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			1

		
			I’ll answer your question with a story. It happened toward the end of my days with Felix. We were at the zoo, attempting to remove a diamond ring from the stomach of a marmoset. People tossed things into the animal enclosures all the time—straws, cigars, pacifiers, bottle caps, a wedding ring flung in anger. Curious, the creatures would sniff, paw, and sometimes eat the items. It happened more often than you’d think. That day, just as Felix put the monkey under, Anabél burst into the quiet surgical room. She was pregnant and wore a sleeveless yellow dress with a white collar. Her hair was freshly dyed and curled, but her cheeks were streaked with tears. Here and there, a black smudge dirtied her dress, and her left shoe was missing its heel. “Felix!” she cried as she pushed open the metal door, so that we only heard the last syllable of his name. We had just put the tiny monkey to sleep. 

			Immediately, Felix brushed past me and rushed to his wife. She sobbed into his body, and he stroked her hair, saying, “Ya, no paso nada.”

			After a moment, Anabél spoke again. “Dr. Peréz was killed this afternoon, Felix. He had a heart attack. And no one helped him. The good doctor. He was going to deliver our baby, and now he’s gone.” She had wrapped her right hand around Felix’s coat and took little steps in place, as if she were getting ready to run.

			Felix directed me over her head. “Put him back in the cage, René.” But I was frozen in place, watching them. He led Anabél to a chair and knelt beside her, caressing her cheek. “What happened here?” he asked, touching the dirty spots of her dress. Just that morning, he’d driven her to the hospital for an appointment.

			“A fire, Felix. After you dropped me off, women in masks showed up with hammers and baseball bats. They started to destroy the furniture in the waiting room and then moved into the offices. Someone set fire to a bed. Dr. Peréz tried to stop them when suddenly, he cried out and fell over like it was the hand of God himself pushing him off a high shelf. I was watching everything from outside, through the windows.” Anabél gulped big breaths and started crying again. “Then a policeman stopped me, and I told him I was only there for my appointment, but he thought I was with the opposition, too. Look,” she pointed at her wrists, which were red and swollen from the handcuffs. “He let me go, thank God.”

			Any man might have pestered her with a thousand questions: Why did you stay and watch? Why didn’t you leave right away? I would have asked all these things, but Felix only listened and kissed her hands. When she had calmed down, he brushed her hair back into shape with his fingers and wiped the soot from her skirt. You see, he was tender. He was loving. 

			She’d avoided looking at me the whole time, and I hadn’t moved from my spot. Then suddenly she faced me without blinking, her mouth tight. I could only hold her gaze for a second before I had to look away. “Take the day off?” she asked Felix.

			“Sí, claro,” he said, and left me alone with the sleeping monkey.

			 

			

			So, to answer your question, of course Felix loved Anabél. He loved how she made him feel needed and strong. The part of him that questioned itself was answered in her. With Anabél beside him, Felix was who he felt he should be. But not who he really was. I will tell you what I can. Maybe today, talking with you, telling you these stories about him can serve as recompense. 

			 

			It was October when things started going badly for Felix and me, and for everybody else, too. We were both working at the zoo in Havana in ‘62 and thought the world was going to end, that between Kennedy and Kruschev, Cuba would be blown to dust.

			“They’re saying Fidel will hide in the caves,” I’d said to Felix one morning as we watched the pregnant lioness padding heavily around her exhibit. She was close to delivering her cubs, and she observed us warily. I meant the caves along the Almendares River, a river near the zoo. “They say it’s safer in the caves if the yanquis send a bomb. Already, they’re moving in military equipment. At least, that’s what I’ve heard.” In the distance, Kennedy’s speech played static-charged on someone’s radio. It was on a loop now. The President of the United States cast a long shadow even at the zoo.

			“He’ll be safe while the rest of us are reduced to cinders,” Felix whispered. When I remember conversations with Felix, they are always in whispers. Every word we shared was more breath than sound, or so it feels in my memory. It was important to be careful. Many of the children at the zoo that day were dressed in their Young Pioneer outfits even though they weren’t at school. They were miniature soldiers, ready to fight or tattle on anyone who suggested that this wasn’t a time for patriotism. Citizen brigades had formed in every neighborhood, and people milled about holding baseball bats and frying pans, as if they could swing at a bomb or a bullet. A small group of zookeepers had started hourly marches, too, tranquilizer guns resting on their shoulders.

			

			We were standing outside the lion exhibit, which was backed by a man-made cave of its own. “If caves are safe, then we know where to go,” Felix said, pointing at the fiberglass rock. A pair of lions were lounging on the grass, a cool October breeze ruffling their fur.

			“Lions inside, nuclear devastation outside. I know which one I’d pick.”

			“The bombs,” we both said at once, and leaned into one another, laughing. Felix dropped a kiss on the top of my head. But the moment didn’t last long. He moved away as if I were a frayed electric cord delivering a shock. I caught the motion of his head as he checked our surroundings, counting the zoo guests, who ate their snacks and snapped their photos despite the dread everyone felt. Felix pursed his lips, indicating the presence of someone nearby.

			The danger Felix and I feared wouldn’t come from the skies.

			I turned to look. An elderly man was walking toward us. He had a glossy bamboo cane in one hand, and in the other held a crisp edition of The Granma, open and flapping in the breeze. He walked with a steady purpose, the cane tapping forcefully beside him. Had he seen the kiss? Instantly, my brain came up with excuses. “It was a joke, that’s all. He called me a maricón because I said the situation with the US is frightening.” Something like that. Beside me, Felix stood a little taller, tension in his jaw.

			The old man stopped beside us and shook the newspaper in the air. “Caballeros, miren esto.” It was a second edition of the day’s paper printed crookedly in haste. It read: “A Nation on the Brink of War.” 

			Gently, Felix held up a corner of the paper and scanned it. He shook his head, which could mean anything and was the safest thing to do. The old man nodded. “Look at what Fidel has brought us to! That criminal!” he yelled. 

			“Be careful,” I said. His shouting carried in the wind. Before us, the lioness’ ears twitched. 

			“¿Cómo?” the man asked, tilting his head to hear me better. 

			Felix leaned forward. “It’s all a big bluff on both sides. You’ll see,” he reassured the man, patting his bony shoulder all the while. “Tranquilo.”

			He considered us, weighing his options. Were we friendly or not? It was risky to have an opinion, and yet he hadn’t hesitated in sharing it with strangers. A great sense of admiration for the man filled me up. Eventually, the man changed the subject, telling us all about how he’d worked with animals all his life, and he showed us a scar on his forearm a caimán gave him long ago. Soon he was gone again, the newspaper now folded under his arm. 

			“He’s going to get himself beaten if he keeps talking like that,” I said as we watched him go.

			Felix disagreed. “Viejos like him are smarter than you think. They come out ahead every time.”

			 

			I had been hired only two years earlier, shortly after I had married Elenita. I applied for and got a keeper job, having grown up around animals and feeling a kinship with them. At least, they didn’t sneer at me the way my father used to do. In their depthless eyes, I imagined sympathy, if not empathy. It was later that Felix was hired as director and his ambitious plans for the zoo meant he required an assistant. He had taken one look at me and said, “Your hands don’t look like zookeeper hands,” and he put me to work alongside him in the office.

			Felix’s first act upon taking the position was to write his colleagues in zoos all over the world. He’d type brief letters, detailing the history of the Jardín Zoológico and its recent successes, like the completion of the bear unit, the new births among the hoofstock. Then came the ask—a long inventory of animals available for trade. The list was comprised mainly of a variety of anoles, pelicans, tropical frogs, and lions. In return, Felix hoped to receive a coyote, a gray fox, giant armadillos, pangolins, prairie dogs, and perhaps a wolverine. There weren’t many takers. The Revolution wasn’t necessarily inspiring confidence in us abroad. I filed away the many rejections that arrived from zoos in London, Munich, Paris, Buenos Aires, and other places.

			Felix was wrong, though. I was meant for physical labor. Paperwork bored me, and besides, Felix was hardly ever in the office. He was checking on the exhibits, greeting guests, out in the sun among the animals. And I wanted to be where Felix was. In those days, people didn’t need degrees of any kind to be a zookeeper. If you could shovel shit and keep out of the way of sharp teeth, you were qualified. It helped if you liked animals, and I did. Back in Santiago, my father kept an assortment of creatures on our property. The Castillo family didn’t have much—just an acre near the San Juan River. But it was enough for my father to keep a zebra, a handful of goats, a toucan, and a chimpanzee in a cage. By the time I was ten, hosing down the chimp cage was my job. I put out hay for the zebras and goats and hand-fed slices of mango to the toucan. Once, one of the zebras bit me hard enough to require stitches. I was only ten, and I’d cried as the doctor sewed me up. My father had glared at me the whole time, demanding, “¿Qué hiciste?” as if I’d goaded the zebra into being mean. 

			I had five sisters, all older than me, which meant that by the time I was born, I was already an uncle. Our mother died when I was very little—meningitis, it was—and my sisters were put in charge of diapering me, warming my bottles, and babying me like a puppy. My father made it his job to cut out the tenderness he saw in me. He would yell at my sisters, “You’re mothering him too much!” Thankfully, they ignored him. Because they were girls and women, and because there were so many of them, my father feared them a little.

			Then, one by one, my sisters married. Eugenia was already married by the time I was born, but soon her twin, Cristina, followed. She married her brother-in-law’s brother, so that Eugenia’s and Cristina’s children were primo-hermanos, as close as cousins could be. Then Dahlia married a judge, one of the men who helped invent the UMAP camps for undesirables like me, so, as you might imagine, she and I don’t keep in touch. I had loved her best, though. Dahlia used to sneak extra portions of rice pudding to me at dinner time. That was just one sweet thing she did for me. There were many others, but I don’t like to remember them now. Paloma married the neighbor’s son, a dull French teacher who once was in the seminary but reconsidered his vows to God when he saw Paloma one Easter Sunday in her pretty pink dress, wearing pink pumps and white gloves. Finally, Carmen, my closest playmate, went off and married a soldier. It was Carmen who told our father she’d seen me kiss a classmate in the playground after school. He was in the year above mine, and his lips had tasted like sugar.

			I spent a night in one of the unused chimpanzee cages as punishment, and Carmen told me I got off easy, and so I never spoke with her again, not even to wish her a happy birthday, or attend her wedding to the soldier, whose name I don’t even know. 

			 

			Patria o Muerte, ¡Venceremos!

			 

			The slogan, written on walls all over the city, had embedded itself in Cuban hearts. The day unfurled in waves of anxiety and aggression. People on the streets, and even there in the zoo, could be overheard talking in a mix of bravado and anger. “I don’t give a shit!” they would say, or, “Let them try it! Kruschev and Fidel will destroy them.” Others, I knew, were home, afraid, lighting candles for saintly intervention, or if not that, praying to Yoruba gods. There were pictures of Hiroshima in our schoolbooks. We knew what this could look like. But the ones out and about on a day like this were like the lions baring their teeth, even when facing a bigger animal. They were all rage and defense. 

			A year earlier, images of our own exiled Cuban-brothers-turned-Americans landing on Playa Girón in the Bay of Pigs had stoked angry fires in some people. On the day of the invasion, Felix and I, along with ten other zookeepers had rounded up the smaller animals into their cages. They were docile, I remember. It was as if they knew. “The Americans will eat you if they find you,” I’d said to one stubborn antelope, and the creature shuddered, then followed me into its enclosure. We had three spider monkeys that year, and these were eager to spend a day or two in the barbershop for employees at the zoo, where they pissed on all the chairs, flung scissors about, and smeared shit on the mirrors. The gorilla would remain in her cage, sullen-faced and bored, but the chimpanzees went home with Ramona Falcón, who trained up the babies on Calle 28, in her third-floor apartment. She diapered them, took them out by hand, and led them to safety in her ‘57 Chevy. The zoo was closed for a week, the animals restless in their makeshift shelters. We were restless, too. We were afraid, genuinely so, that the fight at Playa Girón would spill over into the cities. But Kennedy’s men had lost the fight, and on the radio the announcers talked about celebrations happening all over the island. Goliath was on its knees, and David danced a rumba along the Malecón. That is what they were saying, but such demonstrations are hard to prove unless you’ve seen them with your own eyes. We doubted everything, naturally. 

			Now here we were again, squaring off with the americanos for the second time in two years. At first, nobody had any idea about the missiles’ existence. But a pair of rum-loosened lips in a bar in Havana mentioned the warheads in the presence of an American spy. Soon, American ships ringed the island, Soviet soldiers marched up and down the streets, and we found ourselves, once again, debating whether to hide the animals.

			

			The lioness gave birth in the middle of the night on October 23, the night after Kennedy’s speech about the naval blockade. It took only a few hours for Cuban radio stations to switch over to around-the-clock news, with pronouncements about the Cuban military being on high alert for another invasion. While the rest of Cuba was glued to their radios and TVs, I was with Felix and the lioness. 

			I had sent a note with a colleague explaining things to my wife, Elenita. I hadn’t lied to her about my whereabouts, not this time. We really had been with the lioness, who delivered her litter, one, two, fast and in silence. Neither of us had to be there, but Felix, a veterinarian by training, insisted. He was keenly interested in whether the cubs would look like their mother. She was a white lion, rare and beautiful. A male cub, pale and blue-eyed like her, would be the biggest prize of all. A male cub who would grow a massive, white mane, the kind of feature that made people think: never again will I see something so beautiful. Or, in the face of such an otherworldly creature, that God must be real, and so my life must have meaning. A male white lion would really be something. It was well-known that Fidel himself loved animals. They said he visited the dolphins in the Acuario Nacional all the time and was said to speak to them like a friend. There were plans for many more zoos and aquariums and aviaries across the nation, once the situation with Russia and the US righted itself, of course. A white lion, a male with a mane like a cloud, would be a crowning achievement.

			But the cubs were golden. They were ordinary. Felix had been promised that the sire, which had arrived from a sanctuary in Angola, had a white lion for a mother. The genes were there. Possibility was there, and Felix had grasped onto that hopefully.

			“You’ll have to settle for just the female,” I said to Felix outside her dark enclosure.

			Felix made a grousing sound deep in his throat. I know how he felt. I, too, was sick of settling. 

			The floor was slick with horse blood from the lions’ last meal, and in their separate cages, the males rumbled and paced, unused to human presence at night. The white lioness was named Mambisa, after those fearsome women guerilleras in our war of independence. Every dawn, she would be the first lion to roar into the morning, waking the others, reminding the rest of the animals at the zoo that there was an order to nature, and that she and the other lions were at the top of it. At one point, Mambisa peered up at us. A shaft of moonlight entered her cage through an upper opening and cast her and her babies in an eerie glow. She then busied herself with licking them clean, licking herself, and nudging them with her pale nose. We made sure that they nursed, and we were happy when they finally did. 

			On some other day, we’d find a way to separate her from the cubs to figure out what we had on our hands. If the babies were female, we would keep them. Males would eventually be sent away. We celebrated every female ape, bear, cat, and reptile born at the zoo. The males were mostly nuisances, welcomed with some degree of joy, but also sorrow. Grown, most males would tear each other to pieces. We could not allow ourselves to love them too much. 

			Later, in the early morning hours, exhausted as we were, Felix and I tended to the rest of our work—I butchered three rabbits for the crocodiles, leaving them for the next zookeeper to toss into those horrible, linen mouths. Then, I hosed down the crocodile exhibit. The animals floated like tires in their green pond, paying me no attention. As for Felix, he spent the morning in his office, writing notes on the uninspiring result of the lioness’ labor, and then, more letters to more zoos.

			On our lunch break, we met before the lion exhibit to check on Mambisa, and Felix kissed the top of my head, like I said before. You would think I wouldn’t remember such a small thing. But it was a public tenderness, which made it rare. Together we walked the zoo grounds. Until we arrived at his home on the zoo’s property. Anabél was away visiting her mother. His bedroom overlooked the vast, green expanse of the Parque Almendares in one direction, and the zoo itself in the other. The view was there but I didn’t ever see it. Whenever I was in Felix’s home, we made sure to draw the curtains closed. 

			 

		

	
		
			2

		
			There’s no point. You can’t hide from a nuclear bomb,” I’d told Felix the next morning while he dressed. He wasn’t a tall man, but his shoulders were wide. Despite his thick waist, I could see the man he’d once been in his youth. He was thirty-nine. Not so old. But I was only twenty-eight. How strange, I remember thinking, that so many men end up this way—thick like tree trunks around the middle. The pillow I rested on smelled like violet water, like Anabél.

			He pulled on a blue polo shirt, arranged his collar, and tugged a pair of clean pants over ratty underwear. Then, he sat back down on the bed, and took up my hand, holding it gently, the way I’d seen him handle a mouse at the zoo before dropping it into the python’s cage. 

			“Out of options, I think,” he said.

			“Out of options,” I repeated. I meant the animals and their safety, not us. I thought the arrangement we had, taking advantage of the work and the times when our wives were away, would last forever.

			Anabél and Felix had been married five years. I’d seen her wedding photo, taken on the steps of a catedrál in Matanzas, in a 50s style, off-the shoulder dress, looking like Marilyn Monroe. Monroe, who had died earlier that year, was a name on everyone’s lips those days, but I’d always thought of her whenever I saw Anabél. She was a beautiful woman, and perhaps that was part of the thrill of being with Felix—he chose me when he could have her. 

			But he had us both. I tried not to think of it.

			Felix had sent her away to stay with her mother in Matanzas during the crisis. When the phone rang that morning, I knew it would be Anabél.

			“Stay there,” I’d heard Felix say into the receiver, while I drew shapes on the small of his back with my fingers. I could hear her reply, tinny and distant.

			“You can’t keep me away forever. No place is safe,” she pleaded.

			“No seas tonta.” He said it gently. I let my hand drop back down to the mattress. Drops of sweat dotted his neck, caught on the tips of the hairs there.

			My own beard, patchy as it was, was damp with sweat. I pulled the sheet over my face and dried it. I heard Anabél say, “Te quiero, Felix,” and could tell she was crying. My own eyes pricked. Out of shame or jealousy, I don’t know.

			Felix told her he loved her, too, then he hung up and stayed there, playing with the cord of the telephone for a bit. He turned on the dusty radio sitting on his nightstand.

			“. . . Venceremos,” came Fidel’s voice. A few days earlier, the back wall of the brown bear cage had been vandalized with the slogan. Felix and I stood before it the morning after the words appeared. The bear slept noisily, his giant head upon his paws, unaware of us, himself, or the sentiment behind him. The paint was wet.

			“Turn it off,” I said, the sheet still over my face.

			Fidel’s televised rebuke to Kennedy’s denunciation of the missiles had been fiery. “If they want to take our sovereignty, they’ll have to sweep Cuba off the face of the earth!” he had said on televisions and radios across the island, and then he’d sounded the alarma de combate. It was now Wednesday. The world waited for news that Kruschev and Kennedy had reached an agreement. 

			Just then, an aluminum can resting on Felix’s windowsill glinted in the sunlight, and I winced, thinking that small flash was it. The end of all things. I may have even cried out, I don’t remember. But Felix looked at me with pity, and he turned off the radio. He put his hand against the side of my neck and left it there for a few seconds, like a father might touch his son, except this wasn’t fatherly. He stood and stretched. The mattress moved, lifting without his weight. 

			“You should go home. Make sure that Elenita is alright.” 

			“You mean see if she’s suspicious. I told her we would be with the lioness.”

			“That was yesterday.”

			“I told her that first litters can be tricky,” I added. I was being willful. Elenita was probably worried, but she shouldn’t have been. I didn’t always come home at night.

			Felix breathed forcefully through his nose, then retreated to the bathroom. He was right. My wife, Elenita, was not stupid. She was a teacher, in fact. Sometimes, when we went for walks along the Malecón at night, we would run into her students—seven- and eight-year-olds—who would call out “Señora Castillo” in delight, and we would have to pause so that she might bend down, meet them eye to eye, and ask them about their homework. They would invariably look at me and ask, “Your husband?” and Elenita would grasp my hand and beam.

			The children often narrowed their eyes at me, as if peering through smoke, and it seemed to me that children, like animals, could sense the truth of things better than adults could.

			But Elenita was not stupid. Enamored, perhaps. I had tender feelings for her. But when we made love there was no fire, no urgency. Her eyes were lovely. Her shape, perfect like a guitar. When I looked at her, I felt a kind of love, but not the sort she wanted. Felix’s body was a different story. What I felt with him was desire, and something more, something I could not talk myself out of.

			 

			While I was still at Felix’s house, Elenita showed up, pounding on the door. 

			She shouted my name. “¡René, abre! ¡René!” 

			“Coño,” Felix cursed. 

			“¡René!” came the muffled shout beyond the front door. It was late, the sun blazing low in the sky. I rummaged through the tangled sheets for my clothes. The pair of us looked like an old couple in a television comedy—thrashing about, cursing under our breaths, stubbing our toes on furniture. Felix spilled his coffee. I tore a button off my pants in the rush.

			We opened the door together, Felix and me. We dressed our faces accusingly, as if to ask Why come here, Elenita, when you know very well that we are tired and on edge? I was expert at making her feel at fault. 

			Elenita’s cheeks were tear streaked. “You have a home. Did you forget? I was worried sick.”

			I pulled her into a hug. “You know how work is.”

			“You don’t care about me at all,” she said, pushing me off.

			“Of course, I do. How can you say such things?” I backed into the house, leading Elenita inside.

			Felix ushered us into the living room and set to work in the kitchen, toasting bread and scrambling eggs.

			Elenita sat on a couch in Felix’s living room, ran her hands over the weathered upholstery. The pattern, of tigers roiling around one another, invited casual touching. Years of it had declawed the tigers, worn their faces off, faded their stripes. Elenita wiped her face with her fingers, then dried her fingers on the couch.

			“I’ve imagined such terrible things. What if we’d been invaded, like they are saying on the radio, then what?” She rubbed her hands up and down her thighs, the cotton of her skirt making whispering sounds.

			“Then we would be Americans, I suppose. Howdy partners, and all that,” I said in a terrible accent.

			Elenita did not smile. “I don’t forgive you. You joke, but Justicia Morales said that her son called from New York, and that we might as well hoist a white flag from the apartment building now.”

			I imagined how her morning had gone, how our neighbor, Justicia Morales, the only person in the building with a telephone, had charged down the hall and knocked on everybody’s doors, delivering the message; how Elenita had opened her door in her nightgown to talk to her and vow to fight for the revolution, and then, afterwards, how Justicia made a checkmark in her notebook, the one she kept to track those who were loyal to the government and those who were not.

			“Tranquila. Everything will get resolved, you’ll see.” They were just empty words. Elenita knew it, I knew it. But what else can you say when there are gods deciding whether to light the sky on fire and all you are is an insect to them?

			“She asked where you were.”

			“Who?”

			“Justicia Morales. I lied and told her you were working.” Elenita crossed and uncrossed her legs.

			“I am working.”

			Elenita looked away, blinking. What did Justicia Morales care about my whereabouts? I was sick and tired of those nosy neighbors. “¿El baño?” Elenita asked at last, and I pointed the way.

			I went in search of Felix, who was in the kitchen, plating eggs. He pretended I was not there and arranged forks and knives on a small table. The placemats depicted forest scenes. Black bear eyes pierced through a watercolor night here and there. Felix’s house was like a zoo, but one of fantasy. There was the tiger couch and the forest placemats. There was a giant poster of a red flamingo from a zoo in Munich in his bedroom. The handles on the kitchen cabinets were brass elephant trunks. Deer horns served as hooks on the wall. The forks and knives had ivory handles. A zebra skin lay on the tiled floor of his bedroom. In the bathroom, someone had painted three playful chimpanzees, slapping one another in midair. There was more, but you get the idea. 

			“She only came here because she was afraid. Because of the missiles,” I said finally.

			Felix sniffed loudly, chewed the inside of his cheek, a habit of his that I knew preceded anger. “Do you honestly think your wife can’t have two purposes at once?”

			We prepared the rest of the breakfast in silence. Felix slathered butter on bread.

			I went back to the living room and found Elenita admiring Felix’s record collection. They were all American records, not a Beny Moré in sight. “These aren’t easy to find nowadays,” she said, just as Felix joined us.

			“No, they aren’t.” Felix left it at that. He never offered more information than was necessary. “Breakfast?” 

			“I’m starving,” Elenita said, putting down a Bo Diddley record.

			Felix held out the chair for my wife and waited for her to get comfortable before sitting down himself. He was a gentleman in that way, the sort that tipped their fedoras when walking past female visitors to the zoo.

			“How is Doña Damiana?” Felix inquired after Elenita’s mother. Felix also remembered names. He could tell you the names of each of the antelopes in the zoo’s collection, though the creatures seemed identical to me. Maruchi, Chiquitica, Zelda, el Cucú—he would pitch the names out with ease. He was the same with people.

			“Her heart gives her trouble, sometimes, but she’s well these days.” Elenita took a bite of eggs and a sip of coffee. “Que bien cocinas, Felix,” she commented, dabbing her lips with a napkin. “Anabél is lucky to have you. This one doesn’t lift a finger.” More silence. “So, the lioness. How is she?”

			Felix, who would never speak with even a crumb in his mouth, held up a finger while he finished chewing. It was a small gesture, but a commanding one. “She’s fine. The cubs are tawny, though.” 

			“But healthy? They’ll live?” Elenita asked. 

			Felix nodded. 

			“It’s so sad when the animals die young. La naturaleza es cruel a veces,” she went on.

			Felix’s eyes had hardened in a way I recognized. Not in anger. In sadness. In grief.

			I nudged Elenita under the table, which made her eyes grow wide in realization of what she’d done.

			

			There had been a baby for Anabél and Felix. A girl. She’d come in 1960 and had not made it past the hospital doors after birth. Sometimes, I caught Felix in the act of remembering something, and his eyes would turn to stone, the lids twitching a little, as he fought whatever memory had assaulted him.

			Men didn’t cry in those days, you have to understand. And a man like Felix, or like me, bueno, we couldn’t afford the tears. They fit too neatly into a kind of story the world would like to tell about men like us.

			Now Anabél was pregnant again. Better not to mention it, I always thought. Better to pretend it wasn’t happening at all. Felix seemed to take the same approach. Elenita cleaned her plate down to the last crumb. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. 

			“And Anabél? She’s okay?” Elenita pressed on.

			Felix nodded. “She’s with her mother. Between this problem with the Americans and the attack in Vedado, it was better for her to get away. Not that she agrees with me.” He smiled softly, the outside corners of his eyes crinkling. Elenita inclined forward, drawn by the attentiveness in his handsome face. I’d seen it repeatedly, how men and women alike were pulled toward him. It wasn’t just his good looks. There was some force at his core that affected those around him. Once you were in his presence, you had to acknowledge him. People were unaware of how their bodies leaned into him. I was aware, always. 

			“Furniture destroyed, beds set on fire. And that poor Dr. Pérez, dead from the smoke! Women!” Elenita said, shaking her head. “The reports said it was a mob of anti-communist women who raided the clinic in Vedado. I don’t understand it.”

			I put down my fork. “It’s not hard to understand. All the government wives go there to give birth on clean white sheets, while everyone else has to scrape for half an aspirin and a spot in the hallway.” 

			“A man died, René,” Elenita said. I shrugged. Elenita knew I didn’t get too excited over politics of any kind, not like her, who attended all of Fidel’s speeches, standing there for hours, waving a frayed Cuban flag over her head. She turned in her seat and faced Felix again. “Anabél was so upset to hear about that doctor. She came over to my place, you know, and she cried so much I thought she might hurt herself. It’s good you sent her away, Felix. Very good.” 

			“Back to the lions, then,” Elenita went on, full of purpose. “How long did it take? The delivery?” 

			“A few hours,” Felix said, and began clearing table.

			“When was it, exactly?” She stared at me as she spoke.

			I sighed. This was about last night, how I hadn’t come home. “The cubs were born the night before last. Felix and I worked all day afterwards, with no sleep. The animals here only exist to eat and shit. We live ten blocks away. And you wanted me to stagger home after all that, with the army marching to and from, tense, looking for a fight?”

			Elenita laughed, her voice sour, “Ah, sí. And you slept on Felix’s lovely couch, did you? Are you refreshed?”

			“Me cago en ti,” I said, pushing away from the table forcefully. 

			Elenita rose, as well. “Felix. Thanks for breakfast. Always a pleasure.” Then, she walked out, leaving the front door wide open so that I could see her go.

			A plate broke in Felix’s hands, or maybe he dropped it into the sink on purpose. “Follow her.”

			“I’m sick of this.”

			“I’m not asking you,” Felix said quietly. A quiet Felix was a dangerous Felix. This, I knew even before he and I became lovers. 

			I’m being honest now. You asked for the story. If you want to know, you might as well know. 

			I remember Felix among the lions. He liked playing with them, as if they were just regular cats. He would whisper to them when they grew rowdy, when their play turned into something else, when their growls would change in pitch, and Felix knew that the game had changed. Tugging a furry ear, Felix would take command, and the cats would swipe at him gently, chagrined, and back off. 

			

			If he had grabbed my ear in that moment, I wouldn’t have been too surprised.

			“Get out. Go home to your wife.”

			Felix was the person I loved most in the world, and he was my boss, too. I can’t recommend such an arrangement. I did as Felix commanded. He had a way of looking at a person, a way that communicated many feelings at once. I always thought he would have made a great actor, and perhaps he was one in the end.
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			Elenita had not gone too far. She must have known I would follow her. 
“Espérate,” I called out, and she stopped. When I reached her, I touched her shoulder, and she jerked away from me.

			“I know what you are. People warned me. They warned me.”

			“What people? When did you—”

			“You don’t deny it?”

			“Mi amor, you’re getting worked up over nothing,” I said, which we both knew wasn’t true. In those days, homosexual men in Cuba went to prison. Each time Felix and I slept together we broke the law. “I promise, it’s not what you think. You’re mistaken, Elenita. Your imagination is running wild.” In one breath, I’d denied the truth three times like Simon Peter.

			Elenita crossed her arms. She had reached the front gates of the zoo. A file of soldiers marched past. One of them glanced our way. He winked at Elenita and licked his lips, as if I weren’t even standing there.

			“Men. Real men,” she said, pointing at the soldiers. She was crying the next moment, clutching her skirt. An airplane engine roared somewhere behind us, and Elenita screeched and seized me. I closed my eyes, thinking for a moment that the Americans were upon us. But the line of soldiers marched on placidly, like ants.

			“I’m sorry,” I muttered into her hair.

			“Prove it then. Come with me to the committee meeting tomorrow. Be like those soldiers.”

			The moment—Elenita’s grip, the startling plane, the accusation—had capsized me. “Okay,” I agreed, though I hated the revolutionary committee meetings more than anything. I had avoided most of the ones held in our apartment building, blaming my work.

			 

			The committee meetings went like this: we would gather in one of the apartments on the first floor, where David Grillo lived. He was very much like a grasshopper, lanky and bug-eyed, and so his name suited him. Grillo had a portrait of Fidel over every doorway, where once hung crucifixes, the outlines of which could still be seen peeking out from behind the frames.

			“Compañeros,” Grillo would call out in greeting, slapping everyone on the back, man or woman, as they entered. He wobbled about on a cane, rarely sitting. He often insinuated that he’d been injured in the revolution. The truth was, Grillo had twisted his knee as a young man, having sped down a hill on roller skates and ending in a gutter. I knew because his wife told me and Elenita when we first moved in. No, Grillo had not been with Fidel in the Sierra mountains, but like the rest of us, had watched from afar, read about Batista fleeing the capital, and cheered Fidel’s army parade from his balcony.

			Grillo was aflame with revolutionary zeal. Once, he showed me pages of writing, stories he’d made up about Fidel and Che in the mountains, dialogue full of cliché and patriotic romance, and here and there, small moments I recognized—Che’s hand on Fidel’s knee, Fidel’s mouth close to Che’s ear in a whisper. I felt I knew what Grillo was about, even if Grillo himself did not yet know. So, I was not surprised that afternoon when the topic of the committee meeting had nothing do with the crisis and everything to do with the “problem of homosexuality” in Cuba. I’ve come to think that hate is brother to shame. And Grillo was full of shame.

			Grillo stood before us, the top of his cane lodged into his upper thigh for balance and clapped for our attention. The apartment was fuller than usual for these kinds of meetings, the problem with the missiles worrying everyone.

			“I have it on good authority that Kennedy is backing off. Kruschev has him pissing his pants, I promise you. The revolution lives, and we must go about the business of protecting it. Now, compañeros, who is missing among us?”

			Everyone turned their heads this way and that, scanning the group. It seemed to me that many people were missing. Were we to simply start shouting out names?

			“Noél Otero is missing,” an old woman beside me said. She was fanning herself with an ancient Spanish fan, a little moth-eaten. Her eyes glimmered behind the fan, as if she were playing the part of a 19th century dama.

			“Si, Noél Otero,” Grillo said. “Who else?”

			Justicia Morales cleared her throat. Her face was set, a storming-the-hilltop kind of look if there ever was one. “Miguel Cánova,” she said before Grillo even acknowledged her.

			Grillo smiled, and now I knew what this was, this dirty war. Every muscle in my body contracted. 

			“Sí, Miguel y Noél. They were discovered in an indecent moment in a shadowy corner of the courtyard this morning. Desgraciados,” Grillo spit.

			The old woman beside me fanned herself harder. I remember her face mainly as it was always framed by her first-floor window, always looking out, that human telescope, zooming into our private lives. Surely, she’d been the one to spot Miguel and Noél, who lived in separate apartments, but often ate their meals together in the courtyard. Or she’d made it all up. That was possible, too.

			“My son’s bicycle has gone missing, too,” said another neighbor.

			“And I had a windchime hanging outside my door made by my late wife,” said another neighbor. “But someone has stolen it.”

			Soon, more evidence was offered—more thefts, another witness to stolen kisses between Noél and Miguel, a puddle of vomit in the stairwell, a scrawling “Fuck Fidel” written in tiny, neat penmanship just to the right of the building’s lone hose connection. Grillo shook his head through all of it. “We have criminals in our midst. We should take a vote,” Grillo said. “By all rights, I should have alerted the authorities immediately. But I want to consult with you, our community. Had Miguel or Noél come tonight, they could have defended themselves. But, you see, they aren’t here even though they were invited. And silence is admission.”

			Now Elenita was holding my hand. I sat there like a stunned fly. “Do you see why you needed to come tonight?” she whispered into my ear.

			“Two men couldn’t have done all of that. And besides, who cares about a windchime?” I asked under my breath. Elenita ignored me.

			“A vote,” Grillo said. “To report or not to report.”

			A discussion soon ensued about whether the timing was right, what with the missiles and everything. Grillo assured everyone that the crisis was not actually a crisis at all, that the real emergency was here, among us, a pair of poisonous, immoral “pájaros,” who could take down the revolution with their “mariconadas.”

			“The revolution calls for fists, not feathers,” Grillo said, smiling, proud to repeat the government line.

			The vote was called, and my own voice rang out, “Sí,” to the question, the word jagged in my throat.

			Unanimous. Grillo would do the honors of reporting the men to the authorities, and he warned us not to tell Miguel or Noél, not to alert them, to let the machine that was the revolution run its course.

			I was silent in the aftermath, silent even as Elenita explained, “You’ve proven yourself among them now. Now, you cannot be accused. You are now safer than God thanks to this, I promise you.” 

			That night, it was as if, by accepting her invitation to the committee meeting, by delivering Miguel and Noél to their fate, desire rose up in Elenita, and I managed it, pretended that it was possible to decide to be whomever Elenita wanted just by deciding it was so. I nearly convinced myself of it, telling myself afterwards that my shaking was only keeping me steady, the way some buildings are designed to withstand earthquakes by swaying. 
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			The zoo was closed the next day due to the crisis, but I went anyway. Elenita had cried, even stomped her feet when I left. “I know why you are going!” she yelled.

			“The animals have to eat!” I shouted back. And it was true. I would spend the day chopping up meat, my shoes slick with blood and viscera. But I kept a little battery-powered radio with me, and all day, listened to the news. Earlier, an American pilot flying over Alaska drifted into Soviet airspace, and was nearly shot down. The newscasters were frothing with the news. “Invasión” was the only word on their lips, and I started to imagine it, welcome it, thinking that if the Americans came, perhaps Noél and Miguel would be forgotten.

			I felt sick thinking of my role in their fate. Laws against “Escándalo Público” made it so that homosexuals could be arrested for any display of affection between them. There were stories of police going undercover, hanging out at the parks, luring young men into a caress, a quick groping, and then, next thing you knew, your eyes were blackened, and you woke up in a cell.

			You try spending a week in jail. I know for a fact it’s not easy.

			When it happened, just a few months after we’d gotten married, I told Elenita I’d been arrested for disorderly conduct, for drinking too much and getting into a fight. I don’t imagine she believed me, but she pretended to. She did me a kindness, now and then.

			When I voted “Sí” at that meeting, I knew what awaited Noél and Miguel. It made my complicity all the worse. 

			I said all of this to Felix that afternoon as we observed Mambisa and her cubs.

			

			“It’s their own fault for not being careful,” he’d said. I watched as he lifted the latch to Mambisa’s cage. The cat growled at him, low and rumbly, but Felix crouched, meeting her at her level and she quieted down. He didn’t touch the cubs, only assessed them with his eyes. “Good girl,” he said softly and Mambisa blinked at him, then yawned, exposing that cavernous, hideous mouth, and filling the room with the smell of blood. When Felix rose, his knees creaked, and he sighed a little.

			“You’re too young to make those noises.”

			“I feel a million years old, René. Anabél makes me feel old. You make me feel old.”

			We walked for a bit, past the deer grazing in their little field and then the gorilla on her concrete pad, picking at the fur on her arm. She’d nearly picked it bald, and Felix had said that she missed the sky and the grass, but there was nothing he could do about that. We walked past the ostrich, and it blinked at us with those long lashes, then, went off into a corner to lay another giant egg. 

			The news blared on. Felix took my radio from me and tuned it to a different station, one that was full of static but through which music could be heard. A slow percussive rhythm pierced the static, and Felix started to sing, “You beat me to the punch,” in a low growl along with the woman on the radio.

			“Sometimes, you can get Miami stations,” he explained. The Cuban stations, as I said, were all about the missiles.

			“It’s in English. Quien carajo knows what she’s saying?” 

			“Of course, it’s English. And I know what she’s saying. But it doesn’t matter: music is meant to be felt, no matter the language.” 

			“Maybe if you lend me some of your American records, I can—”

			“What for?

			“So I can listen to music you love.”

			“I might hand you a record, one that makes me want to sing, dance, and cry at the same time, and for you it will be nothing because the moment wasn’t right. A song comes to you when you need it, when you’re open to it, entiendes?”

			“I’m not stupid.”

			At this, Felix grew impatient. He stopped to pick up some trash—an empty paper cone that still had some peanuts at the bottom of it. “It’s not about intelligence,” he said, crushing the cone in his hands. “Music isn’t about what’s in here.” At this, he tapped his temple. 

			How could he not know what he meant to me? 

			The radio cut in and out as we walked, and when I looked at him, I felt devastated. He never knew what he meant to me, maybe because I didn’t mean as much to him. Soon the music turned to chatter, and I picked up Kennedy’s name, then Fidel’s, the crisis again, and so Felix shut it off. In our circuit around the zoo, we’d found ourselves by the front gates, which were locked. Standing on the other side of the iron gates was a woman. She had dark hair under a colorful scarf, and large, equally dark eyes behind black cat-eye frames. When she spotted us, she rushed the gate and clung to it with both hands.

			“Felix!”

			For a moment, Felix and the woman just looked at one another. It was so strange to observe—she stared at him, mouth open, hopeful, as if she were seeing a miracle. His mouth was tight, his lower lids twitching. It’s the same look he’d have if one of the dangerous animals in the zoo got loose. 

			“Don’t ignore me again. I have news,” she said. 

			Felix was so shocked by her appearance that I think he’d forgotten I was there, too. I turned around. The director’s house was situated by the zoo’s entrance, and I looked up at the windows with their drawn curtains. It was a good thing Anabél wasn’t home, because I’d immediately convinced myself that the woman at the gate was a lover. The moment the thought came, I found it hard to breathe. 

			But Felix hesitated. “Inés. It’s been so long,” he was saying. A sudden gust of wind sent palm fronds crashing to the ground and skittering down the concrete paths of the zoo like giant insects. Inés laid a hand on her scarf to keep it in place.

			

			She was short and had no waist to speak of. But her legs were nicely shaped, and I noticed her fingernails were red and shiny, and how they dug into her palm as her fingers curled around one of the gate’s rails. Felix took a step forward, his hand in his pocket, fishing for the gate keys. So, he’ll welcome her in, I thought. He’ll let her sleep over and send me home to Elenita. 

			Still, I stayed and watched, invisible to Inés and Felix as they played out whatever drama this was. Felix unlocked the gate and pulled it toward him. Inés stepped inside. Her arms lifted for a second as she tilted her head, her body automatically positioning itself to greet him with a kiss. But she stopped herself short, stepped back, and looked up at Felix. She’d rolled her shoulders back and now she looked like a soldier of some kind. Now she looked as if she could wrestle a lion and win. And suddenly it was clear to me—this woman was family. She had Felix’s face behind those glasses. She had his steady gaze, his squared-off body. And yet she was attractive, powerful in her way. I watched as Felix clamped a hand on the back of her head and pulled her toward himself.

			“Mi hermana, mi hermana,” he was saying, his face turned upward, eyes squinting in the bright light of the day. Inés’ glasses tumbled off her face with the embrace, and they both separated so that they could be retrieved.

			“Papá has been so sick. It won’t be much longer.” She was crying freely, wiping her cheeks with the end of her scarf. 

			Felix rubbed his face and nodded like he understood. “Papá?” he asked softly.

			“He hasn’t spoken your name out loud since you left, but now all he does is ask about you. It’s breaking my heart, but Felix, it’s an opening. A door back into our lives.” Now Inés noticed me for the first time, and she visibly exhaled.

			He laughed without any kind of joy in it. “Will it be like when Mamá was dying?”

			“He’s our father,” Inés said. “He’s softer now than he was. Don’t let him die without saying goodbye.”

			Felix had never told me about the people who had raised him. I supposed I never asked. As for me, I’d poured my grievances out on more than one occasion—how my sisters had abandoned me, how my father had locked me in a cage, growing up motherless, all of it. Felix had always listened to my dark recollections somberly. You’d think he would have offered his own troubles, airing them out, letting the wind take them. He preferred to lock them away until they showed up at the front gate. But at least now I knew we had something terrible in common.

			“I’ll think about it,” was all he said to Inés. I wondered if they were the kinds of siblings who had bickered much, or if one was pleased when the other was happy, or if they had inside jokes. I couldn’t tell. But I knew something in the past had separated them, and suspected it was drawing its last breaths as they spoke.

			Inés gripped Felix’s hands. “Please. He doesn’t have much time left. Consider it. A door has opened,” she repeated. “Come through it.”

			“Will I be forgiven?” Felix asked, and it was like a little boy asking. My heart shattered at the sound of his voice.

			Inés didn’t have an answer, but only whispered, “A door,” again. 

			They embraced. “Can I walk you home?” he asked. “People are on edge.”

			She shook her head quickly, and I know that hurt Felix, too. Then she was gone, and we watched her stout figure until she was a dot in the distance.

			In silence, Felix turned from the gate and walked fast back through the zoo. I hurried to follow him but didn’t say a word. He always managed his feelings in silence, steeping in them until they evaporated, or else, went somewhere he could not reach them easily. 

			Felix finally stopped in the middle of a wide paséo, animal exhibits all around us. He scanned them all and a deep sigh escaped from him, reminding me of the bigger creatures that sighed all the time, their nostrils wet and flaring in frustrated boredom. A few drops began to fall, and we ducked under a pavilion with a palm-frond roof to stay dry. The rain picked up, and thunder rolled in the distance. There was nothing to do but sit and talk for a while until the storm passed.

			There was a wall of noise around us as the lightning drew closer. No one else was about. Even the animals had hid in the shelters of their enclosures. It felt private. It felt like a confessional booth. 

			“Did you go see your father?” he asked. He was sitting with his hands folded between his knees. The wind blew cool, and his skin was covered in goose bumps. Felix always ran a little colder than others.

			“My father is still alive. But I haven’t seen him in years.”

			Felix nodded. “Well, I won’t be going. My father and I said our goodbyes a long time ago, too.”

			What else could I say? Keeping advice to myself was the best kind of love I could give him. Felix never told me what happened with his family. Maybe Anabél knows the story. Maybe you should ask her.
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			The next morning, Felix announced, “I have to go get Anabél tomorrow.” 
“I can pick her up,” I volunteered. “But I’ll need your car, of course.”

			“This is about the car then,” Felix laughed. We were in his office, and he was straightening stacks of paper, making sure everything looked neat. He was always very orderly, and he kept his car, in particular, in beautiful condition. “She’s in Matanzas, you know.”

			“I know.” It was two hours away or so. Not so long. And Felix was right. This was about the car. He drove a 1956 Ford Continental. I didn’t have a car of my own, though I’d learned how to drive on my father’s Buick Super back in Santiago. Cars turned my head in the street. A muscular auto, the headlights clean and crystal clear, could pull me by the heart and drag me down the road. I loved the rumble of an engine the way Felix loved the rumble in a lion’s throat. “Please,” I’d begged. “I’ll get Anabél for you. I’ll avoid all the potholes.” 

			In the end, Felix relented. He told Anabél that I was the one coming for her, but that he wished she’d stay with her mother, away from the capital, and she had answered him first in silence, and then, finally, with a click of the telephone disconnecting. We were standing there in his living room when Anabél hung up on him. Afterwards, Felix had lowered the phone and rubbed his chin. “René, go get my wife,” he’d said, then dropped onto the couch and closed his eyes.

			*

			Elenita, of course, insisted on coming with me. “I haven’t seen Anabél in weeks. And I’ve never been to her family’s rancho.” 

			“¡Apúrate!” I’d yelled at her while I sat behind the wheel, the car idling and vibrating underneath me like a living thing. I ran my hands up and down the slick steering wheel, took deep breaths, smelling leather and polish and underneath it, Felix’s shaving cream. 

			Our apartment was on the first floor. Elenita had left the door open as she gathered things for her bag, as if we weren’t just coming straight home with Anabél. “What? Are you planning on running away in Matanzas?” I’d shouted, and she’d crossed her eyes and given me a thumbs-up, making me laugh, reminding me why I’d thrown my fate to Elenita in the first place. 

			She could be funny. She could be a pal sometimes.

			I turned off the car. No sense in wasting gasoline. We had several gallons of it in plastic jugs in the trunk because the gas stations were locked up due to the crisis. And maybe Elenita was right. There was a chance the highway could be blocked at some point, the whole country in lockdown. Might as well bring extra underwear.

			I was about to suggest Elenita pack some for me when I saw three policemen crossing the courtyard. There, in the window, was that old woman. She had a lunatic grin on her face, ready to enjoy the show. The police knocked on Noél’s apartment door first, three distinct fists pounding unnecessarily hard on the door at the same time. Above us, Miguel opened the door of his second-floor apartment. I gestured wildly in the car. “Corré cabrón,” I whispered, and then it was as if Miguel heard me, because he ducked low as he exited his place, his whole body eclipsed by the balcony’s lip, as he dashed toward a back staircase. 

			I slid out of the car and closed the door quietly. Hugging the building, I came around the back and found Noél there among the trashcans, shaking violently. Miguel was with him. When they saw me, they startled and got ready to run.

			

			“Wait,” I said. “There are five police out front. One of them is bound to come out back.”

			Noél shook his head. “I can’t get arrested again.”

			Miguel looked left and right, then up at a flock of birds high in the sky, as if they, too, were not to be trusted. “My cousin is a secretary at La Cabaña. She says that for every hundred executions, we only hear about five.”

			“That’s not what happens to people like—” I stopped, nearly telling them “us” before I caught myself. “Tranquilos. Your case would be different. But listen, it won’t come to that. Take these,” I said to them, and handed them the spare keys to my apartment. “When the police leave, you can stay in our place. Wait until everyone is gone. Don’t be stupid. Elenita and I are going to Matanzas for the rest of the day. You’ll be safe there.”

			“Hiding in plain sight,” Miguel said.

			“Don’t we always?” I answered without thinking.

			Noél took the keys with shaky hands and put them in his pocket. “We promise—if we’re caught, we’ll say we climbed in through a window. You won’t be suspected.” 

			“Gracias,” I said, and shook their hands. Then, the two of them darted off between buildings and disappeared.

			“Where did you go?” Elenita asked when I came back to the car. She was sitting on the hood, watching the policemen as they talked, unsure, in the center of the courtyard. Overhead, Russian and Cuban planes rushed by, piercing clouds, or swooping lower than seemed safe. The police were watching the skies, too, and started arguing with one another, probably wondering what the hell they were doing chasing a pair of pajaritos when the world was coming to an end.

			“Nothing,” I said. “Watching the planes.” How could I tell her the truth? I’d put us both in danger. 

			Elenita pointed at the sky, as if to say, “Idiot, you could have watched them from here.” She slid off the hood and waited for me to unlock her door. She slung her bag into the backseat, and I heard the crinkle of chip bags and smelled the bananas she’d packed, which were a little overripe. 

			“Looks like Miguel and Noél have taken off,” she said. 

			I shrugged, turned the key and the car roared to life. We drove effortlessly through the empty streets. Everyone was home listening to the radio. On the left lane, a horse with an empty cart pulled its load without its master. We passed empty department stores and boarded up restaurants, then we passed the zoo, its gates locked. I wondered what Felix was doing there by himself. Was he talking to Mambisa again? Cuddling the cubs if she let him? Asleep on his couch?

			“Oye,” Elenita said as the zoo grew small in the rearview mirrors. “I see that look in your eye. You’re not here with me. You’re with him.” She fell silent. I cracked my knuckles one at a time, thinking of what to say as I drove. Elenita cut in before I could. “Don’t do anything foolish. For me, please. Don’t do anything.” Her voice faltered. It was a request full of forgiveness, I thought. Whatever she imagined I’d done before didn’t matter. Only today mattered, and tomorrow, if there was to be a tomorrow.

			“Okay,” I said. It was an admission. What else could I do? I reached out and held her hand in mine for a moment before I had to shift gears again. She was sniffing, but I didn’t turn to look at her. Instead, I flicked on the radio and the political chatter filled our ears at once. Kruschev and Kennedy had reached an agreement. Perhaps we would survive after all. 

			I pressed hard on the brake and pulled the car over to the side of the road, breathless with the news. 

			“Dios, gracias,” Elenita whispered, and slumped a little in her seat. 

			Anything was possible now. I pictured Uncle Sam taking off his boots and jacket, and the animals at the zoo laying down in the dirt, lowering those massive bodies of theirs and resting for days. “Maybe we’ll have some peace for a while,” I said.

			I revved the engine, and we sped onward, feeling a little more alive with every mile. 

			“Anabél says there are military zones all over Matanzas. Those aren’t going anywhere. She heard that only Russian technicians are allowed to work there. No Cubans.” 

			“I thought we were on the same side.”

			“Not all of us can be trusted,” Elenita said. Elenita’s revolutionary zeal had grown during the crisis, and she sneered at news of anti-communist groups staging their protests. Most recently, some had been caught sabotaging city buses, raiding them for parts. Elenita complained, but I’d held my tongue. For my part, I was glad to know that there were people for whom the rations, the executions, and the ramblings of the Commandante were worthy of a response. But Elenita had grown up so poor, in a finca in El Cotorro, with a dirt floor and sibling after sibling to take care of, that I couldn’t fault her. The revolution had saved her, or so she always said. 

			We drove on without incident for the next hour, listening to music on the radio. I’d been able to catch an American station, playing the same songs Felix sometimes sang under his breath as he worked. “Let’s twist again, like we did last summer,” I sang along, and Elenita laid her hand over my thigh. I was thinking of Felix as I sang, the way his hips swayed to that internal sound even as he did things like checking the locks on the cages each morning.

			I lost the station signal halfway through the song. Elenita rotated the radio dial and that’s when we heard a reporter announcing that an American spy plane had been brought down by an anti-aircraft missile. The news seemed to shift minute by minute. Hadn’t we just felt relief at the thought of peace, not more than two hours ago? The reporter mused that Fidel himself (“most likely, one couldn’t be sure, but he was El Comandante after all”) had personally dispatched the missile. I could imagine it already—the murals of Fidel, fist triumphantly raised, an explosion in the painted sky above him. The revolution always advertised itself.

			Elenita covered her face with her hands. I remember her asking, “¿Hasta cuándo?” It was a question asked to God, or to the universe. But the truth is, nobody can ever tell how long a terrible moment might last. Perhaps, as Fidel told us when news of the crisis broke, Cuba would be swept off the face of the earth. Perhaps Elenita and I would grow old together. Perhaps there was a jail cell with my name on it, waiting for me in some unknown future. 

			We didn’t speak the rest of the way, and then we were in Matanzas, maps in hand, trying to locate the place where we would find Anabél.

			“We’re looking for a rancho with a headless horse statue at the gate,” Elenita said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

			“I’m sorry, what?” I asked, turning the polished steering wheel with the heel of my hand. God, how I loved that car. I considered getting lost on purpose on the way back just to drive it some more.

			“That’s what Anabél told me. Her family rancho has a headless horse at the top of the driveway. It lost its head in ‘59. One of the campesinos attached a firework to its neck in celebration of the revolution and off came the head. Ah, there it is!”

			She was right. A horse made of poured concrete, steadfast on all fours, with no head to speak of, pointed visitors down a long, weedy driveway. The rancho up ahead was large and sprawling, but it had clearly been subdivided by the new government, and several families had moved in. Laundry lines were strung here and there, and folding chairs were scattered under different shady trees, creating makeshift porch settings for hot afternoons. 

			I took in the size of the place, and said, “Dinero.”

			“Once perhaps,” Elenita said, perhaps envisioning what once was, though there was nothing wistful in her voice. “A big place like this is useful to lots of families. Que bueno.”

			Anabél was waiting for us by the main door of the house. Her mother, who they all called Mima, had still managed to keep the best parts of the house for herself. But she was ill and ancient. Once she died, her home would most likely be given to a stranger. Anabél’s small hands rested on her belly. Her nails were red, as were her lips, and her blond curls whipped about attractively. 

			“Marilyn herself,” Elenita whispered.

			But something was off. Anabél’s face was scrunched up, as if she were trying hard not to cry, and when Elenita approached her, she wrapped her arms around Elenita’s neck at once. “Javier and Marisol are lost,” she cried. 

			“Lost? How?” my wife asked. 

			Marisol and Javier were Anabél’s niece and nephew in Miami. Her brother, Virgilio, had left for the US immediately after Fidel came to power. Anabél never talked about it, but Felix told me how Virgilio had tried to convince them all to go with him and secretly begged Anabél to leave Felix. She forgave her brother. Felix was a practicing veterinarian then and he didn’t want to leave his clinic. It was taken from him anyway once everything was nationalized.

			Anabél was frantic. “Virgilio called. He can’t find the children. He says that there are B-52 bombers at the airport in Miami, that the doors of the holds are closed which means the bombs are already loaded. And the children missing!”

			“It won’t matter that they’re missing at this rate,” I said, slamming the car door shut behind me. “Have you heard the radio today?”

			“¡René!” Elenita shouted at me. I saw then that she was panicked, too. Her bright eyes were wide, her nostrils flared. 

			We entered the cool courtyard of the house together. Dry palm fronds littered the ground. A gnarled bougainvillea tree pierced the center of the courtyard, its vicious thorns catching on my sleeve as we passed by. Inside the house, a telephone sat in pride of place, a vestige of days passed. Most people didn’t have a working phone line.

			“Like Wednesday, always in the middle, those two,” Elenita said, laughing a little, familiarly, as if she knew anything about those americano kids.

			“¿Cafecito?” Anabél offered, changing the subject, and we nodded in agreement. We followed her into the kitchen. Mima, Anabél’s mother, was sitting, sagging in a kitchen chair. She tried to pat Anabél’s belly as her daughter passed but just missed. Anabél paused and laid her mother’s hand on the shelf of her stomach before moving on to the stove. 

			“Your mami is doing okay?” Elenita whispered.

			Anabél shook her head. “Pobre viejita. She doesn’t want to die without seeing my brother, but he won’t come, and she won’t go to Miami.” 

			“Devoted to the cause,” Elenita said.

			Anabél was thoughtful. She was quiet, like her mother, and I could imagine her in her old age, wearing chancletas, saying nothing. “No. Just tired, I think.” 

			The phone rang and Anabél rushed to answer. She whispered into the receiver, turning her back to us in the kitchen. When she returned, she said nothing about the conversation, but her fingers trembled a little as she pushed a lock of hair behind her ear.

			Elenita snuck a glance in my direction and raised an eyebrow.

			Through a window, I saw a group of boys busying themselves over a piece of cardboard and some paint. From what I could tell, they were drawing a portrait of Fidel, cigar and all. They were barefoot, but clean, their skin rubbed raw by efficient grandmothers. I counted five boys. Brothers, or cousins—they shared resemblances among them.

			“The crisis has created a new generation of soldiers,” I said, observing them. Which of them would move to Havana, become policemen? It seemed inevitable.

			Anabél tapped the handle of the cafetera as it brewed our coffee. “Actually, tomorrow is Camilo Cienfuegos Day. They’re working on a sign for the parade.”

			“A parade for a dead revolutionary, in this moment?”

			“There is no better moment,” Elenita said.

			Anabél handed us tiny cups full to the brim. Just then, the phone rang, and she spilled coffee all over the table. We followed her into the sala, where the phone was. We listened. When Virgilio answered, I could hear his voice through the phone. “¡Niños malditos!” he was shouting. The children had snuck out of school to go to a movie downtown. “Dr. No. They were watching Dr. No!” Virgilio was shouting, and I thought of the doctors in Cuba with their aging tools and empty medicine cabinets. No, we have no aspirin. No, the X-ray machine no longer functions. They were all, every one of them, Dr. No’s now. 

			With the receiver trapped between her ear and her shoulder, Anabél pinched the bridge of her nose with one hand, tapped her belly with the other. 

			“That’s how kids are,” Elenita said once Anabél hung up the phone. We didn’t have any of our own. Never would. Elenita was against it. She was the oldest of nine, and she’d wiped enough asses clean to understand. She said her students were all the children she needed. “You’ll know soon enough,” she told Anabél.

			Anabél looked at Elenita with shining eyes. “Nothing is promised.”

			“I have a good feeling,” Elenita said. “Mira lo que tengo.” She rose to fetch her purse from the kitchen where she’d left it. She brought it back to the sala, rifled through it, and brought out a deck of tarot cards.

			Anabél shook her head. “I don’t believe in that stuff.” But she was pulling out one of the dining chairs and settling into it, even as Elenita began to shuffle the cards.

			“It’s just for fun, right René?” Elenita said.

			“Don’t include me in your boberías.” I was itching to get back on the road, back behind the wheel of that gorgeous car, back to Felix. In the last year, Elenita had bought the tarot deck and an Ouija board made of paper on Calle Zapata by an artist who claimed the Archangel Gabriel guided his hand. I terrified her one night by blowing on the paper planchette and making it sail off the board when she asked if there were any spirits in the room. After that, she played alone, with the curtains closed.

			“Just for fun,” Elenita repeated, and began to lay out the tarot cards. The pictures were grotesque. Monsters, each one, with tongues lashing against their cheeks, claws at the ends of their fingers. I didn’t like them. It felt like she was tethering herself to a kind of darkness.

			“First, we ask the question,” Elenita said. Outside, the boys were playing loudly, screaming at one another. Inside, the house was quiet, and I wondered about the other families, the adults, and where they might be.

			“Will I be happy?” Anabél asked softly. I could tell that Elenita had expected a question about the baby, but at this, she seemed to grow more intentional in her gestures.

			Elenita laid the first card down. “The Lovers. See, it’s upside down. That’s not good.”

			Anabél smiled sadly. “Of course it isn’t.”

			Fingers hovered over the deck for a moment, then Elenita lifted the next card. She drew the Fool, and I remember saying, “Yes, that’s perfect. This is as foolish as it gets,” but Elenita only huffed and told Anabél, “This one means new beginnings. It means you have a free spirit, my friend,” and Anabél smiled knowingly.

			I trusted Elenita not to say anything to Anabél about me and Felix. There was something about your mother that made everyone want to rush to protect her. In the movies a man will lay his coat on muddy ground for a woman to walk on. Have you ever actually seen that happen? I have. A man at the zoo did that for Anabél once. I couldn’t believe my eyes. If Anabél caught a cold, neighbors would bring her jarabes for her cough, and when she was pregnant the first time, friends sewed a trunkful of baby clothes for her. There were fewer gifts the second time, of course, as people didn’t know what to say or do, or how to help. They were afraid of jinxing things, of thinking the wrong thoughts or worse, saying them aloud. But beyond that, there was always something about her worth guarding. I know what you’re thinking—that Felix and I were doing the very opposite of protecting. But I suppose we figured that what she didn’t know could not hurt her. And ay, Anabél, so innocent. She didn’t know.

			

			I stood, leaving them to their cards, and went out to where the boys were painting signs. They were working so hard they didn’t notice me at first. Their cheeks were covered in paint, as were their legs and stomachs. One of them had misspelled the word “revolución,” changing the v for a b. I tapped the error with the tip of my toe. “Miren,” I said. “Better fix it. What if Fidel sees?”

			One boy slapped another across the back of the head. “Estúpido,” he said, and the one who had received the slap lowered his head and rammed his compatriot with a bony shoulder. Soon, the rest of the boys—there were five in total—were a ball of limbs and thrown punches, each with hands and feet too big for their frames, like puppies you know are going to grow up to be huge animals. 

			“Oye, oye, oye,” I said, intervening, pulling them apart by the scruffs of their necks as if they were a pack of fighting rabbits. The biggest boy, who had small eyes and, already, a cauliflowered ear from too many scraps, swung at my head, missing my face by a couple of centimeters.

			“Maricón,” he spit at me. 

			I shouldn’t have lost my head. He couldn’t have known, just from looking at me. It was a common insult, one that spills easily from the mouth. It still is. I grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him down into the dirt and the boy burst out crying. Elenita and Anabél ran out, screaming at me. Then, they yelled at the boys. Elenita shooed them away with one of the still wet posters, while Anabél threatened to soak them with a hose. But when they turned to look at me, it was clear who they had come in defense of, and their stares turned icy. Anabél, especially, had a particular look on her face, as if I had confirmed something for her—if I was the company Felix kept, he needed her back.

			“I want to go home,” she said.

			 

			Whatever joy I’d had driving the car evaporated during our return to Havana. The women sat in the backseat, heads together, whispering. Elenita laid out the cards again, this time across Anabél’s skirt. Again, and again, she shuffled the cards and brought them out, as if they were searching for the future that best suited them. The last card Elenita drew was the hanged man.

			“This one represents surrender, mi amiga,” Elenita said, and Anabél hummed in an understanding that she kept to herself. 

			The engine roared as we hit the open road, and there, eclipsed in that bubble of sound, they left me to my own imagination, which flicked back and forth between the contorted face of the boy I had thrown into the dirt, and Felix, frowning at me.

			 

			Felix was waiting for us at the door to his house. “Don’t go home, René. Something has happened,” he said at once. He helped Anabél out of the car and kissed the top of her head.

			“What do you mean?” Elenita asked.

			“Something about your apartment,” Felix said. “Two men were found there. The police came looking for you, René.”

			Elenita grabbed my arm. “¿Qué hiciste?”

			I shrugged her off and sat on the sofa. “I told Noél and Miguel that they could hide out in our apartment.” Now I remember how Anabél just stared, hand on her belly, standing very still. It was as if she was not in the room with us anymore. I thought she was maybe putting two and two together, Miguel and Noél, me and Felix. 

			“Ay,” Elenita cried, burrowing her face into her hands. 

			“What was I supposed to do?”

			Elenita curled her hands into fists. “Idiota. You let the police handle it. Miguel and Noél aren’t your problem,” she shouted. Tears pooled in her eyes. “They gossip about you, you know,” she said, her words muffled.

			“They? Who? What do they say?” I asked. 

			“How big do you think this neighborhood is?” Elenita shot back. “You’ve been arrested once. They know who you are.”

			That’s when we heard Anabél make a soft sound, the gentle gasp of a person who had just cut their finger on a sheet of paper. But when we looked at her, she was bent over and shuffling toward Felix. “The keys!” Felix shouted, and I tossed them into his hands. In a moment, Felix and Anabél were out the door and on the way to the hospital, leaving Elenita and I behind. The moment shook us. We did not speak our worries regarding the baby and the one that had come before. It seemed like bad luck to dredge that up. Since there had been no invitation to come along to the hospital, no request for company or support, we turned our full attention to our own problem.

			“Let’s go home,” I said.

			“But the police.”

			“I’ve been with you this whole time.” I took a hold of her hand. Elenita was pale and sweating. Her skin gleamed. Her eyes darted around Felix’s house, and I wonder if she was imagining me there without her. Because the truth, which she never knew, was that I was a different man when I was alone with Felix. There, on evenings when I had told Elenita that some nocturnal creature or other needed attending to, some zoo job that could only be done at night (I don’t think now that she ever actually believed my fabrications) Felix and I would kiss slowly on that very couch. We always began on the couch. My hands would trail over his body, exploring its familiar shapes. Touching Elenita had been like trying to comprehend an unknown landscape. Touching Felix was an experiment in sculpture. Isn’t feeling always in three dimensions? Things moved quickly with Elenita. Release came fast, and she was always so sweet afterwards. I didn’t mind it. Everything was slow with Felix, and slow was better. Slow lasted longer. And later, I was the sweet one, offering to make the bed, or cook dinner. 

			I don’t know if Elenita could imagine it. Like I said, I was a different man with her. But aren’t we all that way? Like electricity, the way it moves differently depending on the conductor? 

			On the way back to the apartment, I asked Elenita what she thought of that mysterious phone call Anabél had answered, the one that left her shaken.

			“She’s more complicated than we all give her credit for,” Elenita said, but she was distracted with worry and said no more. 

			The police were still milling about when we got back home. Most of them were in our living room, standing around, staring at something in the kitchen. We pushed our way through. I was the first to see Noél, face down on the ground, his hands cuffed behind him. His eyes were closed, but he was taking big gulps of air through his mouth, like a fish out of water. I yanked Elenita behind me, backing up until she was out of view of him. “¿Qué pasa? ¿Qué pasa?” she asked. “Was that Noél? Was he—”

			“He’s not dead.” 

			A policeman noticed us then. I think he was a sergeant. He ushered us outside, sat us on the staircase that led to the second-floor apartments, barraged us with questions about the arrested man and the one who had escaped.

			“We barely knew them,” we said. 

			“Maybe we left a window open,” I said. 

			“They must have seen it,” Elenita said. 

			“Everyone saw us leave in the morning.” 

			“Matanzas, that’s where we were. Do you know tomorrow is Camilo Cienfuegos Day? Just this morning René helped these little boys make signs for the celebration, isn’t that so, mi amor?” 

			They took our names. That made us nervous. Like I said, I had a record.

			Elenita cried through the whole thing, and I wrapped my arm around her, and kissed her hand repeatedly. The sergeant huffed through his nose. Then he commanded the men to complete the investigation and get Noél to his feet. We watched as they dragged him out, his face bloodied and his left eye swollen shut. He was breathing strangely, wheezing and whimpering. He didn’t look in our direction. The police had left our door wide open, but when we went inside, there was a puddle of blood where Noél had been lying, and Elenita yelped at the sight. 

			So, we did not stay in the apartment that night. Instead, we returned to the zoo and walked the grounds in silence. I took Elenita to see the lions, to watch Mambisa and her ordinary cubs for a while. The lioness only glanced at us once, but she seemed to make a show of grooming the little ones, that huge tongue scraping fur. We should have been exhausted, but we were both lit up with adrenaline. How could we sleep knowing Noél had been beaten and arrested in our home? Or that Miguel had left him behind? Did Miguel know what had happened? There had been a time, shortly after the revolution, when supporters of the overthrown dictator, Fulgencio Batista, had been executed against a wall, live on television. One after another, we watched as men in guayaberas, still wearing their fedoras, waved at the cameras, then were killed before our eyes. The revolution went sour in my mouth after that. Not just me. Lots of people suddenly felt as if the paredón, which is what they called these firing squad executions, was a new chapter, one we had not wished for. How was this different from Batista? Cruelty was cruelty, and blood was blood. 

			“What if they kill him?” Elenita whispered.

			“Maybe,” I said. Anything was possible. 

			“I drew the card,” Elenita said at one point that night. “The Hanged Man.”

			“Coincidence,” I said, though a chill went through me. 

			Elenita fell over my lap and wept. “I’ll never throw cards again,” she said. And she was true to her word. Days later, I found her tarot deck in the garbage can. 

			“There won’t be a paredón for Miguel and Noél. It won’t come to that,” I said, trying to reassure her. “As for Noél, a man can withstand a night or two in prison. A week. A month. Surely, a man can withstand that.”

			 

			In the morning, we made our way back to the apartment. I mopped the floor, clearing away the blood and the muddy footprints of the police. At a meeting that night, one Elenita would not let me get out of, Grillo extolled the police, who had found Miguel in the Paséo del Prado, muttering to himself along the tiled paths, speaking to ghosts. “They took him to Mazorra,” Grillo said. “Perhaps it’s for the best. An enfermo like that. Better than prison.” That was another word they used for us back then. Enfermo. As if what we felt were a disease and not an expression of love and desire, as simple as any other. The meeting made Elenita nervous. 

			“What if Miguel and Noél tell them about you? What if they confess that you gave them the key?”

			“Miguel is in Mazorra. Anything he says will be taken for a delusion,” I said, but I was nervous, too. “Noél didn’t say a thing when they arrested him. Why would he talk now? Even so, we should apply for a new apartment.” Elenita nodded. It was best to get away, not just from Grillo and the neighbors, but from the way the light in the kitchen cast shadows, so that it seemed as if someone was standing in the center of the room. Elenita and I could not recall for the life of us whether the shadows had always behaved that way in there, or if this were a new twisting of light, as if the physics of our apartment had shifted. In the weeks that followed, it always felt as if someone was standing just behind me in that kitchen, or else, a gust of cold air would lick the back of my neck. One day, Elenita came home, and she was on her knees scrubbing the floor. “There was blood again,” she said, calmly. 

			“Okay, Elenita,” I had said then. “Let me take care of it.” I wiped up the soapy mess she’d made. Who knows what she’d seen? Probably, some dirt on the sole of her shoe had left a mark. Real or not, Noél’s violent arrest had turned our apartment into a ruin. Angry at myself for convincing them to stay and hide, I’d started pulling at the little hairs on my legs, leaving bald spots. I was like that ape at the zoo, the one who damaged herself in despair. It was only when I noticed the similarity that I eventually broke the habit. 

			Day and night I tortured myself. I’d told them to stay and hide when they should have run, disappeared into the neighborhood. I still think of them. If anyone could have seen what was coming, seen how many of us would perish in a plague soon enough, would they have bothered with the arrests, with the UMAP camps? Why am I telling you about this, when it has nothing to do with Felix? Perhaps it’s because if I don’t, they’ll disappear forever—Noél, Miguel, others through the years, even a part of me—and I don’t think I can bear it.

			And now Felix is sick, and it’s too much. I went to see him. You’ll go, too? Yes, you need to. My courage nearly failed me, but I went. He was asleep the whole time, but I whispered to him, told him how much he meant to me. I think he heard me, because he squeezed my hand, like this. Fuerte, fuerte. When you go, tell him I was there, visiting him. Don’t let him forget me—remind him, please?
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			The “problem of October,” as we called it during the missile crisis, ended as quickly as it had begun. In the weeks that followed, we stopped looking to the skies for death to come dropping down on our heads. The crisis hadn’t changed much. The only difference was that now there would be Russian money funding our schools and hospitals and roads. Within ten years, half the children born in Cuba would have Russian-Cuban monikers, names like Yunietsky and Yanisleidy.

			Speaking of children, Felix and Anabél came to the zoo pushing a stroller, Felix bending over into it to make little animal noises. He was softer, suddenly, and everyone who worked at the zoo breathed a little easier around him. Before, he’d had little time for employees who were late to work, or who argued with him on the best solution to a problem. But I knew the gentleness that he saved for me, and I felt privileged in knowing him better than everyone else, except maybe Anabél. But now this side of him was on display. “Oh, so the man knows how to smile,” Ramona, who took care of the baby chimpanzees, said one afternoon, and it filled me with anguish. This was a part of Felix I did not want to share. No, not with anyone. I thought at first that I’d lost him for good, and I felt like a man going through a terrible breakup. I’d see Felix at the zoo and start a conversation, but he’d cut me off, tell me to go feed some animal or fix something that had broken. His shirts smelled like milk, and his beard was unkempt, and he told everyone who asked about how wonderful his baby was, what a fine mother Anabél turned out to be. Once or twice, I overheard him joke with the other men when a beautiful woman walked by, ridiculous jokes about what they’d do with her in the dark. He’d had a baby and now he’d joined a club he’d longed to be a part of always. He was a family man, and he’d put aside childish things. 

			Did I convince myself that it was all over? That my time with Felix had been a dream, and that I’d be wise to wake up? Yes, I did. But a part of me knew that the novelty of that kind of domestic life would wear thin. And how many men had I met secretly in the park, after night fell, who wore their wedding rings? This isn’t to say that Felix didn’t try. So many times, he tried to be the person everyone else wanted him to be. 

			 

			Before I knew it, we were in the thick of the Christmas season, but it was dimmed by the crisis of October, and the tension that followed. The dark mood was just a preamble. Five years later, Fidel would cancel Christmas on the island. You cannot imagine it, I promise. All those Cubans in Miami with Santi Clo every year, and their big Noche Buena dinners, a whole pig roasted in the ground, and kids falling asleep on their mothers’ laps during la Misa del Gallo. Did I miss anything? For us, it was different. In 1968, Fidel canceled it. All of it. He declared our celebration would interfere with a sugar harvest meant to yield enough sweetness to give a cavity to every mouth on the planet. It failed, of course. For nearly thirty years people had to hide their Christmas decorations, or the Grillos of the world would rat them out to the local committees. 

			But before all that happened, Elenita and I hosted a Noche Buena dinner in our new apartment on Calle 28, one floor below Ramona Falcón’s, she of the chimpanzees. We could hear them screeching day and night, their nails like rocks tumbling on the tiled floors. Neither Elenita nor I minded. We had escaped the shadows of our own apartment at last, a place that never ceased feeling haunted by what happened to Noél and Miguel. Our new place was bright, and so far, the building committee had not called any meetings. There were no be-fanned ladies spying on us through the windows, and no Grillo with his limp and scowl. A large balcony looked over the city, and the neighbor to our left had a telephone she let us use whenever we needed it. She even went so far as to leave the room when we made calls. The place was miraculous. To break it in, we hosted a Christmas Eve dinner, and invited Anabél and Felix, as well as a friend Elenita had made in the building, a Dr. Marcos Farandél, who taught in the Physics Department at the University of Havana. 

			In preparation, Elenita put up a Christmas tree by the window and flung fistfuls of tinsel onto it. She made a star out of aluminum foil and attached it to the top. Our creche was made of clothespins, the faces drawn in with a pen, and the baby’s swaddling clothes made of toilet paper. Christmas was not canceled yet, but the decorations from the stores, what little was available, were too expensive. Besides we’d become accustomed to using the libreta the government provided for most of our necessities, and it’s not like you could find a niño Jesús for the mantel in one of those. The libreta rationed food and supplies for every Cuban, and we used up a whole month’s rations for that Christmas dinner. Pork, rice, beans, and a handful of plantains. We were delighted when Felix and Anabél showed up with a dusty bottle of red wine, saved from who-knows-when-or-where.

			I hadn’t spent any time alone with Felix in a while, not even at work, so seeing him there on the threshold of my home, bottle in one hand and baby in the crook of his other arm, was like hearing a favorite song again after a long time. A satchel full of records hung from his shoulder. Elenita had opened the door for them, kissed Anabél and Felix on the cheeks, but I had simply stared, a real-life creche before me, and there was I, standing like a shocked shepherd. 

			I finally snapped out of it and took the bottle of wine from him. Our fingers brushed, but Felix took no notice. Instead, he began talking. 

			“They’ve got a white male lion at the London Zoo, René! I’ve been in communication with their director, hoping they’ll trade. We have that howler monkey pair, which—”

			

			“No more work conversations,” Anabél said. 

			Elenita spoke up then. “Did you hear that they released the Bay of Pigs prisoners today? Those trait—”

			Anabél interrupted again. “No política either. Felix, pon un disco.”

			Elenita rolled her eyes and tried to catch my attention, but I ignored her. For so many of us Cubans, Miami was the place we wanted to be. I envied the released men, now back with their families in Florida, eating their celebratory meals, free to get on with their lives and do and say whatever they wanted to. I think Elenita suspected how I felt. We didn’t discuss the world much, and when we did, we kept our feelings to ourselves. I used to think it was out of respect, but now I believe we were a little afraid of each other.

			Anyway, Felix smiled and did as he was told. There had been a big record player in the apartment when we moved in, the kind they don’t make anymore. It was as big as a dresser and made of walnut. The speakers on either side of the cabinet were covered in a rough mustard-colored fabric, while brass pulls dangled off drawers, which Elenita had stuffed with mail and sewing supplies and not a record in sight. It made us wonder what had happened to the previous tenants to leave a prize like that behind. Of course, I thought of Noél and Miguel, who left both of their apartments full of things in their wake, and so for me the record player had a whiff of tragedy about it. 

			Kneeling before the record player like it was an altar, Felix flipped through the albums in his bag. 

			I peered into it, too, pretending to care about his selection. This close, I could smell his breath (he’d smoked a cigar before arriving) and his hair wax. The women had gone out onto the balcony to look at the twinkling lights of the city, so I took advantage. 

			“Nat King Cole or the Everly Brothers?” he asked.

			“Un beso,” I answered.

			Felix looked at me, then his eyes went to the balcony. “That wasn’t an option,” he said, but he licked his lips, so I knew I had won.

			It was too quick, el besito, but it would do for me for a while at least. I was that starved. He chose Nat King Cole, slipped the record out of the sleeve, held it tenderly with two fingers right on the edge, and set it down on the plate. Felix tested the needle with a fingertip, and the speakers made a scratching sound. Then, slowly, he lowered the arm, and the music played. He turned up the volume. Together, we went to the kitchen to fill glasses with the wine he’d brought. 

			“I need to hire a zookeeper to tend the hoof stock,” Felix whispered, now that Anabél had forbidden “shop talk.” 

			“I can help you read applications,” I offered.

			Felix nodded, squeezing the cork back into the wine bottle. Then there was a knock on the door, and Elenita went to answer it. “Marcos, pasa, pasa,” I heard her say. Soon, she was in the kitchen, too, introducing me to Marcos Farandél.

			“Profesor Farandél,” Elenita said. He was holding a bottle of crème de vie.

			I extended a hand, and Farandél shook it. “Un placer.” 

			“Igualmente,” Farandél replied. He was not so tall, but rather thin. His hair was curly and brown, the kind that suggested he was likely a blond baby, one cooed over and admired. His eyes were blue, too. He was one of those Cubans who probably knew exactly what village in Spain his grandparents came from and didn’t mind when someone called him a Gallego.

			We sat down to dinner not long after that. Felix put on a Sonora Matancera record next. Celia Cruz’s voice cut through the apartment as we ate and made small talk. 

			“Might want to lower that, compañero,” Farandél said between mouthfuls. “La Celia is on Fidel’s shitlist, and these apartment buildings have ears.”

			“Most of the artists in my record collection are on his shitlist,” Felix said.

			Anabél laughed brightly and changed the subject. “You’re a professor of physics? I have to admit that I don’t even know what that is.” She batted her lashes and sat up straighter, and I swear that Farandél’s eyes crossed like a cartoon’s. I could tell by the way Felix aggressively chewed his food that he wasn’t impressed with the professor. 

			“Ah well, it’s not for everyone. My work is theoretical. If only I were a little older, I might have been one of those fellows in Los Alamos, working on the bomb instead of waiting around Havana for the Americans to send one here.”

			We were quiet then, and I narrowed my eyes at Elenita, hoping she’d read in them what I was feeling—that this Farandél was an egotist, a suspicious character, and a party-ruiner at best. Now it was Elenita’s turn to laugh. “Ah, Marcos, you’re funny. It’s good to have funny neighbors. Our last apartment was full of very serious ones.”

			I felt a chill whipping around my bare ankles. Why bring the old place up, summoning Noél and Miguel to us again?

			“And we’re closer to the zoo over here, aren’t we René?” Elenita added. “That’s where he and Felix work together. Well, not together really. René is a zookeeper. Felix is the director.” At that, Elenita returned my critical look. It was always an eye for an eye with her.

			“I’m not a zookeeper. I assist the director in—”

			“Tell me about your work, Felix,” Farandél interrupted me.

			“My wife has forbidden it.”

			Again, Anabél laughed. “Oh, Felix, go on. You can’t help it anyway.”

			Permission granted, Felix talked about the zoo and its horned and fanged inhabitants. He described the sounds the animals made when they dreamt, fought, or fucked; the way the rhinoceros stood still most hours of the day, and then, startled into motion by a snapping branch or swooping bird, moved like a wind-up toy for a few seconds before winding down again; how the parrots greeted the dawn with screeches, as if they were trying to scare the sun away and how the leopard treated food like it was a miracle, gaping at it in awe for a moment before snapping its jaws on the proffered meat. Whenever Felix made a joke, Farandél laughed loudly, pounding the table, and making the cutlery clink together. And whenever Farandél laughed, Elenita would stare at him, her mouth a little open, her eyes a touch wide, and I thought maybe she saw a light in him that she could no longer perceive in me.

			Now, I don’t blame her. I was too busy tending to Felix’s crippling radiance, which would burn me in the end.

			Dinner was soon finished, and everyone took turns saying things like, “You’ve raised an exceptional baby,” and “She sleeps through everything.” We shared a few glassfuls of the crème de vie that was strengthened with rum. Felix put on another record, this time selecting Eydie Gormé’s boleros, to which Farandél noted, “Even the Americans sing boleros now.” Felix helped a wine-sleepy Anabél to her feet, and the two of them swayed to the music. We met eyes over her shoulder for the briefest second, and after that, Felix buried his face in Anabél’s neck. The tinsel on the tree reflected the lamplight, and the effect was magical. Later, Elenita would save the tinsel between sheets of paper, untangling the mess so that the strands lay flat, ready for the next year. 

			“¿Baila conmigo?” Elenita asked me, but I shook my head. I should have said yes. When Farandél offered Elenita his hand, asking me first, “¿Con permiso, caballero?” I should have told him no. 

			I did not know what to do except sit my melancholy self there on the couch. I watched the pairs dancing to American boleros. That was the last Christmas I spent among those people I had loved, and if I had known it at the time, I might have asked for one more record, one more toast, one more story about the zoo to take us into the daybreak.
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			Shortly after the new year, I left Elenita. I couldn’t stay with Felix anymore, and so each night, I snuck into the zoo’s employee barbershop and stretched out on a chair, the smell of shaving cream stinging my nostrils. Felix didn’t know. When Anabél went to see her mother in Matanzas, and it was safe to leave the sanctuary of the barbershop, I found myself knocking on Felix’s door after hours and he took me in.

			“What about Elenita?” he’d asked me.

			“What about her?”

			Felix said, “Let’s take a walk.” I strolled beside him up and down the zoo walkways. He held his hands clasped behind his back. The heels of his shiny loafers tapped on the concrete path. We passed a Watusi bull, chewing cud, lonely in his pen. “You haven’t been home for a while,” he said at last. “Your clothes are dirty. You stink. What happened?”

			“I don’t think Elenita minds anymore.” I told him the story, the way I’ll tell it to you now. 

			It was the day after the Epiphany, and I had come back to the apartment after work only to find Marcos Farandél having coffee with my wife. He had brought her some novels to read, and she was telling him about the antics of her little students. 

			“He brought me a gift, like Los Reyes Magos,” Elenita said, holding aloft a book.

			Farandél smiled.

			“Which one are you then? Melchior? Balthazar?”

			“I’m no king, René. Just a neighbor with sagging bookshelves.” Elenita had laughed at that, and I slunk off to the shower to rid myself of the zoo’s funk.

			

			This scene repeated itself every day that week. 

			“Buenas, Farandél,” I’d say in greeting.

			“Buenas tardes,” the professor would say, holding his gaze on me, bold as a tomcat. 

			“When’s dinner?” I’d ask Elenita, and she would huff and roll her eyes so that Farandél would see that she thought I was a cretin.

			Again and again, some variation of this would take place each afternoon, and finally, because I’d had it with the intrusion of this man I did not like or trust, I asked Elenita to stop inviting him. Hadn’t we had enough of nosy neighbors? Hadn’t that been nearly our downfall back at the old apartment?

			It was dark out. Farandél had returned to his own place. She had been holding one of the novels that he had brought her. I don’t recall the title, but the cover was wine-colored, and the letters were yellow, and the pages were brittle and old. One minute, I’d asked the question, and the next, the book was in the air and glancing off my shoulder. 

			“I’m not a dog for you to throw things at, cabrona!” I picked up the tossed book and pointed it at her as I spoke. 

			“What right do you have to ask anything of me?” Elenita asked, low and dangerous.

			This was something Elenita and I had in common—we were never able to keep our tempers in check. I picked up the book and threw it back at her, aiming at her midsection. But she dodged the throw, and soon, she was throwing every single book that Farandél had brought (a small tower of them had taken over a corner of the kitchen table).

			“What’s wrong with you?” I’d shouted, swatting books away.

			“With me? With me?” she yelled. Her hair, which she nearly always wore in a high ponytail, was loose around her shoulders. Had Farandél pulled the ribbon out himself? Did I really care if he had?

			“Your hair,” I started.

			“Because of you, a man was beaten in my kitchen! Because of you I am a laughingstock. I could have had so much more than this!” 

			“Nobody makes money in Cuba anymore. Only the government makes—”

			She growled and pulled her hair. “Money? Who cares about money? You flaunt yourself with Felix, make eyes at him like a dog. Yes, a dog. A loyal dog. And then there’s me, sitting here like a comemierda, waiting for you to come home.” She fell silent, drawing long breaths. 

			She was out of ammunition. The books laid like fallen soldiers all around me. Slowly, I took a seat at the kitchen table. “I don’t like the ideas this professor has put in your head,” I told her. 

			Elenita stood very still at last except for her hands, which flexed open and closed. “This has nothing to do with him. The contract between us was broken a long time ago, René, and it’s your fault. Go back to Felix and leave me alone.”

			I remained seated.

			“Go!” she screamed then, so loudly it was a screech, one the neighbors surely heard. There would be no waiting her out, I knew. The pot had boiled over. 

			I left, shouting some obscenity on my way out. Even then, I had a feeling that Elenita didn’t mean it, that she wanted me to fight for her, to take a swing at Farandél instead of letting him sit there, night after night, insinuating himself in her life and displacing me. But I did not know the depth of it, the lengths she would go to, nor how much she loved me.

			I told all of this to Felix, and he didn’t ask any questions except to comment that he hadn’t liked Farandél very much, and that perhaps Elenita would come to dislike him soon enough. 

			“She’s better off without me,” I said. A nearby bird—not a zoo creature, but a wild hawk of some kind—screeched in what felt like agreement. Then we went back home, to Felix’s home, his home and your mother’s and yours, with all your new baby things scattered around the place, the smell of violetas everywhere. Felix phoned Anabél at her mother’s. They spoke briefly and in whispers while I pretended not to listen. We ate dinner, and fell into bed, and I thought I knew him better than I had ever known anyone else. I didn’t worry about Elenita again, or Farandél, telling myself that what they discussed was their business and had nothing to do with me anymore.
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			The London Zoological Society is offering a trade,” Felix mentioned the next morning as we watched Mambisa tolerate her cubs’ antics. Anabél had been away with you for a week and a half, and I had not heard a thing from Elenita. The news of a trade with that grand zoo in London should have brightened Felix’s spirits, which had been low for days.

			“They’re sending us their white male?” 

			Felix scratched at his beard. It was new and still itchy, and darker than the hair on the top of his head. “No. They want our white lioness for themselves and are hoping we will accept a pair of bonded palm cockatoos in return.”

			I laughed at the mere thought of it. “Birds for a white lion? ¿Están locos?” Mambisa rolled onto her back and stretched her paws to the sky. Even she knew it was a ridiculous offer.

			Felix shrugged. “It’s not so strange. They have a white male. Y bueno, palm cockatoos are beautiful and rare. And they don’t breed easily. A bonded pair is a wonderful thing for a zoo to have. A real sacrifice to part with them.”

			I put my hand on his forearm. He shifted over, out of reach. 

			“I won’t do it, of course. Won’t give up Mambisa. But it’s greedy of me, René. Two white lions can make more. Two endangered birds together also make more. To keep Mambisa apart from a mate isn’t right.”

			The zoo had few visitors at that time in the afternoon. I was not one of those who enjoyed people-watching. For me, listening to the chatter of mothers reprimanding children, each rebuke followed by some inane warning about the animals nearby, drove me out of my skin. I once listened as an adult lied to a child who was peering at the crocodile pit from a considerable distance and behind a railing, that another kid, years ago, had fallen to her death in that very pit. Once, I heard a man tell his son, who was chasing a monarch in the milkweed garden, that butterflies were poisonous and could blind a person if they touched your eyes.

			They didn’t come to the zoo to learn anything, these people. They came only to gawk, to laugh themselves to pieces when they caught an animal mid-piss, or to shout obscenities at the parrots to see if they would repeat the words. Sometimes they did. Felix had to remove a macaw from display after a visitor taught the parrot to say “Fuck yourself” whenever anyone pointed at it. But Felix liked the visitors. He enjoyed pointing out the big cats on the grassy lawns, and the kangaroos and their angry, expressive faces. Felix would cradle a hissing beetle in his hand and pass it over to a trembling child, who would soon giggle in fear and delight. He didn’t like it when the zoo was empty, and the animals had nobody to watch and admire them. 

			Felix was torn by the offer from the London Zoo, and missing you and your mother. She had planned on staying in Matanzas for several weeks so that her mother could get to know you before she died. I’d spent the last night with him, but we hadn’t done more than talk and eat. In the evening, we walked among the animals and listened to them snore or shuffle about. Even then, the darkness our shield, we walked apart, like old friends.

			That night, as we approached Felix’s apartment, we saw Marco Farandél in the distance, smoking a cigarette. The red tip glowed like a tiny sun in the distance, and we stopped short, partly hidden by a banyan’s aerial roots that dangled from high branches until they splintered the earth below.

			“Farandél,” I said. 

			“Me cago en diez,” Felix muttered. We walked on past the leonine tree until Farandél came into full view.

			“Buenas noches,” he said, dropping his cigarette and extinguishing it with the heel of his shoe.

			

			I’m not one to shy away from a fight. I very nearly hit the man, right then and there, but Felix stopped me, casting his heavy arm out like the lever of a railroad crossing, catching me in the chest. 

			Farandél drew a letter from his back pocket and handed it to Felix. He wore a tight smile, like a man who knew he had a winning hand of dominos. “Elenita told me all about you two, but I didn’t believe it.”

			“¡Cabrón!” I yelled, but Felix’s arm was still out, against my chest, holding me back. “Hijo de la gran—” I shouted again. All I had were words.

			Farandél had taken a few steps back, and then a few more, until he was out of reach. “I’ll tell Elena you’re well, René. She’s been worried,” Farandél said, and Felix had to wrap both arms around me so that I wouldn’t run after him. 

			“Felix, I—” I began to say once Farandél was out of sight, but he was already reading the letter, his forehead creased and his mouth shaping the words in silence. There were two pages that trembled in his hands, scaring me. Felix read them quickly in the dim light coming from his apartment window. I scanned the path that led to his apartment, but Farandél was gone. “Come on, Felix. Let’s go inside.” I tugged his shirt, and he let himself be pulled as he continued to read, leading us to the porch until Felix became immovable. I remember now: we were standing underneath a porchlight, the fixture shaped like a fish, with golden light coming from its mouth. “Let me see,” I said, reaching for the pages, and Felix handed them to me.

			I read, squinting in the dark. 

			“I don’t understand—” I began to say. Felix cupped my cheek, tender, like a lover, for just a moment. Then he patted it, rough, father-like. His hand fell to his side as if it held a heavy weight. Finally, wordless, he slipped into his apartment, and I followed him. 

			We didn’t turn on lights. They would have exposed us to one another, I think. Felix would have seen the desperation written on my face, how I wanted to search the night for Farandél, so that I might beat him to a pulp for the poison he’d just delivered. I had murderous thoughts about Elenita. I would have proposed anything that night. I would have scoured Havana for a boat to sail to Miami with Felix. I would have done anything to make sure Felix and I could be together.

			On Felix’s face, I would have seen something else entirely. Resignation, probably. The look of a man who had slept and dreamed something beautiful, but now day was upon him.

			We slept together but didn’t make love. I knew I couldn’t stay there for much longer. It would be best to separate for a little while, pretend to be just an employee at the zoo. Maybe I could stay with Ramona and her chimpanzees. In the morning, I asked when we might safely see one another again, but Felix didn’t answer. Instead, he played record after record, and like a lovestruck fool, I tried to find meaning in the lyrics where there was none. 

			“Bueno, I’m going then,” I announced into the silence. 

			Felix looked up from the album he was holding and glanced around the room, as if noticing it for the first time. I wondered if Felix and I weren’t like zoo animals, who have forgotten their life outside. 

			“I’m leaving, Felix,” I repeated. “When can I see you again?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“But I love you,” I’d said. Felix only squeezed his eyes shut, as if he’d felt a sudden pain.

			Suddenly I remembered that night I’d spent in a cage, thrust into it by my father. I remembered the clank of the key in the lock, the way my skin erupted into goosebumps that did not go away until the morning. The loneliness of that dark night, you can’t imagine it. I was only twelve. You could put your thumb and forefinger around my bicep. I still cried and hiccupped and feared the dark. Abandoned in a cage by my own father. Leaving Felix’s house that day felt the same somehow.

			I felt discarded. You and I, we have this feeling in common. 

			I left, but I didn’t think it would be a permanent departure. I figured there would be a way out of this mess. I returned to Elenita’s apartment, thinking I’d confront her, threaten her to take it all back, or else, make promises I couldn’t keep. She let me in and wrapped her arms around me and said, “I’m sorry, so sorry, but I had to do it. For your safety. What if they kill you, as they nearly did Noël?”

			“He survived, Elenita.”

			“You saw him. He might be dead now. He might have died in the car on the way to jail. I pulled the hangman card, remember? René, please listen.”

			“I don’t think that’s what hap—” 

			“Por favor, René, comprende,” she cried, and sobbed into my shirt. 

			I might have guessed, long before then, that her Judas kiss was coming. I never forgave her, but then again, she never forgave me either. Still, we belonged together. Does that make sense? We deserved one another.

			Farandél had been the messenger for the pair of letters that he had helped Elenita write. “A true friend to us,” she’d said. In the first of Elenita’s letters that Farandél delivered, she promised her silence if Felix left. An exchange. Farandél knew the Minister of the Interior. “He said he could protect you from Felix,” she told me. And she had money, she’d written. She’d been saving for a long time and had enough for the visas, for Felix, Anabél and you. “It will be a gift to them. Anabél need not know,” she wrote. “Please don’t break her heart. Let her think this is Felix’s idea. She’s always wanted to leave Cuba.” To make matters worse, Elenita had also composed a second letter, one to the Minister of Public Health, describing Felix’s homosexuality. That missive, too, was delivered only to Felix as an example of what she might do, the lengths she might go to, to separate us for good. In both letters, she’d left me out of the narrative, sheltering me but severing me from Felix. The letter would get him arrested for certain. Felix had no choice, you see? 

			I went to work the morning after I saw Felix, and Elenita didn’t say a word. I grabbed my hat and told her, “I won’t do anything, Elenita. I’m only going to work.”

			

			“Protecting him still,” she said, her voice a sob.

			“Just going to work.”

			At the zoo, I noticed that Felix’s car wasn’t in the parking lot. By the following week, Ramona Falcón was promoted to Director, and they made a big affair of it, calling her an example of the revolution making good on its promise to elevate women. She was on the front page of the newspaper and everything. Ramona, and the occasional baby chimpanzee, was installed in Felix’s old office, living in his old apartment, sleeping in his bed. I had no idea where your father was. I feared the worst—in a prison with Noél, death, in Mazorra with Miguel. As for you and your mother, I assumed you were back in Matanzas, on the ranch with the headless horse. I quit my job at the zoo and didn’t take up any other work. I could live off my rations. The revolution had been good for the jobless. Besides, the peso was worthless at that point. I said goodbye to the animals, weeping at each cage, each exhibit. I stopped to watch Mambisa last. I didn’t know it then, but I was saying a more permanent goodbye to her, too.

			I was heading home when I saw Felix’s car rumbling down the road. He stopped, leaned over, and unlocked the passenger door for me. Wordlessly, I stepped in. I was relieved to see him, but angry, too.

			“What if you hadn’t driven by right at this moment? Would I have ever seen you again?” 

			“Maybe not,” he said, just like that. The windows of the car were rolled up and it was stifling. Felix had sweated through his shirt, and he looked feverish and wild. The backseat was full of boxes held together with string, and I spotted two suitcases underneath it all. 

			I wiped the sweat off my neck and cracked open the window on my side. Hot air snaked in so I could breathe a little better. “Where are you going?”

			Felix drove with one hand and reached down to pull a copy of the day’s newspaper from underneath his seat. “Page two. It will be out this afternoon. I know the editor at The Granma and he sent it along. He and his brother were the sons of an old client back when I worked in Vedado and we’ve kept in touch.”

			“You were a veterinarian. Your clients were dogs and cats,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

			Felix waved me away. “Read,” he said.

			The article explained how Felix A., prestigious director of the Jardín Zoológico de la Habana, had been “invited as a representative of la revolución at the esteemed London Zoo.” How Felix and his family were “accompanied by Mambisa, a rare white lioness, named after the glorious women of the war of independence.”

			I read it twice. “You’re going to all the way over there with Mambisa? When will you be back?”

			Felix chewed the inside of his cheek before answering, so I knew the news was bad. “We won’t be back. We’re leaving Cuba, René. Farandél fucked us.” He accelerated the car as he spoke, and I thought for a moment that he was driving over to where Farandél was, that he’d picked me up so that together we could maim him, or kill him, and a part of me thrilled at the fantasy of it. 

			But anger gave way to sorrow as quickly as it came. “Felix, please, I have no one,” I begged. 

			His eyes were a little swollen, and I suspected if he’d done any crying it had happened the night before. I never once saw Felix cry. But I wept openly in front of him like a baby from time to time, and he would pat my shoulder and let me do it, carrying the weight of embarrassment for both of us. But I didn’t cry in the car that afternoon. I think I was too shocked that Elenita’s plan had worked so well. 

			“It’s going to be good for my family, René. This island is in ruins. It will be like this for another century.” I opened my mouth to say something, but Felix cut me off. “Don’t give me that ‘no hay mal que dure cien años’ shit. We can all see how this is going. My daughter will have every opportunity in England. She’ll speak English better than I do. We’ll be islanders of a different kind. And besides, Anabél will be better off, too. She’s going to get herself into a kind of trouble here that there will be no getting out of.”

			I thought of Anabél whispering into the phone back in Matanzas but didn’t say anything. Did she have a lover, too? Then they were both hypocrites and deserved each other. The thought came and went, but I wasn’t curious enough to chase it, not in that moment. I was miserable. Felix was leaving and taking his light with him. 

			“I’ll drop you off,” Felix said, and did as he promised. He parked the car in front of my apartment, turned in his seat and let out a breath. “I’m sorry.”

			“I quit the zoo. I’ll never go back there again,” I said.

			Felix looked exasperated at that. “You shouldn’t have done that. You had a future there.”

			“You’ve made me happy,” I said. We both knew it wasn’t completely true. 

			Then, silence. We said the things people say at partings, more things that were untrue. Maybe you can visit, or I will write, and let’s think of the good times. Plodding. Stupid. Masking the unbearable ache of it. We parted without even a kiss, but he pressed my hand against the seat of the car, sealing it there. Later, he’d park it at the apartment and leave the key in my mailbox. But he never sent any word from London to tell me he was okay. I mailed him letters for many years, addressed to the London Zoo. I’d tell him about my life in codes which I hoped he understood. There was always a chance the letters would be read by some official in Cuba before crossing the ocean. I wrote, and signed every letter, “Con afecto,” which was code, too. 

			Even so, what I felt for him hardened in me like a marble, one I felt for occasionally, to remind myself of Felix’s complete abandonment of me, of that night in the cage, how the world was unforgiving, and how I had to be strong.

			I lived with Elenita a while longer, spending time in the parks while she worked. I sought companions that I could look in the eye and know as real people and not actors in my life. But nobody was looking at one another in the eye during those secret meetings. It was better not to know each other. These were the days of the purges, of the UMAP camps, where they sent homosexuals, Catholic priests, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and political dissidents. Those gulags. We didn’t borrow just names from our Russian benefactors, you know. Later came the Freedom Flights, and I got out, landed in Miami, leaving Elenita behind. She didn’t want to come. “Cuba is home,” she told me. “Forever, no matter what.” Bueno, I don’t know anything that lasts forever, and I told her so. “Never come back, René,” she said, which was fine by me. All of this was in my future. I didn’t know it, but maybe I could sense it. So, I lived in the moment and pretended Felix had never happened to me.

			The truth is, not a day goes by that I don’t think of Felix. I’ve seen him twice. Once, long ago in Miami. I wanted to hurt him that day, and I did. I’d forgotten all about it until just now because seeing him then felt like dying. The second time was the other day, in the hospital, and this time he is dying, truly dying. I thought I saw an apparition of you that day, but it turns out I was mistaken. Your father is dying, but to me it feels as if he’s died many times, as if I’ve died many times. It’s like this—some people, when they leave, cast a line around your throat. The further they go, the tighter it pulls until a part of you is killed and can’t be resurrected. This is what missing Felix is like. You didn’t get a chance to know him, but if you said that you missed him too, or at least, the idea of him, I’d believe you.
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			I first met your mother in the Reptile House. It was a cold October morning in 1965. You had just hopped out of your pushchair, and circled Anabél like she was a maypole. She’d been transfixed before the boa constrictor’s tank. The snake had just rested its heavy head against the cold curl of its body, its eyes shut, its quivering tongue hidden. The creature was shedding its skin and Anabél watched it as if she’d just seen one of its kind for the first time, as if she hadn’t been coming to the London Zoo regularly for two years to entertain you. I realize now that she wasn’t looking at it, but through it, lost in thought. It was a position she often took, staring off at something and being elsewhere. 

			As for me, I, too was transfixed. Not by the snake, but by you, with your curls cropped short above your ears, your left sock crumpled around your ankle whilst the right hugged your kneecap. I had children on the brain, but not because of any great desire to be anyone’s parent. I was trying to put myself in the mindset of a young mother, one who thought of her children as balloons, “oval soul animals,” as Sylvia Plath once wrote. I half-expected you to vanish, or to burst like a bubble and be no more. 

			So, your mother watched the snake, and I, you. You ran and ran, and then, illogically, bit the iron railing below the glass. It was a sudden move, and I heard the click of your teeth against it. Your yowling soon followed.

			Then, at last, Anabél looked away from the snake. “Ay,” she said, and bent down to gather you up, cupping your jaw in her hand. I took a few cautious steps forward, rooting as I went for a handkerchief in my pocketbook. I imagined your tiny mouth full of blood, your smocked dress ruined.

			“Is she hurt?” I asked in English.

			Your mother stared up at me, much as she stared at the snake—startled into slow motion. Her eyes were brown and lined in deep black. I felt as if I recognized her at once, and later, it would come to me—Marilyn Monroe, but the Cuban version. That’s who she resembled.

			“She’s—she’s fine. I think she’s fine,” she said in English, too. But it was done, then, because I had recognized in her heavy accent a kinship.

			Your cries had quieted to whimpers, and your tears were already growing sticky and dry on your face. A little red spot had bloomed on your lower lip, but it was not an angry hurt. The injury caught my attention, but your mother’s accent had absolutely flattened me. 

			“Oh, good,” I said, and folded the handkerchief carefully. I didn’t dare speak in Spanish, not yet. I might have been mistaken. 

			“Thank you. For coming over.” She lifted you onto her hip. Her left hand rested on the handle of the empty stroller. “She’s three years old, and you know how that goes.” We both stood there for a second longer than necessary, then a group of school children, stampeding in, broke the relative silence of the Reptile House.

			“Do you come often?” I asked.

			“Yes.” 

			“I do, too,” I lied. I wonder now if she sensed my loneliness, or if my loneliness called to hers, like two lionesses lost from their pride in the dark of night. My need for friendship was choking me. “Maybe we’ll run into each other again. Y tú, preciosa,” I said, addressing you. I couldn’t help speaking in Spanish, where my vocabulary for tenderness best resided.

			“Ah!” Anabél exclaimed. “¿Hablas español?” I nodded. “¿De dónde eres?”

			“Cuba,” I told her. “I’m called Claudia.”

			Anabél gasped. “Me llamo Anabél,” she said, continuing in Spanish, which was to be our language whenever we were together. “We’ve just moved here to London. Not just. Almost two years ago. You’re the first Cuban I’ve met in this city. This place is hard to get used to.”

			“Lo se,” I agreed. “I came here as a girl though. Youth makes one more resilient, I should think. Nine years old and fresh from Santiago with nothing but my mother’s hand to hold, a suitcase, and my father’s address in my pocket. Mamá is Cuban, Dad is English.” 

			“Mira lo que es el mundo,” Anabél wondered, which is what one always says in the face of coincidence. What a world, and so on. But she wasn’t wrong. It felt like a miracle meeting another Cuban in England.

			Now we were speaking in Spanish, and it wasn’t the language of Spain and her confounding lisps. It was the sound of the Caribbean echoing off the bricks of the Reptile House walls as we circled the interior again, following your laughter. Naturally, her Spanish was better than mine, which was rather stilted.

			“Would you come over sometime?” Anabél asked. We had stopped before a half-grown crocodile, submerged in the water of its tank and staring at us with green, marble eyes. “We’ve rented a small flat in Primrose Hill. Sometimes Felix, that’s my husband, invites friends over. Zoo people, mainly. But there are others.” She paused, tapped the glass with her knuckle. The crocodile paid her no mind. She turned suddenly, struck by a notion. “Are you associated with the zoo?”

			“God, no,” I said. “I go to drama school.” What I didn’t tell her was why I was at the zoo that day, and she did not ask.

			The explanation was preposterous. My whole life was preposterous then. Drama school. What was I thinking? Five foot nothing. I wore Mary Quant-style skirts, but they did me no favors. Meanwhile there was me, brown as a nut, with long black hair that wouldn’t sit smoothly on my head no matter the weather. I wasn’t horrible looking, but I also wasn’t pretty in a TV kind of way. I had nice teeth, though. My mother used to squeeze my round cheeks, dripping with self-hate as she poked my face. Both my parents were actors. Dad had done some Shakespeare at the National, if you can believe that, but he hadn’t come to any great fame or success. Mamá had been the real star, having performed zarzuelas in Havana. She sang soprano. Anyway, Dad left us after only a year. Mamá had been an exotic fling for him, and he’d done his duty. He’d brought us to him, made sure I had his name, and a British passport. He’d send me birthday cards and Christmas candies in the post. Occasionally, he’d call with a tip for an audition he thought I’d be perfect for, and my mother would make sure I would go. By the time I was eighteen, I was finished with him, and he was finished with me. The last I heard he was doing panto somewhere in Leeds, but that was years ago. I don’t have hard feelings now. I never went looking for him, either. Sorry, did that sound superior? I don’t mean to suggest that this was me being a good soldier or any such thing. It’s life as it is, and to each their own. His old schoolmate taught at Central, and he arranged an audition, which worked out for me, so why hold a grudge? “Daniel Thorpe’s daughter, in the flesh,” Dad’s friend had said when he first laid eyes on me, and I think curiosity is what got me in. Of course, nobody had heard of my mother, or the Teátro Alhambra where she’d performed, or even knew what a zarzuela was, so that legacy was no use to me. That audition was my father’s last gift. I never saw him personally again. I had genuinely needed the advice, as well as the nepotistic gesture. I didn’t have a solitary friend at Central, and not a person who might look at me and say, “I know just the agent for her,” or, “Perhaps I shall give this one a helpful tip.” I was as formless in the eyes of my classmates and professors as a spent balloon. I wasn’t English enough, wasn’t pretty enough, not for the stage or film. You can see why, can’t you? Have you watched what’s on television? Have you seen who is on television? 

			It’s no surprise that drama school was a waste of time. But I didn’t know that then.

			I was in my third year and had been preparing for a role in a play about the late poet, Sylvia Plath. I spent afternoons wandering about her old haunts—Primrose Hill, of course, and the zoo, where her husband, Ted Hughes, once worked. He’d wooed her with stories of gutted rabbits, how he’d fed them to the pythons in the Reptile House. I’d come to the zoo on that day in search of that wounded woman’s spirit.

			And I found you and your mother instead.

			“Primrose Hill, you said? Have you heard of Sylvia Plath?” I asked, still on my mission.

			Anabél’s eyes widened. “Yes. The poet who killed herself. It was next door to our flat. Cuba was miserable, but nobody in our building ever killed themselves.” Her fingers outlined the crocodile’s snout on the glass. She was doing that thing that so many Cubans tended to do—compare everything to Cuba. And no matter how bad things were in Cuba, they were always better there somehow. 

			“Next door? Imagine that! I would like very much to visit with you,” I said to your mother. I wondered if her flat was a mirror of Plath’s. Would Plath’s ghost speak to me through the plumbing? 

			Relief colored Anabél’s cheeks. She’d been lonely, too. She scribbled her address and phone number on a zoo map and gave it to me. We walked out of the Reptile House and into the dappled shade, ready to part ways. 

			“Anabél!” She started at the sound of her name. A man came striding forward—your father, of course. He was in a zoo uniform, looking ever so smart in blue. He was incredibly handsome then. His hair was shot through with gray, but his beard was dark and trimmed. My heart did a flip-flop at the sight of him. “Did you bring it?” Felix asked, bounding towards her in two quick leaps.

			“Yes, yes,” she said, and pulled from her pocketbook a sandwich and a peach. He plucked these from her hands, kissed her cheek, then left in a sprint. Over his shoulder he shouted, “Big meeting this afternoon. Don’t expect me until late.”

			“My husband,” she began to explain. “He works here. Assistant Manager of Zoo Operations.” There was a touch of pride in her voice.

			She put you down again, and you ran in and out of the Reptile House, trying to trample your own shadow. 

			Is this something you want to know? Truly? Very well. You did not reach out for him. He did not reach out for you but merely took his lunch and left.

			 

			We walked together so far as the front gate. You and she turned right, towards the canal and the bustle of Camdentown, while I cut through Regents Park. It was summertime, and the roses in Queen Mary’s Garden were blooming. Have you been to London since then? Go in summer. It’s the time for the roses. The scent alone will knock you out. I found a bench under a heavy bough of yellow blooms, and sat there for a while, pretending to be Sylvia Plath, imagining that I was an American woman with death on her mind. Acting is feeling, and I had to feel the thing. I wanted to feel all of it, to disappear into a role, so that I was no longer Claudia Thorpe, but Plath, or Lady Macbeth, or whomever the script demanded I be. I had not yet learned to go home, put the kettle on, and live my real life instead.

			I was lost in it, giving everyone that passed me a look that I hoped read—despair—when I saw Felix, heading towards Marylebone. He walked at a leisurely pace. The wind ruffled his hair and loosened the wool scarf around his neck. He was munching on the peach Anabél had given him, and its juice caught at the corner of his mouth. He wiped it away just as his eye caught mine. 

			“Weren’t you just at—”

			“The zoo, yes. Conocí a tu esposa,” I said. 

			His eyebrows lifted. Kin to kin. Felix smiled. “I’m glad you’ve met her. She hasn’t made many friends in London yet.” I was surprised he’d answered in English, but it was to be that way between us most of the time. It always made me a little subconscious, as if he’d deemed my Spanish too poor.

			“Off to your meeting?” I asked, hoping he’d stay and chat a bit.

			“My what?” The peach bobbled in his hand, but he caught it before it fell. “Of course. Yes. I’m on my way now.”

			“In Marylebone?” The zoo was in the opposite direction.

			Felix stood a little straighter, like a soldier coming to attention, sharpening his focus on me. I knew at once there was no meeting. Or better yet, there was a meeting, but it didn’t have anything to do with the Zoological Society of London. “The meeting is later. I’m going to the station now. My boss sent me out to buy train tickets for him. On my lunch hour of all things.” Felix chuckled and shrugged. 

			“Anabél has invited me to one of your little fetes,” I said, changing the subject. 

			Brightening, Felix sat beside me. “This Friday. Six o’clock. I’ve been buying some American records to put on. Marvin Gaye, The Temptations, that sort of thing.”

			“I’ll bring some, too.” I couldn’t quite determine Felix’s age. I was only twenty-three, and to me, anyone approaching thirty was old. Yet here was this man with the silver streaks in his hair, reeling off my favorite acts, inviting me to a party where there would be music, jauntily crossing through Regent’s Park with a peach in hand, and possibly fibbing to his wife about his whereabouts. 

			Every fiber of my being should have sent me in the opposite direction, but already my compass had tilted his way. I noticed everything—the red tip of his nose and the Cupid’s bow of his upper lip, his broad shoulders, the taper of his hips, his thick wrists, the crooked smile.

			“Fantastic,” Felix said.

			“Fantastic,” I replied. 

			He stood, then lingered for a moment observing me and I held his stare, though my heart constricted. I felt a touch dizzy. 

			“Well, then, I’m off,” I said at last, slung my pocketbook across my body, and went back the way I came. It was only Tuesday, and I had class later that afternoon, so I had to hurry. I ran across the park, past the lovers picnicking on the cricket field and the schoolgirls in their straw hats getting their exercise. I nearly flew, feeling as if meeting your parents had made me lighter. I believed I’d acquired new friends, Cuban friends, a genuine wonder here in England. Perhaps we would come to understand one another, find others like us, form a circle of affinity. More important still, perhaps they could help me sort myself into something of value. 
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			By the time Friday came around, I’d worked myself into a state. That week, I’d auditioned for a Safeway commercial by sheer luck. A classmate—a pretty Dutch girl named Keirsten—had initially secured the audition. But she’d come down with a horrible case of the chicken pox. Passing me on the wide stone steps into Central, her hand over her bumpy face, she thrust a sheet of paper with the audition details into my hands. Her misery was my good fortune. I don’t think Keirsten even knew my name.

			The audition was held in a dance studio in Vauxhall, the kind with mirrors all around. All of us actors had lined up in the hallway, studying our lines. I remember them still:

			When my children ask, ‘What’s for supper, mummy?’ I tell them, ‘Roast chicken!’ I guess Safeway heard me.

			Then, I was meant to hold up a dish with the chicken glistening upon it. Picture this line repeated in that dim hallway by multiple supplicants, whispered over like a prayer, hands aloft, lifting the imaginary chicken plate, convincing themselves of their destinies. I suppose auditions are still this way, though I haven’t gone on one in a dog’s age. I put on bright red lipstick and had slept in rollers to give my hair bounce. I wore a modest gingham skirt and a white blouse, too, trying to look for all the world like a happy homemaker.

			The director opened the door and called my name, I stood up quickly, plastered a smile on my face, leaving Plath’s miseries behind, and strode into the studio. 

			“Paul,” he said, extending his hand.

			“Claudia. Thank you for this opportunity,” I responded and shook his hand firmly as I’d been taught.

			Paul settled onto the edge of a chair, spreading his legs out until his knees made a crackling sound. His assistant, a woman who introduced herself as Deb, was perched on the only table in the room, a stack of papers in her hands and a biro in her mouth.

			“Go on, then,” Paul said, and so I said my line, brightly, full of cheer and teeth. My teeth were very straight and very white. It was maybe the one thing I had going for me.

			Paul and Deb had me repeat the line a few more times. And then, Paul rose, his knees popping like gunfire again. “Well done, you,” he told me, and then, addressing Deb, said, “She’s more the maid type, isn’t she?”

			And with that, I was dismissed. 

			Ah, don’t gasp like that. It doesn’t sting like it once did. I heard the same remark so often I could almost guess when it was coming. In all my wretched career I played two roles, and both were bit maid parts. Did you ever hear of Heather’s Hotel? I did three episodes of that one. And there was a little program for the children’s network—Townsville People. That was all about jobs, teaching the children about nurses, firefighters, plumbers, cleaning women and such. I did just one episode there. 

			I mention this disastrous audition only because it was entirely on my mind when I arrived at your parents’ flat the next evening. All I wanted was to forget about it and enjoy the party. When I got there, your mother was in the kitchen, fussing over a meal she was preparing. Would you believe it was roast chicken? Every part of me wanted to leap up and help her. It’s what my mother and grandmother would have done—it was the polite thing to do. But the English girls at the party were seated on the floor, lounging on the sofa, flirting with one another and Felix. I’m certain it didn’t occur to any of them to lend a hand with the meal. So I didn’t, either. You might say I was resisting typecasting in real life.

			It wasn’t friendly of me, I know. You were running around the kitchen, opening the cupboards and dropping pot lids that clattered on the lino. Each time one fell, Anabél’s shoulders twitched. Honestly, she could have used my help. But my ego was wounded from the audition, so I sat whilst your mother worked.

			Eventually, it was time to eat. Anabél was the last to be seated. Felix had put on a record, and we ate and drank wine. There were two other zookeepers there, plus their girlfriends. There was also a young train conductor who joked easily and lounged on the sofa as if he’d once owned it himself, shoes on the cushions and all. Then there was me. I sat beside Anabél, who sometimes whispered funny things to me in Spanish. You? You’d finally gone to sleep in your little cot in the corner of the living room, spread out like a starfish. 

			The chatter soon turned to work talk for the zoo people. There was a hippo with a bad tooth, and great excitement about a Komodo dragon coming to the zoo, and had everyone heard about the playground installation being built near the marmosets, which was sure to make them nervous and infertile?

			Anabél sat quietly, picking at her nails. I was bored, too. It’s a flaw in my character that I’m easily fatigued with small talk. That’s not good for an actor. I was never able to master stillness. Disinterest reads on my face like a neon sign on a dark street.

			“Enough with the fauna. Tell us about Cuba,” I interrupted at last. “I only remember it the way a child would, as if in a dream. It’s been an exciting place on the globe for a while now, hasn’t it? Impending nuclear doom and all that.”

			It was as if I’d personally dropped the temperature in the room by several degrees. Anabél’s hands fell to her lap, and she glanced at her husband, who began to chew on the side of his cheek rather vigorously.

			“I wouldn’t use the word ‘excitement’ to describe what’s happened to Cuba,” Felix said.

			“I didn’t mean—” 

			“Perhaps we can talk about it some other time,” he added softly, and it felt like it was just to me.

			Anabél laughed lightly. “We don’t keep up with the news, do we Felix? We’re so busy here in our new lives.” Her fingernails were painted red, and her lipstick was red, too, and I thought how that director would have loved her for the commercial, if not for her accent. Her dark roots were showing where she parted her hair, but that could be easily fixed. She could make herself look beautiful, roast a chicken, and smooth out tense moments at dinner parties with equal ease.

			“Alright,” I said, completely chastised and resolved not to say another word for fear of embarrassing myself further. My mother never spoke about Cuba. Much as I longed for Cuban friends, people who knew how to swim in warm seas and shimmy their hips and crave garlic and onions on everything, I knew nothing of our shared history. I’d learn of it later through books—of the people who lived there before the Spanish arrived, of the reconcentration camps and, years after independence, the labor camps. What is it they say these days? History doesn’t repeat itself, but rather, it rhymes. Anyway, I suppose this is what happens to the children of immigrants. They don’t know enough about what mattered to their ancestors. 

			Records were changed, Anabél emerged with a store-bought carrot cake from the kitchen, and Felix refilled glasses. The train conductor told an exciting story about a would-be jumper on the Bakerloo line, and there was more zoo talk that I couldn’t follow.

			“Listen,” Felix said suddenly between songs. He rose to stop the record player. “Can you hear them?” Felix flung the windows open. There it was—the roar of the lions coming from the zoo. It was as if they were marching up and down Primrose Hill. I don’t know how the sound carried so. “Technically, they’re roaring in search of other lions, but I think they are simply letting us know what they really are, despite the cages,” Felix said.

			One of the zookeeper girlfriends laughed nervously. “Interrupting the serene night. How dare they?” she joked. 

			

			“They frighten me,” the other zookeeper girlfriend said.

			“As well they ought,” said the train conductor. “I heard of a chap who visited the zoo and had his hand eaten by one of those creatures.”

			Offended, the zookeepers balked as one. “No such thing ever happened,” Felix said, and the train conductor looked utterly abashed. Your father commanded that kind of authority. Thereafter, we were all a little quiet, almost as if the Head Teacher had come to punish us with a look. 

			Anabél took it upon herself to liven things up again. She set a Beatles record on. They’d just gotten their MBE from the Queen earlier that week. In awe and completely in love, I’d watched them on TV emerging from Buckingham Palace with their orders in hand. That night, my mother rang up to tell me my father had looked just like Paul McCartney in his youth. “Igualito,” she’d insisted. I’ve seen photos of my dad as a young man. Genuinely, there has never been a person who looked less like Paul McCartney. 

			Anyway, Anabél returned to the dinner table, and said, “Claudia is an actress. Tell us what it’s like.”

			As for your father, he cleared his throat before I could answer. “I’ll bet you get offered lots of roles. Socialites, models, that kind of thing.”

			“Not at all,” I laughed.

			“She’s being modest, I think,” Felix added. If only Felix had been a director, I thought vapidly. 

			“I haven’t had much luck at all on auditions. But I’m working on getting to know a new character for a play at school. It’s about Sylvia Plath.” 

			“A sad story,” Felix said.

			“We haven’t gotten the script yet, but I reckon it will be. I’ll admit I’m curious about the fact that she lived next door. Who lives there now?” I asked.

			Anabél shook her head. “It’s empty.”

			One of the zookeeper girlfriends said, “Dreadful what she did.”

			

			Then everyone was quiet for another awkward moment. Again, Anabél rescued the atmosphere from the gloom I’d conjured. “In my house, we drink coffee, not tea. Cafecito, anyone?” Hands went up like we were in class, and the teacher was giving out candy. Anabél went back into the kitchen to get the cafetera bubbling, and soon the scent of coffee warmed up the place. 

			“It’s like being in Italy,” one of the girlfriends said, and the other one laughed, agreeing. 

			 

			For the rest of the evening, I tried to imagine Plath wandering about your parents’ flat, which I assumed had a similar floorplan to the one next door, envisioning her heating milk, feeding her children, writing her poems in a frenzy, in silent contemplation in the bathroom. There was something about her story—the potential of her life, her immigration to England, the cage that was her marriage, her suicide—that thrilled me artistically. It’s all very morbid, I know. And now it’s a cliché, isn’t it? Sylvia Plath has been completely trampled by dull imaginations such as mine. I may have jumped on that train early, but now all the boxcars are fully loaded. Every day, pilgrims come to Primrose Hill seeking her flat with the blue plaque, though most aren’t aware that wasn’t where she did it. It’s where she lived, but not where she died. She died in a different flat, next door to Anabél and Felix, shortly after they arrived from Cuba. You were there when it happened, a baby, just a wall’s thickness away. Isn’t that something? Nobody else can say that. These days, everyone can read Sylvia Plath’s letters and journals in books that sell heaps of copies. Her privacy has been completely scrubbed away. But back then, all I had to go on was my imagination, and I employed it at that party while the zookeepers and your parents talked, composing monologues for my version of Sylvia. I’d take the stage with my hair in a scarf. I’d rim my eyes in violet shadow. I’d become someone else, and thus, transformed, blow all my teachers at Central away.

			It was an exercise of will, however, because my mind pulled towards Felix and his compliment all night. Socialites and models. His words were like the last Coca-Cola in the desert for me. You’re familiar with the saying? My mother often uses it in reference to her own youthful beauty. “Ay, Claudia, you should have seen what a doll I was. I was la última Coca-Cola en el desierto.” Like that. It still pops into my head from time to time. There’s another one she said—something about a merengue at the school door. It meant a thing that wouldn’t last very long. Funny, isn’t it, how we talk? All adages and such. Stories with other stories inside of them. 

			Well, there was some dancing later. Slow songs made more sensual by the wine that had been drunk. Felix kissed the tops of Anabél’s shoulders when they danced. They were mesmerizing to watch. The train conductor took his cap in hand and departed into the night at the sight of them. I sat on the couch, swallowed up by the velvet cushions, trying hard to focus on Plath, but my mind, warmed by wine, wandered. 

			Soon, the zookeepers and their girlfriends followed, but I stayed for a little bit, volunteering to help Anabél clean up. I was feeling guilty for not helping her earlier.

			“I’ll wash, you dry. Your nail polish will chip otherwise,” I said. I started with the pans, scrubbing away at the crusty bits. 

			“Is acting fun? Are you on the way to becoming famous?” 

			“It’s not about that,” I said, which is what one is meant to say. “It’s about the craft. Acting is an art, like painting or dancing. I’m working on my art. If fame comes, so be it.” It was a ridiculous lie. All of us at Central dreamed of making it big. When our teachers told us that maybe one or two of us would find the glow of the limelight, we all thought in our big heads that we were that one or two.

			“That sounds wise,” Anabél said. “Keep your dreams simple, my mother always told me.” She wiped down a serving dish gently until it gleamed in the kitchen light.

			If I’d been more honest, I would have said that the ceiling of possibility was a mile over my head. I would have said that I’d do just about anything to get an agent, land a few big theatrical jobs first, then move to the US of A, to New York or Los Angeles, and become a star. I’d convinced myself that if I worked hard enough, met enough interesting people, it would happen. The bitter days hadn’t come yet. I thought they were a mile away, too, but they were nipping at my shadow even then.

			“What’s your dream?” I asked.

			Anabél smiled. “My dream is sleeping in her cot. Mi princesita. And I’d love to have a little principe, too, if God allows it.”

			Forgive me for saying so, but your mother’s dreams felt small to me then. Not to devalue you. Please, don’t be angry with me. I’m trying to be honest, but it isn’t easy telling you all of this. I never wanted to hurt anyone. Anyway, that’s what I thought at the time. I’ve changed. We all change when we get older.

			“Well, your princesa is ten times the beauty of the one currently residing at Buckingham,” I said, elongating my face and making my best Princess Anne impression.

			“No seas mala,” Anabél responded, but she laughed, too. We finished the last of the plates and tucked them away into cupboards. Then, I said my goodbyes. Felix was sitting in the living room, a record still spinning, the volume turned down low. 

			“Thank you for having me over. I had a lovely time,” I said quietly.

			“Felix, you should walk her home,” Anabél suggested.

			I protested. “I’m just in Camden. Not too far.”

			I kissed Anabél goodbye and headed out. I heard the beginning of a baby’s cry, silenced by the closing of the front door. 

			I’ll tell you something interesting next. Something I’ve never told anyone. That night, I snuck into Sylvia Plath’s old flat. The door was ajar. Rather than imagine someone had broken in, I told myself that it was likely left unbolted and was nudged open by the night’s wind. It didn’t take me long to decide what to do next. 

			I slipped into Plath’s last home, drawing the door shut behind me. It was dark, so I felt the wall for a light switch, flipping it on then off immediately, realizing that I’d be visible from the street. I waited for my eyes to adjust to the blackness. Before me was a narrow white staircase. The kitchen was to the left, a paneled dining room lay beyond it, and because I was now familiar with Felix and Anabél’s flat, I knew that a sitting room was hidden from view. I was surprised at how dull, how lacking in feeling, the place was. I had expected some jolt to rattle my bones, some echo of Plath’s death to scratch at my skin. But my mother was the one who saw the past like that, like a play. I could only imagine it, unable to conjure anything other than a cold draft around my ankle, which could be attributed to bad windows. Or maybe the door had opened again. 

			I recited one of Plath’s poems as I moved through the flat. I’d memorized it for the audition. “But what do you know about that my fat pork, my marrowy sweetheart, face-to-the-wall?” I asked out loud. I half-expected a specter to appear before me, ready to answer the question. The floors creaked as I walked. I forced a woeful feeling that was not mine until tears ran down my face. This is how so many actors go mad. Or turn to drugs. Our own imagination hurts us time and again. Anyway, I wandered around for a bit, avoiding the sheer morbidity of the kitchen and its ghastly oven because I was stupid but not brave. Not really. There was nothing else to see or feel. She wasn’t there. Not an ounce of her was there. I don’t know what I’d been hoping for. A voice in my head? A tap on the shoulder? One last poem, written on a Boots receipt, tucked into a crack in the windowsill? 

			Heading out, I saw a flash of orange in the corner of my eye. Tucked in a corner, covered in dust, was a wax figurine. I bent down to pick up what turned out to be a lion on a pedestal. Not like the ones in Trafalgar Square, but standing on all four legs, its tail mid-twitch, its mane chipped and damaged, as if a child had sunk its teeth into the wax a few times. 

			Holding the lion, my hand trembled. This had belonged to one of Plath’s children, surely. And there was no doubt that it was a souvenir from the zoo because I’d seen such machines there. For a few pennies, one could watch as hot wax was poured into a mold, and out came a zebra, or a penguin, or a lion. The machine would then pop the toy into your hands, scalding you in the process. Had Plath stood and watched as her little one cupped the toy, burning her palms but loving it, nevertheless? Maybe it was a present from their father? Or perhaps it had been a gift from the neighbors. I could picture it—Felix bringing home the wax lion for the lovely American woman next door, the one who was most definitely alone, the one he could hear weeping through the walls of his flat, one that might be moved by his attentions. 

			Sorry. I’m not being horrible, but you came looking for me and asked for the whole story. The “whole story” you said. And this is part of it. This is the beginning of it. I was a person of no consequence, and your father made me feel like I mattered. Some might call what happened a mistake, but I wouldn’t undo it for the world. Are you sure you want to know how that came to be? Well then.

			Not for a minute did it occur to me that other trespassers had come to the flat before me, or that a landlord or the police had swept through a million times, or that the detritus of many others made up the dust in the corners. My mother had always said to be open to signs from the universe, and, more practically, I’d taken Chekhov’s gun to heart in my playwriting classes. The wax lion had been in Plath’s hands, placed there by Felix. I told myself it must be true.

			And then, a miracle. Turning the lion over, I saw something carved into the base—Para Sylvia—in Spanish. Next door, I heard you begin to cry. I blew the dust off the lion and tucked it into my pocketbook. 

			I left the flat and turned the bottom lock on the way out to prevent future interlopers. It would stop me, too, from coming back—a necessary safeguard. If only we could lock up our other obsessions so easily. As I passed by your parents’ window, I risked a glance. There was Anabél, removing her apron at last and dropping onto the sofa like a sack. Beside her, Felix sat, staring out the window at me. His eyebrows lifted. He mimed walking with his two fingers, then pointed at himself. Thinking quickly, I nodded yes, and so Felix rose and met me outside.

			“I thought you were going to walk alone,” Felix teased.

			“I started to,” I lied. “But there was a group of men loitering at the end of the road and I thought that perhaps it would be best to take you up on your offer.”

			“An armed guard then,” he said and flexed a bicep to indicate the pun. 

			I shared a basement flat near the tube station with two other girls. “I’m in that direction.”

			“Let’s sit for a while first,” Felix suggested, heading towards one of the benches that lined the little square right outside his home. It was the kind of invitation, offered late in the night and possibly fueled by liquor, that a girl is taught to refuse. It’s the kind of thing a man suggests that suddenly heats the world a bright, dangerous, stovetop color. When he put his hand on the small of my back to lead the way, the yellow primulas in your mother’s window boxes seemed to go scarlet. 

			“Alright,” I said.

			Almost as if he’d planned it, those lions started rumbling again the moment we sat down. Felix lifted a single finger, calling attention to the sound.

			I shivered all over.

			“Do they scare you, too?” he asked.

			“Yes. But I like them,” I said, and meant it. “One feels changed while listening to them. It’s like having an internal earthquake.” 

			“Like a schism of the soul,” Felix said, mock-serious.

			“I wouldn’t go as far as all that. Besides, you must be accustomed to it.”

			“They keep me on my toes. The lioness we brought with us from Cuba, Victoria, she’s pregnant again. She’s a brilliant white lioness and her mate is white, too.”

			“Albinos?” I asked, curious.

			“No. White lions. Curiosidades genéticas. If she produces white cubs, attendance at the zoo will go through the roof.”

			“Ah, the eternal problem of finances.”

			

			Felix sighed. “Sí. Even in Cuba, where they told us we’d never have to worry about money again. But it’s also about the preservation of this lion’s genetic material.” Felix stopped and studied me for a moment. “Now I’ve bored you.”

			“Not at all,” I said, then found I had nothing to add about lions or genetics.

			Something had been bothering me and the sudden silence between us sharpened it to a point. “I’m sorry I brought up the topic of Cuba at the party. It was insensitive of me. You and Anabél must have been through so much.” I thought of my mother, who kept everything inside when it came to our lives in Cuba, as if in crossing the ocean she had left some disgrace behind. But then I remembered that I was the disgrace, the child born out of wedlock, and she took me along with her.

			How history rhymes.

			Anyhow, when I apologized about mentioning Cuba and nearly ruining the party, Felix shook his head. “For me, it’s better to start fresh. My daughter will speak with an English accent. She will be like you. British and Cubana. I can hardly imagine it, but it will be true. And just as the tropical birds in the zoo’s aviary adjust to life on this island, so will I, and my family. Already, we are adjusted. Just the other day, Anabél brewed tea for our merienda.”

			“So, she does make tea!”

			“Just the once.”

			“How was it?” I asked, laughing now, because your father was making light of serious things.

			“Tastes like grass. Those poor herbivores at the zoo,” he said, winking at me. 

			“You’re a proper Tarzan, surrounded by animals. Seems thrilling and dangerous. Meanwhile, I am so bored all the time,” I confessed. “Not now, you understand. But usually.” The windows of Plath’s home were dark, empty eyes.

			“Then come by the zoo. Tomorrow. I’ll be off early. Come at noon and I’ll show you around.”

			“I’ll bring lunch,” I offered, and instantly wanted to kick myself. It was Anabél who brought him his lunch. I had seen it with my own eyes. “I can bring something for Anabél, too. And for your daughter. The four of us can have a little stroll through the zoo.”

			“Perfecto.” Felix seemed to think the matter was settled, the date was set. 

			Encouraged, I went on. “We can set up tea on the grass like the chimps do.” On summer days, chimpanzees at the zoo were served high tea on a lawn. A little table was set up with small chairs all around. There were plastic teacups filled with real tea, teapots that toppled over and scones to devour. They looked like naughty children in a day nursery having their snack before naptime. Every British child knew about the tea-drinking chimps. PG Tips did funny ads with them. You can look them up.

			Felix breathed deeply. “Visitors come and admire them. I suspect what they are really admiring is their own ability to pour tea, holier than communion here. You treat an animal like a human, and it forgets itself.”

			“But isn’t that the point? None of the creatures at the zoo are really wild, are they?”

			He had a habit of picking at his thumbnail so that it clicked pleasingly, like a small bird cracking a seed. I should think that others might have found it irritating, but I did not. Felix was doing so now, rapidly, as he thought. Then he said, “You’re right. They’re not wild. They greet the food we give them like it’s the dawn come at the end of a long night. The way a child stuffs its face with merengues at a birthday party.”

			“Careful. The zoo pays your salary,” I said, and Felix laughed.

			“Right, right. I could never leave it. But it’s important to tell the truth about things, even when they contradict each other.”

			“That’s what acting is. Truth telling.”

			Felix made a questioning face. 

			“It’s a lie, of course, pretending to be someone else,” I went on. “But if you’re doing it right, you’re telling the truth hidden in the lie.”

			“Tan joven, tan sabia,” Felix teased, and I was both flattered and sheepish. How young and wise did he think I was? Anyhow, why did it matter to me? Felix was lovely, as was Anabél, and I was warmed all over at the thought that they might admire me. 

			I thought again of Plath and wondered if she and Felix had chatted on the very bench we sat on now. “Did you know her? The poet?” I pointed at the house with my nose.

			Felix sighed. “No. I should have been a better neighbor.” He rose, stretching his back left then right. “Let’s get you home.”

			Did I believe him? Not a chance. There was a wax lion in my pocketbook with a dedication in Spanish that suggested Felix wasn’t being honest. How easy it would have been for him to say, why yes, I knew her a little. They were neighbors, after all. The fact that he hadn’t said so raised my suspicions. Had Felix made the primulas go red in her vision, too?

			We got up and walked on towards my flat. Cabs zipped up and down Gloucester Avenue. You could smell the gasoline when the night air was still, though the stillness didn’t last long. It was a clear night, a bit chilly for summer, so I wore a long, red scarf of a flimsy material, and fussed with the tail end as we walked in silence. At one point, Felix snatched the end of the scarf away and swiped my nose with it playfully. 

			Finally, we turned onto Inverness. You couldn’t hear the lions from my flat. Instead, squeals from late-night partiers exiting the tube station bounced down the road, the noise skipping like stones. We reached my place at last. Felix waited on the pavement as I climbed down the steps to the shadowy front door. 

			“Safe as houses,” I said, once I undid the latch.

			“Hasta mañana,” Felix replied. 

			I waved goodbye, entered my flat, and shut the door behind me, feeling a frisson of excitement. It had been my first real adult party, and, I thought, a success. I hoped there would be more parties, perhaps with a different cast on a different night. I didn’t much like the train conductor. In all his coolness he seemed desperate to be liked, and I’ve never enjoyed the company of people like that. The pair of zookeepers were dull and their girlfriends vapid. Surely Felix and Anabél had other, more worldly, more lively friends. And I could tell that Anabél could use some help decorating the place. A touch of color would make things happier for her and for you. 

			Already, I was feeling possessive of you all, don’t you see? Without even meaning to, I’d hitched some part of my future to yours.
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			I laid about the next morning, waiting until both of my flatmates left before getting out of bed. I was tired, but mostly, didn’t want to answer any questions about the party I’d been to the night before. My flatmates would be hungry for details, but I simply didn’t want to part with any of it. 

			The girls were both clerks at John Lewis. At the start of the year, I had responded to their advert. I didn’t want to live with Mamá anymore. Besides, rehearsals often ran late. It was better to be close to Central. As soon as my flatmates heard I went to acting school, they nearly thrust the key to the front door into my pocketbook and welcomed me in. Curious, obsessed with people on the telly, Priscilla would help me learn lines whilst Linda “directed,” suggesting facial expressions she’d seen on the latest episode of Coronation Street. They were kind, easy girls to live with. I thought of them as “the twins.” Though they looked nothing alike, they were bonded in such a way that they completed each other’s sentences and spoke in a secret language with their eyes that I could never fully crack. Even so, they never made me feel like an interloper in the flat, and it was better than staying in a bedsit.

			When I heard them leave the next morning, I rose and dressed. I remembered certain moments of the night before—the way your parents danced, the conductor’s brown shoes, spit-shined but worn, the roaring lions—and I gathered them in my pockets like found treasures. I was so happy I forgot my breakfast. But when I remembered Felix’s invitation to visit him at the zoo, I took pause. It seemed like a too-sudden familiarity, even if you and Anabél would be there. Anyway, wasn’t he busy working? Noon, he’d said. And I had offered to bring you all lunch. No way out of it now, I thought. They’ll be expecting a meal. 

			 

			I picked up four cheese sandwiches at a corner shop and walked on from there. The fog sat heavily on Regent’s Park. Mothers marched through the woolly air toward the zoo gates, pushing prams and holding the hands of little children. Beyond dozed a thousand creatures in their enclosures. Each animal must have served one distraction after another for those harried mothers—from children’s runny noses, or from laundry and floors needing the mop, from unreliable furnaces, nasty mothers-in-law, unfaithful husbands. At the zoo, one could leave it all behind. But I am different from those women, I thought. I am heading toward something. I purchased my ticket and wandered down the lanes of the zoo, past an eagle in a cage half the size of my flat, past tiny tamarinds with their flaming orange manes and human faces, finally stopping at the Reptile House again. Felix and I hadn’t agreed on a meeting spot. The Reptile House was where I had met you and your mother in the first place. Perhaps the visit to see the snakes and lizards was part of Anabél’s daily routine. 

			I tucked the brown bag holding the sandwiches into my pocketbook while scanning the room for you and Anabél, hope rising within me. But you weren’t there. I did two circuits of the building, then came back out into the daylight. For a moment, blinking in the light, it felt as if I’d imagined you all. But then I spotted your father. He held a small cage by its handle. The cage was covered with a ratty blue towel. 

			“You came! I was hoping you would,” he said.

			I was happy to see him. Suddenly, the day seemed like it was made for me, and I it. I could make anything of a day like this. Jokingly, I pretended not to know him. “Hello sir. I was hoping to speak with the Assistant Manager of Zoo Operations.”

			Felix laughed. “You remembered.”

			“Good memory,” I said truthfully. Back then, I could learn a page of script easy as anything. “What does the Assistant Manager of Zoo Operations do?”

			Felix raised the cage to my eye-level. “It might bore you.”

			“That’s up to you, I suppose. Is Anabél here? And your little one?”

			He nodded as if answering the question to himself and in silence first. “My wife isn’t feeling well this morning.”

			I felt dispirited at the news. I’d already pictured the day—us walking together through the zoo, matching strides, you, ahead, skipping along.

			“Ven conmigo. I’ll show you something most people don’t get to see.”

			Back into the Reptile House we went. The heels of our shoes tapped quietly in the hall. It’s a perfect sound. It reeks of purposefulness. Felix opened a door hidden in a wall panel. The dimness of the Reptile House gave way to fluorescent lights above and the prep area for the reptile habitats. There was a squat refrigerator labeled NOT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION, an aluminium table, and a farmer’s sink with a drain tinged in pink. 

			Felix set the cage down and yanked the towel off. Inside was a dead rabbit, its fur mottled like a dry, summer field. Felix reached into the cage and pulled it out by its stiff feet. I thought of Ted Hughes. I thought, gruesomely, of magicians. The rabbit looked nothing like itself, so stiff and still, a thing unborn. The sight of it pricked my heart. “Pobrecito.”

			“It’s food,” Felix responded. “For him.” He pointed to the back of one of the habitats labeled KING COBRA. I took several steps backwards until I was flush up against metal cabinets. “They can’t all be tea-drinking apes.”

			I watched in silence as Felix took hold of the rabbit with large metal tongs, slid open a door in the cobra’s cage, and held the limp coney inside. A muscle in Felix’s forearm twitched. The rabbit had to seem alive for the snake to take it. A growly kind of hiss followed the intrusion, but I couldn’t see the snake at all. Then there was a tug on the tongs and a wet snapping sound, followed by the crunch of bones. Felix withdrew the tongs and shook his arm out, releasing tension.

			“Do you want to watch him eat?” His hands were a bit shaky, I noticed. So, the zoo man wasn’t brave to the point of stupidity, I thought.

			“No thanks,” I said.

			“Not bored?” 

			“Not in the slightest.”

			Felix smiled, turned his back to me and washed his hands. He looked rather dashing in his uniform—a blue jacket with wide lapels and the abbreviation for the zoo—ZSL—embroidered in white upon them. 

			“That’s his lunch taken care of. What about mine?” Felix asked.

			I held out the bag with the sandwiches. “Made them myself,” I lied. 

			Felix played along. “You did? Well, you can get married now.”

			It was something my mother always said whenever I cooked a good meal for her. Ya te puedes casár. It was one of those Cuban sayings that was meant to be taken lightly, like a joke, and back then I did take it that way, so I laughed and performed a silly curtsy. There wasn’t a man I knew who cooked his own meals. I barely know any now. 

			“Providing lunch. That’s one box ticked off,” I joked, and Felix laughed. He busied himself with cleaning the tongs and the surface of the table. I watched, impressed by the efficiency of his movements, how neatly he folded the towel he’d used to dry his hands, the way he spun to face me, fluid, like a dancer. Felix’s jacket was far too warm to wear in the summertime, and I wondered if he hadn’t put it on just for me. He looked like a sailor. All the nice girls love a sailor, isn’t that how the song goes? I noticed a stray leaf on his shoulder, and I brushed it off. He drew back at my touch, looked at me, and took a deep breath. I felt dizzy. 

			“Pardon. It’s just the leaf was bothering me. Your uniform is so smart, and it was . . . ruining . . . the effect,” I blathered. I couldn’t seem to stop the words coming out of my mouth.

			“Would you like to take a walk?” he asked, snapping me out of the moment. It’s interesting how a small gesture can change everything. I’d brushed his shoulder, too comfortably perhaps, and suddenly my mind whirred clunkily, like a Victorian machine. The air felt disturbed, the light seemed harsher. I could smell blood coming from the cages. 

			“Yes,” I said, eager to escape the small confines of the room. Felix held open a door for me, and out we went back into the public area of the Reptile House, past the lizards, snakes, and frogs, past small, green creatures in their algae-fogged glass terrariums. We walked in silence, awkwardly. Our shoes clicked in the echoing quiet of the Reptile House. I felt like I was being taken to the headmaster’s office. Finally, we left behind the damp, swampy air of the place, and went out into what had become a bright London day. 

			Just then, another uniformed man neared the Reptile House. When he approached, he tipped his hat at me, then said, “Felix, don’t forget the two-eight-three paperwork,” as he stomped past us. 

			“Of course,” Felix said. We waited until the man was out of reach. Felix spoke again in a low voice. “That is Director Robson, mi jefe. Did you know I was the director back at the zoo in Havana? I could teach him a few things.”

			“Like how to fill out the two-eight-threes? Or how to be a delinquent director?”

			Felix laughed and everything felt right again. He was charming again, and his eyes were full of light. “Would you like to see the lions?” Felix asked.

			Before I could answer we heard a cheerful shout: “Felix!”

			We both looked up to see the train conductor from the party headed our way. He was wearing a cap tilted back on his head, and his clothes were baggy and wrinkled. His smile was wide and easy, and now out in the sunshine, I thought he was handsome in a surprising way. Rather like the class clown from everyone’s secondary school—ridiculous but also compelling. Class clowns always held the room’s attention, and now the conductor had Felix’s in a way he hadn’t at the dinner party.

			Beside me, Felix seemed to relax further. “Gus,” he said, and the two men shook hands.

			“Just got back from Marylebone station. Rotten day. The lads are meeting down at the Mammoth in a few. Thought I’d see if you were free,” Gus said. His eyes were large and unblinking. I wondered if that was because of all the time he spent conducting trains underground. Was he soaking up the precious sun while he could?

			“I’ll be finished by three,” Felix told him.

			“Perfect.” They stared at one another for a moment, expectantly, like people waiting for something special on the telly to come on. Finally, Gus looked at me and smiled.

			“School’s out?” he asked, smirking. 

			Ignoring him, I turned to Felix. “What about the lions?” 

			Felix glanced at the pocket watch dangling from his coat. “Of course. A quick trip down to see Victoria but then I really must—”

			Quickly, I spoke before Felix could say more. “It’s fine, really. The lads await at the Mammoth. But the lions aren’t going anywhere. One hopes.”

			“Please God and all that,” Gus said. 

			“Claudia, I—” 

			“It’s alright. Some other day.”

			Felix observed me for a moment. He leaned over and we pressed our cheeks together for a kiss. “Thanks for the sandwich.”

			“Not a problem.”

			Gus shoved his hands into his pockets and looked away. Maybe he was just then realizing that he’d interrupted us. But really, what had he interrupted? A tour of the Reptile House, that’s all. And Felix and I were still strangers to one another. So, leaving them to plan their afternoon at the pub, I headed to the exit. In the distance, an elephant trumpeted its displeasure with the world, and I wished I could join it. Instead, I stomped away, my face aflame in embarrassment. The cobra and the rabbit, the leaf on his shoulder, my jokes, ya te puedes casar. It was all somehow so humiliating. The entire visit had felt a bit like listening to a conversation in a foreign language, assisted only by a tourist’s guidebook. I had misread every single sign. I was taken back to my upper school days and my first crushes. Heat flooded my cheeks. I realized I was still holding the bag with the sandwiches. And Anabél, at home, feeling unwell. Guilt darkened my thoughts. I would make amends. I could cheer her up and feed her, too. Perhaps it’s what I was meant to do. 

			 

			“I thought you’d be at the zoo today. I saw Felix there. Brought lunch for everyone,” I said when Anabél opened the door to the flat. I wouldn’t mention the awkwardness. That just seemed like calling trouble forth. It was nothing Anabél needed to know.

			“Ah,” Anabél said. “How thoughtful. Come in.”

			“He showed me the most frightening thing.”

			Anabél laughed softly. “Let me guess. The cobra. Or the lions. He adores them. More than he loves anything, I think.”

			“The cobra, yes.” I felt like a child whose balloon had popped leaving the park. I assumed none of it was new to Anabél. Not the snakes or the lions, or any of the other creatures in the place. 

			“He never shows anyone a creature you can pet. Like a penguin. Only the ones that will take your life if you aren’t careful.” She was unstrapping you from your highchair, holding you firmly on her lap and giving you a bounce. You were so small then. A morsel of a person.

			“What’s that about then?”

			Anabél was quiet for a moment, and I wondered if she’d ever given her husband’s attraction to danger any thought. 

			“Maybe it makes him feel better about himself, overpowering deadly creatures like that,” She paused again. “Ah, don’t listen to me. No me siento bien.” It’s true, Anabél had a seasick look about her. Dark circles framed her pretty, brown eyes, and her blond curls lay limp and oily against her head. The sandwiches I’d brought triggered a brackish look, so I took them away, rummaged her cupboards for a tin of soup and heated some up, which she ate slowly. I cut one of the sandwiches into quarters to give you, and I remember that you devoured every crumb. Ya te puedes casar, I thought at the sight of you eating so contentedly. 

			“The moving lorry left just before you arrived,” Anabél said after a while. “The flat next door has people in it again. I don’t know how they manage it, knowing what happened there.”

			I nodded, agreeing. “My audition for the Plath play is next week. All the girls are going out for the role of Sylvia, but none of them have been next door to her old place. The advantage goes to me. Settings matter to an actor.” 

			Anabél looked around her, as if considering her home for the first time. “A flat is a flat. Walls are walls.”

			“And a palace is a palace. You can bet I wouldn’t be the same Claudia had I grown up in one. What if Plath had lived elsewhere? Would she have made the same choices?”

			Anabél looked queasy again. “I don’t want to think about the poet next door too much if it’s alright with you.” Well, she wasn’t alone in not wanting to think about Plath, whose books were banned in England for some time out of fear that sulky teens might find them and spiral in despair. Hadn’t Plath’s own mother kept the truth of her daughter’s death from Plath’s father? She must have felt as many do—it’s easier to leave the grave unvisited. 

			Still, I had a million questions. Did the two women ever bump into each other on the square? Did Felix invite her to the zoo for a tour, too? Had he led her into a back room in the Reptile House, held her hand? I could feel my cheeks warm just thinking about it. I hadn’t done anything wrong. 

			Anabél excused herself, and in short order, I heard her vomiting in the bathroom. When she returned, her face was pale.

			“There must be something going around,” I said, trying to be helpful. “I can stay and watch your little one while you sleep.”

			“Que amable, but I’m alright.” She rested her hand on her stomach and gave me a knowing look.

			“Oh. Oh!” I gasped and gave her a gentle hug. “Another princesita or principe!”

			“Si Dios quiere,” she said quietly.

			I thought of Felix and the cobra again. Did he know about the baby? “Go on, rest,” I insisted. 

			“Que amable,” Anabél said again, put you in my arms, and climbed the steps to her room. 

			What did we do together? Well, I don’t remember much. Probably, I sang you a lullaby or two. Maybe recited some lines. I do recall sitting with you by the window and looking out at the garden, pointing out a fox family to you. If I close my eyes now, I can picture your parents’ flat perfectly. How strange it must be for you to have no memory of it. You remember the smell? Do you really? Yes, like coffee and paper. That would have been the old wallpaper. A warm, toasty smell, you’re right.

			Your mother slept for hours, and soon it was turning dark and still Felix was not home. When you began to fuss for your supper, she woke up and came groggily down the stairs. She took you up in her arms and snuggled your neck until your cries turned to giggles again. Then, a knock at the door. Your mother opened it and that man from the zoo, the Director, stood there, hat in hand. He glanced at me and narrowed his eyes for a moment, before returning to face Anabél. She gave me a frightened look before finally letting the man in. She offered him something to drink and we held our breath until he finally revealed that your father was unharmed. I don’t know about your mother, but all I could think of was that snake, or the lions.

			With that cleared up, it was my cue to go. I said goodbye, kissed your mother’s cheek and saw myself out. I stood on the steps for a beat after closing the door behind me. To this day, I don’t know why the Director came to see your mother. I have my suspicions, but at the time, I couldn’t come up with any conclusions. 

			

			The windows in the flat next door were open, and I heard a woman singing along to the radio. The wax lion was still in my pocketbook. The woman next door crossed the room, and I got a look at her—red hair in a ponytail, ruddy cheeks, pretty, long neck. Just right for a Safeway commercial. I couldn’t help but wonder what Felix would think of his new neighbor, and if he would bring her gifts, too. When I turned my attention to your parents’ window, I saw that Anabél had drawn the curtains closed.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			4

		
			The week stretched on in anticipation of the audition. Everyone at school was a wreck about it. Girls were spending their breaks in the toilet, reciting lines into the mirrors and looking as grim as possible. I’d kept the wax lion in my pocketbook as a talisman. It felt like cheating a little bit, having something of Plath’s so close. But I needed it. Juliet Rollings, Central’s star pupil, had memorized all of Ariel on top of her monologues and told everyone so. She had the right look for the part, too—nut-brown hair, milky skin, small, penetrating eyes. It had won her the role of Desdemona last year, and Aunty Mame the year before that, which nobody but the professors thought made any sense. Juliet Rollings already had an agent and had spent a summer at the National mending costumes and trying to stick her nose into the profession any way she could. By all accounts, she was a shoo-in. I thought she was too young. Only nineteen, a baby by Central standards. I was twenty-three, seven years closer to Plath’s age when she died. But Juliet had the advantage anyway. So, if a wax lion held any magic for me, I’d take it.

			By the time the audition day came, three of my classmates had fretted themselves into illness, leaving the competition down to me, Juliet, and Kiersten, the Dutch girl who had given me her commercial audition spot earlier. I felt steady, having repeated my mother’s audition mantra all morning—bañate en Vaselina y todo te resbalará. In this way, I pictured myself glistening, slippery, so that no criticism could stick to me, no narrowed look could unnerve me. It’s good mental practice, I promise you. In the audition room, Juliet and I sat in silence, ignoring one another as Kiersten read for the professors in another room. I felt a triumphant jolt when she emerged, her eyes red and horrified, disappointment on her like a cloak. I thought of Plath in her flat, the little wax lion tumbling from her hand in a moment of uncertainty. I replayed it until it felt real, until my eyes stung and my breath caught in my chest. That very feeling, the opposite of strength to the unobservant, would be my armor. 

			I was called in next, and I allowed myself a moment to think of how unfair it was that Juliet would get to go last, leaving the final impression. It was useful. I let it darken my mood a touch. The room was dim, and the teaching staff sat in metal folding chairs, creaking away as they settled their limbs. 

			“Go on, Claudia,” Professor Greenlaw said without raising his eyes from the page.

			I had prepared three monologues, more than one usually does—a Plath poem, a Shakespeare, and a modern. I chose Sonnet 66, the opening line, “Tired with all these, for restful death I cry,” putting me in the mind of Plath. For the modern, I performed a monologue from Streetcar. It began, “I loved someone, too, and the person I loved I lost.” I remember it all. Lines like that stick with you forever. I shall be reciting them on my deathbed, I’m certain.

			I finished my monologues and wiped my cheeks dry. Professor Greenlaw was smiling, and the Professors Smith (there were two of them) looked on kindly. Professor Bradley, the director, chomped on his cigarette and gave nothing away. 

			“Thank you,” I said meekly, thinking meek was the way to go even though I felt firm in my belief that I had done well. With my back turned to the staff, I exited the room and glanced at Juliet with a smile that I hoped suggested disdain and a little bit of pity. And then, I went straight to the toilets, locked myself in a stall, thought of my father, wondering if he would be proud, and sobbed my heart out. It wounds me still, from time to time, to think of my father. It always knocks me sideways. I get angry. He doesn’t deserve this part of me, I tell myself. I understand you; I do. More than you can imagine. 

			

			I got the part in the end. It was to be the high point of my artistic life. An unimpressive summit, truth be told. I couldn’t have known it then, of course. Nobody knows the future. Only the past has clarity, my mother would say. I suppose that’s why one seeks it. 


		

	
		
			5

		
			Tulia Maria Medina de Thorpe—that’s how my mother still introduces herself, though she and my father, Daniel Thorpe, never actually married. She was born in Havana. I was born there, too. I have no memory of Havana, and only a handful of photographs of myself from that time when I was just a baby in diapers. In one of them, I’m sat on a low wall of coral stone, with both of my parents holding me upright. How had they imagined my future then? Both so beautiful, their eyes so bright in the photo, as if stage lights were shining into them. As soon as I could talk, my mother put me in voice lessons. After practice, she’d take the sheet music from me. “Así se hace,” she would trill, often contradicting my teacher’s advice. But Mamá never performed again after leaving Cuba. “All my time, todo lo que tengo es para ti, Claudia,” she would remind me.

			Now, my mother lives in Bethnal Greene, in the same flat where she raised me, just a few yards from the Tube station where, during the war, nearly 200 people were crushed to death trying to get underground during an air raid. This detail is important for one reason—Mamá said that she could see the bodies from time to time, laid out on the pavement, their faces wet with hose water as medics tried to revive them. A believer in reincarnation, though with her own set of rules regarding it all, Mamá often pointed out people on the street who had once lived in another time, a different body. 

			When I was little, her visions scared me, but by the time I turned fifteen or so, mouthy and full of contempt for my mother, I accused her of inventing them. It makes sense, doesn’t it? Bereft of the theatre, which she’d loved, Mamá made the world her stage. The first time I told her what I thought of her theatrics was at the mouth of the Underground, on our way to Chelsea for an audition my father had arranged for me at a little theater in the basement of a church. It was for A Christmas Carol, and I was trying out for Bob Cratchit’s teenage daughter. Dad had rung up to let me know about the audition, suggesting that I skip dinner for a week. “Cratchit’s kids were perpetually famished, remember?”

			As we approached the turnstiles, my mother paused to look around her, as if she’d dropped something. “So many children and their mamitas, flattened,” she muttered.

			My nerves were on fire thinking about the audition. “God. No seas ridícula,” I said. “You’re just making it all up!” It was, perhaps, the first critical thing I’d ever said to my mother. I pushed through the turnstiles and left her behind. Because I was a teenager with an addiction to Edith Hamilton, I imagined myself a Persephone going deep into the earth, willfully turning my back on Demeter after the initial abduction. 

			But Tulia would not let me have this moment. Demeter would demand her spring. 

			Mamá stopped in her tracks so that the rush-hour crowd had to part to get past her. “Don’t walk by untouched! Look at them! Look at the children escaping the bombs, and yet death devoured them anyway!” I turned back to watch and listen. She spoke the names of the asphyxiated children—June, Patrick, Christopher, Albert—and endless list of names, called out in a voice that would have convinced Zeus of anything. It was a voice I wish I had inherited; one that, even in a whisper, could slice through Albert Hall like a knife. Her accent was heavy, but her English was clear. Dad had taught her using his old grammar books, so Mamá sometimes used words like “fiddlesticks!” and phrases like “Upon my word!” with her English friends. That day, people stopped and listened, as if she were a tour guide of some sort, having misplaced her tourists. Someone gasped, somebody else clapped. People threw halfpennies at her feet. I watched her for a minute, rolled my eyes and walked on into the cool, dark depths. Tulia joined me on the platform a few moments later, her pockets jingling with coins. “Así se hace,” she had said, showing me how to put on a show. We never discussed my first rebellion again. From that moment on she accepted all of it, my cigarettes, the length of my skirts, my boyfriends, and I let her have her “visions,” unbothered.

			Years later, a Museum of London exhibit displayed pictures of the Bethnal Green tragedy. I stood before a wall of photographs, my eyes zeroing in on a particular photo of a man cradling two small boys, both dead, with a third, a girl, leaning against him with her hands over her face. I’d seen them before, not in the photograph, but in my mother’s retelling of the story. She’d described the man’s patchy beard, and the way the brothers resembled one another, and how the man’s fingers dug into their woolen clothes, and the girl’s braids—one loose, one tightly woven—and her boots without laces. The details were all there, and I cried at the museum like they’d been my family. Is it possible that my mother saw the photographs somewhere? Well, she didn’t go out much, or read more than the Bible, or gardening magazines, or letters from Cuba written on onion-skin paper which, in those days, took months to arrive. Once, at the tube station, she bent down to pick something up. I watched as she observed the empty palm of her hand. “A little copper bracelet,” she’d said, then shook her hand, as if dropping the invisible thing. Then, she shuddered all over. What was I supposed to do with that, I tell you? 

			The problem with Mamá’s gifts, if she indeed has them, is that they are useless for prognosticating. Instead, she can only look back on moments she could not have possibly witnessed, as if a tiny microfiche machine resides in her brain. “Ghosts,” she tells me. “It’s ghosts that I must be seeing.” I still roll my eyes at her, you know, even though she’s very old and can’t see well, and then I feel wretched about it.

			The afternoon I learned I got the lead role in the Plath play, I rang up my mother and told her I was coming over to celebrate.

			“Te felicito, mi vida,” Mamá had said over the phone. “I knew you would get it.”

			Tulia was in the garden when I arrived, tending to her collection of banana plants, which she managed to grow in England somehow. She’d wrap them with a fleece blanket in the autumn and unveil them in the spring. They reminded her of Cuba, even though the plants never bore fruit. They were barren, beautiful things, memories dressed in green, and nothing more. She won a few prizes with them at various horticultural shows through the years. Once, she made a banana-leaf skirt for me to wear to school on a fancy-dress day. I forget the theme—probably something or other about one of the Commonwealth countries. And once, Peter Seabrook himself came to her back garden to film an episode of Gardener’s World, so that everyone could marvel at her green thumb. My mother took one look at him and told him he was being followed by a dead cousin with bulging eyes, and Mr. Seabrook packed up his things and left straightaway. 

			“Mamá,” I greeted her, kissing her cheek. She wouldn’t do it the European way, which was two kisses, one on each cheek. Always like this, one loud beso near the ear, our lips never actually touching the other person’s skin. She worked the secateurs in her hand open and shut. Always moving, my mother had a nervous energy about her, hungry for activity and information.

			“Dímelo todo,” she said as she worked, and so I followed her around the garden, telling her about the play and the audition, the director’s nature, the rest of the cast.

			“Are you off-book yet?” she asked, hoisting a bundle of leaves onto her shoulder.

			“We just started!” 

			Mamá sucked her teeth at me. “Tell me, how are your classes going?”

			“Horrid.”

			She hadn’t seemed to have heard me. “Your teachers like you? They think you’re doing well?”

			I lost all desire to tell her about how things were going. Nobody can zap you of that need quicker than a parent. “Well enough,” I replied. There were loads of things I might have told her besides the rehearsal—how my Advanced Theatre Practice teacher hit on all the girls in class, a dangling cigarette in his mouth which we were meant to find sexy, but which we mocked on every smoking break; or how my Classical Acting professor, whilst appreciating my understanding of Shakespeare, never assigned a major role to me during readings in class. I was always playing some idiot asking about the weather. I don’t know why I kept so much from my mother. Maybe it was my age. Being twenty-three is a stupid, stubborn age, isn’t it? All the years are stupid. One can always blame their faults on however old they are at the time.

			“If you don’t want to talk, then help me with this,” my mother said, pointing at the pile of leaves on the ground. “Take one inside for tamalitos later, and the others go to el compost.”

			Just as I gathered the debris in my arms, my mother, who was watching me to make sure I did things correctly, said your name. In that moment, a police car’s siren shrieked in the distance. Her eyes were wide and unblinking.

			“What did you say?” I asked, arms full of banana leaves.

			“No dije nada.” 

			“Yes, you did. You said a name,” I insisted.

			My mother narrowed her eyes at me. “What name?”

			“My mistake,” I said.

			The trap had sprung so quickly, I’d nearly been caught in it. She probably hadn’t said your name at all. I mean, what are the odds? She’d probably muttered something like a name, hoping I’d reveal a part of my life to her. I must have had you and your mother on my mind, and I heard what I wanted to hear. 

			I finished the job with the banana leaves. Meanwhile, my mother went indoors, made tea, and set the table for us. My tea was still steaming when I joined her. She had laid an envelope over the top of my cup, and it quickly grew limp. She smiled at me as I opened it.

			“Careful, don’t tear it.”

			“I won’t.” Inside were three tickets to Julius Caesar playing at the open-air theater in Regent’s at the end of the month.

			“It’s close to your flat. You can go with friends,” Mamá said as she stirred sugar into her coffee.

			“Come with me.” 

			My mother shook her head, which didn’t surprise me. She hadn’t been inside a theater in years. She would always make an excuse when the opportunity arose. Her back would begin to ache, or her throat would burn. She forgot her ticket at home. A cab wouldn’t show up on time. A neighbor needed her. The truth was, Mamá missed the theater so much she couldn’t bear to go near one. There are people who avoid graveyards when their loved ones are buried in them. They don’t trust themselves to keep it together. A theater was like a mausoleum to her. No, she didn’t see me on stage, not ever. Aren’t you listening? This is what Tulia is like. Impossible in every way. But she was proud of me, you understand? So proud.

			There was no point in arguing with her. I remember all the little plays I did in school, how the other parents waited with flowers for their children, and how I had to search for Mamá outside the auditorium. “Mi estrellita,” she would say, hoisting me up into the air. “Mi flor, mi artista divina.” But she couldn’t bring herself to watch me. I always imagined her alone outside, her ears catching my voice, applauding for me in the presence of no one. 
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			I have tickets to Julius Caesar in the park,” I told Anabél the next time I visited her. I made it a habit of seeing her often. “You should join me.”

			“Felix, too?”

			“Yes, and the little one. She won’t need a ticket, and anyway, it’s an outdoor theater, so there will be distractions for her. Maybe she’ll take a nice nap in the breeze.”

			Anabél smiled and nodded. “I haven’t seen a play in years. But Shakespeare? In English? I’ll be lost for sure.”

			“I’ll whisper translations in your ear. Besides, it’s all obvious. Caesar wants to be emperor, his mates don’t agree, stab, stab, stab, big speech, the end.” Anabél laughed and laughed. We were walking up Primrose Hill at the time to have a picnic at the top, with all London at our feet. You were old enough to climb, picking clovers along the way. Once, you plucked a five-leaf clover from the ground and brought it to me. “Five leaves! Dear me,” I said. “That means fame is in your future!”

			“Dios, líbranos,” Anabél joked. “Mi niña, give it to Claudia. She can be famous. You just be a good girl.” Many times, we went up the hill together on clear days. Your mother and I would lie down on the grass while you scampered about. The sun felt warmer up there, or maybe it was that we were hot from the climb. Sometimes, you could pick out every building in the skyline. 

			“Tell me about Plath,” I’d ask her, and your mother would sigh.

			“Ay, Claudia. I didn’t know her. You tell me about growing up in this city. What will my children’s lives be like?” Anabél would rest my hand on her stomach, which was firm like a football, even when she was lying down. 

			I explained fancy dress days, and Christmas markets, and school trips to the shore, and how they’d make you take French lessons and not Spanish, which was a shame, because you would have an advantage. After, Anabél would tell me that in Cuba the children had to promise to be good Communists, and that the teachers would play tricks on them. “Close your eyes and ask Papá Dios to give you candy,” they would command, and no candy would appear. “Now ask Papá Fidel,” they were urged next, and when they opened their eyes, there would be a lollipop on each desk with a note that read, “La revolución proporciona.”

			“My children are lucky to be free from all of that,” Anabél would say. I didn’t tell her about my classmate, the one who went to Cuba each summer, and regaled us with annual speeches about egalitarianism on the island, or how he’d turn to me mid-speech and ask, “Isn’t that right, compañera?” as if we were in on something together.

			In this way, Anabél and I found comfort in one another. We were island girls who found themselves far from home, forgetting the rhythms of the tropics and trying to make them up in our memories.

			Yet, I sought out Felix, too. I knew his route from the Zoo to Marylebone Station, and sometimes took strolls along the way, hoping to run into him. Regent’s Park became our occasional meeting place. From time to time, he bought me a hot chocolate from the café across Cumberland Green. Having heard about the dining hall at Bedford College, which was in the south end of the park, we snuck onto campus by picking a locked gate and feasted on ham sandwiches. I accompanied him to a record store he was fond of, just off Baker Street, and he’d introduce me to the stars of the Cuban mambo era, or Motor City groups, and I’d spend my money on records that I took home and listened to repeatedly. It was all great fun. Innocent fun. We were friends, nothing more. But if I’m being honest, he appeared in my dreams from time to time. I never told Anabél that I’d seen Felix at the park, or that we’d gone on some adventure without her. He lied to her about meetings he had that took him away from the zoo, and whether she believed him or not I cannot say. Sometimes, she’d mention something about him that I already knew, like how he’d developed an allergy to willows, and I’d have to pretend it was new information, even though I’d watched him have a sneezing fit beneath the big willow in the park. They call them lies of omission. It’s deception, no matter how thin you slice it. I’d tell myself I was allowed to have friends, but I still felt like I’d done something terrible whenever I lied to Anabél about seeing Felix, and the thought would keep me away from them both for a week before I was drawn back in. 

			Sometimes, unprompted, your mother would tell me stories about him. How she’d met him, for instance, or how he’d proposed. She’d bring out photographs, or poems Felix had written for her. She kept them in a hatbox, which she’d place on the couch between us. “I met Felix at a wedding in Matanzas. This is the invitation. See? And here’s a newspaper clipping about the wedding.” She cast it aside without opening the folded newsprint. “Felix and I met up again a week later for a funeral. Bueno, there was a man at the cemetery who had a small cockatiel on his shoulder. Can you imagine bringing a pet to a funeral? It was so distracting, but I suppose it was a bit of sunshine on a sad day. The bird would kiss the man’s ear. ‘They bond with their owners, like a mate,’ Felix whispered as the priest led everyone in a rosary. I’ve never kept a pet bird because of it. I don’t like the idea of an animal falling in love with a person, do you? Felix knew so much about animals and had just taken a job at the zoo en la Habana. Mira, here is his badge from work. This is my mother’s rosary, que en paz descanse. She died last year after a long illness, without me or my brother. I can’t bear to think about it and so I pretend she’s still alive. The beads are formed from rose petals. Smell. ¿Que lindo, no? Mira, this is the topper of our wedding cake. The man’s nose is chipped off, like the sphinx.”

			

			The number of things in the box seemed endless, like Mary Poppin’s carpet bag. Sometimes, some object would stop Anabél cold. A tiny hospital bracelet. A small bundle of black ribbons. 

			“What are those?” I asked once, pointing to a stack of letters. The name René was written in script on each one, and they were tied off with a rubber band, squeezing them in the middle.

			“Ay, I’m boring you,” Anabél said, closing the box. It was like Felix had left the room. I told myself that being friends with Felix was harmless, or that, if there was harm being done, it was to myself and no one else. But I was getting closer to the fire, not realizing how near I was to being scorched. That’s how these things go, sometimes. Slowly, like the turning of a great battleship. Before one knows it, they’re headed in a new direction.

			 

			The evening of the play, I met you and your parents just outside the theater gate, standing apart and not speaking to one another. The air was chilly, and Anabél had bundled you up in a coat and hat. 

			“Thank you for the invitation,” Felix said after kissing my cheek. I was warmed all over.

			“It’s a congratulatory gift from my mother. I got the part of Plath.”

			Felix smiled. “Sí, Anabél told me.”

			“Shall we?” I led the way to the ticket taker, but once at the ornate, golden gates, the man stopped us.

			“No children allowed, miss.” Almost on cue, you started to cry, and the ticket taker merely raised an eyebrow as if to say, “And now you see why.” 

			Anabél gathered you in her arms. “You two can watch the play. We will have a nice stay in. It’s too cold, anyway.”

			My heart felt like it skittered to a stop. “No, please. I’ll mind the baby. Have a date night, on me.” Anabél would not look at Felix. For a second, I thought he would take you home, leave us to a girls’ night. But he returned the look with a blankness that seemed impenetrable. It’s a look men cultivate. A false helplessness that serves them well. I suddenly felt that they were there out of a sense of obligation to me. Had they had an argument? Without another word, she was gone, heading down the path with you, back to her flat.

			“Anabél, espera,” I called out.

			Felix touched my shoulder. “Leave her. She complained the whole way here about the temperature. ‘La niña se enferma,’ she kept insisting. She didn’t want to come in the first place.” 

			He was leaving something out, I could tell. They’d had an argument and now I had stepped into the middle of it. Perhaps it was best if Anabél went home. It might give them both time to cool down, I thought. 

			Lights were coming on as dusk fell. Birds were settling into the trees for the night, rustling the branches. It really was chilly, and I had a knitted shawl around my shoulders. We found our seats in the back at the end of a row. A natural hush was falling over the crowd just as we sat. That quiet moment at the start of a play, just before the actors appear, is miraculous. The world begins anew, and everyone sits in awe of creation. The set on stage was a simple stone-like triptych, a false Rome. But when the actors emerged, they smoked cigarettes and wore turtlenecks. Caesar was a club owner, Brutus the manager. Mark Antony was a bouncer. 

			Suppressing giggles, I whispered halfway into the first act, “This isn’t what I was expecting.” The reimagined play wasn’t bad. Just surprising. You could set Caesar against a million different backdrops—the mafia, the Church of England, a DIY store in Hull. It all can work. Ego is ego. Betrayal is betrayal, whether it’s first century Rome, or a Philosophy Department at a uni. Adjustments were made to the script, too. At one point, Calpurnia whispered “Far out,” her eyes glossy as if she’d just smoked something other than tobacco. Everyone laughed, though I’m not sure that was the point.

			In the main, I wasn’t paying much attention. Throughout the production, Felix was whispering to me. Jokes, mainly, teasing about this actor’s hair, or that one’s strange voice. His interruptions were laid over the play like icing, intent on making me laugh. Again and again, I’d come close to bursting until tears filled my eyes. I half expected one of the actors to stop mid-speech, point to us and ask if we were alright. When I’d find my composure again, Felix would lean in, lift a lock of hair from in front of my ear, and whisper something else, and then I’d be right on the edge again. I began to think how happy I was that Anabél hadn’t stayed. Felix and I wouldn’t have laughed this way, not with Anabél there. We would have been well-behaved theatergoers. 

			But then, at the start of Act III, Felix became very quiet. At first, I thought that Caesar’s death had shocked him into seriousness. It was genuinely moving. The orchestra had gone so quiet that one heard every knife that plunged into Caesar. I don’t know how they managed the sound effect. Felix reached for my hand, and I let him knit his fingers with mine. The stage lights darkened, then came on again, a crowd of actors were on stage, their backs to the audience, ready to hear Mark Antony mourn his friend. 

			“He’s very goo—” I started say, when I noticed that Felix’s eyes weren’t on the stage at all. Instead, he was looking off to the left, a few rows away, where two men were kissing. They’d timed their snog with the moment in the play everyone looked forward to, the “Friends, Romans, Countrymen” monologue we’d all had to learn in secondary school. “Oh,” I said and squeezed his hand tighter. The kiss went on and on. Felix finally broke his gaze and looked at me. “Would you also like to—?” he whispered. Parting my lips, I let out a small breath. 

			“Yes,” I said. There was no world in which I would have said no. If not just then, it was bound to happen sometime—under the willow, whilst drinking hot chocolate, in the Reptile House. No matter what, the road would lead us to one another. Kissing Felix felt as inevitable as Caesar’s death.

			Felix blinked, then looked over at the men again. For a second, I feared some macho display. In those days, the Sexual Offences Act, which decriminalized homosexual acts in private, was just on the horizon, and all the new playwrights were including gay characters. 

			“They should stop,” I said, thinking the pair would soon find themselves escorted out in the best-case scenario.

			“Should they?” Felix asked. Then, suddenly, he rose and left the theater, just as the audience exploded into applause at the end of Mark Antony’s speech. I turned to look at the couple again. The man facing me was familiar, and it took me a moment to remember. Gus, the train conductor. Felix’s friend. I went in search of Felix, and found him just outside the theater, standing by one of the rose bushes that were everywhere at Regent’s. He was plucking a flower bare. Coral petals littered the ground at his feet. “I should get back to my family,” he said at the sight of me.

			“We’ll miss the end of the play. Imagine all the jokes you have left in you.” Felix gave me a small smile. My mind was full of reasons that were so far off the mark. Maybe I shouldn’t have let him hold my hand. Maybe he didn’t really want to kiss me, the way the others were kissing. Maybe he was disgusted by his friend. Maybe he’d remembered Anabél and felt guilty. That’s how young I was, how I misread everything. 

			“I’ve run out of jokes tonight, I think. Thank you for the tickets,” Felix said. His expression seemed absent, like a curtain had come down between us.

			Desperate, I went on. “We could get a bite to eat at The Jackalope.”

			“It’s late.” Then he was gone. 

			Alone, in the cold, I walked back to my flat. I could hear the crowd’s applause in the distance, and deeper in the park, a lion’s surly roar echoed through the foxgloves.

			 

			After that night, I threw myself into rehearsals for the Plath play, which were at five o’clock each afternoon. One of the lines went: “In ten years, I will be thirty and not ancient. And maybe good.” It was taken from Plath’s journal by the playwright and cobbled into a plot of sorts. It was one of the best lines in the play, mainly because Plath herself wrote it. It was a short, stuttering sort of line, the construction of it packed with feeling. Little else of the work, aside from Plath’s language, was worth commenting on. The play had had a terrible run in New York, but the writer was a cousin of one of the members of the Academic Board. That’s how it went sometimes. No matter. I was off book in no time. A lead role was a lead role. 

			But things didn’t go smoothly. The evening with Felix had rattled me. I didn’t sleep well. Didn’t eat often. The dark circles that were always under my eyes deepened to purple. I left a note for Felix with the ticket taker at the zoo. She had a kind face, the sort that wouldn’t dare open a private message. Anyway, it didn’t say anything revealing, only that I was sorry he’d missed the play and that we could catch it on another night. I signed it, “Your friend, C.” But writing the note and leaving it for Felix did nothing to settle me. Professor Bradley had cut me off on the third night of rehearsals, tapping the heel of his hand onto the armrest of his chair. “You’re a wooden doll tonight, Miss Thorpe. Where’s your clarity? There is no confidence without clarity.” He didn’t seem angry. Rather, it was as if he’d been promised a five-star meal, but someone had handed him a TV dinner. He cancelled the rest of the rehearsal after I stuttered inelegantly in the next scene. My castmates did not look at me as they filed out of the theater. 

			“Professor,” I began.

			He cut me off with a wave of his hand. “I had the privilege of going to school with your father, who was a good actor.”

			Tears threatened. Furious, I swiped at my cheeks.

			My teacher sighed. “If only rage were enough. There’s plenty of that to go around. You must imagine the imaginary into existence, using the materials of life. What do you know about this role, about this woman you are trying to be? Verbalize it. Go on.” 

			I planted my feet the way my mother always did before launching into a reprimand. “Plath was an American poet. Her husband was unreasonable and unfaithful. It made her restless. Distraught. She left her little ones motherless. But she was a genius.”

			Professor Bradley rested his chin on a knuckle as I spoke, with a look on his face that made me feel as if I were trying to sell him a car. “What does this list of yours tell you? What do you see in it?”

			“I see myself in it,” I said because it seemed to be what he wanted me to say, not because it was true. I was no Plath. No, I was dangerously close to becoming that other woman, the one that broke Plath’s marriage apart. She killed herself and her child, too, you know? Why aren’t there any plays about her?

			Professor Bradley rose from his chair, the seat flipping up on its hinge and creaking like a frog. “We saw something else in your audition. It was like you were feverish with life.” I thought of the lion in my pocket and Felix’s hand scrawled on the bottom, held close as I said my lines. “There was understanding in it. You were chosen because you were invisible in that moment. But here in rehearsal, all I see is you and none of Plath.”

			I climbed off the stage without saying anything else. I didn’t trust myself with speech. I went straight to the tube station, hopped on the Northern line, and got off near my mother’s. Mamá listened quietly as I complained about the play and the director. I told her what he’d said, swiping the tears away as I spoke. I didn’t say anything about Felix, or Anabél, or you.

			“When I was your age,” Mamá began when I was finally done, “I’d already had my great romance with your father, had already had you, had already lost a sister and my parents, had played the title role of ‘Maria la O.’” She counted off with her fingers. “I had lived ten lifetimes by then and I still had my youth and beauty. I could have played any part, written any poem, I had so much inside me. But you see, mi amor, art is like a garden. You must feed it when it’s hungry. Turn it over when it goes dead, walk barefoot upon it, and feel every blade of grass. You? All you do is study. I’ve never had to worry about you. But now I do. I worry about you and your art. Live a little. Cuídate, pero vive. Only then will you have something to say on whatever stage you stand upon.” 

			

			She rose and cleared our plates whilst I sat, gobsmacked. Had my mother just called me dull? If my life was quiet, it was because she’d hounded me with visions of harm and death for all of it. She had described herself as an exile from her homeland well before the term was used by Cubans in the diaspora. We never traveled, “in case we get stuck in some other country,” she’d say, adding, “Uno nunca sabe.” For my mother, possibility was probability.

			“I’m off then. Perhaps I’ll go smoke something illegal, maybe get arrested,” I joked, and my mother laughed. 

			Mamá kissed my cheek, told me to eat and get rest, the usual things. “Llámame por favor.”

			“Sí, Mamá,” I promised. She stood at the door to her flat and watched me until I turned the corner. She said it was rude not to do so. When saying goodbye to a visitor, the polite thing to do was to watch them go, scanning the street for danger, until they were gone and no longer your responsibility.

			I walked quickly under her gaze but slowed when I was out of sight. What had Professor Bradley said? That in my rehearsal I was “feverish with life.” And now here was my mother urging me to live, to cultivate passion, to move through time and space with purpose. Her advice had felt like permission. I caught the train back to my flat, and the whole way I tried to picture a different life for myself. But I couldn’t conjure anything exciting or inspiring that I wanted to do or could afford. By the time I arrived at my stop, I was exhausted, as spent as a broken arrow that had missed its target and gone too far from the archer to be recovered. 

			I reached my flat at last and checked the mailbox. Inside, I found a note: 

			 

			The lions await. 3 o’clock today, if you are free

			—F

			 

			I stood still on the spot, my insides vibrating with potential. Felix could not have known how good his timing was. I took it as a sign to do the very thing Mamá had recommended. I would live a little through him and his lions, whose roars set my whole self on fire. I banished thoughts of you and your mother from mind, otherwise, I could not do what I set out to. Plath had known Felix. I was sure of it. And if I wanted to understand her, then I had to follow in her footsteps. I checked my watch. Two-thirty. The weather was fine and springish, lilacs scented the air, and a morning rain had washed the world clean. The cabs sparkled and London’s usual bad-lung sounds had given way to the chirping of robins. Feeling full of possibility, I took off for Regent’s Park, where the zoo and Felix awaited.

		 
		

	
		
			7

		
			He met me at the front gates out of uniform. It was his day off. He offered his arm, and together we walked the grounds. He’d immediately launched into zoo stories, and he was particularly excited to tell me about the creatures that once marched through London. “For one hundred years, elephants and giraffes arriving at the zoo had to walk here from the London docks,” Felix explained. “Can you imagine the enormous animals parading past Kings Cross station?”

			“Can you imagine the enormous gifts they left in their wake?”

			Felix laughed and the sound was all rumbly and warm. We didn’t talk about the night at the play, how he’d left me to walk home alone in the dark, or whether he received the note I’d left for him. It felt like he had forgiven me, even though I wasn’t certain of what I’d done wrong. 

			We strolled toward the Lion House, which one could see in the distance. Just outside the door was a machine, brightly lit like a jukebox, with the words Mold-a-Rama in colorful letters. Behind a little window was a sample wax lion, like the one I’d found in Plath’s flat.

			I stopped and took a breath. The smell of the wax was redolent upon it. “Have you ever bought one?”

			“Yes, once, for my daughter.” He put his hand in his pocket and drew a shilling. “¿Quieres uno?

			I laughed. Did he hand them out like candy to all the girls? I wondered. “No, thank you.”

			Felix held the heavy, arched door of the Lion House open for me. “Bienvenida,” he said softly. It was built like a train station, with a metal roof shading a row of elevated cages. From the center of the roof hung massive potted plants with long, dangling vines. Wooden benches on a platform lined the wall opposite the cages, the better to view the animals at eye level. Small, high windows offered glimpses of the outside. From their perch, the lions’ observed the tops of visitor’s heads bobbing to and fro. Otherwise, the lions’ entire world was the concrete under their paws. The total effect was of an echoing arcade, except instead of the sound of shop keepers hawking their merchandise, the whole place vibrated with the grunts and purrs of the big cats. 

			We had the place to ourselves. Only the sound of the cats’ heavy breathing could be heard. It was like stepping into a church, albeit one that smelled like a butcher’s shop. We walked to the center cage, passing lions sleeping on their sides or stomachs. Stopping, Felix rested his hand on my back. 

			At his touch, I nearly asked, “How is Anabél?” The question percolated in my mouth like a potion, one that would counteract the spell Felix was casting on me. But I bit my tongue. I would live an unbound life. Felix whistled, and a lion emerged from the gloom of her enclosure. She was white, though a yellow glow touched the tips of her fur. Very obviously pregnant, the poor thing looked like she might burst.

			“Ah, divina,” Felix breathed, and the cat pressed its enormous head against the bars of the cage. “This is the lion that came with us from Cuba. She was called Mambisa before, named after warrior women, but the fight was stripped from her when we traversed the Atlantic. Now she’s Victoria. Promoted to queen.” 

			“Hello, Mambisa,” I said, whispering her true name. The lion, who had closed her eyes against the cage, opened one lazily and stared at me for a moment. Between the cage and where we stood was a brass handrail that kept us at arms’ length from the bars. Felix stretched out and could just touch the cat’s cheek with the tip of his index finger. The cat purred contentedly.

			“Victoria and I crossed the Atlantic together, on a ship that left Havana harbor. I sat with her in the storage room where they’d kept her. There were no windows down there, but I knew that outside Cuba was slipping into oblivion like a dream. I kept Victoria company out of guilt. ‘What have I done?’ she seemed to beg of me from inside her crate. The cabin that had been assigned to me was one floor overhead, but I said goodbye to my Cuba in the belly of the ship, with Victoria beside me, both of us banished. She had cubs, but we had to leave them behind. The little creatures were old enough to be on their own, and they were tawny gold, not white like their mother, not prized. But I have a feeling her new cubs will be like her.” 

			I wondered if you and Anabél had traveled with him, or if, like my mother and I had done, you came together later. “And you? Why were you banished from Cuba?” I asked, daringly. I would come to know part of the story later, but in that moment, Felix only laughed it off.

			“Did I say ‘banished?’ I was being dramatic, that’s all.”

			“Dramatic? You should take classes at Central. Or maybe teach them,” I joked, wanting to lean into him. But I kept a fraction of distance away. I felt Felix’s fingers tapping softly on my back. He was always doing that, your father, keeping the beat of some unknown music with his body. 

			“This is where I love to come on my days off,” he said. “I pretend to be one of the visitors to the zoo, trying to see what they see. But I can’t. For most of them, a trip to the zoo is just a way to make an ordinary day a little less so. For me, this is a sacred place. A church, albeit a small one. The real cathedrals are in the wild. But God is here, nevertheless.”

			Talk of God seemed to startle us both, because Felix’s hand dropped and I stepped to the side a little, pretending to crane my neck at another lion, one cage away. But it was too late. The air was charged. The Lion House felt warmer by the minute, as if we’d transported ourselves to a savanna a million miles away. Mambisa rose and stretched. She yawned and an echoing rumble came from her throat. Felix stretched out to poke one of her paws. The cat jerked it away, then disappeared back into the shadows. It felt like I’d lost an important witness to the moment and was no longer sure I wasn’t imagining everything.

			Suddenly, the door to the Lion House opened and a troop of Girl Guides sauntered in, their little berets askew on their heads. 

			“Se parecen al Ché,” Felix commented.

			“Tiny communists, the lot of them,” I whispered back, and he chuckled, drawing close again.

			The girls ran from cage to cage, calling out, “Here, puss,” or, “Look at how dreadful his claws!” and, “Would you like a biscuit, kitty?”

			I looked at Felix and raised my eyebrows. He mirrored my expression, then slowly, like a small bird, he perched a finger at the top of my ear, then outlined it all the way to the pearl earring I wore, which he rubbed, as if for luck. I closed my eyes at the sensation. No one had ever touched me that way. 

			The girls zipped past us, leaving the Lion House as quickly as they’d come. There had been an older woman with them—a grandmother sort wearing a checkered wool skirt. She looked as bedraggled as the braids the girls all wore, as if trying to keep up with their bounciness had undone her in every way. 

			Alone again, there was no need to whisper. “I have the keys to the keeper’s cottage on the Outer Circle,” Felix said. 

			This had been seduction, his and mine, from the start. I knew this. And I also knew the why of it. I had been bored, young, feeling underutilized by the world in every sense of it. But what did Felix want? What came after seduction? True feeling? Love? Betrayal? Among the lions, he only had eyes for Mambisa, and I wanted that kind of attention for myself. Not just from him, but from everyone. From an audience, mostly. But Felix would do. But you and your mother, you had him for a little while, didn’t you? How many ways could a man divide himself before he was fractioned out of existence?

			I put my hand over his heart. It beat slow and steady. Mine felt like a hammer pounding nails, trying to keep me together. I let him lead me to the cottage at the edge of the zoo. The place was dark and there was no bed, only a dusty couch. Around us, piled up cardboard boxes teetered, forming the landscape of a derelict city. False, false, everything was off. The leaded windows were filthy with deserted cobwebs. The light could not reach us there. He foraged for his true self in me. He searched and searched. I lied still and stared up at the ceiling beams. And when it was quiet, when we returned to the kingdom of humans, leaving behind those wet animal noises, that mindless animal chase, we found that we were still the same. Felix, arranging his pants and shirt (he always was so carefully dressed), wept as he buckled his belt. He put on his shoes, shaking them out first. A sunflower seed fell out of one of them.

			“I’m sorry,” I kept saying, though I had nothing to apologize for, at least not to him. There was a blaze between my legs, as I expected there would be. It wasn’t like I’d ever tell him he was my first, though maybe he’d guessed. A part of me was relieved to have it over with. I’d never been precious about virginity, and still, I am not. Even after everything that happened. But in that moment, I went on saying it, “I’m sorry, so sorry.” Felix looked at me and I covered my face with my hands. “Oh God, Anabél, I’m sorry,” I cried as if she could hear me and then began to sob. What had I done? A terrible scene impressed itself on my brain—of Anabél walking into the dusty cottage and seeing us in our shame. In my mind, she fell to her knees, her hands flat on the filthy tiles. Lower she went, almost kissing the floor, and the smaller she made herself, the tinier I became until I felt like I’d dissolved into nothing.

			“Anabél,” I said weakly, gulping for air. I’d never done anyone wrong, and here I’d done the worst thing to a kind person. To a friend.

			Felix had been silent, then finally, he spoke. “If she knew, a part of her would feel relief that I am the man she thought I was.”

			“Relief?” I repeated, confused. “I don’t understand.” I felt like an idiot. Like a baby, wiping my tears away with my sleeve.

			“The other night, when I saw Gus. You remember Gus,” he tried to explain. “Gus and I,” he went on. “We’ve also—”

			

			He didn’t have to complete the thought. Gus the train conductor, the way he’d bounded like a puppy after Felix that day at the zoo, how Gus had mentioned working at Marylebone station. How, on the day I’d first met him, Felix had lied to Anabél about a meeting, how I’d caught him going toward Marylebone, and how quickly he’d flirted and invited me to the party. For cover. Gus at the theater, and Felix, flustered, angry, jealous I now knew, leaning over to kiss me, perhaps hoping Gus would see, would become jealous, too, then walking out.

			Yes, I understood now. I was useful to Felix, and I had believed Felix would be useful to me. He gripped my hand tightly. Every question felt risky. Every answer, unlikely. “And you?” I asked. “Would you feel relief, too?”

			The tiniest yes. He closed his eyes hard, then cleared his throat. It wouldn’t do to cry anymore, for either one of us.

			Then we are the same, I thought. I sat up, got dressed, and said no more. I think Felix saw in me some kind of fortitude, though none of it seemed solid to me. The cottage felt like the set of a play, the windows were surely made of clingfilm, the boxes were all empty, a person somewhere was operating the lights, the curtains, the sounds. Soon, somebody would yell “End scene!” Nervous, Felix monologued mindlessly about some fellow called the Mowghli of Regent’s Park. “Un hombre lobo,” he said, who came to see the wolves on display each day, and was allowed, on occasion, to walk them about the London Zoo on a leash.

			“Would you like to see the wolves?” he asked flatly, and I think he knew my answer would be no.

			“I’d like to go home now. Rehearsals and all that.”

			I suppose Mamá had been right. I’d needed to live, to do things that weren’t just pretend on stage. It would be a penumbral life, otherwise. But sleeping with Felix did nothing for my craft, and it did nothing to change who Felix was, or who he loved. It didn’t prove anything to Anabél. I know now that there’s no changing any of it. But those were different times. If only we knew then how much kinder certain pockets of the world could be, Felix might have been more of himself. If only . . . well, you wouldn’t be here, would you? And my life would be unrecognizable to me. It’s so complicated and doesn’t bear thinking.

			We left the grimy cottage and Felix walked me home, both of us silent and stunned, I think. I borrowed his scarf for the walk, and when we reached my flat, I returned it. “I’m glad to have met your Mambisa,” I said. I’d been thinking of what to say the whole walk.

			“She’s not mine. She’s London’s.” There was a sad smile in his eyes.

			I shook my head. “I don’t believe it for a minute.”

			“Bueno, if you say so.”

			“I—”

			“I—”

			“—should go. Take care of Anabél. I won’t bother either one of you again. It just doesn’t feel right.”

			Felix blinked and arranged his scarf just so. I slipped indoors without another word. A few moments later, there was a hard knock on the door. Once, then twice. I didn’t check to see if it was your father. It might have been, though sometimes Camden drunks mistook the flat for some other place.
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			On opening night, I scanned the theater for Felix. My eyes raked over the gods and stalls but couldn’t find him. I don’t remember much else about the evening. It’s fuzzy in my memory now, and besides, I was plagued with a bad stomach the whole run. In fact, my understudy, Keirsten, had to take over halfway through the first week. But what I do remember is how I felt after a nasty little review appeared in a newspaper put out by the students at St. Brendan’s Battersea. Their year thirteen students had come out to watch a weekend matinee. I spotted them in the front row, smart in their uniforms, holding exercise books in their laps and acid-tipped biros in their hands. 

			The following week, somebody passed the review around at Central, and like a virus, it moved quickly from person to person until it found the weakest host, the one easiest to kill. By the time it came to me, the newsprint was warm and flimsy and torn at the edges as if a mouse had nibbled it. The writer had called the play “insipid,” and my performance “pitiable.” But there was no actual pity in the review. The author went on and on brutally, with the fearlessness of a child unable to imagine her own vulnerability. Have you ever come to the realization that a dream you’ve long held is only a fancy? It is the most crushing sensation. Once the notion peeks its head over the horizon, once you’ve accepted it as true, it comes at you like a train, careening off the walls, assailing your limbs, your very breath. It’s a real thing, unwilling to live in the possibility of dreams any longer, revealing its crushing, truthful weight. Establishing itself. The review was cruel, but it was not wrong. I wasn’t going to be a good actor like my father or a brilliant one like my mother had been. I knew the terminology and the tricks of some of it, but it was all very hard and ponderous for me, not natural, and worst of all, it showed.

			Afterwards, you don’t go looking for the dream again. You forget it ever existed. 

			 

			When I told my mother I was pregnant, she claimed to already know it. “I met my granddaughter’s soul in the garden last night, nestled in the cup of a tulipán.” She meant to be a comfort to me, but what I heard was “Ya te puedes casar.” Other girls in my situation back then would have been sent away. Mamá reassured me instead. “It will be for you as it was for me.” She was excited about becoming an abuela. “Tell me about the boy. Does he have a job? Does he want to marry you? Is he English? What are his people like?”

			“I thought you knew everything already,” I said between tears. The news was still fresh for me, my visit to the doctor having been that morning. My mother refilled my cup with hot tea. Thankfully, the summer term was over, and I could step away from Central with minimal fuss. Nobody needed to know why I was gone. I’d give the keys to the flat back to Priscilla and Linda, make up some story about helping my mother at home, though in truth, she’d be helping me. I could say goodbye to all of it—school, my career, my Camden flat. But I’d also be saying a permanent goodbye to Felix and Anabél, to their Primrose Hill square so haunted by Sylvia Plath. 

			“Have you told the boy?” Mamá asked.

			I laughed. A boy. Felix hadn’t been a boy in a very long time. “No. I don’t think I will.”

			At this, my mother’s composure faltered a little. “You must tell him. You carry part of him with you. He must choose for himself if this is something he wants.”

			The thought of telling him made me tremble. I remembered how he wept after we’d had sex, regretting instantly the way he’d tethered himself to me, betraying himself. And now, here I was, tying more knots, binding him to a life I know he did not desire.

			

			“Who cares what he chooses in the moment? He’d have to want us for the rest of his life, and he can’t do that.”

			“Of course, he—”

			“You don’t know anything, Mamá.” She didn’t. It would be better to keep the secret. Maybe Felix would learn to really love Anabél in the way she deserved. Besides, he already had you. And there was Anabél’s new baby on the way, too. 

			I kept my word for as long as I could. I moved into Bethnal Green with my mother and tolerated her mad whispers about the dead children whenever we took the train, and weeded the garden, and helped her cook. As I grew bigger, she would sing to my belly, and it was Mamá who decided my baby should be called Rita after Rita Montaner, that great zarzuela actress. I never mentioned Felix by name to my mother, and when Rita came, I put down my surname as her own. 

			I quit drama school, of course. Girls back then didn’t go to school whilst pregnant, or after their babies were born, either. Luckily, one doesn’t need a degree to get acting jobs, and I managed to nab a few gigs from time to time. But what I learned at Central came handy during interviews for other jobs, and I’ve been working at a high street bank branch for ages now. Rita can tell you all about how I taught her to open the big safe, or the time we were robbed during a blizzard, and got stuck in with the robber for hours and hours. I made him tea and everything. It’s not always exciting, but the money was good enough to have sent Rita to St. Elizabeth’s for school, and we didn’t need Felix for anything.

			It was early days with Rita when I saw Anabél again. Rita was just about a year old, her day nursery took the children to the London Zoo, and I agreed to lend a hand. I did my due diligence, checking the directory and seeing that a new family lived in your old flat. I rang up the zoo and asked for Felix and was told that no such individual was employed at the Zoological Society of London, thank you very much. Did I detect a note of anger in the response? I did, and part of me mourned the possibility that Felix had been fired and separated from the animals he loved. Perhaps he’d been deported. Perhaps all my worry was for nothing.

			We pushed the children in their long strollers that held six babies at once, two by two like Noah’s ark, to see the penguins in their exhibit. The pool, designed by a Soviet, was a swooping, elliptical structure, blindingly white, and covered in slimy penguin shit. The babies adored watching the creatures sliding on their bellies down the winding ramps, honking at one another, and flopping like discarded toys on the slippery, painted concrete. The structure was so bright that one’s eyes stung to look for too long. So it was that I thought, at first, that I’d only imagined Anabél in the distance, watching me.

			She was leaning against a railing whilst you, about four years old now, raced up and down the path, still in the habit of chasing your shadow. I was carrying Rita at the time and her eyes fell upon us. I could not have heard it over the racket, but I swear I did—a small gasp. She turned, took hold of your hand, and headed my way.

			The nursery workers with their charges moved on, but I stayed behind to meet your mother. There would be no lying to her. Rita was the image of your father from the beginning. Not now, you know. Felix is so changed; I could barely look at him the last time I saw him. Have you been yet, by the way? To see him? I spoke to him on the phone the other day and told him that you and I were going to talk. He told me he was glad about it, and sad at the same time. Understandable. So much lost time and all. Then a nurse interrupted our call. They always do. 

			Well, your mother spotted me that day at the zoo. She held your hand and came to meet me, face to face, with a courage I could only pretend to have when armed with a script. “Claudia, mira lo que es el mundo,” she said, echoing our first meeting.

			“Yes, what a world. This is my daughter, Rita.” Anabél did not reach out to touch her chubby knee. She did not coo at her. Only her eyes grew shiny, and I remembered that she had been pregnant when I saw her last. Another one lost, I thought. 

			

			“You weren’t the first, but you must have guessed that.” Anabél spoke very slowly and was very still. I bounced Rita on my hip, vibrating all over. It took all my strength to hear what she had to say. I’d been avoiding thoughts of Felix and Anabél for over a year. I was out of practice. 

			What did Anabél know? I thought of the train conductor, I thought of Plath. How many others had Felix met at the zoo, or on the bench outside his flat? How many of us had there been? Shaking, I reached into the bag I carried on my shoulder. Inside were Rita’s diapers, a bottle, my coin purse, and a few toys. I drew out her favorite—the wax lion—which was now missing its tail and nose. I turned it over, the words Para Sylvia still visible underneath.

			I showed it to your mother. “Your old neighbor preceded me.” Then, Anabél laughed. She laughed as if I’d told the greatest joke. The penguins squawked at the sound of it.

			“That was my gift to la pobre Sylvia. She was my friend for a little time. Mine, not his. We had a lot in common, you see. Both of us were ill-treated by someone we loved. I’ve never had many friends. People are untrustworthy.” She pocketed the lion, and it felt like she’d torn my very arm off. “You’re a thief, on top of everything else,” she whispered, looking me straight in the eyes. 

			I wanted to cry. She couldn’t imagine how sorry I’d been, how awful everything turned out to be. I didn’t even love Felix. I’d never loved him. It was all practice, you see, for a different kind of life, and look how it turned out. I was repeating my mother’s mistakes all over again.

			“There was someone else!” I warned. Adding, “A man,” a frenzy building inside. I would exonerate myself on the back of Felix’s other sins. 

			“There have been many others!” Anabél shouted. A sparrow pecking at popcorn on the ground flew off at the sound. “Another mistake, one after another, and here I am, stuck in this city with a faithless husband. Felix was fired, you know. Caught. At least here he won’t go to prison.” She paused and tucked her hair behind her ears. A helicopter made a racket overhead. When the noise faded, she spoke again. “I will take seeing you here as a sign. As a revelation, in fact.” Her English had improved so much. It was accented in the right places. “Do you remember that snake Felix showed you? The one he showed off to everyone? Snakes eat their own tails when they are hungry, or when they are overwhelmed. Round and round they go. We two are like that. I met you at the zoo when I was fresh to this country, missing Cuba and heartbroken. And now, here you are again, round and round. Bueno, I’m done eating my tail. I’ve made plans to escape this place, this cage, and go where my people love me.”

			Anabél was breathing hard, and you were saying, “¡Mami, mírame!” spreading your arms and watching your shadow self as it flew. 

			No, you didn’t seem to notice your sister in my arms. It was your shadow you wanted, like Peter Pan. Someone should have stitched it to your heel. 

			Trembling all over, Anabél snatched your hand in hers. “Adios Claudia. Que te vaya bien.”

			“Wait,” I begged, and grabbed her wrist before she could go. “Does Felix know? About you leaving him? About me and the baby?”

			Anabél smiled. “Felix knows everything.” Then, she turned away, and I never saw your mother again. 

			 

			She was right. Felix did know about Rita. My old flatmates had told him where I’d gone, and he’d shown up one day while I was out and spoke with my mother, who sent him photographs of my daughter. From time to time, he put a few pounds in the post for us, and once, a wax lion that my mother instantly threw away, because she said that it carried a deathlike energy. 

			Finally, he just reappeared in our life. Rita was a toddling little thing, just learning to walk. He’d visit once a month or so, keeping the rhythm of it for years. He would bring records for Rita, who loved music, and the two of them would listen together as Tulia and I watched, like the audience of a strange play we didn’t fully understand. Sometimes, he would show Rita pictures of you. They were wallet-sized school photos. In one, you were about ten in a Catholic school uniform. You had a heavy fringe and were sucking on your bottom lip, and there was a little pink ribbon pinned to your lapel. Far from England and back in the subtropics, your face was brown, and your cheeks were freckled and rosy. I gasped at the sight of you, who had grown into a miniature version of Felix. 

			He dated other women, on and off. Felix even found religion for a time and dragged Rita to mass every Sunday for a year. He went to confession, and a priest told him to go see a psychiatrist for “a cure.” I don’t think he ever went, but he fought his feelings as if it were an addiction and not who he was. Was it because he was Cuban, that macho thing you hear about sometimes? Who knows? Your father resisted deep conversations with me. I wasn’t his lover, or his confidante. Moreover, he resented me a little, blamed Anabél’s departure on me. When he complained that Anabél would not allow him to speak to you, he accused me. “She tolerated the others, but not you, Claudia. It’s because you betrayed her. You were her friend,” he said one day when he was over for lunch. I dumped tea into his lap and made him leave the flat. But he came back later in the week, with more records for our daughter. It went on like that for ages, then it stopped; he was gone. 

			We only reconnected recently. I got a call from the hospital about him. He’d put me on his emergency contact list. In all those years, whenever I thought of Felix, I felt guilty somehow, as if I no longer had any right to dwell on thoughts of him. Isn’t it funny the way guilt lingers? After everything, I’m the one who feels badly. Now he is sick. It feels like half the world is dying and no one cares. Politicians say people like your father deserve what they get, but that’s simply not true. Nobody deserves something like that.

			You should know that Felix tried to reach you. Three times he flew all the way to Miami, but the people that loved you and your mother did not want him around. Why would they? They kept you safe from heartbreak, didn’t they? Rita wasn’t as lucky, having him here and gone, here and gone, like stormy weather. Is that hard to hear? Well, it’s the truth. Her father was a man torn in two, and Rita suffered the inconsistency of him. For you, Felix, may well have been imaginary. 

			Might I suggest something to you? Perhaps his absence was a gift. I feel that way about my father, anyway. Daniel Thorpe’s greatest fatherly contribution was his disappearance from my life. Forgive me if it doesn’t apply to you. 

			Have pity. All his life your father sought love. Isn’t that enough to forgive a man?
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			Coño, m’ija, after so much time, you ask about your father, that cabrón? Don’t you call me “Papi?” Bueno, it’s better to hear about him from me than from any of his people. Friends, I mean. He didn’t have people of his own. Don’t bother your mother about him, me oyes? I know how it is with her. My sister has always been this way. She doesn’t let her mind linger over painful things. I feel them all in her place. It’s like she wakes up each morning and bathes in Vaselina, so that everything slips off her. No la molestes. Tu mamá es delicada.

			What can I tell you about this stranger? He visited you three times in total. Three shitty visits. ¿A eso tu le llamas ‘padre’? Okay, okay. I will tell you.

			His first visit was on a Noche Buena. Felix caught me by surprise in the backyard while I was shoving a hose into the mouth of a dead pig like a guajiro from the countryside. And he had the balls to turn up his lip, as if it disgusted him, like he hadn’t had lechón for Christmas his whole childhood, back when Cubans knew how to eat, like he didn’t hose down shit for a living up in that zoo. There’s no difference between pig shit and lion shit, I’ll tell you that right now.

			There I am in a camiseta, sweating buckets, and Felix shows up como un chulo, asking for you and for you mother. 

			“I’d like to see them,” he said, stepping around the puddles of blood on the patio. “It’s my right to see her.” He’d phone constantly, and I always told him your mother was away. Or I’d hang up the moment the operator started talking with an English accent. You were about four. It was your first Christmas in Miami, I remember now. I was ready to tell him to his face—Merry Christmas y vete pal carajo—but your mother came out of the house just then. She didn’t speak to Felix. Instead, she went inside and brought you out, holding your hand. You looked at Felix like maybe you recognized him a little but weren’t sure. Anabél kissed your cheek, whispered in your ear, and handed you over. The whole family watched as he took you. Do you remember it? He had to hold you by the waist because you kicked and screamed all the way to his rented car. Anabél couldn’t watch. She ran to the room she shared with you and locked herself in. 

			That night, Anabél had to explain to all the cousins and tías and tíos who came over for Noche Buena that she was sure you were having a wonderful time catching up with your father. When they asked about his job, she lied and told them he was the big jefe at the London Zoo, even though he’d been fired. Even then she protected him from their opinions, from their judgment. But I knew the truth. And the moment I brought you and your mother into my house, I swore you would know it, too. Don’t I always tell you the truth, mi niña? 

			When he returned, it was late, and the dinner party was over. Outside, your cousins were setting off fireworks. You were asleep in his arms, clutching a vinyl doll. It was a big-headed, blond baby boy wearing smocked overalls. “From Madrid,” your father said. He pressed the small, plastic wrist and the doll sang out, “Pon, pon, pon el dedito en el pilón.” Felix was so proud. Went on and on about the price of the doll, how they don’t make dolls like that in the US. Showing off, showing off, showing off. We sat in the living room—me, your Tía María, Anabél, and you, asleep. We had a golden velvet couch back then. It was the style. Your father ran his hands over it. “Remember our sofa in Havana, Anabél? The one with the animals on it?”

			Your mother nodded. “I remember it,” she said. “I remember everything.”

			Felix held you the whole time. By then, you’d gotten used to him, I guess. We were all quiet, mostly. The smell of roast pork was thick in the air. The fireworks outside went pop pop pop. You could hear salsa playing next door, Rubén Blades, Hector Lavoe, that sort of thing. And there we sat, in silence. It was your Tía María who tried to keep a conversation going.

			“So, Felix. Do you think you might want to immigrate here? Any day now Castro se cae, and anyway, here we’re so close to home. Si Dios quiere, we’ll be able to come and go on the ferries like people did before.” I could have kicked her. It was better if Felix were an ocean away. Better for everyone. Later, I’d learn that my wife would send him photographs of you in the mail, tucked into letters where she told him all about your life—your grades in school, your bouts of bronchitis. She said it was important that he know his daughter. She was a spy in our midst, but she meant well. Bueno, it seems to me he didn’t have a right to any part of you.

			Nobody offered him food, even though the kitchen was full of leftovers. Not a single croqueta, though there was a whole tray of them on the dining table. He took the hint at last. Before he left, he kissed the top of your head and then Anabél’s cheek. Y ya. One day. A few hours. That’s all he could sacrifice for you. It ruined Anabél’s Christmas. She slept in late the next morning and didn’t even get up to watch you open all the gifts that Santi Clo had left. And wouldn’t you know? That Spanish doll was your favorite toy. You made it sing day and night until, fed up, I donated it to the Goodwill. We’re telling the truth here, no? I picked up a Barbie Dream House for you. Now that was a gift! Do you remember it? You do. Everything I did for you. Coño. Calm down? Bueno. Give me a minute and I will.
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			Your mother called me long-distance from England one day and said, “Mi hermano, come get me and the baby. If you don’t come, I won’t have the strength to leave.” I didn’t need to be asked again. My sister was so smart, getting all the paperwork done quietly. She’d sold our mother’s jewelry for the fees, the pieces she’d managed to smuggle out of Cuba, so that your father wouldn’t suspect anything. When I arrived at her apartment, I was freezing, jetlagged, and dead on my feet. Felix was at his new job, since the zoo had fired him by then. Anabél had emptied a trunk to fill with her things. 

			“Where are your clothes?” I asked. Her eyes went to the staircase so up I went, opened the armoire, and grabbed all her clothes in one embrace. Así. Then she pointed to your little dresser, and I did the same thing. Así. In an hour she was moved out. We left the country the next day.

			You know, I wish we’d stayed a little bit. I’d like to have seen the palace where the queen lives, and the clock, El Big Ben. Anabél sometimes talked about the famous poet that lived next door. A country like that, with a queen and everything and poets everywhere, seems like a fantasy. Pero bueno, even the most wonderful city can be a prison. That’s how it is with Cuba. It’s the most beautiful place in the world, but I’ve never been back. I didn’t lose anything in Cuba that I need to look for. Nada, monada.

			Anabél cried the whole flight across the Atlantic, but you slept and slept. One of the stewardesses tried to give your mother a pill. The woman pulled it out of her pocket, blew lint off it, leaned over, and whispered, “Mira mami, sometimes you have to sleep through a broken heart.” The stewardesses were all Cuban girls from Miami. They understood what it means to leave a place and how it is that you arrive whole but are actually in pieces. Your mother said no. She’s always been like that. A beer has never crossed her lips. 

			When we were little back in Matanzas, everybody called her La Monjita, and she really was like a little nun, regañandome whenever I misbehaved. But she wasn’t a tattletale. No way. Anabél would pull me aside privately and tell me, “Virgilio, you are the man of the house.” She would say this even when I was just a kid. Our father was already with his other family, the one in the Dominican Republic, by the time I was six. I still don’t know which kids came first—us, or our siblings over there. Strangers, all of them. I’ll tell you about that other descarado another day. We both had hijos de puta for fathers, but at least mine left us property. Now, not even that. The Cuban government stole the rancho my mother tended alone for so many years. Anyway, Anabél was right. Mamá needed me to be responsible. Anabél would say, “You need to hold yourself to a higher standard, mi hermano.” It didn’t matter if all I’d done was forget to pick up the marbles I’d been playing with, or if a teacher made me stand in the corner for mouthing off. It was Anabél who would take care of things, pointing the way towards decency.

			So how come she chose your father when she could have had anybody? 
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			Anabél looked like Marilyn Monroe when she was younger. But after your father, some of that beauty faded. Maybe I shouldn’t say that. She is still beautiful, but different. She quit dying her hair when she was still young, so that the brown came back and then the silver, in streaks like comets. And she stopped wearing makeup, so everyone could see the freckles on her nose and the spots on her cheeks from too many Cuban summers. But she has always been beautiful, and men flock around her anyway. Do you remember them? Those boyfriends?

			There was the one from Colombia who owned a used car dealership. He was desperate to buy you a parrot. He promised you un lorito that would learn to say your name every time he visited. But your mother knew he was trying to buy you, like he was trying to buy her. He had a ‘74 Corvette delivered to the house. Cherry red. Impressed, I told Anabél, “Marry him,” but she refused. Two days later, he took back the car. It wasn’t even his to give away. He’d borrowed it from a pal who owned a different dealership. All show, that one.

			There was the rich americano with the house on Fisher Island. He had two daughters, who never wanted to play with you. When he found out you were allergic to cats, he bought his girls three kittens just so that you wouldn’t come over anymore. Anabél told me I was crazy for thinking that. She said the third kitten was for you. But who else brings cats into the house knowing someone else has an allergy? Then your mother overheard him on the phone one day, talking about how his girlfriend would be perfect if only he could get her away from her Cuban family. You see? I was right. In this world, you’ve got to notice things. Pay attention. I didn’t rub it in Anabél’s face, but she still didn’t speak to me for a week. She’s proud like that.

			Do you remember Rico? He was “studying” for his master’s in business. Lived with his mother and was at our house constantly. Anabél entertained him for a bit. She thought he was different, a scholar, pero no. He was a child in a man’s suit. When she wasn’t around, Rico would tease you, do you remember? This short guy, five foot three, max, picking on a little kid like you were his competition. Te acuerdas the last day he came over? How he said you looked like a jeep with the doors open because you hadn’t grown into your ears yet, and you cut your eyes at me for permission. I nodded, and quick like lightning, you asked him, “If you’re so smart, how come you forgot to grow, Rico?” I got up and howled. Rico shuffled his little feet out of the house and never came back, and as a reward, I bought you that bike you wanted, the orange one with the daisies and the little basket in the front. You remember? Yeah, you do. 
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			The second time Felix came to visit, you were eight or so. It was June, your tenth birthday. It was hot enough to split the sidewalk, but your father planned a visit to the Crandon Zoo on Key Biscayne for you and your cousins anyway. This was several years after Hurricane Betsy, which drowned half the animals at Crandon Park. Back in those days, they kept the animals in cages. Nowadays they construct these miniature jungles for them and surround them with water and electric fences. As if they don’t know the difference between home and jail. I hate to see them like that. I brought a camera with me that day, a Canon. A nice one. I’ve got the photos here somewhere. A ver, a ver. Aquí están.

			So, Felix showed up to my house with tickets to the zoo, and he was wearing short shorts and a striped shirt. Shorts. Let me tell you something about that. A man shouldn’t wear shorts. I’ve never worn shorts in all my life, only swim trunks at the beach. It says something when a man wears shorts. Don’t ask me what it says. I didn’t raise a comemierda—figure it out. We all loaded up in my van and headed south, across the causeway. It was a pretty zoo, on the ocean and everything. That’s why the animals drowned when the hurricane came, of course. The tidal waves swept over everything for a mile. But they made it nice looking again after. On the ride out, your father sat in the passenger seat, and you and your cousins were in the back. Anabél stayed home. I think that made Felix nervous, knowing he’d be alone with me. I don’t know why. There’s nothing I could do to him that would hurt more than what he did to my sister. But for the first time ever, he was quiet. No stories, no questions. Just silence as we drove up the big bridge on the causeway and back down the other side. 

			At the entrance there was a grassy area with a couple of tortoises. A low, coral wall encircled them, and kids were allowed to jump the wall to climb on top of the tortoises for a ride. You and your cousins went straight to them, clambering on those animals that looked like boulders coming to life. Felix purchased a little bowl of fruit from a stand and fed the tortoises strawberries, lettuce, and carrots. See this photo? Look how tiny you are on top of that thing. You were all teeth and ears back then. And there’s Felix in the background, holding strawberries in his hands, watching you. What was he thinking? I couldn’t guess. Maybe about how much of a mess he’d made of things. That’s what I’d be thinking. In the distance, see there? That little train would go all around the zoo and you kids loved it more than any animals. They sold these plastic keys, too, that you’d stick into a box in front of every cage, then a voice would emerge from a speaker and tell you about the animal. “The aardvark eats ants and termites,” that kind of thing. 

			Here’s a picture of you, Marisol, and Javier in front of the tigers. These animals like to swim, pero mira, all they had was a little bowl of water. Here is Felix halfway up a coconut tree, trying to fetch a coconut for you because you asked for it. He couldn’t pull it off in the end, but you didn’t cry or anything because I didn’t raise you to be a brat. Look how small these lion cages were. The room you shared with Marisol was bigger. I remember that we sat in front of the lion cages for a long time. Felix spoke to the cats, and they seemed to listen, lifting their big heads from the concrete to stare at him. “This isn’t right,” Felix said to me, pointing at the cages. Even with the ocean breeze, the place tenía peste. Just an overwhelming smell of piss. I made the mistake of telling you kids about the hurricane and the drowned animals. Then Marisol started to cry, pointing at the lions, begging me to let them out.

			“They’d eat us, boba,” I told her. Then you started to cry about lunch, and Javier complained about mosquitos, so I promised to take you all on the carousel.

			“Go on,” Felix said. “I’m going to walk around some more.” 

			I almost reminded him that he was here to see you, not some animals. But I told myself it was better that way. Better for you, I mean. So, I took you and your cousins to ride the carousel, get cotton candy, and dip your toes in the surf a while. 

			We were gone for two hours, and while we were away, Felix got into a fight. Yes, a fight. We went looking for him, and there he was, sitting at a table in front of a cage full of gibbons, holding his bloody nose in a handkerchief. 

			“¿Que paso?” I asked, raising my voice to be heard above the chattering monkeys, but Felix only shook his head.

			“Nada, Virgilio. I fell.” 

			It was bullshit. I scanned his legs, his arms. There were no scrapes or bruises. His eye was starting to discolor a little. I could feel my temper bubbling up in my stomach, imagining the worst. It was 1973 and things here in Miami were already crazy. The city was getting big, and big cities get dangerous. That’s how it always is. They still had signs in places that said, “No Cubans Allowed,” me entiendes? That’s why me partí el lomo sending you kids to that little private school in Hialeah where you learned to sing La Bayamesa y todo. Protecting you has always been my number one job, okay? Even now, okay? Bueno, seeing him there, those pale legs sticking out of his shorts, his face all bloody, I thought he’d spoken Spanish to the wrong person. Or maybe he’d complained about the cages and got too pushy, then fuacatá, socked in the eye. Violence everywhere. But Felix didn’t fall, I can tell you that. 

			Suddenly, a man in a zoo uniform walked up, holding a bag of ice. “Felix,” he said, gently, like a friend. Felix wouldn’t look at him. The man picked up Felix’s hand and put the bag of ice in it. “I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry,” he said in Spanish. El tipo was Cuban, like us. He wore a little nametag that read René. “Yo—” He stopped himself from talking when he noticed me and you kids. He must have decided to leave it at that because el tipo didn’t say anything else. I remember that his eyes fell on you, and he jumped like he’d seen a ghost. Then, he left in a hurry, walking fast a few paces, then jogging away. Felix didn’t raise his eyes to watch him leave. The kids started asking what happened, and Javier, who was about twelve and full of guapería, wouldn’t let it go.

			“Who was that guy? Did he hit you, Tío Felix? Did he? ‘Cause I got a good left hook, Tío.”

			Felix shook the bag of ice, then pressed it against his face. “No Javier. I fell. That’s all.”

			Javier didn’t believe him. Maybe Felix expected to see this man there. That’s probably why he wanted to go to the Crandon Zoo in the first place. Before we left, Felix bought all you kids tickets to ride the train. Two rides in a row he paid for, all the while icing his face. Later, he’d buy ice cream and sodas. I think he must have noticed that the toys he sent you—the Spanish dolls and the wooden puzzles—weren’t at the house. It’s not like you needed anything from him, and besides, the room you and Anabél shared was too small for so much basura. When he came to visit that time, he bought you experiences—the kind of thing you can’t donate to St. Vincent de Paul. Round and round you all went on that train. Here’s a picture. Here’s another.
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			The third time Felix came to visit, you were thirteen. Your Tía Maria had given birth to Chuchi the year before, and she was already walking all over the place. Chuchi was the family surprise, so we spoiled her. Anabél was at work when he arrived, so it was just me, you, and Chuchi there to greet Felix. Marisol and Javier were in school, but we kept you home so you could see your father. 

			He sat on one of the couches in la sala while you sat on the other. I took the armchair. Chuchi wandered around the coffee table, holding onto the glass top for balance. Your tía had put all these porcelain figurines on the table, but Chuchi knew not to touch them. We would tell her, “Manos, Chuchi,” and she would tuck her little arms behind her back and grin. There we sat, watching the baby, and for a long time, nobody said anything. 

			Felix tried, though. “When did you get braces?” he asked you.

			“Last year.”

			“Do they hurt?”

			“No.”

			“How’s school?”

			“Fine.”

			“Manos, Chuchi,” I would say from time to time.

			It was like that for an hour. I thought I was going to lose my mind. The man didn’t know how to talk to a kid like you. I raised four of them, including you. Trust me, I know. The first thing is that you never ask kids that age any questions. Answering is beneath them, an insult to their intelligence. Instead, you tell them stories, let them in on secrets or gossip. Kids are little chismosos. It’s the stories that get them, that teach them what they need to know about the world. Half the time, the shit I told you kids was made up. That story about the man at the factory who came to work high and chopped off his hand? Not true. But none of you kids ever touched marijuana, am I right? The story about the little girl in Cuba who got electrocuted while showering during a thunderstorm? Mentira. My neighbor who touched a dying rat and got rabies? Didn’t happen. I never knew anybody who drowned at the beach, but I told you about Fulanito de Tal, who got sucked out to sea off Varadero Beach, and how his mother had to be dragged away by the police because she wanted to die, too. You never forgot him, did you? If I’d said, “Oye, the sand bank is dangerous,” would you have listened? No. I told you about these imaginary dead kids to keep you all safe. And I made the stories juicy because the more detailed a lie, the more believable it is. 

			I promise everything I’m telling you about Felix is true, though.

			I tried to keep the conversation going that day, served him an opening he could run with. A soft lob across the plate. Mango bajito, know what I mean? I asked, “Felix, tell me about those lions you used to take care of.” You sat up straighter, listening.

			Felix clasped his hands around one knee. “I’m not at the zoo anymore.” Then silence. I couldn’t understand it. The Felix I once knew could tell stories for hours. But this man was different. He was quiet. Unsure. And I wondered if it was Anabél who had given him confidence all along. 

			“Where do you work now?” I pushed on. Chuchi went past all of us, slapping everyone’s legs as she wobbled by, as if she were trying to wake us up. “Manos, Chuchi.”

			Felix uncrossed his legs. Crossed them again. “I manage a record store.”

			“I like records,” you said. “The Bee Gees are my favorite.” Your voice was so small, like you were afraid to talk to him. In so many ways, he was a stranger to you, one you were obligated to sit with, to make comfortable. It wasn’t fair.

			“The Bee Gees,” he repeated, nodded, then stared uncomfortably at his shoes. It was clear you took it as a criticism because I watched as you crossed your arms and leaned back on the couch. That’s another thing about kids that age. You never make fun of the things they love. It will earn you nothing but resentment. You can’t show too much interest, either. Here’s what I would’ve said: “When I was your age, I loved Olga Guillot, but my mother told me she was too old for me.” Then I would have laughed, and you would have rolled your eyes, and with that you would have understood that your adoration of the Bee Gees was real to me. That I respected you. I should have been a teacher, let me tell you. I could have changed lives.

			Anyway, I must have been distracted because Chuchi crawled up onto the glass table, knocking over figurines. We all heard it at once—the glass cracking. Felix was fast, yanking Chuchi into the air before the tabletop split in half, shattering all the figurines. Let me tell you something, no matter what Felix did in this life, I will always be grateful to him because he saved my daughter. Those shards of glass stuck up out of the carpet like stalagmites. And there was Chuchi, sana y entera, in your father’s arms. 

			“¡No se muevan!” I yelled, which is what everyone says when there’s broken glass anywhere. I picked up all the pieces—the beheaded baby figurines, the birthday girls with their tiny golden numbers at their feet, and the Lladró elephant that lost both its tusks. All the while, Chuchi sat on Felix’s lap and played with his beard. You were quiet as I worked. 

			Chuchi was getting sleepy, and Felix bounced her a little until she nodded off. You were watching the whole time. He hadn’t yet touched you. Not a hug, or a kiss on the cheek when he arrived. Maybe he remembered how you cried that first time he came to visit. I had a flashlight out and was shining the light over the carpet, looking for a flash of glass I may have missed. “Oye,” I said to you as I scanned the rug, “why don’t you go make cafecito for us?”

			

			“Okay, Tío.” You went into the kitchen. Your tía taught you how to make Cuban coffee, how to whip the sugar and coffee into a froth, and that’s what you did. Of everyone in the family, you made the best cafecito. It’s a punishment, really, to be the best. Every party, every gathering, every evening, the job went to you. But you did it with a happy heart, or so I always imagined. Am I right? Good. I always thought so.

			You returned with the tiny cups on their tiny saucers, laid out on a tray that had the map of Cuba on it. The tray was plastic, and yellowing. It was old. You could tell because the map had all the old province names on it, before Castro came along and renamed them.

			Felix took a little cup for himself. “Ya te puedes casar,” he joked.

			“I’m thirteen,” you said.

			“It’s only a saying. It means you did a good job,” Felix said.

			You brought the tray over and I downed my coffee in one gulp, then went back to work. 

			Chuchi started to snore softly. Felix touched her curls. I ran the vacuum back and forth, then wrapped the cord around my hand and put the machine away. 

			“She’s a beautiful child, Virgilio,” Felix said. It was true—Chuchi was the prettiest baby I’d ever seen. Even now, she’s gorgeous, your cousin. Everyone says so. She takes after Anabél, I think. You are beautiful, too. Sometimes, I wonder what those other babies would have looked like, the ones that didn’t make it. Anabél named them, and she wrote their names on a little paper that she keeps in that box of hers. She’s never told me their names. Felix had been at the house for two hours by then. Finally, he shifted toward you. “How would you like a little sister?” He reached into his pocket for his wallet and began to pull a picture out of it.

			Before he could show you, you were on your feet, like you knew that whatever he was about to show you had the potential to change everything. You couldn’t control the thing with your parents, but this you could. 

			

			“I don’t want one,” you said, cutting him off. You got to your feet and walked away, calling out “Goodbye, Felix” as you disappeared down the hall, walking calmly back to your bedroom. Later, you would get a sliver of glass stuck in your heel. Your tía pulled it out in the kitchen while you howled. But maybe it was something else you were crying about. 

			That was the last time Felix came to see you. “Goodbye, Felix,” you said, and he must have felt it like a punch, like a mortal wound. You were thirteen, and you called him Felix. Not Papi, or Dad. Felix. But he punished you, didn’t he? He never came back, and he never called. There was just the birthday card each year with the fifty dollars inside. Do you know how proud of you I was in that moment? You’re made of steel. Hierro puro. What happened to that tough kid? What happened to her?
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			Yes, I remember. Your fifteenth birthday came and went without a quinces party because you refused one. Poor Anabél, all she wanted was a few pictures of you in a white dress and gloves at the hipódromo, pero no. You wouldn’t hear it. Always dressed in black, crazy-haired, you used to draw all over your arms with black markers, played rock music a todo meter, read books of poetry all the time. Do you remember what you did to the walls in your room? Covering them with all those poems torn out of books. Your Tía Maria wanted to kill you.

			Yes, I remember that, too. How you racked up hundreds of dollars in long-distance telephone fees. When I first saw the bill, I thought it was Javier making prank calls. Or maybe Marisol, talking on party lines. It was dinner time, and I could feel my blood pressure rising as I yelled at the kids, the bill in my fist. 

			But it was you. 

			You admitted you’d gotten a London phone book and had called every record store in the city, asking for Felix A—. As you told the story, you started to cry. At first, I thought it was because you were scared that I was going to punish you. You’d called twenty places, twenty-five, thirty, forty in all. Each time, the person on the other end of the line told you there was no such man. “No such man, no such man, no such man,” you told us, banging your hand on the table, like it was a point you were trying to make in court. You were sobbing then, and Anabél was trying to grab you, to hug you, but you pushed her away. On the last call, you told us how a woman answered.

			“Who’s he to you, then?” she’d asked.

			“My father,” you told her.

			

			“Ah, I’m sorry, dear. So sorry.” 

			Then, you ran from the table, red-faced. I’m ashamed to say that none of us went after you. We pretended it was better not to talk about it, entiendes? You were embarrassed and discussing things would make things worse. But I’m not sorry about that. I’m sorry because I had Felix’s number. I had it all along and never gave it to you, even after that night. I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was something you needed. I thought you were being ungrateful is what I thought. I thought I was protecting you.

			The rest, I think you know.

			The year you turned eighteen, the birthday wishes and the fifty dollars that came with them stopped. Felix’s obligation was done. You mentioned it casually at breakfast.

			“No card this year,” you said, flipping through the mail.

			“Maybe it’s late,” your tía suggested, making excuses for Felix as always.

			It never came. You had been adding the birthday money to your used car fund. But it wasn’t enough, so you blew the cash on food and drinks for a party, you and your friends dancing ruedas in the Florida room. It was hardly any money to begin with. There had never been any child support, and Anabél had never asked Felix for anything. 

			 

			That’s it. Three visits and the moment you turned eighteen, he was finished with you. Tremendo hombre, no? Tremendo padre. Ya. I’m tired of hearing myself talk. I know you are thinking how it’s better to see a person while they’re still alive. You’re thinking that as his daughter, you have a duty. I wish I could make you see otherwise. I wish I could make you see that you don’t owe nobody anything. That you have been loved sin medida here in this country, under my roof. Maybe it’s all that love that has made you like this. Like what? Like this, thinking that you can ask all these questions and be unchanged. You’ve had an easy life, despite everything. We can be curious about the things we don’t know, but knowledge? Knowledge can be a torment to the soul. 

			

			You know his disease doesn’t have a cure. I’ve seen the pictures on the news. Little kids even. It doesn’t forgive anybody, no matter if they were good or not. Life is for living, not for digging up old stories that won’t do you, or him, any good. To be honest, I wish your tía hadn’t told you he was sick. She meant well. She believes in duty, too. She gave you phone numbers to call? People in Felix’s life you should speak with? If you ask me, your tía is una metiche sometimes. Call whoever you want. Maybe they’ll tell you all they know of your father and absolve him of everything.

			But how, among all those stories, will you know which ones are true?

			Bueno, m’ija. If you go to him, you know it’s to say goodbye forever. But remember that you never needed him. Remember that I love you, too.
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			1

		
			You never asked until now. Not really. Not in any way that required more than a simple answer from me: Your father lives far away. Or: We drifted apart. Or: I don’t remember. Or: It was so long ago. With those answers, I dissuaded you from further interrogations. You were angry? 

			Why couldn’t you tell how angry I was?

			Why can’t you understand that silence was the only way I could contain it?

			Ya ves. No es facil.

			But your Tía Maria opened Pandora’s box. And your Tío Virgilio likes to talk. But what if I don’t want to talk about Felix? Have you ever thought about that? 

			You ask about his people, who are by extension your people, and this is what I know.

			You had grandparents who died in Cuba, and an aunt who moved to Miami when you were thirteen. She did not bother to reach out. They all disowned your father when he was barely grown. Your father called them “chupa velas” because they spent all their time in church. I have childhood photos of your father.

			Yes, I met some of them, once. It was not a pleasant meeting. 

			You have cousins. I don’t know their names. You went to school with one. I was so glad you didn’t date. What if you’d come home with him? 

			You had an uncle—your father’s older brother. His name was Leonardo, and he died in a car accident at a young age.

			You know you have a sister, and I presume you’ll go looking for her, your missing companion in life. But you had other sisters, tesoro. Why haven’t you ever asked about them?

			For my sake? For my sake we wouldn’t be talking about any of this. But since we are, and we’ve summoned the ghosts, let’s talk about your sisters first. Your sisters come first.

			 

			Your oldest sister was three hours old when she died. I named her Mireya after a cousin of mine who was killed at a wedding. I didn’t plan on giving the baby a broken-heart name like that, but even before she was born the doctor warned us that she would be too small, that she would be an angel before she took a breath, and so I sent her to her grave with a name familiar to Death so that he would greet her like a friend.

			Y así fue.

			In my arms after her birth, the baby’s soul seemed to unravel from its body in short breaths, like pulling a loose thread in a sweater, pulling, pulling, until the garment is gone. 

			“Her name is Mireya,” I’d said, and made the sign of the cross on her small, damp forehead. She was my first tesoro.

			Your father was not there. Back then, the men weren’t allowed in delivery rooms. When they brought him back, a nurse had already taken the baby away, and Felix was gentle and tender with me, and everything a husband should be in that dark hour. 

			But he never asked how I felt. How could he not ask, I wondered. I told myself that if he ever asked, I would tell him everything—how she had felt inside of me and how it had felt to watch and feel her die. If he’d asked, I would have also told him what it was like knowing he was sometimes in the arms of another person. I would explain to him how I learned to split myself in half to love him and hate him at the same time. I would teach him to do it, too, so that he could continue loving me even though he must have hated himself when he was with me.

			But he never asked, and I never told. 

			I was afraid of his answers. Perhaps he was afraid, too.

			Forgive me if I am used to silence. 

			

			 

			I’m sorry that I never told you about the other Mireya, my cousin, who was killed at the wedding reception of a rich girl in town. I met Felix at this wedding, and I see now that our relationship was marked by tragedy from the start. The bride’s parents owned a finca where they grew caña, had a hundred employees or more, and a beautiful two-story house. This was before la revolución, of course. The wedding reception was in the courtyard of that magnificent house. I wore a blue silk dress with matching shoes. Our rancho back then did very well, too. Mamá surprised everyone with how she managed it alone, my father having left us when I was little. That’s another story for another time. In pictures he was very handsome, and everyone said I resembled him. People sometimes compared me to Marilyn Monroe. They told me I was the prettiest girl in Matanzas, and you know what? It was true. I danced all night at that wedding. The boys lined up by the buffet like I was the dessert. Was Felix there, in line like the others? No, I don’t think so; he only appeared later, like an actor waiting in the wings for his cue. 

			The party was a success. Afterward, the newlyweds left for their luna de miel, and the rest of us lingered a while, making plans with one another. We were all so young. Seventeen, eighteen. It was the biggest party in town. Everybody was getting together. But Mireyita hadn’t danced all night. She just stood and watched, swaying back and forth. She was dressed in red, with a big hibiscus flower tucked behind her ear. She was fifteen, something like that. And she was my second or third cousin. She might not have been my cousin at all. You know by now that the organization of a Cuban family can be mysterious sometimes. But she was very young. Some people said she was odd. She didn’t like hugs or besitos. Loud noises startled her. We were playmates as very young children, and I remembered how she was during thunderstorms. She would tremble all over at the first flash of lightning, crying fat tears. Her mother would pull her ears and tell her to wise up and stop being such a comemierda, pobrecita. But that night, Mireya was a real beauty, all dressed in red. She’d grown up, had stopped walking on tiptoe all over the place, had discovered herself, it seemed, and I remember watching with envy as she observed the dancing and conversed with the adults like she was one of them. Everyone asked her to dance that night, and if I’d had a competitor, it would have been Mireya. I didn’t mind. Your Tío Virgilio had asked her to dance, too, pero Mireyita had turned her nose up, like he smelled or something, and I teased him about it. 

			But there was this other boy there, Jorge de la Rosa, who had drunk half the bar. Late in the evening, he staggered up to Mireyita and demanded, “Why did you turn me down?”

			Mireyita looked him in the eye and said, “I don’t dance with drunks.” Before anybody could do anything, de la Rosa raised a pistol and pulled the trigger with his eyes open. I’ll never forget it. The horror of that moment still wakes me up in the middle of the night sometimes. De la Rosa tried to run away but it was your father, Felix, who caught him. He pounced on him, ripped the gun from his hand, locked his arms around his throat, and called him an animal. “Animál maldito,” he kept yelling in his ear. Even when the police arrived, Felix wouldn’t let him go so the police had to rough Felix up a bit to do their job.

			Felix did what he had to do while everyone panicked. I was the only one who sat beside Mireyita and fixed her skirts so that she’d be decent, so that the guests at the party and the ambulance drivers wouldn’t see her legs and think badly of her. I used my white gloves to wipe the blood from her face. Later, when they took Mireyita away, Felix sat with me for a long time. He held my bloodied hands in silence until I stopped shivering. I was twenty. Virgilio was sixteen. Felix was older than us. He was studying to become a veterinarian. He was only in town for the wedding and had planned on driving back to la Habana that night, but Mamá made him stay.

			“Your nerves are shattered,” she warned him. “You’ll drive off the road.”

			“I don’t think he would,” I said, looking at Felix like he might sprout wings next. My mother always told me to admire a man for his action, not for his looks or his words. And that night, despite the horror of the situation, I was already falling in love. “But stay, please.” 

			None of us could sleep. There would be a funeral to come, and masses said in Mireyita’s name, and the peace that eventually comes with time. There were some who said that Mireyita should have been nicer to de la Rosa. Pliant. That a dance wouldn’t have killed her, but her refusal did. People want to blame women for everything that happens to them. They tell them they need to be careful, that only men can protect them. From whom? Other men. Isn’t that something? Listen to what I’m telling you. After something like that, there is always talk. 

			The hours after Mireyita died were pure horror. Mamá’s red lipstick was a bloodstain. The click of her heels on the tiled floor were gunshots. Every breath felt like my last, and I’d gasp, like I’d been running. Whenever anybody spoke to me, I had a strange feeling, like I wasn’t myself anymore, but rather, a spirit observing my body. From time to time, I still get this sensation. Your tía says it means an angel is nearby. Maybe it’s Mireyita. Anyway, Felix sat up all night with us. Maybe he, too, was feeling outside of himself. Mamá made cup after cup of strong Cuban coffee, enough so that we wouldn’t sleep for days, which was for the best. Mireya’s murder would happen again in our dreams. To pass the time, Felix told stories, which unfolded like dreams, too.

			He told us about a time when he was a schoolboy, and how his art teacher had given him a homework assignment to draw an animal. Felix couldn’t draw, but he asked an artist in his neighborhood if he might sketch something for him. The artist drew a wonderful horse, so wonderful it seemed it would come to life off the page. Felix handed it in to his teacher, a woman who knew when she was being lied to. So, she made Felix stand at the chalkboard and recreate the picture. “Then what happened,” I asked. Felix stopped his story, pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket, and drew a horse on the spot. It looked nothing like a horse. Picasso himself couldn’t draw a stranger horse. We laughed and laughed, then took turns drawing ugly horses, then remembered Mireyita and got quiet again.

			He talked about the artist a lot over the years. Later, I learned that the artist had meant something else to him, that he had been the first in a line of people Felix gave his heart to. Sí, tesoro, I was one of them, too. 
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			Your younger sister was not born in a hospital, but in an apartment in London, many months early. A flat, I should say. It happened quickly and in the bathroom. Con eso te digo todo. I won’t say any more. It was only after that terrible morning, and the trip to the hospital so they could scrape my insides, that I learned what was wrong with me—cervical incompetence. What a term, no? It means useless, deficient. It means hopeless. It means that in the end, it was my fault that your sisters died. No, no. I am right. They had been perfect. The problem had been me all along. I wish they hadn’t told me, because after the doctor explained it, I felt on the verge of screaming for weeks. Sometimes, the feeling comes back, and sometimes, I get into my car and turn on the radio and scream until it goes away. They sew women up down there nowadays so that they don’t lose their babies. The doctor said it was a miracle you were born. I knew it already. 

			I named your second sister Silvia, after the poet who had died next door to us in London. It made sense to me at the time. I’d assigned Mireya a namesake on the other side, hadn’t I? Silvia needed one, too. Your Tío Virgilio is named after a poet who guides people in the afterlife. My mother knew the story and told it to me when I was little. She was always reading. Me? I don’t think I’m named after anything special. Supuestamente, my father picked it out. Your grandmother would have appreciated living next door to a poet. Anyway, when I held your younger sister—Dios, she was so small. Una muñequita nada mas—the name came to me, a whispered command. Ponle Silvia. I revised it a bit, changing the poet’s Y for an I. Being a writer, maybe she would have understood that.

			The poet next door was an acquaintance, nothing more. She died shortly after we arrived in London. We didn’t speak the same language, but we sometimes sat side by side on the bench across from our flats. She would sit restlessly, one leg crossed over the other, her ankles wrapped together. She made herself small on the bench while her children played in the square, bringing me clovers to hold for them. I brought them souvenirs from the zoo and made them little dolls out of clothespins. “Chilly, isn’t it?” the poet often commented on cold days. She had a nice voice, very elegant sounding. She had a radio voice. I don’t know how else to explain it. I felt embarrassed responding to her, “Jes. Bery chilly.” But she only ever smiled and carried on wrapping her arms around herself. I didn’t know she was famous until after she died, and perhaps she wasn’t famous then, not yet. In death, her fame grew.

			You think it’s amazing that I sat on a bench with her? That’s only because she died in a such a shocking way. If she’d died of an illness, or if she’d lived, you might not remember her. Go ahead, name another poet. No, José Martí doesn’t count. Shakespeare tampoco. Okay, okay. You can stop now. I don’t recognize any of those names. Don’t shake your head at me. Maybe I don’t understand poetry. All those words, lined up like soldiers on a page. Like a tower. Now I think they must have been the poet’s defense. I tried to read one of her books after she passed, but I needed to stop every so often to look words up in a dictionary, and I think the effect she intended was lost on me. Even so, I think I knew what the words were doing for her, standing at attention like that, ready for her to command them.

			I was so tired of death, Eva. Mireyita, and your sisters, and the poet. When they happen like that, uno tras otro, you feel like it’s your fault. Well, that’s probably just me. But I started to wonder what I’d done to upset God. Was there a ritual I was meant to have done, or a kinder word I might have said to Mireyita or the poet? I still think of them both, the stupidest things, like how Mireyita always plucked her eyebrows a little too much, or the way Sylvia scratched her neck because her scarves were made of itchy wool. And now Felix is sick. More death is coming. Talking to you now, I feel it again, that responsibility. Maybe if I’d reached out to him again, maybe if I could have been a friend to him again. Bueno. What’s done is done. 

			After the poet’s suicide, a pair of college girls came by and knocked on everyone’s doors, collecting money to plant something in the square in her honor. I gave them a few coins I had in a jar. Most of the neighbors donated. Her death had come as a blow to all of us namely because it had happened in our midst, and death makes people generous. The day the poet died, everyone stood around on the sidewalks, chatting quietly and pointing at the windows of her home. Nobody talked to me, but that was okay. It was good to be around others. You were sleeping in your room upstairs, and I was glad, because you only would have reminded them of the poet’s children, who lived, gracias a Dios. I remember how, that evening, your father came home to police cars up and down the square. When I told him what had happened, he wrapped me up in his arms and held me firmly and in silence. Your father, for his faults, was very good with sad people. Better with them, in fact, than with happy ones. He was stoic, which lent others strength. He knew what to do in a crisis, and I’ve always wondered if the poet would have been better off sitting on that bench beside him instead of me. Felix could have bolstered her up a little. He would have recognized how desolate she felt, perhaps, because he has been sad his whole life, too. He’s in his element among the downhearted. He might have offered to take her to the zoo to watch him feed the dangerous creatures, but she wouldn’t have wanted to, I think. Her husband once worked there, too. That’s something we had in common. I remember that he was a poet like her, but he fed her nothing but anguish. 

			Look at this. It’s a gift I bought her from the zoo once. A little wax lion. See, it’s crumbling around the edges now. Be careful with it. It was left behind in her flat after she died, and the children had been taken away. Now that I know a little about her life—I read a book made up of her journals and private letters and it made me feel like I’d robbed her of something—I’m sorry that I gave her this reminder of the zoo and her terrible husband. I had no idea. To think that it added to her sadness bothers me.

			Did Felix see sadness in me, too? Did he notice how it welled up in my heart?

			I think he did. That’s the terrible thing. He knew and he was not true to me.

			In the spring, the tulips emerged, white and gleaming, rows and rows of them bending toward the poet’s home. By then, I was done with your father and making plans to leave London.
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			This is the only photo I have from our wedding. That’s the Catedrál in my hometown behind us. So beautiful. Yes, we had many guests. They were all from my side of the family. Nobody came from your father’s side. There were so many whispers about it, you can’t imagine, but my relatives had no doubts about your father. Felix was so well-liked. When entering a room, he said hello to every single person, asked how they were doing, remembered details about their lives from the last time he’d seen them. If my mother needed someone to fix the water pump in the kitchen, Felix didn’t need to be asked. He only rolled up his sleeve and went to work. What kind of family would give up such a son?

			After our wedding, we rented a little bungalow in Havana, and we decorated it simply. Every morning the fence posts around the yard were lined with birds facing our windows, as if they wanted to come inside and be our pets. The neighborhood cats would come and make a feast of the birds or leave them for Felix at the back door. We had a pair of rattan peacock chairs in the front room, which we’d found on the side of the road one morning. Our first real purchase was a record player, and every weekend, your father would drag me to the record to store to pick out a new album. As much as he loved music, he played no instrument. He learned all the dances and tried to teach me, but I’m patona. He pretended not to care. Music and animals. That was his whole life. 

			But it was like we were playing roles in a movie, on a set that I’d decorated with things from the ten-cen. Things off-set were in shambles. A few months after our wedding, university students attacked the Presidential Palace, but they missed their mark. Some were executed in the streets that day, while others were hunted down. Meanwhile, in the mountains, Fidel Castro and his people were staging their own attacks against Fulgencio Batista’s dictatorship. You read about these things in books but it’s hard to explain the strangeness of hearing news like this while washing dishes or curling your hair because you’re going out dancing that night. An eyewitness on the news described how it took the leader of the student movement an hour to die in the street after being shot, and how a few nuns circled him and gave him comfort. If I close my eyes, I’m there again in the bungalow, painting my nails and listening and feeling as if the world was not a real place.

			That night, I proposed something to your father. “I’ve never been on an airplane, or seen a skyscraper, or snow,” I began. Felix had just gotten home from the veterinary clinic where he worked. That day, a German Shepherd had bitten his arm, and there were spots of blood all over the sleeve of his shirt. 

			“Let me see,” I’d said, when I noticed the rip. 

			“Look, I gave myself stitches,” he said, peeling off the bandage while smiling. Proud. 

			My fingers hovered over the wound and the five neat little stitches that closed it. The skin was red with iodine still. 

			“¿Estás loco? Why didn’t you go to the hospital?”

			“What for? I had more patients. And besides, Carla said the hospital was swamped with injured protestors.” He started to switch out of his work clothes, but I had seen my opening.

			“It’s dangerous here, Felix. I think—”

			“Again?” he interrupted and began flipping through an American music magazine at hand. He bought issues whenever he ran into them, even if they were old.

			“Yes, again. Every day this country gets more dangerous.”

			“Every place is dangerous. Look,” he said, pointing at a picture of the Little Rock Nine in America, and beside it, a feature on Louis Armstrong with a quote “The government can go to hell.” Sometimes, your father read the articles to me in English, translating the sentences one by one. In this way, I learned the language. He kept looking through the magazine, as if that had somehow won him the argument.

			“Felix,” I said, resting my hand on his to stop him from turning pages. “Don’t you want to hear new sounds, smell new smells? With your degree, we can live anywhere, mi amor. Miami, Los Angeles, Madrid.” Back then, anybody could leave Cuba. You just had to file the paperwork. Now, it’s nearly impossible. You’ve seen the news. So many people taking to the sea in rafts made of leftover scraps. How many have drowned out there? Or been eaten by sharks?

			It wasn’t an argument I could win. I had dinner going in the kitchen and the pressure cooker was making its chaca-chaca sound. Felix put down the magazine and started moving his hips to the rhythm of it. “These are all the sounds I need,” he said, and pulled me in. 

			He kissed my neck and told me how lucky he was, how there wasn’t a thing that could happen that could change what we had. I believed him, tesoro. Even when the reasons to believe had long disappeared. He took off his torn and bloody shirt, and I thanked God that it had been someone’s ill-behaved pet that hurt him and not some situation on the street. “Buy me a new shirt, mi amor?” he whispered into my ear, and his laughter rolled over us.

			 

			Bourke’s Department Store was located on Calle Monte, where the best shopping in Havana could be found. If you go now, you won’t see any of the old stores. After la revolución, whole buildings were seized for residences, and the balconies became packed with overheated children dangling their legs between the rejas to catch some air. Some shops remained, but they sold whatever was available—toilet paper, or old magazines, the occasional sodas. It was so different before. There were furniture stores like La Casa de Mimbre, with a half-dozen wicker rocking chairs lined up outside, rocking on their own in the breeze. There was Casa Fraga, with its endless shelves of leather shoes in the windows. I remember La Sin Rival, a cutlery store where the shopgirls demonstrated the sharpness of their knives by slicing ribbons and handing them out, curled and glossy, to everyone who walked by. When I was little and we visited the capitol, I would always make my mother stop for the ribbons, which I kept in a box in my bedroom. On my birthday, your grandmother would use the ribbons for my piñata. Bourke’s was on the corner of Monte and Angeles, the four-story building’s portico held up by thick, fluted columns. 

			Normally, a doorman would have held the door open for me as I walked in, and a shopgirl would have told me how to get to the top floor, where men’s dress shirts were located. But on that day, a small protest had erupted outside. The doors were barred, and the lights were already off by the time I arrived. 

			Women organized the best demonstrations, and Bourke’s was a popular place to hold them. First, they’d send out a woman to distribute flyers. On the flyers were little poems that chastised shoppers. They said things like, “Buying pantyhose puts money in the tyrant’s pocket!” Then came the actual protest. On that day, a mock funeral procession marched back and forth in front of the store. Women in head-to-toe black carried a coffin-shaped box draped in the Cuban flag. Behind them, moaning like a ghost, was another woman in a dress of red, white, and blue cloth, with a single white star painted on her forehead. To and fro they marched while crowds gathered. Some shouted in anger at them. Others cheered them on. The girls with the ribbons outside of La Sin Rival swapped their colorful ribbons for black ones, and they were handing them out to anyone who asked. People tied them around their upper arms as a sign of bereavement. 

			I watched until the police showed up and the protestors ran away. They weren’t cowards, but they were all women, you understand, some with children at home, which made them fearful. Earlier that year, out in Camagüey, a teenager playing the part of Martí in a protest play was killed by a soldier who took offense. Ask me what happened to the soldier? What do you think? Nada. Anyway, those women had other ways of protesting. Safer ways. Stay-at-home days and boycotts, cosas así. Phone calls, too. The phone would ring, and you’d say, “¿Oigo?” and someone on the other end would shout something like “Cuba is free without Batista! Resist!” and then they’d hang up before you could think of what to say in response. Later, when things heated up and Castro was causing difficulties for Batista, Castro’s supporters would call with contradictory messages. “Fidel is alive and marching on Havana!” and then the next day, “Fidel and his men have killed five hundred in the Sierras!” Between the city and the mountains, it’s 600 miles. Confusion was the point, entiendes? They didn’t want Batista’s people to know where the threat was on the map. 

			At first, I was with the women. I took the black ribbon when offered and wrapped it around my arm. But as the months wore on, men completely took over, and the women were pushed out. They brought guns into it, and later, televised executions, and violence, violence, violence. They couldn’t have done any of it without the women and their peaceful department store protests, their phone calls, their theatrical plays and boycotts. But if you ask people, they say it began with Fidel Castro and Fidel Castro alone. Pero no. Like all things, it began with the women.

			Later that night, your father asked me how it went at Bourke’s. 

			“I didn’t manage to buy you a shirt. A protest had formed by the time I got there.”

			Felix sucked his teeth loudly. “Don’t worry. Best to avoid the area.”

			The truth was I wanted to see the protesters again and I said so. “Cuídate,” he warned, and I promised I would be careful, and that I’d run at the first sight of police. 

			 

			I remember something else about that night. Felix put on an Elvis Presley record while I cooked dinner. As I was frying up the platanitos, I heard a whirring sound. Felix was holding an instant camera. That was new technology in those days, and the camera had cost him a month’s worth of work. Your father could be bad with money. It burned a hole in his pocket, as they say. He blew on the photograph to dry it, then showed me the result.

			“Mi modelo,” he called me, even though it was just a picture of my back, hunched over the stove. 

			“You’re ridiculous,” I told him, but he kissed me, and we forgot about the platanitos and dinner. We took many pictures of each other that night, both of us dressed in lamplight and nothing else. In the morning, I found the pictures he’d taken of me on our dresser, and I cut them all into a million pieces, ashamed of seeing myself naked and afraid they’d be found. I wish I hadn’t. I would love to see myself that way again now. That body is long gone, and I don’t remember it anymore. All I have now is this sagging skin, and these veins on my legs, and nothing in the right place. As for the photos I took of your father, I never saw them again. I’d always assumed he’d destroyed them, too, couldn’t imagine that he kept them to give away to someone else. I was very naïve. 

			 

			I returned to Bourke’s department store, expecting to witness another protest, but there was only a lone woman handing out flyers. She was dressed in mourning black, and her hair was up in a ponytail with a black ribbon trailing down her back. The flyer read: “Stop Assassinating Our Sons.” Silently, I took it from her. She smiled at me.

			

			“Are you a mother?” she asked. She looked very young.

			I shook my head. 

			“Neither am I. Even so,” she continued, “we must oppose the dictator, who lines the pockets of people like that,” she said, pointing at the sign above our heads that read Bourke’s, “and takes it from hard working people like us. Do you work?”

			Again, I shook my head. 

			“I do. I’m a preschool teacher. My husband works at the zoo.”

			Finally finding a way into the conversation, I interrupted, “My husband is a veterinarian in Vedado.”

			Her eyes widened and she seemed to hesitate. Vedado was a wealthy district and I could see she was making certain assumptions about me and Felix. Then, as if decided, she shoved the stack of flyers into her purse and extended her hand. “I’m Elena. Nobody wants a flyer today and I’m new to the city. Let’s go get a cafecito.”

			“Está bien,” I agreed, and followed her down the street to a nearby café. There, I learned that she and her husband had only been married a year, that they were both from Oriente, but moved to Havana for her husband’s work. She told me about their new apartment and the nosy neighbors, how she’d fallen in with the protesting women with whom she agreed on every point, citing Thomas Paine and Antonio Macéo in the same breath, how she was learning to read Tarot cards and how she kept getting the same card—the chariot—which meant war and victory, so she knew, deep in her soul, that Batista would soon be gone, and she asked me if anyone had ever told me I looked like Marilyn Monroe.

			“From time to time,” I said. Then off she went again like a jukebox loaded with endless quarters.

			I like that she filled in the gaps of our conversations just like Felix did. She didn’t ask me too many questions. She never pried. She wasn’t curious about my past. Only the now mattered to Elenita, and I’ve always thought that was a good way to live one’s life. 

			

			Later, when everything became nationalized, when Felix was forced to hand over the keys to his clinic to the government, it was Elenita who suggested he apply for the position of director at the zoo, and it was her connections with the newly formed government that assured he would get the job. She’s never left Cuba, even after everything that’s happened. She believes in it all to this day. Sometimes, she writes me letters and signs off, “Patria o Muerte.” Imagínate eso. She and her husband divorced a long time ago. He’s here, working at the Miami Metrozoo now. I saw him the other day at el Publix. He pretended not to know me, and I did the same. Así es mejor. 
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			Ah, you’ve spoken with René. You should’ve been a detective, tesoro, not a writer. I’d like to know what he said. Bueno, maybe I wouldn’t.

			René and Elenita became our best friends. Elenita’s gift of the zoo position was a blessing to Felix, and it softened the loss of his clinic. He took to the job like he’d been born to manage all those people and those animals. Power radiated from him like an energy source, like a tiny sun trapped in his chest. Eyes turned to him on the street, or else, they turned away, blinded by whatever he was carrying inside. I don’t know how to explain it, and I’ve never met another soul with such light and darkness within them, side by side but never mixing, like oil and water. 

			It was René who was pulled closest to his orbit, and eventually, they fell in love. It has taken me many years to accept this, and even now it hurts to say it out loud. I had my suspicions early on. There was a spark between them. You’d recognize it. They’d finish each other’s thoughts out loud, or tease each other mercilessly, and the teasing was always received with a smile, instead of with a “Vete pa’l carajo,” that other men might say to one another. There was no moment of discovery. I never saw them kiss or hold hands. No one ever came to me to gossip about them. But I knew. And Elenita knew, even though she’d never admit it to me. 

			Later, when we were in London, the letters from René began to arrive. Felix would read them quickly and throw them in the trash, and I’d dig them out like a lunatic, make myself miserable, and still save them. You can read them, if you’d like. 

			Maybe René was his great love. Could I have made things easier? For him, yes. I could have smoothed out the bumps in the road for him by accepting what was. I would have found someone else eventually. Even heartbroken, I would have done it. And maybe he and René would be together still, and your father would not be sick, and well, I think about these possibilities even if it’s stupid to do so. But it took me too long to figure out what was really happening between them, and when I tried to fix it, I made everything worse. 

			As part of the directorship, Felix was allowed to live in the Director’s House on zoo property. It was a one-story stone home with arched doors and windows. Jalousie windows let in drafts and when the wind was strong, the panes clinked in their metal frames. Nearly everything in the house was as the former director left it. The same wild couch with the tiger print fabric, the same dining room furniture with the cane-backed seats, and a lingering smell of bird seed that no amount of airing out could remove. Zoo workers told us that the former director had a wild blue macaw named Pepito that flew in and out at will, and that one time, Pepito found a flock of green parrots and led them to the house, so that when the director arrived home after a day of work, he found them all inside, relieving themselves on everything, feathers everywhere. His solution was to open more windows and leave seeds in cups all over for the flock that had adopted him. For years afterward, I found sunflower seeds behind drawers and in corners, and when we moved to London, I would find them still among our possessions. 

			Because he was a veterinarian as well as a director, Felix did more than just paperwork. The farmers would bring their old horses to be euthanized, and Felix did so with as much gentleness as possible. Later, they would be butchered and fed to the lions. Felix sometimes did it himself when they were short-handed. He examined the excrement left behind by the elephant to ensure its diet was good. He performed C-sections on monkeys and cuddled the infants until the mothers woke. Once, he brought a newborn spider monkey baby to the house so that I might get a quick peek. Its little human face made me cry, then sob, and Felix shuffled it away. Once, he pulled a rotten molar from a hippopotamus with massive forceps, and the peste made everyone in the room want to vomit. 

			He would describe his day over dinner. Some days, he’d spend his hours in the office, writing letters to other zoo directors, hoping to add to the collection, or trade this creature for another one. This was his biggest challenge. The European zoos did not think much of the Caribbean, and of Cuba even less. And with Fidel Castro in charge, there was a concern that the government would fail, and the animals would starve. You know, there are stories of starving animals now that the Soviet Union has left Cuba. Just the other day I was at the salon and the girl that does the shampoo explained how people snuck into the zoo in Havana to take ostrich eggs, and that when the animal stopped laying, adios ostrich. Imagínate eso. Que cosa mas grande. 

			I have not been to a zoo in years and years. The infant spider monkey was not the first animal to make me cry. Seeing them all in their enclosures made me feel guilty, like I had put them there. I understand, I do, that there are animals on this planet that would no longer be here if not for zoos. Sí, I had carne asada for dinner last night and lechón for navidad every year and yes, that is hypocrisy. Pero, I can’t ignore the sensation that comes over me when I’m at a zoo—that every living thing in the place feared me. It’s animal law, isn’t it? To fear the creature at the top, and the one they feared was me. Or us. People, I mean. They couldn’t escape us or ever feel relief from it. Anyway, the artificial trees in the enclosures are the most depressing things I can imagine. The bored faces of the apes remind me of my own face after a long day of work, scowling at myself in the mirror. Meanwhile, everyone else at the zoo is laughing and pointing at creatures meant to walk miles a day, and fight for their survival, encounter other beasts and either eat them, fight them, or run away. There we all are, staring at these animals that are not meant to be looked upon by humans in this way. They are meant to blend into the cover of woods and jungle, to disappear in the blue light of the moon, to be so unseen that humans make up stories about them—the unicorn, Bigfoot. But in a zoo, their animal mysteries are flayed open, and they seem silly and unevolved. But mostly, they seem afraid.

			I had versions of this conversation with Felix many times. I wouldn’t say we argued. We didn’t raise our voices. We didn’t insult one another. But I would ask, “Felix, don’t you feel sad about that gorilla? She’s covered in wounds that she’s inflicted on herself. She’s going crazy in that cage.”

			Your father would say, “Of course, of course. But what can I do? Would you prefer we had a world without gorillas? That’s what would happen without zoos. These are cards life has dealt her.”

			I would respond, “Apes don’t play poker.”

			And he would say, “You know what I mean, Anabél. Anyway, let’s say I book her a passage to Congo. How long would this gorilla live out there? She’d expect her fruit at a certain hour, and her water in a bowl. She’d greet a man with a gun.”

			“Let’s say she’d last a day. Maybe two. But what a day, Felix,” I’d respond. 

			“You’re right. We should all be so lucky to have a day like that.” When he said these things, I worried that he was unhappy. Then, a good wife, I’d run off to make his favorite dinner, or wear his favorite dress, or put on a record he loved. 
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			One summer afternoon while Felix was out, Elenita knocked on the door without stopping until I opened. She was red-cheeked and out of breath.

			“I ran all the way here,” she huffed. “I have a friend. A policeman. He says that Felix is in custody. Come with me!” She took my hand, pulling me out of the house and down a busy street. People in cars honked, men catcalled, and a mule-drawn cart nearly trampled us, but we ran without speaking or stopping until we were at the station. Suffocating in the heat and sweating like animals, Elenita struggled to explain. “They caught him. Kissing. A man. At the park.” She was bent over, clutching her knees. “It isn’t right. La revolución is pure. And dignified.”

			“There must be a mistake,” I said, out of breath myself. Elenita shook her head. I thought she might vomit from the run. I pulled her under the shade of a giant flamboyán tree. Its fallen red blooms crunched under our feet. “Are you sure? Who told this to you?” I asked again, unbelieving. 

			“My friend, the policeman. He told me.”

			“And René?” I assumed he’d been with Felix. 

			“What about René? René doesn’t go around parks kissing strange men,” Elenita said, fire in her eyes. 

			No, I thought. He kisses familiar ones. I was desperate to tell anyone my suspicions, which were just beginning to form at that time. But I couldn’t accuse René to Elenita, even if René patted Felix on the back so often that one day I warned him against touching him like that—“Oye, mi esposo no es un piano para que lo estés tocando tanto.” He’d laughed nervously at the pun but had gone silent afterward.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m not thinking clearly. What do I do? Which policeman is your friend?”

			“He’s not working today. Here,” she said, digging a red lipstick out of her bag, “Put this on.” She pinched my cheeks and smoothed my hair. “Put on your Marilyn face and get your husband out of there.” Then she handed me twenty pesos, which was a lot of money back then. 

			“You aren’t coming with me?” I was panicking, you can imagine.

			Elenita was adamant. “No. I can’t. If they see me, then they might think—”

			She didn’t finish her thought, but I understood. René could be implicated. The laws against homosexual behavior in Cuba were strict. There was talk even then of sending gay men and women to el campo, away from society, to do back-breaking work and sweat it out of their system. 

			I composed myself and walked into the police station. There, I asked for the whereabouts of Felix A. and was sent to a waiting room with cinder-block walls and peeling green paint. A single, crooked picture of Fidel Castro faced me, and I had to stare at it for two hours before an officer entered.

			“Señora,” he said, removing his hat. It was such a somber move that for a moment I thought he was going to tell me that Felix was dead.

			I rose to my feet. “My husband—” 

			“—has engaged in anti-revolutionary behavior. Homosexuality is a product of decadent Capitalism. La revolución is made of fists and not feathers.”

			On and on he went, as if reciting a speech. How often had he given it? How many other wives, mothers, and sisters had stood here, listening? 

			“What can I do?” I asked at last when he took a breath. 

			“You, so beautiful. I’ll never understand it.”

			Already the twenty pesos were in my hand. I crinkled them in the quiet room, and his eyes cut toward the sound. The officer took a step toward me, then another. I suspected what would happen next. Gently, he took the money. Then, another step.

			“A kiss for a kiss,” he said.

			I closed my eyes, felt his hand wrap around my jaw, digging his nails into my skin, hurting me. I let him pull me into a kiss. When I felt his tongue, I opened my mouth for him, and his tongue went everywhere, devouring and tasting. Then it was done. The officer handed me a handkerchief to wipe my mouth, then he took it back, lipstick-stained, and tucked it into his pocket.

			“Wait outside.”

			Suddenly, I wanted to spit on the ground, to throw clumps of mud onto the mural, scream. Furia, I felt it bubbling in my stomach. I was mad at the government and its cruelty, at Elenita, who would defend it even with her teeth, even if it destroyed her husband. I was furious at Felix, and this I did not know what to do with because I loved him so much. I scanned the grounds for Elenita, but she had left. While I waited, my thoughts whirred. I stared at the portrait of Fidel Castro that a muralist had painted on the side of the prison, at his beard, his beret, and beneath his face, “Viva la Revolución” in flowing script.

			That afternoon, I waited a long time, and stood very still, and let the anger make a home in me, a home with a door that I could lock when I needed to. I waited and turned the key to the lock, securing it, so that I could be the wife that Felix needed. I watched as people went into the station. Sometimes, they came out with a loved one. Other times, they emerged pale faced and alone. But I was the only one, it seemed, made to wait outside in the heat. Every so often, panic flooded my body, made me hyperventilate, because I thought they’d killed him. Surely, they’d killed him, and they were watching me wait from the windows and laughing. The executions that accompanied the new government made one thing clear—cruelty had settled into the island’s bones. Everything was cruel. The long lines for bread, Fidel’s interminable speeches, spies in the churches during mass, waiting for the priests to say something that didn’t accord with the revolución’s ideals, and the arrests of anyone who spoke their mind, of anyone who was different.

			Eventually, Felix emerged, whole and safe. He fell into my arms. “I made the most terrible mistake, Anabél.”

			“It’s over now,” I said. 

			“I won’t do it again.”

			“Ya. No pasó nada.” I didn’t ask him who he’d been with, or if it was true. It didn’t matter if Felix was safe.

			“It will never happen again.”

			And like that it went, back and forth for a while, until we got home. 

			It was a lie, of course. There was the park, and René, and later, a woman in London who I thought was a friend of mine. There were others I knew about, and some I only suspected. That’s why, when Elenita presented me with an idea to save our marriages, I said yes. Listen, something changed in me that day. I’d been used and humiliated by the policeman, all for what? To welcome home your father so that he could cheat on me again? I was angry at Felix, yes, but also at my country and what it had become.
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			I had my secrets, too.	
There was a time, shortly after the incident at the police station, that I considered how to get back at the system that felt more like a prison each day. I was pregnant with you, and I had come to think that the world needed to change for your sake. There were opposition groups working all over the island, and from time to time, word got out about them. Mainly, they worked to sabotage the revolución in small ways—slashing the tires of city buses or cutting the power to radio stations broadcasting government speeches. There were journalists, teachers, foremen from the sugar empresa who had lost their jobs, people who’d owned property and had it taken from them, like my mother. Ironically, without meaning to, Elenita introduced me to one of the organizers.

			Elenita and I had run into her one day in line at the grocery, waiting to get in. People seemed to exit the store with only one or two things in hand, so I suspected by the time it was our turn, the shelves would be bare. Even so, we waited. Then, someone tapped Elenita’s shoulder.

			Elenita turned around slowly, recognizing the voice. “Buenas,” she said coldly.

			“Ay, don’t be that way. We’re all in the same situation, no?” said the woman. She wore a blue dress with a yellow belt, and sandals she’d repaired with duct tape. Her blond hair was in a high ponytail, curls loose above her ears and at her temples. She was around my age, no older.

			Elenita didn’t say a word. 

			I extended my hand. “Mucho gusto, soy Anabél.”

			

			“Ingrid Arias. Elenita and I are colleagues. I teach second grade.”

			By then, Elenita had turned back around, crossed her arms, and pretended to count how many people were ahead of us. Torn between being polite and not angering Elenita by engaging with the woman, I only nodded and said something trite about the long line before turning around as well. 

			Finally, we moved and entered the store. Ingrid went left, and we went right. “Who was that?” I asked in a whisper.

			“Una gusana at my job. Da asco.”

			“How can you tell?” I asked. Anyone against the government was labeled a worm. The term was being used in political speeches and catching on. Elenita used it liberally. Anything that didn’t align with the revolución was the fault of the gusanos, and she said the word with disgust, a smacking of her tongue or roll of the eye. 

			Elenita and I turned down an aisle of empty shelves. We were alone and she felt free to speak. “Her uncle was one of the gusanos who attacked us at Playa Girón. He’s rotting away in jail, thank God.”

			I never argued politics with Elenita. There was no point. Your Tío Virgilio is the family loudmouth. Not me. Besides, she was my friend, through and through. But that afternoon, I pressed her. “Just because her uncle was at the Bay of Pigs doesn’t mean she’s not a good compañera.”

			Elenita laughed. “I wasn’t born yesterday, and neither were you. Anyway, the director of the school is keeping an eye on her, just in case she says anything out of line to the students.”

			“What could she possibly say to seven-year-olds about all of this?”

			Grabbed my arm. “Corrupting things, mi amiga.” 

			I knew then that the best thing to do was feign concern, to mirror her disgust, and shake my head. “Imagínate eso,” I wondered, and Elenita’s eyes softened. Certainly, she must have thought I wasn’t too bright, that I needed her guidance. 

			We went through the store, and even though there was nothing I needed, I picked up two cans of beans and stood in line to pay. “There’s nothing here I need,” Elenita said. “See you tomorrow?” Then, she left me in the store. With Elenita gone, I could search for Ingrid.

			I found her sorting through blackened plantains in a box. A giant cockroach scurried between the bananas, and Ingrid flicked at it as she made her selection. 

			“Platanos always attract roaches,” I said casually.

			Ingrid looked up. “Hello again,” she said.

			“Pardon me, I don’t mean to be rude, but your uncle—”

			“I don’t talk about that.”

			“But do you want to?” I asked, my voice lowered.

			 

			Ingrid and I left the store together and talked for an hour in a busy parque under the shade of a tamarindo tree. She talked about her three uncles—one a former Batista sergeant who was killed in the paredón executions, another disappeared, and the third, who had fled to Miami and joined the Brigada 2506, landing at Playa Girón and getting captured. She told me about the ways she and others were fighting back, how small things could make a big impact. Elenita had been right about her. I didn’t say much during that meeting, only listened.

			“We’re all victims of mistreatment at this point. Look at him,” she said, pointing at a policeman standing at the corner. “He’d sooner kill you than give you a chance to explain yourself if some nosy neighbor accuses you of calling Fidel an hijo de puta. Ah, but if you have some dollars to give him, then he’ll look the other way. It’s all fallen apart here, and it’s up to us to stitch the country back together.”

			She sounded so much like Elenita, I thought. They were two sides of the same story. 

			“Will you help us?” she asked. “Nothing dangerous, you understand. We leave that work to men like my uncles. But there are little things that you and I can do to make a difference.”

			“I don’t know,” I said. 

			

			“Can I see you again?”

			“If we run into each other,” I said, making no commitments. Then we went our separate ways.

			 

			I saw Ingrid at the market every week. Together, we’d dig through the boxes of whatever fruit was available and pretend not to know one another. “We’re slashing bus tires on Tuesday,” she’d whisper, then walk off, balancing a past-ripe grapefruit in hand. “Protesting at the university tomorrow. Bring pots and pans,” she’d say one week. “Meeting in my house on Sunday. I live at Avenida 51. The pink building. Apartment 3,” she’d whisper another time. I never participated, only listened. And Ingrid never gave up feeding me information, hoping I’d join her cause. Then one day, she said, “We’re destroying the furniture in the Clínica Sagrada Corazón.”

			For the first time, I spoke. “Why? It’s a private clinic. Not government owned.”

			Startled at the sound of my voice, Ingrid turned and headed for the door, motioning for me to follow. I caught up with her and we walked down the block, moving fast. “It’s the hypocrisy we’re dismantling,” she said, huffing for breath as she walked. “Everyone knows Sagrada Corazón is the hospital where the government elites send their wives to give birth because the nationalized hospitals are death traps.”

			I said nothing. The doctor who had delivered Mireyita worked out of Sagrada Corazón. He’d given me and Felix a discounted rate because Felix had taken care of his animals back when he still owned the clinic in Vedado. The zoo directorship paid very little, you see. And Ingrid was right about those other hospitals. But Dr. Peréz was a good man. A kind man.

			“When?” I asked.

			“Wednesday morning. Bring a hammer, a machete, whatever you’ve got. Just the furniture, okay? We don’t want anyone to get hurt.” We had stopped to talk between storefronts—a bookstore to one side and a pharmacy to the other. Both were dark and empty. I saw movement in the bookstore, maybe a person, maybe a trapped bird. I grabbed Ingrid’s arm and pulled her down the sidewalk.

			“I won’t participate,” I said, putting my hand on my belly. “Ni por nada.” Ingrid looked shocked, and truly it was my fault. Just by listening, I had led her to believe that I was willing. But I was like so many others, thinking a cause is just but afraid to support it, afraid to say anything. Some people like that then got to this country and found their courage and voice because here it’s safer to speak your mind. But back home, they were like me. Put their neck on the line? Ni por nada. 

			Suddenly, Ingrid could no longer look me in the face. Her eyes were large and watery always, and she lined them with bright blue eyeshadow, making her look at times more like a sea creature than a person. She couldn’t convince me to put you at risk, and now she knew it. I posed a new problem for Ingrid. 

			“Bueno,” she said, taking a step back from me. She looked at my forehead as she spoke. “If you say anything to anyone, you will regret it. ¿Entiendes, compañera?” She used the language of the government. Comrade, by which she meant, you are no longer a friend of mine. I watched her go as horror filled my senses. What had I done? My curiosity had put us both at risk. And Felix, already with a record. 

			The attack on the clinic would be in two days, and I spent those 48 hours in a kind of panic. I thought I saw the same woman staring at me from across the street whenever I left the house. Thinking I was being followed, I started covering my hair with a scarf. My left eye twitched incessantly, my mouth was permanently dry, from time to time, my skin would go cold, and I struggled to think of words. My hands shook and I dropped forks, pencils, everything I touched. It got so bad that on Wednesday morning, your father took one look at me and said, “There’s something wrong. Let me take you to the clínica.”

			Of all places! “No, Felix. I’m just tired,” I argued.

			But he was worried about me, about you. His eyes were full of concern. “Te tienes que cuidar,” he said.

			“You’re right. I’ll take the bus, go see Dr. Peréz.” Of course, I would do no such thing. As soon as Felix left for the day, I would ride the bus somewhere else, and if Felix heard something on the news about the attack, I would say I’d just missed it, or the bus ran out of gasoline, which happened often enough.

			Felix sighed. “You think so little of me? I’ll drive and stay with you. I can take the day off.”

			Just then, René knocked on the door of our house, breathless and chattering about a monkey that had swallowed something dangerous and needed surgery. Thank God for stupid animals, I thought, thinking I’d been saved at the last minute.

			“Go, mi amor,” I assured Felix. “I’ll take the bus.”

			Felix ignored me and spoke to René alone. “Prepare the surgery room. I’ll be right back. Anabél has an appointment.” 

			The drive to Vedado took fifteen minutes or so. On the way I insisted Felix drop me off and return to work. “El pobre monito,” I said, feigning worry for the monkey. “René isn’t a veterinarian. What if it has internal bleeding? You keep telling me how hard it is to bring new animals to the zoo, Felix. I’m fine, really, I am. I’ll go see Dr. Peréz and then take the bus back home. I’m just tired. You can’t imagine how hard it is to carry so much weight around.” In the end, Felix relented. He parked the car and walked me to Dr. Peréz’s office door, kissed me and looked long into my eyes.

			“You’re fine. No pasa nada.”

			“I know,” I said, then watched Felix leave. I waited in the hallway a few minutes, giving Felix enough time to get to his car and drive away. Then, I slowly made my way out. The clínica always filled me with such dread. It was the place of my greatest sadness, and whenever I went for my appointments, I felt both Mireyitas near, their ghosts whispering at me. “What are you doing?” they always seemed to be asking, and in my mind, I tried to answer—I’m doing my best, I’m being patient and selfless, I’m staying put—because I imagined that this is what they would ask of me if they could. 

			But I was too late. Gathered outside the hospital was a large group of masked women. Their skirts flapped in the wind. Solemnly, like girls lined up for communion, they began making their way to the front door. I recognized Ingrid halfway in the line. Her eyes crinkled at me as she smiled behind the mask, relieved, I imagined, to see me there. Someone at the front of the line shouted in a belligerent voice, “¡Mujeres, libertad hoy y para siempre!”

			“¡Libertad!” they shouted in unison, and the then the line broke apart, and the women rushed down the halls, hammers and batons appearing out from under their skirts, from deep pockets and purses. They crashed glass-topped tables, and broke through the cane in rocking chairs, and in groups of three or four tipped over beds. I watched them from outside, their bodies moving in and out of the window frames. It was like watching a movie in pieces. I should have left, but I was rooted to the ground, in awe. What if they managed to make a difference, I wondered. What if it knocked sense into the government? I pictured Fidel Castro walking through the mess, scratching his beard, thinking, “This is not what I wanted.” How naïve I was, tesoro. How optimistic.

			Then, I saw smoke come out of one of the upper story windows. Suddenly, doctors and nurses were running out of the building pushing beds with women still on them, and babies disconnected from their incubators, and the masked women, too, instruments still in hand, came rushing out, crazed, crying “Who started the fire?” Soon, Dr. Peréz emerged, his cheeks and white coat covered in soot. He was holding the hand of his elderly receptionist, her cat-eye glasses crooked on her face. They took one step outside, and the doctor collapsed to his knees, taking the receptionist down with him.

			“Doctor, Doctor,” I said when I reached him. He was pale and trying to grab hold of his chest, his fingers slipping. He tried to pull himself up to sit and clutched at my dress. “No, Dr. Peréz, don’t move.” Then, he was still. The receptionist wailed, and I cried with her. Eventually, I helped her stand, too, and walked her over to a bench away from the building. 

			

			Soon the police began to arrive, along with the fire truck blasting its horn. Two officers accosted us and handcuffed us roughly. “She’s a patient,” the receptionist cried, “And I work for Dr. Peréz. For ten years I’ve worked for him,” then she dissolved into tears. The policeman ignored our explanations and stood nearby as more women emerged from the clinic, handcuffed. One laboring, obviously pulled from her bed, the back of her hospital gown untied, leaving her exposed. A trail of blood ran down her legs and covered her bare feet. She, too, was restrained, and lay groaning on the pavement. It took an hour before the authorities figured out who was who. The laboring woman was the first to be released and returned to her bed after the hospital director himself came out and started yelling. Soon, the receptionist and I were also allowed to go. I looked for Ingrid, but never saw her, and hoped to God she’d gotten away altogether. 

			I staggered back to the zoo in the heat, in distress, my wrists raw, all the time hoping Ingrid wasn’t caught, that she wouldn’t speak my name to anyone. I tried to brush poor Dr. Peréz’s sooty handprints from skirt, but they wouldn’t dust off. It was like he was trying to hold onto me still. Oh, he had been so kind to me after Mireyita passed. We’d prayed together, you know. He, holding your sister in one hand, she was so small. “I’m not a priest,” he’d said, “but even so,” then he’d dribbled a bit of water on her tiny face and baptized her. Now I would add him to the roster of the dead. Dr. Peréz’s first name was Julio. And I promised myself and God that you’d be named Julia or Julio in his honor. Except that when the moment came, and I was weak and empty as an old sack, your father saw you and cried so hard from happiness and relief a nurse had to take you away from him. Consoling him, oohing and awing at a man showing so much emotion, the nurse asked him first about your name. I tried to say it, “Julia,” but your father was quicker, and not feeling half-dead, and said, “Her name is Eva.” I remember thinking that here was another thing taken from me, but I was so grateful you were alive that I let it go. I didn’t even notice that the room still smelled like burning, even though the fire had been months earlier. 

			Did René tell you about that day? What he knew of it? Yes, I went straight to your father after the fire, right into the operating room with the monkey. And there was René, your father’s shadow. But Felix came home with me at once, and stayed home for a few days after, and was the husband I thought I’d married for a little while at least. But, you know, after a horrible moment has passed, and the shivering has stopped, we return to ourselves and our old habits. There was nothing that could happen in the world that would keep Felix by my side forever. Not fear of imprisonment, not danger to life and spirit, not even you, his Eva, his tesoro.
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			One day, after she and René had had a terrible fight, Elenita asked to meet me on Calle Monte. I set you in your stroller with a bottle of formula and headed out. By then, the street had already begun to change. It was no longer a lively place full of shoppers. Instead, wary eyes peered out from behind broken glass and stray dogs pissed on the sidewalks. Political slogans were painted on the walls of the former stores. Bourke’s was shuttered with sheets of plywood nailed crookedly over the windows, leaving gaps where you could still see inside. Shadows moved within and I realized they were squatters who had settled between the old makeup counters and in the dressing rooms. Soon, I arrived at a small plaza where Elenita was waiting.

			She jumped to her feet and embraced me. That’s when I noticed her eyes, all puffy, and her cheeks drawn. “He’s left me, Anabél. Is he at your house?”

			“No. I haven’t seen René at all.”

			Elenita looked worried. She’d told me about neighbors she once had, lovers who had been caught by the police. One was beaten and arrested in her old apartment and the other was sent to a psychiatric hospital. “What if—” she began to say.

			“I’m sure he’s fine.”

			She sat back down, and I joined her. “There’s a way out of this for both of us. I know someone in the Ministry of the Interior.” Elenita had many useful friends, you understand? She still does, which is why she has a telephone in her apartment and a car. If she were to leave Cuba for Miami, she’d be another immigrant, scraping to get by, so she stays. “He can set you, Felix, and the baby up with visas.”

			“No entiendo.”

			“Yes, you do. Surely, you and Felix have talked about leaving. Everyone wants to leave. This is your chance, mi amiga. Go, start a new life away from here.” She looked around the plaza and her eyes filled with tears again. “I want my husband back.”

			My breath was short and fast. Suddenly, everything seemed clear. Here was an opportunity to fix everything—to leave that godforsaken island that felt smaller every day, to pull René out of Felix’s powerful gravity, to give them both a chance, just one more chance, to be better husbands. 

			“Felix will never agree to it,” I said. Already I could hear him saying no. He’d cite his work at the zoo, his importance to the survival of the place. It wouldn’t matter if I told him that the grocery stores were growing emptier by the day or remind him that we’d been on the brink of nuclear war a few months before. 

			Elenita was determined, though. Her heart was firm, her will stubborn. “He will be persuaded. This is how.” And she explained the letters she could write—one with the offer from the Minister of the Interior (she’d secure it first, of course, and there wouldn’t be a problem, she assured me) and another letter, threatening to expose him. 

			“You have no proof, Elenita,” I said, fear growing like a stone in my stomach.

			“I found these in René’s nightstand.” She retrieved a pair of polaroids from her purse, and in them was Felix in our first home, naked to the camera. These were the photos I had taken, and the smile in the pictures had been for me. His smile had been for me; I would have sworn it. I remember his laugh that night and it had been for me. I found it hard to breathe. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry,” Elenita said, and she stashed the pictures back into her purse. “I’ll destroy them. I promise. We’ll make them love us again, Anabél.” Elenita was crying, too, and I remember thinking how hopeless everything was. “I won’t do it if you tell me not to, mi amiga. But you’re capable of anything. We both are. The two of us are strong like that. Stronger than our husbands.”

			“I don’t know yet,” I’d said in the end. “Give me time.”

			 

			Walking home with you, I set my mind to leaving Felix. I would release him from the cage that was our marriage. But in the end, I was a coward, and I couldn’t do it. I was still in love, and afraid, and there was the possibility that Elenita’s plan would work. Then I might have it all—your father, a chance at a new life in a new country, and you. 

			I’m sorry, tesoro. I should have been stronger. We would have been alright without him, even then, like we are now. Aren’t we?
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			But maybe I would have stayed with him forever, even so. In London, I fell pregnant again. I prayed constantly and slept in as much as I could, and avoided going outside on wet days, which was nearly always. Felix seemed to like his work, and we were making friends in the city, having them over from time to time, playing records, acclimating to this new place. But halfway through the pregnancy something happened that changed things forever. There was a man your father had begun seeing during his breaks at the London Zoo. I pretended not to notice how often he mentioned his name at dinner, and after all, I couldn’t be sure of anything. “Mi amigo, Gus,” every other sentence began. I said nothing, and when tal Gus came to the parties, I treated him like any other guest, offering him a drink and being a good hostess. But Felix was playing dangerous games. Such a relationship was a risk back then, even in England. One day, he spent too long away from his post, and one of the librarians found them both behind the zoo library, with the man’s hand in Felix’s pants. They ran away at the sight of her, of course. But the woman phoned the Director immediately, described the men, and they were able to quickly determine that it was Felix. 

			Surprisingly, the Director did not call Felix into his office. Instead, he put on his hat, left the zoo, and knocked on the door to our flat while Felix was still at work. 

			“Ma’am. My name is Louis Robson,” he said when I opened the door.

			“Director Robson! Come in.” I felt like my soul was leaving my body already. There had been an accident, I was convinced. An animal had killed Felix. You were on my hip, sleepy, your head nestled into the crook of my neck.

			No, I wasn’t alone, but Claudia left shortly after he arrived. I don’t wish to say more about her.

			Robson was a short man, exactly my height, gordito with a kind face. A white mustache covered his top lip entirely and short-cropped white hair stood on end on his head.

			“Please, sit down. Can I make you some coffee?” 

			Robson made a face and shook his head. I’d forgotten to offer tea instead. 

			He glanced at my belly and swallowed thickly. “No ma’am. I won’t stay long. I just wanted to let you know that your husband was not at his post today.” He put a hand up when I started to say something in alarm. “He’s unharmed. But he has put his position very much in harm’s way. I dare not say what he’s done.”

			By then I had sat down on a nearby chair. My English was improving, but I didn’t understand everything Robson was saying. Even so, the way he gripped his hat and shuffled his feet, and the bright pink circles on his cheek suggested there was shame in it. 

			Tentative, my heart in my throat, I asked, “You throw him away?” Robson, que Dios lo bendiga, understood what I was trying to say. It was terrible. I was already imagining us without a place to live, mendigos on the street, or worse, back in Cuba with less than nothing. Robson sat down very slowly beside me, like he was trying not to move the sofa a centimeter.

			“Felix hasn’t been fired, but I will speak with him. Might I suggest, however, that you should ask him yourself about what happened. As his wife, he may be more open with you. Remind him that private activities are none of my business. But public displays on zoo property are another thing altogether. The law can get involved, and there are penalties, ma’am, I know that much.”

			“Okay, okay,” was all I could manage to say. Robson’s kindness had left me in tears. Isn’t it funny the way gentleness from another can make one softer, too? He left shortly after that, and I sat there with you, the sky darkening outside bit by bit, thinking things over. Robson had had pity for me, and probably for you, too. But he also had pity for Felix, as if he were some helpless person. If he’d been caught with a woman perhaps Robson would have understood him better. Perhaps, he wouldn’t have come to me at all. He wouldn’t have seen Felix’s infidelity as having anything to do with me. But because he was caught with a man, I was asked to fix it. It was Elenita all over again. There was no remedy for it, of course. The only cure was to let Felix be Felix, and either suffer through it or go.

			Can you believe I still didn’t know what I should do?

			What would I be if not a married woman? I had zero skills. I had my brother Virgilio in Miami—another man to run to. My looks were not what they once were. If I went to the United States, Virgilio could help me get a job. He had young children, too, and you would have playmates. I felt your sister kicking and wondered if that was a sign. Did she want playmates, too? Or was she telling me to stay? I put you down in your crib and sat there, fidgeting, waiting for Felix to come home. When he did, llevaba cara de mierda, so I could tell just by looking at him that the director had already reprimanded him.

			He did not say hello like he normally did, and I thought it was because he was ashamed. Instead, he went straight up to our bedroom, where he changed his clothes. I heard him opening and closing drawers and heard his heavy shoes drop onto the floor. Down he came and passed right by me to the kitchen. He paused. Cleared his throat. “Dinner?” he asked.

			Don’t be so shocked. That’s exactly what he asked for. Por poco lo mato. In fact, it took everything in me not to start throwing things at his head. The lamp, a vase, the whole coffee table—I imagined all of them like missiles sailing toward him, ending him once and for all. He stepped out of the kitchen to where I was sitting very still in the living room, tears on my face. I don’t know if it was sadness or rage that fueled them. Probably both.

			“¿Que pasó?” he asked, but how to explain that he asked in way that told me he suspected the answer. “¿Que pasó?” and it was a question more for himself than for me, and it was in the past tense, as if what had happened wasn’t still happening. As if it wouldn’t happen again and again.

			“Director Robson was here.”

			Then he knew for certain. He started to apologize, but I didn’t want to hear it, mainly because I didn’t know how to respond. Would I forgive him? Again? How many times?

			“Your daughter already had her dinner. She’s sleeping. If she wakes up, change her diaper,” I said calmly. Then, I left. Felix called after me, but I kept going out the door, down the steps, past the poet’s house, up Chalcott Crescent and to Regent’s Road, then straight into the park. I knew the pathways by heart even in the dark. How often did I push you up and down the lanes? Sometimes, we stopped to pick wildflowers or watch the schoolboys playing cricket. Once, we’d watched a class trying to play baseball and they were so terrible that I laughed until I cried. They all ran to the ball together wherever it landed, and the runner would stand at first base and stay there, like he was being punished. I thought of the Cuban boys in the streets back home, sticks for bats, homerun hits into the tropical horizon, one after another, and my heart clenched with homesickness. That night, I walked and walked until the ground beneath my feet shifted. Higher I went in the dark, trudging up through the clover until I was at the top of Primrose Hill. I was all alone. Now, I’d be able to think. I laid down on the wet earth. Below, all of London was having their supper. I prayed. I prayed and prayed to Papá Dios and la Virgencita and any saint listening. I asked the same question—should I give him one more chance? That’s when I heard the lions roaring all the way at the zoo and took it as a sign. Did you know the sound can carry for five miles or more? Their subterranean roaring pierced the earth. With my back against the cold grass, it felt as if there were giants beneath me. I told myself that they were answering for Felix, reminding me of the man I fell in love with, of his goodness and his strength. 

			

			Those ridiculous lions. Your father had convinced me that they meant something good.

			 

			When I came back to the flat, Felix was up and waiting for me. “Give me a chance to explain,” he said. He spoke of confusion, of his hellish childhood without giving me any details, of my beauty, always my beauty. Inside, a thousand recriminations built up inside of me, but I blew out their fire. A million candles I snuffed out in my head that night. I would trust him one more time because we’d already done so much together. We’d abandoned a country together, flown into exile together, had children together. I kept silent. I was a statue. I said nothing while he talked about forgiveness, about his desperate thoughts. And then, as if my silence had threatened him, he said “Sometimes, you’re cold to me, Anabél. Look how silent you are.” Te lo juro, it was almost over then. We didn’t understand a thing about one another. How did we fall in love in the first place? Had he ever fallen in love with me? The thought that he never had made me gasp, and he put his hand in mine at the sound. “Perdóname,” he pleaded. 

			“God has given you every gift. Even now, that girl Claudia throws herself at your feet, and yet you go down a different path, one that puts us all at risk.” 

			Felix wiped his face with his hands. “Tell me what to do,” he pleaded.

			“Do whatever you must, Felix, to find peace,” was what I said to him that night.

			“I will, I will. Yes, I will,” he promised. 

			We didn’t speak to one another the rest of the night, or the day after. Soon after that night, he made his greatest mistake, and I know I had accidentally planted the idea in his head. I don’t know when it was. Ni quiero saberlo.

			A month later, I lost your sister. I don’t remember much of that. One moment she was in me, then there was a flash of pain, and then nothing. There was a hospital. There were conversations with doctors. Felix was with me. But I can’t tell you much else. I don’t even know where you were, or who watched you. Someone must have. The new neighbor, probably. Your father must have arranged it. 

			After that came news of a baby, one who lived but was not mine, and who can stand a thing like that? In the end, it was another woman that drove me out. What a cliché, no? I think you know the rest, or some version of it. I’d thought of her as a friend at one time. She was young and naïve, I thought. But I was wrong. She was una víbora, and her venom killed what was left of our marriage.

			Believe who you want, then. She told you pretty stories about herself and your father, and you swallowed it. Did it go down easy? Are you full yet?
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			One last story. I should tell you about the time we went to see his dying mother in Cienfuegos. This was before René, before Mireyita, before I suspected that your father’s body and soul was divided, that he had been at war with his true self his whole life. You and I were the casualties of that war, you know, but I’ve come to understand that nobody suffered more than Felix. When I finally met his family, I was unaware of everything. Your grandmother’s name was Amalia. Yes, it’s a pretty name. Your grandfather was still alive at the time. Everyone called him A., just his surname, and it gave the viejo an air of authority that went well with what I understood to be his persistent anger at the world and at your father. 

			His sister Inés had sent a letter letting Felix know that their mother was ill. I convinced him to go. My own mother had grown sick and frail, too, and whenever I imagined a world without her, I would feel a little dizzy. They say babies don’t know the difference between themselves and their mothers, and I think some of us never outgrow the sensation completely. My mistake was assuming everyone felt the same, thinking all families were like my family. We forgive one another. How many times have I wanted to fight your Tío Virgilio? How many times might I have said to him and to other relatives, no mas, you won’t take another piece of me? And yet, they’re family. Blood. We apologize and heal and are ready to bleed again. But your father’s family was not like this. They held grudges. They were cold and implacable. 

			No, tesoro, I’m not saying that what you are doing is a mistake, but there’s danger in it. Yes, yes, perhaps you’re right to seek answers. Nothing good comes of secrets. I’d asked Felix many times before why it was his family had sent him away in the first place, why they didn’t come to our wedding, why he was so alone in the world, and his answer was always, the same. Nothing happened. It’s just the way it is. He never told me the truth. Perhaps he will tell you.

			So, we drove across the island to Cienfuegos, stopping in Trinidad along the way, until we were finally in a place familiar to Felix. Slowly, he steered the car down a long street that curved like a sickle. Felix lowered the volume of the radio and leaned forward, his chin over the steering wheel like an old man. His knuckles were white. On one side of the road, rows of scraggly palms stood like paintings of themselves in the still air. Beyond the trees, the Bay of Cienfuegos glittered in the sunlight. On the right were large houses that had been converted into apartments. The street was empty except for a lone man carrying a shopping bag, walking in the middle of the street. We stopped at the end of the sickle, at the house made of exposed cinderblock. Plastic pots with dead plants in them lined the path to the front door with its peeling white paint. In the weedy front yard, the wheel of a rusty tricycle peeked out of the tall vegetation. I wondered if it had once belonged to Felix, and I shuddered at the thought of him in this place, lonely and misunderstood. 

			I knocked on the door because Felix was suddenly unable to raise even his hand. He’d gone pale and quiet. A young woman I didn’t recognize answered. She was a girl, really. Maybe fifteen or so, and hugely pregnant. Her nails were chewed to the quick—that’s the first thing I noticed—and her arms were stick thin. Her dark curls were in a ponytail, streaked with loose strands that stood attention on her head. 

			“Felix?” she asked. Felix said nothing. 

			“Sí,” he said and suddenly found himself in the girl’s tight embrace. She kissed his cheek and left a red lipstick mark there.

			“Amalia has been waiting for you. Waiting and waiting and I said you wouldn’t come, but here you are.” 

			I looked past the girl, to the melon painted walls and the portrait that hung over the television set—of a baby, a black and white painted over in pastels. The baby was wearing a cowboy hat and spurs, and in his hand was a tiny lasso. “Is that you?” I asked. Felix shook his head.

			“Can I come in?” Felix asked quietly and I could tell he was fighting the urge to clean the lipstick he could feel on his face. The girl reached a hand over and did it for him, rubbing his skin hard.

			“Claro, claro,” she said and stepped aside. “My name is Luísa. I’m your cousin Margarita’s stepdaughter.” She ticked off the lineage with her fingers. “My stepmother sent me here to take care of your mother after this happened,” she said, pointing at her belly. “It gave me something to do. She said I had to learn to take care of another living thing. I think a baby will be easier than this. You must know, Amalia está muy grave.”

			Grave. It’s what people say when the end is near. The word alone is like lead, thudding to the ground horribly. I wished Luísa hadn’t said it.

			“Ven primo,” Luísa said, like an instant relative. She was still a child herself, impulsive and insensitive. She tugged his hand, but Felix resisted.

			“Is my father here?” he asked.

			Luísa said he wasn’t, and beside me Felix let out a long breath. Together, we entered the house and followed Luísa down a long hallway.

			Amalia’s room came suddenly, flanked by a small, pink bathroom. The smell of candles burning preceded it, wafting its way to us. Her room was dark but for the candle—a tall glass votive with a picture of the Virgin Mother on it, her heart aflame in the center. I saw it burning, smelled it, heard it crackle lightly in the caverns of my memory, and my eyes filled with tears. Did all our mothers have such a candle? It seems so.

			Amalia wore a yellowed hospital gown, speckled with blue boomerangs. Her hair was dyed brown, the curls limp against her head, against the pillow. She was thin, but for a loose bag of skin around her stomach, that fell over to the side when she stirred. Her eyes were closed. In her ears she wore gold hoops. Felix stepped into the gloom.

			We came to her bedside. I sat uncomfortably on the arms of a child’s rocker that sat there like a museum piece. It creaked under my weight, so I hopped up, afraid I’d break it.

			Amalia’s eyes opened and her fingers twitched. 

			“Mamá,” Felix said. Again, a twitch, but the eyes were fixed on the window, its panes hidden by shutters, peeling with white paint. The light came through like darts. 

			“Are you hungry?” Amalia asked, suddenly, and Felix and I both jumped, startled. “Luísa can make you something to eat.”

			Felix crouched down and took up his mother’s hand in his. “I’ve come for you. To say . . . ” He stopped, his voice catching. In my throat was a fist and I blinked away tears. 

			“Who are you?” Amalia asked suddenly.

			Felix looked at me desperately. There it is, I thought. The impossible feeling descending, that one’s mother is going, going, and that she will take a part of yourself with her.

			“Soy yo, Mamá. Felix. Tu hijo.” Amalia’s eyes dampened, and that soon gave way to syrupy tears that stained her pillow. We sat in silence, Felix stroking her hand, my own hand on Felix’s back. His skin was too hot, and he was sweating through his clothes. Luísa came in with some guava on a napkin (“I’m sorry, primo, we’re out of cheese. But the guayabita is so tasty,” she said) and placed it on the dresser. Then she lingered, curious.

			“Is she always like this?” Felix asked. Amalia was still weepy, her eyes unfocused. The room smelled like urine every time she shifted in the bed.

			“Not always. She’ll perk up again. Be patient. Isn’t that right, vieja?” Luísa shouted, tugging on one of Amalia’s toes underneath the blanket.

			At that, Amalia did, indeed, stir. She blinked her eyes and looked at Felix as if for the first time. “Who are you?” she asked again.

			“Tu hijo, Felix,” he answered in a whisper. He did not introduce me. By then, feeling tired and heavy, I settled back into the tiny rocking chair very carefully. 

			“Felix,” she repeated, a question in her voice. Then she seemed to be settled about something in her mind. She pulled her hand out of his and stuffed it under the blanket. “Por favor, light the candle.” 

			“It’s already burning, Mamá,” Felix said. Amalia raised a trembling hand, as if she meant to do something about the candle. Felix cupped her hand in his, like holding a small creature, and set it down on the blankets. Later Felix would tell me how all he could think about was that this was the hand that had spanked him, had taught him to tie his boots, had made the sign of the cross on his head through fevers, and had fished a centavo out of his throat when he choked on it. 

			“I knew something terrible would happen to my children. I knew it from the start.” 

			“Mamá,” Felix breathed.

			The chair beneath me creaked and finally she noticed me. “Get up out of that chair,” she commanded, and I did as I was told. 

			“Hola señora,” I said then. “My name is—”

			“Don’t have children,” she admonished at the sight of me, that gnarled hand up in the air again, wagging her finger. “They’re the source of a woman’s suffering.”

			Beside me, Luísa whispered, “Too late for that,” and nudged me with an elbow. She was amused, I guess. Used to Amalia’s ramblings at this point. I suppose, there comes a time when things that are very tragic can seem funny. I think it’s inevitability that does it. Hope is serious. Certainty relieves a person of responsibility. Amalia was going to die, no doubt about it. Luísa had already gotten used to the idea. 

			Amalia went on talking. “I had a cousin, Pedro, and he was a priest here in Cienfuegos. He was very short for a man, and he stood on a stool to consecrate the host. But he had a voice that made the lamps hanging from the church’s rafters swing back and forth. Te digo, las viejitas waving their Spanish fans would faint in the aisles during mass. Then one Sunday, there was a boom. Like God’s voice,” she whispered. “It was lightning, and it set the steeple on fire. But that isn’t the best of it, no, no. You see, the moment the lightning struck, the blind nun sitting at the organ, the one who could play without sight, could suddenly see the ivory keys. And a young woman from Santo Domingo, at the back of the church, who was carrying a dead baby in her belly, a dead thing that was killing her from the inside out, felt the child stir. And you won’t believe this.” She stopped again, her lips twitching in anticipation. “Padre Pedro grew a whole foot when the fire began. Sprung up like a fruta bomba seedling.”

			The candle was almost out. My legs hurt from standing, and Luísa, bumped her hip with mine every so often, suppressing giggles. Her hands were laced together under her belly, supporting the weight. I noticed her ankles were swollen, her lips chapped. She didn’t have long to go before delivering the baby.

			Meanwhile, Amalia went on. “News of what had happened at the church spread and people came with torches to capture some of the fire, to take it home. You see, they wanted a little bit of miracle for themselves. Who doesn’t?” Amalia coughed again and her voice became weaker. “And the people of this town started a hundred fires that night. Can you believe it?”

			“Did they get their miracles? Were they cured of their illnesses?” Felix asked.

			Amalia didn’t answer. She’d closed her eyes and slept, her mouth hanging open.

			Luísa sucked her teeth. “She’s always like this. Always a story to tell, then she forgets who she is. She hasn’t eaten in a few days, you know. It’s good you came, primo.”

			On the way to Cienfuegos, your father said he hadn’t wanted to cry in front of his mother, that she valued a man who could control his emotions, but in that moment, he couldn’t stop himself. He must have missed her so much, missed the stories, the rhythms of life with a family. Felix had forgotten how much he had longed for it. 

			

			He bent down and kissed his mother’s forehead. Once again, he arranged her hand on the blanket, uncurling her fingers and massaging her knuckles. Reluctantly, we followed Luísa out of the dark, suffocating bedroom and into the sala, where Felix’s sister, Inés was waiting with a man I assumed was Felix’s father.

			Of your grandfather, Felix only told me three things—that he was a doctor in Cienfuegos, that he was born in Las Canarias, and that he once played classical piano. I could not have predicted the size of the man before me. He was enormous, a foot taller than Felix, and broad all over. His hair was white, but full, and his eyebrows were wide and bushy. His stomach hung over his belt and there were callouses on his elbows, as if he walked with them instead of his feet. 

			Coldly, he observed Felix and me. “Why did you come?” he asked without any sort of hello. 

			Felix sighed and didn’t answer, resigned to whatever his father was going to say.

			“Papá, don’t,” Inés warned, but didn’t complete the phrase. I looked around for Luísa, but she had disappeared. But by then, Felix was already heading for the door.

			“Si, vete. It’s better if you do,” the old man taunted. He had his hands in his pockets and his chin in the air.

			“She’s my mother. That’s why I came.”

			Inés took a step back, away from her father, who’d swayed a bit when Felix spoke. It was as if he was shocked to hear his son’s voice, a man’s voice now.

			“She stopped being your mother a long time ago. You made your choices and became a stranger.” 

			“The hell I did.”

			At this, el viejo’s face contorted and his limbs shook a little. Inés grabbed a hold of his arm. “Papá, ya,” she said, trying to soothe him. “Ya no mas.” He staggered and sat hard on a nearby chair, holding his head in his hands. “First my beloved son, now my wife. I have no one left,” he cried.

			“You have me,” Inés said again and again. “Aqui estoy.” But he ignored her.

			“Basta,” Felix announced, pulling me to the front door. The old man waved him away without looking up. “He’s disgusting,” he whispered to me on the way out.

			“He’s grieving,” I said, but Felix would not hear it. All the way back to Havana, I begged him to tell me what had happened between them, but he refused to say another word. When we reached home at last, he began to act strangely, lighter, making jokes even, as if we’d not just been at his mother’s deathbed. As if his father hadn’t rejected him again. 

			“Felix, don’t pretend,” I told him.

			“Pretend what?” he’d asked, then kissed my cheek. “No pasó nada.”

			 

			From time to time, Felix would lean over my belly and whisper to you. The room would be full of the scent of him, bathed and perfumed in cologne every night before bed. “You come from a line of pirates,” he’d say to you, “like your great-great grandfather who had been captain of a ship that traversed the sea, and had many lovers and commandeered many merchant ships, and who, in his storm-withered, old age forgot where the treasure was buried.” Then he would laugh and tell you, “If we are poor, it’s because of an old man’s bad memory, tesoro.” He was the first to call you “treasure.”

			Another night, he sat up abruptly and asked, “If the baby is a girl, will you pierce her ears?”

			“Of course,” I replied sleepily. “How else will anyone know she’s a girl?” That’s how we thought back then, you understand? Now it’s different. 

			He faced me and turned my old gold earring clockwise, then anticlockwise, like he was opening a lock. “My mother always wore gold hoops. They brushed her neck. One time, when I was very little, I remember pulling them. My mother screamed when the hoop sliced through her earlobe. Gold and blood. My father tried to tear me out of her arms, to beat me and then demand that I not cry, but Mamá held me tightly, the blood soaking her silk shirt, saying, ‘Mi niño, no pasó nada.’” Like I said, he didn’t say much about his family, but when he did, he was always quiet afterward, as if the memory had to be expelled with force and the effort of it made him sleepy. 

			 

			I’ve told you all I know of your father. Even to me, he was a mystery, full of secrets. We are all mysteries. You asked me why I never told you any of this, and I asked you why you never considered how hurt I was. The hurt has not gone away, but maybe the anger has. But tesoro, the sadness is still with me.

			I knew Felix was sick. Your Tía told me, but I didn’t know he was dying. Not yet anyway. I thought perhaps I’d have more time to gather up the courage to see him again. I have been brave, from time to time. But when it comes to Felix, I am faint of heart. I think it’s because I gave all my heart to him. I’m not ready, Eva. But if you need me to go with you when you see him, I will. For you, I’d do anything.
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			You’ve come to help me bury my father. Our father, I should say. Strange, that. He’s not even dead yet, but that’s why you came. It won’t be long now. That’s what the hospice care staff say. They serve Cuban food to patients here. How bizarre is that? Back home it’s all cold sandwiches, pudding, and tea. Maybe this is why Felix came to die in Miami. 

			Yes, Felix. That’s what I’ve always called him. What did you call him?

			You live a few blocks from here? That’s incredible. He’s been here for a month, you know.

			No, I’m not angry that you’ve just come. 

			I think I understand.

			We look so much alike, don’t we? It’s quite strange. Mum told me we did, but she can’t be trusted that way. She said you spoke with her on the phone and that she told you many things about Felix. Was it what you wanted to hear, because to be honest, I’d rather not have known some of it. 

			My gran says that Felix’s spirit is already loose, and that he has begun visiting her from time to time, sitting on the sofa, and running his hands over the seat before disappearing. Gran is like that. She’s ancient and she sees things. I usually don’t buy it, but sometimes, weird things do happen. For example, a few months ago, before I knew that Felix was ill, I was watching a show about psychics on the television in my flat. It was an American show. The guest of honor had long nails and a bob cut. She had big eyes, like a lemur, and she’d close them and point a long nail at the audience and say something like, “I have someone wanting to come through. It’s a man, his name starts with an “S.” Then somebody would say, “Me, me, that’s my Uncle Stanley.” Anyway, I always thought it was rubbish. But there I was at my friend’s house, watching the program, and her phone rang. 

			My friend said, “Go on. Pick it up, you’re closer to it.”

			Then, a woman on the other end goes, “Is Felix home?” I barely had the wherewithal to let out a shaky, “Wrong number.” It’s not like England is bursting with men named Felix. I hadn’t heard or seen Dad for two years, and I answer a call like that? Perhaps his spirit was already shaking loose, trying to get in touch.

			Mostly, I just think coincidences happen and that’s all.

			I’ve known about you all my life. Did you know about me? A bit? Well, that’s strange. Mum forbade me from calling you when I was little. Otherwise, I would have. Then we grew up, and I figured you didn’t want to know me, seeing as you were older and never tried to reach out. I think I understand why you didn’t. But, anyway, here you are, and we can start fresh, and fill in the gaps for one another before we visit Felix. After everything is done, we can go on getting to know each other if you like.
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			I suppose you know mostly the bad things that people have told you about our father. Shall I tell you some of the good things? Firstly, he was a good father to me, most of the time. I’m sorry if that’s hard to bear, but he was. He loved me, even if he didn’t come around as often as I would have preferred. 

			Let’s see. When I was thirteen, he took me to my first concert—Elton John at Wembley. Felix waited in line overnight in the rain at a record shop in Camden to get the tickets. He caught pneumonia shortly afterwards. For a while, he worked at Whipsnade Zoo, just around the time they had an entire herd of white Rhinos there. He took me with him to watch a calf being born. I hid my face in his shirt at the sight of all the blood. Felix left zoo work altogether eventually. He said he couldn’t bear to see the animals in their enclosures any longer, that he’d spent his life trying to convince himself that it was alright. There was one year that I didn’t see him at all. When he finally showed up at our flat, Mum threw a vaseful of water in his face. Gran laughed and said he’d been baptized anew. Felix never told us where he’d been, but he was heavier than I’d ever seen him, and he’d dyed his gray hair brown and looked ridiculous. But he came bearing gifts and that’s how I got this ring. Pretty, isn’t it?

			All in all, Felix was my on-again, off-again father. But I knew I was loved.

			You were loved too, though you’ve every right to ask for evidence. You should ask him yourself. 

			Right. You make it sound like everything in the garden was rosy for me. It wasn’t. I wanted Felix more in my life, as well. Once, when I was just starting school, around five or so, my mother let me paint her nails. The color was a vibrant fuchsia, and her nails, with their deep downward curve and wide nail beds, took the polish beautifully. When I was done, I wanted to paint my own, but my mother took the tiny bottle from my hands and said something infuriating, something like, “Not for girls your age.” In a fit of anger, I threatened to go live with Felix, though I hadn’t seen him in months.

			I knew I’d hurt Mum instantly. Her lips trembled, then twisted into a snarl. “Fine! You want to live with Felix? Go!” She grabbed my wrist hard and flung open my closet, sweeping everything into a suitcase. She thrust both me and the suitcase outside our flat before slamming the door.

			I considered walking to Felix’s for a moment, but night had fallen, and the oak trees looked like giants. The feral cats prowling in the darkness seemed like tiny lions, ready to pounce. Besides, I didn’t know where he lived. Directionless in the dark and alone on our front steps, I had no choice but to cry and pound on the door. From inside, I could hear Gran chastising my mother, “Let her back in!” I wasn’t outside for long; Mum let me in and gave me hot chocolate. I was careful not to make threats like that again.

			 

			Lately, we’ve taken to hanging out more, and I’ve gotten to know him better. In what way? Lots. For example, he has better taste in music than most people our age. Always American bands, of course. Nirvana, REM, that kind of thing. He hates it when women leave their lipstick on the rim of a glass, but he’d rather die of thirst in a restaurant than ask a waiter to take it back. He’s never barefoot in the house but always wears slippers. He says that people catch colds through their feet, if you can imagine that. Oh, you think so, too. Funny, isn’t it? He doesn’t read books. I’ve tried giving him novels, musical biographies. He’s not interested, but he watches MTV and the nightly news, and whenever Princess Diana is on the television, he makes everyone around him hush. He said he likes the way she is with AIDS patients, unafraid to touch them. When he first said so, I didn’t think anything of it. Now of course, it makes sense. I love her, too. For that alone, I love her. He taught himself to give haircuts, and from time to time, trimmed my bangs for me. When I was in secondary school, he gave me a perm that made me look like Sheena Easton. He has a denim and shearling jacket he likes to wear in the fall, and he calls it his “Papi Chulo” jacket, then he laughs and laughs. He’s never kept a pet and plays no instruments. He manages to make the bifocals he wears look terribly trendy—wire frames, round lenses. For years he fought the need for them, stumbling over words as he read, holding menus a few centimeters from his nose. Lately, he bends his head as he listens to me talk. I think he’s losing his hearing, but it makes me feel as if I have his complete attention. I don’t know that anyone else notices these things about him, but they’re drawn to him anyway. Even when he says hard things to people, they still like him. Mum still likes him. I’d say she loves him, really, but she would never admit it to me. “There’s something about Felix,” is what my mates would tell me after meeting him. And there is.
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			From time to time, Felix revealed something about his life in Cuba. I’ll tell you one of the stories—one I heard recently and think you should know. I can’t imagine he’ll tell you himself given the conditions under which he told me. He was rather drunk that night. This was last year on my twenty-fifth birthday, and Felix and Mum invited me out to a pub for drinks. Obviously, it was nice to have them together with me that night. It didn’t happen often. I invited a few of my mates and we had a good time. Mum left early as Gran needed someone home to make sure she stayed in bed. Most nights, she wanders around her flat, talking about dead women and children she sees in the kitchen, drinking her tea. 

			As I said, Felix was completely drunk and leaned on me as we walked home. He’s never been much of a drinker. I don’t know what it was about that night, but he drank himself silly. At first, it was fun to watch. There was an old jukebox in the corner of the pub, and he loaded it up with song after song. He knew all the words and one by one danced with all my friends. But then, he got quiet and sentimental, and by the time someone brought out a birthday cake, Felix couldn’t seem to bear it, so he waited outside. 

			Soon enough, it was just me and Felix. It was raining hard, and he slipped and fell on the sidewalk, just steps from the house. Felix is a tall man, and he weighs fourteen stone at least. Rather, he used to. He’s skin and bones now. “Stand up, I can’t help you,” I said to him, but he just laid there, his mouth open, filling with water. I thought he would drown.

			“Stand up!” I yelled again. I had to be hard with him. I smacked his cheeks, and he muttered something about dying, about deserving it, and that’s when I got scared. I pulled him up by his collar and made him look me in the eyes. He came back to himself a little, got to his feet, and followed me into the house. He was clumsy, and full of feeling, and by the time I got him on the couch, he was weeping.

			I made him coffee and gave him some aspirin. “Mi Rita, gracias,” he said, and he apologized for drinking so much. He always called me “Mi Rita,” like it’s one name. When I was small, I would tell him, “Yes, I’m your Rita,” and he would laugh.

			Listen, I’m trying to be honest. It’s just the way it was with us, and it’s not like he was around all the time. He’s no Mr. Bennett.

			He was in a state of frustration, ill-sounding, tears glazing his eyes. For a moment, I thought someone had dropped something into one of his drinks. “Go to sleep,” I urged, and he laid down on the couch.

			“I’m sorry, mi Rita.”

			“For what?” I asked. 

			“Everything. I want to tell you everything.”

			I laughed again, the way you laugh at drunks. “Alright, tell me everything.” 

			“There was an artist,” he began. “I met him when I was a young. Fourteen or so. Every afternoon, I’d find him in the park sketching. He’d draw the pigeons rooting around after scraps, or the old men playing dominoes. He didn’t wear shoes, and his feet were always covered in dust. He had a mirror nearby, and he’d look into it whenever he was drawing a face. I watched him for weeks and thought he was the most talented, most beautiful man I’d ever seen.”

			At this, Felix stopped. 

			I already knew that Felix was gay. Bisexual maybe. He didn’t put a label on it. I’d never met any of his boyfriends, but he’d mention his “friends” every so often. Mum would nudge me with an elbow when he did it in front of us both. He refused to come out, is the thing. Went to church and everything. There was even a girlfriend for a time. Her name was Marina, and she was the rectory secretary at Our Lady of the Assumption. Felix brought her to meet me when I was at uni. She commented on my black nail polish, sneering, “Isn’t that an interesting color?” I never saw her again. 

			“Was he very beautiful?” I asked. I wanted Felix to know that I was fine with it. I wanted this young man from his past to be the most beautiful person that ever lived.

			Felix nodded. “I was young. His name was Pablo and everyone in the neighborhood knew he went around with other men, so I kept my distance. One day, I saw that Pablo was drawing a lioness using white chalk on black paper. He drew white clouds around the lion’s face and the chalk puffed up like magic around his fingers. Before I knew it, I was beside him, watching the lion come alive. My eyes followed every line, every stroke. The lion’s chalk whiskers seemed to quiver in the breeze. I thought I saw a flea jumping out from its cheek fur. At any moment, the lion would open its mouth and roar. I drew closer. The artist smelled like cigarette smoke and oranges. I watched a vein in his wrist pulse. He began to hum a song I didn’t recognize, but he carried the tune magnificently. He asked me if I liked the drawing, and I told him it was the most lifelike thing I’d ever seen, and that I was going to become a veterinarian one day and take care of animals just like the ones he drew. 

			“After that, I sat with him while he sketched each afternoon, and one day, as I was coming into the park, a stray dog attacked me, and Pablo helped me to fend it off. Another time, I asked him to draw a horse for me and—”

			“And you passed it off as your own. I’ve heard this one before.”

			Felix covered his face with his hands. “Fragments. Just parts of the story, mi Rita. Nothing ever happened between us, please believe me.”

			“It’s genuinely fine. It’s—” I tried to explain.

			“I was just un muchachito and he was a grown man. But the rumors started. God knows who started them, and your grandparents warned me to stay away from Pablo, which I did for a while. But can anyone go without air, without water? Because it felt like he was those things to me. I dreamed of him. Que Dios me perdone, I dreamed and dreamed. But nothing happened, I swear. Every day, I brought him ideas. Draw me a giraffe on the ground. An orangutan, please. Today, I’d like a cat sunning itself on the roof of a Cadillac. He did what I asked. I had stacks of his art at home, and I put them up. I shared a bed with my brother, Leonardo, who didn’t give un carajo what was on the walls. He was a carpenter and went to bed covered in sawdust every night. 

			“My parents threatened me. They said that if I was seen with Pablo again, that they would kick me out of the house. We had a terrible fight. My mother cried. My father raised his fists at me but didn’t strike. He was all bluster, but I was ready to defend myself. My little sister howled in her bedroom, ‘Don’t kill Felix, Papá!’ It was Leonardo who wrapped his arms around me and dragged me out of the house. ‘Tranquilo,’ he told me. ‘Calm down,’ and I did. Then he made me promise to stay away from Pablo, that the rumors were hurting our father at work, and wasn’t he up for a promotion soon? I assured my brother that nothing had happened. That Pablo was just a friend. But it wasn’t true. I wanted something to happen. I would have welcomed it.”

			Felix lay there for a long time, his forearm over his eyes. I didn’t move. I hardly breathed. I suddenly remembered a girl from school. I went to St. Elizabeth’s. Felix insisted on a Catholic education. Mum was indifferent. This girl surprised me with a kiss in the bathroom one day during the month of Mary celebrations. She and I had been chosen to put a crown of flowers on the statue of Our Holy Mother’s head while our classmates sang, “Ora pro nobis.” Afterward, we went to wash our hands and that’s when she kissed me. “I’m sorry, she’d said. I wanted to know what it was like.” She’d stunned me. I’d never been kissed before, but it had made sense. The kiss had made perfect sense. Her lipstick mingled with mine. I came home and told Gran. 

			Gran said, “This is what life is like, Rita. It can surprise you and you’ll be better for it,” Christ knows what she meant by it, but she’s not wrong. Mum said, “Well then, that’s out of the way.” Life is surprising. Here you are, for example. 

			Soon enough, Felix began talking again. 

			“I stayed away from the park and Pablo for a month at least. Maybe more. Then there came a moment when, testing myself, I decided to seek Pablo again. Perhaps he’d lost some of his luster. Perhaps time had cured me. But what can I say? There he was, painting with watercolors that day, the little tray of paints balanced on one hand and the brush in the other, a cup of water held firm between his knees. He was happy to see me. ‘I knew you’d return,’ he’d said, and then gifted me a painting of a cheetah crouched among the long blades of a savannah. I proposed a new meeting place, away from the prying eyes of the park goers. The zoological gardens had opened that year, and there were many creatures to see and places to sit in the shade and talk. I’d saved money and said I would buy his ticket. We could go there. Pablo agreed. We would meet the next day, and the day after that, and forever, I hoped.

			“But I arrived home to cries of grief and shock. It was my sister who told me how a neighbor had come saying I’d been seen at the park, and how Leonardo had left in a hurry to warn me, to drag me home before our parents found out, and that he’d been struck by a car and killed. She stopped me at the door, her hand on my chest, and said, ‘Felix, Papá will kill you. His gun is on the table already. He blames you for everything.’ I remember hearing my mother wail and my father shout Leonardo’s name. The police had already come and gone. The body was inside.

			“So I left home. A cousin in Matanzas took me in and did not ask questions, which was fine because I had nothing to say. For years, I only studied, listened to music, and wrote apologetic letters to my parents that were never answered. How can I blame them?”

			A ball of fire formed in my chest. “Easily! You can easily blame them. They were your parents too! And intolerant bastards!” I’d said. If there’s one thing about me, I can be counted on to be on your side. 

			He sobbed the entire time, but I let him carry on. He cried for his brother and his sister, and even for his parents. How could they have burdened our father with such guilt when he was still a boy? I wanted to reassure him: “You’ve got me, Mum and Gran—that’s all the family you need.” But I couldn’t say it because it wasn’t true. Felix felt the fracturing of his family acutely. Believe it or don’t. He didn’t have everything he needed, and he never would.

			In the morning, hungover and feverish, he asked if he’d been too much trouble the night before. He remembered nothing, or maybe he pretended not to remember. I didn’t remind him. I tested him later, asking after his parents and siblings. He said his parents died in Cuba when he was a little boy and that he’d been an only child. It was a lie he continued to tell, and I pretended it was the truth for his sake. 

			That night, he didn’t tell me he was ill, though he must have already been. He never told me, in fact. You should know, we dance around the word in the hospital. Pneumonia is what he says, and what the doctors say in the room. But in the hallway, when they want to explain something to me, they say it. AIDS. Even then, it’s a whisper. Sometimes I want to shout it down the corridors.
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			You should know that Felix set out to visit you one final time last month, but he fell ill on the journey. He went straight to the hospital from the airport. He’s very poorly. I flew in from London when he called to tell me, at last, how sick he was. Mum and I had suspected it, of course. He was too thin, coughing all the time, covered in spots. It’s been terrible. Traumatizing, if you will. 

			You should know what it’s like in there. His room overlooks the bay and a Catholic Church. It’s shaped like an enormous cone. One of the nurses explained that it’s meant to look like Our Lady of Charity. I went in the other day. There’s an enormous, sepia-toned mural of Cuban history behind the altar. You’ve been? Of course you have. When it comes to my heritage, I know nothing, but I want to learn. Anyway, when Felix sleeps, I stare out the window. Outside, the dark, deep water of the bay absorbs the light entirely, reflecting nothing on cloudy, windless days. It resembles a glossy floor, solid enough to dance on.

			The view from Felix’s hospital room window won’t be the first thing you’ll notice. Rather, you’ll see him—his long feet sticking out from beneath a nubby, blue blanket. I always long to cover them, but he usually kicks the blanket off. He will probably be asleep, his breath hoarse. It’s very confronting. The whiteness of his skin, the sores here and there on his hands, his neck; the churning of the air moving in and out of his lungs like the chugging of some out-of-date machinery fills the room. A doctor said we should be counting what’s left of his life in days, not weeks.

			

			I try not to look at his face. It is my face. There is no mistaking the profile—a nose that just overtakes the jaw. That’s why he’s always worn a beard. No such luck for me. When I was in the sixth grade, a boy I liked called me “sharkface.” Every time I go in there, I realize that I am seeing some version of my own death. Unless I die in a train crash, or drown in my bathtub, or am eaten by an alligator here in Miami—this is what I’ll look like in my last days. It’s your face, too. Get ready. This isn’t easy.

			 

			The first week of Felix’s hospital stay, I came into the room and someone else was with him—a curly haired man, resting his shoulder against the windowpane. His arms were crossed so tightly the veins on his forearms pulsed with the effort. As soon as his eyes fell on me, he shook violently once, as if he’d gotten a chill. “Eva?” he said in a whisper.

			It cut my breath short, hearing your name like that. “My name is Rita, Felix’s daughter. Eva is his other daughter.”

			“René,” he said, introducing himself. “I knew your father back in Cuba. We were friends.” His accent was very thick. The man looked absolutely wrecked, to be honest. 

			“How did you know he was here?”

			René smiled for the first time. “He called me at work. Told me he was coming to town to say goodbye to people. And he told me he was sick. But he gave me the impression he had more time.” René stopped for a moment, finding it hard to go on. 

			“If it’s any consolation, he hasn’t been here that long.”

			René nodded. “I’m not sure that helps.” He swallowed thickly a few times. “When I didn’t hear from him, I feared the worst, called a few hospitals.” His voice was reduced to the smallest whisper. It was all air.

			“It’s good of you to come,” I said, trying to make him feel better. René hadn’t budged from his spot, like his feet were set in concrete. People act strangely around the dying, but then you spend a few weeks sitting next to a dying person and nothing feels strange anymore. It’s all just desperately sad.

			

			“Can you tell him I was here? He hasn’t been awake since I arrived,” René said.

			“Alright. I will.” René finally moved over to Felix’s bedside and gave his hand a squeeze. It was good to see. So many people won’t touch him, you know? Afraid they’ll come away with HIV if they do. Don’t you be scared, now. 

			René sat on the edge of Felix’s bed for a long time without speaking. He combed Felix’s hair back with his fingers and straightened his sheets. He patted Felix’s knee as we talked a little about all the things going on—the pneumonia mainly—and whether Felix was sleeping too much or eating at all. I noticed René was wearing a Metrozoo polo. His hands were very clean, his nails trim and polished. Not zookeeper’s hands.

			“Your shirt,” I said. “You and Felix must have worked together at ZSL at some point.” René didn’t know what I meant. “The London Zoo, I mean.”

			“No, Havana Zoo. Long, long time ago. Felix was my boss.” I watched as René bent over and whispered something to Felix. Maybe it was a prayer. Maybe it was a story, or a confession. Either way, it felt so private that I left the room for a while, took myself to the caf and had a piece of stale cake.

			When I came back to the room, René was gone. 

			How do you know him? Oh, well then why didn’t you stop me nattering on? He and Felix were more than friends, then. I guessed as much. I wished he’d stayed. I’d liked to have asked him some questions about Felix. Well, you can tell me all about it another time, since you’ve gotten to know him.

			

			Soon after that, a nurse came in. Her nametag read Clemene, and she spoke quietly to Felix, who woke when she began taking his blood pressure.

			“Good to see those eyes, Mr. A.,” Clemene said and tightened the cuff around his thin arm.

			“Ah, Clemene, my favorite.” Felix’s English is still accented. He smiled at Clemene as she pressed the stethoscope to the inside of his elbow, and I wondered if they’d talked beyond compliments and medical assessment. 

			“You’ve got a visitor, Mr. A.,” Clemene said, just as I began to think he’d never get around to noticing me in his room. 

			Felix squinted, though I didn’t see any glasses nearby for him to wear. “Mi Rita.” He didn’t seem surprised to see me. “My daughter,” he said to Clemene, whose eyes widened for a moment. I saw an accusation in the expression. To care so little, to come so late, is not to be a daughter at all, she seemed to say before leaving the room. Felix folded his hands on his stomach, then placed them at his sides. He knitted his fingers again.

			“It’s been a while,” I said, and Felix took a long, ragged breath. It was true—I hadn’t seen him in six months or more. Not since my birthday. He extended his arm toward me. His forearms were thicker than his upper arms, the elbow joint a knob of bone and veins. The skin at the crease of his arm had been pierced many times with a needle, and tiny scabs were visible. His arm hovered in the air for a moment, and I thought he meant for me to take his hand. The muscles in my own arm twitched, like a magnet pulled to steel. But Felix’s hand shifted, his open palm suddenly closed, and one large finger pointed at the bedside table on which stood open jars of salve, a wilting bouquet of roses and a photograph of you.

			“Your sister,” Felix said, and he moved his fingers in the air. I handed him the picture. I tried not to look for my own photo among the scant things on the table. The photograph shook in Felix’s hand. It was creased, indicating it had been folded twice, perhaps kept in a wallet. 

			“I can call her, if you like.”

			

			Felix shook his head. The move set off a series of coughs that lifted him off the mattress. His hand rose to shield his face but couldn’t quite make it. Felix’s voice box bulged and quivered with each cough.

			Your photograph had been crushed in his hand during the coughing fit. I took it and smoothed it out on my thigh, taking a longer look at you. It was an old picture, and you looked about fifteen. In it, you’re perched on a coral wall, arms crossed, ankles crossed. I returned the photo to its place on the table and sat down next to him. 

			“Do you remember,” he asked, “the time your cousin sat on the glass coffee table? What a mess.” He smiled with the memory.

			“I don’t have cousins.”

			Felix shook his head. “You do. The little one is very pretty. She must be grown by now. You used to listen to the Bee Gees back then. Once, I brought you a doll from Madrid. Do you remember?”

			That’s when I realized he was recalling you. I won’t lie. It felt quite like being stabbed in the heart. No matter. I knew then what to do. Once Felix was asleep, I rummaged through his things and found his address book, which Felix always kept in his pocket. It’s a tiny, leather-bound book with a million addresses written, crossed out, written again. I found your aunt’s name with a star beside it. And now you’re here, and you’ve already spoken with my mum, and I suppose you’ve talked with other people from Felix’s past. You know what I know, for the most part. Maybe you know more. It’s good you’ve been asking questions. Questions are free, that’s what my mum always says. 
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			Are you ready? It’s the last door on the right. Yes, it smells clean at least. How strange that one can get used to a place like this. Here we are. The antibiotics have been helping and he’s more talkative now. He’s eating better. But the nurses don’t think he’s going to leave this place. Every day for the past month I’ve come, said “Alright, Felix?” by way of hello, but I am also saying goodbye. 

			This is why you’ve come, too, to say goodbye. 

			Perhaps to forgive him, or not, who am I to say? 

			Perhaps you will ask him to let the cages fall open at last, and maybe for you he will. 

			You are here and that’s what matters. 

			Prepare yourself—these days, Felix always has a story to tell. He might tell you about Cuba, or about the lions. Always the lions. Or maybe he has another story for you, one you haven’t heard yet. Come on. He’s just there, through the door, waiting to begin.
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