now—look! Now! Now! Listen! And do you see?”
Viviana Angola turns toward the part of the field where the men work unceasingly. She shows her ankle. …
The monkeys and their Chief stand rooted, absorbed … staring.
Then Viviana Angola turns toward them; one moment she shows them—a second, no more—just what keeps
ringing and sparkling.
Goringóro-góro-góro-góro

Their frenzied curiosity mounting, the monkeys dart about frantically, jumping from side to side but not
harvesting rice. No. To get a better look at just what Viviana Angola is concealing, they throw themselves stupidly
to the ground, straining to see even more. Some shriek stupidly, others jubilantly, impatiently. … If Viviana
Angola would only stay still a moment with her skirt raised! What does Má Viviana have that chimes and shines
so?
The monkeys’ sheaves have all fallen to the ground; the men snatch them up.
Ayelé tá kundé
Kuna Makando endile!

“Look!”
“Now! … Now!”
Gorinóro-góro-góro-góro

“Oh!”
The Chief, stupidly, also stands there, rooted in place, waiting for Viviana Angola to raise her skirt just once
more to satisfy their curiosity. The men keep right on working steadily.
Goringóro-góro-góro-góro

And the monkeys ended up without rice … and without ever knowing what was hidden, what was so
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fascinating, what tinkled and twinkled under the skirts of Viviana Angola.
19µ20
49.99 Sophie And The Angel\fn{by Dora Alonso (1910-2001)} Máximo Gómez, Mantanzas Province, Cuba (F) 2½
Sophie was way past eighty and wrapped herself up in dark clothes. Her blouse was decorated with an old gold
and enamel brooch shaped like a fig leaf.
She was not shy, just very discreet. Flattened and diminished by age, she seemed like a bit of crumpled paper
blown about by the wind: gliding, stopping at times, starting up and bouncing along, steadied by the parasol she
used as a cane. Just listening you could tell when she was passing by, given away by the tapping of the tip of the
parasol. You came to associate two sharp, small eyes and a pair of bushy eyebrows with it. Her hair was always
neatly done: two small combs holding the white mane in check.
In spite of her appearance, the old lady had a busy spiritual life and didn’t seem to be bored in her hillside
home. She occupied all the recesses and shelves, as comfy in each room as a crab in its shell. She easily
negotiated the big, rambling house in the dark and would stroll in the patio under the same leafy tamarind tree that
had witnessed her forbears’ coming and going in their carriages.
The house on the hillside had been in the family forever. Some great-grandmother, dispatched in a fit of rage
by her jealous husband next to the ancient tree, seemed to hold her descendants in thrall within the walls of the
ruined manor. Sophie was the last in the line. Her small, lonely figure was practically invisible to her neighbors,
although they often noticed the tapping of her parasol. She chirped or mumbled her greetings, and ended up
fading into the street and its surroundings.
During the past few years things had changed; life and novelty swirled around the forgotten reef she had
become, although she refused to take notice. Ensconced among the begonias and old furniture, she defied and
loathed change.
Sophie was left completely alone when Agueda, her old servant and only companion, suddenly departed.
Agueda had died, feather duster in hand, before a painting of the Sacred Heart;\fn{ Devotion to The Sacred Heart of Jesus
(a special cultus of the Roman Catholic sect of Christianity) was introduced by Pope Pius IX into the general calendar of feast days of the
Roman Catholic Church, and was originally fostered by Carthusian and Jesuit priests and promoted by St. Francis de Sales following the
disclosure of (allegedly) private revelations of God to St. Margaret Mary Alacoque in the late 17 th century. The use of Jesus’ heart to
symbolize his love for men is not found in the Bible, however, but in the writings of some medieval mystics. In art it is often imaged by a
wounded heart encircled by a crown of thorns and radiating light .} even if the strange events to come weren’t her fault, she

was eventually blamed for them.
Agueda, unlike the other women, was constituted of one part laundry soap and one part reality, the human
reality of motherhood several times over. She counterbalanced Sophie, ready to pull her back to the real world
when Sophie got overly absorbed in her church visits and commerce with celestial figures. Even though Agueda
assiduously dusted the altars and saints, she was part of the new life around them, learning about volunteer work
and all the new ideas in the air. She suddenly died, however, leaving Sophie abandoned to her incessant devotions,
more isolated than she had ever been before. The flowers on her tomb were still moist when Sophie had her first
hallucination.
*
It was seven-thirty and Sophie was starting to nod off in her sitting-room rocking-chair in the chiaroscuro\fn{A
painting term, there used to describe a pictorial representation in terms of light and shade without regard for or use of colors in the objects
depicted; but here meant to describe a time of day in terms of the interplay of light and shadow .} of the evening. Then the cat came

walking up to her on its hind legs, head bowed, distinctly announcing,
“Warm up some coffee, you have a visitor.”
The angel made his entrance before she had time to react. She didn’t realize he was an angel at first; even if
she had seen him gliding along near the ridged roof in full tunic tied at the waist with a red cord, she would have
seen him carrying an electric guitar instead of a lyre. He was a seraphic figure looking about twenty years old
with shoulder-length hair and beautiful smiling eyes. His sandals glowed softly golden and the cat rubbed up
against them immediately as soon as he sat down. Sopohie fell to her knees and couldn’t get up. The radiant spirit
moved his hand as if to pick up something in the air and an unknown force picked her up and set her down in her
chair where she sat in ecstasy.
When she came to, the sun was tinged with blue as it filtered through the frosted glass of the sitting room
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windows. Sophie shuddered as she recalled what had happened. Anxiously she called the cat, but as she
cautiously examined the small black animal, he looked so inoffensive and unremarkable that she calm down and
wrote it all off as a dream.
That night in her room she arranged some flowers on the altar and lighted a small lamp under the image of the
Virgin. Kneeling where Agueda had collapsed amid clouds of dust, she kissed one of the family relics and prayed
for a long time. Once her prayers were done, she got ready for bed. Wearing a chaste nightgown she climbed onto
the bed as if it were a burial mound. The room was stuffy. Street noises seemed to filter in from another world: a
child screaming, a bus, neighborhood committee announcements over a loudspeaker.
The punctual nine o’clock cannon reverberated through the house like a warning as Sophie mumbled her last
prayers for the evening. At the muffled explosion the cat jumped off the kneeler cushion where he usually slept
curled up and, walking on his hind legs, went to the bedroom door and opened it. The delicious aroma of guava
flooded the room and Sophie noticed that her fingers were covered with rings. She trembled like a sheet of paper
inside her large gown as something leapt inside her chest.
The angel smiled at her by her bedside. He played his guitar for a long while, lulling Sophie to sleep. After the
second time, the messenger of light did not startle her anymore and his visits became regular.
On the fifteenth one he brought her a young unicorn.\fn{ A symbol of fecundity.} Sophie was delighted, and within
a week the small beast had learned to follow her around and eat from her hand. After the unicorn came a
clepsydra\fn{A water-clock.} which helped amuse her as she awaited his next appearance.
She had no doubts about the celestial credentials of her visitor, although at one time she considered going to
confession for guidance and advice. She desisted, however, fearing criticism of the unusual relationship that now
occupied her, so things just stayed the way they were.
Their familiarity grew all the time, until it took an unexpected turn, revealing something hitherto well
concealed in the lengthy canasta games\fn{ Canasta is a card game} and conversation. They sat very close to each
other on the couch in the half light of the spacious living room as they shared the delicious old fashioned sweets
and fresh lemonade that Sophie had made herself, singing as she prepared them.
Long forgotten whims of the distant young lady she had been had suddenly come into bloom. Like a
mischievous child she would occasionally muss her friend’s feathers with a small wrinkled and veined hand and,
just to please her, the spirit of light would demonstrate takeoffs, hover and fly around. Her smiling eyes would
follow him to where he would land back in the patio, alighting under the tamarind where the remains of her greatgrandmother sweetened its sour fruits.
In the intimacy of those hours under the foliage they exchanged confidences. She told him of her childhood,
her languid youth, her religious aspirations and about the late Agueda. He talked about his position in the last of
the Nine Choirs,\fn{By the 4th century AD, the angelic hosts were divided into nine choirs of angels, consisting of the four named in
Judaism (Angels, Archangels, Seraphim, Cherubim) and the five named in the letters attributed to Paul in the New Testament (Virtues,
Powers, Principalities, Dominions, Thrones)} frequent missions on behalf of Divine Providence, and sacred mysteries.

And, perceiving his attentive listener’s uneasiness about his true identity, he cunningly reassured her about the
rightness of it all, how they were no longer bound by outmoded prudery and old fashioned hypocrisy.
Sophie would just sigh, trusting him and going along with everything. She often thought that she was living a
delightful dream. Saturdays had been set aside for dancing and the music from the radio wrapped them up in its
sensual cadences … If for some reason her seraphic fiancé failed to appear, Sophie, impatient, could not hide her
jealousy. Little quarrels would burst out, warming the encounters and farewells.
One evening there was a kiss. How she wept, clutching her pillow! The very idea of falling into mortal sin
drove her to despair and she beat her breast in vain, as the pounding merely echoed the same rhythm as that of her
lover’s music. Upset, exasperated, she mistreated the cat, doubled her prayers, and refused to feed the unicorn.
“This has to stop,” she would repeat, fearfully, “once and for all.”
Several days later, after much sorrow and deliberation, she informed the angel of her decision. She had not
reckoned, however, that her spiritual suitor would be incapable of waiting for her or giving her up. Stubborn and
incensed by her drastic breaking-off, he thoroughly shocked her with his cunningly insolent and lascivious
behavior. In between riffs on his guitar he would suddenly lift the skirts of the abashed lady who would run off,
unable to escape his importunings.
*
The house no longer smelled of guava when he came but of an unknown and disturbing fragrance that
weakened Sophie‘s knees, embarrassing her. All the tricks in the book were being used against her and when she
realized that she could not hold out much longer, she decided to take matters to the top (though not before a
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judicious quantity of contrite tears).
The frightened virgin scribbled long, revealing letters in a trembling hand, describing her trials and the traps
and designs against her chastity—how the bed would get undone as soon as she had made it, how her panties
would not lie straight in the dresser and how he would show up in her bathrobe with nothing except his crossed
wings.\fn{Concealing his sexual organs}
The astonished nuncio secretly forwarded the report to the parish priest with instructions to clear things up as
tactfully and discreetly as possible. She was to be made to understand how sinful and unhealthy her illusions had
become. Sophie listened to the fatherly admonishment with bowed head. Firm but gentle reasoning convinced her
of her mistake, and she was invited to make a sincere confession of it. Obedient and very much comforted, Sophie
spoke candidly for a long while. She gratefully accepted the conclusions of her religious advisor who blamed not
her but the isolation in which she was living and her wandering imagination given full play to her idleness. Sophie
told of her imagined encounters, quarrels and reconciliations with the celestial spirit. She was not interrupted
except for a brief comment on the participation of a cat—and a black cat at that—in the episode. Sophie was
absolved in exchanged for a definite promise to get rid of the cat, and to come right back at the first sign of further
irregularities.
The old lady was filled with joy; with devout pride she showed the priest her bedroom, the well-cared for altar,
holy images, kneeler … The parish priest nodded, satisfied that he had handled things in the best possible way.
There was, unfortunately, a long white feather of unquestionably angelic origin poking out luridly—and
inexcusably—from beneath the sheets of her bed.
298.78 When The People Rule (delivered in Havana on January 21, 1959)\fn{by Fidel Castro (1926Holguin Province, Cuba (M) 6

)}

Birán,

Mr. President, gentlemen of the diplomatic corps, reporters of the entire continent, fellow citizens:
I am going to ask the people to do something for me, and that is to help me. There are a million persons here
and the loudspeakers cannot be heard. Absolute silence is necessary. It is very difficult to speak when [one cannot
be heard] perfectly well, and today I should like to tell the people what I feel; I would like to tell the reporters
what the people of Cuba feel, I want to tell the diplomatic representatives of the entire world the way our people
think. To hear us, it is not enough to have been here; to have attended is not enough alone. It is necessary to be
silent. It is necessary to show the people’s discipline by being quiet. Let us see if a million people can be silent.
{(He waits to let the crowd calm down--Ed. )}\fn{The entire speech has been reproduced, including comments by its editor at Cuba
Internet Archive, where this copy was obtained. I have printed it and the editor’s comments exactly as they appear before me, except that I
have italicized one or two foreign words (other than which all italics appear within the text); and I have added some few footnotes for the
sake of clarity. The editor’s comments have also been separated by brackets, in order to separate them from the text of the speech itself:H }

*
Fellow citizens, it is possible that our fighters trembled more today before this crowd then they ever did before
enemy bullets. For us, who have extraordinary faith in our people, this assembly has exceeded all estimates. It is
said that with those who have just arrived the crowd extends from the Malecon to the Park of Fraternity. We can
say one thing here today, and that is that there is no place in Havana to bring together all the people who support
the revolution. {(Applause)} Before a small park was enough and there was room left. This time all the parks
together around the presidential palace are insufficient. I am going to tell you an anecdote so that you can understand the full moral value of this meeting for us.
*
One of our comrades attached to the Havana municipality told me that this morning the employees gathered
and asked him where they were meeting to go to the assembly, and our friend replied: “No, those who want to can
go and those who do not can go home.” This is not the kind of meeting organized before! { (Applause)} How different it is when the people feel free! How different it is when the people rule! People have come from Matanzas
and Pinar del Rio on foot. Thousands of our fellow citizens have come on foot because there were not enough
vehicles.
*
We spoke of a half million, of getting together half a million Cubans, but the people said no, not half a million,
but one million; and it turned out to be one and a half million. I went through some of the city’s streets before
arriving, and Havana was deserted. Not a soul was to be seen for blocks on end in the districts of Havana. All
Havana had come, the whole city, all the surroundings, and thousands and tens of thousands of Cubans from the
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provinces nearest to Havana. I am sure that if it had been physically possible 6 million Cubans { [the total population
of the country]} would have gathered here today.
*
I realize that the best speech for this afternoon is your presence. I realize that nothing can speak so eloquently
to the diplomatic crops and the 380 newsmen who have come from all the hemisphere as your presence. Many
Cubans here present cannot even hear me. I asked the men who organized the affair and they told me all the
loudspeakers in Havana were set up here; and yet many tell me they cannot hear me. It hurts me to think that you
are making the sacrifice of standing since hours ago and not even being able to hear what we are saying, but at
least you can have the satisfaction of knowing that your presence has not been in vain and that this gathering
today, this gathering here today, is the finest battle the people of Cuba have fought in this revolution. It is a
victory by force of arms; not a shot has been fired. It is a much finer victory. It is a victory of right; it is a victory
of justice; it is a victory for morality. Those who thought we were just ordinary guerrillas, those who thought we
knew nothing but the use of firearms, those who thought that after our military victories they would crush us in
the field of information, and crush us in the field of public opinion, have found that the Cuban revolution also
knows how to fight and win {(battles)} in that field.
*
Those who thought that monopoly over international cables, those who thought that spreading lies and slander
right and left, would let them weaken our revolution and discredit our people, so that they could then leap upon it
when it was weak, were mistaken, for the revolution today is more solid and stronger. Instead of weakening it
they have strengthened it. The revolution is not intimidated by attacks. The revolution is not weakened by attacks.
On the contrary, it waxes and gains strength, for this is the revolution of a valiant, fighting people.
*
With another people, another people lacking the virtues of the Cuban people, it would not even be worthwhile
having started this struggle, but when one has a people like this to count on, one not only begins but achieves and
goes on to total victory.
*
To the people of Cuba everything is clear. The Cuban revolution was an exemplary revolution. There was no
coup here.
*
If we had been a group of army officers who, without the help of the people, had ousted the President and
installed another in his place and had at once bowed to all the vested interests; if this had not been a revolution,
we would not have enemies; they would not have attacked us; they would not slandered us.
*
While this palace\fn{The Presidential Palace:H} housed a dictatorship that sold out the nation’s interests; while this
palace housed a dictatorship that made the most onerous concessions to foreigners; while this palace housed a
dictatorship that betrayed the people, nobody attacked it; these press campaigns were not waged against it abroad;
{[U.S.]} Congressmen did not speak out to censure it. While it housed a miserable traitor, a criminal who murdered
20,000 of our fellow citizens, these campaigns were not waged against Cuba, or against him. While it housed
someone who stole 300 million pesos; while the republic was governed by a band of thieves who stole more than
a billion pesos, these campaigns were not waged against them abroad. While dozens of Cubans were being killed
here every night; while young men were being found murdered with a bullet in the temple; while barracks yards
were heaped with corpses; when our women were violated; when children were murdered; when police entered
embassies to murder 10 refugees in a few minutes, these campaigns were not waged against Cuba, nor did the
{[U.S.]} Congressmen over there, with rare exceptions, speak out to condemn the dictatorship.
*
But there is no need to go further. There you have Trujillo with his dictatorship 27 years old; there you have
the 10,000 Haitians murdered by the Dominican dictator; there you have the tens of thousands of men murdered
inside and outside of Santo Domingo by the henchmen of the criminal dictator. And there you have Somoza.
Somoza is of the dynasty that for more than 25 years has been oppressing his country, with his full jails, his press
censorship, his thousands of crimes. And no campaigns are organized against them.
*
A campaign against the Cuban people, yes, because they want to be free. A campaign against the Cuban
people, yes—a campaign against the Cuban people, yes, because they want to be free not just politically, but
economically as well. A campaign against the people of Cuba, because they have become a dangerous example
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for all America. A campaign against the people of Cuba because they know we are going to call for cancellation of
the onerous concessions that have been made to foreign monopolies, because they know electric rates are going to
be lowered here, because they know that all the onerous concessions made by the dictatorship are going to be
reviewed and canceled.
*
There, fellow citizens, you have the chief cause of this campaign. The explanation of this must be sought, the
explanation of this campaign must be sought—if you let me talk I am going to explain; I would like to explain this
thoroughly, so the people and the foreign press can understand it. We have not obtained the crowd’s full
cooperation in maintaining absolute silence. {(Sentence indistinct)}
*
The explanation for this campaign must be sought somewhere. Why has this campaign been launched against
Cuba? The vilest, most criminal, and most unjust that has been launched against any people. Why, when barely
four or five days had passed since the victory, did international cable services and certain U.S. Congressmen loose
a barrage of defamation against the Cuban people? The purpose is clear. Our revolution was able to present itself
to the world as a model of revolutions. The rebel army’s generosity toward the enemy was without precedent in
the history of revolutions and wars. Thousand of prisoners fell in our hands. Hundreds of wounded were cared for
by our doctors. {(Words indistinct)} Not one prisoner was struck. {(Much crowd noise—Ed.)}
*
Fellow citizens, next time I am going to ask 2,000 Cubans to come instead of a million. That is a lot, and there
is not room. The crowd is being pressed together.
*
{(Possibly one or two sentences indistinct, as if volume had been turned down—Unreadable text—loudspeaker—Ed.) } I am going
to sum up ideas. We invited the people of Cuba. We had nothing to say to them, because the people of Cuba know
the truth very well. We do not have to convince the people of Cuba of anything, because the people of Cuba are
more than convinced. It is necessary to convince the world public, and we are going to convince it through the
newsmen who have come here.
*
Tomorrow we are going to meet with the newsmen who have come from all over the hemisphere. At the
meeting I will submit to interrogation, as one can who has done his duty. I am going to submit to interrogation by
America, as can be done by a man with a clear conscience. I do not have to give an account to any U.S.
Congressman. I do not have to give an account to any foreign government. I will give an account to the peoples.
In the first place I give an account to my people, to the Cubans. In the second place, to all the peoples of America.
I give an account to the people of Mexico, to the people of the United States, of Costa Rica, of Venezuela, and of
the whole world. {[Castro would do just this two days later beginning January 23, 1959, to spread his ideas throughout Latin
America.]}
*
For that reason I called in the newsmen, to come and see the truth with their own eyes. Where there is justice
there is no crime, and where there is crime there is no freedom of the press. Where there is crime, people hide
their actions.
*
Here things have been done in the open. We came here so they could see that there is justice. And so we invited
all newsmen of the world, for here in Cuba there is a freedom of the press { (word or two indistinct)} that is not found
anywhere else in the world. In Cuba there is a respect for human rights not found anywhere else in the world.
*
The Cuban people are not a savage people, or a criminal people. This is the noblest and most feeling people in
the world. If an injustice were committed here, all the people would be against it. Our intellectuals are not
unfeeling; our newsmen are not unfeeling; our workers are not unfeeling; our peasants are not unfeeling; our
priests are not unfeeling, and when everybody { [agrees to]} the punishment, it is because the punishment is a just
one, it is because the punishment is deserved.
*
The allied powers punished the war criminals after the second world war, and they have less right to do so than
we have, because they meted out punishment under the ex post facto legislation, while we are punishing the war
criminals under legislation passed before the crime, in public trials, in courts made up of honest men. To avoid
mistakes we are trying only the most notorious criminals, those who have 5, 10, 15, or 20 murders against them,
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those known to all the people. But is it not possible to expatriate, and I am going to meet with newsmen from the
whole hemisphere. We have also invited the President of Cuba to attend the interview, and we are going to invite
the cabinet. And we are going to explain fully to the newsmen everything they want us to explain. We must not
expatriate; there is just one thing more.
*
Reporters of the entire continent, diplomatic representatives accredited to Cuba, imagine an immense jury,
imagine a jury consisting of a million men and women belonging to all social classes, of all religious beliefs, of
all political ideas. I am going to ask this jury something. I am going to ask the people something: Those who
agree with the justice that is being carried out, those who agree that the henchmen should be shot, raise your
hands. {(Applause of about 2 minutes)}
*
Gentlemen of the diplomatic corps, reporters of the entire continent: The jury of a million Cubans representing
all views and social classes has voted. To those who are democrats, or those who call themselves democrats I say:
This is democracy, this is respecting the will of the people. Those who are democrats, or those who call
themselves democrats, must respect the will of the people.
*
Before concluding I should like to say something I consider important: It is that the people of Cuba are worried
about our security.
*
Thousands upon thousands of our fellow citizens have asked us to take care of ourselves. They fear that we will
be attacked by enemies of the revolution. The people fear that the death of one of their leaders would be failure
for the revolution. What I am about to tell the people of Cuba today is that this is not true. What I am going to tell
the people of Cuba is that the revolution cannot depend upon one man. The fate of a nation cannot depend upon
one man, that the fate of { (justice?)} cannot depend upon one man. Moreover, the leaders cannot be placed in a
glass case.
*
I am firmly determined to continue doing things as I have been doing. I am firmly determined to challenge
calmly all dangers, come what may. I am doing this for one reason. It is because I am very aware that nothing and
no one can stop the revolution. And I also have something to say to my enemies: Behind me are others more
radical than I. In the same way, by attacking our revolutionary justice, they have done nothing but reinforce the
revolution. By killing me they will only strengthen the revolution.
*
In order to take the proper precautionary measures so as to be protected against all eventualities, I am going to
propose to the board of the July 26 Movement that it appoint comrade Raul Castro second in command of the July
26 Movement. {(Vigorous applause)} I am doing it not because he is my brother, {(words indistinct)} but because I truly
consider him sufficiently capable to substitute for me should I have to die. Moreover, he is a comrade with very
firm revolutionary convictions and he has shown his ability in this struggle. He was one of the leaders of the
attack on the Moncada garrison; he spent two years in prison; he has carried out so many { (word indistinct)} for the
country; he has shown his ability as an organizer and a leader. I wish that this did not concern a brother. I wish
that he had been another in order to remove the slightest suspicion that I am favoring a relative. I must say right
here that no one is being favored because for us the country means suffering and duty, not pleasure or vanity, or
pleasures of a personal nature. For us this work is the work of a slave { (who knows his people are lost?)}
*
For us leadership means sacrifice. For us leadership is not aspiring to power. Everyone knows that I gave up
power a long time ago. Everyone knows with what disinterestedness I fought, and that I am of the opinion that no
man is indispensable, and that any honorable Cuban can be a good President of the Republic. { (Applause)}
Everyone knows that not only did I refuse to be President of the Republic, but I gave my full support to the
President. Everyone knows my respect for the civil institutions of the republic. Everyone knows that I have
neither interfered nor will interfere in matters pertaining to the presidency.
*
Everyone knows that I have been able to maintain unlimited { (word indistinct)} and if I have replied to thousands
of questions it is because they were asked and because I was authorized { (several words indistinct)} if the President
will not allow me to hold a single press conference, and the President will not allow me to make another statement
while I am commander in chief of all the forces of the republic I will obey this order unconditionally.
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*
What I have done is to defend the revolution from slander. What I have done is to defend the good name of my
country when others were seeking to represent us as a country of criminals and savages. What I have done is to
defend the prestige of this revolution which has cost so much find and freely shed blood. I say this because to be a
leader is really not a pleasure trip or a bed of roses, but a sacrifice, the extent of which perhaps very few can
understand. This is all the more so when one feels the responsibility of so great a faith as the faith our people have
placed in us.
*
By stating here the necessity that the people be alert and be prepared for any attack on its leaders or on one of
its leaders, by presenting here this necessity, I do so with the honest conviction of a man who is not only
concerned with the present but also the future of the country, of a man who is thinking about the country, not only
while he is alive, but after his death. By stating here that I consider Comrade Raul Castro could replace me if
necessary, I am not making the decision alone. Rather I want to consult with the people to see whether they agree.
*
My enemies know how that they can attack because everything has been taken care of. Moreover, should they
attack Raul, behind him another would rise and behind that one another, and so forth. In the struggle the people of
Cuba will not be lacking in leaders, because everything will have been taken care of. We who were able to win the
war in the face of all odds will also be able to win the revolution against all the enemies who plan to attack it.
Thus, the people of Cuba {(words indistinct)} each day we will be stronger in our defense of the interests of the
country and the interests of the people. Finally, the people have attained their goal; the complete freedom and
sovereignty which it never had. It is a nation which rules itself and does not take orders from anyone.
*
We have a just question to ask here. We will take advantage of this opportunity to ask the U.S. Government to
re-turn the war criminals who have taken refuge there. {(Applause)} The people of Cuba demand of the people of
the United States not give asylum to the Masferras, the Venturas, and the other criminals. The people of the United States must demand of the U.S. Government the return of the war criminals because they are war criminals.
*
After the world war the people of the United States would not have agreed for Goering, Himmler, and Hitler to
take refuge here {[although unknown at the time, many Nazi scientists and officers were in fact brought into the U.S. government,
though entirely without the knowledge of the U.S. workers, to scale up production and technology against the Soviets.] }. Well, our
Himmler is Ventura. Our Goerings are the Tabernillas, the Pinar Garcias, the Tavianos, the { (Laurens?)}. Our Hitler
is Batista.
*
If the United States wants to be just, if the United States wants to respect the feelings of the people of Cuba, it
must consent to extradite the war criminals because they are not political criminals. Those who violated women
cannot be considered political criminals because the violation of woman has nothing to do with politics. Those
who tore out eyes cannot be considered political criminals, because pulling out human eyes has nothing to do with
politics, those who assassinated children and old women, those who tortured thousands and thousands of our
fellow citizens without pity cannot be considered political criminals because torture has nothing to do with
politics. They cannot be sheltered as political criminals because they are common law criminals. The millions of
pesos which they stole to place in American banks must be returned to us. Filling one’s pockets with the people’s
money in order to take it abroad has nothing to do with politics, because the theft of the republic’s money to spend
it on luxuries has nothing to do with politics, and they are thieves here and anywhere in the world. There-fore, the
people of Cuba have the right to demand the return of the assassins, torturers, and also the return of the money
taken from all the peoples.
*
We are not going to waste our time asking Trujillo to return the thieves to { (word indistinct)} and we are not
going to ask for the return of the air force planes which the refugees took with them. We are not asking Trujillo to
return them because the people of the Dominican Republic will return them and because we do not want any kind
of relations with Trujillo.
*
Of course, Trujillo is not a dictator; just talk with those Congressmen who are attacking us and you will see
that Trujillo is a saint. It was disgusting; there were some papers, some Mexican papers, for example, with a
cartoon showing Cuba dressed in white in a bath of blood, in a puddle, and us there with beards and rifles like
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common executioners, of course.
*
Why? Ah! Because the international cable agencies are there, the same agencies that { (few words indistinct)}.
They could not kill me and now they are trying to kill the revolution’s prestige, and of course very subtly. Anybody with a minimum of understanding need only read the international dispatches to see how this campaign was
organized. The sad part is that they have confused some American peoples. { (Few words indistinct)}
*
The Mexican people, a country that had a great territory wrested from it, a country that has been so humiliated
and mistreated; to this country came the agencies that represent monopolistic, exploiting interests, to deceive the
Mexicans and make them believe that we are something worse Trujillo, worse than Somoza, worse than { (few
words indistinct)} the world has seen. Our name has been presented as that of a murderer among the peoples of
America.
*
Here, or in any country in America, I can stand with my head high, with the satisfaction of having a clear conscience and my hands free of blood { [Of all the prisoners of war captured by Castro during their revolutionary struggle, not one
was executed, not one was harmed. In fact, the Cuban revolutionaries gained world renown and even U.S. funding because of their
exemplary treatment of prisoners in time of a guerrilla war—using their own medical supplies to heal prisoners] }. I can stand before

any nation to tell it the truth. I am only sorry that the peoples of America should let themselves be deceived so
abominably. I am only sorry to think what the fate of America would be if this revolution is crushed, because this
revolution, which is not a coup, which is not the uprising of a group of military caudillos, but a revolution of the
people, authentically of the people, should represent a hope for the peoples of America. And why? Ah! Because
we have hit America’s sore spot. The history of America for more than a century is plain; America is the victim of
ambitious men, military caudillos, military castes. How much America and the peoples of our hemisphere need a
revolution like the one that has taken place in Cuba. How much America needs an example like this in all its
nations. How much it needs for the millionaires who have become rich by stealing the people's money to lose
everything they have stolen. How much America needs for the war criminals in the countries of our hemisphere
all to be shot.
*
Had these things been, maybe our continent would not be what it is today: Groups of nations divided, set apart
despite their identical feelings, needs, interests, race, and culture; it would not be the group of divided, weak
nations, victims of the customary tyranny and military castes. How much America needed Cuba's example. We
Cubans can feel proud of a revolution that came with no ambition for dominion, with no goal of exploitation or
domination over other countries; it came as an example, as aspiration for justice, broad justice, { (word indistinct)},
within the most extraordinary system of respect for human freedoms the world has ever known.
*
The Cuban revolution can be summed up as an aspiration for social justice, within the fullest freedom and
absolute respect for the people’s rights. Our revolution must be defended as a patrimony of Cuba, if not of
America. The honest men of America, the honest newsmen of the continent, the peoples who are our friends—we
must ask them to defend our revolution, not allow it to be slandered in an attempt to destroy it to the detriment of
not just Cuba, but America. There are some who want to keep the Cuban revolution from raising its head, so that
no country in America can raise its head.
*
We had seven years of tyranny. Seven years, and nobody came to give us freedom; we had to win it with our
sacrifices. Governments did not help us—we were helped by the peoples. The peoples of all America sympathized
with us; the peoples of all America were our friends. And now they are trying to take away the only friends we
had; they are trying to take away the peoples, trying to alienate peoples from us by telling them that we are
carrying out mass executions, without trials, of Batista supporters. The dispatches do not say that they are the
tyrant's henchmen; the dispatches do not say that they are murderers; the dispatches do not say that each of the
men executed has 10, 12, or even 100 killings against his name. No, the dispatches say that they are mass
executions, without trial, of “Batista supporters.”
*
And since the peoples of America have seen the horrors of dictatorship, since the peoples of America are
accustomed to hearing about mass executions of political opponents without a trial, an effort is made to make
them believe this is such a case. The dispatches do not talk about the conduct of the rebel army; they have not
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stressed that this has been the only revolution where not a single man was mobbed to death; they do not stress that
no other people in the world have conducted themselves in such a civilized way as the Cubans have done; that not
a single henchman of the dictator has been tortured; that not a single enemy has been beaten; that this is the only
revolution in the world where the people, instead of taking vengeance into their own hands, placed the criminals
at the disposal of the revolutionary courts.
*
Ah! They do not say these things. The men we are sentencing now are the ones that the people usually kill the
first three days after a revolution. We are executing the ones the people would have mobbed to death had we not
asked them to have faith in justice. We have been more than generous. Informers have not been shot. The thing to
do with informers is not shoot them, but send them to work, sentence them to forced labor, since they wanted to
make their living by betrayal and informing, let them work for the people, let them work. But the hired killers
must be shot, for even the Bible says “he who lives by the sword shall die by the sword.” They must be shot,
because those who today ask that they not be shot will in three years be asking us to turn them loose. It is clear;
there cannot be peace without justice; there cannot be democracy without justice. In the name of peace real crimes
have been committed. And I can ask the Congressmen who attacked me, I can ask them: What did the United
States do—I can ask the Congressmen who have attacked us: What was done at Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Ah! In
the name of peace, two cities and {(500,000?)} human beings were bombed. We have not executed any child. We
have not executed any woman. We have not executed any old man.
*
Yet at Hiroshima and Nagasaki 300,000 human beings died { (words indistinct)} And in the name of what? Well,
they said it was to obtain peace. They also said it was to prevent the death of many North Americans in battle. All
right; I tell those Congressmen that, aside from the fact that they have nothing to do with Cuban affairs, we are
executing the tyrant’s henchmen to obtain peace, and we are executing the { (butcher?)} so that they cannot murder
our children again tomorrow.
*
Besides, the number of henchmen we are going to execute will not be more than 400. That is about one for
every 1,000 men, women, and children murdered at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. If it is a question of telling the truth,
why did they not come here to talk? When we told them to come and see what the people want, why did they not
come? Two Representatives who have defended the Cuban cause came. Representative Porter and Representative
Powell came to testify to our being right. But the ones who attacked us, whom we invited to come and talk, face
to face, to learn what the people {(words indistinct)}.
*
Since they call themselves democrats let them see what democracy is. Since they talk about the will of the people, let them see what the will of the people is. We did not invite { (words indistinct)} but so they could see the truth.
*
There is one thing I want to explain so the people will be clear on that point. The U.S. Government has not
directly attacked us. The entire U.S. press has not attacked us. Part of the press, including Herbert Matthews, has
defended us. And it is clear: At present the U.S. Government { (has not assumed a hostile attitude?)} toward us, but we
know what the mechanics are in the United States. A certain campaign is begun; the interests that fear the revolution organize a campaign against the revolution; they shape public opinion, and then ask the U.S. Government to
take action. Not yet, not yet, because they have not waged the campaign yet { (words indistinct)}.
*
If it is necessary, we extend a permanent invitation to the newsmen; here we have nothing to hide. And since
we have so much faith in the people, so much faith in their political maturity, we know that nobody will be able to
bamboozle the people or swerve them { (words indistinct)}. A beginning was made with the slander campaign, but we
countered it in time.
*
Of course I want to make it clear that the people of Cuba are not animated by any feeling of hostility toward the
people of the United States. On the contrary; we are also talking to public opinion in the United States, so that it
may support us against those interests, which are the enemies of both Cuba and the United States.
*
We have not carried out an aggression against anybody. The Cuban revolution has not attacked any nation. On
the contrary it is the Cuban people, for the mere fact of having freed themselves from tyranny at the cost of many
sacrifices, who have been made the target of the most criminal, base, and cowardly campaign.
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*
But, fellow citizens, I assure you that this battle is won; it has been won with the help of everybody, with the
help of men of all different ideas, { (religions?)}, and {(few words indistinct)}. This is a battle that belongs to
everybody. The people have united admirably in defense of their justice, sovereignty, and prestige.
*
Our gratitude and admiration are well deserved by a people that have been able to unite as one man in this
struggle. Nobody can defeat such a people. We must prevent any split; we must remain united to defend the
interests of the fatherland. {(Few words indistinct)} not just against the criminals, but also social justice.
*
A nation like this, which despite its hundreds of thousands of unemployed has given an incomparable example
of order; a capital like this, where despite hundreds of thousands of unemployed there are no policemen, where
there is not a single {(word indistinct)}, certainly deserves {(few words indistinct)}. A people that will not steal even
though hungry deserve anything.
*
One example we can point to with pride is that despite the hunger and unemployment that exist, police are not
needed in Havana, and the Boy Scouts are practically insuring order. In what country is there such extraordinary
order and absolute peace that children are put in charge of keeping order in the capital after a revolution? That is
what we want the newsmen of the American hemisphere to tell their own people.
*
Fellow citizens, my {(warmest?)} congratulations, my gratitude { (passage indistinct)}. Today, after this extraordinary demonstration; today, after the satisfaction we feel at seeing this support from the people; today, as we feel
such pride at being Cuban and belonging to this people, one of the world's finest peoples; today, on behalf of all
and in the name of the revolutionary government and the fighters of the rebel army, I want to say thank you to my
people. Thank you very much.
126.116 One Friday The Thirteenth\fn{by Luis Agüero (1937- )} Consolación del Sur, Pinar del Rio Province,
Cuba (M) 5½
When Margarito got to San Juan y Martinez all he could think of was what the captain had told him that
morning.
“Hey, Margarito, I’ve got a lil’ job fer ya,” the captain had told him.
Margarito shuddered all over when he heard the captain’s words. Then he thought of pointing out the date to
him and leaving it for another day:
“It’s a bad day, Cap,” he thought of explaining to the captain. He still doesn’t know why he kept his mouth
shut.
“Ah, I never liked no Friday the thirteenth,” he said in a low voice, chewing the words as if wanting to
swallow them.
Now he was there and his own excuse obsessed him.
The same thing had happened on other occasions. (However, this time it was different from the others.)
“No, buddy, this here thing annoys me,” he had said once; but afterwards, when it was all over, he was in high
spirits again.
“This is the life, partner—the whole day goin’ ’round on the jeep with th’ cap, raisin’ hell everywheres,” he had
said then.
Things were like that since he began to wear the uniform, his family praising it so much. Only—what
happened later hadn’t happened yet. After that, nobody praised his uniform any more.
“I don’t like your uniform no more,” his Uncle Nicasio had declared.
“But what can you do? You’ve got a trade an’ that’s that. And me, as me Cap says, I’m good at it,” he said and
tried to smile, only getting an ugly grimace instead.
A deep silence filled the little room and hung too heavily over the two boys. The younger leaned forward and
said:
“Cheo agreed on sending the dynamite this week.”
The boy that spoke is called Sergio. The other one’s name is Luis. They are brothers.
A syringe, a ping-pong ball, a few acids, and we burn the tobacco house to the ground, thought Luis. He also
thought of what a friend of his who had nothing to do with this meeting had told him:
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“You know how things are in small villages.”
He didn’t think any more. Sergio was addressing him:
“How does it look to you?”
“Huh? Looks what?”
Sergio spoke again. Then Luis nodded approvingly, moving his head slightly, and thought of something else
this friend of his had told him:
“Sure—you’re the sons of a judge.” Luis had retorted,
“Yeah, Batista is a law-abiding citizen.” After that Luis spoke out loud:
“I have to go.”
He rose and left the house. Outside, a warm breeze caressed his cheeks: he liked the feeling of life it gave him.
He walked slowly and his bearings reminded him of the suspense of the former nights.
And Sergio, who had climbed on top of the statue of Martí. And an old man that smiled with naked laughter.
And a group of boys that ran down the street. And Sergio still on top of the statue. And the siren, shrill and
piercing. And Sergio talking and talking and talking. And a green jacket talking and talking and talking. And a boy
lying in the middle of the street with his mouth full of blood. And another boy hiding behind a column. And a
package wrapped in a newspaper. And some men wearing yellow uniforms. And an old lady that screamed. And a
dark room. And Sergio screaming in the other room. And a man with a brown jacket in his hand. And another man
saying that all this was very funny. And Sergio on top of the statue of Martí. And a brown jacket that was getting
down from the statue of Marti. And a little girl playing ring-around-a-rosy in the park. And the blow that struck
him in the stomach. And another blow that struck him on the head. And another blow on the head and in the
stomach. And Sergío still screaming in the other room. And a package wrapped in a newspaper blowing up on a
street-corner. And a broken mimeograph. And a boy that said he could fix it. And a small magazine that he was
hiding in his pocket. And a blow that struck him in the stomach and on the head. And still another on the head and
in the stomach. And a man with a brown and a green jacket in his hand. And another man saying that all this was
very funny. And a green and a brown and a red jacket. And Sergío screaming in the other room. And a dark room.
And a blow that struck him on the head. And another blow that struck him in the stomach. And another blow that
struck him on the testicles. And another blow on the head and in the stomach and on the testicles.
Suddenly, without any transition, he felt the morning sunshine and the fresh morning breeze and the morning
warble of birds. He perspired a sticky sweat, and a smarting, relentless pain swept up and down from his stomach
to his throat.
Margarito shuddered all over when the captain told him that. Just like the time when he was ordered to beat the
hell out of some students that were holding a meeting in the park.
Now it was worse than that. Worse than beating the hell out of some students. It was then that he thought of
pointing out the date to the captain and let him leave it for another day.
If it weren’t Friday the thirteenth, he told himself despite his unwillingness to say it.
The storekeeper’s glance was a mixture of surprise and mockery. Margarito didn’t heed him and let him clean
the table and place the bottle and the glass.
“Friday the thirteenths are bad luck,” he said.
The storekeeper stopped looking at him. Margarito filled the glass and drank its contents in one gulp. He filled
it up again, once, twice, three times, and many more. He filled it up until his throat got too hot, and then he filled
it again but didn’t drink. Afterwards he toyed with the glass and remembered another thing the captain had said to
him that morning.
“It’s easy to say,” he had said. “But you need a tough guy like him to do it, like Margarito,”
He smiled for a second. Then he tightened his hold on the glass and said:
“If it wasn’t—” he stopped short. And spoke again,
“Nobody’s going to say the Negro Margarito chickened out.”
Darkness lurked. An old Negress was returning home, worn out from her work stripping tobacco. A group of
children was playing hide-and-seek near the grocery store. Two sweethearts were talking on a poorly lighted
corner. All quiet, everything in order.
After dinner the two boys approached the stand on the corner to get some coffee. The younger of the two put
six cents on the counter and said:
“I’ll wait for you at the movies.”
The other nodded and continued drinking his coffee. On his way he took out a little piece of paper from his
pocket and read:
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To kill:
a short, abrupt impulse,
a void that fills the body,
a running backward in pursuit.

He liked his poem and, almost pleased, kept on walking.
“There is no better time for establishing clearly the ideas that lead us to the struggle, than the time when the
moment of turning ideas into action approaches.”
The Negro stood up. His legs were shaking slightly. Standing there, he saw how the boy put the little piece of
paper back in his pocket and continued walking. He left two pesos on the table, felt his right side and walked
away slowly.
“The Cuban Revolution, which will break out triumphantly, will not permit such evils and will sweep away all
the promoters of hate and the self-appointed aristocrats.”
The boy stood motionless when he heard the voice. The Negro staggered and spoke thickly. He was obviously
drunk. He tried to avoid him, but the Negro knocked him down with one blow. Some people saw when the boy
received the blow and fell against the sidewalk and when the Negro pulled out his 45 pistol. It was then they
thought that the safest thing to do would be to clear out.
“The essential function of education cannot be ignored, since the shaping of the future citizen rests upon the
formation of childhood; and the current methods of debauchery, disorganization, and poverty do not allow the
molding of the wholesome minds we need to carry on the task which the nation expects of us and of future
generations.”
The other boy saw it too. Then he started running and screaming and went on running and screaming until he
ceased to run and scream altogether. A bullet ran through his chest and made him stop short. Stop violently. It
threw him backwards with a single bolt.
“A just solution for the military issue is fundamental—a solution that will check the rise of mercenary armies
led by chieftains who are by no means firm and faithful pillars of the Republic.”
The boy lying on the sidewalk saw the people scuttling away and saw a curious bystander peeping from behind
a column and saw a trickle of blood making its way towards him. Then he tried to raise himself.
“The Agrarian Reform must be the first step taken by the Cuban Revolution.”
An old lady begged him shouting not to kill the boy. The Negro heard her and smiled and shot again.
The boy felt the noise and a lash on his cheek. Then he felt no more. Death entered through the black hole that
stood out violently on his white cheek.
“Public utilities, owned today by foreign and absentee monopolies, will be the first to be nationalized by the
Revolution. Due to their social function, public utilities today have such importance that they cannot be allowed
to remain in the hands of foreign exploiters, and they must pass to the state’s patrimony.”
The two boys lay completely motionless, their mouths kissing the pavement or facing the sky, a pool of blood
drenching their shirts. The Negro knew that his job was done. Just two bullets, he thought; and his unusual pride
leaked out in the form of a simper. Then he ran towards a car that was waiting for him on the corner.
“The Revolution cannot ignore the current evil of gambling and organized vice which yields such juicy
incomes to the representatives of the present tyrannical and bloody regime.”
Silence sidled on the scene. A guilty and cowardly silence that hovered disrespectfully over the two dead boys.
Maybe someone commented knowingly:
“When the mother finds out, she’ll die too.”
“The bureaucracy will be organized according to the individual’s technical qualifications and training, thus
eradicating the politicians’ and ‘big shots’ meddling in state’s affairs, banishing the employee’s belief that he owes
fidelity to a given politician and not to the Republic:”
The Negro leaned backwards and laid his head on the back of the car seat. He glanced at his buddy and said:
“And me that was chicken. Friday the thirteenths are just like any other day. What they say about them is just
superstition.”
“Struggle awaits us. The task before us and the unforgettable memory of our fallen comrades, who embraced
the same ideal we hold, will not allow our work to be left undone or unfulfilled; the work of the Revolution which
one day will be the pride of us all, is today the pain, the thought, and the aim of all the honest and upright men in
Cuba.”
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Thus ended the manifesto written by the other boy.
126.122 Honey For New Year’s\fn{by Reinaldo González (1940(M) 5

)}

Ciego de Avila, Ciego de Avila Province, Cuba

Night\fn{I have inserted divisions into this story in order to clarify the narrative sections, which are shared by different characters:
H} has fallen over a big city and sneaked into its most secret places. And thus, separated from each other, there are
three houses divided by frail partitions, with a common large yard, and if at the end of the yard there is a hive, it
doesn’t matter: the night can get in there also, even under the stones.
The bees have gone by, whispering things that an old man cannot understand because he doesn’t speak their
language; and no one could, because of their swift flight, tell whether they were drones or workers. There, over
the daffodils luxuriantly growing near the barbed-wire fence, you can see some of them gathering nectar,
fluttering, or copulating. Their flight has carried them to the garden. You can see them wallow in the humid earth
until the queen has fled, bearing the exact tribute of the drones, their genital organs, and leaving them to their
sacred mission—to die after making her fertile; you can see them among the green folds of the cabbage and
lettuce leaves, or dipping into the vessels hung by old and friendly hands, seeking the necessary water for the
intense life of the hive.
The bees have gone by. And this man, who now has closed his eyes with a long sigh, has seen them coming
and going, has talked to them, has felt them to be his own, and has laughed at seeing them. And when voices rose
inside the house; when the whip-like heat of rage struck heads and shook bodies; when, with a blank look, his son
came and went without saying anything; when his daughter-in-law futilely hid her tears in her pillow and a silent
smile came along with the coffee; when with the air and the light of the morning, with the first greeting, they tried
to hide the fear and the anguish of a night of vigil; when the game of dominoes was abandoned because of the
weight on his back, and because of the shame of having so many pairs of eyes staring; when nothing is said now
of the many things that were once said, because of the unconfessed fear that in a turn of the conversation the affair
of his son might come up, and not in the best of lights; when the behavior of his son can no longer be controlled
and he sees him act so, unable to restrain him; and because they are hostile to his son out there, he has become
hostile inside his own home—even though his father knows that it is only in self-defense—and he is changing,
and he is hardly his son any more; when, after waiting a long time he receives nothing and he knows that cares
and attentions have been in vain; when, before the eyes of others, he is no longer the same man, but “the father of
that—” and they fall remarkably silent when he approaches; when he gets to a point where he is in conflict even
with himself; when all this falls on his shoulders and he is nothing but a piece of furniture at home; then it is good
to sit down, with the sun warming his bones, and look at the bees and say,
“Those are my bees. That is my hive.”
Because a man, with his shoulders bent by the weight of all these things, takes pleasure in watching the bees
flutter over the daffodils, with a buzz that hardly can be heard, and in saying,
“I am going to castrate my hive one of these days.”
The bees have gone by, to alight on the chrysanthemums, on the wild honeysuckles—the only ones at this time
of the year—on the humid petals of the jasmine, gathering the nectar of the flowers to carry to the hive. And there,
when the queen bee entered with her nuptial load, there was a momentary rush: the workers hastened to relieve
her of the genital organs of the drones, now lying dead in the garden, and conducted her to the main cell, lovingly
built for her, where she will lay the necessary eggs from which new workers and new drones will come.
The bees have gone by, forming curved lines in their flight, circles, making whimsical designs which yesterday
were attentively followed by two eyes, very old and very quiet, with that tranquil and blissful serenity into which
the years will mellow the pupils of a man. But a man can spend hours and hours watching the comings and goings
of the bees.. And that man will know at what time they rest, and at what time they gather the pollen, or the hour of
their death, but not the hour of his own death. That man, from behind his wistful eyes, can know when the drones
will be thrown out of the hive, and he can watch their pathetic maneuvers to enter again through the closed
passage. Because a man dedicated to observing bees as his only possible occupation may penetrate all the secrets
of this tiny world. This man, standing in front of the bees, can close his eyes for a long time and think and say,
“Behold, this hive is mine; it is full of honey, luscious and clean, and I can relish that honey whenever 1
choose.”
Because this man has decided to observe the bees without minding anything else, he can intimately learn to
know that life which is not his own.
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The bees have gone by …
*
I don’t want to think of what Noel will say. When he brought me here, he said,
“There are two young girls. Their life is boring: off to work in the morning, straight home in the evening. They
don’t know anyone in Havana. You must be careful: remember that you don’t know how long you will have to
stay in that house, until your leg gets well.” I answered,
“For God’s sake, Noel, am I a woman-chaser?”
“No, boy, it isn’t that. But you are going to be under the same roof night and day.”
“What an imagination you have!”
“What an imagination? Well, anyway, a stitch in time saves nine!”
And now this mess with Rosa. This thing is getting worse.
I could have stayed at Juan José’s home and there I would have been taken care of by Laurita, who belongs to
the Movement and—well, I’m here and that’s that. I feel sorry about the whole thing, especially for Flora’s sake,
she’s been so good to me.
Yesterday, when Rosa let her hand rest on mine, at the table, Flora noticed it. I could have died. Flora
resembles my Aunt Lucrecia so much: she knows what you need and when you need it; if you have a problem,
she will see through you, and if she can, she will solve it; with the revolution and the conspiracies at home,
without even talking about the matter, my aunt knew what to do at each moment. Indeed, that woman is very
much like my aunt. She even looks the same age as my aunt. All she needs is to be a little shorter from the waist
up and to have a pair of glasses like my aunt’s; she even wears her hair the same way.
How sorry I felt yesterday. Of course, the old lady cannot control what her daughters think. Why did Rosa do
that yesterday? I never told her that I love her. Flirted with her a little, perhaps, winked at her. But she knows I’m
leaving as soon as I get well, or when the boys from the Lodge come to get me. Now the important thing is to
overthrow Batista,\fn{Fulgencio Batista y Zaldivar (1901-1973), dictator of Cuba from approximately 1934-1959, when he was
overthrown by the present dictator of Cuba, Fidel Castro } otherwise that damned nigger will last another year. Later we can
talk about romantic things and all that …
*
It is slightly cold and anyone who has stayed in bed all night feels bored. The bedclothes and the blanket
oppress the wounded leg which will heal soon; however, it is only now that dawn is breaking. In this room, there
is a young fellow who gets up and timidly walks around and touches his wounded thigh …
*
I’ll never forget the stupid way in which they wounded me. I had no business sticking my leg out of the jeep.
No matter how bad that lousy watchman’s aim might have been. Anyway, it’s getting better. And from here it’s the
Sierra for me. I certainly won’t stay in Havana any longer. The police know me too well.
I hope Noel will drop in and bring me news. If only I could listen to the Sierra radio station. But I can’t because
our next-door neighbor is a henchman of Batista’s and he would find out that there is a man in this house. What a
mess that would be. We can’t even talk because no man is supposed to live here. Ever since they came from
Sagua, these women have always lived alone. Actually, I don’t know how Noel got them to hide me. Apparently,
the old lady, who is related to him, helped the Movement back in Sagua. Well, the important thing is that people
are helping and that my leg is getting better.
*
It is five a.m. by the watch of this young man who is donning his shirt. The shirt is white.
*
I am sure Rebel Radio issued instructions last night and said how things are going. The old lady told me not to
turn the radio on, that the people next door would hear it, even though I thought there was nobody there. But the
old lady said they were in, that the man is a member of the armed forces and he is never home, so his wife and his
old man are alone most of the time. During the day, the wife goes to the grocery store and the old man begins to
walk around the backyard. But you can’t hear Rebel Radio by day.
Yesterday, I was watching the old man through a crack in the wall. He doesn’t look so good: he stands for a
long while in front of the hive, without saying a word to anybody. I think he must be senile.
The people on the opposite side seem to be sympathizers, the way they talked the other day. Afterwards, they
became quiet. Everyone is afraid the soldier might be at home and find out something. And, to top it all, you can
easily hear everything that is said in these houses.
The door moves softly when this young man opens it to go out. His hair is black, straight, unkempt.
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“Good morning, Flora.”
“Good morning.”
“You, as usual, up with the sun.”
“That’s an old habit. I guess I won’t be able to get rid of it until I die.”
“Are the girls up already?”
“They don’t work today.”
“That’s right, I had forgotten today is New Year’s Day.”
“Rosa has to get up. She has some shopping to do.”
“Did you hear the fireworks last night?”
“Yes.”
I have the feeling that she is still mad at me, and that she is trying to hide it.
*
And this is how a family gets up, and a young man, who is not a member of the family, sits by the stove to feel
the caressing warmth on his arms.
And when the elder of the girls gets up, there are furtive glances, broken phrases, monosyllables. The coffee
boils and steams. Drawers squeak as they close. A woman stands before the kitchen stove, and gets breakfast for a
young man who is not her son, while the elder daughter goes out shopping. This woman’s countenance is calm,
her movements are deliberate. It is possible that while she works, she may be thinking about unimportant things;
or about things that do have importance; or perhaps, looking at the sky through the open door, she may be only
saying to herself,
“We’ll have good weather today.”
Perhaps she is not thinking that she doesn’t know this young man who sits at her table and watches her every
movement. You can’t tell whether anyone of these things is true, because serenity and earnestness are etched on
this women’s countenance, and she is getting on in years.
*
The bed clothes are clean and the water is hot; there is cotton in the house. Perhaps there is something missing,
but it is of no importance, insignificant. During weeks of waiting, a practical women can manage to have on hand
everything that is needed. Her son has been coming and going, getting everything, visiting the doctor, consulting
him about possibilities and impossibilities. And yesterday, or the day before yesterday, after dinner, the mother
talked at length about all these things, firmly stating at the end:
“There is nothing to fear.”
While she talked, her son was listening attentively, asking questions about this and that, about details,
believing his mother because she is not a woman who will talk just for the sake of talking, without a reason.
“She’s looking very well,” she said. “People nowadays are strong, and can take anything. In my time a woman
bearing her first child faced many dangers: she gave birth under very difficult conditions, without doctors or
nurses.” She paused while she sipped her coffee.
“Sure, you are spending all you have, and even what you don’t have, and the situation does not warrant these
expenditures. But then, tomorrow or the day after, the baby will be here, crying and making trouble.”
The son, who is dark-complexioned, could see the light in his mother’s eyes and the tiny ripple of the veins
furrowing her forehead. Sitting in front of his mother, and lingering over coffee, a son can see his own joy
reflected in those eyes that are not his own.
“You know, I owe some money, not much—a little.”
“You shouldn’t have done it. You children never had so many things, but you managed to grow up, and here
you are. But then, it’s the fashion. Today, people buy more clothes for a baby than for a wedding.”
“How do you think she’s doing?”
“I can tell you she is in better health than anybody in this house. The only thing that’s going to come out of all
this is that she will become a little lazy. Right now she’s sleeping. I tell you, so much rest is no good, a woman
who is about to give birth needs to walk.”
And again she started to talk about births and things, about the first child and the second, up to the fourth,
“Childbirth is a little exaggerated nowadays. In my time, a woman gave birth with less fuss and less care.”
She stared at her son for a moment, and then she continued talking about things that happened at her country
home, when she was younger and began to bear children.
“You couldn’t find a doctor three blocks away: And when you least expected it, the child came and a neighbor
had to help you.”
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And this is how, taking care of a woman who is about to have a child and who invokes Saint Genaro\fn{ St.
as the feared and long-awaited hour approaches, topics come up and things are
remembered; and a son sits facing his mother to see her as old as she is and to reminisce with her.
But that was yesterday, or the day before yesterday, as we have already said. Now a man is pacing the floor of
a small house from end to end, while in the bedroom a doctor, a calm woman, and a woman in labor are
accomplishing a great task. And what can a son think who meets his mother coming and going in and out of a
room carrying cloths and things in her hands? Such a man perspires heavily; such a mother doesn’t. This son, now
more of a man, is trembling because of the things the mother understands when she passes by and glances at him.
And thus, when the tender and expected cry is heard, the son pauses and listens to the mother’s voice.
“Didn’t I say there would be no problems? Here is the boy, already making a racket.”
And the son feels secure. And later, after the baby has been washed, his grandmother exclaims, her eyes full of
pride:
“This is the best New Year’s present!”
It is cold. Morning still a few hours away.
*
God, how time has passed! All of a sudden you look at yourself and see how the days pass and how it hurts to
have them pass. Today I feel old.
After getting up, her eyes irritated by a sleepless night of waiting, she has looked into the mirror and felt sorry
for herself.
I am ugly: I don’t take care of myself. Is that why he doesn’t like me any more? Something must have
happened. He’s changed a lot. I wish he were still the same with me, but he doesn’t even talk. I’ve told him that I
don’t care what happens outside, that I want everything between us to be as before. But he always arrives in a bad
temper and acts aloof. And I do try to take good care of him and have his things ready. And those nights out there
on the streets.
“It’s my work, woman. You women always imagine that we are deceiving you. Leave me alone. Think what
you will!”
But I can’t help thinking he has a floozy somewhere.
“Take last night, for example. We arrested a guy. He started to sing and we had to go out in the middle of the
night to round up some people. Where would I find the time for a mistress?”
And, at night, he turns his back rudely on her caress: or, if he is the one who seeks her, he does it unexpectedly.
A woman may feel, under the weight of a man, the coldness of a caress that is no longer the same. And it may
happen that this woman, who once believed in love as a shared affection, should weep while she is caressing her
man, to think that she is not receiving anything in return; but it is possible that this woman should feel the body of
this man within her body, and think of no other man and hold him tight, to pretend he had not changed.
I know it’s a difficult situation. People consider him an enemy, no one goes near him. People talk too much.
Naturally, their truths are no bigger than their lies. But no one knows for sure what goes on inside a police station
and they spend their time inventing things.
So, I shouldn’t give much thought to what they say. I must hurry to have everything clean for him, perhaps he
will come. I only ask that he love me. Yesterday I was looking at him when he finished shaving. I had prepared
his bath and he was shirtless. His muscles are the same. And that clean head, held high. He has always been
handsome. His clean, smooth face shone. And his dark eyes … He used to laugh a lot, and more often; and he
talked in a low voice, without shouting or cursing so much. But they have even changed that.
Yesterday I felt like kissing him, and I remembered when we were sweethearts and he visited me. Bah! How
silly of me! If I ever told him …
We don’t talk of these things any more. We used to talk for hours and hours—of a thousand things—and he
would kiss the back of my neck and look at me for a long time. It is not that he doesn’t love me any more, but he
is too worried about his work. I tell him about those other women to needle him a bit.
*
She has just buttoned her dress.
It must be very early because the old man isn’t up yet. That is odd. He always wakes me up. Perhaps he hasn’t
slept well. I’m going to make coffee to wake him up. Poor old man, it’s been bad for him. If I weren’t here, he
would be alone all the time, or he would have been sent to an old people’s home. He goes from one place to
another and he doesn’t talk as much as he used to. It’s a good thing the bees keep him amused; and he is surely
fond of them. He has spent the entire month of December saying that we have to castrate the hive. Just imagine,
Januarius (272-305) bishop of Naples}
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beginning the year with a honeycomb …
She boils water to prepare coffee, cleans and sets down cups and pots, trying not to make noise. The eyes of
this woman are small and beautiful, she has a pleasant figure, and her footsteps are light.
But the old man has his hive. At that age you don’t brood any more. You find something to pass the time with
and the days flow by.
He’s not like me. When I have a problem I feel like crying and have to hide from him. That would be a fine
thing, at his age, to make him miserable with my crying. Now I’ll prepare his coffee, wake him up and let him
castrate his hive. The first of January is here. He has been raving about castrating the hive at the coming of the
new year. If I had let him, he would have done it at midnight. I saw him smoking and pacing the hall.
What a night! I wonder where Alberto spent it. A fine thing that was, not even coming to spend New Year’s
Eve with us. Well, in our last argument we agreed not to bring that matter up any more. He might leave me for
good and I wouldn’t be able to bear it. I don’t even want to think of it.
Last night I was afraid, I didn’t dare move. The fireworks and the shooting at midnight frightened me. You can
never tell when it’s fireworks or shooting. And the things you hear every night!
I didn’t dare talk with the old man. I’m embarrassed when I see the neighbors. That woman, Flora, was looking
at me the other day as if she felt sorry for me. I don’t like to be pitied, and no one has to know about my troubles.
It is better not to talk. Through those walls you can hear everything that is said, but you can never hear Flora or
her daughters, not one voice louder than the other. They come and go and we never know.
*
The dress fits well around this woman’s shoulders and on her body. Her forehead is high. These hands have
only recently become accustomed to work. They set down the utensils, they come and go; this woman’s hands are
useful, and sometimes they meet and caress to separate again or to rest on the high, solid hips. This woman’s eyes
glance through the window at the big yard, common to all three houses and at the hive, half-hidden by shrubs in
one corner.
Her glance is anxious. For it is possible for a young woman with round shoulders and solid hips who spends all
her time in the company of a sick old man, to have a hint of anxiety in her stare on glancing at the yard. It is
possible for her hands to meet and caress each other, before touching the hot hardness of the kitchen utensils.
Well: the coffee is ready. Now I can wake the old man. It’s my turn now to wake him up. Every morning he
wakes me up with some hot coffee. Poor old man, he no longer takes a walk around the neighborhood as he used
to. Now he is completely dedicated to his bees. Well, now we will have honey.
This woman has opened the door before entering the room, with a steaming cup of coffee in her hands, and she
has thought, I wonder where Alberto spent the night, and has glanced at the yard again, and at the light that comes
trickling through the leaves of the trees or over the roofs of the distant buildings. When I get a honeycomb I am
going to offer some to that lady next door. You have to make friends with people; when you least expect it
something may happen to you. and the neighbors—that woman looks like a good person.
She has entered the room; she has placed the cup of coffee on a little table, and has gone to open the window.
The light has bathed the room and the old man who lies on his bed.
“Ramon, Ramon, wake up! Look, I have brought you some coffee! Get up so that you can castrate the hive!
Ramon, Ramon!”
This woman has started to cry. And we should not be surprised, for a young woman who has spent all her time
in the company of a sick old man will begin to weep if, after trying to wake him up, she realizes that he will never
wake up again and that he won’t be able to castrate the hive on that day. We must not wonder that this young
woman should suddenly realize how lonely she can feel before the corpse of an old man, and that she should cry
and moan and scream.
And this is how a morning will come breaking the silence which reigned in three homes whose walls are too
frail—because the dawn doesn’t care if a man, who has spent the whole winter saying that he will castrate the
hive at the end of the yard, is unable to do it; nor does it care if a woman, along with the memories of her country
home, has a new child in her arms.
Farther on, there are other groups of houses. And from each of them, men and women come out and meet on
the streets and walk noisily and incessantly, as if dancing. All those people seem to have been awaiting the
morning to come out for a walk as if they had never done it before.
The daughter, who had gone to the market, comes back hurriedly, laughing, to inform those at home.
And this is how the house in the middle will open its doors wide, to let a dark young man come out to join all
those people swarming over the streets. The old man who has died without castrating the hive is not with him; nor
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is the newborn child. The young man’s turn to come out has arrived, and it is his very own. His face is radiant,
and his mind is full of questions. He limps. He walks rapidly in spite of his limp. He has learned to limp with
determination.
126.118 Aunt Albertina’s Last Party\fn{by Ana María Simo (19434

)}

Cienfuegos, Cienfuegos Province, Cuba (F)

The first time I saw my Aunt Albertina she was wearing a blue dress. As a matter of fact, I had already seen her
before: she was present when I was born and when they baptized me in the vestry of the Cathedral. My parents
had also been married in the vestry and she was the maid of honor. According to my mother, they were married in
the vestry because they did not like ostentation. But in fact, that furtive ceremony had no cause other than the
precarious economic situation of my father, who at the time was a door-to-door salesman of nail polish.
That day Albertina was going to a dance. It was then that I took careful notice of her: at the age of seven one
has other interests and, until then, I had paid the same attention to her as I did to the huge, dark mahogany
furniture in the living room; to the plaster chips that fell from the walls because of the dampness; to the portrait of
the Sacred Heart; or to the hen that my father kept in the patio with the intention of turning to poultry raising
some day.
She and my grandmother waited in the doorway for a few minutes. In spite of Albertina’s admitted 25 years,
my grandmother accompanied her to all the dances in the Liceo without ever removing her penetrating gaze. I
could see through the window how my grandmother fixed the ruffle of Albertina’s dress and forced her to stand
up straight, chin up, with a violent but imperceptible gesture. Finally, they both got into a car hired by the suitor of
the moment, whose name was Guimeranez and who was the nephew of the owner of the town’s tailor shop and
who everyone said would be elected municipal councilor by the Liberal Party in the next elections. He had
succeeded the previous suitor, a local court employee who had fruitlessly tried for a certain time to kiss Albertina,
eluding the vigilance of my grandmother, who sat in a rocking chair opposite the curved sofa occupied by the
couple.
Albertina had had many suitors and she spoke of them in a tone of vague possession. Every two months, on an
average, a new face appeared at the far side of the grillwork, speaking with my aunt who sat on the inner sill of
the window. Days later, the new suitor was permitted to sit in the house in a rocking chair quite far from
Albertina’s, but close enough to my grandmother’s for her to be able to inspect him carefully. Having passed this
test they went to the sofa, which allowed them to sit face to face at the same time that it separated them by a
wisely placed wooden barrier and latticework.
Albertina never broke off with her suitors. Their visits simply grew less frequent, the blue dress appeared less
often, and the new melancholy Sunday outings were made on foot, until a new suitor took his place.
As time passed, the sofa began to lose its original white enamel and the suitors no longer besieged the window
continuously, but only from time to time. In that period, my grandmother decided to send Albertina’s blue dress to
the dry cleaner’s for the first time; she spoke of the need of painting the sofa, which had been used by my parents
and was, inexorably, to be used by me.
*
One March day Albertina turned thirty. That morning my mother awakened her early to give her a present: a
white lace collar for the blue dress. My grandmother was not satisfied with the stitch and the next day she
returned it to the store and exchanged it for another, a more expensive one. At night, from my bed, I heard my
father protesting at the expense.
“What do you people think, that money grows on trees?” he said.
Then there was silence, interrupted only by Mama’s voice whispering so that Albertina and my grandmother
could not hear.
“After all, what does she need lace and all that for? She’ll never get married.”
Through the mosquito netting I thought I saw a white shadow crossing the patio towards Albertina’s room. A
short time later, I heard something like a laugh, or perhaps a cry stifled by a pillow.
My aunt no longer sat at the window in the afternoon. Nor did she tell me laughingly that window grilles were
the showcases of marriage. Now she referred to the past, using her former suitors as points of reference.
“In Alvarez’ time,” she said, or
“When the German used to visit me.”
She continued to go to the Liceo dances with my grandmother, although no one came any more to call for her
40

in a car. Two or three times I saw her on the corner, speaking with a somewhat bald man. He never entered the
house and he soon stopped passing by.
My grandmother wasted away without any visible illness. Summer had already begun when she fell into a
stupor from which she suddenly emerged on the night of May 20. She sat up slightly in bed and questioned me,
opening her eyes wide in a last ferocious expression,
“Albertina is going to the dance,” I lied, in a desperate effort to make her close her eyes, whose fixed stare I
was to remember for years in countless nightmares.
“Albertina is going to the dance, she’s going to the dance, going to the dance,” I repeated, terrified, until she
deflected her stare for good.
School ended in June. I was twelve, and I spent the day in the house with my aunt. My father left very early to
look for work and he didn’t return until evening, with my mother, who was now employed in a clothing store.
Occasionally Mama spoke of selling the huge house left by my grandmother. The discussion always ended when
Papa said that his mother had been buried just a month before and that he didn’t want to touch anything.
“After all, it’s all we have to leave to the little girl,” my mother agreed.
Albertina listened without saying anything.
Up until that time, my aunt and I had got along very well: she brought me sweets from the dances and she took
me with her the last few times she went to stroll along the Prado. But since my grandmother’s death, she scolded
me for the least thing and constantly shouted that I was a spoiled brat, knowing that this was the only insult that
could hurt me. One morning after such a quarrel I asked her about her blue dress. I at once regretted the vengeful
tone of my voice and instinctively protected my face, thinking that she was going to strike me. In silence and
without moving, she stared at me for a while. Then she took her change purse out of a bureau drawer.
“Run along and buy yourself some olives,” she muttered.
I dashed out to the grocery store, and when I returned she was in her room with the door closed. In the
backyard garbage can, a partly charred pile of blue rags was still smoldering.
After that, Albertina no longer left her room. At eight in the morning she got up and silently entered the
bathroom. Back in her room, she began to pace up and down and arrange her old souvenirs over and over again:
she went over earrings, powder puffs, jewelry she had never used, photographs, and letters.
I read forbidden books in the adjoining room. From there I listened to the voices in her room. I left the book in
its hiding place (a forgotten drawer in my grandmother’s large armoire) and went out to the patio on tiptoe. I
could see her through a crack in the door: she was wearing the dress she had worn when she was chosen as one of
the maids of honor of the carnaval. With a majestic gesture, she promenaded around the room, offering greetings,
saluting first to one side and then to the other with a sandalwood fan that had lost almost all its cloth. Holding up
one end of the dress, she sat on the bed and talked to herself. I observed her for a while, and then returned to my
room to find the book, hopping on one foot to avoid the lines of the floor. I was unable to read even one page
more: in spite of my efforts. I had lost all interest.
Albertina no longer allowed me to enter her room. I saw her face only at midday when she half-opened the
door to take the cantina that I brought her. She was putting on weight every day. The dilated pupils of her eyes
contracted violently from the contact with the light. She began to ask me for more food when she finished her
share; I gave her mine so that she would let me participate in the secrets of her room.
I now spied on her constantly. I spent the day seated on a crate that I had placed before the crack in her door,
watching her endless promenades. I forgot the forbidden books, the escapades to the movies on Sunday afternoon,
the long walks along the seashore with Ernesto (a boy from my neighborhood, three years older than I, who
dazzled me with his daring decisions) while everyone thought that we were in school. All during vacation, I
hardly moved from my lookout post. I never said anything to my parents because I didn’t want to share the secret
with them and because I knew that they would interrupt my aunt’s new imaginary life. When they arrived home at
night, I told them that Albertina had been doing housework all day and had gone to bed early because she was
very tired. Actually, I was the one who cleaned the house, shopped for food and put things in order before she
woke up. By then, I was already waiting anxiously before her door.
The lack of food and the fear that we should be discovered affected me to such an extent that Papa, concerned,
wanted me to go to the park every morning to sun myself, and Mama forced me to take cod liver oil. I justified
my pallor with my studies or supposed worries about the next semester. This calmed them down for a time.
*
Albertina had become so fat that she could no longer button up her maid of honor dress. I saw through the
crack how she approached the door, calling me. I ran out through the patio to hide the crate. When she appeared, I
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pretended to be listening to the radio in the dining room. She asked me to let out her dress because she was
thinking of wearing it to the next Liceo dance. I tried to explain to her that the Liceo no longer gave dances on
Sunday, but she smiled without comprehending and held out the dress to me.
When I returned it to her, altered, I succeeded in seeing the inside of the room, which gave off an odor of
dampness mixed with sandalwood perfume. The dressing table was covered with dusty bottles of all sizes; old
dresses and handbags were heaped on the bed, and the floor was strewn with piles of magazines and swatches of
cloth. In one corner, under the bed, there was a glass of water full of tiny bubbles.
She noticed my curiosity and pushed me out, slamming the door. At lunch time that day, she asked me to leave
her food in the patio. I climbed up on a ladder out of her sight and saw how she .half opened the door, furtively
reached out a hand, and took the plates into her room. After a little while she returned them, empty, to the same
place. She continued to do the same on the days that followed.
*
August was coming to an end. I counted the weeks that remained before I would have to return to school. I
wanted to put off the moment of abandoning my obsessive vigilance beside Albertina’s door; I dreamed that my
mother grabbed me by the neck to take me away and that I was suffocating little by little as we drew .farther and
farther away from my aunt’s room. I began to hate my mother and father: I knew that Albertina only interrupted
her promenades at night so that they would not find out.
*
One afternoon I stayed by her door, under a sudden downpour. I hardly noticed what was happening until the
drops of rain ran down my face. I tried to fake a cold so as to stay out of school, but my father proposed to take
me to the doctor; this made me give up the idea.
Two days before school began, I hurled myself on the patio from the top of the ladder. My arm in a cast
allowed me to stay home one more week. My aunt didn’t know about the accident; when they told her, she limited
herself to shaking her head vaguely and blinking to protect her watery eyes from the light.
They took off the cast in the hospital, early one morning. I ran home, fearful of not being present when my
aunt began her habitual ceremonies. She now talked more than before and moved her heavy body with difficulty
among the mountains of junk accumulated in the room. She agitated her fan convulsively as if she had lost control
of her right hand. At times she laughed very softly, throwing her head back, not in a spontaneous way, but stiffly
and artificially. Each of her twisted laughing spells ended with a deep snort; she breathed painfully for a moment;
the fat that surrounded her neck seemed to suffocate her. She overcame these sudden crises by fanning herself
with what was left of the fan and smelling an empty eau de cologne bottle that she had kept for many years.
I couldn’t sleep that night. Lying in bed, I looked at my completely healed arm; going to school the next day
was inevitable. I took out my rage on the hostile piles of books on my desk.
An acute sound mixed with that of the falling books; Albertina was singing. I ran barefoot across the patio,
sure that my father had also heard the noise and would get up to take my aunt away from the house. I don’t know
why, but the crack was narrower than ever and slivers of wood stuck out to hurt my face. Inside, my aunt
continued to sing in a grave and distorted voice:
“Allá en la Siria
Hay
Una mora.”

In a falsetto voice:
“Ayyyyyyyy moooooooora
acábame de querer,”

With comical seriousness, raising her hands to her head:
“Nome martirices
mas.”

Albertina, with a shawl around her neck and wearing all her costume jewelry …
She tapped her heels and danced a few steps without stepping outside an imaginary tile. Then she imitated the
sound of the flute in that danzon that resembles Mozart, but is not precisely Mozart, but a danzon, although it is
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not completely that, either. And she danced one waltz after another: Tales of the Vienna Woods, always played at
Sweet Sixteen parties; and the Blue Danube, played anywhere. At times she laughed boisterously, greeted new
arrivals and whirled crazily from one side of the room to the other, colliding with the furniture.
At dawn a light drizzle fell and made me shiver. Albertina’s big party came to an end when the light reached
the last corners of the patio. My aunt withdrew, dragging the train of her dress with great dignity. She smiled at
everyone with a grimace, and fell heavily into bed, without undressing. I returned to my room, taking care that no
one heard me.
When my mother came to wake me up, I could barely open my eyes from exhaustion. I vaguely heard her say
something about letting me sleep all morning. I woke up with the midday sun in my face. I jumped out of bed at
once and crossed the patio, thinking that this was the first time in many months that Albertina had been alone for
so long.
I stopped beside her door, paralyzed by the strange fear of finding the room empty. I made a painful effort and
looked through the crack.
Motionless on her bed, Albertina was in the same position as when I had left her early in the morning. The
utter silence made me dismiss the idea that she might be asleep, and this increased my tension. Finally, panic
made me push open the door. A nitrous vapor of dampness, powder and sandalwood embraced me while I drew
near the bed in the midst of the gloom, so like a vacuum, that surrounded me. I didn’t feel my arms or my own
weight. I began to lose all sensation in my legs. I stretched out a hand that moved with the hallucinating slowness
of characters in a silent film. My fingers were on Albertina’s face. But a long time had to pass before I noticed its
coldness. I remained that way, standing up.
When I went out to the patio again. it was already night. Little by little, but inexorably, I emerged from my
lethargy; the odor of the room where Albertina was lying began to disappear, and with it the image of my aunt:
her bloated, pale face on the pillow; the dried lips, slightly open; the tangled hair; and her eyebrows in an
expression of perplexity, as if she were trying to identify a distant object. I struggled to retain the escaping
memory, but a new and vigorous odor was already taking its place. It was the smell of the nearby sea, which at
that time of day beats against the rocks announcing the first storms of summer.
257.152 Excerpt from One Hundred Bottles\fn{by Ena Lucía Portela (1972- )} Havana, Cuba (F) 6
If there was anything that greatly irritated him, that predisposed him to violence and murder, it was when
somebody tried to make him believe.
Ha! His face would turn red, fiery red, a steely red, with vibrant flames, and there would be Moisés in the
middle, crazy with horns and tail, a furious serpent, a basilisk, a dragon, a devil in his inferno. A heck of a scen e.
It got so you wondered if he’d die, just like that, from spontaneous combustion.
He didn’t hide the absurd and even ridiculous side of his anger. He knew that none of those miscreants,
wretches, imbeciles, or flicking bastards would ever make him swallow even the tiniest of their tall tales. They
lacked shrewdness, spark, street smarts. They had no class. They lacked everything he had in surplus, stuff he
didn’t even need. What were they thinking, huh? That he was born yesterday? That he was some kid, a brat from
the day care center? That they could fool him just like that? Pretty bold of them, those jerks … the obvious lies, so
stupid, designed for weak minds—they made him even angrier than the more sophisticated efforts. The clumsier
the fib, the greater the disrespect to his intelligence.
In any case, controlling himself was a huge effort. He’d already been cited various times for creating a public
nuisance, for hitting a transit officer, for beating three black guys from Los Muchos tenement to a bloody pulp, for
throwing a bench at a mirror in a bar, for breaking a bottle over the redneck who ran the pharmacy, and for trying
to burn down a little hotel. He was subversive to the max, to the point that some folks called him The Anarchist,
The Terrorist, The Bomber. Sometimes he’d be held overnight, and since he was always waiting for the next
hearing, his police record was frequently indistinguishable from the New York phone directory. The only thing
that kept him out of jail was his psychiatric history, which included the prodigious testimony of one Dr.
Hermenegildo Frumento, who added that Moisés was not, fundamentally, bad. In other words, that his capacity
for trouble was no greater than that of a typical citizen, an average man submitted to many challenges, and to all
the malevolence of the tropics: the unnerving and humid heat, a persistent drizzle, mud, stickiness, the smell of
rot, mosquitoes, fruit flies, bureaucratic incompetence, etc. On more than one occasion, he’d tried to strangle his
therapist, but without much success. Luckily, he’d never thought of carrying firearms. He satisfied himself with
dreaming about a rifle, and a National Rifle Association of which he’d be president and number-one lunatic.
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Those guys—those brazen jerks—wouldn’t leave him alone. They insisted, reiterated, persisted ad infinitum
with a disgusting cool. And still they dared to give him mocking looks, those smug sonzabitches with their cynical
squints.
He knew, since he was so sagacious, that those rotten preachers didn’t believe a word of their own lies. How
could they possibly believe? People who believe—he asserted this as he shrieked and pounded on the table—
people who really believe, never try to convince anybody else. They don’t need a consensus. They don’t think
they’re some kind of apostle. They believe they’re happy when they direct themselves toward what they believe
they love (I love this phrase) and the rest is bullshit. You have to be really insecure, really screwed up, really in a
bad way, to climb up on a podium and lecture, beg for someone else’s consent, and then go out hunting for
proselytes.
So when they tried to deceive Moisés, what they were really doing was deceiving themselves, adjusting,
rounding out, perfecting the story in the same way somebody might introduce improvements to the comfort of
their own apartment. Incapable of living freely, they lived in a greenish and foul bubble of fallacy. They needed
his troubled faith to feed their own famished one. But instead of appeasing him, this thought only made him more
indignant. So they were trying to use him, eh? Pigs, monsters, loathsome jerks, assholes. How infuriating. Oh,
how he hated them!
It was during a pleasant fall evening, the equinox, with little birds chirping and tiny frogs in the ponds, that I
dared suggest he shouldn’t pay attention to them, that he should just shrug it off.
“Forget about them, boo,” I whispered in his ear. “Just go on your way. No more fighting the enemy and
getting all worked up and bent out of shape. Isn’t your point that they can’t and won’t ever be able to convince
you? So then, sweetie”—I kissed his neck—“why suffer over something that’s obviously not worth it? What do
you gain from getting like that, my love? If you don’t take care of yourself, one of these days you’re going to have
a mad breakdown, a stroke, some kind of attack. You’ll be left all stiff, just like that, a veg. And I haven’t the
faintest idea how to take care of disabled people.” I unbuttoned his shirt very slowly.
“You have to get out of that vicious cycle, boo, c’mon You’re too tense, too tight”—he really was. “Look at
yourself. Why don’t you try to relax? Like, yoga. ‘Yoga’ means tranquility, equanimity, great calm, very little
anxiety, spiritual peace or something like that, I don’t remember …” I rubbed his chest. “The most important
thing is your health. Look, when they see that you’re indifferent to them, that their opinions don’t matter one bit
to you, they’ll leave you in peace. That’s how it always goes. You pay them no mind and they move along, to dick
with somebody else who’ll pay attention to them. Just play dumb, baby, and you’ll see how it goes. You'll see, I
swear.” I kissed him on the mouth.
To be perfectly honest, I didn’t have the vaguest idea who “they” were. It’s just that it occurred to me that, in a
situation that desperate, it might be best to stay on the sidelines. Pay no mind. Laisser-faire, laisser-passer.\fn{Let
do, let go}
But, as it turned out, he didn’t listen to me. Worse, he looked at me with horror.
“Get off of me!” he screamed, and shook me off as if I were a hairy spider. Next thing I knew he threw a fist in
my belly and the other at my eye so I wouldn’t be such a wuss. Oh, women! Always with their ignorance, their
nonsense, always with their frivolous plots. Women were the very height of retardedness. Who could have come
up with them? They were so stupid, women. They couldn’t begin to understand the essence of things, the world as
a place of will and representation. Did he have to explain everything to me? Was I such a cretin? If he didn’t pay
attention to them—now at the height of a lycanthropic episode, Moisés bared his teeth and growled like a
ferocious wolf while I crawled on the floor and tried to get out of reach, just in case he decided to kick me—those
ruffians, those charming thugs, would feel it their right to believe that he believed what they wanted him to
believe (the nausea and pain didn’t really allow me to capture the intricacy of such an interesting idea), because in
his silence he’d have given his permission, and they would act accordingly. Yes, he knew them well. So well, like
the back of his hand. How could he not? They swarmed every corner. Everywhere he looked, there was always at
least one of them … (I looked around, just in case, but none had managed to get into the room.) They were mean,
vile, meddlers and opportunists. Insatiable and hungry cockroaches, a mess of insects. No wonder he was on the
lookout for them, no wonder he had them in his sights so he could stay one step ahead of them …
Didn’t I realize the seriousness of the situation? Everything with them came down to a battle of wills, a war of
egos to see who was the bigger macho, who had the bigger balls, who had the most testosterone. He had to be on
guard. Because if he let them get their way one time—just once—then they’d most likely try to make him believe
even more preposterous lies than before, even stinkier, fouler lies. And then there would be more and more of them …
it would be never ending. And they sure weren’t going to get him like that! No way. He had his strategies. As the ancient
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Romans used to say: si vis pacem, para bellum.\fn{Before he lost his marbles, Moisés had been a brilliant lawyer. When he dropped out
completely, at 46, he’d been a judge in the republic’s Supreme Court. A very cultured and eloquent man, he liked to spice his pronouncements with
bits of Latin. Since I know most people have no reason to know what these mean—they’re busy and don’t have time to find them in the dictionary
—I’ve made it my job to look them up myself. This one means: If you desire peace, prepare for war.}

In the meantime, I should stop with the crying and drama, get up once and for all before he had to get me up
with a good smacking or by dragging me by the hair so I’d go to the den downstairs (there’s a clandestine bar on
the first floor of Happy Hammer Corners, which is owned by Pancholo Quincatrece, my buddy, where it’s
possible to buy marijuana; I live upstairs) so I can buy him a liter, oh, and cigarettes (whenever he was really
furious, when he was a total beast, the darling liked to smoke two at a time, one in each hand, tak ing turns
inhaling), because there wasn’t a more indecent sight in the whole world than a subnormal fat girl splattered on
the floor, with her smudged mascara, crying black tears and playing the victim as if she were La dame aux
camélias.\fn{The Lady of the Cameillas} Man, had I ever turned out tragic! I could have been Greta Garbo.\fn{ Greta
Lvisa Gistafsson aka Greta Garbo (1905-1990) Swedish film actress }
He put the money in my hand and shoved me. Get out!
I’m not sure but I think Moisés resented me a little over the deal with the transit cop, because they’d taken
away his driver’s license—how unfair!—and now he depended on me (only to a certain point, only to a certain
point, he made that quite clear to me) to get from place to place looking for new clashes.
At the beginning of our adventure, when he was still married and completely hysterical because his wife and
children didn’t understand him (I understand them), I thought that if I just kept my trap shut during his long, fiery
rants against the cheaters, counterfeiters, perjurers, charlatans, gamblers, and hustlers, that he would, in fair
reciprocity, keep from hitting me. But no. How silly of me. Where did I think I was? Whether I was quiet or not,
there was always at least one blow. He had to hit me because, in his crazy mind, I was deceiving him too.
Of course, it wasn’t a matter of sleeping with other men—who was going to notice such a fat stupid girl with a
look about her like an eighteenth-century French whore? (Although a bit rococo, I found this description
fascinating.) Besides, I don’t think he cared much for fidelity: He wasn’t the type of guy who dealt in details. The
way he saw it, I deceived him when I tried to trick him, cajole him, and make him look like an idiot by pretending
to understand him, when I called him boo and baby, when I sang to him, “Oh you’re so cute/ so precious you are,”
or when I undressed him with my teeth, or when I circled him like a satellite of love, purring like a cat in heat, or
when I performed a striptease just for him (for years I’ve dreamed of undressing before a crowd, on a counter or
something like it, but I’ve never had the chance) to a soundtrack of music from the 40s lit only by a bamboo lamp
with a red silk frame; when I touched his anguish, his pain, the terrible desperation he felt living in this cruel and
soulless world chock full of enemies.
Boo and baby, him? A serious man like him, nearing fifty, tall and strong and with a certain Hebraic patriarchal
air? C’mon, what kind of disrespect was that? What the fuck was I thinking? Did I think he was a faggot or what?
Where did I think I was going to get with all that cooing? Didn’t I take him seriously? Was there a chance I
understood even a smidgen of something as complex and subtle as the theory of authority (the most abominable
of all arguments, he said, because it was purely scholastic), Cartesian doubt, Kierkeggardian (what a word) doubt,
or Pirron’s skepticism,\fn{After Pyrrho of Elis (360-270BC), credited with being the first skeptic philosopher } the greatest doubt
of all? What did a fat girl with a big butt know about the different stages of doubt, about the preca-riousness of
existence, about the insignificance of being here, about the scandal implied by death itself? Frankly, zilch. I didn’t
even think that thinking about death was amusing. Because, in the end, there’s no escaping it, it’s going to get us
anyway. So why so much morbidity? That’s like living in perpetual agony, dying every five minutes.
But, sometimes, these scoldings served to make me question how it had been possible for me to survive
surrounded by so much ignorance and so much neglect. How I’d managed to avoid things I never saw coming,
how I’d escaped wrapped in such unprecedented, exuberant, and eerie unawareness. I was then hit by a surge of
good intentions: the desire to go to the library, to read big fat cryptic philosophical treatises, all swollen with
concern over the scandal implied by death, with a lot of quotes in Greek and German (mysterious languages), to
ponder them, develop my intellect, and evolve until I became a tormented, somber, and taciturn person … But that
inspiration never lasted long. It wasn’t my fault: generally speaking, things don’t last long in the Caribbean. I got
lazy, relaxed right away. I was seduced by the sweet satisfaction of doing nothing at all, of vegging out, of
languidly fanning myself while resting on the window sill and admiring the shape of the clouds, or the elephantine
steps on the ceiling, or the lines drawn in the air by the flight of a botfly. Someone told me that, more or less,
that’s what Muslim heaven is like.
Frequently, Moisés would forget about me. He’d disappear from the Corners for days, even weeks. Using fuel
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or a little mechanical work as payment, I’d put the car in the garage of a neighbor who would solemnly swear he
wasn’t going to steal the tires or the wipers or the rearview mirror or anything else, and I’d dedicate myself to
waiting patiently, to thinking about the complications of staying put in order not to think about the hospital, the
police station, or the morgue. If Penelope weaved and undid a tapestry,\fn{ In an effort to delay her suitors during her
husband’s long absence, the object being to be faithful to her husband; she is one of the characters in The Odyssey, composed near the end
of the 8th century BC; but she was pretending to weave the burial shroud for Odysseus’ elderly father, Laertes, who assures the suitors that
she will marry one of them when his shroud is completed:W,H } I, in turn, would retire to Muslim heaven and tra-la-la that

song about one hundred bottles, the one that goes: “One hundred bottles on the wall … one hundred bottles on the
wall … If one should fall … ninety-nine bottles on the wall …” Later, another would fall and there would be
ninety-eight, then another and another until the end, when there would be zero. It was quite entertaining and the
little sing-song also served as a spell to avoid catastrophe. I liked to think that if I reached zero, nothing awful
would happen.
I never knew where my baby went or why (although I could imagine) and he’d return bruised, scratched, cut,
bearing all kinds of injuries. I never knew when he’d come back, or even if he’d come back. Of course, he never
explained. According to his own words, he’d gotten a divorce so he could be free, not so that I could control his
every step.
He also had the habit of disappearing inside himself, down into the labyrinths of his deep rage. He’d sit in a
corner, hating, alone with his liter, in the same pose as Rodin’s The Thinker. Father Ignacio, a little old man
practically heroic in his commitment to dealing with the neighborhood’s 83,000 sins (the worst: domestic
violence, child abuse), who generally happily, and honestly, accepted any kind of joke about his surname—
Loyola, no less—told me once that that statue made him anxious.
“You tell me, child, what kind of position is that to sit in a chair, with his head hanging like that and his spine
all twisted up?” Father Ignacio aped the pose with obvious disapproval.
“Let’s not even talk about the scoliosis that’s bound to come from that, but what kinds of ideas can come to a
man sitting like that? Nothing that’s not dark, atavistic, and destructive. Thinker, my foot. That’s no thinker in my
book. He’s bitter, resentful, envious, frustration personified. An enemy of communal peace. A public nuisance.”
In fact, my “Thinker” cursed them all in a low voice. He shit on each and every one of their mothers. He gave
them all the stink eye. With gritted teeth, he insulted them all, smacked them with condemnation and contempt,
and wished them all dead. A million deaths. If only a cobra would bite them. Or if they could be poisoned with
methane gas. Or get AIDS. Or get run over by a truck. Or hit by lightning. Yes, yes! That was it—an avenging ray
of lightning! His hands would brutally twist an invisible neck until it emitted its last breath.
“Die already, goddamn it, die, die!” And then he’d laugh. “Heeheehee … checkmate … heehee.” He had that
little liquid laugh, Luciferian, which made my hair stand on end.
Later, he’d come to and look at me as if he were lost, as if he was about to ask me where we were and who I
was. Then, suddenly—bam!—he’d snap out of his amnesia. Once he recalled that every now and then he shared a
bed, a shower, and a cup of coffee with someone else, someone who, no matter how retarded she was, could see
him and hear him up close, touch him and know his vulnerabilities and insecurities—then his first and almost
always sole response was suspicion. And he’d start in on me, quite naturally, by accusing me of spying on him.
Moisés appreciated darkness not just in the figurative sense. Because of an ophthalmic or cerebral
imperfection, I’m not sure which—he didn’t like to talk about illness (one time, Dr. Frumento mentioned the word
“photophobia” and his favorite patient told him to go to hell)—Moisés’s eyes didn’t have a good relationship with
the sun. They stung, they oozed, they got red and bloody.
On the streets, he used dark glasses that made him look like a Mafioso, drug dealer, or contract killer, like a
John Dickson Carr\fn{1906-1977, American author of detective stories } character; the lenses were diabolical mirrors that
took images apart and then put them back together with a sinister touch. When he was home, our enormous
window (the sill goes down to about my knees, maybe a centimeter off more or less; to lean against it and enjoy
the view after our battles, I have to sit on the floor), our only window, had to be closed and black curtains strictly
drawn (double, triple, dense, impenetrable, a real horror). He had taken it upon himself to patch all the holes so
that the most inoffensive ray of light—even those fringes of sun in which tiny multicolor particles float about—
could not gain access. We used electric light even at twelve noon. In case of blackouts, we lit candles.
The neighbors assumed we were involved in a satanic cult. I wasn’t particularly surprised, since all we really
needed to complete our healthy vampire life was to sleep in coffins. It was incredible it hadn’t occurred to him
yet.
When it came to the heat, we pretended it didn’t exist, which is a lot of pretending in the Torrid Zone, until it
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reached 35 degrees Celsius in the shade and the room boiled like the ovens in the crematorium at Auschwitz. Then
my baby said, Enough, what a country, what a flicking country where you melt and then evaporate, and he
installed an air conditioning unit so that we could freeze our asses off the way God intended. In case of blackouts,
we went for a stroll or we simply roasted.
Moisés’s love—he hated the word “love,” which is in and of itself fraudulent, meaningless except for a stupid
red paper heart pierced by an even stupider arrow—consisted of screams, insults, and threats so horrible that, had
I followed them to the letter of the law, would have meant I wouldn’t be here now to tell the tale. He was a
supreme master at the art of humiliation and the poetics of mockery; he didn’t miss a single entry in any
vocabulary designed to denigrate a human being. In short, I was the most despicable creature he’d ever met in his
life. A particle floating in a fringe of sunlight, a microbe not worth taking into account. His love also included
hitting, with his fist or the belt buckle, bites and pinches that left bruises, scratches, dry penetration, and other
delicate acts. I think he kept waiting for me to suddenly confess my insincerity. He nearly accomplished it that
memorable day he grabbed me by the shoulders and started smashing my head against the wall:
“Die, just die, goddamn it, die, die …”
Oh, that’s when I learned how fear can overcome pain, how it eclipses and overrides it in extremely dangerous
circumstances, how a person can transmute not just her neurons but, rather, all of her cells into pure fear—really, a
beautiful experience. In the end, he let me go so he could smash his own head in the same way (that’s when I
understood Dr. Frumento’s insinuations about getting a room with padded walls), which allowed me to get a
bucket of cold water and pour it over him to put out the fire. This incident forever affected the hearing in my left
ear.
Of course, my pleasure struck him as fake. Why did I sigh? Why did I moan? Why did I get wet so quickly
when all he ever wanted was to torture me? And everything else, why? How could I like a man whom I couldn’t
understand at all, who was old enough to be my father, and who wiped the floor with me? No, of course I
couldn’t. He wasn’t some idiot standing around on the corner. Go tell somebody else that story! I was just like the
others—a liar and a fake, an evil whore. Very evil. The kind who lie with their entire body. Exhausted, he’d look
at me skeptically, the way criminals look at their dogs, those strange creatures who adore them no matter what.
He’d light a cigarette, just one, and hide behind the smoke.
Now I ask myself if I really did like sleeping with him. Yes or no? He was convinced I didn’t, but I did. A lot.
In the deepest way, until I got dizzy from it. He was a beautiful man, Moisés, with those big, black, rabble rouser
eyes, always hiding from the light, and that aggressively curved Nazarene nose, and his venerable Leonardo da
Vinci white beard. His mouth … Frankly, there had been many before him, but none like him. I was aroused by
his smell, by his deliriously low voice, by the atrocious things he said and forced me to repeat (in truth he didn’t
have to go to much trouble to get himself an echo, talking gives me the shivers), his body temperature that was
almost always feverish. His way of walking, so feline, as if he was lying in wait. Even his red aura of fury. Ah,
Moisés … There are still days I miss him, especially when it rains or it’s cold and the city crumbles outside.
It isn’t easy to confess this. Some people are disgusted by it. For example, my friend Linda thinks I’m a
degenerate with only half neuron, and that I’m not worth more than an earthworm crawling up a dirty spout. Poor
girl, she’s ashamed of me. She’s a professional writer, a real writer, a traveler, ambitious and full of energy,
feminist in her way and full of very important thoughts. Her tendency to generalize made her consider that when
Moisés the Caveman hit me, he was hurting all the women on the planet. Those here now and those still to come.
But beyond the politics, she took it all very personally, and very hard. Oh, if only one day that ogre, that CroMagnon, that thug, that troglodyte, that Nazi would get confused, get his wires crossed and try to hit her … Ha.
Then he’d see, yes sir, he’d see what could come out of a little box of guava sweets. She practically wanted him
to. Yes, because those who live by the rod …—sometimes my friend also suffers from that same impetus that
makes people scream and hit the table with their fists.
What the hell was that guy thinking? Who did he think he was? So impotent, such a failure, such an insect …
Because I was a fool and brainless, I’d given him too much leeway, too much license. Too much. And the
sonovabitch took advantage and abused me. But one day, he’d come to his Waterloo, because not every woman
was as timid, unhappy, or willing. Absolutely not, goddammit.
Without ever having laid eyes on him, Linda hated Moisés with the same intensity with which he hated
“them.” Deeply, dizzily. Like Hannibal the Carthaginian\fn{ 247-183/81BC)} hated the ancient Romans. His mere
existence offended her, drove her out of her mind.
Of course, I never went to her with complaints or tears, not only because my situation (to give this thing a
name of some sort) didn’t exactly cry out to be made public, but also because I didn’t want to add fuel to the fire.
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I’ve always believed that everyone should take full responsibility for their decisions and shouldn’t go crying on
other people’s shoulders. But a bruised eye or a broken lip can be very hard to hide, even under three tons of
makeup; to make things worse, my friend is very observant. She’s very keen, quite astute, and always finds a way
to get everything out of me, point by point, and then she gets even angrier. As a matter of principle, machos in
general only provoke her disdain, but my lover became a question of honor for her. She’d get even with him and
put him in his place or her name wasn’t Linda Roth.
To this day, I still don’t know how I managed, in four and a half years, to avoid that dreadful meeting,
especially in the summer months, which is when people get most intransigent and bellicose, and thus avoided my
little home becoming a battleground. I think if for no other reason, I deserve the Nobel Peace Prize. Who would
have won in that war of titans? Who knows? Me, I wouldn’t have bet on either of them. I would have simply
hidden under the bed. Because if Moisés, in the red corner, counted on brute force like an orangutan, then Linda,
in the blue corner, counted on a certain cryptic evil, like a serpent. They were both magnificent, whole and
spectacular.
She would have loved to castrate him. Wasn’t I familiar with the delightful story of Pierre Abélard, the French
rhetorician?\fn{1079-1142} A fabulist in the end, she even made plans to do it. First, two sedatives dissolved in one
liter. Or better three, considering the complexity of the beast. It was imperative to take advantage of the enemy’s
weaknesses, and she was well aware the animal was a major-league alcoholic. Then, to wait for the magic potion
to take effect. No hurrying. Patience, great patience. To watch the slow descent of his lids, the tension, the
collapse of the tower. Then, the pruning shears, clip clip, and the transition from bull to bullock would be
complete, mission accomplished. Deed done … oh, and an artistic detail: we’ll put it in his mouth, like a cigar, ha
ha. Didn’t I think that was an excellent idea?
I don’t usually argue with Linda (in general, I don’t usually argue), because she’s wiser, shrewder, and always
struggling to bring light into my dark life, even if sometimes it’s by force. Nor do I like to inhibit her initiatives,
as she says, or clip the wings of her imagination. But on this issue I gave myself permission to underscore a few
tiny problems with the plan. What if he woke up at the precise moment and caught us both red-handed? He’d be
pretty mad. And what if he bled to death? A heck of a problem. Could we get away with it? Almost certainly not,
because it would be incredibly hard to get rid of the evidence, to clean up the blood and hide the body, the
murdered body which weighed 91 kilos. Maybe she wouldn’t but I’d get really nervous and would confess
everything to the first cop who crossed my path; they’d have to slap me to get me to shut up. And, did she know
that in our country the death penalty is still in effect, that the majority of the judges are men, and that, quite
probably, not a one of them would be amused with our little prank, especially since we would have played it on
one of their former colleagues? Yes, he’d been a judge on the Supreme Court and a full professor at the Law
School, a real celebrity. Anyway, the whole idea of castration struck me as unfair, a bit excessive, since Moisés
had never mutilated me in any way.
“You can write about those things,” I told her, “but you can’t act on them. If you’re so intent on playing with
scissors, don’t you think it’d be best to do something more symbolic? Maybe you could cut his beard …”
Linda was horrified. She raised one brow and then the other. She looked at me as if I were monstrous. What
did her sweet little ears hear? The little man’s beard? Wow. There was nothing more repulsive to her than facial
hair, so a man’s face would never be as caressable to her as that of a girl. When had I lost my taste? Of course the
beard was unnecessary. Beards were disgusting. But to be happy about cutting off a beard when you could cut off
…? Why the hell was I so passive, conservative, and silly? Did I have the soul of a yam? Or was I completely
lacking in self-esteem? What century was I living in?
My tongue ached to tell her the eighteenth century, my favorite century, but I controlled myself, in case she
thought I was mocking her or something. Instead, I tried to change the subject. I asked her about her latest novel
—how was it doing? I lauded the previous two, which were absolutely majestic and had had great impact. I told
her she was a genius, that no one admired her like I did, and I even compared her to Virginia Woolf,\fn{ Ade-line
Virginia Stephen aka Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) English author } but no go. Her latest novel, One Hundred Bottles on the
Wall, was the story of a double homicide, but she still didn’t know who to kill—she pointed at me, as if she
wanted to kill me. The previous two had also been bloody and truculent, but they were out in the world on their
own now. In the not-too-distant future, they’d be classics of the thriller genre, noir\fn{Night} classics. Her agent
was negotiating translations. And there might be a movie version …
That was a great dream: to write for the movies. That’s where the real money was, in the movies, and who was
going to deny it, money made the world go ’round. Anyway, she knew she was a genius, much more so than that
hypocritical English lizard I’d dare to mention in her presence. She didn’t need to hear praise or bullshit, so I
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could spare her all my stupid admiration. Did I really think I could manipulate her with such sweet nothings?
How pretentious, how arrogant the little fat girl could be. And she turned on me. As they say, in full force.
She got quite sarcastic, poisonous and cruel, as only she can get. She felt really sorry for me. Really sorry.
Practically wanted to cry; she gave me a twisted grin. Yes, my story was a real tearjerker, like melting ice cream, a
soap opera for retired ladies. I reminded her of women in Islamic countries. (She’d only told me about the beauty
of the Aya Sofia\fn{Hagia Sophia (full name: Shrine of the Holy Wisdom of God, a Roman basilica, built 532-537k now a
museum} when she went to Istanbul, so what could she be referring to now? I didn’t dare ask.) The women in
Islamic countries didn’t have any choice in how they were. But in my case … I was pathological. It must be some
sort of trauma to the cerebellum, a virus. In all honesty, and to be precise, I reminded her of certain characters
from Patricia Highsmith’s\fn{1921-1995, American author; “She was a mean, hard, cruel, unlovable, unloving person,” said
acquaintance Otto Penzler. “I could never penetrate how any human being could be that relentlessly ugly.” } Little Tales of
Misogyny.\fn{1974} I couldn’t possibly guess which one. Yes, that very one—she didn’t actually wait for me to
guess—“The Victim.”
The cheap provocateur. The imbecile, the nothing, the mentally retarded one. The one who got raped a bunch
of times. Wouldn’t I like that? Divine, right? Surely I entertained those sorts of fantasies before going to sleep.
Why didn’t I beg the Caveman (because all my communications with him, of course, were pleas, on my knees and
kissing the floor) to invite all his buddies over for a private party between them and me? For an instant, I wanted
to tell her that Moisés was very much a solitary man, that he didn’t have buddies, but I controlled myself once
more. It’s important not to torment friends.
With a metallic voice that was at once as screechy and sharp as the blade on a dagger or a carving knife, she
was off: all about victim-hood. That little whore, more dolled up than a clown, her hair dyed, a masochistic
cockteaser to the extreme, always playing with fire … until she got burned. Didn’t I want to know the end of the
story? Well, of course, it’s as expected, the victim gets lost in an Islamic country. She’s a pitiful thing, despicable,
pathetic. A trashy woman. Revolting.
Sometimes Linda would overwhelm me with her readings but, by coincidence, I’d read the aforementioned
book in this case. Yes, very original. An exhaustive catalogue of diverse female depravations. All the stereotypes.
Strangely, the only one missing was “The Bostonian.” That is, the dominant homosexual: caustic, totalitarian, and
a busybody. Needless to say, I didn’t bother to express my astonishment to Linda. It’s important not to offend
friends.
But she didn’t give me any credit for that. In spite of my silence (or perhaps because of it—I imagine that for
argumentative people the absence of an adversary of the same caliber must be disconcerting), she slammed the
door and stayed away for months. She didn’t even say goodbye before she left for the Frankfurt Book Fair. I
called her house three, four, a bunch of times, but she just hung up on me. I found this all quite terrible, because
this charming girl is the person I love the most in the world.
Now that it’s winter and I’m alone again (though not for long, since something small has decided to live), I
think about Moisés. I don’t mean “think” in a direct way, with rigor, following the logic of the word. I don’t think
I’ve ever known how to do that. Which is a shame, considering how important it is.
Mostly I muse, I let my memory go free and it takes off, like a wild animal which surges, snakes, curls, and
ends up leaping onto Moisés’s neck. There are many questions and very few answers. Why did I accept his
conditions? How did I let things go so, so far? At what moment did I lose control? What control? Did I ever have
it? Was it ever really in my hands to stop what finally happened? I don’t know.
I don’t think Moisés hated me. In fact, I don’t think I mattered much to him. I wasn’t important at all. His only
obsession was with “them,” the rascals, the rogues, the bandits. The enemies. His entire existence was based on
trying to stop them from deceiving him, to catch them red-handed, to rip off their dirty masks, destroy their
Machiavellian plans, confuse them, smash them, annihilate them, pulverize them. He was more misanthrope than
misogynist. In his battle against humanity, I was his sparring partner. So that when he hit me, he was really hitting
them.
In this unfortunate personal intervention, I symbolized the worst of the human condition, the worst side of all
earthlings, so repulsive, obnoxious, and sickening. To break one of my fingers meant razing Prague. Strangling
me until I couldn’t breathe, that was the massacre at Tlatelolco.\fn{ The killing of an estimated 30 to 300 students and
civilians by military and police on October 2, 1968, in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas in the Tlatelolco section of Mexico City. } If
someday he’d managed to choke me to death (just a suspicion), well then, Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
Now that I think about it with some calm, it’s possible poor Moisés was a little sick. …
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The Cathedral of the Conception of the Virgin Mary (constructed 1748-1832), Havana, Havana Province,
Cuba. Below: the Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan, Havana, Havana Province, Cuba
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The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Havana, Havana Province, Cuba

The Church of Jesus of Miramar, Miramar Residential District, Havana, Havana Province, Cuba
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The Cathedral of San Rosendo, Pinar del Rio, Pinar del Rio Province, Cuba

The Church of Our Lady of Mercy, Artemisa, Artemisa Province, Cuba
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The Cathedral of St. Joseph, San José de las Lajas, Mayabeque Province, Cuba

The Cathedral (when a parish church) of St. Charles Borromeo, Matanzas, Matanzas Province, Cuba
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The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception, Cienfuegos, Cienfuegos Province, Cuba

The Cathedral of the Saintly Sisters of St. Clara of Asisi, Villa Clara, Villa Clara Province, Cuba
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The Church of the Sacred Spirit, Sancti Spiritus, Sancti Spiritus Province, Cuba

The Cathedral of St. Eugene of the Palm, Ciego de Ávila, Ciego de Ávila Province, Cuba
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The Church of the Sacred Heart, Camagüey, Camagüey Province, Cuba. Below: a detail of the towers.
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The Church of St. Jerome, Las Tunas, Las Tunas Province, Cuba

The Cathedral of the Holy Savior, Bayamo, Granma Province, Cuba
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The Cathedral of St. Isidore, Holguín, Holguín Province, Cuba

The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Assumption, Santiago de Cuba, Santiago de Cuba Province, Cuba
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The Cathedral of St. Catherine of Ricci, Guantánamo, Guantánamo Province, Cuba

A church, Nueva Gerona, Isla de Juventud Special Municipality, Cuba
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