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The story behind the story

The tales told about my grandfather are so fantastical and impossible to believe, 
that rather than use his real name, Francisco, I chose Nuno, which somehow 
seemed to convey the sentiment, ‘no one knows’, (at least it was almost what the 
name sounded like every time I whispered it to myself as I wrote the story).

So many of the things said about him bordered on the ridiculous that I omitted 
much of it from the story as an act of mercy upon the reader’s ability to stretch 
their imaginations.

To further complicate matters, a significant portion of the historical background 
for this book came to me from my mother who was suffering from dementia.  
Despite her confusion and delusions about her present reality, she could recall 
things that happened many decades ago with amazing clarity, this I’m convinced of.  
Having never been to Cuba and not speaking Spanish well, this book would have 
been impossible without her.  

My first draft of the book was called The Veiled Splendor of Life, but out of concern 
that the title sounded pretentious, I changed it to the eponymous Nuno.  It was first 
published in 2014 by a micro press in Hawaii.  Without marketing and distribution, 
it was unavoidable that only a few readers would ever come across the book.  But 
after some time, I was able to wrestle the novel away from my publishers.  And 
since no major publisher will want to print a previously published book, I’ve 
decided to go it alone as an indie author.  Perhaps, with this retelling of the story, 
the spirit that sustained the life of the protagonist will whisper to many:  no one 
knows.



To love someone deeply 

gives you strength. 

Being loved by someone 

deeply gives you 

courage.

- Lao Tzu
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Chapter One
Cuba, 1945

Some of his names began with El.  El Guapo, El Cabezon, El 

Gazpacho.  Other names somehow described his nature in a way that 

one could not explain logically, only that they conjured images that 

seemed to suit him.  Paco, Patas de Gallo, Papucho, Pepe, Puchongo, Pucho.  

Some called him Tata or Titi as if he were a beloved little boy.  Some 

called him Flaco, which means skinny.  And there were plenty of c 

names, Cuco, Chepe, Chuchungo, Caca, Chico, Cuca, Chango.  Some people 

even called him Beto, Guille, or Mano.

But there was a name that you could at first hold in your 

hands, and then would grow to the size of mountain ranges.  

Nuno—named after the famous Portuguese general and mystic.  

Nuno’s father, so moved by the story of the great warrior who saved 

Portugal’s independence and later put aside his sword to become a 

humble monk, placed all hope for the future in his son at his 

christening.
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Nuno Velasco Morejón held himself like a gaucho who could 

be many things:  hero, outlaw, fugitive, liberator.  Yet, he was none 

of these things.  One could not help but think that he was from 

another place, an older brother or tío who knew something of the 

world and had many stories to tell, who was sailing through life with 

a little more courage and satisfaction than an ordinary man.  Many 

had sought to define him, but only stumbled in their efforts.  

His presence seemed to untangle anxieties held by most. And 

upon falling into his capricious net, one would lose all sense of self.  

He devoured the weak-minded, the hesitant, even the boastful.  He 

would admit to everyone that he knew nothing, and yet his words 

whispered that he might have known everything.  One smirk, one 

charismatic dart of an eye, and he would steal the attention of men 

who had never learned to feel, and of women who would instantly 

become love sick girls convinced they would soon die of their 

infatuation.

But long before this, a peculiar series of events set him off on 

a terrible and wonderful course.  I’ll begin with what was for him a 

vivid childhood memory.  That’s how he described it to me, 

something so real that he carried it everywhere he went.  He was 

about ten years old when his father told him about the Taínos, the 

native people of Cuba.

He said that the Taínos believed that the sun and moon lived 

in caves and would come out to swim across the sky.  And as they 

were high above, Yúcahu, the spirit of the sea would take pleasure in 

reflecting their light.  The moon that always seemed to be changing, 
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its phases so feminine and beautiful, one day asked Yúcahu why he 

kept so many secrets.  Yúcahu said he would answer the moon if she 

could name three of his secrets.  The moon agreed and stated the 

first great secret.

You have not told the waves that beneath them there is a 

vast and deep ocean.

~Very good.  Can you name another secret?

You have not told Guabancex, the goddess of storms, that it is 

useless to try to stir the ocean.  It is always calm beneath the 

surface.

~This is also true.  Can you name one more?

You have not told the sun that it looks very different from its 

broken reflection on the water.

~You know me well, beautiful moon.  I will now tell you 

why I keep so many things hidden.  One can never reveal these 

things to the waves, because the humans, who are always listening, 

might realize that these things are all true for them as well. 

Nuno stared down for a while, deep in thought.  “So people 

are like the ocean—that under the waves and the storm it is peaceful 

and filled with secrets.”

“Not always,” his father said.  “Sometimes there is a sea 

monster lurking just beneath the surface.  I happen to be battling one 

right now...”

The next day, Nuno was walking along a dirt road beneath a 
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burning sky on his way home from school.  The fields near Guanajay 

seemed more withered that day, a nest of bronze-colored stalks 

becoming dust and kindling for brushfires.  The ciclón from the 

previous year had killed many trees as well as people.  The torrid 

earth cooked the soles of his shoes.  Inside his clothes, he boiled, but 

without a bead of sweat on his skin.  

He lifted his head, and noticed that there was an older boy in 

the distance blocking his path.  As Nuno came closer, he saw that the 

boy was stout with gray eyes.  Behind the expressionless face there 

was a threatening presence, odium from another realm.  He held out 

a clumsily rolled cigar with a tattered binder leaf, the wrapper leaf 

missing.  “Smoke this,” the boy said.

Nuno snatched the cigar out of the boy’s hand, never looking 

away from him.  He scowled to demonstrate that he was not 

intimidated.  Slowly, he put the cigar in his mouth.  Narrowing his 

eyes, he drew in a deep breath.  What happened next he would often 

recount in this way:

“No hay palabras—there are no words to describe what came 

into me.  It was death.  It was like the powder of bones, a blindness, 

like legions of pestilence—the very disease and grime of the evil one.  

As my head began to spin, I could hear the boy saying, congratulations, 

you’re cursed for life.  I collapsed and convulsed on the ground like an 

epileptic.  He really did curse me.  What an asshole.”

Nuno arrived home dazed and shaking, several hours late.  

His aunt came out of the house, held the porch column for a 

moment, and then kneeled in front of Nuno.
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“Mi sobrino, I have terrible news for you.  I’m so sorry to tell 

you this.  Your father is dead.”

It wasn’t a shock.  Nuno’s father, the policeman beloved in 

Guanajay, had hardly worked in months due to his poor health.  He 

thought about what his father had said about a sea monster lurking 

beneath the surface of the ocean, and could almost picture a 

grotesque, scaly beast wrapping its tentacles around him.  Down and 

down it would drag him into the darkness of the deep.  

It wasn’t until he saw the casket being lowered into the 

ground a few days later that Nuno could weep.  The lid of the casket 

strangely reminded him of a cigar humidor.  When the priest looked 

at him with gloomy eyes of sympathy and handed him a small 

wooden cross, he realized the depth of his misfortune.  

From that moment on, there would be the stench of cigars in 

many of Nuno’s dreams.  Sometimes his father would appear to him, 

and then crumble as if his body were made of tobacco leaves.  He 

appeared some nights like a wraith reluctant to go on its way.  Nuno 

would awaken as if he had emerged from Hades, anxiety covering 

him like a thick varnish.  It took him several months to nudge his 

heart back into place, which seemed to be teetering and on the verge 

of falling out of his chest cavity.  

As Nuno’s delirium subsided and the worst of the heartbreak 

had been extinguished, the usual concern for his aunt returned like a 

dark sky enveloping the ground beneath.  Nuno’s mother had 

abandoned him when he was two years old, reasoning that she had 

never wanted to have children in the first place.  His paternal aunt, 
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Olgalana, assisted his father in raising Nuno.  She stayed in the room 

across the hall from him.  Sometimes he thought of her as an older 

sister.

Olgalana was an emotional young woman.  Or, perhaps it 

wasn’t Olgalana at all.  Perhaps she was possessed by some kind of 

cruel passenger, an immaculate darkness that toyed with her, 

humiliating her.  Dramatic, seductive, coquettish, Olgalana could find 

little worth in herself.  She searched, instead, for her worth in the 

eyes of others.  

She would often take the bus to the city, wearing dresses 

ingeniously calibrated to restrain her blood flow and displace gravity.  

She would sit near the driver, feigning interest in his stories.  The 

thought of his touch was repulsive to her, but she desperately needed 

his lechery, his careless turns and abrupt braking, the other passenger 

well aware of what was impairing his driving.  The thought that men 

fantasized about her long after seeing her brought on a great pleasure 

that would take her from one extreme of her narcissism to another, 

suffering from an odd combination of loneliness and wanting to be 

left alone.

The death of her brother and her time alone with her chaste 

and pure nephew led her to a type of self-condemnation that became 

an incessant irritant in her soul.  She would wake up at night, feeling 

as if she were lying outside in the dew covered grass of her own tears 

thinking about her nature and the burden of new responsibility.  

Never had she felt so much resentment, doubt and inadequacy.  The 

role of surrogate mother forced upon her made her question 
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everything she thought, said, and did.    

Olgalana amended the way she talked to Nuno, looked at 

him, sighed at him.  Nuno could only imagine that perhaps she felt 

sympathy for a newly fatherless boy.  And perhaps there was 

enormous sympathy.  Nuno, for quite some time had been languid 

and listless, as if carrying a ponderous burden.  He could hardly 

concentrate in school, transposing letters and numbers, sometimes 

falling asleep in class.  His teacher, Señor Gonzalez, allowed it for a 

short time, but eventually lost his patience and beat him with a cane.  

He did this often enough that Nuno could not hide the bruises.

Olgalana noticed the bruising and wasn’t sure what to do.  

She wished somehow that the world would stop, or that she could 

quietly escape from it.  

“Nuno, you have to pay attention in class.  You have to be 

good.”

After she had said this, Olgalana abruptly left for her room, 

anticipating another long night of crying, believing with all certainty 

that whatever was possessing her, tormenting her, deliberately 

crushing her heart like a flowerpot, would, no doubt, be the ultimate 

death of her.  And sometimes she felt this very thing, a discouraging 

weight that left her so tired that she could taste the end of the world.    

Nuno could sense the weight of her darkness, and it had an 

effect on him.  It filled him with angst and apprehension.  He became 

more withdrawn and nervous.  After another cane beating at school, 

Nuno came home and Olgalana inspected his bruises.  She glanced a 

few times but mostly looked away.  She walked to the end of the hall 
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and threw her arms up, as if petitioning the universe to accept her 

testimony.

“I don’t want this responsibility.  I don’t want it.  What this 

child needs is a real adult, someone that will protect him.  Someone 

that will stand up for him.  But what am I?  I’m just a crazy woman.  

I’m not his mother.  I’m not his mother!  I don’t want him!”    

Nuno ran into his room, closing the door.

Olgalana, gasping for air, stumbled to the bathroom, locking 

the door.  She sat on the floor and cried, first silently, her head tilted 

back against the wall, eyes and mouth straining, her face flushing.  

Then, she howled as if she were being torn to pieces.  Finally, her 

cries reached the third and final sphere of misery, proclamations and 

intercessory prayers.  “¡Santa María purísima! ¿Qué he hecho? ¡Qué 

idiota soy yo!”

Nuno listened from his room, accustomed to the excessive 

emotions and the attention seeking of his troubled Tía.  And then he 

heard the rattle of his father’s pill containers and the shutting of 

drawers and cabinets.  

Nuno had sometimes heard his father discussing work with 

others, telling of women who had apparently overdosed on 

medication.  But mostly there were cases involving domestic 

violence, men beating their wives senseless.  In the end, it seemed 

that something bad always happened to the woman.  And now Nuno 

was the man of the house.  Had he done something bad to Olgalana?  

He thought in all likelihood that Tia had said things that should never 
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be said.  Why the guilt?  Why did he feel so responsible?  Why did I 

have to smoke the cigar? He asked himself.  He held his head in his 

hands.  She’s doing it.  She’s doing it right now! He thought.

Nuno walked out into the hall.  The bathroom doorknob 

wouldn’t turn.  “Tia?  Tia!”  He shouted.

Silence.

He walked into his father’s old room, knowing that he would 

find his revolver in the bottom drawer of the dresser.  And there it 

was, la pistola in its holster and belt, sprawled out like a shiny black 

serpent.  He grabbed it and walked back to the bathroom.  Standing a 

distance away and at an angle, he fired.  The doorknob exploded, 

bouncing off a wall, and then whizzing by Nuno’s head.  

He pushed the door open to find Olgalana lying lifeless on 

the tiles, around her, open containers of medication.  He shook her.  

“Tia!  Tia!”  Her clammy, limp body had a peculiar odor.  Her pallor, 

her coldness, her smudged makeup, her bizarre beauty filled him with 

trepidation.  

Olgalana was slender and light enough for him to bend her 

over the bathtub.  He squeezed her with all his strength, hoping 

somehow to force the pills out of her.  Unable to purge her, he left 

her doubled over the edge of the tub like the cover and spine of a 

book.  He slid away, and sitting up against the wall, sobbed and 

writhed with a bewildering love.  And then he heard the most 

beautiful and almost melodious sound, Olgalana loudly and violently 

vomiting.  This brought a smile to his face.

He had learned something new about the tobacco curse.  
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There was no certainty that everyone he knew, one by one, would die 

before his or her time.  He had almost concluded this when he saw 

Olgalana’s hopeless state, and then a moment later, the curse, with 

impish sarcasm, declared to him that any belief he would formulate 

would be like the faltering cry of a child that is at once full of 

wonder, but then robbed of all means of describing existence.  

Life itself was like was like a dramatic seductress, always 

teasing, longing to be appreciated, self-indulgent and erratic.  

Olgalana, in her most unknowable quintessence, came to symbolize 

life, a strange and extraordinary beauty that defied explanation.    

Olgalana and Nuno, without ever mentioning it, almost 

telepathically, agreed that the day would be forever forgotten.  She 

changed the way she dressed, the way she acted in public.  You could 

even say that she was cured of her malady.  But without the 

excitement, the intoxication of being able to torment and tantalize 

members of the opposite sex, sadness consumed her.

Nuno could see this.  In the same way that he felt responsible 

for her suicide attempt, he felt he was also to blame for her misery, 

her mourning over the loss of the very thing that made her heart leap 

for joy, her sensual powers, the constant feeling that she was 

something no one had ever seen before.  And so she put away her 

shamanic magic.  Now that she was no longer a slave of drama or 

excessive emotions, she found for the first time steady work at the 

cigar factory.  

How odd, Nuno thought, the curse had taken away her 

happiness and claimed her as a worker.  The faint smell of tobacco 
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on her work uniform, a mustard colored shirt dress, was a reminder 

to Nuno that madness serves some value, and that perhaps there is a 

goal and intent which evil hungers for, namely the plainness of sanity.

This was the basis for how Nuno would understand his 

world:  life, the seductive, erratic beauty, and death, the slave master, 

tax collector, tyrant and trampler of sensuality.  And what of the 

creator of life?  Nuno could not rule out that there was a glorious 

hope, waiting for those who pass through life and death, an eternal 

embrace to wipe away every tear.  But for the moment, the curse had 

made itself more substantial in Nuno’s eyes, for Olgalana had a 

beautiful smile, but now it was gone.

And so Nuno from that moment wished to become a man, a 

great man, a man who would never be a burden or responsibility to 

anyone, a man who would find a woman to care for and take away 

her anxieties and inadequacies in this life, to help to transport her 

heart to a new place far away from pain and sadness.     
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Chapter Two

Nuno spent much of his time after school in a large field by 

the house.  There were several trees that had been spared by the ’44 

ciclón.  They had a complex system of roots that crept up their 

trunks like vines.  He could never tell where the branches ended and 

became the roots.  The shade made the grass a soft cool deep green.  

Nuno would lay under the trees watching the clouds move through 

the branches, studying the shape of the shadows they cast upon one 

another, warming himself in the general revelation of mysteries.  

Through the dense clusters of leaves, he could see tiny 

fragments of the heavens.  He tried to imagine somewhere behind 

the powder blue of the sky, the blackness of space—and beyond that, 

who could know, maybe something wonderful, something filled with 

meaning.

Every day, with sudden vigor, he would leap to his feet and 

run to the house to retrieve his father’s pistola.  Nuno’s prodigious use 
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of projectile firing weapons was like the talent of a child that could 

play flawless Chopin, an unconscious accomplishing of the 

impossible.  He could shoot a target behind his back using a hand 

mirror from fifty meters and split playing cards in two.  However, he 

didn’t particularly like his father’s gun, or shooting it.  It was as 

practical as sharpening a blade he would need to chop celery.      

One afternoon, as Nuno was in the field, piecing together 

cards torn by bullets, Olgalana approached him with eyes that 

seemed more filled with life than they had in a long time.  

“Expect a storm,” Olgalana yelled.  “The Chilean is coming.”

Nuno turned to see Olgalana, still wearing her factory 

uniform, traversing the field.  “Who is the Chilean?” Nuno yelled 

back.

When she got close enough to lower her voice, she smiled.  

“El chileno, Bernando Bolocco.  We’ve got to go see him.”

“Who is he?”

“He’s the famous itinerant preacher—very controversial.  

There’s only one church that will allow him to come and speak.  But 

they don’t want to be associated with him.  Some say that God 

follows him wherever he goes with thunder, wind, and torrential 

rain...”

That afternoon, Olgalana drove Nuno in her late brother’s 

pickup truck to a tall chapel made of clay bricks that wreathed an 

enormous round stain glass window.  Nuno was moved by the 

beauty of the architecture and was quite certain that on this day the 

tiny fragments of the heavens would become clearer.
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Nuno and Olgalana found a seat inside the chapel, and 

noticed that the skies, which had been blue a moment ago, were 

rumbling and becoming dark as night with imminent rain.  The 

barrel-chested young preacher appeared, the grandiloquent orator, 

towering and fervent, projecting his Chilean Spanish without the 

need of a microphone; his roar deafening.  The audience sat like a 

tremulous courtroom awaiting a verdict; frightened children clung to 

their mothers.  There was a crack of thunder and the power went 

out.  The audience, having anticipated the blackout, lit lanterns.  

Bernando, with flushing face and flaming eyes, bellowed out his 

teaching:  

“Many of you are here tonight because you want a life 

changing experience.  I look at you and I see myself a few years ago, 

anticipating wondrous things.  I remember once when it seemed that 

I was actually battling in the heavenlies, binding and loosening.  And 

now, at this point in my life, I’m finding that God must have been 

laughing at me the whole time.  “¡Qué cosa tan grande!”  Why are 

you here tonight?  Perhaps I have nothing to offer you.  

“Depressing thought, isn’t it?  You came here to be told what 

to think, what to believe.  You crave some kind of fixed pattern to 

follow, something to tame the whirlwind of your mind.  And I give 

you nothing.  Well, not quite.  I am here to give you something.” 

Nuno sat mesmerized, not fully understanding Bernando’s 

words, but transfixed by how Bernando wildly waved his index finger 

as he preached.  Such power, he could only equate with the recoil of 

a gun spewing bullets.  He noticed the others listening intently with 
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parted lips.  Olgalana, herself, made slight, almost imperceptible 

swooning motions with her head, her eyes moist in the soft glow of 

dim lights.  

Bernando’s voice became louder and louder, overcoming the 

cascades of rain.  “...Life is magical.  It really is.  All you need is 

someone to inspire you and remind you of these things...”

Nuno noticed a tear making its way down Olgalana’s face.  

Bernando appeared to be climaxing, with arms stretched out, 

reaching for hearts to seize, his voice in full wail. 

“I can repeat the same old verses, love one another, but you’ll 

never really do that, will you?  ¡Ya basta!  Well let me give you this 

one bit of advice.  Listen to me carefully.  No matter how bad your 

life has been thus far; no matter how much you wish you had never 

been born; your life is actually quite beautiful.  You’re walking on 

holy ground.  Everywhere you go, the ground is holy.  But you can’t 

see that.  Can you?  Men, don’t you realize that your wives love you?  

That your wife’s love is worth more than all you could ever 

accomplish?  Don’t you know that if you can find one person in this 

world to love, that you are living in heaven?”  

Bernando Bolocco continued to speak for a while, and after 

he had finished, he was mobbed by people who wanted to thank him, 

sensing they had witnessed something significant, something which 

reminded them that the spirit also has an appetite that requires 

quenching.  Olgalana was the last to approach Bernando, the chapel 

now empty and quiet.  Nuno watched from the pew.  

He was surprised to see Bernando embrace Olgalana.  He had 
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somehow gotten the impression that Bernando was from another 

realm, eternal and hallowed.  Olgalana seemed to him too much like 

an ordinary physical object to touch him.  Nuno was even more 

surprised to see Bernando riding home with them in the pickup 

truck, Bernando telling stories and laughing the whole way, 

undaunted by the rain and flooded roads.

Bernando stayed the night in the room that had once 

belonged to Nuno’s father.  At first, it seemed callous to allow 

anyone to sleep in the same bed, but then again, a man who could 

cause tears and rain to fall seemed worthy to a grieving son.  

The next morning, Nuno was sitting behind a table on the 

porch, cleaning la pistola, and watching the rain.  Olgalana was still 

sleeping.  Bernando slowly opened the door, stretching and yawning 

as he came out to sit with Nuno.  

“No electricity.  No telephone—reminds me of my childhood.  

What a beautiful simplicity.  That’s quite a revolver you have there.  

You’re not planning to use it this morning?” Bernando smirked and 

raised his dark eyebrows.

Nuno was silent for a little while, and then asked, “Did you 

cause el ciclón last year?”

Bernando softly chuckled and then turned serious.  “I heard 

about it.  A lot of people died.  It must have been terrible.  What do 

you remember?”

“I looked out the window and saw rooftops flying like kites.”

“Thank God you were spared.  No.  I didn’t cause el ciclón.”  

Bernando rolled his eyes and smiled.  “And yes, I’m well aware of the 
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rumors—that when I appear there’s always some kind of severe 

weather.  Seems that’s been the case the last couple of times I’ve 

come to Cuba.  I preached in Bolivia a few days ago and it was sunny.  

Sorry to ruin the mystique that surrounds me,” he laughed.

“Oh,” Nuno said with disappointment in his voice.  “And 

how do you talk so loud and make people cry?”

“Ah, oratory skills—not a bad thing to have.  If you want the 

power to influence others, you need to project.  Think of each word 

as a trumpet blast.  You need to practice, like you would a musical 

instrument.  Don’t just speak, communicate emotion.  Use your 

hands.  Do this and people will take you seriously.”

Nuno nodded with great earnestness, realizing the 

implications, the bliss of reaping respect and affection for a lifetime.

“Your Tia told me a lot of things last night.  Your father died 

recently.  I’m so sorry.  I also know what it’s like to lose someone 

close.  Life can be very difficult.  Everyone I’ve ever met has a 

heartbreaking story to tell.  Even your Tia.  Olgalana is covering up 

pain.  People do many things to cover pain.  The pain makes fools of 

us sometimes.  And sometimes the pain makes us better people...if it 

doesn’t destroy us.”  Bernando paused for a while, picking up the 

revolver to examine it.  “Can you keep a secret, like a close 

confidant?”

“Si.” 

“I’m expected to be a man of God.  Pero—soy un cabrón—

but I’m a scoundrel just like every other man.  There’s nothing good 

in me.”
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Bernando laughed quietly to himself as if he were telling an 

absurd lie.

“Last night, as Olgalana was pouring out her heart to me, my 

heart was melting like wax.  As she spoke, I wanted to kiss her.  

Think of it.  She needs someone to confide in and I’m looking into 

her eyes, and I can barely listen to her.  Oh, you don’t know about 

these things yet, but last night I could hardly sleep.  I kept thinking to 

myself, I must be in love with this woman.  It must be love.  I could 

see myself being with this woman, traveling the world with her.”  

Bernando was silent for a moment, wearing a sad smile.  “So, 

you like guns?”

“No,” Nuno said.  “I hate them.”

Bernando nodded his head.  “It’s like me with preaching.  I 

don’t really like to do it, but I have to.”

“Why do you have to?”

“Have you ever heard of Saul of Tarsus?”

“No.”

“Saul is going to Damascus one day, and has a blinding 

vision.  A voice calls out to him, Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?  It is 

hard for you to kick against the goads.  From that moment, he has no 

choice in the matter.  He has to be an apostle.  Don’t believe those 

who say that there is such a thing as free will.  There’s never been any 

free will.  What can one do?  The goads are simply too painful.  You 

can’t kick against them.”

“You don’t like preaching?” Nuno asked.

“You don’t like guns?”
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“No.”

“Then you understand what I’m saying.  When I was your age 

I wanted to be an archeologist.  I wanted it more than anything.  But 

I heard the calling.  There’s no free will, Nuno.”

“What is archeo-lo-”

“Archeology is when you find very old things.  Not too far 

from here there is a great archeological site in la Isla de Pinos.  There 

are caves with mysterious petroglyphs-”

“What are pe-tro-”

“Petroglyphs are images in stone.  I could dedicate my whole 

life to studying those petroglyphs.”   

Olgalana walked out onto the porch wearing a beach dress.  

“Buenos días, pastor Bolocco.  I’m ready to take you to the port 

whenever you’re ready.”  She put her hand on Bernando’s shoulder.  

Bernando closed his eyes, turning slightly to hide his bliss.

“I will make breakfast,” she said.

Olgalana went back into the house.  Bernando sighed.  He 

leaned toward Nuno and lowered his voice a little.  “Women are gifts 

from God.  The worst things they do are often tiny, insignificant 

transgressions.  All of God’s laws are meant to break and discipline 

men.  I dare not—ever make mention of that—in any of my 

sermons.  I would have an angry revolt on my hands.  But it’s true!  

The male ego is the cause of every problem in the world.  Every war, 

every corruption of business and government, every perversion of 

religion is because of the male ego.  I think God wants us to die to 

the old man, and become a new man.  If there’s ever a woman that’s 
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crazy, it’s because a man made her that way...well, these are just my 

opinions.”  

Bernando smiled and narrowed his eyes.  “There has never 

been anything as perfect and wonderful as a woman.  When you’re in 

the presence of a woman, you can feel all of the seasons, winters 

woven with summers—all of them at the same time, mijo.  It leaves 

you with an indescribable peace.  Their memory follows you 

wherever you go.  You feel them in the skies, in the setting sun.  

Every deer, every bird, carries their feminine spirit.  They are so 

different from us, yet their memory fills our entire being.  They fill 

and they carve right through our hearts, with great tenderness, with a 

great love we will never fully understand.  As men we were born with 

deformed hearts, without sensitivity.  Woman is the only hope for 

this world, a world that is long-suffering, patient, kind, forgiving, 

peaceful and loving.  What a gift a woman is, absolute proof that 

God loves us.  But foolish man can’t appreciate this because of the 

ego.”

“What is ego?”

“Ah, ego—ego is when you act like a baby, filled with self 

importance, never being able to admit you’re wrong about anything, 

only caring about your own needs.  Someone contradicts you, or 

disagrees with you, and you’re insulted for the rest of your life.  You 

consider others inferior to you.  Your only true motivation is 

conquest and controlling others.  I hope you think about these 

things.  Observe women and try to develop a sensitive side.  As for 

me, I’ve taken a vow of celibacy.  Don’t ask me what that means.  
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Besides, I have to preach.  If I don’t preach, the consequences are 

just—unthinkable.”  

“What happens if you don’t preach?” Nuno asked.

“Oh, terrible things, tragedies, deaths, all kinds of inexplicable 

misfortune.  Perhaps they’re all coincidences.  Perhaps I’m just 

superstitious.  But the cost is too great for me to test fate.”  

Bernando sighed, bit his lower lip and nodded earnestly.  “But 

enough about me.  Tell me, my friend, is there anything troubling 

you?”     

“Someone cursed me.”

“A curse?”

“Un tabaco malo.”

“I may believe in a lot of things, but I don’t believe in 

curses.”

“After I was cursed, my father died and Señor Gonzalez at 

the school beat me with a cane.”

“Why does he beat you?”

“I’m not smart.  I don’t do well in school.”

When Olgalana came out onto the porch with a tray of food, 

Bernando and Nuno weren’t there.  About a kilometer away, 

Bernando, with Nuno standing by his side in the light rain, knocked 

on Señor Gonzalez’s door.  The door slowly opened, revealing a 

surprised looking face.

“Bernando Bolocco!  What a great honor.  What brings you 

here?”

Bernando looked at Señor Gonzalez as if deeply offended by 
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his mere existence.  He formed a fist, reeled it back and struck the 

man, who bounced off the doorframe and fell unconscious.

Bernando shook his head, and sighed.  “Well, perhaps the 

male ego is good for something.”



Nuno

23

Chapter Three

The following Saturday, Nuno went for a walk along Carretera 

Central, one of the roads that lead to the small town of Guanajay.  He 

saw Gabriela, a farm girl about his age, raking olive leaves.  She was 

thin and wore a straw guajiro hat with an assortment of tiny dolls and 

ribbons pinned to it.  

Nuno decided to test his oratory skills.  He extended his 

index finger, and tried shaking and waving it until he found a 

comfortable motion that felt natural to him.  He stood straight, lifted 

his chin, and tried to project dignity and authority.

“Life is magical!  Someone needs to remind us!”

Gabriela stopped raking.  “What are you talking about?”

“Was I loud and powerful?”

“You were very loud.”

“And powerful?”

“Maybe.  Don’t you have work to do?”

“I’m an orphan.  I don’t have anything.”
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“You’re lazy.”

“No, I’m not.”

Gabriela continued working.  “Well, today I have to rake this 

field and then bring water from the well.  Yesterday, I spent all day 

washing clothes.  My hands are sore from the washboard.  I don’t 

know why we have to work.  My father is the administrator of this 

land.  We have lots of workers.  You want to go with me to the well?  

It’s the most scary and dangerous adventure in the whole world.”   

Nuno’s brows were heavy.  “Why is it dangerous?”

“I have to run through a large plot filled with killer bulls.”

“Killer bulls?”

“Si,” Gabriela nodded sadly.  “Are you afraid?”

“No.”

“Then we’ll go, but you have to run very fast.  Can you run 

fast?”

“Si.”

“The bulls will try very hard to kill you.  They hate people.”

“I don’t think I want to go.”

“Are you afraid?”

“No—I’m not afraid.”

“Then, let’s go.”

After Gabriela had finished raking, they made their way 

through tomato, bean, and lettuce fields, each crop greeting them 

with a distinct aroma.  Soon the two were traversing a clearing that 

seemed to Nuno like an eternal expanse.   Nuno was conscious of the 

sound of his breath and steps and wished he could soften even the 
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beating of his heart.  In the distance were several bulls that seemed as 

big as houses.

“I think they see us,” Gabriela whispered.

Nuno turned around to see a pale bull charging at them.  

They ran.  The beast was snorting hard, its snout seemingly 

separating from its head.  He thought it looked more like the 

crossbreeding of a wooly mammoth and wild boar.  In its soulless 

eyes, there was a painful hunger seeking a great violence.  Nuno, with 

all certainty, had judged this monster to be one of the great 

principalities of darkness.  This wasn’t a bull as far as he was 

concerned.  There had never been anything created so grotesque, so 

hideous.  He could feel its hoofs pounding the earth, bringing death 

closer.  

Nuno’s eyes filled with terror.  Through pupils the size of 

lakes, he could see the edge of time and space.  The sun which was 

high in the sky seemed to set and rise several times, the gloom of 

night, the brightness of day, and twilight, a point at which life 

threatened to end seemed to be catching up with him.  And with 

great surprise, he discovered that the girl could run much faster, her 

backside, a cruel mocking.  The shaking ground, like an army sent to 

destroy one solitary boy.

Ahead was a substantial tree with a broad trunk.  The girl, 

who seemed to have mastered this habitual sprint, appeared to be 

within reach of the tree.  Nuno felt his legs buckling, moments from 

being trampled and gored by the beast.  He turned around one last 

time to see his death, wondering if this was a result of the tobacco 
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curse.  In one vast fleeting instant, he observed a creature consumed 

with an almost human hatred, causing its face to tremble, its eyes to 

become like lead weights.  One singular thought filled Nuno, it blames 

me, the human, for a fallen world.

To his horror, Nuno felt himself losing his footing and 

falling.  He hit the ground hard, but the bull passed over without 

touching him.  Nuno stood up shaking and continued his dash to the 

tree which the girl had already claimed as a sanctuary.  The bull 

turned around and made another charge.  Nuno climbed the tree, the 

bull trying to pierce his dangling legs.  He kicked and made peddling 

motions, until he was able to pull himself up to a higher branch.

Gabriela scolded him.  “You didn’t run fast enough!”

“You tried to get me killed!”  Nuno yelled back.

“I thought you could run faster than me.”

“You’re crazy!”  

Gabriela rolled her eyes.  Nuno didn’t speak for a while, 

catching his breath.  

“Actually it’s not your fault you’re crazy.  Women are perfect 

and wonderful.  If they’re crazy, it’s because a man made them that 

way.  Who made you crazy?”

“I’m not crazy,” Gabriela said petulantly. 

The bull went away; its head down in disappointment; its 

dreams and aspirations vanquished, having tried so hard, yet 

ultimately fate caring very little for its violent longings.  

That’s how Nuno had perceived the departure of the 

enormous beast, which somehow represented the dark force that 
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steals away fathers and almost succeeds in taking aunts.  

This made Nuno all the more want to be a man, a man of 

great strength, a man of light, after his namesake.  In the preacher, 

Bolocco, he had found the qualities of strength and fullness of life.  

More than anything, he wanted to be Bernando Bolocco.  But, the 

realization that he couldn’t run as fast as Gabriela left him with the 

dull ache of doubt.

When the bull was far away, the two jumped down from the 

tree and resumed their sprint.  They ran until they were past a fence 

and in the shade of an orange grove, the smell of citrus making their 

faces tingle.  The wind caressed them, applying the sweet perfume.  

The orange trees had released their dark leaves and white flower 

petals, which floated around like butterflies, and for a moment it 

seemed to them that they were in a dream.  Gabriela and Nuno 

couldn’t control their urge to smile.  They slowed their pace, wanting 

to stay there a little longer.  But Gabriela was a hard worker, and 

there was much involved in bringing water back from the well, so she 

took Nuno by the hand and pulled him along.  

They arrived at a place where oxen were kept.  In a barn, 

there was cart with a barrel.  They chose one strong ox and brought 

the barrel to the well to fill one pan at a time.  The trip back was 

uneventful, since the bulls never charged the cart.  Once they were at 

Gabriela’s house, her mother, Elena, came outside to help with the 

water barrel.

“Oh, Nuno.  How are you?” Elena asked.  “I’m so sorry 

about your father.”
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“Gracias,” Nuno said with his head down.

“Don’t let life discourage you.  You’re going to be a great 

man one day.  Such trials at an early age build great character.  You 

won’t be like my good-for-nothing husband.  He’s a devotee of 

Bernando Bolocco, the preacher.  He spends every moment reading 

and rereading his book.  He doesn’t even lift a finger to help us with 

all the work that needs to be done.  Bolocco made him loco.”

Nuno’s countenance was wounded, his breathing heavy.  

Elena tightened her forehead with concern.

“What’s wrong, Nuno?  What have I said to upset you?”

“Bolocco is a great man—he punished a man that was 

hurting me.”

Gabriela’s father, Pablo, came walking out of the house, 

unshaven, eyes red with exhaustion.  He practically stumbled to the 

cart.  “Why yes, Bernando is a great man indeed.”

Elena closed her eyes and shook her head.

“I’ll tell you why he’s a great man.  He receives divine 

revelation.”  Pablo walked up to the ox and softly patted it.  “Did you 

see the bulls on the way to the well?  They’re huge, aren’t they?  They 

make me think of the bulls of Bashan.  The writer of the twenty-

second Psalm said that he was in trouble and there was no one 

around to help him.  Many strong bulls from Bashan encircled him.  

He was in great danger.”

“What are you telling this child?”  Elena said incredulously.

“Bashan is the modern day Golan Heights in the Middle 

East.  In ancient times it was a very difficult land to cultivate.  The 
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ground was hard, so they would bring the strongest bulls to work it.  

They were enormous and terrifying primal beasts, much larger than 

today.  The writer of the Psalm was saying that his enemy had 

brought the strongest most powerful things against him.  Nuno, what 

you are going through now—the passing of your father—is a terrible 

thing.  It is tragic, but something may come that is much worse, very 

dangerous like the bulls from Bashan.  But, be of good cheer; the 

Lord is always with you.”

“See, I told you he was crazy,” Elena said.

“I can see that Nuno is interested in what I’m saying.”  

“My God, my God,” Elena said to herself.  She turned to 

Gabriela.  “Remember to stay far away from the bulls.  Always take 

the longer way around them.  You didn’t go anywhere near them 

today, did you?”

Nuno turned to glare at Gabriela, but it was only for a 

moment.  Pablo had confirmed that there was something special 

about Bernando Bolocco, and a sense of peace overtook him.  In his 

mind, Nuno had already faced a bull from Bashan.  Now there was 

only excitement in the knowledge that the world was full of great 

mysteries and divine revelation.

---

Later that afternoon, Gabriela led Nuno into Pablo’s 

carpentry shed which was filled with books.  It was like an enormous 

toolbox.  The symbolism was immediate, hammers, saws, wrenches, 
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books.  All instruments to aid man.  

Dusty daylight illuminated the spines of books.  The titles all 

seemed so enigmatic, words by intellectual giants, filled with 

unfathomable concepts.

Gabriela’s eyes widened as if she were about to impart the 

secrets of the universe.  “My father has a particular book by 

Bernando Bolocco-”

“He does?” Nuno asked.

“But we’re not allowed to read it.  It’s not for children.”

“Why?” 

Gabriela removed a thin black book from a shelf and looked 

in wonderment at its blank cover.  “My father says that I can read of 

any of the books here, any except this one.  He said not to even 

touch this book.”

“But you’re touching it-”

“I know, but I think that reading it is much worse.”

“What happens if you read it?”

“He said that my eyes would open and that I would see like 

an adult.  He said I would lose my childhood forever.”

“Don’t you want to know what is in the book?”

“I’m afraid.”

“You’re not afraid of killer bulls-”

Gabriela suddenly pushed the book against Nuno.  “You read 

it.”

“Right now?”

“You can steal it—take it home.  My father doesn’t read it 
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anymore.  He won’t notice it’s missing.”

“Are you trying to get me in trouble?”

“It’s just a book.”

Nuno turned the book to look at the simple lettering on the 

spine, Mis Perspectivas Inusuales Sobre Todas Las Cosas—My Unusual 

Perspectives on All Things by Bernando Bolocco.

---

The following day there would be a procession through the 

streets of Guanajay in commemoration of San Hilarión, the patron 

saint of the city.  Nuno had greatly anticipated the event, but now 

that he had My Unusual Perspectives on All Things, he wanted to stay 

home and read.  However, Olgalana persuaded him to accompany 

her.  He had time in the morning to read the very beginning.  

In the pickup truck on the way to Guanajay, Nuno asked 

Olgalana, “Are you like a deer?”

“A deer?  How would I be like a deer?”

“Bolocco’s book says that women are like tigers or deer or 

other things.”

“Hmm.”

Nuno tilted his head back against the seat and made a closed 

lip smile.  “I’m not a child anymore.”

“Oh really?” Olgalana smiled.

On the way to Guanajay, the sun seemed to set everything 

ablaze, making the fields look more colorful than they ever had.  The 
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clouds were like whales swimming toward the procession of San 

Hilarión.  The air itself seemed to contain a voice that traveled and 

searched for stories and secrets.  In the light and shadows there was 

an elegant relationship, a poetry, a love, a beauty so intense that it 

pierced this world and entered other worlds.  And perhaps there was 

something in the depths of the earth that held eternal secrets, 

something that could explain the light and shadows.      

In the heart of Guanajay, before an extravagant theater 

proudly rising with ionic columns and relief sculptures, the throngs 

devoured the main street.  Crowded balconies watched the elegantly 

dressed women who moved slowly in the procession.  Olgalana 

identified with the women, pious, restrained.  She had also been freed 

from her exhibitionist past, all the more reason to honor San 

Hilarión, the saint of abstinence and fasting.  It is said that he was 

like a rose from a thorn, having been raised by idol worshippers.  The 

story had always made her believe that a person could overcome their 

past.      

After some time, thick clouds darkened the town.  The 

contrast made the fireflies stand out to Nuno.  Their green 

luminescence seemed to bob and hover over the children in the 

procession.  There was one girl wearing wings.  Nuno thought of the 

girl as an angel and the fireflies as stars.  This caused a shiver to 

pinprick down his spine.  He beamed, knowing it was all a 

celebration for him, for his eyes had opened and now he was a man.
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Chapter Four

Nuno thought about that festive night every day until harvest. 

As los guajiros chopped cane at their leaves and roots, the winds 

spread the scent, the rivers and streams tasting sweet as if sugar had 

been stirred into them.  And such was life after an angel had 

appeared amidst the starry fireflies.  

Señor Gonzalez moved away and Gabriela’s mother, Elena, 

replaced him as the teacher.  The tracks that were used to deliver 

crops also led to the nearby school.  Elena and Gabriela used a rail 

cart to reach the building that consisted of a single classroom for six 

grades.  Nuno sat next to Gabriela and thought of Elena as a mother.  

Their presence inspired him to excel in school. 

Nuno was protective of Gabriela and once hit a boy who was 

teasing her.  The blow knocked out a tooth.  After school, Elena 

spent the rest of the day talking to him, asking him about the loss of 

his father, and if he ever planned to look for his mother.  The caring, 
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instead of the cane beating he was accustomed to, was a dismantling 

and rebuilding of his soul, an unfathomable response that filled his 

heart with joy.  From that point on, life only seemed to get better, 

that is, until one day Tia Olgalana told him that they would move to 

Matanzas to live with her parents.

Gabriela saw the saddest eyes she would ever see the day 

Nuno came to say goodbye.  She was too young to fully understand 

romantic love, but caught a glimpse of something that many a 

sensitive soul had never embraced with the arms of their spirit.  As 

he walked away down a dirt path, she knew this was a significant 

moment in her life, the first time her heart had been ripped out of 

her chest. 

---

Nuno and Olgalana arrived in Matanzas late one afternoon.  

While driving slowly through the city, she explained to Nuno that she 

would confront her old man by herself, dropping Nuno off to search 

for Abuelita Lenchito, who most likely would be walking in the park 

at this time in the day.  She had barely stopped the car when Nuno 

opened the door and jumped out.

He ran through the streets of Matanzas looking for Abuelita 

Lenchito, sprinting through puddles, his shoes caking in mud, the 

rest of his body quickly getting covered in the salty residue of sea 

spray that seemed to hang over the city like a mist.  

Once on Contreras Street, he ran the rest of the way to 
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Machado Park until he saw Abuelita Lenchito walking slowly past the 

Uva Caletas and Poinciana trees.  Her entire body seemed to be 

shrugging, sun burnt arms hanging like led weights.  Nuno threw his 

arms around her.

“Nuno, what are you doing here?”

Nuno sank his face into her belly, his cheeks tightening with a 

smile.  In Abuelita, he had found the perfect thing to comfort him in 

losing his friend, Gabriela.  “I think we’re coming to live with you.”

“Ay Nuno, what will Thiago say?  You know how he is.”

“Tia Olgalana is going to talk to him.”

“Ay por Dios, he’s working...”

---

Olgalana opened the door to the police station and paused, 

holding the door halfway, her stomach wrenching.  She took a deep 

breath and entered.  A uniformed officer sitting behind a desk looked 

up at her, smiling.  

“Olgalana, is it you?  I haven’t seen you since you were little.”

“Is my father here?”

“He’s interrogating someone right now.”

Olgalana closed her eyes, her panic reawakened after years of 

being away.  

“I’ll wait.”

She sat on a bench, leaning against a dirty paint chipped wall.

“It may be a while.”
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“I need to talk to him,” she felt her voice tremble.

“Suit yourself.”

She buried her face in her hands and waited.  After some 

time, the interrogation room door opened, two uniformed men 

stepped out along with her father, Thiago, who was dressed in a 

white suit and tie.  

Thiago stopped and looked at Olgalana, squinting and tilting 

his sweaty head.  Olgalana looked up to examine what she considered 

to be a rather grotesque expression.  Instantly, the words came to 

her, words that were safe within, never to be spoken, words that 

defined him without his knowing.  And this was the strangest of 

circumstances, a man who needs to know everything, and the 

daughter who has hidden everything so well.

“Olgalana?”

He walked toward her.  Olgalana stood, breathing deeply, her 

eyes slowly lifted up to him.

“I am summoning all my courage to talk to you,” she said.  

“There is something very important we need to discuss.”

“Courage?” Thiago looked around with an abashed smile.  

“What is going on?”

“Yes, anyone would need courage to be around you—to be 

here in this place.”

“Is that so?”

Olgalana turned her head to the side and surprised herself by 

blurting out one of the many things she had decided not to say.  

“And you couldn’t even come to your son’s funeral?”
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“Is that what this is all about?”

“No.”

“You like to add to that list of yours—things you don’t like 

about me.”

“Come,” Olgalana snapped.

She walked out of the police station, Thiago following her as 

he ran his fingers under his collar separating the sweaty shirt from his 

neck.  Olgalana felt as if she had escaped from a tiny dark box. 

“I don’t ever want to go in there again.”

“What is it you want to talk to me about?”

Olgalana leaned against the building with folded arms, 

looking down at Thiago’s feet.  She could only manage to do this for 

a moment and then paced back and forth.

I’ve been working at the cigar factory.  I’m not well.  I was 

feeling better for a short time, but—I don’t know how to explain it—

I just don’t feel well again.  I can’t pretend to be Nuno’s mother.  I 

want him to be with Lenchito.  I prefer he not be around you too 

much.  Lenchito would be good for him...and me too.”

“So the both of you are going to move in?  Ave María 

purísima...”

---

Abuelita Lenchito brought Nuno home and sat him at a table 

while she went in the kitchen.  Perhaps it was a coincidence, or 

maybe somehow she knew Nuno was coming and had prepared arroz 
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con leche in the morning to let the aroma fill the house.  She lightly 

sprinkled cinnamon over the rice pudding, completing this most high 

art and sacrament.  Nuno closed his eyes to heighten his sense of 

smell.  In the blank canvas of his mind, images formed, the fireflies, 

Gabriela with wings.

He heard the clink of a porcelain bowl being set in front of 

him, and opened his eyes to see his fantasy brought to life.  He 

spooned a large portion, making sure that it contained some of the 

cinnamon.  The heavy sweetness filled his mouth, convincing him 

that there was nothing finer in the universe than the magical 

blandness and simplicity of rice brought to life by sugar and spice. 

Olgalana arrived and embraced Lenchito.  Lenchito held her 

tightly, repeating the words, my girl, my girl, my girl. 

“Nuno is in heaven,” Olgalana made a dry closed lip smile.  

For several weeks Thiago would come and go and all but 

ignore the presence Olgalana and Nuno in the house.  Olgalana was 

particularly grateful for this, but one evening Thiago’s mind seemed 

to clear from all his work activities and he turned his dark attention 

on his family.  

He first went to Nuno, who was outside collecting loose 

branches and snapping them into smaller pieces.  Thiago thought 

Nuno looked very much like a small tree in the semi-dark.  

“Your father once said that you’re a good marksman.”

“I don’t like guns,” Nuno replied.

“You may want to consider having Santa Barbara always by 

your side.”
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“Who is she?”

“Santa Barbara is the patron saint of artillerymen.”

Nuno crinkled his forehead. 

Thiago looked at Nuno with an unusual expression, as if he 

were both angry and pleased.  “And there is a lot more to Santa 

Barbara.  Maybe one day I’ll teach you about Shango.  Barbara and 

Shango are one and the same.”

Nuno didn’t know how to respond.  He started to say 

something, but Thiago interrupted him.

“Let me just make one thing clear.  You’re not going to be 

idle while living here.  Tomorrow you will find a way to make money.  

If you don’t, well, we don’t even want to think about that.”

“Si Señor.”

“Show me your hands,” Thiago said.  Nuno held his hands 

out, and Thiago turned his palms to face up.  “You see, the letter M 

appears in each hand.  The two M’s stands for mala muerte.  You’re 

going to die a very bad death.”  Nuno studied the creases in his 

palms, noticing that they somewhat formed M’s.  Fear gripped him. 

Thiago turned around and went back into the house.  He 

passed Lenchito, who was holding a book but not reading it, lost in 

deep thought.  He opened the door to Olgalana’s room without 

knocking and went in.  Olgalana was startled to see Thiago in the 

reflection of her dresser mirror.

“Do you know who you remind me of?” Thiago asked.

“Who?”

“Santa Barbara.  You know what I find interesting about 
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Saint Barbara?”

“What?”

“She was tortured, and eventually her father chopped off her 

head.”

Olgalana blinked.

“Yes, she was fine as long as she stayed locked away in the 

tower.  But eventually she goes out in the world, and a father 

sometimes has to do what a father has to do.”

After Thiago left the room, Olgalana could hardly move.  

This condition would last into her sleep.  She awoke in the middle of 

the night with the specter of sleep paralysis.  She tried to scream, but 

couldn’t produce any sound.  It felt as if someone were lying on top 

of her.  This terror persisted for some time and in the morning she 

couldn’t remember if it was just a dream that seemed real or if 

someone had actually held her down and taken her soul.  

Nuno was up early and about ready to walk out the door of 

the house.  Abuelita Lenchito asked him where he was going.

“I’m going to make money.”

“Is that so?” Lenchito replied.

“Yes.”

He started to walk away and then turned around.

“Who is Shango?,” Nuno asked.

“Oh Nuno, Thiago is a Santero.  Don’t pay attention to him.”

“What is a Santero?”

“Like a sorcerer, someone who practices divination.”

For Nuno, this was all more than he cared to understand.  He 
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waved goodbye and ran out to shake the city of Matanzas to see if 

money would fall his way.  Soon, he realized that his endeavor would 

be difficult.  For two days he asked many shop owners for work, but 

was turned away.  He spent the evenings nervously avoiding Thiago, 

and after giving up trying to find work, he resorted to scouring the 

garbage dump, trying to find objects of worth to sell.  

The buzzards watched him carefully as he collected pieces of 

cardboard and metal.  He usually kept a distance from the seemingly 

possessive birds.  Everything he picked up was hot and burned his 

hands.  He gathered what he could and would carry it into the city.  

Señora Díaz, who wore the face of both a realist and an 

optimist, smiled sadly when she saw Nuno moving along the street.  

“Niño, you need to come with me to the clinic.”

She took him by the arm and led him to a concrete gray 

building.  He entered, but would not let go of the garbage he had 

found.  

“You’re covered in scratches.  They might get infected.  My 

God, what is going to happen to you?  You have to take better care 

of yourself.”

After she dressed his wounds, Nuno picked up his pieces of 

metal and cardboard and continued on his way.  With great 

deliberateness he pranced into one business establishment after 

another, shaking off the sting of rejection each time.  With each snub 

his head fell further, drained by emotion and physical exhaustion.  He 

eventually put his weight against a building that was turning pink in 

the setting sun.  A shadow closed before him like a curtain.
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“You must be the boy that’s looking for work,” Señor Huáng 

said.

Nuno looked up to see the friendly face of a man wearing a 

brown suit and fedora.

“You can work for me at the luggage store.  Do you know 

where it is?”

Nuno shook his head.

“Come follow me.  I’ll show you were it is so you can come 

back in the morning.”

Nuno walked beside Señor Huáng, the excitement covering 

whatever was left of his fatigue.

“What is your name?”

“Nuno.”

“Nuno, you don’t mind a man who speaks excessively?”

Nuno shook his head.

“My name is Señor Huáng.  I need someone to help me.  I’m 

getting old, Nuno.  It shouldn’t be so hard for an employer and an 

employee to find each other.  Especially now that we are 

experiencing an economic boom.  Well, that’s what they say anyways.  

Business isn’t exactly booming for me, but I still need the help.”

“Are you Chinese?” Nuno asked.

“Yes, I am,” Señor Huáng grinned.  “Ah, you’ve noticed that 

there are many Chinese here in Matanzas.  Tens of thousands were 

brought here as slaves to work the cane fields.  But that was a long 

time ago.  As for myself, I’m a recent immigrant.  Oh, Nuno, we 

have so many things to talk about.”
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Chapter Five

The following day, Nuno was waiting outside for Señor 

Huáng before he had arrived at the shop.  He heard his keys jingling 

and then saw his smile as he approached the door with a long loaf of 

bread tucked under his arm.  Nuno’s mouth watered at the sight and 

smell of the dough.  

Señor Huáng opened the door and turned on the lights.  

“Would you like to share some bread with me?”

“Yes, and eh, my abuela and tia thank you for giving me a 

job.”

Señor Huáng cleaned out a small silver coffee maker.  “It is I 

who will be thanking you soon for being such a hard worker.”  

“What should I do?”

“Well, first let me tell you about the business.  My service is 

of the noblest order.  My patrons are the most refined, cultured, 
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educated and sophisticated people you will ever meet.  Some are 

from here in Matanzas.  And there are many from all over the world.  

They live extraordinary lives, traveling, taking part in great 

adventures.  And fate brings them here—to purchase a new suitcase 

or perhaps they need a repair.  I even offer to monogram their initials 

right into the leather.

“It is an honor to speak to such a person.  It’s a reminder that 

amazing lives are possible.  That even if our lives are dull or 

uninteresting, at least somewhere right now, life is extraordinary for 

some people.  And when we encounter such people, we will treat 

them like royalty, listening with all our faculties for a crumb or 

morsel of wisdom that might drop from their lips, something we can 

remember and tell others about, perhaps even the very reason why 

they are titans and masters of land, sea and air.  So what do I expect 

from you?  Well, I’m tired of cleaning.  You can do that for me.”

That morning not a single customer entered the store.  Señor 

Huáng spent the time reading a book while Nuno swept.  At noon 

they closed the store and Señor Huáng took Nuno to Señora Huáng’s 

bakery to pick up a delivery.  When they arrived, the aroma of fresh 

baked bread made Nuno’s stomach tingle with hunger.  Señora 

Huáng looked at her watch and feigned impatience; the old couple 

pecked each other on the lips.  Nuno and Señor Huáng walked back 

towards the luggage shop, entered the building adjacent to it and 

descended a staircase. 

“Be very quiet,” Señor Huáng said.  “We’ll drop off bread 

and stay for just a moment.”  
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Nuno was intrigued by what he saw, a group of men, some 

light skinned, some dark, listening to one man who seemed to hold a 

position of authority.  He had an angelic face and by far the darkest 

skin, the color of night.  They all looked at Nuno with a brief 

expression of concern, and then continued their meeting.  Nuno was 

unable to understand what the man was saying, but after some time, 

his oration seemed to take on the quality of singing.  And as more 

time went on, he shook his shoulders and moved his legs in a rumba 

fashion.  Soon all the men stood and danced with him.  Señor Huáng 

and Nuno exchanged smiles.  

They reopened the store at three, the two sat behind a 

counter sharing a pastry.  

“What we saw today is called an Abakuá,” said Señor Huáng.  

“It’s a secret society.”

“Why is it secret?”

“Life is more interesting when you have secrets.  And these 

men feel as though their lives have meaning.  It’s a very important 

thing to feel important.”

“Like the male ego?” Nuno asked.

“Male ego?” Señor Huáng laughed.  “How do you know 

about that?”

“Bernando Bolocco told me.”

“I don’t know who that is, but let me tell you something—

there is a lot of talk about the male ego.  A lot of it is true, but I want 

you to think about the men we saw today at the Abakuá.  Sometimes 

one can observe a beautiful magnificence when men are feisty and 
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full of masculine energy.  You can’t just have feminine energy, there 

needs to powerful forces in the universe.  Besides, women created 

this quality in men.”

“How?” Nuno brooded.

“The way you breed a dog.  You select the things you like and 

within a few generations you get more of that thing you like.”

“I don’t understand.”

“For example, women are attracted to confident men.  So 

they choose the confident ones over the ones that lack confidence.  

This has gone on for a very long time.  And now most men are so 

confident that they are stubborn, unable to consider the possibility 

that they may be wrong about something.”  Señor Huáng laughed so 

hard he began to wheeze.  “It’s the women who are at fault.  They 

made us this way through artificial selection!”   

Nuno smiled through his confusion.

“You see, there are many things I can teach you.  There’s an 

old Chinese saying:  When the student is ready, the teacher will 

appear.  I’m your teacher!”  Señor Huáng laughed heartily.  “Are you 

ready for your first important lesson?”

“Sí.”

“The first thing you need to know is this:  The adults are 

crazy.”

“Crazy?”

“Yes, and you must never tell this to an adult.”

“Why?”

“Because they are crazy,” Señor Huáng again laughed himself 
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into coughing and more wheezing.  “Oh, it’s time for you to go, 

Nuno.  I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.”

Nuno walked out of the shop wide-eyed, feeling that great 

mysteries were closer to being solved, yet a perplexing world weighed 

heavily upon him.  Señor Huáng’s teachings were different from 

Bernando Bolocco’s teachings.  How could this be?  And just as he 

was thinking this, the most improbable event that could occur 

tantalized him from a distance, a man who looked like Bernando 

appeared about a block away and vanished into a crowd.

Nuno ran in the direction of the man, searching every store 

for several blocks, shopkeepers watching him as if he were a thief, 

their suspicious looks pelting him like hail.  After some time, too 

exhausted to continue, he stood on a street corner out of breath.  Just 

then, a bus drove by.  He could see Bernando’s head in the window, 

his chin held high as if proudly being taken to his next great 

adventure.

Nuno wrapped his arms around his head and felt an almost 

physical pain.  Señora Díaz came and towered over him.  “You look 

well.  A lot better than the first time I saw you.  And yet you look 

sadder than I’ve ever seen you.”

“I saw Bernando Bolocco and ran after him,” Leopoldo said.

“Bernando Bolocco?  The great itinerant preacher?”

“A big man with big eyes, yes, Bo—locco.”

“I know Bernando personally,” she laughed.  “To tell you the 

truth, I think he’s in love with me.  Oh, the way he looks at me.  But 
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there is nothing he can do about it.  He’s taken a vow of celibacy.  

Don’t ask me what that means.  It’s such a shame.  He’s so 

handsome.”

“You know him?”

“I’ve spoken to him many times.  Well, perhaps not that 

many, but when he is in Matanzas-”

“If you ever see him again, please tell me.”

Nuno turned his back and walked away wondering what the 

truth might be:  Are men good or bad?

---

The following morning Señor Huáng slapped his book shut 

when he saw a man approaching the shop.  “This is a splendid day.  

My greatest patron is here.”

“Greatest?” Nuno asked.

“The wealthy Spaniard.”

The man stopped to look at a luggage display through the 

window, and then walked inside grinning.

“My friend, it is good to see you,” said Señor Huáng.

“It is equally good to see you.  I see you now have a young 

helper.”

“A fine young boy.  A very intelligent boy.”

“Then you are in good hands.  Tell me, is there any chance 

you can sell me another suitcase, exactly like the one I purchased last 
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time?  A Samsonite-”

“A twenty-one inch Samsonite Silhouette Wardrobe,” Señor 

Huáng said.  “I have one in the back of the store.”

“Good!”

The man turned to Nuno as Señor Huáng ran to the 

stockroom.  “So, you’re intelligent.  You must be very curious.”

“I would like to travel the world like you one day.”

“And why do you want to do that?”

“I don’t know...I want to be like you.”

“But you don’t know anything about me.”

“Señor Huáng says that people who travel are the greatest 

people in the world.”

“Oh really?  That’s very funny.  Perhaps there is something 

about Señor Huáng you should know.  We’ve been friends for a very 

long time.  He is the one who is the great world traveler.  I may be a 

clever businessman—there are many clever people in this world—

but Señor Huáng possesses wisdom. You won’t find many people 

with that.”

“Wisdom?”

“Yes, he sees that this moment is beautiful and perfect just 

the way it is.  He doesn’t need to travel the world anymore in search 

of beautiful places.  He is somehow aware of this.  Don’t ask me 

how.  Most people would give anything to find that kind of 

happiness, including me.  And there is one other thing you should 

know about Señor-”

“Here’s your Samsonite,” Señor Huáng returned with a self-
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satisfied expression and opened the suitcase to display two 

compartments separated by a curtain.  He caressed the silky pockets 

with elastic seams.  

“Gracias,” the man beamed.

Nuno frowned with disappointment.  

“There’s a rack and chord you can fold your pants on.”

“Yes, I know.  I have a suitcase just like this.”

“Of course, of course!”

Nuno opened his mouth, but could not form words.  The 

man picked up the suitcase by its cork handle, paid for it and left the 

store.

“Such a loyal customer,” Señor Huáng said and took a deep 

breath.  “Such an inspiring man.  Just the kind of man I was telling 

you about, an extraordinary man with an extraordinary life.”

Nuno looked at Señor Huáng with a new sense of awe and 

reverence.  He decided that he would play along and pretend that he 

didn’t know that Señor Huáng was among the greatest of men.  But 

what could that other thing be that he should know about Señor 

Huáng?  

---

“Tell me Mama!  What happened to Guillermo?” Olgalana 

asked.  

Lenchito held tightly on to the countertop, her lips trembling, 
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her head turned away.  “I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Then, when will we talk about this?  When are we ever going 

to talk?  I want answers!  Why would Thiago send away all his 

children?  What became of my other brother, Guillermo?” 

“Mi Niña, I don’t want to bring you anymore pain.”

“Please tell me Mama.”

“You’ve lost one brother, you don’t need...ay-”

“Something happened to Guillermo?”

Lenchito wept.  Olgalana placed her hand on her and felt the 

tenseness of her back. 

“He was sent away to live with—oh it doesn’t matter 

anymore—he became sick.”

“What?  What happened to him?”

“Polio.”

“My God.”

“His left arm withered.  He was such a sensitive boy.  He 

didn’t want to live anymore.”

“No!”

“He killed himself.”

Olgalana walked away trancelike, her very breath somewhere 

in hiding.  The pieces seem to be fitting together like science, an 

equation that doomed the family.  Both brothers died by suicide.  Olgalana 

attempted it.  Nuno must also carry this tendency in his blood. 

Thiago entered the house complaining about the heat, cursing 

the flies.  “Disgraceful creatures.”  He walked into the kitchen 

without noticing that Lenchito’s and Olgalana’s eyes were stained 
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with tears. 

“A fisherman asked my permission to catch a few fish by the 

naval base,” Thiago growled.  “I agreed.  But then I found out he had 

caught a shipload of fish.  He was a damn commercial fisherman.  I 

was so angry I shoved one of his fish down his throat...almost killed 

him.  Where’s my lunch?  I have to get back to work.”

Olgalana quietly left for her room.  She sat by the window, 

and for the first time her thoughts so overpowered her that she could 

not contain them in her mind.  She whispered them; loud enough to 

release emotion, but hushed enough not to be heard.  It was a 

mistake to come to Matanzas.  Matanzas, a word that means the place 

of killing.  This seemed inevitable now that she was paralyzed, caught 

in the web, unable to move.

---

One Tuesday afternoon at the luggage shop, Nuno was 

scraping paint off a glass shelf with a razor.  He had removed an 

assortment of travel accessories and was obsessively cleaning the 

display case.  A man with dirty clothes walked into the shop and 

asked for Señor Huáng.  Nuno disappeared and returned with the 

smiling old man.

“Buenos Días, at your service,” Señor Huáng said.

“I need your help.”

“How can I help you?”

“Do you know the charada numbers?”
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“No, I don’t,” Señor Huáng smiled.

“A mouse.  What number is a mouse?”

“I told you, I don’t know charada.”

“But you’re Chino.  How can you not know the charada?”

“I’m so sorry.”

The man angrily struck the countertop full of travel 

accessories, sending projectiles across the shop and hurried away, 

slamming the front door, chimes rattling in his wake.

“Are you all right Señor Huáng?” Nuno asked.

“I’m just fine.  But I’m sorry your work isn’t appreciated by 

everyone.  Now you have more cleaning to do,” Señor Huáng smiled.

“What is charada?”

“Chinese numerology.  I do know what that number is.  A 

mouse is twenty nine.  But, if I were to tell him—and he were to 

gamble his money away and lose what little he has—he would return 

and blame me.”

“Did you ever play it?”

“No,” Señor Huáng laughed.  “That is not how life works.  

There are no clever tricks for getting the things you want.  If there is 

something you are meant to have, nothing in the universe will be able 

to separate you from it.  We are all tied together by something 

unseen.  As we pull on this unseen thing, we pull ourselves closer to 

the people, places, and things we are meant to be with.”

“How do you pull on something you can’t see?”

“It’s a feeling you have in your heart.  When I was a young 

man in China, one day I had this strange feeling that I needed to 
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climb to the top of Tai mountain.  Some may say that this was just a 

random coincidence, but I don’t believe that anything happens by 

chance.  I boarded a train to the mountain and stayed in a sleeper 

compartment.  I took the upper bunk bed.  In the bed beneath me 

was my future wife.  We had exchanged a few glances, but I had no 

idea if she was interested in me.  During the night I let my arm hang 

down.  I was surprised to feel her hand in mine.  I can’t even begin to 

describe how happy this made me.  

The next morning, we both climbed the seven thousand steps 

of Tài Shān, the most significant of the Five Sacred Mountains.  At 

the Lu-Viewing Platform, where Confucius pronounced that the 

world was small, we held out our hands to feel the mist from the 

clouds.  We were going to climb a little further up to the Jade 

Emperor Temple, but decided to stay there.  We wanted that 

moment to last forever.  There was something about the sight of her 

at the Lu-Viewing Platform with the clouds crashing into her.  It 

took my breath away.  I fell in love, Nuno.”

Nuno smiled.

“In her eyes I could see something of the unseen thing that 

ties some people together.  For a moment it seemed that she 

understood it all, as if she had secret knowledge.  And perhaps at that 

moment I was also able to see the unseen thing.  I could tell that she 

was a good person.  I could see her as translucent, revealing that she 

wore nothing insipid close to her heart.  I wanted to stay there 

experiencing this perfect moment forever, beyond the moment the 

mountain lost its beauty—beyond the moment the sun could no 
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longer set with fiery colors.  You see, I was afraid that something 

might change and that I would lose her, but we are still together after 

all these years.  I was faithful to the call of my heart and the call of 

Tài Shān.  We will have what we are meant to have, unless, that is, we 

resist it.” 
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Chapter Six
1958

Nuno grew impressive in stature, his voice deep, eyes 

piercing, searching and venturesome.  He could look in the mirror 

and see overwhelming masculine qualities, and this made him 

perpetually on guard against the budding of ego.  Yet at times of 

boldness, he could declare, like Bernando Bolocco, that perhaps the 

male ego was good for something.  But it was Señor Huáng who 

helped him over the years unlock many other mysteries.

Huáng and Bolocco were opposites.  One was old, and one 

was young.  One had been present for many years, the other but for a 

brief moment.  One told many stories; the other wrote everything in 

books.  Nuno would sometimes wonder, if only Señor Huáng had 

written a book, or if only Bolocco had not gone away.   

A student of life, Nuno’s heart became the pages on which 

lessons would be jotted down, some challenging, some edifying, 

some lessons blotting out other lessons, some pages becoming worn 
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and indecipherable.  Such was the nature of truth, when one truth 

would replace another or stack on top of another like stalks of sugar 

cane after harvest.  

All these things create great tension and conflict in the heart, 

the many human philosophies, the interpretation of philosophies, 

and the opinions regarding the interpretation of philosophies.  

Fortunately for Nuno, Señor Huáng’s teachings along with My 

Unusual Perspectives on All Things had become touchstones by which to 

sort through the haze of human ideas. 

How one fatherless child could be endowed with such high 

favor caused Nuno for brief moments wonder if life was but a 

dream.  He himself felt caught up in some kind of eternal purpose, 

although he couldn’t tell what it was or where it would lead.

It had been several years since democracy in Cuba had come 

to an abrupt end.  When a man from the valley of Holguín who was 

part Spanish, part African, part Indian and part Chinese seized power 

in a military coup, Nuno was reminded of Bernando’s admonition 

concerning tyrants in military clothes.  He felt especially caught up in 

the enveloping grip of the day, serving in the Cuban Army.  There 

were rumors of tortures and mass executions.  Few could know for 

certain, but it made Nuno uneasy, fearing that his skills as a 

marksman might be called upon one day.  

Such was his trepidation that he might become un fusilero, and 

take part in atrocities, that for a time he experimented with blank 

cartridges carefully crafted for realistic recoil, in hopes of saving 

himself from a soul killing guilt.  However, his astounding skills as a 
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marksman earned him the role as a sharp shooting instructor.  

Having a captive audience and skills to impart, he relished the 

opportunity to deliver earsplitting sermons to his soldiers, who had a 

somewhat fanatical loyalty towards him.  All but two, that is, but we 

will consider this later.        

“¡Ojalá!—I hope!  I hope for all your sakes that there is never 

a war on this soil,” Nuno bellowed.  “¡Ave María purísima!  What am I 

going to do with all of you?”

At the artillery range, Nuno stood in front of a group of 

about twenty soldiers, all observing one particular soldier lying on the 

ground in the prone position.

“I’m getting dizzy,” said the soldier.

Nuno slapped his own forehead.  “You’re holding your 

breath too long!”

The group laughed.  Nuno smiled, but fought the urge to 

laugh himself.  “All right, relax your fingers.  Elbow directly under.  

Butt of the rifle in the hollow of your shoulder.  Any other place than 

the hollow of the shoulder, and you’re going to be sore.  Cheek 

against thumb, thumb against the stock.  Finger inside trigger guard.”

Nuno looked back at the group.  “All right, what is he doing 

wrong?”

No one answered.  

“Everything,” Nuno sighed.  “His right elbow is too close to 

his body.  He’s at too great an angle for the line of aim.  His left hand 

is too far back.  And as we’ve already seen, he holds his breath a little 

too long.”
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Nuno motioned the soldier to go back to the group.  “What 

am I going to do with all of you?  Dígame-tell me, what am I going to 

do?  And the funny thing is you’re all filled with so much confidence.  

Where does this confidence come from?  Most of you are hillbillies.  

You don’t know anything.  Some of you are nothing but racist, anti-

Semitic backward hillbillies.  There is no end to the depths of your 

ignorance.  Some of you are looking for a woman to marry so you 

can beat her.  Why should I teach you marksmanship?  Can you give 

me any good reason to make you more dangerous than you already 

are?”

“I don’t have anything against anyone,” said a swollen faced 

soldier.  “I would never hurt a woman.”

“Good.  But let me explain to you the reason for your 

excessive confidence—illiterate Guajiros without any refinement 

whatsoever—there’s no reason for such arrogance.  The reason for 

the excessive confidence is a profound sense of insecurity and 

inadequacy.  And truly, I tell you, there is only one reason for that—

one very little reason.”

“I think he’s talking about our manly parts,” said one soldier.

The group erupted into laughter.  

“Perhaps, perhaps,” Nuno fought off a smile.  “It is simply 

this, and I say this in love and with deep affection—you are filled 

with darkness.”

Discomfort swept across the faces of men who were only a 

few years younger than Nuno.  Some raised their eyebrows at one 

another.  Some looked down at the dirt, their own hearts 
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condemning them.  

“Yes, darkness fills you.  I hope you do whatever it takes to 

let in some light.”

“How are we filled with darkness?” one soldier asked.

“This is how I know you are filled with darkness:  There’s 

something very wrong with you.  Consider the human body, a 

miracle of organs and blood vessels.  With a rifle, you can blow the 

human body to pieces, make a disgusting mess.  Some of you are 

eager to carry out this act.  It was a very sick mind that invented a 

weapon like this to kill people.  Yes, a magnificent and beautiful 

weapon, but the product of a depraved mind.  A true soldier always 

prepares for war, but prays there will never be one.  We are men, not 

killing machines.”

Nuno turned around, took aim at a metal target four hundred 

meters away in a crater on a hill.  The thunder of the rifle startled 

some in the group who were still contemplating their own depravity, 

and then came a faint ring from the bullet hitting the square portion 

of the target that represented a human head.  

“There is nothing funny about this.  There is nothing to boast 

about.  Develop this skill as a means to tame and train your mind.  

That’s all.”  He raised one eyebrow.  “Is that clear?”

“¡Si señor!” the group responded.   

“Has anyone here ever heard of Saulo de Tarso?”

“He was blinded by the light,” someone shouted.          

“Before the light, he was blinded by stubbornness, afraid to 

change.  He was prepared to go on his entire life doing the same 
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things, refusing to die to self, thinking he was right about everything.  

He even thought he was doing the work of God.  But after the light, 

he died to the old man, and became a new man.  And that’s the way 

it always is.  We are filled with darkness, because we won’t allow the 

light to enter us.  The light is always shining, but we build walls to 

block it out.  And that’s because we always think we’re right.  We 

always think we know everything.”

 “What if I am right?” said one soldier, his voice knotted in 

frustration.

Nuno smiled.  “We’re men.  We can’t bear the thought that 

we could ever be wrong.”

“But, what if I’m not?”

Nuno, cradled the rifle behind his neck.  “You prove my 

point...”

---

Later that afternoon inside el bar de baile, several of Nuno’s 

students were sitting at a table, listening to the trombones and 

tumbadoras, drinking beer and commiserating about their peculiar 

discipleship.

“Who does he think he is?” said the swollen faced young man 

by the name of Mauricio.  “He has no right to mix military training 

with religion!  Where does he get off telling us that we are filled with 

darkness?”

A thin young man by the name of Maximo sat across the 
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table, his eyes widening in agreement.  He spoke in a hoarse growl.  

He had once been told that his voice was effeminate, and so he 

exhausted himself daily to speak in a low tone, only to sound as if he 

had emphysema.  “He read a book by Bernando Bolocco.  My father 

says Bolocco is a heretic.  He goes completely against church 

teaching.  He is a devil, and Nuno must be one of his demons...”

Nuno walked into the el bar de baile, scanning the room.  He 

glanced at the soldiers he knew, but did not acknowledge them.  He 

smirked when he saw Estrada the banker, gyrating to the rumba, 

enchanted with his own paranormal dance abilities.  There was a 

group of women sitting at a table, their attention fixed on Nuno.  

They smiled at him, some nodding as if playfully approving of his 

good looks.  

A woman named Juanita pushed an empty chair away from a 

table with her foot.  Nuno came and sat down.  “I take this as an 

invitation.  Am I correct to think that I’m wanted here?”

“Papucho, you know we love you,” Juanita said.

Nuno glanced at Estrada, swirling his hips like a carousel.  “I 

can dance much better than him,” Nuno winked.

A woman named Carmen, with a mixture of derision and 

intrigue, leaned closer to him.  “Honestly, how can anyone not even 

drink a little drop of something?”

“It really does nothing for me,” Nuno said.  “It just makes 

me sleepy, that’s all.”  He smiled warmly at Carmen, lifting her hand 

and kissing it.

Raúl, a heavy man with an enormous pompadour, stormed 
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into the dance hall, seizing Estrada by his guayabera shirt.  “¡Hijo de 

puta!  ¡Te mato!—son of a whore!  I’ll kill you!”  He pounded Estrada’s 

face, profanity escalating as his victim sank.  When he reached the 

floor, Estrada was pummeled by kicks to his ribs.  Nuno got up, 

walked over and pulled Raúl away.

“What happened?  Why are you kicking the shit out of this 

man?” Nuno said, holding Raúl back.

“¡Este come-mierda—this shit eater, he was supposed to speak 

to all his important contacts—I should have been appointed to an 

important position by now!”

Nuno tried to calm Raúl.  “You’ll never get appointed to 

anything if you kill this man.  Look, I have an idea...” As Estrada 

stumbled out of el bar de baile, holding his bloody nose with a piece of 

torn guayabera, Nuno outlined several possible courses of action for 

Raúl, schemes, public relation ploys and contrivances.  In the end, 

Raúl was delighted by a plan to organize a hospital fundraiser, Nuno 

assuring him that it would convince all the city officials of Guanajay 

that he was a great and caring soul.

Raúl grinned and put his arm around Nuno.  “You are a very 

enterprising young man—such an understanding of the ways of the 

world at such a young age...”

When Nuno returned to the table, the women looked at him 

incredulously.  

Carmen, unfazed, poured a shot of tequila.  “Ay Chepe, I 

don’t believe you when you say drinking does nothing for you.  I’m 

going to get you drunk tonight.”
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The two traded shots for quite some time until Carmen was 

too sick to go on.  Nuno stared at her, and then slowly let his eyelids 

close as he fell asleep.

Maximo and Mauricio watched from their table with 

contempt.  “He quotes the word of God, and look at him and his 

whores...”

---

The next day, Nuno awoke on the beach with Juanita and 

Carmen.  The sounds of the waves seemed amplified as if through a 

megaphone, the sun screaming in his face.  Carmen sat in the 

distance resting her head on her knees.  

“Dios mío,” Nuno grinned.  “I was with two women last 

night? —tell me, how was I?”

“You were delicious,” Juanita pinched Nuno’s cheek hard 

and then softly slapped him on the back of the head.

“The best night in my life, and no one bothered to wake me 

up so I could enjoy it?”

“Hay—stop it,” Juanita laughed.  “It can be dangerous when 

someone passes out from drinking.  We were just keeping an eye on 

you.”

“How did I get here?”

“I kept driving until we reached the ocean.  You don’t 

remember stumbling out of the car and collapsing here?”

“No, I don’t.  How’s Carmen?”
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“Cousin!” Juanita screamed.  

Nuno grimaced.  

Carmen made an ambiguous gesture with her arm.

“I think she’s all right,” Juanita said.  “She’s probably 

regretting last night very much.”

Nuno sighed.  

“I think it’s about time the two of you admit what you feel 

for each other,” Juanita smiled.  “All this strange flirting between you 

two is going to drive everyone crazy.”

Nuno rolled his eyes.  “It’s not flirting.  We’re just friends.”

“I think she resents you for how you make her feel.”

“Why would she resent me?”

“Because you’re a good man, and she’s vain and selfish.  She 

knows it.”

“Well tell her not to waste her time thinking about me.  I care 

about her too much to play games.”

“You’re a strange one, Nuno.”

“Not as strange as my dreams.  I had a very interesting one 

last night.”

“Tell it to me.” 

Nuno picked up some sand and sifted it with his fingers to 

examine the tiny shells.  “I was in a forest.  In the distance I could see 

a fire.  It was getting close to a house.  I realized that it was the house 

I used to live in with my aunt and grandparents.  I ran inside to warn 

them about the fire.  The glow of the fire was filling every crack and 

crevice.  Flies were crawling on the window panes.  You must leave—
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The fire is too close!—It’s not safe! I screamed.  Abuelita Lenchito and Tia 

Olgalana were sitting on a sofa looking at the reflection of the flames 

on the walls.  They seemed indifferent, but Lenchito slowly lifted an 

open hand to acknowledge me.  I heard her speak, but her lips didn’t 

move.  She said:  Nothing can happen to us.  We’re already dead.”

“Por Dios,” Carmen gasped. 

“Then I heard the sound of ocean waves and seagulls, and I 

woke up.”

“You mentioned Abuela and Olgalana.  What about your 

grandfather?”

“My grandfather? Thiago, was also there.  He was the fire.”

---

Olgalana spent most of her time at home, sitting in a chair 

and looking out a window.  She would whisper to herself, playing out 

dramas in her mind, searching for the most appropriate defense for 

every situation.  Thiago, tired of her anxieties, one day lost his 

patience and told her that he would chop her head off and finally end 

her incessant worrying.  He later apologized, but realized he could 

not take back what the threat had initiated, namely a deeper wave of 

anxiety.

At the prompting of Lenchito, who was concerned that 

Olgalana had turned twenty nine and had not yet married, she went 

to the El Parque de la Libertad one night.  It was a park where 
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women and couples would walk a path clockwise, and men would 

walk counter clockwise.  A young man named Leopoldo also came to 

the park that night.  He was wearing a dress uniform with a white cap 

and necktie.  The first time Leopoldo saw Olgalana, he felt 

lightheaded.  His eyes widened and his breath became shallow.  He 

wiped the sweat from his pompadour and quickened his pace, eager 

to see her a second time.  

After a full circle around the park, he saw her again.  This 

time he was unable to contain himself.  “Ave María purísima!” he 

exclaimed and changed directions to walk beside her.

“What is wrong with you?” Olgalana said as Lenchito walked 

away to sit on a bench.

“I was simply reacting to your beauty,” said Leopolodo.

“Flattering—but your behavior is very strange.”

There was another couple walking close to them.  The man 

scoffed when he saw Leopold attempting to court Olgalana.  “Stay 

away from her.  Her father is Thiago.”

Leopoldo ignored him, stumbling as he tried to take in her 

delicate and ethereal appearance.

“Everyone is afraid of my father,” Olgalana said.

“I’m not afraid of anyone or anything,” Leopoldo said.  

“You should be.  There are many reasons to be afraid.  

People are on edge for all sorts of reasons.  Do you not remember 

the attack last year on the Goicuria barracks right here in Matanzas?”

“Don’t worry about these things.  You’re safe with a soldier 

walking next to you.”
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“Perhaps you’re not afraid of anything because you’re not 

aware of what happens—you don’t pay attention to all that goes on.”

“I’m aware of everything.  I know lots of things.  For 

instance, many years ago, one of our submarine chasers sank a 

German u-boat just off the coast of Matanzas.”

“That was only a rumor.”

“It is more than a rumor.”

Leopoldo became more aware of the derision of others.  

...stay far away from her...there’s a reason she doesn’t have a man... 

Leopoldo looked at Olgalana sadly.  “So it seems everyone is 

afraid of your father.  I won’t be.  I will take care of you.”

“Take care of me?”

“We must marry immediately.”

“Marry?  Have you lost your mind?”

“No, I want the most beautiful woman on earth.  And you 

need someone to protect and care for you.”

All at once, the men and women of the procession came to a 

halt.  A man dressed in black emerged from the shadows.

“Monsignor Trabusturio is here.  Lord help us,” said one 

young lady.

Olgalana clung to Leopoldo.  “Trabusturio,” she whispered. 

Trabusturio’s contemptuous eyes ravaged the crowd.  “It 

pains me.  It pains me to see you here tonight.  Your sins are not 

hidden from God under the cover of night.  He sees what you’re 

doing.  Do you think this is Havana?  Do you think it is proper to 

come out at night?  Night is for sleeping.  The night is the time the 
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devil comes out.  And I am like the angel of the Lord.  I will expose 

what you are doing, and I will completely eradicate sin from the city 

of Matanzas.  Mark my words; I will completely do away with all sin 

in Matanzas!”

By the time he had finished saying this, he stood alone in el 

Parque de la Libertad, trembling with self-righteousness.
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Chapter Seven

Nuno worked tirelessly in his spare time to organize the 

fundraiser for the hospital.  It seemed that Raúl hardly did anything 

but talk to a few people and smile like a politician.  Nuno had 

introduced himself to the hospital staff and given himself vague 

powers that no one questioned.  Within a day, everyone was doing 

whatever he said.  Estrada recovered from his injuries and thanked 

Nuno, knowing that his elaborate scheming was designed to spare his 

life.  

Nuno had thought of many ways to drain the guests of their 

money.  Donations would be raised through a dinner; the food 

donated by local chefs.  There would be wine-tasting, games and 

dancing.  It’s all for a good cause, he kept reminding himself.  Perhaps 

Raúl would be given some important role in city government and 

everyone would be happy in the end.  

The night of the fundraiser, Nuno, wearing a formal uniform, 

escorted six mentally handicapped patients from their respective 

wards to the event hall.  When they entered the room and heard the 
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music, the six men moved their shoulders and hips as if they had 

waited a lifetime to dance.  Their souls awakened and their bodies 

functioned like well-designed extensions, their faces transfigured with 

smiles.

Nuno saw Carmen wearing a soft lavender evening dress with 

several strands of necklaces.  She raised her hand and wiggled her 

fingers.  

“Portasen bien—behave yourselves,” Nuno instructed the 

group.  He walked to Carmen beaming.  “You look stunning.”

“Gracias, Chepe.  I didn’t know if I should come.  I really 

don’t like formal events.”

“I’m glad you came.”   

“You look so handsome tonight.  I wish I could stay.”

“You’re leaving?”

“I really don’t feel comfortable here, Chepe.”

“Let’s go outside.”

They walked out of the hospital and down a road that turned 

dark after a short distance.  Carmen didn’t speak for a while.  “Tell 

me, what were you and Juanita talking about at the beach?”

“Nothing important.”

“I was getting very jealous.  It was beautiful by the water.  It 

would have been perfect had there been no tequila—or Juanita.”

Nuno tilted his head and smirked.  “You should consider 

Juanita a very good cousin.  She told me what a humble and selfless 

person you are.”

“Juanita said that?”
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“Is it true that you’re humble and selfless?”

“I really wouldn’t use those words to describe myself.”

“And why do you argue with me so much?  Why do you 

always act like I annoy you?”

“Ay, why so many questions?  Don’t you know women have 

complex emotions?” 

“Especially women from La Habana.”

“Whatever you’ve heard it’s not true-”

“And so tell me something that is true for once.”

“I’m married.”

“Niña, no joda—are you serious?”

“Chepe, I hope you don’t think I’m a bad person.”

“Déjate de boberías—don’t be so silly,” Nuno said.  “Where is 

your husband?”

“He’s a soldier like you.  He’s stationed at Camp Columbia in 

Havana.”

“Someone I know?”

“His name is Leopoldo.”

“Tell me something, Carmen.  Why are you so unhappy?  

Why are you not with your husband?”

“I don’t know, Chepe.”

Nuno gave her a sad smile, kissed her hand and walked back 

towards the hospital.

---
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Olgalana sat next to her window whispering to herself.  Her 

mother came to tell her she had a visitor.  She went to the door to 

find Leopoldo holding flowers.

“How did you find me?” Olgalana asked.

“Everyone seems to know you.”

“Rather—they know my father.”

Leopoldo handed her the flowers.

“They’re beautiful,” Olgalana said softly.  

“May I come in?”

“Yes, please.”

They both sat down on a sofa, Olgalana looking away from 

him.

“You met my mother?”

“Yes.”

“My father isn’t here.  You will have to meet him another 

time.  When will I meet your parents?”

“You can’t meet them.”

“Why?  Are you ashamed of me?”

“No, but you must never meet them.”

“Why?  Why won’t you tell me?”

“I don’t want you to see where I grew up.  I don’t want you 

to know about my family.”

“Why?” Olgalana raised an eyebrow.

“We’re poor.  I didn’t want you to see how poor we are.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Leopoldo sighed.  “Does your mother know that I want to 
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marry you?”

“Yes, she is happy for me.”

“We should go to the cathedral to discuss our wedding.”

“What if Monsignor Trabusturio is there and recognizes us 

from el Parque de la Libertad?”

“It was dark.  There were so many people there.”

“That man scares me...”

Later that week, Leopoldo was at Camp Columbia in Havana 

when a man came to question him.  He was lanky and grim and 

stared at Leopoldo with such intensity that he found it hard to 

breathe.

“I’m Olgalana’s father, Thiago.  I happen to work for El 

Mulato Lindo,” the officer said.

“El Mulato Lindo?” Leopoldo swallowed.

“If you are going to marry my daughter, I think you need to 

move up in the world.  I hear your four years in the military are 

almost over.”

“This is my last week.”

“So you can get started assisting me.”

“Assisting?”

“In my investigations with BRAC.”

“Buro Para Represion de las Actividades Comunistas?”

“Yes, there are many suspicious individuals in our area.”

“I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“Do you sympathize with the socialist scum?”

“I just don’t want to hurt anyone.”
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“I’m offering you work and the honor of serving El Mulato 

Lindo.  I’ll see to it that we ease you gradually into your work and 

that nothing offends your sensibilities.”

“Do you know El Mulato personally?” 

Anger filled Thiago’s eyes.  “Listen to me carefully.  Don’t 

ever call him El Mulato Lindo.  He hates that.”

---

One night, Nuno was unable to sleep.  He felt a strange pull 

on his heart, and thought of the unseen thing that Señor Huáng had 

spoken of.  He surrendered to it and found himself making the two 

hour drive to the Guanajay of his childhood.  La calle central led him 

through the main part of the town and then to the outskirts.  He 

noticed a carbide light flickering in one of the farmhouses he knew 

well.  

He got out and knocked on the door.  Pablo opened it, his 

eyes exhibiting the same bookish exhaustion after all these years.

“Cuco, good to see you.  What brings you here so late?”

“Just thought I’d visit,” Nuno said.

“Come follow me.  Everyone is sleeping.”

Pablo, holding the dish of the lamp in front of him, led Nuno 

outside to the carpentry shed.  They went inside and Pablo dragged 

two stools together by a workbench so they could talk.

“Cuco, I had always hoped you would marry my daughter, 

Gabriela.  I don’t know what you’re waiting for.  Well, this is all none 
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of my business.  You’ll be pleased to know that I’ve been doing 

actual work lately.”

“Is this a sign of the end of the world?” Nuno smiled.

“Very funny.  It’s just that I can’t bear to do the same things, 

not year after year.  Last week I was trying to do the impossible—

grow apples in Cuba.  Don’t laugh!  Yesterday I planted mamey.  You 

know what they say; whoever plants mamey never lives to see 

mamey.  What do I care if I never live to see the mamey?  Maybe my 

great grandchildren will see it.  It’s not about the mamey.  You know 

that.”

Nuno tilted his head with a somber countenance.  “Do you 

have a word of encouragement for me?”

“Ah, so that’s why you’re here tonight.  You’re wondering if 

perhaps I’ve been reading something that might speak to your spirit.  

Some dressing for your emotional wounds until they’ve had time to 

heal?  Life is always testing our faith.  What happened, Cuco?” 

“Nothing happened.  I’m happy with my life.  I just miss the 

days of amazing discoveries.  I would like to find something new and 

exciting.”

“Don’t lose heart, Cuco.  If you chase after truth, you will 

always find it.  But there may come a time when the ox pulling the 

cart with the ark of the testimony stumbles.  If the ox stumbles, life 

may become difficult.  If the ox stumbles you may lose heart.  You 

may want to run away from God.  You may want to leave God at the 

house of Obed-Edom.  Obed-Edom will be blessed and eventually 

you will become jealous.  Only when you want truth like a jealous 
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lover will you return to the house of Obed-Edom, just as scripture 

tells us.”

“Are you saying that you’re Obed-Edom?”

“Cuco, don’t leave me here to guard the ark of the testimony 

by myself.”

“This is precisely why everyone thinks you’re crazy.”

Pablo continued speaking as if he hadn’t heard Nuno.  

“Cuco, that time that Bernando Bolocco stayed at your house—when 

you were a boy.  What was he like?”

Nuno paused to look down at the floorboards covered in 

sawdust.  “I didn’t really understand a lot of what he was saying.  I 

remember that he mentioned that men had egos and women were 

perfect and wonderful.”

“That’s what he told you?”

“That’s what I remember.”

“He spoke to you candidly.  What a thing.  He revealed his 

heart to a child-”

“Pablo, he’s just a man.”

“Yes, I know he’s just a man.  But he has played an important 

role in our lives.  He introduced us to a great mystery.  An artist can’t 

explain the first time they fell in love with their art.  It’s like that with 

us.”

“I think I can explain it.  He inspires people.  It’s as simple as 

that.”

Pablo nodded and smiled with closed lips in an upside-down 

arch.  “Si, si.  Maybe I overcomplicate things.  Maybe it is as simple 
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as that.  But all I am trying to say, Cuco, is that it is always easy to get 

discouraged—being open to the subtle things in life that point to the 

eternal is hard work.  When all evidence of God is erased from your 

life, stay faithful, until the sun emerges again.” 

Nuno stood and told Pablo that it was exactly what he 

needed to hear.  He embraced him and left.  Outside, he noticed the 

brilliant Milky Way on a night that had turned so dark that he 

couldn’t see the horizon.  He heard the clopping of hoofs, and 

turned to see that Gabriela was following him on a horse dimly 

illuminated in starlight.

“Need a ride?” Gabriela asked.

“I didn’t know you were up,” Nuno said.

“I heard you talking to my father.”

“Which horse is this?”

“Abogado.”

“Does he like to be ridden double?”

“I think so.”

Nuno mounted Abogado, putting his arms around Gabriela 

and holding on to the horn of the saddle.  Gabriela squeezed 

Abogado with her knees, gave two clucks, and he began walking.  

Nuno pressed his head softly against Gabriela’s neck.  He 

closed his eyes and took in her scent.  There was a hint of orange 

blossoms mixed with perfume.  

“I haven’t seen you in while,” Gabriela said.  “You should 

visit more often.” 

“I should,” Nuno sighed.
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“I’ve been thinking a lot lately.”

“About what?”

“Us.”

“What about us?”

“About the pact we made a long time ago.”

“That if we don’t find anyone by the time we’re thirty, we’ll 

get married-”

“Yes, Tata.  What other pact is there?”

“What are you saying?”

“Why did we make that pact in the first place?”

“Let’s see.  Because you’re practically the only family I have.  

We’re best friends.  Because we’re young and need room to explore 

many things and have our youthful indiscretions-” 

“Because you want to maintain your freedom as long as you 

can?”

Nuno was quiet for a moment.  “Did you know that when a 

male lion gets to a certain age the clan banishes him until years later 

he returns as a mature lion?”

“Where did you hear that?”

“I read it.”

“So you’re a young obnoxious lion that needs time to grow 

up?”

“Perhaps.”

Gabriela laughed.  “No one can stand adolescent males, but 

you’re a man now.”  

“I am.”
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Nuno released the horn of the saddle and put his arms 

around Gabriela.  Gabriela closed her eyes for a moment.  She parted 

her lips and then softly bit them, thinking about her next words.  

“I think I’ve fallen in love with you, Tata.”

“Gabriela, I fell in love with you a long time ago.”

She placed her hand on Nuno’s forearm and didn’t say 

anything for a while.

“Tata, is there another reason why we’re not together?  Is it 

because I’m half black?”

“No, no-”

“If my skin were as light as yours or my father’s.  And I know 

that I’m not even that pretty-”

“Gabriela-no.  Look, I have to make a confession.  Your 

mulatta complexion has tempted me many times to dissolve our 

pact.”

“Tempted you?”

“Yes Gabriela, yes.  Are we really going to end our friendship, 

and become lovers?” 

“I’ll never stop being your friend.”

“Hmm.  It’s so strange.”

“What?”

“To be able to allow myself to have what I really want.”

“You really want me—Tata?”

“I fantasize about you all the time.”

“You do?”

“Yes, Gabriela.”
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They were silent for a while.  There were only the sound of 

grasshoppers and Abogado’s hoofs.  At that moment it seemed that 

the dark trees were disentangling themselves, asking questions, the 

countryside—a court, deciding, documenting, listening to testimonies 

and denials.  There seemed to be nothing to conceal the inner voices, 

the thoughts, the craving for passion and tenderness.  Nuno and 

Gabriela were absent, yet fully present, filled with both love and 

apprehension.  There were no boundaries to their souls, no secrets.

“Why don’t you come with me to el bar de baile?” Nuno asked.  

“I don’t know as many people here as in Matanzas, but I know 

some.” 

“Tata, el bar de baile doesn’t allow people like me there.”  

“If I’m not mistaken, next Saturday is costume night. No one 

will know.  Do you think you can have a costume by next week?”

“My cousin tried to go one time.  They made her take off a 

glove to show them her hand.  Her skin wasn’t light enough.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I’ll do it, but I’m afraid.”

“Don’t be.  For us, everything will start anew.  We’ll wear 

disguises.  It will symbolize all that we’ve hidden from each other.  

And then we’ll take the costumes off and show the world who we 

really are.”

“How scandalous,” Gabriela smiled.

They didn’t say another word for a long time as they rode 

Abogado.  Nuno put his hands around Gabriela’s hands as she held 

the reigns.  The glow of Guanajay, peaceful, garnering possibilities—
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life unfolding like petals. 
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Chapter Eight

The days were like eventful dreams, each a frontier for the 

heart to navigate through.  Yet, there were also long shadows cast by 

tall and uncaring veils that block out the sun.  The veils are numb and 

blind to the darkness they create, a dark that is neither nocturnal nor 

restful.  

The veil fell on a group of teenagers one day.  They were 

laughing and filled with merriment.  And as they crossed a street in 

the midday sun, one girl lagged behind.  Perhaps she was lost in 

reverie, in love.  There was a terrible sound and the rest of the group 

looked back to see that she had been killed by a car.  The young men 

fell to their knees and wailed towards the heavens.  The young 

women walked around, stunned, holding their heads in their arms.  

One girl spoke through her tears.  “I took her for granted!  I took her 

for granted!”  

From across the street, Olgalana had witnessed the event.  In 

an instant, what was left of her spirit seemed to crumble.  She walked 
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the city for an entire day, the heat causing her to surrender to the 

most irrational of thoughts.  At one point she thought that she was a 

cup of water that had begun to evaporate.  She passed the church, 

the cemetery, the hospital, and the Sauto Theater several times, her 

essence fading until she felt herself completely vanish.  When her 

awareness returned to her, she found herself opening the door to the 

police station.

Startled by the screaming she heard, Olgalana paused, holding 

the door halfway, her stomach wrenching.  She took a deep breath 

and entered.  A uniformed officer looked up at her.  

“Olgalana, this really isn’t a good time.”

“Is my father here?”

“He’s interrogating someone right now.”

“I’ll wait.”

“It’s a very busy day for us.  A young woman was hit by a car 

today.”

“I know.”

“And your father is very busy with other things as well.”

The unintelligible shrieking seemed to reverberate through 

the building, a primal pleading of some sort that was quickly making 

Olgalana sick.  After some time, the door opened, and Olgalana 

could hear the sound of someone hosing off the floor.  Thiago 

walked out of the room tapping on his wristwatch and holding it to 

his ear.  

He stopped and looked at Olgalana.  “What are you doing 

here?”
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“I know what goes on here.”  Her words sounded like they 

were spoken by someone lifting an enormous weight.  Her gravity 

stunned Thiago.

“A room with a drain on the floor—a drain so you can wash 

away the blood.  Do you still violate women with a soldering iron?”

“Enough—come!”

Thiago grabbed Olgalana by the arm and took her to an 

office room, slamming the door.  He pushed her down into a chair, 

looming over her with contempt.  

“Perhaps you don’t know anything.  Perhaps you are the 

stupidest girl in the world.  But a storm has arrived on the island.  

Guerilleros have been waging attacks against the government from the 

Sierra Maestra Mountains for several years.  Few have taken the 

fighters seriously, and these things are far away from Matanzas, and it 

seems to be of no significance to anyone.  And yes, people are 

horrified by the bombings in Havana, but no one really understands 

what is at stake.  It is my responsibility to find all the subversives, 

every last person who intends to do harm to the government and to 

this country.  I will do everything and anything it takes to defend this 

land.  So listen to me carefully.  You will marry this idiot, Leopoldo, 

and get out my house, or as surely as the sun sets, I will have your 

head.”

---

Gabriela working on her disguise, added a veil to a Venetian 
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full-face mask, and combined it with a dress she had worn once to el 

carnaval de La Habana.  She stood in front of a mirror, holding the 

costume and long black gloves that spilled down to the dresser.  Her 

mother, Elena, peeked into her room, and then came in.

“I’m happy for you, but are you sure you want to do this?” 

Elena said.

“I’m afraid,” Gabriela admitted.

“I don’t know why the nightclubs are segregated.  En los 

Estados Unidos there is also discrimination.  They segregate 

restaurants, restrooms, water fountains, schools.”

“They do?”

“You would have to sit in the back of the bus there.  And 

I’ve heard stories.  I’m not sure if they’re true.”

“¿Que?”

“My sister went to Miami once.  She said that the police kill 

black people at night.  In the morning, there are bodies lying in the 

street.”

“Dios mio.”

“Most Americans are good.  But every country has some bad 

people.”  Elena examined the baroque patterns in the Venetian mask.  

“What a disgraceful and absurd thing it is for one person to think 

they’re superior to another because of the color of their skin.”

“Did you and Papá ever have problems?”

“Why, because we’re different races?  No.  Besides, Cuba is a 

product of Spain and Africa.  Although sometimes people say stupid 

things.  Like when I was pregnant with you.  Some wondered if you 
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would have pelo malo—bad hair.”

“And Papá never cared?”

“Niña, Pablo doesn’t have a racist bone in his body.  I don’t 

even think he knows I’m black.  I haven’t told him yet.”

Gabriela laughed.  

“Nuno has always been like a son to him,” Elena said.  “They 

are very similar.”

“So if we get married, he’ll sit around reading while I do all 

the work,” Gabriela smiled.

“The thing you have to understand about men is that they 

need some great exciting thing in their lives.  When Pablo reads his 

books, he really thinks he’s part of a something much greater than 

himself.  Many men are like this, even some women.  Without being 

caught up in something that gives them an extraordinary sense of 

purpose and meaning, they slowly lose interest in life.  Even if men 

behave like children, you have to tolerate it.  The alternative is 

depression or alcohol—something to fill the emptiness—or they just 

become boring and lifeless.”

“How sad.”

“Every man deep down inside wants to be Ernest 

Hemingway, or a great athlete, or a leader, or Bernando Bolocco,” 

Elena smiled.

“Like Papá and Nuno.”

“They don’t actually think they’re Bolocco.  Just little 

Boloccos.  It’s a fantasy that brings them much pleasure.” 

“Is that really how they think?”
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“I used to think Pablo was crazy, but anyone who can 

generate their own happiness is far saner than most.  And it’s an 

attractive feature in a man—to have a certainty in what he is and 

what he does.”

“Nuno has a lot of confidence.”

“Yes, but he’s just a naïve young man.  There’s only so much 

you can know at that age.  However, I could always see it in his eyes, 

how he worships you.  Even though he moved away and you hardly 

even saw each other, I’m surprised it took so long for the two of you 

to become a couple.  Actually, I’m more surprised you didn’t find any 

interesting young men at the University of Havana.”

Gabriela smiled. 

“Oh, I see,” Elena laughed.  “So there were some cute boys 

there.  But it only made you realize that there is no one like Nuno.  

Am I right?”

“Sí Mami.  I can’t wait until I see him.”  

Gabriela twirled and slowly danced around the room, holding 

her costume.  Elena rolled her eyes.

“But you still need me to come as a chaperone,” Elena said.

Gabriela stopped dancing, and dropped her jaw.  “Mami-”

“Who’s ever heard of a young woman alone with a man?”

“¡Ay por Dios!  We grew up together!  I’ve been to the 

university!  This is Nuno we’re talking about.”

Elena pouted and made unclear expressions.  

“Mami?—Mami?” 
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---

Nuno drove over the dry leather face of the main road to 

Havana, the tires of his 1953 Chevrolet softly vibrating upon a land 

of dreams.  The pavement was bathed in sparkles, in what Nuno 

considered a glorious light, reminding him of things he had only 

witnessed a few times before, not with his eyes but with his heart.  

It was past four and the workers had returned to the fields 

after their siestas.  Nuno could see them cutting cane, wearing straw 

hats and baggy button-down shirts always tucked into belted baggy 

pants.  Every reaper had a hidden life in the middle of the day, four 

hours to sleep or make love or create still deeper mysteries—that is, 

unless he was especially busy and had no choice but to work a full 

day.  

One gloved, long-sleeved arm held the sharp machete, and 

the other arm swung the stalks away like chaff.  This mechanical 

repetition, no doubt, left the mind to reflect upon the siesta time, the 

most important time of the day.  

Cutting sugar cane and all practical things, have little to do 

with the impalpable riches of unseen things.  Nuno thought of a 

siesta of his own with Gabriela.  How could it have taken so long to 

allow himself to think of her in such ways?  So etched in stone was 

this association he had made—like what Bolocco had called a 

petroglyph—a beautiful girl with wings, an angel.  How she had 

fallen in angelic order, from divine mediator to human.

So this is what it’s like to be in love, Nuno thought—to 
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incessantly daydream about another person.  He thought of her 

smile, her bonfire of emotions, her cooing voice, her supernatural 

eyes.  These things all seemed to be new ever since she had returned 

from the university.  Everything else was the same, but Gabriela was 

a blossoming lily.  

In the sea of sugar cane, he passed a group of men bringing 

cane to a cart yoked to four oxen.  The cart was made of sticks and 

branches, and attached to two tires that appeared to be from a large 

truck.  One man stood on the cart and reached down to receive 

several stalks of cane at a time.  The straining sinews, the undeclared 

admiration, the hours of quiet work, the sound of hacking machetes, 

all things he had seen before, but this time as if a shroud had been 

lifted and he could see past the ordinary.  

Although this was backbreaking labor, and many lived in 

deplorable conditions—despite the severe poverty in some cases, and 

a dark impenetrable veil, life sometimes offered glimpses of an 

unfathomable beauty that was kept safe and hidden by layers and 

layers of celestial secrets.

He drove until the sun had dipped below the horizon and the 

Havana lights were like a faint pearl necklace glimmering in the 

distance.  Large billboards greeted him with words like Bacardi and 

Frigidaire, and then the buildings, traffic and din of the city.  Nuno 

was too nervous to stop at his destination and kept driving.  He 

circled around the narrow streets of Old Havana, catching glimpses 

of the capitol building, the castle and the fortifications, buying 

himself time to think and reconsider.  
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As night fell, he surrendered to the urge that had sometimes 

kept him up at night.  Arriving at the upscale quarter of Vedado, he 

searched and found an address.  The home was an elegant estate, 

evocative of Italy, surrounded in landscaped gardens.  He parked and 

made his way on the tiled walkways and steps illuminated by the glow 

of windows.  When a man answered the door, Nuno thought he was 

looking in a mirror at an older version of himself.

“Buenas tardes.  You must be Roberto,” Nuno said.  “My name 

is-” 

“I know who you are.  Come—come inside.” 

Roberto led Nuno through an opulent living space into a 

room covered in wood paneling with large padded leather chairs.  

Nuno smelled the aroma and stammered, “What—what is this 

place?”

“This is a walk-in humidor.”

“Humidor?” Nuno said incredulously. 

“It has humidity control.  There are thousands of cigars in 

this room.”

“I don’t like cigars.”

“Pity.”

“I just don’t happen to like them.  Please forgive my 

rudeness.”

“Forgotten.  So let’s get down to business.  I know you have 

a lot of questions.”

“Well, if the rumors and everything I’ve heard is correct, then 

you’re my brother.”



Carlos Alemán

92

Roberto nodded meekly.  

“And why have you hidden yourself from me?”

“Please sit down.  Can I get you anything to drink?”

“No, thank you.”

Roberto sat and placed his hand on his chin, studying Nuno 

carefully.  “Before we delve into a world of questions, let’s talk about 

our mother.”

“Please,” Nuno said, sitting on the edge of a chair.

“First of all, my mother-.”

“Our mother,” Nuno corrected him.  “It’s the most important 

reason I came.  I want to know more about her.”

“Oh yes, our—I’m not used to saying it that way.  Our 

mother, Zoraida, died four years ago.”

Nuno tightened his forehead, looking bewildered.  “Died?” 

he whispered.

“Yes.  What do you know about her?”

“Nothing.  Absolutely nothing.”

“That’s what I figured.  Are you ready for the next 

revelation?”

“Yes.”

“There are many of us.  We have many brothers and sisters, 

all over the island—as plentiful as palm trees.”

“Really?”  Nuno leaned back into the chair, clasping his 

hands and listening attentively.

“The sad truth is that Zoraida went from man to man, getting 

pregnant many times.  She lived a wild life of drunken debauchery.  
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In the end, she destroyed herself.  No one ever really got to know 

her.  She left nothing behind to help us understand who she was, 

except each other, our bastard selves and our bastard other siblings.  

I can tell you some of their names, and then you can spend the rest 

of your life getting to know everyone, or perhaps you’ll be like me 

and find the whole thing too overwhelming.  Personally, I don’t think 

it’s worth it.  Our mother was a whore.  She’s not worth all this 

trouble.”

Nuno stared and blinked.  “Is that why you stayed out of my 

life?”

“You and I are nothing alike.  We have nothing in common.  

There’s nothing special about us being related to one another.  Just 

one look at you and I know everything about you and how I don’t 

need you in my life.”

“What do you think you know about me?”

“Here’s what I know to be facts.  My father is a wealthy man.  

I am an academy-trained officer.  I don’t appreciate being forced into 

retirement by El Mulato Lindo.  And you—you’re nothing.  You’re 

just an enlisted man.  You have no right to be a commissioned 

officer.  The government is violating the code regulating promotions 

and appointments.  You shouldn’t be wearing that uniform.  An 

enlisted soldier should know his place—know that he is inferior.  

That’s the most effective way to preserve the established order.  An 

enlisted man must always be made to feel inferior.”

Nuno felt shortness of breath, the smell of cigars irritating his 

lungs.  He stared and blinked in disbelief.  
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“I don’t like El Mulato Lindo,” Roberto continued.  “He 

looks like an Indian to me.  Or maybe he’s the grandson of a slave.  

Nobody knows.  Anyway, I wash my hands of all this.  As you can 

see, I’m living quite comfortably.  And how is life treating you?”

“I have food and lodging.  I earn a modest paycheck.  I own 

my own car.”

“Tell me something.  Do you read?”

“I have a reputation of being something of a bookworm.”

“Well, I’m not impressed.  Like I said, I don’t need you in my 

life.    

“Why are you being like this?” Nuno asked.  “I’m not here to 

ask for money.  I’m not your enemy.  Why do you treat me like this?”

“Well, I’ll just tell you the truth, and if it hurts, so be it.”  

Roberto stared at Nuno for a while, slowly nodding and tilting his 

head as if conducting a silent dialogue with himself, requesting 

permission and approval to continue.  “There’s something about you 

that reminds me of our mother.  I’m not sure what it is, but I don’t 

know if I could ever love you like a brother.  I’m sorry.  You 

shouldn’t concern yourself with whatever psychological problems I 

have.  And you, Nuno—what kind of damage did Zoraida leave 

behind in your life?”

Nuno was quiet for a moment.  “Since you’re my brother, 

even though you feel this way, I’ll share something with you that I’ve 

never told anyone.  Yes, I’ll share this with you, my aloof, uncaring 

brother.”  

Nuno looked away to study the wooden cigar boxes fitting 
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into the walls like books into bookcases, each box bearing a green 

government warranty stamp.  “I’ll never really know—but such was 

the damage that Zoraida left behind, that my father lost his will to 

live.  He never got over her.  When I was a boy, I caught him in the 

act of attempting suicide.  He was holding a pistola to his head.  I 

walked into his room.  He saw me and put it down.  I’ve hated guns 

ever since.”
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Chapter Nine

Nuno drove through rain.  He felt alone and empty, knowing 

that it was temporary, just like the downpour, but he needed 

something to calm him, some kind of warmth.  

He found an establishment, a dim light beckoning from 

under a fabric awning rippling in the wind.  He pulled by the sidewalk 

and turned off the engine and sat for a while, gazing at the light 

patterns made by the water on the glass.  When he caught himself 

replaying the conversation that he had had with his half-brother, he 

got out of the car and walked in the rain to a door with tiny lights 

strung to a sign that read bienvenidos—welcome.  

There was a young woman behind the counter, perhaps a 

teenager.

“Good evening.  Is this your first time here?”

“Yes.”

“Anything in particular you want?”

“I would like your most unattractive girl.”



Nuno

97

“Oh no.  We have very beautiful women here.”

“No.  I want your most unattractive girl.”

“Are you sure—a handsome man like you?  We have girls 

more compatible with-”

“The unattractive girls also need to make a living.  Isn’t that 

true?  Don’t the unattractive girls also need to make money?”

“Yes, but are you sure?”

“Yes.”

The young woman left and returned with someone that 

Nuno didn’t consider altogether unattractive.  She had a long face 

and a small mouth, but other than that, someone with a subtle beauty 

that Nuno could plainly see.  

“She’s pretty,” Nuno said.  “Are you sure you don’t have 

someone unattractive?”

“Well, we all think Alana is quite ugly.”

“I disagree.”

Alana darted her eyes back and forth, observing the exchange 

of flattery and insults.  After the two had stopped arguing, Nuno paid 

ten pesos, and Alana led him to a room at the end of a hallway.  

Alana closed the door after Nuno went in and sat on the edge of the 

bed.

“Don’t take your clothes off,” Nuno said.

“Why?”

“Nothing is going to happen.”

“Because I’m too ugly?”

“No, because I just need someone to hold for a little while.”
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Alana looked at Nuno as if there were indecipherable words 

written across his face.  She nodded and moved closer to him, 

putting her arms around his neck and shoulders.

“Are those tears or are you just wet from the rain?”

Nuno wore a sad smile.

“Are you all right?” Alana asked.

“I’m fine.  Please don’t pity me,” Nuno said as he held her 

tight, warming his cold body.

“I don’t pity you.  Do you pity me—for what I am?”

“No.  No, I don’t.  Women are perfect and wonderful.  

Whatever has happened to you, it was probably because of a man.”

Alana widened her eyes.  “Yes, it’s true.  How do you know 

this?”

“I just do.”

“I’m not one of those women that do it for two pesos behind 

a truck or in a room without a bed.  I’m a little better than that.”

“You don’t have to tell me this,” Nuno whispered.

“And why are you so sad?”

“I just had a bad day.  Tomorrow everything will be better.  A 

normal person would have a drink.  I don’t drink.  This seemed like a 

good idea to me.  I just didn’t want you to be attractive.”

“Why?”

“I’m in love with someone.”

“And you think I’m pretty?” Alana smiled.

“Don’t ever let anyone tell you you’re not.”

“Hmm.  Aside from this love of your life, don’t you have any 
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family?  You shouldn’t have to pay money for an embrace.”

“My family isn’t normal.  But the thing that brings me here 

tonight—is finding out that my mother is dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“She died a few years ago and no one ever told me.  I feel like 

I’m in mourning, yet I never knew her.”

“Poor thing.”

“They say that she was a bad woman, but I don’t care.  She 

was my mother.  Hold me tighter—as if you were her.”

Alana gave Nuno her full embrace.  They were silent for a 

while, listening to the rain on the roof.  

“You’re a nice man.  I’m not used to men showing 

tenderness to me—talking with me like this.  I think there’s 

something about prostitutes that makes men hate themselves—

makes them want to hurt us.  But I may have to find different work.  

Some rich men have been here.  They’re impressed with the beautiful 

women.  I think they’re going to turn this place into a high-class 

brothel and charge a lot of money.  And I’m not beautiful, so they’ll 

get rid of me.  And then maybe I’ll have to be one of those women 

that do it behind a truck or in a room without a bed, unless I can find 

something else to do.  So don’t be sad.  I’m sure your life is much 

better than mine.”

After a long while, Nuno stood and kissed Alana on her 

forehead, gave her a tip and left.
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---

Leopoldo was pounding at the house of Olgalana.  Lenchito 

came to open the door.

“Must you strike the door so hard?”

“I must talk to Olgalana at once,” Leopoldo answered.

“Come in, but you know she’s not well.”

“I am well aware of these things.”

“She may not be in the mood for visitors today.  She’s even 

stranger than her usual self.”

Leopoldo walked to Olgalana’s room and knocked softly on 

the door.  

“Enter,” she said.

Leopoldo entered and saw her sitting by a window with a 

sheer curtain that was waving in the breeze.

“I need to talk to you,” Leopoldo said with a stern 

expression.

“What’s wrong?”

“I want us to move far away from this country and far away 

from your father.”

“Why?”

“Some men, who also work for your father, just went into a 

school and shot two students.”

“Ay Dios.”

“It is only a matter of time until Thiago asks something of me 

that I cannot in good conscious agree to.”
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Olgalana nodded knowingly.

“Listen to me carefully,” Leopoldo said.  “We need to get 

married and leave the country.  But we must do it quickly.”

She held her head with both hands.  “No—no—no!”

“Please listen to me.”

“He’ll never let us.”

“You don’t have to worry about anything.  I’ll find a way.  

We can go to Los Estados Unidos or Brasil or some other place.”

“You really don’t know my father.”

Later that afternoon, Olgalana went with Leopoldo to the 

Cathedral of San Carlos De Borromeo.  They walked through el 

Parque de la Libertad to Jovellanos Street and entered the impressive 

structure.  It had two towers which seemed to rise like a ladder to the 

heavens.  Olgalana felt a growing anxiety as she studied the frescoes 

on the walls and ceiling.  Once they were standing directly under the 

dome, they were surprised to see Monsignor Trabusturio coming 

towards them.  Olgalana gripped Leopoldo’s hand with all her 

strength.

“I would like to talk with you,” said Monsignor Trabusturio.  

“Come into my office.”

They followed him as he seemed to slither toward a room 

filled with books, his dark cape puffed up like a bat’s wings.  

Monsignor Trabusturio sat behind a large dark cherry wood desk, 

tapping it with his finger.  With his other hand, he put one finger 

against his lips and stared at the young couple.  He made no request 

for them to be seated.  An uncomfortable amount of time went by.  
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“I’ve seen you both before,” Monsignor Trabusturio broke 

the silence.  “You have been to el Parque de la Libertad at night.  

God only knows what you have done under the veil of darkness.  

This walking at night is a plot to undermine the morals of our youth.  

But with all certainty I can say that I will succeed in eradicating all sin 

from the city of Matanzas.  And you two, who are part of this 

demonic plot, why do you with such audacity enter the house of 

God?”

Leopoldo blinked, unable to find words.  Finally, he sighed 

and spoke with great reluctance.  “We would like to get married.”

Monsignor Trabusturio’s eyes had the look of a man who had 

been slapped across the face.  Olgalana, who had managed to fight 

off hysteria thus far, was practically hyperventilating.

“Do you realize where you are standing and who you are 

speaking to?” Monsignor Trabusturio said.  “Who do you think you 

are?  Have you journeyed far to the springs of the sea or walked on 

the recesses of the dark ultimate deep?  Have you comprehended the 

vast incomprehensible expanses of the earth?  Can you tip over the 

water jars of the heavens when the dust becomes hard like stone and 

the clods of earth stick together?  Can you pull in mighty Leviathan 

with a fishhook or tie down and subdue its tongue with a rope?...”

As the Monsignor continued to recite the Book of Job, and 

just as Leopoldo felt his soul being conquered by his cruel 

abasement, Olgalana slowly turned around to leave.

“...How dare you enter into this holy place?” Monsignor 

broke from the versicular assault.  “You heretic.  I will denounce you 
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as the worst kind of enemy of the faith.  When I am done with you, 

no one will ever want to be associated with you again.  As for you, 

young lady, I recommend in the strongest fashion imaginable that 

you disassociate with this man, and vow never to lay eyes upon him 

again.”

“I am Thiago’s daughter,” Olgalana whispered.

“What did you say?” Monsignor Trabusturio turned pale.

“Thiago, commandante of the secret police—he is my father.

Monsignor Trabusturio remained quiet for a while.  When he 

spoke again, he stuttered.  “What kind of wedding would you like?” 

A short while later, Leopoldo and Olgalana walked out of the 

cathedral.  

“I knew this would not go well,” Olgalana said squinting and 

shielding her face from the sun with her hand.

“Until you mentioned your father,” Leopoldo said.  

---

It was a cloudy day at the artillery range.  Nuno paced back 

and forth preaching a new sermon.  Without the glare of the sun, his 

students watched him with wide eyes, preparing themselves for 

infinite possibilities and fiery magnificence.

“¡Ojalá! ¡Ojalá!—I hope for all our sakes that today you have 

hearing hearts and contrite spirits!  If!  If we had any idea of what 

truly awaits us!  If!  If we only knew what is coming upon us!  ¡ Ave 

María purísima!  It is perfectly acceptable to consider this with fear 
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and trembling.  There is no doubt now that we will indeed take part 

in the fourth and hopefully the last offensive.  We will be making our 

way to the tallest mountains on the island, several hundred miles east 

to encounter the rebels.  What concerns me the most will be the 

thousands of men fighting alongside us—more than half of them 

new recruits with absolutely no discipline or military training, men 

without any allegiance to anyone, men that can’t be trusted.

“For a long time I’ve been criticizing you—telling you that 

you don’t know how to shoot.  I can say now that you do indeed 

possess superior marksmanship skills.  I have no doubts in your 

abilities.  What is worrying me are these new recruits firing into your 

backs.  For the sake! —for the sake of all the prophets and the holy 

scriptures and the blessed virgin and Son of God and every apostle 

and all the Jews and gentiles and all that is created and everything 

uncreated and everything in the air and sea and land and in the dark 

recesses of our imaginings and in the meager lives of snails and slugs 

to the fabulous birds and terrestrial beasts, and especially your 

mothers and aunts and sisters and even your fathers, yes, your fathers 

and brothers—for the sake of all these things and all the things I 

have failed to mention, be on your guard!  The bullets will travel 

towards you, and they will also seek you from behind.”

Nuno lowered his voice.  “And what frustrates me is that I 

will not be with you.  I have orders to choose two students and set 

up an observation position in the mountains.  There is a possibility 

that some of us will never see each other again.  We have no idea 

how many rebels there are.  There could be thousands.  We plan on 
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losing at least a thousand of our lives to claim the Sierra Maestra 

Mountains.  That is the cost of war.  Be on your guard.  Beware of 

landmines.  We are going to pass through death.  Some of us may fall 

asleep there forever.  Our superior numbers and superior firepower 

are no guarantee that any of us will survive.  Do not for a moment let 

your guard down.”  

Nuno’s posture straightened, his nostrils flaring with anger.  

“This is a truly difficult situation we’re in,” he raised his voice again.  

“The Holy Scriptures tell us to love our enemies, and yet we are now 

going to hunt the enemy down and kill them!  And these rebels are 

mostly local farmers.  We will have to kill our fellow countrymen—

do not hesitate to kill.  I’d rather kill a thousand men than to lose any 

of you.  Don’t even for a moment hesitate!  Do what I have taught 

you.  Shoot with deadly accuracy.  

“If!  If any of these cabrones come against us—¡Ojala!  ¡Ojala! 

—I hope they are prepared for slaughter.  I hope they are prepared to 

present themselves as sacrifices for their cause.  If!  If any of these 

sinvergüenzas —shameless descarados atrevidos wants to be consumed 

by the fires of the brazen altar, so be it!  If!  If these assholes come 

against us and force us to commit transgressions, may their 

expectations be met with cruel and unfathomable violence!  May 

these empty shells of sentient beings crumble under a ferocity that is 

beyond their intellectual capacity.  ¡Ojala!  ¡Ojala!  I hope they are 

prepared never to breathe again.  May these disgusting filthy 

purveyors of misguided dreams and disruptions of civilized living be 

cut down with decisive hostility!  They will be met with artillery 
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barrages, naval batteries from the sea, and saturation bombing with 

napalm.  The Sierra will go up in flames, my brethren.  And once this 

is over—and once the murderous favors are returned—and once the 

invaders are cast out to sea—and once the bodies of their dead are 

made into permanent piles—once all these things have transpired 

and brought an end this senseless conflict, we will return to God the 

Father, dripping in blood, on our knees, and ask for forgiveness!”

“What we’re doing is wrong?” asked a soldier with an 

expression of fright.

“Yes, unfortunately yes.  Christ said to love our enemies, but 

we will have to be disobedient for a time.  Do you understand—my 

intrepid friend?”
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Chapter Ten

Distant flashes of lightning illuminated the night like a 

flickering candle.  The silent storms were close enough to cool the 

air, the electricity bounding from cloud to cloud never striking land.  

Nuno and Gabriela were holding hands as they approached el bar de 

baile of Guanajay.  Gabriela’s hand was warm, and Nuno’s hand was 

cold.  

Nuno was dressed as a witch doctor.  Gabriela wore her 

dress, and held the mask in her hand.  She was about to put it on, but 

Nuno stopped her.

“Don’t wear it.”

“Why?”

“We’re just going to walk right in.  I know some people there.  

No one will say anything.”

“Are you sure?”

“It should be fine.”
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They walked up to the entrance and greeted a heavyset man 

smirking with amusement.

“Buenas tardes,” the man said.

“Buenas tardes,” Nuno answered.

“And who is the lovely lady?”

“Don’t you know everyone in Guanajay?  This is Gabriela.”

“It’s too bad she can’t come in.  She’s a mulatta, a beautiful 

mulatta, but she still can’t come in.”

Nuno’s voice tightened with anger.  “This is idiotic.  I can’t 

believe this.”

“I’m sorry.  I don’t make the rules.  And to you, my lovely 

lady, my sincerest apologies.”

“What is wrong with this place?”

“Forget it.  Let’s go,” Gabriela said.

Nuno glared at the man as he walked away with Gabriela.  

The two moved slowly together, exploring the quiet streets of 

Guanajay.  They talked and lost track of time and eventually found 

themselves on the main street passing the Vicente Mora Theater, 

considered the heart of the city.

“...My life began right here,” Nuno said.

“Right here?  This is where your mother gave birth to you?”

“No, it was a new birth.  I was just a boy.  It was the day of 

the procession—San Hilarión.  I saw something amazing.  After that 

I was never the same again.”

“What did you see?”

“It was more like how I saw things.  I had just read for the 
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first time the book I stole from your father.  He was there that day, 

the day of darkness and fireflies, standing on a balcony watching you, 

one of many girls dressed in white.  You were wearing big feathery 

wings on your back, the ones you had gotten at el carnaval de La 

Habana.  You begged your parents to let you wear them.  No one 

seemed to mind, even though it is a solemn event.”

“I remember.”

“I caught a glimpse of something.  I saw a perfect world, and 

I saw bright stars in the midst of that world.  Our world and the 

universe, everything was one.  I felt as if my heart was overflowing 

with love.  Bolocco’s book—It inspired me somehow.”

“You were different after the book.”  

“The book was like poetry, and you were like a painting.  

When I saw you, the angelic being, and all the fireflies, I became 

convinced that I had seen something otherworldly.  I began to live 

with the stars and angels forever rising and setting and orbiting inside 

of me.”

“I’ve never met anyone who talks like you.”

“So, I impress you.  I might just use that to my advantage.”

Gabriela briefly closed her eyes and smiled.  “Yes, you 

impress me.  You’ve always impressed me.”

Nuno grinned and looked away toward the buildings, trying 

to hide his embarrassment.  “You ever wonder why such a small 

town has such beautiful architecture?”

“Why?”

“You grew up here, and you don’t know?”
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“Ay Tata, I don’t know.”

“You went to the university, and you don’t know?”

“No, I don’t,” Gabriela laughed.

“Ay Gabriela, Guanajay is an ancient city.  Maybe if the 

natives were still around they could tell us more.  But what I do know 

is that the Spaniards turned this place into a resort.  They needed a 

place to be acclimated to the tropics.  They tried to make Guanajay a 

beautiful place.  And it is beautiful, but we don’t notice it because it’s 

familiar to us.  It’s almost like something out of a movie.  I think 

someone understood this, and that’s why they built Vicente Mora 

theater right here in the middle of everything like a capital building 

with el parque central in front of it.”

“Perhaps.”

“I wonder if the person that built this theater was someone 

who loved life, someone in a very good mood, someone who knew 

that movies are magical, and maybe life is a little like a movie.  It 

seems to me that those who are able to accomplish anything in this 

world are those who can appreciate the beauty of life.  I hope I can 

be like that and always find opportunities to notice and appreciate 

special things.”

Gabriela’s eyes became teary when she realized that Nuno 

was talking about her.  They walked across the street to el parque 

central, and stood in an elaborate gazebo supported by Corinthian 

columns.  Gabriela held both of Nuno’s hands tightly, and smiled for 

a while, not saying a word.  It seemed to her that she could see the 

stars and angels rising and setting and orbiting inside of him.
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“Tell me again how I’m like a painting,” Gabriela said as if 

she were in a trance.

“You’re the most beautiful painting in the world.”

“Do you really-”

Nuno interrupted her with a kiss.  Through closed eyes, they 

could see the soundless flashes in the sky.  Their lips tightened until 

they were grinning.  They opened their eyes and looked at each other 

for a while.

“I’m glad we’re not at el bar de baile,” Gabriela said.  “I like 

this much better.”  

Nuno’s face turned enigmatic, almost sad.

“What are you thinking about?” Gabriela asked.

“Our camp—we’re going off to war.”

“Ay no”

“I love you, Gabriela.  I’ve always loved you.”

“And I’ve always loved you—oh Tata, this is terrible.”

“Can you be strong for me?  Can I tell you everything?”

“Yes, tell me.”

“It’s a very bad situation.  We were never trained to fight in 

the mountains.  Most of the men being sent don’t really want to 

fight.  A lot of them are not real soldiers—just kids—inmates from 

juvenile detention.  They’ll probably defect or desert as soon as they 

see the enemy.  Don’t tell anyone.”

“It’s that bad?”

“Yes, it is.  There are uprisings in Camagüey—strikes, 

assassinations.  It will become a civil war soon.  It might take a very 
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long time to fix this mess.  I don’t know when I’ll see you again...”

---

“There’s so much to do.” Leopoldo said.  “Have you thought 

about all the things we must do?” 

“Yes, of course,” Olgalana replied.

“We have to get our lungs x-rayed to travel.”

“Why are you in such a hurry?”

“You don’t understand, Olgalana.  I can sense things.  I’m a 

little like you.  I’m afraid.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“Everything.  Monsignor Trabusturio, our government, and 

even the enemies of our government—the guerilla fighters in the 

Sierra Mountains.  Yes, I’m afraid of revolutionaries.  I’m afraid of 

the American mafia and even the American corporations.  They are 

everywhere, exerting their vast wealth, power and influence on the 

island.  The US military might not like what’s happening on our 

island and decide to invade.  Do you have any idea what would 

happen if we were invaded by a super power?  I’m afraid that 

everything is coming together to end the world as we know it.  And 

most of all, I’m afraid of your father.  Yes, I’m very afraid, just like 

you.”  

Olgalana lunged at Leopoldo with an embrace.  They held 

each other for a long time.  He sensed that he had finally gotten 

through to Olgalana.  He whispered, Adiós.
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As Leopoldo was leaving the house, two men in dark suits 

appeared, handcuffed him and took him to the police station.

---

“You’re really leaving, Señor Huáng?” Nuno asked.

The luggage shop was mostly empty.  The signs that once 

hung outside lay on the floor as if their spirits had vacated.  

“I have always been able to tell when it’s time to leave a 

country.  And because of that, I have always acted like a coward in 

the name of love.”

Nuno leaned against a glass case feeling the warmth of the 

lamps with his palm.  “What do you mean?”

“I used to help plant churches in China.  I never told you this 

about myself.  I’ve came to realize that it was a source of vanity.  I 

was something of famous preacher—a celebrated and distinguished 

person with a large circle of influence.  My co-worker was a brilliant 

man.  A great man.  He inspired and brought hope to many.  He 

never became bigheaded.  He judged no one.  He was a selfless man 

who worked to help the poor.  Perhaps, I could have gone down that 

same path with him, but there was something more important to me, 

something that made everything else seem insignificant.”

Señor Huáng smiled and nodded his head, staring off into the 

past.  “When my wife and I were newlyweds, I felt somehow that she 

was better than me.  She was more educated, came from a better 
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family, and perhaps there were a million other things about her that 

made me feel that way.  In her parent’s eyes I saw concern.  I could 

tell they worried about her future—her, living with a traveling 

preacher who survived off of donations from the poor.  And so I 

wanted nothing more than to be worthy of her and her parent’s 

approval.

“As my co-worker diligently pursued the things of charity, 

helping and encouraging others, I only thought about how I could 

make life better for my wife.  So we left China, because I wanted my 

wife to have an extraordinary life, visiting exotic places and perhaps 

finding business opportunities, yes, all material pursuits.  What I 

wanted with all my heart was that one day my wife would look back 

on her life and believe that she made the right decision in marrying 

me.  And thus I would feel that I had been worthy of her.

“We first went to India.  We encountered more poverty and 

suffering there than anything I could have anticipated.  I started to 

wonder if my wife had made a wise choice in marrying me.  But while 

we were there, I learned many things.  What struck me were the 

many abandoned places of worship.  In India there are ancient 

temples that are now ruins in the jungles.  They were created to 

express bhakti, loving devotion to God, or the gods depending on 

whether or not it’s a monotheistic temple.  As time goes on, the 

temples crumble and disintegrate.  Eventually the tigers come and 

make the temple ruins their home.  I am one such tiger.  As 

everything I believed in crumbled around me, I came to love my wife 

even more.  That is the way it is between God and tiger.
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“And for the first time I understood the religions and the 

philosophies of the east, the very place I come from.  All the forms 

of meditation were created to ease suffering, whether it was from the 

cold, or hunger, of some other pain or discomfort.  The concept of 

nothingness is the same as selflessness, what my co-worker 

possessed.  He was Christ-like in that he only cared about others, not 

himself.  Yes, selflessness and sacrifice, the very nature of God.  And 

would you like to know what became of my co-worker and friend, a 

man who no longer had a self?”

“What happened to him?” Nuno asked.

“The police knocked on his door late one night, and arrested 

him.  They locked him in a prison cell filled with spider webs and 

giant beetles.  It was in the shadows of these creatures that his heart 

seemed to lose its fire.  After days of isolation, he was finally told that 

his church activities were considered to be in opposition to the state.  

Without a court or official verdict, he was given a prison sentence by 

the same police officer that had arrested him.  

“He was taken to a labor camp in a coalmine where he 

developed tuberculosis.  His lungs calcified, one turning into a block.  

His spine curved from carrying timber, bricks and iron rods so heavy 

that he was never able to catch his breath.  He suffered many injuries, 

and was often tortured in the evenings.  Nights were spent in 

ideological reformation where his soul felt like an empty train station, 

barren of sleep.  He served his sentence but was never freed.  He 

eventually died of malnutrition.  The last time he was seen alive, he 

was in his cell singing a hymn, thanking God for his love and 
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goodness.  

“You see, Nuno, the world is a terrible place.  A wonderful, 

but terrible place.  Look what happens to a good man, a selfless man.  

I don’t really understand it.  But here is what I do know:  My wife 

and I were somehow able to live a very quiet life and not draw too 

much attention to ourselves.  We lived a hidden life.  And because of 

that, we found happiness, and all the violence and evil in this world 

never noticed us.  We were spared the suffering of this world.”
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Chapter Eleven

Nuno stood at the door of the small office, staring coldly at 

Thiago.  The old man searched for specks of dirt on his white clothes 

as he concluded a phone call.  Show no mercy.  I don’t want to find out that 

you showed any mercy.  Do you understand me?  Adiós.

Thiago slammed the handset down and turned to look at 

Nuno, annoyed and surprised.

“This is your office?” Nuno asked.

“It belonged to the police captain.  But I spend so much time 

at this station that I claimed it as my own.  It’s good to be the one in 

charge, Nuno.”

“I’m sure it is.”

“What brings you here?”

“Abuela saw your men take Leopoldo away.  What have you 

done with him?”

“Nuno, we’ve never had a problem, the two of us.  I’ve only 

beaten you once and that was a long time ago.”
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“That’s right, we’ve lived in the same house for many years 

and yet we hardly ever spoke to each other.”

 “What is there to say, Nuno?  Is there really anything ever to 

say?”

“What have you done with him?”

“Nothing yet.  I prefer to keep people locked up for two 

days.  This gives them a chance to think about things.  Any less time 

and he might say something disrespectful.  I completely lose my mind 

when someone shows me any disrespect.”

“And if they show you respect?”

“Well, it’s the same for them, but at least it doesn’t affect my 

blood pressure.”

Nuno sighed, looking down and shaking his head.  “Let him 

go.”

Thiago smirked derisively.  “Let me tell you about our friend, 

Leopoldo.  It has come to my attention that he has a wife in Havana.  

I’ve heard of these types of men, having multiple wives and children 

all over the island.  This will be fun, a break from the usual work.”

“I know his wife, Carmen.  Their marriage ended long ago.”

“I don’t care.”

“Let me ask you something,” Nuno said.  “In the past few 

months, you’ve turned this place into a butcher shop.  I don’t know 

what you’ve become.  But one day you will meet God.  What will you 

tell him?  How will you explain this?  How can you justify such 

cruelty?”

“Leave now.”
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“Let him go.”

“I have an idea.  Would you like to take his place?  Isn’t that 

what your faith is based on?  One man taking the place of another?  

Do you really want to save our friend, Barabbas?”

“His name is Leopoldo, and no man has the right to do what 

you’re planning to do to him.  I don’t care what he’s done.  He’s a 

human being.  And no, I won’t take his place.  Perhaps you are the 

one that deserves punishment.”

“Leave.”

“I brought someone that would like to have a word with you.  

It doesn’t seem that I’m getting through.”

Nuno left and promptly returned with a man from his 

childhood, the leader of the Abakuá.  His tall and muscular frame 

loomed like a mountainous island approaching the stem of a ship.  

Covered in night, his biceps and triceps bulged with a subtle sheen 

that seemed to reflect the moon and the stars.  His angelic smile an 

odd contrast to the way he gripped a bottle of Bacardi. 

For the first time Nuno could ever recall, he saw fright in 

Thiago’s eyes.  The old man moved his mouth but could not speak.  

He mumbled silently with the look of an infant that was about to cry.

“Thi-ago.”  The man spoke his name as if he had known the 

old man for an eternity.  “Thi-a-go.”

Nuno walked out of the room and closed the door.

“What a strange thing you have done with an African 

religion,” the man said.  “You don’t behave as though there is any 

deity in you at all.  What if a certain deity comes to visit you now?  
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One you are completely incompatible with.  What will happen to 

you?”

As he said this, Thiago was breaking out into hives.

“Thi-a-go.”

He took a swig of Bacardi and spat on Thiago.

“Oh yes, yes, yes,” the man laughed.

Thiago leaned over gasping for air.

“Having trouble breathing?  Let me help you.” 

The man lit a cigar, took a deep breath and blew the smoke 

into Thiago’s face.  

Nuno and several men in uniform were outside the room and 

heard Thiago screaming. 

“We should go in there,” one man said.  

“No,” Nuno smiled.  “Don’t worry.  I would never allow 

anyone to harm my grandfather.  By the time he’s covered in cigar 

ashes—who knows, he may become a different person.  He believes 

in these things.  Oh, the power of belief.”

---

Olgalana was lying in her bed leafing through the pages of the 

book Nuno had stolen as a child, My Unusual Perspectives on All Things 

by Bernando Bolocco.  She had been thinking about Leopoldo, 

wondering if he was truly the man of her dreams.  Thoughts of a 

wedding seemed to revive her like a steaming cup of coffee.  She 

could tolerate her father’s morbid and threatening behavior for a 
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while with the prospect of a new life.  

But was Leopoldo the man of her dreams?  Was he just 

another conqueror that needed to claim an attractive woman as a 

possession so he could go on and concentrate on other things?  

Would he even show her any affection once the excitement wore off?  

Perhaps she shouldn’t be comparing Leopoldo to the writings 

of a rare and unusual man.  Bolocco, after all, was like a vision that 

leaves behind vague impressions.  Nothing about him was concrete 

reality.  The book was the only thing that seemed to prove that he 

was real.  

Olgalana came to an interesting passage and imagined herself 

as the subject of a lesson.  She savored the words, half speaking them 

to herself:

HOW TO APPROACH A WOMAN

Upon approaching a woman, a man should commit to 
his awareness that eternity itself has led up to this 
moment.  It is not something to be taken lightly, nor 
should it be meant for future stories and laughter 
shared among inebriated men.  It is not the same as 
hunting prey, or carrying out any mission for the 
challenge or the feeling of accomplishment.  In short, it 
is not a game.  

For the woman, eternity itself has also led up to this 
moment.  She is both innocence and sensuality, desiring 
love and yet willing to pardon a man’s dark and error- 
stained past.  Yes, a man is not only a brute—not 
something women are usually aware of—but he is also 
a calamity of unsophistication, moral lapses and a tall 
knoll of trespasses and transgressions.  



Carlos Alemán

122

Despite these things, many men demand that their 
women be of complete virtuous innocence.  How 
comical.  How tragic.  

It should be the women patrolling the lands and 
searching out multitudes of men to test and prevail 
upon and conquer under foot.  In such a manner she 
would be able to determine if a worthy man can be 
found to bring her happiness.  However, this is not the 
nature of women.  A woman will gamble her entire life 
on the chance that one particular suitor, who has 
directed his sexual energies at her, will perhaps one day 
make a good husband and father.

With these things in mind, here are some thoughts on 
courtship and what a man should consider upon 
approaching a woman.  

First, the eyes will absorb her physical essence.  She 
may be stunning or plain, but these are only the most 
superficial of things.  A weak-minded man cannot see 
the extraordinary beauty of a woman who may at first 
seem unlovely, dull or spiritless.  It is a man with 
superior perception that is overwhelmed by the striking 
qualities many women possess, the universe conspiring 
to guard and protect her from predators.  Most men 
don’t realize at all how beautiful women really are, even 
the ones that are teased as children for their looks.  

Beholding the feminine, a man will sometimes feel a 
slight shortness of breath.  His blood may flow to his 
extremities, a faint ache taking hold of his genital 
region.  A young man, lacking experience, maturity and 
decorum, will allow these things to appear in his eyes.  
A woman can plainly see this.  With reluctance, a 
woman who suffers from discouragement may allow a 
man with such uncontrolled intentions to clutch and 
agitate her heart.  Hopefully, she will not succumb to 
his advances.

A man with nobler intentions, with a deep appreciation 
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for the sight of the feminine, will approach with warm 
eyes and a longing for a complete telling of her story, 
her life, her world of dreams, her passions.  He may 
even experience an ecstasy, drinking in all that is unsaid, 
all that is undone, all that remains mysterious as he 
feasts with his eyes.  The feasting is not in lechery, nor 
is it wolf-like or of any sport.  It is the delight and 
appreciation of art.  

Secondly, when a man approaches a woman, he will no 
doubt breathe in an other-worldly aroma.  It may be a 
perfume or something that is not artificial at all.  A man 
with great powers of perception will take in the scent 
and nearly collapse from its exquisiteness.  As this 
breath of life fills and circulates in the lungs and body, 
he will convince himself that this painting is filled with 
flowers.  This has lasting consequences, for once a man 
has detected within a woman a blooming field, part of 
his heart will forever belong to her, even if she were to 
completely reject him.

As he inhales her being, his first sense, sight, continues 
to explore her riches.  With kind and brief glances he 
allows himself to touch her with his gaze.  Her eyes 
devastate him.  Her lips bring on fleeting encounters 
with the afterlife.  As he notices the contours of her 
body, he dies again and again.  But with great self-
control, he does not make a spectacle of himself.  The 
woman is only half aware that she is being devoured, 
grateful for his politeness and restraint.  

Thirdly, when a man approaches a woman, he will likely 
hear her voice.  The sound of her tender speech can be 
felt as a tingling sensation that travels from his ears to 
his chest.  A man lacking grace and deep perception will 
not notice anything of the sort, only objections to his 
advances and frustrating arguments and concerns.  
However, a man who can distinguish soul from 
marrow, letter from spirit, will experience indescribable 
satisfaction.  
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It is a pitiful man who does not realize that he is 
standing in the presence of divine splendor.  The Earth 
echoes with such stories of men without understanding 
consuming the lilies of the valley and causing all things 
to wither and die.  If a man cannot appreciate the 
perfection of woman, he should not even venture 
closely or allow himself to take what does not belong to 
him.  But alas, few men have even the common sense 
to know that they are as undeserving of such treasure as 
a killer is in the inheritance of his victim.

A man of deep perception and appreciation for the 
feminine manifestation of the divine will be cautious, 
always loving and deeply grateful for a blissful soul.  
Yes, happiness and all things worth having are already 
present in the simple sight, scent and sound of a 
woman. 
 
If a man should want to touch and taste, there is also 
much to consider...

Olgalana put down her book when she noticed Leopoldo 

enter the room.  He looked exhausted, his eyes wearing red swollen 

bags underneath.  Before he even spoke, Olgalana already 

understood that something dark within him had surfaced.  She gave 

him her full attention, curious to know what confessions he would 

give birth to. 

“Do you know where I’ve spent the last three days?”

Olgalana stared without responding.

“Your father put me in jail,” Leopoldo said.  “I haven’t had 

food and hardly any water.  I can’t even describe how close to death 

I’m feeling.”

Olgalana looked down feeling the sting of each word.
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“Well, I came to say goodbye,” Leopoldo said.  I want 

nothing to do with your crazy family.  I’m going back to my wife.  

Yes, I’m married.  Her name is Carmen.  I just wanted you to know.”

He looked at her resentfully for a moment.  When Olgalana’s 

expression returned the sentiment, he sighed and walked out of the 

room.  As he was leaving the house, Thiago was entering the front 

door.  The old man acknowledged Leopoldo by grunting as they 

walked past each other.

Thiago went into his room and kneeled in front of his altar to 

San Lazaro.  Before the ceramic figure of a man on crutches, his 

wounds being licked by dogs, Thiago lit candles and with great care 

rearranged the flower bouquets. 

Olgalana walked by the room and noticed him.  She thought 

he seemed like a broken man.  At once, she was both pleased and 

saddened.

---

Gabriela pressed her face against Nuno’s chest, soaking him 

in tears.  He could feel the heat rising up from her tired eyes, as they 

clutched each other tightly on the edge of the bed.

“Do you really have to go?  You don’t have to go—do you, 

Nuno?”

“I’m a sharpshooting instructor.  I trained men for war.  How 

can I abandon them?”
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“My God, Tata,” Gabriela sobbed.  “My parents are in the 

living room praying for your life.”

Gabriela looked closely into Nuno’s eyes and gently shook 

her head, her lips quivering.  Nuno looked down, working through 

the confusion in his mind.

“I was talking to an old man recently,” Nuno said.  “He was 

like a father to me.  He told me how much he loved his wife, and 

how they had managed to avoid all the danger of this world—how 

they had lived a hidden life together.  They were in this world, but 

not of it.  They had found true happiness.  If only we could do the 

same, and disappear into a secret world.”

“Is it possible, Tata?”

“Not for us.  Not now.”  Nuno softly shook his head.  “But 

after I’m done with the military, I will live only for you.”

Gabriela let herself softly fall to the floor, sitting cross-legged 

like a little girl.  She held Nuno’s hands, her eyes glimmering.

Nuno sighed.  “The old man once told me of when he first 

met his wife.  They met on a train and climbed a mountain together.  

When they came upon a place they thought was perfect, the old man 

wanted to stay there forever.  He said there was something invisible 

that bonded them together.  Maybe it’s the same with us.”

“I’m scared,” Gabriela whispered.

“I’m scared too.”

“Tata, no matter where you are, no matter if you are awake or 

dreaming, imagine us together.  I’ll do the same thing.  And maybe if 

we do this enough, we’ll really be together...” 
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Chapter Twelve

The cup of life is sometimes sweet, and sometimes bitter.  

The contents may change, but there is only one cup.  And when it is 

difficult to find a tasty drink to fill a cup, some have the ability, like 

alchemists, to turn bitter to sweet.  But sometimes even an alchemist 

despairs when all magic is lost.  

Something dimmed in both Matanzas and Guanajay the day 

that Nuno left for the mountains.  The buildings aged and the streets 

seemed as though they had lightened more than what would be 

considered a natural fading from the sun.  In el bar del baile of 

Matanzas, Carmen and Juanita spoke more of Nuno as if he were the 

only topic of conversation.  Raul stormed into the dancehall one 

night to assault Estrada again.  The owner was reluctant to have Raul 

thrown out, because he was afraid of him.  As people looked around, 

searching for Nuno, Raul cruelly beat Estrada, forever ending his 

ability to be a great dancer.
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Gabriela had a dream that the house had flooded and the 

roof was leaking, and that her own tears were like rain.  For days she 

would wake up crying, and cling to her parents.  Pablo offered her 

scripture, and Estela tried to distract her with work.  

Far away, in the hills of the Sierra Maestra, Nuno made his 

way in a motorized detachment.  Blankets of rain made the journey 

nearly impossible.  A sea of mud impeded the armored units.  As 

their forward progress brought them close to the mountains, some 

forces retreated, leaving behind arms and ammunition, which would 

eventually fall into enemy hands.  

Arriving at their destination, Nuno chose Maximo and 

Mauricio to accompany him to a high vantage point.  They stayed 

there for days and spoke to one another softly, commenting on the 

bizarre occurrences they were witnessing.  Nuno gasped and almost 

cried when he saw planes intentionally dropping their bombs off 

target.  From above, he could see everything, the desertions and 

defections—everything he had feared. 

“Ave María purísima, this is indescribable,” Nuno said.  

“There aren’t even that many of them.  There’s no reason to have 

half our army guarding Havana.”

“They’re afraid in Havana,” Maximo said.

“This mission is a disaster.  How many of our Springfield 

rifles do they have?  How many .30 caliber Browning machine guns?  

They have our cannons and tanks, along with thousands of rounds of 

ammunition.”

Mauricio stared at Nuno with dread.  “So what you’re saying 
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is that we’re going to be dead soon.”

“Stay vigilant,” Nuno said.  “We came as a unit.  We’ll leave 

as one.”

The three searched until they had found a position that 

seemed ideal, with a 360 degree view and an escape route.  They 

positioned themselves a fair distance apart among the trees in the 

dense undergrowth.  The rain prevented them from digging gun 

positions, but did little to curtail the insect bites.  They ate little and 

drank rainwater, and as the days went by, their skin began to ache 

from the filth.

Every pinpoint in the distance seemed like a potential enemy 

fighter.  They scanned the horizon memorizing trees and shrubs.  At 

night, they became accustomed to the setting of constellations and 

the landmarks they touched.  At times it was so quiet that they could 

only hear the ringing in their ears.  Nuno regarded the sound as a 

doorway to another world, a world he once had access to, but to 

which he had somehow lost the key.

Perhaps war had caused a rift between him and the realm of 

light, his spirit having fallen from a place of stillness and peace, to 

mere human thought, thoughts which tormented him.

I’m not the same person, something is happening to me... 

One afternoon, Nuno spotted a band of five rebels in the 

scope of his rifle.  He held his breath and fired five rounds as fast as 

he could.  All the men collapsed.  Nuno could tell by the amount of 

blood he saw that his aim had been accurate and lethal.  As the 

echoing of the rifle fire dissipated, Nuno became aware of an intense 
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swelling in the pit of his stomach.  He became light-headed, his chest 

and hands tingling. 

“Excellent shooting, maestro,” Maximo said.

Nuno crawled to the edge of the cliff and vomited.  Maximo 

and Mauricio stared with surprise.

“Your first kill?” Mauricio asked.

Nuno looked dazed. 

“You’ve never killed anyone before?” Maximo asked.

Nuno wiped his dirty face and scowled.

“I don’t know why-” Maximo said.  “I just thought you were 

someone of great experience.”

Nuno fell to the ground, rolled over and watched the clouds, 

waiting for his stomach to settle.  A tear made its way down the side 

of his face.  Forgive me, he said to himself.  After a while, he sat up and 

spoke to the valley.

“Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Do you know 

who said that?”

“Saul of Tarsus?” Maximo asked.

“Yes.  By body of death, some believe he was referring to the 

ancient Roman punishment for murder.  The corpse of the victim 

would be tied to the murderer.  He would walk around for days, 

while the body decayed.  But what about five men?  How does that 

work with five men?”

“You didn’t commit murder.  This is war,” Maximo clenched 

his face.

“But is this a just war?  I will have to live with this—with 
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such a cowardly way to extinguish five lives and their future 

generations—children, grandchildren an so on.”

“You’re a patriot to your country,” Mauricio said.

“Who—who will deliver me from this body of death?” Nuno 

shook his head.  “Who?”

Maximo wheezed with laughter.

“What are you laughing at?” Nuno asked.

“Hermano, I’m sorry to say this, but I don’t think a religious 

man should be a soldier,” Maximo said.  “It’s a shame, a man with 

such superb shooting skills.”

Nuno turned red with anger.  “If you ever talk to me that way 

again—I swear to you—I’ll shove the butt of my rifle down your 

throat!”

“Fine!  You want to carry around the decaying bodies of your 

victims?”  Maximo stood up and headed down the slope of the 

mountain towards the dead soldiers.

After a while he returned with a mysterious bundle inside a 

piece of torn fabric from a uniform.  He used part of the cloth to 

wipe a bloody knife.

“I’ll go back for their weapons later,” Maximo said.  “But I 

thought this would help you.”

Maximo tossed the bundle by Nuno’s side.  

“What have you done?”  Nuno asked.

“For penance, hermano. Five sets of ears.”

Nuno’s eyes widened, slowly lifting his head in revulsion to 

look at Maximo.  “Idiot.”
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“Souvenirs from your first killings,” Maximo said with a self-

satisfied expression.  “Either that or the Roman punishment you 

speak of.  You can thank me later.”

“I’m about ready to beat you senseless.”

Maximo returned to his position, winking at Mauricio.  Nuno 

reached for the bundle and put it in a pocket, carrying out the Roman 

sentence.  He thought out loud, projecting his voice so that Maximo 

and Mauricio could hear his internal dialogue.

“My soldiers are becoming delirious from lack of proper 

nutrition.  We will have to leave our post at some point to search for 

food.  I’ve allowed my emotions to affect me.  This has been my 

great shortcoming, but fortunately we have not suffered any ill 

consequences.  We will continue to kill the enemy on sight.”

The rain had stopped for several days, and the weather 

became unbearably hot.  Through the rifle scope, Nuno could see 

swarms of flies over the five dead bodies.  Maximo and Mauricio had 

gone to the dead soldiers several times to collect their rifles and 

supplies.  They found water canteens that were almost empty, and a 

disappointingly minute amount of food.

Early one morning, there appeared a large group of 

silhouettes skulking before a bright orange sky, slowly making their 

way toward the five corpses.  

“Don’t shoot,” Nuno said.  “They’re women.  Ave María 

purísima.  An entire platoon of women.”

“We have to shoot,” Maximo said.

“You do anything to hurt a woman and I’ll kill you myself.”
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“Si Señor.”

Nuno aimed his scope and studied their armbands.  Each 

band contained a seal that was divided diagonally into red and black 

with the number 26.  “Women—Dios mio—an entire platoon of 

women.  This is unfathomable to me.  Women taking part in the evil 

that men do.  This is not possible.  They do move well.  They’re so 

graceful, like cats.  No doubt, they are quite effective and deadly.  I 

have nothing but admiration for them.”

The female soldiers closed in on the corpses.  Several aimed 

their rifles at the ridges that surrounded them as a few went to 

inspect the dead bodies.  Nuno noticed that some of them covered 

their mouths when they saw that the dead bodies had been 

desecrated.  They lingered for a while and then departed, seeking 

higher ground.

The next day, Nuno led Maximo and Mauricio down the 

mountain in search of food.  They traveled several kilometers until 

reaching the cool of a jungle.  The thick canopy shielded them from 

the sunlight which could be seen as starry bright dots.  Through the 

mist and shadows and patterns of light, they could make out what 

appeared to be a small house in the distance.  

“We need to search it for food,” Nuno said.

“They’re probably rebel sympathizers,” Maximo said. 

“Everyone around here supports them.  We should treat them as the 

enemy.”

“You and Mauricio go in.  Be friendly.  Ask them for food.  

If they don’t want to cooperate, let me know, and I’ll talk to them.  
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We’re going to do this the nice way.  I’ll stay out here on the look 

out.”

Maximo and Mauricio walked to a small windowless house 

made of palm tree lumber, rounded the corner and disappeared from 

Nuno’s view.  Nuno turned his head to the sound of a bird’s wings.  

The creature was like a flower adding color to the haze of the forest.  

He heard chirping, and noticed that the bird was feeding a nest.  

Slowly turning in circles, he pointed his rifle at every sound the forest 

made.

It shouldn’t be taking this long, Nuno thought.  A while had 

passed and he had become concerned, fearing that something had 

gone wrong.  He thought he heard the sound of chirping again, but 

listening more intently, it seemed like human cries.  He walked 

toward the house, the squealing becoming louder, and then ceasing.  

The two men came out, covered in sweat, Maximo, smiling 

awkwardly.

“What happened?” Nuno asked.

“Nothing,” said Mauricio.

“No food, Hermano,” said Maximo.

Nuno continued to the door of the house.

“Don’t go in there,” said Mauricio.

Nuno opened the door.  On the floor were two women, 

sobbing and trembling, their faces swollen and bloody.  One had 

both her hands between her legs, writhing in agony.  Her eyes met 

Nuno, and silently communed with him, transmitting a choking 

sadness.  It was as if her soul had entered his body, and instantly his 
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eyes were burning red and releasing tears.  

Nuno turned around, and before he could take his next 

breath, had removed his sidearm from its holster, and fired two shots 

into the foreheads of Maximo and Mauricio.  Nuno walked past their 

bodies and sat on the trunk of a fallen palm tree.

“Mala muerte—mala—muerte.  Maximo and Mauricio.  I should 

have known they would be the death of me.”  He placed the revolver 

on the ground, and stared at the M’s on his hands for a while.  Then 

he picked up the revolver again and pointed it to his head.

One of the women stumbled out of the house, her arms 

reaching out.  “No-no-no-no-no!”  She moved quickly, despite her 

pain.  With a quick swipe, she took away the gun.  “Señor, don’t do 

this.”

Nuno stared at the forest.  “I just murdered two men—my 

own men.”

“They got what they deserved,” said the woman.

“I’m responsible for this atrocity committed today.  I chose 

those men and trusted them.  I had once told them that there was 

nothing good in them.  I was right about that.”

“You were.”

Nuno shook with grief.  “You need to see a doctor.”

“Don’t worry about me.  Get as far away as you can.  Don’t 

ever tell anyone you did this.  I’ll bury the bodies.  It will be my 

pleasure to bury these men.”

“I’m so sorry,” Nuno sobbed.  “You will never be the same 

after this.  You will carry this pain and memory forever.”
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“Women are much stronger than you realize.  Go.”

Nuno walked back into the jungle.  Within a short time, he 

was captured by the enemy.
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Chapter Thirteen

His name was Armando.  He was not a tall or muscular man, 

yet his thin frame supported the weight of two cartridge belts.  The 

flaps were stretched tight over what appeared to be two ammo clips 

per pocket.  Hanging from the belt were a cutlass and a canteen.  His 

unbuttoned shirt revealed a boney chest covered in small cuts and 

scrapes from his time in the mountains.

Armando had a relaxed demeanor.  His weathered face 

seemed to always be on the verge of smiling.  Subordinates held him 

in high esteem, watching him constantly for cues.  Armando walked 

ahead of Nuno, the other soldiers close behind.  

“I’m glad we didn’t have to shoot you,” said Armando.  “I 

could tell you didn’t want to fight.  Walking around the woods with 

your head down—you looked demoralized.  What happened to you, 

amigo?”

Nuno, with a morose expression, said nothing.   
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“Your forces must be very frustrated.  Many thousands of 

your men and not so many of us.  But we are very determined.  We 

are successfully defending our positions.  You’ve launched this new 

offensive, and we’ve brought troops from near Santiago, troops from 

el plano, and troops from the east.  And we’ve been resisting, pushing 

back the advances.  We’ve been successfully defending sixty square 

kilometers.  And you have every technical and logistical advantage.  

As a soldier, you must be more than a little impressed.  

“As you can see, I speak to you like a friend.  We don’t see 

you as the enemy.  It is the government that is corrupt.  You are 

merely following orders.  You’re doing what a good soldier is 

supposed to do.  We don’t hate you.  But put yourself in our 

position.  We live in mud huts with tin roofs.  There needs to be land 

reform.  But the government doesn’t care about the poor.  We have 

to do something.  Should we do nothing?  Should we just die young 

from hard labor, from poverty?  Should every generation suffer?  

“But I’m glad that we captured you and didn’t have to kill 

you.  I’m tired of killing.  Aaaaay!  We’ve killed so many.  But things 

look good for you.  We release our prisoners unharmed.  Well, first 

we give you some revolutionary instruction, and then you’re free to 

go.  Yes, we release most of our prisoners, that is, unless they’ve 

committed war crimes.”

Armando turned back to look at Nuno.  “Amigo, you smell 

terrible.  What is that stench?”

Nuno’s voice was low and hoarse.  “When you patted me 

down, you didn’t notice my pocket filled with severed ears.  I guess 
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that makes me a war criminal.  I’m ready for execution.”

Armando unbuttoned a bulging flap on Nuno’s combat 

fatigues and looked inside.  

“Hermano, these are trophies to you?  Are you mentally ill?  

Are you the devil?”

Nuno took a deep breath and looked up at the sky, nodding.  

“Whatever I am, I deserve to die.”

“We will decide what to do with you.  Whether you know it 

or not, you’re a fascist.  Perhaps there is no reasoning with people 

like you.  Perhaps there is no understanding you.  You will be 

punished.  Just like the tyrant himself and every person that holds an 

important position in his government, and especially his secret police.  

There will have to be many, many executions.  Or perhaps, you’ll rot 

in prison, rot just like these ears...”

---

Nuno remained a prisoner in the southeastern part of the 

island until the fall of the government.  They kept him in a building 

in Santiago de Cuba, which would eventually become the State 

Security Headquarters, before being transferred to Havana.  To his 

astonishment, despite executions being commonplace, and perhaps 

because of his eagerness to die, his request for death would be 

denied.  A revolutionary tribunal sentenced him to fifteen years.  

On a two-hundred foot hill at the harbor entrance of Havana, 

stands an eighteenth century fortress known as La Cabaña.  The 
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fortress had served as a prison for many years and would continue to 

be a prison in the early days of the revolution.  Gabriela came to visit 

him one day, appearing one afternoon like the essence of the moon 

that had been glowing just beneath the horizon.  Nuno had always 

felt her presence, known that they shared the same sky.  Part of him 

was thankful that she was unable to see the things that had happened, 

what he had become.

In a dank windowless room, Gabriela, with tears streaming 

down her face, caressed Nuno’s head as if to prove to herself that he 

was real.  

“Is this the goodbye room?  Tell me, is this the goodbye 

room?” Gabriela sobbed.

“No.  No, I’m not going to be executed.  They’ve executed 

hundreds, but many of us are being given prison sentences.”

“They killed your grandfather, Thiago.  He faced the firing 

squad.”

Nuno, unsurprised, nodded sadly.

“Thiago implicated Leopoldo, Olgalana’s boyfriend.  So they 

killed him too.”

“Implicated for what?”

“He accused him of being the most prolific Marxist hunter, 

murdering thousands.”

“My God.  He really didn’t like that man.”

“That was quite apparent.”

“What do you mean?”

“Forgive me for saying this,” Gabriela said.  “Your 
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grandfather was a very strange man.  They said he went to his death 

laughing and repeating Leopoldo’s name.”

“It’s true.  He was a very strange man.”

“How long is your sentence?” Gabriela asked.

“Too long.  Don’t wait for me.  Go on with your life.”

“But you are my life.”

“I’ve changed.  I’m not the same man.”

“I belong to you, Tata.  There’s no one else for me.”

“A little while ago I heard another woman being dragged 

away screaming.  She knows her husband is going to meet the firing 

squad.  And what can she do?  She’ll just have to accept that he’s 

gone forever.  And that’s what you have to do with me.  Accept what 

has happened.  Accept that we can’t be together.  It’s the same as 

death.  Besides, we’re not even married.  Just accept, find someone 

else, and forget about me.”

“No-no!”

“I would leave as soon as possible if I were you.  These 

people are crazy.  The tribunals are made up of extremists, some of 

them seem mentally incompetent—all of them have no legal training.  

They’ve suspended Habeas Corpus.  The defense lawyer always 

enters a guilty plea.  Everyone is assumed to be a criminal or 

murderer.  There is a sham appeals tribunal.  These people are angry 

and vengeful.  This is no place for a lady.”

“Tata-”

“You can’t love me anymore.”

“Ay, por Dios.”
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Nuno kissed her lips softly several times.  A guard entered 

the room and took Gabriela away.

Nuno slid down the wall until he was squatting on the floor, 

trembling.  My God, I forgot to touch her hands, Nuno mused.  They are the 

softest hands I’ve ever felt.  How extraordinarily beautiful and feminine she is.  I 

should have made her laugh, just one time, before all the drama.  I love the way 

she laughs.  That high pitch of bliss and the soft tender laughter.  And her heart, 

it’s pure, pure as the most perfect angel. 

---

Nuno was taken to his cell, behind a large steel door inset in a 

stone wall.  An hour later they stripped him of his clothes and 

escorted him to an interrogation room.  The room was empty except 

for two chairs, a table, and a noisy air-conditioner.  The interrogator 

was a man in his thirties with a light complexion, wearing thick frame 

glasses.  He leaned back in his chair and stared at Nuno for a long 

while, tilting his head from side to side.  

Nuno found a point on the wall to fix his eyes on.  After 

several minutes, the interrogator broke his silence.

“We know all about your perversions.”

“Yes, carrying around human ears is quite disgusting,” Nuno 

said.

“No, I mean sexual perversions.”

“Sexual?”

“Yes, sexual.  We know everything.”
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“I have done nothing.”

“There’s no use denying it.  Everyone has their secrets.  And 

we know what you did.  Let’s talk about it.  Let’s just get it out in the 

open.  Aren’t you tired of hiding this secret?  Are you going to hide it 

your entire life?  It must be exhausting to keep such a secret.  Why 

don’t you just tell me—get it all out?”

“What exactly do you think I did?”

“Oh, we know everything.  It’s therapeutic for you to hear 

yourself admit what you’ve done.”

“I’ve done nothing.”

“It’s natural to feel ashamed.”

Nuno found the same point on the wall to stare at again.  The 

interrogator rambled on with the mental torture.  After several hours, 

Nuno began asking questions.

“What exactly is a perversion?” Nuno said.

“There are many types of perversions.  But I’m asking about 

the sexual kind.”

“But in general, what does the word mean?”

“Something that is immoral.”

“Does morality truly exist, or is it a manmade concept?”

“So, you’re a philosopher?  I’ll tell you what I know.  There is 

materialism and then there is morality.  There is greed, which is a 

sickness, but fortunately there is a cure—revolution.  We must have 

morality, not materialism.”

“I see.”

“Tell me about your perversions-”
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“I’m the man you captured with ten ears in his pocket.  You 

don’t even begin to know what I have done and what I’m capable 

of.”

“You are a monster!” the interrogator shouted.

“I hunted your men in the jungles, cutting up their bodies.  

I’m a bad man, an extremely dangerous man.  I’m surprised you’re 

not afraid to be alone in a room with me.”

The interrogator nervously darted his eyes as he gathered his 

papers.  “Fine.  You’re not guilty of any sexual perversion.  It was 

worth a try.  Sometimes we get lucky and people admit to things.  

Information can be very useful sometimes.”

“For blackmail?”  Nuno shook his head as the interrogator 

tried to put a pencil in his shirt pocket.  Unable to take his eyes off of 

Nuno, he had trouble finding the pocket.  As he was leaving the 

room, Nuno taunted him.  “Why are you afraid of me?”

Nuno was left in the interrogation room for many hours.  

The cold of the air-conditioning made his sides cramp.  He sat on his 

hands to warm his fingers, trying to visualize where he was in the 

greater scheme of existence—in an old fortress next to the Morro 

Castle.  He was a small boy the first time he saw the turret in the side 

of the castle wall.  Perhaps he had loved castles and fortifications too 

much, he thought.  Perhaps life would surround him with these 

things, and these things would eventually swallow him up.

The following day a different interrogator appeared.  He was 

short and wore an angry expression.  For many hours, he asked 

Nuno what he liked to eat.  Nuno always answered bread.  The 
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interrogator would announce the time of day, always in an absurd 

fashion.  Midnight would be followed immediately by 10pm.  He 

would then ask Nuno again what he liked to eat, and then abruptly 

declare that yesterday was Thursday and today is Wednesday.  This would 

go on for many hours.  Later that evening he brought Nuno a piece 

of bread the size of a grape.          

Nuno was awakened in the middle of the night and taken 

back to his cell.  He found that his clothes had been replaced by a 

yellow uniform, military clothes from a different era.  He was told 

that he wouldn’t be staying in that cell, that it was far too luxurious.  

Several guards escorted Nuno to a narrow, overcrowded cage.  The 

men were huddled together trying to keep warm, some slept standing 

up.  There was just enough room for two men to sleep on the floor 

at the same time, and very little room to fully stretch.  The addition 

of another prisoner was met with sad expressions.  

When he entered the cell, one squinty eyed man turned his 

contorted body to greet him.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  Nuno was 

reluctant to huddle with the group, but eventually realized that he 

needed to raise his body temperature.  He thought about the piece of 

bread the size of a grape, and craved another.  

With so many men standing in such a cramped space, Nuno 

tried to keep track of conversations.  

“Did anyone say anything?  Did anyone say anything?  Or 

was I hearing voices again,” Nuno asked.

“I think that time it was a hallucination,” said an older man.

By the third night, Nuno could hear the faint sound of a bell 
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in the distance. 

“Is the bell real?” Nuno asked.

“Aaaah, you hear the bell,” said a large man covered in body 

hair.  “That is the sacred bell of La Cabaña.  There are many legends 

about it.  No one can see it, but it exists.  Some say that the person 

that can hear it has been called on a spiritual journey, chosen for an 

eternal purpose.  None of us have heard it.  You’re the only one.  

Perhaps you’re here to offer us hope.”

“Hope?” scoffed another prisoner.

“I’m not a holy man,” Nuno said.  “I’m a murderer.” 

Nuno kept hearing the bell.  It was faint enough to be his 

imagination, yet it was clear.
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Chapter Fourteen
1960

Bernando Bolocco and his friend, Ramón, were traveling 

along a clay road in western Africa.  Their M-170 Jeep, which had 

once served as a field ambulance, kicked up the red dust, an 

occasional pebble making its way inside the elongated cabin.  

Bernando, in the passenger seat, tried to sleep.  His first attempt was 

thwarted by a slight itch on his cheek.  His next two attempts at sleep 

were spoiled by pebble projectiles.  In his fourth and final attempt, he 

felt a sharp itch in his nose.  He scratched and sat upright, sighing.  

“Unable to sleep?” Ramón asked.

“I almost fell asleep.  I was very close to it.”

They passed several lagoons containing scores of crocodiles 

and stopped several times for the passing herds of emaciated cattle.  

By five o’clock Ramón grew frustrated.  “I still don’t know what 

we’re doing here.”

“How many times do I have to tell you?  We’re in search of 

relics from the Bronze Age.”
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“But you are not an archeologist.  That’s not your purpose in 

life.  You were meant to encourage people with your great oratory 

skills.”

“You’re crazy, Ramón.  Did I ever tell you that?”

“Do you not see the signs?  You were to preach in Morocco 

five days ago.  You canceled your speaking engagement and look 

what happened.  The city of Agadir was completely destroyed by the 

earthquake.  We barely escaped with our lives.”

“Do you really believe that God would destroy a city because 

I refused to preach?”

“You’ve said it many times, that if you don’t preach, terrible 

things happen.”

“Everything I’ve ever experienced in my life is a coincidence.  

I’m ashamed now at how superstitious I’ve been.”

“I will not abandon you during your crisis of faith, but I must 

tell you that this is intolerable.  We’re in the middle of the Republic 

of Upper Volta behaving like children.  There is nothing here but 

hungry animals and hungry people.  Do you really think we’re going 

to find an excavation site that will help us understand anything?”

“I’m enjoying the search.  I’m not concerned about finding 

anything.  The key to life is having no expectations, and embracing 

the unexpected.”

“I can’t accept that.”

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”

“There must be some wanting.”

“Wanting will only make you miserable.”
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Ramón threw his hands up in anger.  “We are in a land of a 

detestable people!  They practice idol worship and female genital 

mutilation.”

“Their ancestors possessed great astronomical knowledge,” 

Bernando said.

“They believe that we’ve been visited by lizards in 

spaceships.”

“Well, yes, I admit that is rather strange.”

“You must come to your senses, Bernando.  Somewhere right 

now, there is a young man who will be drinking himself to death.  

Perhaps someone who if they had only heard you speak would have 

turned away from darkness and into the light.”

“You overestimate my effect on people.”

“Tell me something.  You’ve always inspired people.  You’ve 

always offered glimpses of something beautiful and mysterious.  How 

can you possibly grow tired of that?  How can you deny people the 

inspiration they need to survive in this world?”

“It’s only temporary.  I’m no match for human 

discouragement.  A person is inspired one day, and then the next day 

discouragement devours their souls.  Nothing I’ve ever done, said or 

written has ever had any lasting effect on anyone.”

“You’re grumpy when you don’t eat.  Just out of curiosity, 

how is it you can eat so much and not gain weight?”

“It’s a pointless mystery.  Just like this conversation we’re 

having.”

“You really have no idea that you’ve been blessed with a gift.  
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How can you throw it away?”

“Enough.”

Something appeared in the sky that at first looked like a star.  

It then became a flaming disc entering the atmosphere.  It quickly 

grew in size.  Its brightness surpassed that of the sun.  

Oh my God.  Was I not a lover of life?  Were you not my life, oh God?  

Was I not your bond slave?  Spare us and I will again do your will.  I will devote 

my life to you.           

The one ton Gao–Guenie meteor exploded in three separate 

detonations, causing thousands of meteorites to fall upon the land.  

Bernando and Ramón looked around dumbfounded, as the earth 

received its fiery rain.  After a few minutes they broke their silence.

“That was close, hermano,” Bernando said.

“It is yet another sign from God.”

“I’m not so sure...”

The two continued driving through countryside now filled 

with small craters.  Meanwhile, to the north, what was once the city 

of Agadir lay desolate.  It had been evacuated to prevent the spread 

of disease in the wake of the earthquake.  Only rats and jackals 

remained searching the streets for food.  

Bernando thought about these strange occurrences, and at 

first felt compelled to keep his vow to return to his former 

profession, but eventually changed his mind.  Eleven days later, 

Ramón and Bernando were caught up in a demonstration in South 

Africa when the police opened fire on the crowd with machine guns.  

They were wounded and later taken to a hospital.  Several days after 
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they were released, they were taken to the airport to begin their 

journey back to Chile. 

---

Nuno, along with others, were moved to one of about a 

dozen galleys in La Cabaña.  After the agony of the previous cell, the 

twenty by ten meter galley seemed profoundly spacious with its 

domed ancient Spanish ceiling and amenities.  Over three hundred 

men shared this space.  Many had to lie in their iron bunk beds much 

of the time.  At night those without beds would all find creative ways 

of positioning themselves so they could fit on the floor.  There were 

two toilets and a large urinal that two men could use at once.  A sink 

and makeshift shower were separated by a piece of hemp cloth.  

Every morning, the prisoners would stand for roll call.  The 

guards would count everyone and then serve coffee for breakfast, 

sometimes with bread.  Then two lines would form of about one 

hundred and fifty each to use either the toilets or urinals.  Those with 

digestion problems would slow the process.  Pails were used so that 

more men could urinate at a time.  

After the toilet and urinal lines, the prisoners would line up 

again for water.  Only four cups were given, which served as their 

drinking and washing water for an entire day.  For lunch and dinner 

they were given pea soup, often containing insects that the prisoners 

would eat or discard depending on their mood and hunger.
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Nuno’s galley had the fortune of having in its possession a 

transistor radio.  The radio would be disassembled everyday into its 

tiny parts.  Some of the prisoners would insert the parts into their 

rectums.  They could carry the parts for hours and then quickly 

assemble the radio when the guards were not around.  

They kept informed about current events, and many nights 

stayed up discussing politics and the fate of the world.  Those who 

were sentenced to death were excluded from the conversations.  No 

one wanted their heart broken by the disappearance of a friend.  

Sometimes the discussions would become philosophical.  If it 

approached anything of a theological tone, Nuno was known to show 

great attention.  He spoke on rare occasions, like a timid animal 

pawing at something interesting.  

It was never known how much time the prisoners would have 

in the patio.  It could be several hours or only minutes.  Guards 

could end patio time abruptly with beatings and bayonets.  One 

afternoon, Nuno was formally introduced to a man they referred to 

simply as El Judio.  Nuno discovered that there was something about 

El Judio that made him wish for many hours with him.  His face was 

lined with thick creases, and wore spectacles, one lens with thin 

cracks that seemed to run parallel to his wrinkles.  Nuno had many 

questions and El Judio took a liking to him.

“It’s a common misunderstanding,’ El Judio said.  “Moses 

had only one wife.  Zipporah and the woman from Ethiopia are both 

one and the same woman.”

“And I always thought it was two.”  Nuno raised his 
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eyebrows.

“We all think we know Moses, but we don’t really know him.  

But perhaps he was a little like us.  He had the archetypal 

mountaintop experience.  Afterwards, people saw him and were 

frightened because of the light shining from his face.  So he covered 

himself with a veil.  Some say he veiled himself because he was 

embarrassed that the light would eventually fade.  And what about 

you—has your light faded?”

Nuno sighed.  “I can’t describe what I felt when I was first 

brought here.  I didn’t think it was possible to feel such despair, such 

hopeless gloom.  Yes—maybe I once felt like Moses, glowing in the 

light.  Funny how things change.”

“One day you’re on top of the world.  You can see the beauty 

of life.  And then everything changes, and you have to wear a veil 

because the splendor has faded.”

“That’s what it feels like.”

“What was your mountaintop experience like?”

“I once thought that I understood many things.  When I was 

a child, I stole a book.  I read it and felt as though I knew things very 

few people know.  It was quite exciting for me.”

“Not much reading goes on here,” El Judio said.  “Except 

when the officers come to bring us Shakespeare and Cervantes and 

then torture us by taking it away the next day.  It’s the same thing 

they do with food.  They give us just enough food so that we’ll feel 

constant hunger pains.  A truly starving person no longer feels 

hunger.”
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“Such cruelty.” 

“I was once in a worse place than this.”

“Worse?” Nuno said incredulously.  “How can anything be 

worse?”

“It was actually much worse.  If I could survive that, I will 

certainly live through this.”

“You give me hope.”

“Hope lies in that brief glimpse you caught of whatever it was 

that made your heart glow.”

“I wish I could feel that way again.”

“It’s still possible.”

“After what I have seen here—” Nuno brooded.  “They give 

us very little drinking water.  We use most of it just to clean the floor.  

The toilets seem to overflow everyday like clockwork.  The guards—

they’re not human.  They have no intellect.  They can barely speak.  

I’ve worked with the mentally disabled before.  This has nothing to 

do with that.  It’s as if they’re dead and without spirits.  They’ll use 

any excuse to prod us with bayonets.”

“I know.”

“And what some are going through— Ave María purísima.  

The bouts with diarrhea, getting up in the middle of the night and 

not being able to control your bowels.  It’s no wonder that old man 

committed suicide after going to the toilet and dripping on those 

who were sleeping on the floor.  What shame he must have felt.  

That poor old man-”

“Nuno, Nuno-”
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“What a nightmare.”

“Let’s consider our friend, Moses, again.”

Nuno made a reverent nod.

“Moses was never allowed to enter into the land of Canaan.  

Do you know why?”

“Why?” Nuno asked.

“Because Moses represents the law, the literal.  The law can 

never enter into the Promised Land.  Anything that is practical or 

literal or legalistic or even logical doesn’t stand a chance.  Only the 

power of love—the most irrational thing—can take you from a bad 

place to a good place.”

“Forgive me for asking this, but have you mastered this 

power?  Why are you still in a bad place?”

“My spirit is in a good place, Nuno.  And here’s my advice to 

you.  Don’t focus your attention on these tragic circumstances.  Cling 

to the vision you have been given.  See beyond the veil and into the 

splendor.” 
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Chapter Fifteen

The walls that separated the galleys within La Cabaña were 

several feet thick and brutishly insulating.  Nights were cold and 

summer days brought suffocating heat.  The prisoners wore only 

their underwear.  Outside, the executions would begin at nine in the 

evening and last for most of the night.  The marching of soldiers, 

shouting of commands and firing of rifles would keep the prisoners 

awake.

One night, Nuno, overcome by exhaustion, was sleeping 

peacefully when a rat crawled over his head and awakened him.  He 

looked up to see a man standing upright in front of him.  He could 

barely make out the man’s face, but could tell that he was 

despondent.

“What are you doing?” Nuno whispered.

The man sighed.
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“You have to ask permission from an officer to get up after 

curfew,” Nuno said.

The man pointed his face down toward Nuno.  “It never 

ends, hermano.”

Through the grill in the wall, Nuno could see the searchlight 

slowly turning.

“Get down before they see you,” Nuno pleaded.

The man broke out into sobbing.  “It never ends!  The 

sadness—it never ends!”

The searchlight poured in through the grill, stopped, and 

fixed itself to the man, causing him to grimace.  Without warning, a 

shot was fired.  He fell on top of several men.

Nuno’s heart pounded so hard that he felt the veins in his 

neck swelling.  After the terror had subsided, he asked himself a 

question:  Is there anything I can do about this?  The answer seemed to be 

no.  He thought about the thing, the illusive thing, that glimpse he 

had once caught of the thing that made his heart glow.  He painted a 

picture in his mind that was clearer to him than the memory itself:  

Gabriela, his angel.  

As the pool of blood flowed toward him, he slowly rose into 

a squatting position to avoid both deluge and death.  I love her; I love 

her... 

---
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The following week, a familiar looking man was brought into 

the galley as a new prisoner.  It was Armando, the soldier who had 

captured Nuno.  It wasn’t long before Nuno and Armando were 

questioning each other.

“What are you doing here?” Nuno asked.

“I didn’t like the direction the revolution was taking and I 

tried to leave the country.  So here we are.  Just promise me one 

thing—don’t try to take my ears.”

Some of the other prisoners heard the remark.  Inquiries were 

made.  Nuno sat on the floor as a group huddled around him with 

great curiosity.  He told them about how he had been captured, 

eventually describing his entire life, pausing to reflect or look into 

eyes that might provide explanations.  When he was done, some 

made quaint and clever observations.

“It was probably heatstroke,” said one man.  “You 

mentioned that it was the hottest day people could ever remember.  

You probably passed out on the way home from school.  The boy 

with the cigar was merely a hallucination.  It was probably the heat 

that killed your father on that same day.  The people were probably 

dropping like flies from the heat.”

“You think it was the heat?” Nuno asked.

“It seems plausible to me.”

“Your life’s not cursed,” said a frail old man.  “You really 

believe there is a curse on all of us here in this prison?  No.  This has 

absolutely no explanation.  We are just victims of historic events.  

Maximo and Mauricio—mala muerte?  How dramatic!  You’re quite a 
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story teller.”

Feliberto, a strikingly handsome man of African descent 

folded his hands and revealed his deep voice.  “There could be a curse.  

There could very well be a curse.  But it has nothing to do with a 

cigar.  When the Spaniards came to the island and burned Hatuey 

alive at the stake, I’m sure he cursed us all.  And think of all his 

people that were exterminated.  They probably cursed us too.  That’s 

why every government this island has ever had has been 

dysfunctional—one disastrous regime after another.  It makes you 

wonder.  But I agree—this man is a good storyteller.”    

A thin man with an obsequious manner moved closer to 

Nuno.  His name was Sancho, regarded as the resident intellectual.  

“Yes, you have a most eloquent way of expressing yourself.  You’re 

very quiet, but when you have something to say—my goodness, how 

articulate and gifted you are.  There are several very talented people 

among us—artists and writers.  Obviously, we are very discreet about 

what we do.  I happen to be a poet.  Let me share something with 

you.”

Sancho reached behind himself and pulled a tiny piece of 

paper out of his rectum.  It was a thin strip in the form of a scroll.  

He unrolled it to show Nuno writing so small that it seemed almost 

as if it were produced by a typesetter.

“I have little pieces of graphite to write with.  Fortunately, my 

vision is still good.  I write a word here and there.  I live for words.  

That’s how I stay sane in this place.”  He rolled up the paper again 
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and returned it to its sheath.  “I may be able to find you some paper,” 

he raised his excited brows.

“I’m a soldier,” Nuno said.  “I don’t write much.”

“A poet—you have the heart of a poet.  I like the way you 

think and speak.  You need to capture that—make a record of it.  I 

assure you, you’ll get better.  You must do this.  You have a gift.  I 

don’t even believe in God, but you have me thinking about gifts.”

“Heathen,” laughed an old man.

“You simply must write,” said Sancho.

“Do it,” smiled Feliberto, the strikingly handsome man of 

African descent.

The very next day, Sancho gave Nuno what looked like a 

bottom margin ripped out of a small book.  One side of it said pagina 

273, and on the other it said pagina 274.  He was also given a piece of 

pencil lead about the length of a fingernail.  

He thought of the first word he wanted to write.  Esperanza—

hope.  He said it slowly to himself, savoring the consonants and 

vowels.  He considered it to be a beautiful word, to think, to say, to 

write.  He used pagina 273 as guide for the size of the letters.  He 

wrote it a little distance away from the edge, because he knew over 

time it would become frayed and soiled.  He added the word is, and 

tucked the paper away. 

He would spend days, trancelike, thinking of words to write.  

He learned new words from men who had attended the university.  

Closing his eyes, he taught himself to inscribe on the pages of his 

imagination, placing words close together, sideways, forwards and 
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backwards and on the negative space between letters.  In his mind, 

words were fitted together the way the men slept at night on the 

floor, arranging their bodies like engine parts.  It was paramount that 

he plan and practice in the infinite space of his thoughts, before 

committing words to the finite, filthy scroll.

As on earth as it is in heaven, he thought.  He was birthing a 

poem into the dirt of physical reality, but the true essence existed in 

an ideal plane.  He thought of Gabriela, who, to him, represented 

perfection, an undefiled region of the mind that was like a pristine 

forest bathed in light.

One night he had a dream of a forest, and was moved by its 

vividness.  The bright greens in the distance were like a stain glass 

window.  The shady greens in the foreground made him sleepy 

within the dream.  The large, cool boulders were covered in moss so 

thick they felt as soft as beds.  He lay down on one of the boulders 

and entered a deeper dream.

He saw a young woman with large wings sitting by a shore 

glimmering in the radiance of a golden sunset.  She had disrobed.  He 

could tell she had not entered the water, her hair still dry.  She sat 

almost in a ball, her chest pressed against her legs, looking up at a 

palm tree with one broken frond dangling like an arm awaiting a 

touch.

Nuno walked slowly toward her.  “Gabriela?”

She didn’t respond.  He came to her and put his hand on her 

shoulder.  She turned to look at him through tears and a sad smile, 

and placed her hand on his.  
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Nuno felt himself beaming.  He had almost forgotten what a 

smile felt like.  It was a tingling sensation that traveled down his 

body.  Gabriela’s smile turned joyful as a tear fell from her eyelashes.  

She squeezed his hand.

“Gabriela,” Nuno said, shaking his head in amazement.  

“You are my inspiration.”

“We don’t have long before you wake up,” Gabriela said.

“I’m so grateful for every moment I’ve ever spent with you.  

Even in dreams.”

“I miss you, Tata.  I’m afraid for you—what might happen to 

your heart.”

“I’ll be all right.”

He noticed her smooth caramel skin, the flower and fruit of 

light and dark, draped over her tone muscles, the curves of her 

breasts, her delicate hands and feet.  And then there were the black 

feathery wings, not made of cloth such as the ones she wore as a 

child, but growing out of her back.  He caressed the feathers and 

found them to be incomprehensibly soft.  She stood and embraced 

him.  Her warmth made him feel weightless, as if dissolving into 

bliss.

“I’m falling asleep, my love.  Into an even deeper sleep.  

Perhaps we will become one...”

The next morning, Nuno stood for roll call, feeling rested, as 

if guarding a secret.  After coffee and the toilet line, he met with El 

Judio.  He described the dream, eager for an interpretation to his 

visions.  
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“She was naked—and crying?”

“Yes,” Nuno answered.

“It could represent some unfulfilled erotic longing.  But a 

very good dream, regardless.  I wouldn’t mind being visited by a 

beautiful woman in my dreams.  But I suppose a poet will inevitably 

receive some visitors late in the night.”

“I’m a murderer and now I’m a poet,” Nuno sighed.

“Our good friend, Moses, was a murderer—if that’s any 

consolation.”

“Yes, I always forget.”

“And then he became a writer, and what an imagination.”

“Do you think he made up all those things?”

“That’s not for me to say.  The value lies in what things 

symbolize.  If you remember, when Moses was standing on the 

mountain, he reached into his cloak and touched his chest, and his 

hand became leprous.  It’s symbolic.  The human heart is corrupt.  

There is something not right with us.  Why do men deceive one 

another?  Betray?  Cause each other grief?  Look at the way the 

guards treat us.” 

“Assholes.”

“Everything in the world is like that.  Look at the 

capitalists—so many of them are ruthless, without any compassion 

whatsoever.  The most ruthless become the most successful.  These 

selfish, greedy bastards build and wreck economies like mindless 

natural disasters.  And the communist totalitarian fools are much 

worse.  It would seem that they are pure of heart, wanting to ease 
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suffering, but inevitably, they unleash unimaginable misery.  They 

have a certain talent for overthrowing governments.  In the end, they 

appoint the most incompetent people to every position—and then 

you have nothing but corruption.  This is true not just in politics; 

even the religious institutions become corrupt.”

“Because of the corrupt human heart,” Nuno sighed.  “After 

my father died, I desperately wanted a father figure in my life.  For a 

very brief time, one man filled that vacuum.  Actually, he seemed too 

young to be my father.  He was a Chilean preacher who told me one 

day that men were the cause of all the problems in the world.”

El Judio raised his eyebrows with a soft laugh.

“He told me this and then he disappeared,” Nuno said.  “I 

craved any kind of teaching or parental instruction.  So I accepted it 

as a great truth.  And then soon I had another father figure.  He was 

a man who had left behind his life of preaching in China to devote 

himself to his wife.  I would know him for many years.  He told me 

one day that there is a fiery magnificence to men, that if you 

observed men carefully, you would find that masculinity can be a 

beautiful thing.  And somehow I knew that he was also telling the 

truth.”

“And so you were confused,” El Judio smiled.

“Yes.”

“Tell me more about your dream.  This girl is a real person?”

“Yes.  I would tell you her name, but I don’t want to utter it 

here in a place like this.”

“I understand.  It would be a defilement.”
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“Yes.”

“And you hope to see her again someday?”

“I’m not hopeful,” Nuno slowly dropped his head.

“Not hopeful?  Don’t you see—how important this is?  

Something to live for.  Flaco, this is a wonderful thing.  I think it’s 

exciting.”

Nuno’s eyes darted back and forth, no longer able to look at 

El Judio.  “It doesn’t seem possible that I will ever be with her.”

“This may sound strange, but I could actually be content 

knowing that you may get out of this place one day to be with this 

woman you dream of, even if I were still here.  Despite my long life 

filled with suffering, I’ve experienced many of life’s greatest 

pleasures.  Yes, Flaco, I’ve known true love.  Once you’ve 

experienced the most profound love a woman can give you, you are 

no longer afraid of death.  You will be able to say, I have lived well.” 
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Chapter Sixteen

Bernando Bolocco and his friend, Ramón, were traveling on a 

wet road in their native Chile.  Ramón was behind the steering wheel 

of the enormous Land Cruiser towering over extra large tires, the 

cargo rack loaded down with supplies.  The black pavement reflected 

the sky, which was like a bright canyon carved out by the break in the 

trees.  

They drove for a long time until they were out of the forest 

and could see houses in the Andean valley dwarfed by a mountain.  

The paved road eventually became a muddy trail with stick fences 

running along the side of it.  The llamas and alpacas were plentiful 

and peaceful, waterfalls misting in the distance.  

The further they traveled, the larger the puddles, making the 

journey seem like a boat ride.  Ramón cleared his throat and tried to 

contain his frustration.  

“Bernando, you know better,” Ramón said.

“I’m tired of hearing this,” Bernando sighed.
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“You’ve even said so yourself.  You must preach or terrible 

things happen.  It was only a little more than thirty hours ago that the 

earthquake hit Chile.  An incredibly powerful earthquake—it was 

immediately after you cancelled your speaking engagement.  Doesn’t 

that tell you something?  An earthquake, Hermano.  And then a 

tsunami—what a catastrophe!  Where’s the fear of God?”

“Are you insane?  These are just coincidences.”

“You’re not an archeologist.  You’re an apostle, a messenger 

of God’s word.  You have a divine calling.”

“I’m just a man with dirty thoughts.  My mind is not on God.  

It’s on the appreciation of the feminine form.  I love women.  Even 

if I am celibate.”

“Think of the earthquake.”

“Enough!  I don’t want to hear this nonsense anymore.  I’ve 

been traveling and speaking for years.  It’s time I had a little fun.  

Let’s change the subject once and for all.”

“Do you really expect to find Tiwanaku geoglyphs and 

ceramics this far south?  They’re only found in the north in the 

aridity of the desert”

“I do believe it’s possible.  Perhaps we’ll find some etchings 

or something left behind by the Chinchorros or the Atacamenos or 

even the El Molle culture.  Even if we don’t find anything, you must 

admit, this is exciting-”

Ramón angrily rolled his eyes and huffed.  “This is not 

exciting!  Not in the slightest.  Who goes looking for pottery in the 

time of disaster?  We should be back to Valdivia to help in the search 
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for survivors.  That’s where we should be right now.  It’s what we 

should have done when we were in Africa.  If you don’t want to get 

your hands dirty, you can at least use your powers of articulation to 

comfort and encourage those that are suffering.”

“I’ve spent my whole life helping people.  Besides, everyone 

is angry at God right now.  The last thing they want is to hear me 

preach.”

“People always listen to you.  You have a gift.”

“Why do you always say that?  It’s not true.”

“Well, you always start off well, but then you digress into 

talking about romance and relationships.  I don’t know why you do 

that.  Or maybe I do.”

“What do you know?”

“You never got over her.”

“Ramón-”

“Let me just say it.  You must get over your wife.  God is 

more important.”

“No, God is not more important.”

“How can you make such a statement?”

Bernando narrowed his eyes and smiled.  “They are one and 

the same.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“That’s blasphemy.”

“Would you like to know how I came to this conclusion?”

Ramón sighed.  “How—how in the name of all that is holy 
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did you come up with this?”

“Let me tell you what she was like,” Bernando looked at 

Ramón as if he were about to kill him with knowledge.  “Listen 

carefully to me.  Let me tell you exactly what she was like:  She would 

glimmer with tenderness—speak to me the way the birds in the 

forest might all be sharing the same sentiment—the way that the 

entire world might exist within one person.  So loving was her touch 

that she didn’t seem real.  I would look hard at her and yet it was as if 

I were not fully awake.  It seemed sometimes as though I were 

watching a film.  And yes, it even seemed at times like I was 

dreaming.  Perhaps my powers are not so much of speech and 

oratory abilities—perhaps my greatest powers are those of 

perception.  I could see deep into her soul.  I could see past the layers 

of truths and untruths and truths and greater truths.  I never let 

anything I found concern me—not even the darkness.  Much more 

prominent was the light within her that was like the sun’s reflection.  

When we made love, it was as if I were holding the cosmos in my 

arms.  She seemed so light and mystical, soft and magical.  She said 

things to me that were the very things I needed to hear—kind and 

flattering and obscene.  These things we can’t understand, Ramón.  

God’s ways are beyond our grasping.  But there is no question in my 

mind that being with her was like witnessing the very reason the 

universe exists.  The manifestation of beauty and feminine 

perfection.  The way she said yes, and sometimes even the way she 

shook her head no.  Her passion and mystery and the way that she 

clung to me.  I found it at times to be almost a celebration.  Not just 
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an expression of joy—gratitude.  But I am the one who was grateful.  

I’m the one who benefitted from this outpouring.  How is it that I 

could experience more joy than most people ever experience in a 

thousand lifetimes?  How is that?  What did I do to deserve this 

supreme and most excellent of all things?  I have lived a full and 

complete life.  I can die any moment and I would be happy.  Do you 

understand what I am saying?  Being with her was a religious 

experience.  And verily, verily, I believe I was in the presence of God.  

Does this make any sense to you?”

Ramón stared at the road for a while, not saying anything.  

“Well, no one ever needs to hear that.  Preach, but don’t tell anyone 

that you were once married to God.”

“Preach—Ay—I don’t even know if I want to do that 

anymore.”

“Tell me the truth, Bernando.  Have you not met anyone to 

take your mind off of her?”

“Not long ago, I did spend some time with a woman in the 

Caribbean.”  

“Really?”

“Her name is Olgalana.  There’s something special about 

her.”

“Tell me more.”

“I was having familiar feelings again.  Just being around her 

was ecstatic for me.  There were all kinds of strange things running 

through my mind.  I even thought about reincarnation—I know we 

don’t believe in such things—but I imagined perhaps being a 
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grasshopper in a past life, and what great thing I might have done to 

deserve to become a man and be in the presence of a beautiful 

woman.  And then I thought about how one moment can be worth 

many lifetimes.”

Ramón raised his eyebrows.  “And did you also think this 

woman was God?”

“Hermano,” Bernando laughed.  “Well, she may not have 

been God, but she was definitely proof that God exists.”              

“Oh no.”

“What’s wrong?” 

“I think the earth is shaking again.”

Ramón stopped the Land Cruiser and they both slowly got 

out, their mouths open in horror.  They walked together several feet 

and stood next to each other, looking up.

“Cordón Caulle is erupting, my friend,” Bernando said with 

forlorn eyes.

“Can we turn around and outrun it?”

“We’re too close.  That’s a pyroclastic flow heading toward 

us.  We’ll be vaporized in a few moments.”

The dark gray cloud boiled and churned down the mountain, 

growing and turning the sky to night.  The murk enveloped the 

valley, causing all things to become dim and inconsequential.  

Bernando and his friend were covered in ash several feet deep.  

Because of the enormity of the recent earthquake and tsunami, the 

eruption received little media attention.  No search or rescue attempt 

was made.
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---

Feliberto, the strikingly handsome man of African descent, 

was exercising in the courtyard.  Nuno noticed him throwing 

combinations into the air and asked him if he was a fighter.

“A great fighter I was,” Feliberto smiled.  “I’m surprised you 

hadn’t heard of me.”

“Famous?”

“I was successful for a time.  I had a good trainer.  I fought 

several times, but I was very unhappy with the corrupt payment 

structure.  Greedy scoundrels wanted to keep all the money to 

themselves.  And then, just as I thought things couldn’t get worse, 

the new government completely outlawed professional sports.  What 

was I supposed to do, starve?  I spoke out against it, and here I am, 

considered a counterrevolutionary.  Sons of whores!  You can’t open 

your mouth and say anything in this country anymore.

“That’s terrible,” Nuno said.

“Well, I’ve always had women to comfort me, but now I’m 

stuck here with all these hideous men, Feliberto laughed.  “Tell me, 

why were men created?  Such smelly, hairy, repulsive creatures.  How 

I loved to fight them.  Have you ever hit someone so hard—in just 

the sweetest and most perfect place—so hard that you feel musical 

vibrations?  Oh, how I love to hit men.”

“But only in the ring-”

“Of course, only in the ring.  You know I’m just kidding.  I 
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love my brethren.  That wasn’t always the case, however.”

“What do you mean?” Nuno asked.

“I didn’t like my father very much.  He had a bad temper.  

But when I became a man, and realized how difficult life could be.  I 

understood why he was so frustrated.  Working so hard and failing at 

every endeavor year after year takes its toll on men.”

“Life is not easy.”

“Doing the things we’re good at—that always comes easy.  

But making people care is hard.  Succeeding in this world is 

sometimes almost impossible—no matter how smart or talented we 

are.”

“So now you’re close to your father?”

“He died, but at least I understand him now.  Letting go of 

resentment completely changed my life.  That’s when I started to 

fight like a champion.  And life seemed to go well for me.  I think 

people could tell that I was at peace—that there was no hostility 

inside of me.  I even gained the admiration of many women.”  

Feliberto let out a happy sigh.

“That must have been nice,” Nuno smiled.

“At first it seems like the greatest thing in the world.  But 

after time, I got tired of living just for pleasure.  I also didn’t like 

things always ending with me being a disappointment to someone.  

In the end, the fun leaves you feeling empty.  I actually regret how 

reckless I’ve acted.  Now I would do anything for one true love, but I 

don’t know if that will happen.  Do you think we’ll ever get out of 

here alive?”
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Nuno raised his eyebrows and tilted his head as if to say God 

only knows.  “If we survive this place, and you find true love, what 

do you suppose she will be like?”

Feliberto thought for a moment.  “You know how some 

women will become upset and torture a man with her silence, 

refusing to tell him what is wrong so she can savor and revel in her 

own drama?”

“Yes, it is a form of punishment,” Nuno said.

“Someone who’s not like that.”

Nuno smiled.

“You know how some women constantly criticize their men, 

finding fault with them, blaming them for every imperfection in the 

world?” Feliberto said.

“Yes.”

“Someone who’s not like that.”

Nuno nodded his head.

“You know how some women are never happy, always 

wanting more and more—a home, a cat, a dog, a child, jewelry, 

transportation?  She looks at her man with disbelieving eyes, 

astonished at how long it’s taking him to provide these things—have 

you ever known anyone like that?”

“I’m not sure,” Nuno said.

“I would want someone who’s not like that.  Yes, it would be 

nice to find someone who is chévere.”

“And what if you can’t find someone who is chévere?”

“Then I hope I would be so happy inside, that nothing could 
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bother me.”

“I suppose anyone who gets out of here should be happy for 

the rest of their lives.”

Feliberto smiled.  “El Gazpacho, Don’t be so sure about that.  

We’re only men.  We can’t appreciate anything.  We should be 

shouting with joy to have arms and legs, but unless you lose 

something, it means nothing to you.” 
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Chapter Seventeen
1965

As time went by, Nuno raised his song of poetry to Gabriela.  

And when the days came that the officers would taunt the prisoners 

by whetting their appetites with Shakespeare and Cervantes, Nuno 

would tear at a margin in a book and write more words from 

memory.

Despite the diversion and love for the art form, his 

surroundings made it impossible to live in another world.  The 

nightly executions, the shrieking of birds that would come to tear at 

pieces of flesh left behind, the declining health of the prisoners, the 

hunger strikes, the beatings and bayonetings, the men who would fall 

asleep on the cold floor and never awaken—these were all a constant 

source of discouragement that threatened to corrupt the immaculate 

unwinding scroll of his imagination.    

He knew of many that were taken to solitary confinement.  

They were placed in a room called la gaveta with a low ceiling that 

made it impossible to stand or stretch, causing their muscles to 
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cramp and atrophy.  After several months, the men were physically 

and psychologically broken.  The former soldier of the revolution, 

Armando, returned from the la gaveta one evening with shattered 

nerves.  From that day on, the slightest amount of stress would cause 

him to become a sobbing infant.  Nuno, despite the admonition 

never to talk to someone who had recently come out of la gaveta, tried 

to engage Armando in conversation.

“We should have met under better circumstance,” Nuno said.

Armando smiled sadly for the briefest of moments.  “I’m 

sorry for your capture,” he said softly.

“You were just doing your job.”

“Had you ever seen the Sierra Maestra Mountains before?”

“Never.  Such beauty—forests and beaches and endless 

splendor.  I was thinking of Our Lady of Charity a lot of the time.  I 

was wondering if I might see her since I was in the vicinity.  Is it true 

she has mulatta skin?”

“That’s what the three Juans saw when they discovered her.  

That is how she will always be, no matter how many times she 

disappears and reappears.  I once crawled up over two hundred steps 

to the Cobre shrine to pray to her for a woman to marry.”

“Were your prayers answered?”

“Yes, immediately—a good woman—I should have been 

happy.  But one can never be happy.”

“What happened?”

“The guerrilleros were in the mountains.  What they were 

saying was consistent with charity and goodwill toward men.  



Carlos Alemán

178

Perhaps Christian teaching was unfolding right before me.  If it truly 

is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich 

man to enter into the kingdom of God, perhaps God favors the 

poor.  Oh, there is so much poverty in Santiago de Cuba.  I thought I 

was taking part in something important.  A man needs a cause to 

fight for.  But there was something I didn’t realize.”

“¿Que?”

“You can be as radical and extreme as you want to be.  You 

can have total and complete revolution and upheaval.  And you may 

succeed in changing every facet of society, but the human heart will 

remain evil.”

“Perhaps.”

“What a fool I was.  One gains the love of a woman, and the 

excitement lasts only a short time.  The thrill is replaced by risking 

everything for what is futile.”

Armando gasped and coughed as tears poured down his face.  

Nuno gently shook him by the shoulders.  “No—no.  Think 

of something pleasant.  Remember something good about this 

woman of yours—the answer to your prayers.”

“I took the most important and precious thing in my life and 

threw her away like garbage.  Why—why would I do a thing like that?  

For politics?  For religious convictions?  To do what is right?  

Doesn’t everyone know that when you try to fix something you only 

make it worse?”

“Forget about all these things,” Nuno said.

“I threw her away like garbage-”
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“Try to remember something positive.”

“I can’t get her out of my mind,” Armando said.  “Look at 

the water stains on the ceiling.  That’s the exact profile of her face.  

Look—that’s her nose.”

Nuno squinted and tilted his neck trying to find a face in the 

patterns.

Armando’s lips were trembling.  “Pobrecita—poor thing.  She 

was such a delicate woman.  Such soft straight hair.  She made it 

curly for me once because I asked her to.  And then I wanted the 

curls gone—I wanted it straight again.  I couldn’t decide what I 

wanted.  I must have driven her crazy.  I think about these things 

now and it seems that everything I ever said or did was unreasonable.  

But she loved me and tolerated me.  How was I to know that it was 

the closest I would ever come to knowing true happiness in this life?  

Dying and reaching paradise for me would be being by her side again.  

But at the time there could be no paradise for me knowing that there 

was so much poverty and suffering.  Look at me now.  Look what 

they’ve done to me.  None of it was worth it.”

“No—forget the revolution,” Nuno said.  “Tell me 

something about her.”

Armando tightened his forehead and sighed.  “Sometimes I 

wanted her to dress seductively for me.  Sometimes I wanted her to 

dress like mother superior.  She was perfect just the way she was.  

There was no need for her to be constantly changing her appearance 

to make me happy.  Ay—pobrecita.  I remember one day I took her to 

the theater.  I noticed the way other men looked at her.  Plain as 
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storm clouds, their eyes were filled with desire.  The strangest feeling 

came over me.  A strange envy.  I wanted to feel what they were 

feeling.  I couldn’t deny the terrible truth, I was losing interest in her.  

What was wrong with me?  She was perfect.  She was my life!”

“Stop torturing yourself,” Nuno pleaded.  “For God’s sake, 

remember something good about her.”

“Everything about her was good.  She satisfied everything in 

me.  Perhaps it wasn’t that I lost interest in her at all.  Perhaps it was 

like eating delicious food and feeling full.  Despite my ridiculous 

notions that she was too skinny one day and too plump the next, 

despite my inability to tell if she wore too little makeup or too much, 

I knew in my heart that I wasn’t deserving of such a woman.  I was 

just an average man—and she—she made love to me like an athlete 

or a goddess or a wild animal.  I don’t know.  I would feel drained 

afterwards.  But I would smile like an imbecile for days.

“The day of the failed Moncada Barracks attack, an idea came 

to me.  My life being what it was—satisfied to the uttermost to the 

point of boredom—I began talking to all my neighbors about 

forming an urban revolutionary alliance.  She was always by my side, 

supporting me in every folly.  We organized cells and armed 

ourselves, collecting money and medical supplies.  We printed a 

newspaper criticizing the government.  Eventually we merged with 

the July 26 Movement.  All this filled me with self-importance.  How 

wretched I was!  I became completely lost in my own world, instead 

of claiming the heaven before my eyes!”

Armando wailed, his eyes swelling.  
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“Don’t talk about these things anymore,” Nuno said.  “Get 

your mind off these things.  Sancho recommends we write poetry.  

Have you considered that?”

Armando collected himself.  His panting turned to heavy 

breathing through his nostrils.  He lifted his glazed eyes, mumbling at 

first and then becoming coherent:

“...I miss the feel of your body weighing down on me, warm 

sweat, soft silky doughy creamy skin, cramming your breasts in my 

mouth, I—suckling at your fruit.  I miss your ardent ways, a tongue 

like the night itself—finding conquest over me.  I miss biting you 

softly in the rump, sometimes hard, but never leaving a mark.  I miss 

seeing you.  I miss closing my eyes when I’m with you.  I miss seeing 

you and not seeing you.  I can never decide or choose anything when 

I’m around you.  I miss being inside of you and being outside.  

Perhaps that is the reason for all our indecision.  Perhaps in yin and 

yang and yes and no there is the logic to sensuality.  What do I know?  

Life is an erotic mystery of inexplicable desires, chasing us to the 

ends of the earth with lewd symbols.  The river rushes towards the 

sea.  The thunder cracks, just like I do harder and harder against you.  

I miss your lecherous and indecent ways.  All you did, I welcomed.  

As I lose my mind a little more every day, all I’m left with are these 

memories, the beautiful obscenity of your love.”

Nuno blinked sadly.  “I didn’t realize you were a poet.”

“We’re all poets.  That is plain and simple.  But this is what 

we need to understand and accept—we will never see our women 

again.  What we once had is all we’ll ever have.  We will never have it 
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again.”

After Nuno had heard these words, it felt to him almost as if 

an icy vapor had entered him, carrying Armando’s pain and some 

dark spirit.  For several months, Nuno was unable to dream of 

Gabriela.  He grew depressed and sick with anxiety.  Late one night, 

Nuno stood up and faced the searchlight, waiting for it to shine upon 

him.  

“Kill me,” Nuno’s voice shook.  “Kill me.  Shoot me.”

“Be quiet, Mano,” one of the men said.

“Beto, get down!” said another.

“I can’t live without her in my dreams!  The sadness never 

ends!”

As the searchlight crawled along the iron grills and stone 

walls of La Cabaña, El Judio made his way past the men lying on the 

floor.  He tripped several times, falling on top of some, ignoring their 

curses.  As he got closer to Nuno, he wailed, “Not him!  Not him!  

This man must not die!”

Nuno looked at him with dread in his eyes.  “What are you 

doing?  Get down!”

“This man must live!  There is a woman to love!”

“You’re going to get shot!” Nuno said.

“I’m not afraid to die.  I lay down my life for you, Flaco!”

El Judio reached Nuno at the same time as the searchlight.  

With a fierce shove, he threw Nuno to the floor.  As he landed, 

everyone heard the firing of the weapon.  El Judio collapsed next to 

Nuno.
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“Why?” Nuno cried. 

Nuno held him, and as El Judio’s face turned pale amber, 

Nuno entered the darkest night of the soul.  After the guards 

eventually pried El Judio’s body from Nuno’s blood soaked arms, he 

remained like a pile of stones, cold and numb.  Out of this spiritual 

injury flowed a longing he could not control, his desire to fade with 

history.  

---

Nuno and Sancho (the man with the obsequious manner who 

had introduced Nuno to poetry) had both witnessed the same 

cataclysm, and could quite possibly spend the rest of their lives 

talking about it.  They tried to transform their disbelief into reason 

over a period of several days.  One morning, their grief didn’t seem 

as severe.  Sancho kept adjusting his glasses and rubbing his eyes 

somewhat surprised that they lacked tears.  Nuno would cover his 

mouth with his hand whenever he had nothing to say.  

Although Nuno had always thought it strange that Sancho 

didn’t believe in God, El Judio’s death had deepened his 

understanding of how faith at times could be difficult if not 

impossible.

“I wonder too how there can be a god sometimes,” Nuno 

said.

“I don’t wonder at all,” Sancho sighed.  “The truth is—and I 

don’t usually admit to this—when things get bad, I pray to God.  I 
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suspect this is out of desperation.  I don’t really believe in anything.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Well, I have certain assumptions about life.  We need things 

to make a little sense or else we go crazy.”

“And what sense have you made of life?”

“Let me tell you a story—you must never repeat this—my 

great-great-grandfather was an introvert.  He was a very quiet and 

studious man.  His children were all extroverts.  They were loud and 

gregarious and filled with excitement for life.  He utterly despised his 

children for being extroverts.  One of his sons had children of his 

own.  They were all introverts.  They so reminded that son of his 

father that he despised all of them.  Those children had extroverted 

children and so on-”

“It is the same with you?”

“Yes, I despised my father and my children.  They were all 

extroverts and I’m an introvert.  You might call this a generational 

curse.  But I don’t believe in curses.  However, it did prove to me 

that there was something significantly wrong with me.  One day, I 

made the most foolish mistake.  I told my wife.  This is one of the 

most idiotic things a man can ever do.  Never tell a woman anything.  

She insisted that I see a psychiatrist in Havana named Doctor 

Gutierrez.  

“A few days before my first appointment with him, I was at a 

fiesta when I saw a man I had never seen before.  I was filled with 

the sudden urge to kill him.  Nothing like this had ever happened to 

me before.  I tried to be rational.  I asked myself what it could be 
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about this man that so irritated me.  Was it the way he squinted?  

Perhaps the way the corner of his mouth curled up ever so 

imperceptibly?  Who did he remind me of?  I could not answer any 

of these questions.  I still can’t.  

“Even more convinced of my depravity—that there was 

something profoundly wrong with me—I went to see Doctor 

Gutierrez.  I told him about the introverts and extroverts in my 

family.  He told me it was a most curious thing—that he had never 

heard anything like that before.  He said that therapy would help me 

to understand this inexplicable hatred of my father and children.  It 

almost seemed like a confession to a priest.  But what I really wanted 

to tell him was that there was a man that I very much wanted to 

murder.  I kept silent about this.

“After that first time that I saw the man I hated at the fiesta, I 

continued to see him on a daily basis, walking down the street or at 

the market or having lunch with friends.  Each time I saw him, I 

quickly filled with rage.  I walked past a store one afternoon and saw 

my reflection in a window.  My face was red with anger.  I noticed 

my hands were trembling.  How I wanted to kill this man.  At home, 

I tried not to think about him.  I took in deep breaths to clear my 

head.  I tried to do many things to distract myself.  But I could do 

nothing about my violent impulses.  

“It was mentally exhausting.  And eventually I gave up trying.  

I spent all my waking hours planning his murder.  Perhaps also in my 

dreams was I reveling in this delight.  There were several scenarios 

that seemed quite satisfying to me.  One day, as I was walking down 
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the street trying to decide on the best method, I saw the man’s wife 

for the first time.  I almost couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  She 

had the complete opposite effect that her husband had on me.  

“As much as I wanted to commit murder, I wanted to be 

with this woman.  As angry as he made me, she made me lust.  As 

much as he turned my face red with rage, she sent waves of erotic 

excitement throughout my body.  I tried to understand what it was 

about her that filled me with such desire.  Was it the way her face 

seemed like that of a beautiful actress?  Was it the way she seemed to 

be created by someone who had secretly examined every dream and 

fantasy I had ever had?  There were more questions than I would 

ever be able to answer.

“So I thought to myself, if I’m going to commit murder, I 

might as well also commit adultery.  Yes, I would make love to his 

wife and then kill him.  Oh, I couldn’t stop thinking about her.  

Don’t misunderstand me—if I had thought about her husband again 

I would have instantly filled with rage.  But words cannot describe 

how obsessed I became with her.  My wife noticed how strange I was 

becoming.  She kept asking me day and night if there was someone 

else.  One day she went as far as asking Doctor Gutierrez if he knew 

anything.  She even had a tantrum and threw pots and pans against 

the wall.  The sounds momentarily diverted my thoughts away from 

the woman that was slowly conquering my mind and soul.

“Her name was Ana.  I approached her one day as if to claim 

what I knew to be mine.  In her eyes I could see that she understood 

everything.  All of existence seemed to be declaring to me, take what is 
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yours.  She received me as an old friend, someone she had been 

expecting all her life.  For some strange reason, she completely 

surrendered to me.  It almost seemed to me as if she cared deeply 

about me—as if we had been lovers before time had begun.  I think 

about these things now and they completely baffle me.          

“Ana gave herself to me, and I experienced an almost 

supernatural bliss.  I didn’t know what was greater, the pleasure she 

was giving me, or the pleasure I experienced in pleasuring her.  To 

this day, I would say it was the peak experience of my life.  I don’t 

think there is anywhere I could travel to or anything that I could do 

that would compare to this.  She whispered things to me, as if she 

had psychic powers and knew what would satisfy me most.  She also 

did this with her touch and every gesture she made.  I was so happy.  

“I remained happy.  I no longer wanted to kill her husband.  I 

didn’t want to take Ana away from him, or leave my wife.  I even 

stopped hating my father and my children.  I had experienced 

something perfect.  I could walk around for the rest of my life 

glowing with contentment.  So this evil adulterous act saved a man 

from murder and cured me from hatred.  Don’t you find that ironic?  

Perhaps even more ironic is that I went to prison anyway.  After the 

revolution, I wasn’t executed since I was a lowly court clerk, I was 

sent here to suffer.  And yet as I suffer here there’s still a part of me 

that’s happy for that one day with Ana.  

“I once asked El Judio—if there is a god, why does he allow 

suffering?  He told me that he didn’t know.  I then told him the story 

I just told you, and I asked him if God could ever forgive me.  He 
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asked me if I knew where the name Ana came from.  He told that it’s 

an old Hebrew name.  It means grace.  He explained that grace is an 

undeserved forgiveness.  He said that God had already forgiven me 

and that I didn’t even know it.  Somehow, I feel grateful for that.  

Even I, someone who doesn’t believe in anything. 
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Chapter Eighteen

Two months later, Nuno was transferred to El Presidio 

Modelo in the Isle of Pines.  Within the prison complex were four 

circular buildings, each with a guard tower in the center.  The five 

story rondels housed thousands of prisoners, mostly political and 

some such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and homosexuals, deemed 

enemies of the state.  

In the middle of the four rondels there was a mess hall 

building that had come to be known as the palace of three thousand 

silences, a place where talking was strongly discouraged.  It was on the 

way through an underground tunnel to the palace that Nuno learned of 

a visitor.  With guards present, Nuno was allowed to sit and talk to 

the angel who had finally emerged from his dreams.

“Gabriela,” Nuno said with a mixture of joy and sadness.

“Nuno, they wouldn’t let me visit you at La Cabaña.”

“You don’t call me Tata anymore?”

“Tata,” Gabriela said with rueful eyes.  “They wouldn’t even 
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let me visit you here in La Isla de Pinos.  I moved in with a small 

family in a house close to the prison so I could visit you.  But they 

haven’t let me—until today.”

“I want you to know—it’s been you that has kept me alive all 

these years.  I never thought I’d see you again, but my memories of 

you have kept me alive.  I’ve been able to lose myself in thoughts of 

you.”

“Tata, I have something to tell you.”

“What?  What is it?”

“We’re leaving the country.  They’re letting the exiles in 

Miami pick up relatives in the port of Camarioca.  My father’s side of 

the family is coming for us.  We’ve already submitted our application 

to the Ministry of the Interior.  We’ll lose everything, but we’ve 

decided it was the best thing to do.”

“You’re leaving?”

“Yes—and this is the last time I might ever see you.  I almost 

didn’t get the chance.”

Nuno’s heart sank.  He noticed one of the guards listening 

with raised eyebrows

“Does this amuse you?” Nuno asked the guard.

The guard smirked and nodded his head.  Nuno sighed when 

he thought of the beating his remark would cost him.

“Nuno, I only wish I could be here when you’re released.”

“You have a life to live.  It’s good that you’ll be able to start 

over in a new place.”

“I can’t tell you how much I’ve cried, how much I’ve thought 
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about you and dreamt about you.”

“You’ve also had dreams?”

“Si.”

Nuno smiled with resignation.  “Now I know why Señor 

Huáng was so afraid that he would lose his wife.  It is possible to lose 

someone.  Perhaps it’s the same reason Bernando Bolocco took a 

vow of celibacy.  Perhaps love and the possibilities that come with it 

are far too painful.  Perhaps we never fully realize how fragile life is, 

how the greatest riches are won and lost so easily...”

---

After Nuno had his poetry confiscated, and after the beating, 

he sat in his bed staring at the water stains on the ceiling until sleep 

sedated him and soothed his discomfort.  His physical pain yielded to 

a different kind of suffering within his sleep.

He desperately searched the streets of Guanajay for Gabriela, 

shouting her name over and over with great virulence.  Where are you!? 

He screamed.  Gabriela!  He walked down a dark street cradling his 

head with his arms.  When he turned a corner, he found that he was 

in Havana, looking up at the Morro Castle and La Cabaña.  And then 

he heard the sacred bell tolling, inviting him on a new journey.

---

In the wetlands just outside the walls of El Presidio, the 
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anhinga seemed to be standing on water as it spread its large black 

and white wings.  The bird, with no natural oils to waterproof its 

feathers, waited for the wind and sun to provide dryness for flight.  It 

resembled an M, its reflection in the steel blue water a W.  

White egrets and herons stalked the flag fish and minnows, 

which were swimming precariously close to prevailing eyes.  Red-

bellied turtles and Southern toads stilled themselves to preserve 

warmth.  Swarms of gnats and mosquitoes strained the hot air with 

their ubiquitous drone.

And like a minnow being hunted by a water bird, Nuno 

moved closer to a time of talons.  His lungs burned with an asthmatic 

inflammation of the airways in his chest.  The brightness of the day 

was blinding, causing his malnourished head to thump, robbing him 

of any ability to form coherent thoughts. 

The prods from the bayonet should have awoken him fully to 

consciousness, yet the guard’s words were muffled and seemed far 

away.  Nuno counted syllables and tried to separate consonants from 

vowels, searching his life memory for words that could resemble the 

grunts that were piercing him along with the blade in his back.  How 

long he had walked already? It seemed like an eternity.  

His first vision was of an enormous ox, the prehistoric kind 

that Pablo had described, and every bit as terrifying.  With great 

hatred in its eyes it snorted and made impetuous threats.  Pablo’s 

words fell like cold rain in the tropics:  Nuno, your faith has been shaken, 

but something may come that is much worse.  Nuno wanted to run from the 

ox, but the goading in the back forced him forward.  The ox almost 
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seemed to smile when it impaled him with its giant horn.  Nuno had 

to laugh at being gored by an imaginary bovine.  The next prod in his 

back stole his breath and laughter.  

Nuno’s second vision was of El Judio walking beside him.  

His skin was as a clear sky, glowing with a radiant sheen.  His gait 

was like a mountain lion, melodic and capable of any movement.  Not 

him!  Not him!  This man must not die! El Judio protested.  Nuno tried to 

look at his face, but El Judio would not let him, turning his head 

away to gaze at the horizon.  

“I want to see your face,” Nuno shouted. 

“Cállate la boca!”—shut up! The guard barked.

El Judio delineated away from Nuno and walked off 

shouting, “The woman with wings waits for you.”  Nuno saw his figure in 

the distance coalesce with many others.  Something in his soul 

informed him that these were the spirits of others who had had their 

lives stolen by the marsh.  Lost and interminably disoriented, they 

slogged barefoot through the water unable to remember who they 

had once been.  Each blade of grass became a tall flame and the earth 

became like a lake of fire.  The sky darkened and fat drops of rain fell 

slowly like snow.  Nuno looked up at the sky to see distant vultures 

and raptors as tiny specks, and when he looked back down his vision 

of hell had ended.  The wetlands were once again reflecting the 

clouds like a mirror.

The guard cursed the clouds for the coolness they brought, 

“Maldito cielo!”

Nuno looked back to examine the guard’s face.  His eyes 
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were now looking past him and reflecting the flowering cladium 

stems that could sing a cruel beauty as well as cut with its serrated 

leaves.  Why would this man take me on a death march?  It seemed to be 

the most difficult question he had ever posed.  At least it was a lucid 

question, not a hallucination, not another sign of madness.  

Another nudge from the bayonet.  Nuno moaned in agony, 

his tear and sweat stained face trembled with horror—His mind 

racing.  How will I survive this day?  Maybe I can turn around and fight.  I’ll 

collapse of exhaustion soon.  The longer I wait, the less my chances become.  He 

has military training.  He’ll know what to do if I try to knock that rifle out of 

his hands.  I must do something quick before all my strength is gone.  I must act 

now...

Nuno listlessly spun around reaching, but unable to grasp 

anything as the guard swung the stock of his rifle, striking his head.  

Nuno fell back into the rooted and floating grass.  The guard stood 

over him, reveling in his position of superiority.  

“Go to hell!” Nuno moaned.

The guard aimed his rifle down at Nuno and let go a 

malevolent laugh.  “We will have even more fun tomorrow...”
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Chapter Nineteen
1944

Nuno’s father looked up at the ceiling, as if holding it tightly 

through intense concentration.  Nuno could see the concern on his 

face increase with every loud creak.  As he watched his father 

become more anxious, Nuno felt a sinking discomfort.

“You shouldn’t get too close to the window,” Nuno’s father 

said.  

He came and put his arms around Nuno to gently pull him 

back.  Both their eyes widened as a house in the distance had become 

airborne.  

“Oh no—” Nuno’s father said.

“Can that happen to us?” Nuno cried.

“Our house is better made—I think.  We have a foundation 

and concrete blocks.  The important thing is that the wind doesn’t 

get inside the house.  Once that happens, we’ll lose the roof.  I wish 

we had put something over the windows.”

They both moved back until they were against the wall, 
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unable to look away from the spectacle ensuing outside.  

“I don’t want anything bad to happen to us,” Nuno sobbed.

“I won’t let anything happen.”

“What if the house is destroyed?”

“I think we’ll be alright,” Nuno’s father said. “Listen—it’s 

not as bad as it was just a little while ago.”

Nuno listened carefully to the wind.  Something that sounded 

like a tree branch slammed against the house, startling him.  Nuno 

gripped his father tightly.  

“Well, maybe I spoke too soon,” Nuno’s father said.  “But 

this can’t last forever.  A storm always passes.  You can be quite 

certain about that.  There has never been and never will be a storm 

that doesn’t pass.”

“How long will it take?” Nuno asked.

“Maybe a few more hours.”

“The storm always passes?”

“Yes, Nuno, it always passes.  I think it’s like that with many 

things.  When something bad is happening, we forget that it’s only 

for a little while.  I have that problem sometimes.”

“You forget?” Nuno asked.

“Yes.  I don’t know why.  Why do I always forget?”

“Because you’re afraid?”

“Sometimes I’m not afraid.  Sometimes I’m just sad or tired.  

And for some reason I no longer have any common sense.  For some 

strange reason I think bad things are going to last forever, but they 

never do.”
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“But you have to try harder to remember.”

“I know...”

As night fell, the wind continued to howl.  The blackness 

outside the window made the sounds more terrifying.  

“The storm always passes...” Nuno kept repeating to himself, 

eventually falling asleep in his father’s arms.

---

1970

Several guards were in the tower, randomly firing their 

weapons through the slits in the walls.  They giggled like school 

children.  A loud blast and the simultaneous hammering of metal into 

the walls.  With each explosion, the guards would laugh harder until 

they were howling.  They were only half aware when the bullets 

would hit flesh instead of concrete.  

“Hijo de putas—sons of whores!” the prisoners would 

scream.  “Desgraciados, abusadores—disgraceful bullies!”  Nuno was 

one of those men, clenching the iron bars and wailing insults.  His 

cellmate, staring at the blood stains on his back, urged him to take 

cover.  The rage ended abruptly as Nuno’s body was violently thrown 

backwards by two bullets.  His shouting turned to gasping as he felt 

himself choking, his wounds burning.  

His cellmate fell to his knees to apply pressure to the wounds.  

“Patas de Gallos—for God’s sake, don’t leave this world yet!”  
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One bullet had passed through his chest, missing his heart 

and only damaging the edge of a lung.  The other bullet grazed the 

side of his ribcage.  He spent the first day either unconscious or in 

agony.  Eventually, existence became an assault by all the 

principalities of darkness, dreams, the spirit world and the pain of 

wakefulness.    

The following morning, Nuno awoke and looked past his 

cellmate to see the ghosts of Maximo and Mauricio.  Each had a 

flower tattooed on their foreheads.  They had fiendish smiles that 

seemed to enjoy Nuno’s state.

“You are the son of a woman of ill repute,” Maximo said.

Mauricio tried to speak, but could not manage to clear his 

throat. 

“What do you want?” Nuno asked.

“Who are you speaking to?” his cellmate asked.

“You killed us for what we did to two worthless women,” 

Maximo said.  “Because they were just like your mother.  You love 

and pity worthless women.”

“No one is worthless,” Nuno said. 

“What about us, Nuno.  Are we worthless?”

“Even you have worth.”

“Then why did you kill us?”

Nuno gasped for air.

“How many times do I have to tell you?” the cellmate 

shouted out to the guard tower.  “This man needs medical attention!”

Maximo leaned in close to Nuno.  “How fitting, your two 
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best friends are here to torment you.  Admit it; this is more than you 

can bear.  The end is near—my intrepid friend—as you like to say.”

“Quiet.”

“What are we, Nuno?  I’m sure you’re asking yourself.  

Hallucinations?  Spirits?  It’s hard to tell when you haven’t eaten.  

What will kill you first, hunger or infection...as for us, the dead have 

no hunger.”

“Quiet.”

“We are here, and yet we are in your head.  We know your 

every thought.  I think you’re relying too much on your imaginary 

childhood friend, Bolocco.”

“Bernando is real.”

“You can’t even remember what that little book said.”

“Yes I can.”

“You’re a fool.”

“Be quiet,” Nuno said.  “I’m going to sing a hymn... Luego 

canta mi alma, mi Dios Salvador, a Ti: ¡Qué grande eres, qué grande eres! 

---

After several days a crude surgery was performed by the 

prison medics, and Nuno was transferred to a prison in Guanajay.  A 

kind warden, named Hernán, personally oversaw his recovery.  He 

visited him everyday and discussed his condition with doctors.  As he 

improved, and Hernán understood Nuno better, he brought him 

philosophy and poetry books, and would spend hours discussing the 



Carlos Alemán

200

world of ideas with him.

One afternoon, Hernán surprised Nuno by telling him that he 

had been the talk of Guanajay that day.  He had met with two men 

for lunch, one named Estrada, a man with a severe limp, and the 

other named Raúl, the man who was responsible for his disability.  

The two had become good friends and described how Nuno had 

tried in vain to promote peace and prevent the inevitable.  Hernán 

explained to Nuno how the conversation had proved to be beneficial 

to him.

“Everyone knows about the event you organized to raise 

money for the hospital,” Hernán said earnestly.

“That was a long time ago,” Nuno said.

“These are very strange times.  There is much hypocrisy.  

You’ve witnessed and experienced brutality, yet these same powers 

responsible for the brutality praise the act of charity.  You don’t 

realize how fortunate you are.  One act of charity can follow you the 

rest of your life.  And this is such an example.  Let me explain.  The 

next prison that you were scheduled to be transferred to was Boniato.  

Boniato is a million times worse than anything you have experienced 

thus far.  They perform hunger experiments there.  You would have 

spent most of your time in a small gaveta, wasting away.  You’d have 

lost your mind, and probably died.  But you’re going to stay here.”

“Here?”

“Yes, this is the best of all possible worlds for you.  I will see 

to it that you are always treated well.”

Nuno eyes were brimming with tears.  “I don’t know what to 
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say.”

“You have been spared Boniato, amigo.  The only thing worse 

than Boniato are some of the women’s prisons.  What they endure at 

women’s prisons is unfathomable.” 

“Why would anyone want to treat women that way?”

“Put it out of your mind.  You’ve had enough sadness in your 

life.  It’s time for you to regain your health.”

Nuno hung his head.  Hernán patted his back.

“Whatever hope got you to this point, it has served you well.” 

 The shrieks of scavengers and birds of prey that Nuno had 

once known at La Cabaña became the song of pigeons and doves 

that would conclude the nine hours of restful sleep he would enjoy 

every night.  He would lift weights in the morning and quietly study 

in the afternoon.  Hernán had brought him what amounted to several 

college courses worth of books on the subjects of philosophy and 

literature. 

Nuno was free to walk around a courtyard and talk to other 

prisoners.  He found himself performing a tactile ritual everyday, 

running his hand across blades of grass, caressing leaves on trees.  He 

gazed up at the towering clouds trying to guess their altitude.  Ten 

thousand feet, the height of a large volcano, thirty thousand feet, the 

highest mountains in the world.  He pictured himself as a tiny dot on 

the top of a cloud.

He became convinced that there would always be veils to 

hide the beauty of life.  With every word that had ever left the ideal 

plane of his imagination there was a corresponding physical reality.  
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Books were sacred records that pointed to splendor that was like the 

sun, sometimes obscured by clouds.  He made tall stacks of books in 

his room, reluctant to return them, because of what they represented 

to him.

“You have to give them back sometime,” Hernán smiled.

“Let me just hold on to them a little longer,” Nuno said.

Hernán squatted to pick up a book and open it.  “You 

remind me of when I was young and first began attending the 

university.  I fell in love with books.  I loved anthologies.  I was 

especially taken by one book that featured essays by great thinkers.  I 

feel almost jealous of you right now.  It’s quite a feeling to have.”

Nuno gave Hernán a serious look.  “I possess nothing.  All I 

have is my mind.  I think I’m at peace with that.”

“That’s not what happens to most men who have had your 

type of experience.  They suffer from debilitating trauma the rest of 

their lives.  The world has proven to be a dark and malevolent place.  

They don’t see anything good.  How can you have peace?”

“I don’t know.”

“I wish you could give me some kind of answer.  I’ve tried to 

help people my whole life.  I give them advice.  I try to encourage 

them.  I try to inspire.  I share wisdom with them—everything from 

Proverbs to the Tao.  My main field of interest is psychology.  But I 

have never found any coping technique or cure for emotional pain.  

And medication only works some of the time.  How do you get 

inside someone’s head and fix their brain so they see life differently?  

How do you remove the past?  How do you bring peace to a 
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troubled soul?  My congratulations to you, Nuno, for having 

mastered your emotions...”

That night, all Nuno thought about was Gabriela.  It was 

almost as if remembering an apostolic age when miracles were 

possible.  She was the savior of his heart, the life that filled his soul 

like an ocean.  He wondered if it was really the book that he had 

stolen from Pablo that had changed his life, or whether perhaps it 

was walking through an orange grove with his daughter. Nuno tilted 

his head and brooded, utterly perplexed by this riddle.  

Half asleep, he spoke to Gabriela:  An ancient river of fallen tears 

and solitude brings my soul to you.  Our two lips touch like fresh and salt water 

meeting.  There is a deep and mysterious power in you.  In our dreams or in the 

spirit world, somewhere between the manifested and unmanifested, there is 

something that is woven.  It is our story.  Brief but perfect, it devours all of 

existence.  My love, my love, my love for you. 
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Chapter Twenty
1973

On the day of Nuno’s release, he was issued clothes and a 

razor.  He cut himself several times trying to shave off a coarse and 

woolly beard.  Most of the day and evening were spent in dialogue 

with authorities who wanted to convey the sentiments of a caring and 

kind government.  In the middle of the night, he was taken by a state 

security vehicle to the location of his choice.  As the car drove away, 

he walked up the steps of the gazebo where he had kissed Gabriela.  

He paced around for a while, and then walked to el bar de baile, gazing 

at its façade.  Eventually, someone walked by and asked him what he 

was doing.

“There occurred a racist incident here years ago,” Nuno said.

“Well, this establishment closed a long time ago.”

Nuno continued roaming the city and then slowly made his 

way to Matanzas.  He soon found Olgalana, walking past the church.  

After a tearful embrace, she invited him to stay at her apartment.  She 
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explained that Abuela Lenchito had passed away.  Nuno could plainly 

see that loneliness, torment and darkness had been grafted into her 

heart.  Nuno stayed with her for a time, her sadness enveloping him. 

One evening, Olgalana showed Nuno a letter that Bernando 

Bolocco had left for her on the nightstand in the room he had 

occupied one night so many years ago.  Modesty and personal 

embarrassment prevented her from ever showing it to anyone.  Just 

after making breakfast in the morning, before coming out onto the 

porch to find that Bernando and Nuno were both gone—while 

Bernando was paying Nuno’s teacher a visit, Señor Gonzalez—

Olgalana found the letter.  The letter read:

Olgalana.  I can hardly sleep.  I am thinking of you.  I actually 
came and stood just outside your room.  I did this twice.  Perhaps 
I did more than that.  I came very close to knocking on the door.  
I even knew what I would say to you—that I couldn’t sleep and 
just wanted to talk.  I would have asked you to tell me more of 
the things that cause you to hurt.  I am grateful that you can 
confide in me.  I would have listened carefully, straining to find 
any tidbit of knowledge to share with you, perhaps something in 
the form of a story, or some inspiration that might bring you 
happiness for a little while.  
But as we talked or as I listened and offered some elixir for the 
soul, I would burn with desire for you.  Forgive me; it is not my 
intention to shock you.  I just know that it is something I must 
tell you.  I am a lonely man, Olgalana.  You don’t realize what 
such fragile beauty can do to someone such as me.  Beside, perhaps 
it will be therapeutic for me to know that someone in this world 
understands they’re the object of my love.  In fact, I’m finding that 
it is quite exciting to discover I can love again after what has 
happened to me.  I won’t go into that now.
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As you may know, I’ve taken a vow of celibacy.  And yet, I want 
nothing more than to be with you.  It’s something I can’t stop 
thinking about.  And so, because there is no other recourse, I will 
make love to you with this letter.  You can tear it up now if you 
don’t want to read any further.  
I want to hold you.  I can tell that you are soft.  I want to hold 
you like sunlight, warm in my arms.  The kind of warmth you 
feel when walking out of a cold dwelling into a bright and 
beautiful day.  
It is said that the most sensual part of a woman’s body is her 
neck.  I agree with this theory.  I would softly press my cheek 
against your neck and feel your sunlight upon me.  I would take a 
slow and conscious breath in an attempt to slow time, breathing in 
your gorgeous scent.  With one unhurried stroke, I would touch 
your hair.  I would compare the feeling with the way I think it 
feels in my mind.  I have the most curious sense that it is a certain 
texture and softness.  You many even surprise me, sometimes the 
mind can’t even conceive of what things are actually like.  
I want to look closely into your eyes.  It may seem strange.  I 
would not linger there long.  I only want to see the different hues 
in your irises.  To see my reflection in them.  To know that I am 
really there, exploring the landscape of angels.  But I must say 
you have beautiful eyes.  I could spend an eternity admiring them.  
Perhaps they are what truly keep me awake tonight.
However, it is your lips that cause me to lose my mind.  Rose 
petals that cast a net around me.  You have no idea you do this.  
I am a prisoner.  The only things I have to my advantage are my 
secrets.  Until this moment, I have kept them from you.  If you 
read this letter, a part of me dies.  In truth, I welcome this death, 
yet it scares me to know that I am so weak.  And so I suppose 
heaven is kissing your lips.  Burning lips.
What effect that would have upon me, I honestly don’t know.  It 
might be like finding treasure in the exact place you suspect it is 
hidden, and then not believing that anything could be so perfect 
and out in the open.  But I would eventually suspend my disbelief.  
How long I would kiss you, I do not know.  The flame would no 
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doubt turn into an inferno.  We would be completely lost to the 
burning away of an old earth, an old life, an old heaven.  I 
astonish myself that I can use such terms.  It’s a language reserved 
for the great celestial mysteries.  And yet I, made of flesh and 
blood, know of no other way of describing what would become of 
us.  
I take comfort in knowing this is only a fantasy.  I have done 
nothing wrong.  But I will go on, risking good taste and your 
judgment of me.  If I am truly fortunate, you won’t find this letter 
until many days from now—and I will be far away from 
whatever damage is done to my reputation and the sting of your 
scorn, should you read this disapprovingly.  After all, I was your 
confidant, your pastoral counselor.  I understand if I am a great 
disappointment to you.   
For the sake of this desire, this dream, I will imagine that you are 
receptive to my love.  I will imagine that you want me as much as 
I want you.  I will imagine that there is a smile written upon your 
face, eagerly, blissfully needing to be touched.  The entire world for 
me hinges on this.  Your desire must compliment my lust; your 
love must be equal to my adoration.  Anything less is like a 
flower in winter.  You don’t know much about the cold on this 
island, but where I come from everything seems different with 
seasons.  I wonder if my experiences seem appealing to you.  I 
wonder if the things that make us different are a source of mutual 
attraction.  Then again, none of this matters.  It’s only a fantasy.  
Or is there something real about this?  Perhaps these words are 
more real than life itself.
And here is where I leave behind all my common sense, better 
judgment and sanity.  I want to read your mind.  I want your 
thoughts to possess me as if you were the very spirit world carving 
out a chasm through me.  And with this supernatural access to 
hidden worlds, I would know how to touch you.  So think hard 
about all the things you desire most.  Think of ultimate 
fulfillment.  Think of me succeeding in bringing you these things, 
and with your imagination you can write the end of this letter.

B. Bolocco     
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“I read it over and over,” Olgalana said.  “I’ve never read 

anything so many times in my life.”

“Meeting him changed my life.  I didn’t realize he had also 

had an effect on you.”

“Not a day goes by that I don’t think about him,” Olgalana 

said.

“It seems a shame that he never knew you read his letter—

never knew how happy it made you-”

“Oh Nuno, there’s more to this story.  When I took him to 

the port that day, I told him that I had read his letter.  I didn’t so 

much tell him with words.  I said adios to him with a long deep kiss.  

Ay, it lasted for such a long time.  We made such a display of 

ourselves.  And then I told him that he had already succeeded in 

fulfilling me.  I said to him:  You are a perfect man, Bernando.  You 

will be in my fantasies for the rest of my life.  Should you ever want 

to break your vow of celibacy, I hope you return for me.”

Nuno’s faint laughter brought Olgalana back to the present 

moment.  She sighed and looked at him meekly.

“Quite an impression he makes upon people,” Nuno said.  “I 

never would have survived in prison without his inspiration.  I wasn’t 

like the others.  I was far too sensitive.  I have a fragile heart.  So do 

you.  We weren’t made for this world.”

“No we weren’t.”

“You never loved Leopoldo like Bernando.  Am I right?”
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“Leopoldo was just a man.  Sometimes a woman has to settle 

for what comes along.”

“It seems that no one ever gets what they really want.”

“It would seem that way.”

---

The government would not issue Nuno a ration card and 

seemed to be forever looming over him.  Under the law of 

Peligrosidad, he could be returned to prison if anyone had the slightest 

suspicion about him.  He applied for an American visa, but the two 

governments could not come to an agreement regarding former 

political prisoners. 

Nuno chased elusive employment opportunities; until one 

day word came that his name had been written on a list sanctified by 

priests.

Monsignor Trabusturio met privately with Nuno one sultry 

afternoon.  They walked alongside a park with a baseball diamond.  

Children were playing and parents cheering. 

“The Church will not be involved in the process,” the 

Monsignor said.  “But it must be made clear that at no time did we 

try to convince you to emigrate.”

“No, of course not,” Nuno said.

“We simply made requests, and the government has agreed.  

You and the others will be on the plane alone, and your relatives will 

be waiting for you when you land.”
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“Relatives?”

“You have relatives in Miami.”

“I was told once that I had many brothers and sisters.”

“God works in mysterious ways.”  The Monsignor looked at 

Nuno inquisitively.  “Do you still believe?”

“I’m sorry.  I’m not Catholic.”

“I didn’t ask you if you were Catholic.  I asked you if you still 

have faith.  After what you’ve experienced it can be hard to believe in 

the existence of God.”

“I have a lot of faith.”

“Good.  Whatever you think of the church, remember, in all 

things, in every institution, there is good and bad.  For a very long 

time, I misrepresented the love of God.  But I saw the light on the 

road to Damascus.  I have a lot of good work to do.  Hopefully, one 

day, it will all make up for my many sins.”

“Tell me, Monsignor, why are men of God sometimes the 

greatest sinners?”

Trabusturio looked away sadly.  “Very few men are qualified 

to be representatives of God.  And because God is love, it takes 

someone who is completely selfless.  I happened to be full of self—

self-importance, self-centeredness, self-absorption.  Is it any wonder 

that I claimed to know God, but knew nothing at all?”

“And what changed you?” Nuno brooded.

“Time.  You should know something about time.  You’ve 

seen the years pass in a terrible way.  Perhaps you have become 

selflessness itself, nothingness, meek and lowly.  Time will either 
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make you bitter, or you’ll reflect the nature of God, love, selflessness, 

nothingness—no material, definable thing—just pure spirit.”

“I don’t feel particularly special,” Nuno said.

“Let me share with you what I know about life.  We are 

always wanting.  Why do we want?  Because we want to feel 

complete.  So people find work, meaningful work or un-meaningful 

work, but eventually they realize that work doesn’t complete them.  

Many search for a partner.  At first it is exciting and they are happy, 

but when life becomes ordinary, they discover that that too doesn’t 

complete them.  This search for completeness goes on and on in 

many forms.  They have no idea that the reason for this is because 

they just want to fill themselves like gluttons and become bigger and 

bigger.

“The same was true for me with religion.  I deceived myself 

into believing that I was pursuing a noble thing.  But because I felt 

empty, I just filled myself with doctrine and righteousness and a 

twisted sense of God.  I made myself bigger and bigger.  My ego 

became enormous.  How pathetic.

“As for you, Nuno, you’re still young.  Suffering somehow 

takes away this gluttonous hunger.  When you suffer, you lose your 

appetite.  Try to stay this way.  Don’t look for anything that makes 

you bigger, or more important, or might trick you into believing that 

it is the thing that will finally make you feel complete.  Remember 

this.  Have a good trip.  May your new life be free from all illusions.”
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Chapter Twenty One

Within a matter of days, he was soaring over the sea like a 

bird in a trade wind.  A Christian organization had arranged a charter 

flight to the take former political prisoners to Miami.  They all wore 

white shirts and ties and said little during the short flight.  The men 

had ambiguous expressions, as if trying to reconcile the loss of 

innocence with the prospect of hope.  Nuno looked out the window 

into the darkening twilight, anxious to see a new sunrise, one that 

would devour the past.

In the sunbathed clouds, he held in his hands the thin little 

book that he had stolen as a child.  He was grateful that Olgalana still 

possessed it.  He read its introduction:

Don’t be surprised if one day you realize that nothing in life really 
matters.  Well, nothing except the love of a woman.  There are 
many types of women.  Never believe the dull and ignorant who 
claim that all women are the same.  There are some women who 
are like exquisite tigers in the jungle, exotic and breathtaking; 
they must be appreciated from afar.  They are far too dangerous to 
approach.  It is enough just to catch a glimpse, to drink in their 
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beauty.  Perhaps a fantasy can be the only proper response to 
them.  You should be satisfied when your eyes come across such a 
vision.  There is no food on earth, any music ever composed, any 
mountain or forest as wondrous and elegant as this perfect and 
dangerous flower.

It isn’t long until a boy sees such a woman for the first 
time.  And for a while, he possesses the wisdom to keep his 
distance, avoiding the searing flames.  As the boy matures and 
holds to his wisdom, he may be moved to dedicate poetry, prayers 
and incense, to drink deep from the fountain of her inspiration.  
As boy becomes man, his wisdom may turn to folly, his heart 
filling with desire.  And we all know what the Buddha said 
about desire.  It is the cause of all suffering.  

There is another type of woman who is like a prophetess.  
An angel, sitting close to God, listening to and guarding celestial 
secrets whispered to her by the very source of creation.  A young 
man will soon realize that in comparing himself to her, he knows 
nothing.  In her presence, he will be humbled and live to feed upon 
her intelligence and charm.  She is not as dangerous as the woman 
who is like a tiger in the jungle.  She will receive a young man 
with genuine care for his soul.  She will slowly lift the veil that 
blinds him, sometimes revealing painful realities. 

She can be the source of pain itself sometimes, but it is 
not in excess and is well worth the cost.  A young man may 
become so accustomed to her impeccable ways that he may forget 
that she is but a fragile vessel with painful secrets of her own.  She 
is a little like a man, in that she needs drama, battles to wage, 
causes to fight for, a need to right all that is wrong.

She is energetic, radiating righteous anger.  A young 
man may benefit from the outpouring of her wrath in the form of 
lovemaking.  She prefers to be on top, her flaming eyes sending 
tremors throughout the young man’s infinite being, her screaming, 
piercing the marrow of his emotions, her power and passion 
igniting his worship.  Her ardent motions not only lead to 
complete exhaustion, but to a spiritual razing of edifices and 
building of new worlds.  So it is with the prophetess, whom we are 
fortunate to have as long as she will permit.
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Another type of woman is like a deer, perpetually 
running, as if she had lost her soul and couldn’t decide whether to 
run towards or away from its ruins.  She seems serene, but deep 
within there is a panic that fuels her race through the woods and 
plains.  As a young woman, she may have suffered an emotional 
wound that takes a lifetime to heal.  You will notice that wine 
and all manner of vices may find victory over her, but she is not 
inherently weak or of questionable moral character.  Because of 
her wound, she may be incapable of love.  To her, love is just 
another predator that chases after her.  This is the trick her soul 
has devised for its own protection.  It is better not to love than to 
risk pain, or so is the belief system of the subconscious mind.

She will hide, avoid, postpone, or generally reject her own 
life.  And if a young man unwittingly is drawn by her beauty and 
serenity, he may only know her for a season.  For a very short 
time she may seem like life itself, the mother of children, the queen 
that unites every warring nation within a young man’s heart, the 
tabula rasa on which dreams are written upon.  But eventually 
she will run.  There are many ways she may run, and many places 
she may run to, but because her wounds cannot heal in youth, a 
young man will lose her to the wind as she flies away.

But for this brief season, he may know an incomparable 
and almost peculiar form of lovemaking.  It may seem to a young 
man at times that she is raping him, exploiting his body, day and 
night, even while he sleeps.  She may all at once be a holy being 
and the most improper and profane of women.  So intense are her 
urges that she speaks the very language of sensuality, encroaching 
upon the obscene, trespassing beyond the borders of what is 
acceptable in the name of passion.  Once whatever allurement or 
enticement which had held her interest is eventually gone, so too 
will she, never having loved the young man who never seemed to be 
good enough for her.  After such a woman as a deer is gone, one 
must not allow the heart to reflect her pain and lose the ability to 
love. 

There is another type of woman who is like a matriarch 
from a faraway land.  A young man may desire her, but only in 
old age will he realize that she was everything he could have ever 



Nuno

215

wanted but there was nothing within him that was adequate or 
sufficient to sustain her presence.  He will remember her with 
great fondness and sadly contemplate his own shortcomings and 
incompatibility. 

The matriarch may have eyes that sparkle, bright and 
welcoming, a smile that causes a young man’s heart to ache.  And 
since it’s as if she is from a faraway land, the way she speaks and 
thinks and gestures is completely foreign to him.  His love for her 
will cause every speck of displeasure in her eyes to produce 
infinitely more displeasure in his eyes.  He will love her so much 
that he makes himself miserable, unable to provide ultimate 
happiness.  And as she grows accustomed to his misery, they both 
find that their love is unbearable.  

Seemingly star-crossed, the two lovers discover that there 
is more to their mutual incompatibility than dry chemistry.  They 
are both foreign to each other and will never discover a shard of 
even the simplest truth they can both share.  For the woman, it 
may be that she is simply too feminine and lovely to be accessible 
to such a beast as man.  The young man may walk away 
profoundly disheartened, convinced that if only he had a greater 
passionate strength, a larger soul, supernatural powers, courage 
and pride, he would have held on to her for a lifetime.

He will never forget the sight of her glowing skin dressed 
and undressed, her lust for him, her perfect qualities that lead him 
to doubt that she was real.  Every time he sees a woman that 
reminds him of her, he will sigh with sadness.  He even realizes 
that she was the very thing that he has grown to desire more and 
more over time.  All that remains is the memory of deep kisses, 
astonishing passion and perfect lovemaking.  The man will feel 
like a failure, as if he is less than a man, after knowing a 
matriarch from a faraway land.  And she will go on with her life 
with more difficult relationships, no man understanding her exotic 
mind and ineffable spirit.

There are many other types of women, but I would like 
to present to you one more, the woman who is like the mist.  This 
is the type of woman a man does not usually meet when he is very 
young.
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  It is a man of experience and travels that sometimes 
captures her heart.  And not just any wise man, a rare individual 
who has been blown here and there and set by a great and caring 
wind at her side.  She is like the logos spoken of by the Greeks 
and the Tao spoken of in the east.  She is perfectly balanced and 
perfectly at peace.  

There is a little bit of the masculine energy in her, so that 
she understands men and is not incompatible like a matriarch of 
a faraway land.  Not having to endure the burden of a restless 
heart, she does not run away from anything as does the woman 
who is like a deer.  She will also be like an angel, listening 
intently to the lips of God, but unlike the prophetess, there is no 
pain or anger.  And she may or may not be like the tiger in the 
jungle, for she is like the mist and changes form and flows like 
water.

I once knew such a mist.  She was here and gone, 
seemingly without a trace.  Yet this is the most ill-informed of 
observations.  There is much that bears testimony to her life.  The 
work she was here to do, as some may know, was to transform my 
heart.  It is said that eventually most men take on the 
temperament of the ones they love.  The years of feminine 
tenderness create a great softening.  The woman needs to do 
nothing except allow time to wear away all that is hard and 
hateful, violent and ugly.  Her mere presence is enough.

I am the beneficiary of such a great work.  And because 
my love was but only a mist, I will forever be in mourning.  I will 
take a vow of celibacy now that I have tasted the greatest thing life 
has to offer.  This is what most men never realize, that as they 
complain and obsess over governments, religions, philosophies and 
the attainment of all their dreams and stupid ambitions, the most 
important and satisfying riches lie in the appreciation of being 
loved.  A love that transforms the heart of a man.  Yes, although 
we chase our dreams to the ends of the earth, the greatest thing in 
life is the woman by our side. 
Nuno closed the book and rubbed his hand against the worn 

cover.  
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---

Miami

Nuno walked toward the mob at the airport, surprised by the 

mirror image of his own joy and excitement.  As the crowd 

applauded and the media gorged themselves upon the moment, he 

sensed that he was also sharing the same thoughts as the other 

former prisoners.  The end of a journey and the beginning of a new 

life.  His heart raced and his stomach felt as if it were being wrung, 

having reached the shores of paradise.  Emerging from the crowd 

was his angel, her eyes filled with tears. 

He reached out for Gabriela with trembling hands.  She ran 

towards him.  They embraced and convulsed with tears and laughter.

Nuno and Gabriela walked through the airport terminal, 

clinging, not wanting any time, event or circumstance to separate 

them.  They held burning hands, the world a cold chasm they wished 

not to be released into.  The empty space, the uncaring air, the drops 

of torment that surrounded them.  Together, they were a fire.  Apart, 

they couldn’t bear a moment of existence.

They melded into one body, infinite sweetness rising and 

collapsing, awaiting a greater union and tenderness.  Theirs was a 

covert longing, an anticipation cutting through the night.  Their 
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bodies were like a garden of flowers tangled together, thorns and 

petals.  

Gabriela took Nuno home.  In the midst of ten flickering 

vestal candles, they kissed as if stubbornly denying that the rest of the 

world existed, entering a deep ocean, sinking, fallen under a spell.  In 

the glint of each other’s eyes they could see this, something behind a 

shroud, a lesson, a teaching, a doorway, a manifestation, a filling, an 

act, an unveiling.    

Nuno kissed her eyes and her ears, her nose and mouth.  

Pages of poetry were formed with every prick and peck of their lips.  

The stanzas floated in the air like wings.  They became the song of 

birds and the notes of luminous instruments.  And as a flint becomes 

flame, theirs was an answer to an ancient wish, or perhaps a future 

ecstatic recollection, consuming them, demanding a quenching.  

Naked, their gleaming bodies, two temples covered in a scaffolding 

of whispers, the cries of pleasure, dewed flower, moans, whimpers, 

his inheritance vanishing within her. 

Gabriela’s eyes widened with the breadth and depth of the 

assailment, the storm filling her sail.  “I want to make you happy!” 

Gabriela cried out.  “I want to take away everything this world had 

done to you.”

Nuno hushed her with deep kisses, ravaging her with high 

seas and fervor, wharves of dark whirlpools, existence itself 

crumbling, splintering to pieces, the black air of night enveloping, the 

day, hidden, exploding, battering the night as if demanding an 

awakening from a dream.  Forwards and backwards, hoarding and 
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surrendering, hardness against softness, hot and cold, trembling and 

sweat, the colliding of planets, the swallowing of flames.  Not even in 

the verdant bed of Solomon or his house of three hundred 

concubines had there ever been such delight.  And in defiance of 

every illusive pleasure ever savored, it can also be said that the 

devouring kisses of Solomon’s seven hundred wives had never 

satiated and caused the flesh and spirit to climax again and again in 

such an amour.

Ten candles melted, the years of thralldom dissolved, the 

universe abandoned its laws.  The tides flowed in reverse, the stars 

danced like lovers, the moon became a bright glowing orb blasting 

behind a blanket of clouds, its brazen light pounded and gripped, out 

of one dream and into the next.  

There was an expulsion of lightness and corruption and 

decay, the scraping away of every last crumb of wishful desires.  All 

bliss had now been found again.  “¡Ay mi madre!” Gabriela screamed.  

With staggering clenching and release, with passion and devotion, she 

laughed and cried and raised her voice heavenward with balladic 

chanting.

Nuno, baying like a wolf, called out the names of saints and 

blessed the farthest corners of creation and finally settling upon her 

beautiful name, Gabriela—Gabriela.  There was a tremor and a 

falling of ancient edifices.  Spires and alters were razed.  Palaces to 

powder.  The world disappeared and its old ways covered beneath a 

tomb.  The grave burst open with new life.  The sun melted, glazing 

the hills and mountains.  Raindrops rocketed upward.  The cane 
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cutters abandoned their siestas as the sweetness of sugar conquered 

the world.  The depths of the earth became the firmament.  Fireflies 

became delirious with their new talents, outshining constellations and 

sparkling oceans.  Such was the declaration of their lovemaking.

And if there had ever been such a law as gravity or thought 

that virtue could never last forever, or any doubt that the stone faces 

of passionless cynics could erupt with joy, or any qualms about love 

bearing, believing and enduring all things, their lovemaking had, with 

great upheaval and defiance, wiped away such ailing notions.

Gabriela savored their love in full appreciation that an old 

earth had faded away.  La Cabaña’s thick walls and El Presidio 

Modelo’s round buildings and towers had finally been breached.  

One inmate had victoriously threaded through hidden passageways, 

escaped the world, stolen all that belonged, reached up to the highest 

tree on the highest mountain and picked its most forbidden fruit. 

Gabriela could only imagine what Nuno had gone through. 

The mind can be a prison or a palace.  Although few people ever face 

violent persecution, many are unable to find the peace and love that 

sets them free.  Sometimes love hides behind the curtains, running 

from room to room, chased by doubt and fear.  Love laments after 

all its children have been taken away.  Love fills the great palace of 

the mind, yet perpetually slips behind the drapes and secret places, 

trying to outrun perilous thoughts.  Sometimes, when danger is far 

away, love reveals itself, touching body and soul, causing a person to 

melt into bliss and die to the past.  In dying, one becomes a child 

again returning to innocence, bearing, hoping, believing and enduring 
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all things.

---

The following morning, Gabriela caressed Nuno’s chest, 

examining his scars in the shadows of blinds and stripes of daylight.  

“What did they do to you?” Gabriela asked.

“I often ask myself that same question,” Nuno said.  “There 

was no need to open me up like that—leave such colossal scars.  The 

bullets passed right through me.  I was fortunate.  A lot people died 

from wounds to the shoulders or to the legs.  There are so many 

nerves and blood vessels.  A wound to any part of the body can be 

lethal.  I was shot in the chest, and yet I live.  The bullet only 

damaged the periphery of my lung.  But they decided to perform 

surgery.  I was wide awake for the entire procedure.  I think they 

intentionally tried to cause me pain, that’s why they cut so much.  If 

I’m ever having a nightmare, you’ll know why.”

“Nuno, I’ll always know why.  I’ll always understand.”

“It was worth it, Gabriela.”

“What was worth it?”

“Everything this life has done to me...because now I have 

you.”
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Chapter Twenty Two

Nuno and Gabriela were married and had a daughter.  He 

experienced much of the beauty, pleasures, subtle amusements and 

delights—the beauty of nature, the beauty of manmade contraptions, 

the beauty of sounds and aromas, the beauty of sight and touch, the 

adoration in Gabriela’s smile, the wonder and innocence in their 

child’s heart.  He lived out the remainder of his life with an 

unbounded gratitude.  He died one night when his happy spirit could 

no longer keep his broken body alive.  

His spirit floated upward like an invisible bird with 

intoxicating freedom, no longer bound by earthly mass.  He knew he 

could keep going up and up, but decided to cross the Tropic of 

Cancer one last time to return to Guanajay for a day.  

Nuno landed in the field that he and Gabriela had once been 

chased by a bull.  He walked up to a large torro somehow knowing 

that it was docile and friendly.  He looked into its huge black eyes 

and saw a reflection of himself, just a little boy.  The bull lowered 
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itself as if taking a bow.  Nuno climbed on top of bull and lay with 

his chest against its back, his arms around its crest and neck.  The 

bull slowly walked until it reached la calle central, and then took Nuno 

all the way to the center of the city.

The clopping on the pavement, the scent of cane in the air, 

the sensation of a cool breeze caressing his face brought back many 

memories.  There were no people.  The sun seemed to be low, but 

not visible.  He couldn’t tell if it was dawn or dusk.

The bull stopped in front of the Vicente Mora Theater.  

Nuno dismounted and entered the building.  Inside, the theater had 

been restored to an original state, as if newly constructed, the walls 

and balconies shining with freshly dried paint.  Nuno noticed 

children sitting in the first two rows.  He walked to the front and 

stood before faces he had never seen before, yet knew well.  With the 

eyes of his heart, he looked at the little boys, each one giggling after 

he said the names he had known them by:  Sancho, Armando, Feliberto, 

El Judio. 

We were waiting for you, Flaco.  Come, sit down let’s watch a movie.

Nuno sat, unable to stop grinning.  The theater darkened; the 

screen awoke with light.  The boys watched and waited to see who 

else would show up, certain that there would be more that would 

avenge them by having lived well.

---

Olgalana found a job waiting tables at a restaurant in Havana 
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that had been nationalized to serve mostly foreigners.  The sound of 

plates rang in the relative quiet of a Friday morning as Olgalana 

started her shift.  As she tied her apron and walked toward the 

closest table, a conversation in the opposite direction caught her 

attention.  She searched her pocket for something to write with and 

froze with interest, paying close attention to the voices that were 

coming from a table by the window.    

“It’s just not worth it—the misery that women cause,” 

complained a man bitterly.  “They trap you with their looks and then 

they take everything, and never—never are they grateful for what you 

do for them.”

“Friend, your perceptions...”

Olgalana caught her breath when she heard the second voice.

“...are completely distorted.”

She turned around and saw Bernando Bolocco sitting at the 

table wearing a suit and white fedora, looking at his friend and 

glancing out the window as he spoke. 

“Here’s my way of seeing things,” Bernando continued.  

“We’re not worthy of things so sublime, so exotic, so exquisite, so 

lovely.  Perhaps a thousand years of suffering would suffice, to earn a 

day with the female gender, and then perhaps another thousand years 

to earn another.  So, you see, we who have suffered very little are 

privileged to be in their presence.  This is truly grace.  It is the man 

who should always be grateful.  But we look at priceless treasure and 

all we do is grumble.  We are blind.  Foolish.”

Olgalana boldly walked toward Bernando and sat next to him, 
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her eyes brimming with amazement. 

Bernando turned to his friend.  “We must finish this 

conversation another time.”

“I see you have an old friend,” the man said as he was 

leaving.

“You came back,” Olgalana said.

“I’ve been searching for you,” smiled Bernando.

“What took you so long?”

“It seems that they may be right—those who say we have an 

adversary prowling about trying to destroy us.”

“What do you mean?”

“I tried to forget about you.  Some devious impulse or dark 

thought invaded my mind.  For a short time I actually thought I 

could keep myself so preoccupied that I would never have to face 

who I was or what I needed most.  I was searching the world for 

evidence of ancient civilizations.  I don’t know why I thought an old 

fragment of pottery would make me happy.  And if this delusion 

wasn’t bad enough, earthquakes, tsunamis and volcanic eruptions 

followed me wherever I went.  And just as I was beginning to realize 

that I couldn’t live without you, the adversary tried to bury me alive.  

My friend, Ramón, and I were able to claw our way out of our graves.  

I don’t know what you’ve had to go through, but all I care about now 

is this moment—finding you.” 

An older woman with a tender smile walked to the table.  

“Olgalana, take the day off.  All that matters is this moment.”

“Thank you,” Olgalana laughed as a tear streamed down her 
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face.   

A short time later Bernando and Olgalana were standing by 

the sea wall, staring into the water.  

“How does one fully appreciate this moment?” Bernando 

asked.

Olgalana smiled but did not respond.  They held each other 

and kissed as if no time at all had passed between them.

---

One day Gabriela was walking her daughter home after a 

girls’ basketball game.  The evening outside the gymnasium had 

cooled after the rain, the sun low enough to illuminate the droplets 

hanging from leaves and branches.  The ground sparkled as if the 

stars had fallen and were resting on blades of grass.  Gabriela stopped 

to examine a low hanging branch, closely observing the world 

through beads of water.

“Mami, what are you doing?” Her daughter asked.

Gabriela smiled.  “Having a mystical experience.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

The two continued walking for a while and Gabriela said 

nothing.  After she was satisfied that she had absorbed enough of the 

evening’s beauty, she softly and with great delight outlined the words, 

terms and matters of her heart.

“I was honoring your father.”

“Honoring?”
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“He liked to notice things.  He understood the 

impermanence of everything around us.  His life was too short, my 

love.”

“He noticed lots of things?” 

“It’s funny.  He learned about love and life from a book he 

had stolen when he was little.”

“He stole a book?

“I helped him steal it,” Gabriela laughed.

“Oh really?”

“It wasn’t really stealing.  It belonged to my father.  I had 

once read a little of it.  It seemed mostly about how to love women.  

Not the kind of thing children should be reading.  But even as a little 

girl, I wanted him to love me.  I wanted him to be the perfect man.  I 

practically forced him to take the book.  I shoved it in his arms and 

insisted that he take it home.”

“Did it work?”

“Yes it did.  Or maybe it was just his nature.  To me, he was 

perfect.  But he didn’t have a perfect life.  He told me that all the 

suffering in his life had been worth the time we spent together, no 

matter how brief.  He said that he would have endured all the bad 

things all over again just to have more moments with me.”

“You always think about him?”

“I miss touching him—hearing his voice, but I don’t really 

believe in death.”

“You don’t believe—”

“No,” Gabriela smiled.  “The soul lives on.”
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“Can you tell me everything about him?”  

“I would love very much to.”

“Can you tell me now?” 

“Where do I begin?  Let’s see...Some of his names began with 

El.  El Guapo, El Cabezon, El Gazpacho...”  

###
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