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To my great-grandparents Adolfo Pino Quintana and Sara de la Cruz Montiel, whose unconditional love and encouragement made my mom the strong woman she is
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Victoria slipped out of bed just as the sun began to rise. She drew aside the hand-stitched lace curtains to step onto the small balcony. Last night’s rain had left water droplets glistening on the leaves and flowers of the elaborate garden surrounding the farmhouse of Papalfonso’s finca. The fresh morning air combined the sharp perfume of magnolia and hibiscus around the house with the scent of ripening fruit from the orchards.

She rested her chin on the railing, breathing in the most beautiful place on earth. Everything visible belonged to her grandfather: la laguna, the tropical orchards, the native woods. This whole finca, where family rules and expectations turned a clouded eye, was the one place where she could truly be herself.

It wasn’t enough to view it; Victoria yearned to be part of the glorious countryside. Returning to the bedroom, she accidentally knocked into the portable pimpampú where her cousin Jackie slept.

“¿Qué hora es?” Jackie mumbled with her mouth pressed against the pillow.

Victoria squinted at the bedside clock but couldn’t read the hands in the dawn light. “Judging by the sky, around five thirty.”

Jackie said a word that sounded very unladylike, but maybe the pillow had distorted it. “You’re crazy.”

And within a second or two, Jackie had returned to sleep.

Quietly, Victoria removed her nightgown and pulled on a pair of riding breeches and a long-sleeve shirt Mami insisted she had to wear to ward off the sun’s skin-burning rays.

Down in the kitchen, Mamalara hacked at a pineapple alongside the two Spanish cooks, Dorothea and Manuela, who were already prepping for the day.

“I knew you’d be up early. Didn’t I say so, Dorothea?” Mamalara kissed Victoria on the top of her head while Dorothea served her a bowl of oatmeal. “Last day of summer vacation, and I knew my first grandchild wouldn’t waste it by sleeping in.”

Next to the oatmeal on the kitchen table, Manuela placed a pink shake made from bananas and frutabombas. Victoria grinned. Even though Mamalara was the matron of the kitchen, her family never traveled without their two cooks, who had been with them since her parents got married. Because the three of them were convinced that Victoria was too skinny (a state they took personally since it meant they weren’t doing their job right), they always spoiled her with the foods she liked.

“Has Papalfonso come down yet?” Victoria asked before tasting the creamy oatmeal.

“Your grandfather left about two minutes before you came.” Mamalara smiled as if she knew what Victoria was really asking.

“I think he was heading for the barn.” Manuela nodded out the window.

“¡Gracias!” Victoria gulped two swallows of the fruit shake and grabbed the spare banana Mamalara casually held out for her.

“Niña, come back and finish your food. You need your strength,” Dorothea scolded in her loudest whisper as Victoria dashed out the kitchen door.

Victoria sprinted across la terraza, with its vines growing up the lattice; around the swimming pool, where Jackie always won when they played Marco Polo; over the bridge of la laguna, where ducks and swans squawked at her haste; and past the wooden cabin that housed the farm’s foreman and his family. She slowed down only upon nearing the barn.

The barn was constructed of sturdy gray cinder blocks with three stalls in a row plus a tack room. Next to the tack room, a slab of poured concrete with a drain made a combined saddling-up and equine-bathing area. Instead of grazing in the pasture with the other horses, Diogenes, the golden palomino gelding she always rode, had been brought in and hung his head over the stall wall to nicker at her arrival.

Papalfonso held the reins of his black, pedigreed Thoroughbred stallion, Carabalí, while talking with Gilberto, the groom and teenage son of the farm’s foreman.

“Ah, there she is. I wondered if you were coming or if you were too tired from playing all night,” Papalfonso said, turning to her.

If there was anything Papalfonso liked more than riding and tending to his finca, it was being surrounded by his family—whether they were related by blood, marriage, or friendship. To mark the end of the summer holidays, he and Mamalara had invited each of their siblings and their children and grandchildren for a family get-together. Last night, everyone had been up late. The men had played dominoes and smoked Cuban cigars, the women had told stories about ancestors and living family members, and the kids had run around the house with no regard to bedtime.

“I’m never too tired for a ride,” Victoria said while changing into her riding boots.

Papalfonso laughed, taking her into his arms. “You’re definitely my granddaughter.”

Gilberto chuckled as he brought out Diogenes and tied him to a post before going to get the saddle and bridle. “Careful she doesn’t fall asleep on the horse.”

Victoria stuck her tongue out at Gilberto; he was the one who’d taught her how comfortable it was to lie down on a horse’s bare back. She offered the gelding the banana Mamalara had given her. He ate it in one gulp, peel and all, and nudged her eagerly for more, as banana mush frothed around his muzzle.

“You spoil that pony too much,” Papalfonso said. “Gilberto was telling me he broke out of the pasture the other day and was helping himself to the frutabombas straight off the trees.”

“And the guavas, too,” Gilberto added.

Victoria wrapped her arms around the pony’s neck. Tall and skinny like her father, she had grown enough this summer to look over his withers. “You always say the fruit is for everyone.”

“Es muy lista esta,” Papalfonso told Gilberto with a wink as if she wasn’t there.

“No idea where she gets it from,” Gilberto said, winking back.

Once Diogenes was saddled, Gilberto offered her a leg up onto the pony’s back. Victoria settled gently into the saddle and gathered the reins as her boots slid into the stirrups. From the stable roof hung a horseshoe hammered to resemble a heart. She leaned over and traced the cool metal with her fingertips. Didn’t the estadounidenses have a saying about home and your heart being in the same place?

The riders nodded farewell to Gilberto and trotted together past the horse pastures and into the orchards, where every tropical fruit seemed to grow—sweet golden mangos, smooth-skinned green avocados, yellowish oranges that got black specks when they were ripe. But also mamey, mamoncillo, and guanábana. Passing by a guava tree, Diogenes snatched a ripe purple fruit the size of a tennis ball from a low branch without breaking from his trot and had no problem chewing it whole with a bit in his mouth.

Every few minutes, guajiros from the local villages called out to Papalfonso—older men helping themselves to the choicest fruits for their families, young men heaving hundred-pound bunches of plantains onto their broad shoulders, and little boys competing at who could scale the palm trees the fastest.

With a smile that never left his face, Papalfonso greeted each person by name and then proceeded to ask about their families. In turn for letting anyone and everyone help themselves to the bounty of his land, Victoria’s grandfather got invited to more weddings, meals, baptisms, and birthdays than she could count. And she knew he’d try to go to as many of them as he could.

Past the orchards, Papalfonso and Carabalí broke into a gallop. Diogenes, not wanting to be left behind, raced after them, though his short legs couldn’t compete with the Thoroughbred’s. Victoria leaned over his thick mane, urging him on, even though she shouldn’t have let him run without her command. He hadn’t disobeyed her, she reasoned; he’d just read her mind.

They slowed down on top of a hill. To the left, a thin line represented the highway in the distance. Straight ahead, a sliver of the farmhouse peeked above the canopy of thick orchards and native trees, and to the right, the ocean gleamed far away on the horizon.

“This is the prettiest place in the world,” Victoria sighed, giving Diogenes free rein to eat after all the exercise. “I wish I could live here forever.”

“You can.”

“But we’re going back to La Habana this afternoon. My awful school is starting again.” Victoria scratched Diogenes where his mane ended at the withers. While Jackie’s mother had enrolled her daughter in the elite English-language school, which Victoria’s own brother attended too, Mami had insisted that a coed school was most unsuitable for proper young ladies like Victoria and her sister. Ever since Victoria had started kinder at four years old, prepping her to find a suitable husband from a high social class had been Mami’s main priority. And Mami was convinced that a Catholic-school education would ensure that. Not for the first time, Victoria wished that easygoing Tía could raise her instead. Jackie never had lady expectations imposed on her.

“I would much rather stay here than return to the capital,” she continued. “Then I could ride horses and be in nature all day. This is my real home. I’m happy here.”

“I know how you feel.” Papalfonso nodded. “It’s the place of my dreams, and I created it. Not many people can say they’ve made their dreams a reality.”

“I want it to be my dream come true too,” Victoria said softly.

Maybe too softly, since Papalfonso didn’t respond. From the saddlebag he pulled out a mango and cut a wing, offering it to her from the tip of his pocketknife. She peeled back the skin and bit into the golden flesh. Juice dribbled down her chin. She wanted to both savor the sweet ambrosia and eat it as fast as possible. Her mother would say she was being uncivilized, that only beggars and riffraff ate with their hands. And she’d never have let Victoria use her teeth to scrape the remaining flesh from the skin and then suck the juice from her dirty fingers.

Not that Papalfonso had better manners. He handed her the other wing while he sucked on the center surrounding the large seed. They offered the skins to the horses, but Carabalí was too dignified to eat his share.

They walked the horses down the hill at a leisurely pace, heading back to the house when Papalfonso finally spoke again. “I don’t want you to worry, but I’m meeting with my lawyer this week to go over my will.”

Victoria’s grip tightened on the reins, causing Diogenes to stop. “Are you sick?”

Papalfonso turned Carabalí gracefully so they now faced Victoria. “Of course not. But it’s something one must consider when you’re my age and have lots of money.”

Victoria urged Diogenes to a trot to return to her grandfather’s side.

“Your aunt and her family aren’t interested in this place,” Papalfonso continued. “They’ll receive my rental properties. So your family will inherit the farm temporarily until you’re of age—you’re my only descendant who cares about it.”

This whole finca? Hers? Adrenaline pounded as if she and Diogenes had galloped into the sunrise. She must still be dreaming. No way could real life be this glorious.

While her heart pranced, her mind woke up.

“Mami will just sell it.” The words hurt Victoria to say, but she knew they were true. Women of high society had no use for the countryside, according to Mami.

“She won’t. I’m including a clause in the will,” he continued, “that the farm cannot be sold for seventy-five years after my death, and only then if no one in the family wants it.”

Victoria’s dark eyes widened. “So this place really can be my dream too?”

“Sí. Of course, I’m not planning to die for at least another eighty years,” he said, winking. Then his tone turned serious again. “No matter what happens, mi’ja, you’ll always have a home here.”




21 OCTOBER 1960 La Habana airport
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Victoria shifted uneasily.

As inconspicuously as possible, she grabbed a handful of fabric to try to fix the problem. Of course Mami had insisted she wear a crinoline and slip under her skirt. Traveling required a person to wear one’s best clothes. And considering the government only allowed them to take two changes of clothes, they had to make them count. At least the Cuban humidity had prevented tights from being added to the ensemble, though not gloves. A lady needed her gloves. Especially in an airport full of germs.

“Stop fidgeting, niña,” Mami muttered under her breath, her fingers digging into Victoria’s shoulders like claws. “They’re going to think you’re up to something.”

She wasn’t up to anything. But she couldn’t say the same about her garments.

It was no use. If only she could excuse herself to use the restroom. Except Mami would never allow it. Her children, in a public restroom? ¡No, qué va!

Nor did she think Papi would allow it. They had to stay together and hold their place in the mob of evacuating Cubans, where they had been waiting for over two hours. Papi already feared they would be separated permanently. If that happened, it would be up to Victoria to step up as the head of the house. Mami, in her chronic delicate condition, wouldn’t be able to manage the responsibility. Wardrobe discomfort would then be the least of Victoria’s problems.

“What’s going on?” Jackie whispered in her ear.

Victoria removed her white silk gloves. “My panties are riding up. With all the layers, I can’t grab the edges.”

Jackie snickered. Then she shifted Victoria so her back faced minimal exposure, checked to make sure no soldiers or strangers were watching, and held out the layers of tulle for Victoria to reach under and rectify the invading undergarment.

Gloves still clutched in her hands, Victoria draped her arms around Jackie, resting her dark head on top of Jackie’s blond. “¿Qué haré sin ti?”

“Cry yourself to sleep?” Jackie joked. Except it wasn’t a joke. Victoria’s eyes were still red from saying goodbye to Tía Larita and Mamalara earlier. Jackie might act tough, but Victoria knew she’d cry too before the day was out. Only Victoria; her parents; and her two siblings, Inés and Nestico, had passports and tickets to leave; Jackie and her father would only stay with them through the plane’s departure.

Other than the first month of Victoria’s life, before Jackie was born, they’d never been apart for more than a few days. Their city house in La Habana consisted of two residences—Victoria’s family with Mamalara on the bottom floor, Jackie’s on the top. When not at the rural finca, Papalfonso liked having his family close by and had built his empire to achieve that.

And then, of course, everyone, whether related or not, always gathered in Victoria’s house. Or, rather, in their kitchen, run by Mamalara despite the two cooks.

Not anymore.

A couple of weeks ago, when things had really started to look bad for Cuba, the cooks, Dorothea and Manuela, had both returned to their native Spain. The small fortune they’d saved after fifteen years of service had already been sent to their families months before. Back when such things had still been allowed.

Since then, Victoria’s stomach had been in a twist. Nothing tasted good anymore.

The line moved one step closer.

Victoria’s family had flown a couple of times before, to Florida and New York, but never had Victoria known the airport to be jammed to capacity. Entire families, complete with grandparents and tíos y primos, argued above wailing infants; businessmen talked in English to their associates in booming voices; and a superfluity of nuns led a train of hand-clasped children. Guards marched through the crowds with their rifles propped on their shoulders.

Victoria leaned against Jackie. Solid and sturdy Jackie with a personality to match. The most unladylike person Victoria had ever met and her best friend. Victoria, with her almost-black hair, pale skin, and gangly body, looked nothing like Jackie, who had blond hair, dark skin, and a stocky, muscular build. Once, when they were little, Tía Larita had taken them to the park together, Victoria dressed like a proper young lady in a lilac dress with a white sash and Jackie in mud-stained green shorts that revealed scabby knees. Then some busybody atravesada had the nerve to point to Jackie and ask Tía Larita why she was taking care of the servant’s child. All because of Jackie’s darker skin, even though she and Tía shared similar facial features and the same blond hair.

By being Tía’s daughter, Jackie got to wear a sleeveless polo shirt, comfortable linen shorts, and canvas tennis shoes to the airport. The lucky duck.

The line shifted again.

“What do you think Mamalara is doing right now?” Victoria asked.

“Cleaning the house up and down with Pancha,” Jackie said. “You know what she’s like. Idle hands and all.”

Yes, Mamalara had to keep busy. Even when they’d had six household servants and two cooks, their grandmother had never dawdled. With Victoria’s family and most of the servants gone now, Mamalara would have more reason to want a distraction.

“And your mom is probably putting Clark down for his nap. Next time I see him, he won’t remember his godmother,” Victoria sighed. From the moment Jackie’s brother, Clark, had been born three months ago, Victoria had been in love with the infant. And not just because he’d been named after the handsome actor Clark Gable. Every night, she insisted on feeding him and putting him to bed. Becoming his godmother was the only good thing that had happened these last few weeks.

If only Mamalara, Tía Larita, and Clark were here. But the crowded airport wasn’t the right place for an infant. Besides, with Victoria’s family plus Jackie and Tío Rodrigo, the car couldn’t have fit anyone else.

More than that, Victoria wished Jackie and the rest of her familia were coming with them.

Papi kept insisting their exile would only last a few weeks, until the U.S. presidential election, but that was still longer than she’d ever been without her whole family.




7 OCTOBER 1960 Two weeks earlier, Papalfonso’s farm
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It didn’t make sense.

Every few minutes, Jackie heard footsteps creaking down the grand staircase. Normally the adults didn’t worry about being quiet—no self-respecting Cuban knew how to be—so the fact that they were trying made it that much more obvious something was up.

Unlike the conspicuous adults, Victoria’s entrance into the farmhouse kitchen wouldn’t have disturbed a sleeping baby. “Clark took forever to fall asleep. He’s so sweet.”

Jackie swallowed her impatience and offered her cousin a macaroon from a hidden stash. Obviously not well hidden, since Jackie had found the tin within seconds.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Jackie asked.

Victoria shook her head as she set the empty baby bottle in the sink. “You mean why we’re all here on a regular weekend?”

So she suspected something too. Victoria’s family came to la finca during the school holidays and a few other times a year—it belonged to them now, after all—and Jackie’s family often joined them. But they never invited all the other relatives unless it was a special occasion. And never at the last minute.

“The only reason for all of us to drive two hours out into the country is so we’re not noticed.” Jackie gestured out the window. Not a single light that didn’t belong to la finca could be seen in any direction.

Jackie accepted the room-temperature glass of evaporated milk Victoria poured her. Neither knew how to use the stove to heat fresh milk, so puncturing a large can with two triangular holes had been Victoria’s solution for a comforting drink.

Then Jackie heard it. The persistent snobby grumble of Victoria’s mother, Tía Isabel, coming down the stairs.

Milk glass still in hand, Jackie jerked her head toward the kitchen door.

They tiptoed silently behind Tía Isabel to the library, the only place inside the farmhouse where Mamalara had allowed Papalfonso to smoke his cigars before he died a year ago.

The library door latched shut after Tía Isabel. The girls crept toward the light peeking out from under the door.

“Nothing I tell you can leave this room,” Tío Ernesto, Victoria’s father, said. The gap under the door wasn’t big enough to see inside, but the sound of his footsteps reverberated as if he were pacing.

It wasn’t just his words that sent a shiver down Jackie’s spine in the hot and humid night. It was the fact that he spoke them in English instead of the Spanish they always used.

Jackie could think of only one explanation for him speaking English among his family. This way, not even the trusted servants they’d had their whole lives would understand what he said.

Like spies, the girls crouched in the shadows. Jackie set her half-drunk glass of milk at her side and sprawled out on her stomach while Victoria hugged her knees to her chest. A faint whiff of tobacco escaped from under the door, but it smelled nothing like Papalfonso’s cigars.

“Things are getting bad very quickly with this Fidel jerk in power,” Tío Ernesto snarled. “It’s clear he’s a Communist and we’re heading the same way as East Germany and the Soviet Union.”

“Ay, chico. No seas tan dramático.” That was Pipo, Jackie’s own father. He understood English, but Jackie had never heard him speak it.

“English,” Tío Ernesto reminded him. “And I’m not being overdramatic. The situation is real. They arrested about a hundred protestors the other day—three whom I know personally.”

“It’s true,” came the voice of Alto, the oldest of the cousins and youngest of the adults. “I was there and narrowly missed capture myself.”

Above the horrified complaints of his parents and the rest of the voluble family, Tío Ernesto tried to reason. “Don’t be stupid, chico. What good would it serve if you’re caught? Of the hundred arrested, those who renounce their beliefs will remain imprisoned for years; those who don’t will be executed.”

Jackie and Victoria gasped. Executed? For speaking one’s mind? That was every other person on the island!

Jackie ran her fingers across her lips, as if zipping them, and shook her head. Victoria nodded in agreement. Hard as it was, they had to keep everything they heard top secret. No wonder the whole family had to come to the country to not attract attention.

“That’s why I won’t get caught,” Alto insisted. “We have to get the people to see reason.”

“There’s no reasoning with a Communist!” Tío Ernesto yelled. Outside in the laguna, the swans honked back.

“You’re exaggerating, Ernesto,” an unrecognizable voice argued. Jackie figured it was probably an uncle or cousin they didn’t see often. “Fidel is a socialist, not a Communist. You don’t know for sure those protestors will get executed.”

“Newspapers and radios are only providing the news the government wants us to know. They’re restricting our access to the outside world. That’s Communism,” Mima put in. Jackie heard the sound of a match being struck, followed by a new trace of cigarette smoke. Jackie swallowed. Her mother only smoked when things were bad.

In true Cuban family fashion, everyone began talking at once. English mixed with Spanish as each family member tried to make his or her voice heard above the rest. With so many voices opinando, it was impossible to understand anything other than a few words.

“Not safe—”

“—Overreacting.”

“—Leaving—”

“No passport—”

“For the right price, a person can buy anything.”

Jackie turned to Victoria, whose glass of milk remained in hand but only half drunk.

“Do you remember the other day?” Jackie whispered, knowing she wouldn’t be overheard with all the quarreling adults. “When Mima took us for ice creams at Woolworth’s? We couldn’t find a single foreign magazine.”

“You don’t think it was a delayed shipment?” Victoria asked.

“If that were the case, there would have been something on the stands. Last week’s ¡Hola! or a bent Time.” Jackie shook her head. “It’s like Mima said: they’re not allowing us to read news published outside the island.” She dropped her chin into her hands. Were they facing the same restrictions and tyranny as East Germany, where news from the Western world was forbidden? It was like a plot from a radio show, except without the superheroes or spies coming to the rescue.

“What can we do?” Victoria asked. “We’re just niñas.”

Jackie groaned. At twelve years old, they were both practically grown up. And she could pitch a ball better than any boy at school—with either arm. But she agreed that their options to help were limited.

The voices in the library finally quieted down—or, rather, one voice carried over the rest. Tío Ernesto again.

“I’m not taking any risks. I’ve booked five airplane tickets to Miami for my family. We leave in two weeks.”

Victoria dropped her glass of milk, her face as white as the liquid running currents along the tile floor. Jackie leaped to her feet, sure they’d be discovered and sent to bed.

No one came to the door. Her uncle’s statement had caused enough of an uproar to cover the toppling glass.

“I have to clean this up.” Victoria stood up in a daze, careful not to tread on the mess.

Jackie crouched back to the floor, unable to imagine what it would be like without her cousin. Sure, they went to different schools, but she had always been there when she came home. Except now she wouldn’t be. The possibility of Victoria’s family leaving hadn’t even entered Jackie’s mind, but it made the whole political situation more real.

A voice whispered, almost too soft to hear but as stern as ever. Mima. “Rodrigo, no seas ridículo.”

Jackie gulped her remaining milk and held the glass against the door and her ear. It worked. She heard everything.

“It’s not going to come to that,” Pipo insisted. “A few months and everything will be back to normal, but hopefully with better respect for the working man.”

“It’s not safe now. Think of the children. We need to get passports and leave. While we have a chance.”

“No! I am the head of the house and we’re not going anywhere.”

“You have no say over me and the children.”

Though Jackie couldn’t see through the door, she imagined that her mother had crossed her arms and turned her back to the argument.

“It’s just temporary; everyone’s saying so,” Tío Ernesto promised in a voice that didn’t require a listening glass. Except he wasn’t talking to la familia at large, just to Jackie’s parents. The milk mess cleaned up, Victoria crouched at Jackie’s side at the sound of her dad talking again. “Just until November, only a month away, when the United States has their presidential election. After everything that’s happened in Eastern Europe, there’s no way they’re going to allow a Communist country ninety miles from their border.”

“Exactly. So why leave at all? It’s just a waste of money and time,” Pipo said.

“Because it isn’t safe to stay, chico! I’m telling you, already they’re prohibiting professionals from departing. People like doctors and engineers.”

Victoria grasped Jackie’s hand. “Papi’s an engineer.”

On the other side of the door, their two mothers came to the same realization.

“Ernesto, no! What will we do without you?” Tía Isabel shrieked loud enough to again have the swans outside honk back.

“You can’t leave your family like that,” Mima scolded.

“I’m going to try to board the airplane with you, of course, but if they don’t let me, then you’ll go and I’ll meet you as soon as possible.”

Victoria brought Jackie’s hand to her chest, clinging to it for comfort. Jackie leaned into her cousin. Both of them kept their eyes fixated on the door.

“No, you can’t. I won’t let you.” Tía Isabel gasped as she choked on the words.

“Mujer, this is not my choice. If I can’t leave with you, I’ll have to smuggle myself out. It might be a week until we’re reunited.”

“But who will take care of us? Nestico is barely eight.”

A disapproving tsk came from Mima, but by the smell of cigarette smoke, she must have chosen to take a deep drag instead of speaking.

“You’ll have to step up. There’s no other choice,” Tío Ernesto said.

“I can’t, I can’t. Mamá, you have to come with us!” Tía Isabel started to go into hysterics. Jackie wasn’t surprised. It was no secret that Victoria’s mom was incapable of taking care of anyone, including herself. In Jackie’s memory, never once had her aunt held or fed Nestico as a baby, or taken any of the children to doctor’s appointments, or anywhere at all. She rarely left the house, and when she did, it was with the entourage of her adult family. Everyone knew that Mamalara had been the one to raise Victoria and her two siblings.

It was Mamalara who spoke now. Jackie had forgotten she was present. In a rare move, Mamalara had obviously been keeping her opinions to herself. Until now. “I’m not leaving the island while one of my daughters remains here.”

“Mama,” Tío Ernesto said, because everyone, related or not, called her that term of endearment. “I can get you an extra ticket and passport easily. A Communist country is no place for a woman of your upbringing. Your daughter needs you.”

“Exactly, which is why I’m staying here with Larita,” Mamalara insisted in that stubborn way that guaranteed not even a hurricane would cause her to change her mind.

“But what will we do?” Tía Isabel cried.

A match struck, and Jackie knew her mother had lit yet another cigarette. “You forget you have a very mature and intelligent daughter.”

Now it was Tío Ernesto’s turn to be surprised. “Who? Victoria?”

Jackie scowled at the door on her cousin’s behalf while Victoria hung her head. Claro que Mima meant Victoria! For some reason, Victoria’s parents always overlooked her.

Actually, Jackie did know the reason.

Because she wasn’t a boy.

Victoria’s only job was to grow up to be a proper young lady who married a suitable husband. Thankfully, Mima had never once expected the same from Jackie. Jackie’s job was to grow up to be who she wanted to be.

“Victoria’s almost thirteen and has always been very responsible,” Mima said. “Every night, without forgetting or making an excuse, she gives Clark his bedtime bottle. If you tell her what’s expected of her, I’m sure she’ll pull through.”

Voices from other relatives became audible as their parents remained quiet for a few seconds.

“Yes, that will be the only way,” Tío Ernesto finally agreed. “I’ll tell her in the morning.”

Victoria released Jackie’s hand and took a deep breath. Jackie watched as resolve filled her cousin’s face. Unlike her mother, she’d do it. She’d take care of her family just like she took care of baby Clark. And Jackie knew she’d be great at it.

“It’s just temporary, as Papi says,” Victoria parroted. “But I still wish you were coming too.”

“Me too.” Jackie sighed. Mima might have inherited her stubbornness from Mamalara, but Pipo was just as bullheaded. Who knew who would win that argument?

On the other side of the door, a new uproar had begun. One cousin who had just used the library phone to wake up a travel agent had been told all the flights to leave the island were sold out for the next month. Jackie’s heart twisted in a knot. Even if Mima convinced Pipo to leave, they couldn’t do it anytime soon.

“One thing is for sure,” Mamalara said softly, almost as if she knew her granddaughters were listening behind the door. “This is no longer the Cuba we know and love.”




21 OCTOBER 1960 La Habana airport
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Papi turned to Victoria with a slightly raised eyebrow. The young couple in front of them stepped forward. After hours of waiting in line at the airport, it would finally be their turn next.

Victoria closed her eyes, took a deep breath, smoothed out her dress, and exhaled as she opened her eyes. She wasn’t ready, but she also knew she didn’t have a choice. She nodded.

She ran through the plan: If Papi was denied passage, she had to get Mami, Inés, and Nestico onto the plane. Once in Miami, they would take a taxi to the Palm View Hotel and wait until Papi smuggled himself out of Cuba via Costa Rica through connections he had with their embassy. It would be the only way. Papi anticipated it would take a week, and had paid for the hotel in Miami for that long. How, Victoria didn’t know. That much money wasn’t allowed to leave the island anymore.

The passport-control officer barely looked at them when he motioned them forward. As a collective, they all took a deep breath and walked to the officer, who kept whispering to the comrade next to him.

Victoria tensed as they walked past one of the armed guards. On one side of her, Jackie shuffled with her broad shoulders hunched so she took up less space. On the other side, ten-year-old Inés dug her fingernails into Victoria’s palm.

“Buenas,” Papi said cheerfully to the passport official. “Just the five of us today.” He pointed to his immediate family while Tío and Jackie stood slightly to the side. It was normal for family members to see off departing passengers; the officer didn’t need to know they were there in case Papi needed a ride back home.

Papi handed over the two open passports, cleverly placing Mami’s on top. Not only did it have the three children’s photos below hers, but it also read PROFESIÓN: AMA DE CASA. Not like Papi’s, underneath, which confirmed his professional status as an engineer and was on the “banned from leaving” list.

The officer took hold of the passports and stepped aside.

He’s going to steal them. He’s taking them to his boss, and we’ll never see them again. We’ll be stuck here forever. Under all the fabric, Victoria’s thighs began to sweat. More than anything she wanted to return to Mamalara and Tía Larita, but not like this. Not as captives in a Communist island.

The passports waved in the officer’s hand as he continued the heated whispered debate with his neighboring comrade. With the bustle of thousands of people jammed in the airport, Victoria heard nothing of their discussion. Several times, their officer’s eyes darted around as if looking for something. Or someone.

Still her family didn’t dare to move. Papi kept his face relaxed, but the sweat appearing under the arms of his guayabera shirt revealed his anxiety. Sweat also dripped down Victoria’s chest, but between her camisole and the lined dress Pancha had made for her, it didn’t show.

The officer finally turned his attention to them after what felt like a good twenty minutes; his comrade had stomped off in a different direction. Distracted from whatever discussion they’d had, the officer stamped the passports without a glance and returned them before following after his compañero.

Papi hurried them away while the people who had been behind them in the line voiced their impatience. One hurdle down. But Victoria knew she wouldn’t breathe normally until they all landed in Miami, Florida.

The next line was to have their bodies and bags searched. A mustached man stood with his arms stretched out in a T while an officer patted him up and down.

A different man yelled, “It’s not mine! Trust me. I don’t know how it got there. Please, you have to believe me.”

Victoria’s back stiffened at the sound of the man yelling. Inés clung to her waist; otherwise Victoria would have sought refuge in Jackie’s strong arms. Victoria’s hand shook as she tried to console Inés by petting her hair. All the airport passengers and companions stared as guards surrounded the protesting man. They watched as a shiny object disappeared into the pocket of the officer searching the bags. Two burly guards hauled the jewel’s former owner away, with a third guard tailing behind with his rifle at the ready.

Two changes of clothes and five dollars per person. Nothing more.

“Promise me you didn’t try to hide anything,” Papi muttered to Mami under his breath once the smuggler had been permanently removed from the premises.

“Of course not,” Mami squeaked while lifting her chin up. “I’m not a complete imbecile. Victoria, put your glasses on.”

Victoria blinked. “But I’m wearing my contact lenses.”

“I don’t care. If they stay in their case, the officer might keep them. They are very expensive.”

She complied. Not worth arguing, with Mami or an officer. Her vision blurred with both the glasses and the contacts. In an instant, her head pounded unbearably. As they took a step closer, she almost crashed into the person in front of her.

“Here, I’ll wear them until we get to the gate,” Jackie said. She removed them from Victoria’s face and placed them on her own. “How do I look?”

“Like a bullfrog!” Nestico laughed. Jackie held a fist to his face. “I mean, a beautiful princess.”

Jackie grunted.

“Ay, niña, you’re going to stretch them out.” Mami groaned but said nothing more. It was their turn next.

They got to the table and were met by an older officer. He didn’t carry a gun, but his eyes barely blinked as he observed them all. Victoria licked her lips. What if Nestico had money in his pockets? Relatives were always giving him spare change. Inés had tried to pack a doll, but thankfully Mamalara had convinced her to leave it behind for safekeeping.

First the officer had Papi, Tío, and Nestico pull out their pockets, and everyone had to remove their hats and shoes. Then he took everything out of the suitcases individually, messing up the carefully folded articles to feel the lining of each item of clothing. Mami’s breath took a sharp intake when the officer checked their packed undergarments.

Then he got to the bag that held the sanitary belts and pads. Victoria’s face reddened. He peered inside and gave the bag several squeezes. At least he didn’t actually stick his grubby hands into the bag, or tell them they couldn’t take them.

“What’s in there?” Nestico asked. Leave it to her brother to meter la pata.

“Menstrual pads and the belts to hold them in place,” Mami said in a crisp voice.

Inés leaned against Victoria, hiding her face in her shoulder while Nestico shouted, “Gross!”

The officer’s face cracked with the slightest smile before he leaned into the empty suitcase to pat the lining and knock against the hard sides. Once they were clear, he haphazardly returned everything into the case.

The search through the suitcase with Papi’s things went quickly, and then came the food bag Mamalara had prepared—rice with black beans (warmed up before they left the house so the meal wouldn’t be stone cold when they ate it), croquetas de pollo, seven bananas, the last jar of Dorothea’s mango-orange marmalade, and a flagon of coconut water. Mami, of course, had had one of the remaining maids pack melamine plates and cups, complete silverware, and linen napkins.

“You can’t take these.” The officer gestured at their picnic in his monotonous voice.

“But that’s our lunch. We have to eat,” Mami insisted.

“The food is fine, but not the serving items. Nothing of value can leave the country.”

Mami brought her gloved hand to her mouth, but said nothing as the officer replaced the food back in the bag. Victoria couldn’t tell what bothered her mother more—that they would have to eat with their hands, or that when they returned to Cuba, their silverware set would be incomplete.

“What is that?” The officer snapped to attention, pointing at Mami.

“Ave María,” Papi swore under his breath.

There, on Mami’s right hand, a slight ridge of a ring was visible under her glove. This time Victoria dug her fingernails into Jackie’s hand. They would take Mami away, crying and screaming like that man they’d seen before.

“Take off your jewelry,” the officer snarled as if Mami disgusted him.

“But this is my wedding ring.” Mami stared at him in disbelief while Papi hid his face in his hand.

“Off. Now.”

Tears returned to Mami’s eyes. Everything that mattered to Mami was symbolized in that ring—wealth, society, proof that she had done her job and married well. She removed the glove and twisted the ring but it didn’t pass over her knuckle. She pulled and then Papi tried, but nothing.

The image of Mami being dragged away sharpened in Victoria’s mind. No, she would not allow it. She wouldn’t say goodbye to more members of her family today.

Victoria opened the container of croquetas Mamalara had made, and sure enough they sat on a bed of paper towels to absorb the grease. She removed her own gloves before extracting the paper and then reached for Mami’s hand. She wrapped the greasy paper around the ring finger, wringing it gently to extract some of the oils. Twisting the ring slowly, Victoria managed to ease the wedding band over the knuckle and off Mami’s finger.

“Please, can my brother-in-law take it back to the house?” Mami simpered.

“No.” The officer took the wedding ring and flung it into a box of other confiscated stuff. Like it was trash. Mami collapsed in sobs against Papi’s chest. Victoria swallowed hard to keep her own tears from falling. It would have been better if he’d pocketed the ring for himself instead of treating Mami’s valuables that way.

After Inés removed her gloves and everyone tugged the backs of their necklines to prove they had no additional jewelry, the officer finally let them pass. Try as she might, Victoria couldn’t manage to refold the clothes with those perfect creases Pancha, their seamstress, always achieved.

At the departure gate, the family met the final barricade. Glass panels surrounded the waiting area, and only approved ticketed passengers were admitted. The last time Victoria’s family had flown, the glass barricade hadn’t been there, and anyone could wait at the gate until departure.

Victoria clung tight to her cousin while Tío Rodrigo bade her parents farewell.

“I’m going to miss you,” Jackie said, handing her back her glasses.

Victoria put the glasses back in their case. She didn’t think they’d be searched again, and her head still ached from those earlier couple of minutes with double vision. “Take care of Mamalara for me. And your mom. And Clark. And the cat. And yourself.”

Jackie laughed. Other than the baby, they could all take care of themselves just fine. “Write to me every day.”

“As soon as I can get paper and stamps,” Victoria promised. “But you have to también.”

“I know you’ll be calling me in a few weeks to come pick you up,” Tío Rodrigo said. “Just you wait. All of this will have been for nothing.”

They showed their tickets and stamped passports to the uniformed lady at the mouth of the glass pecera.

And a fishbowl it was. The boarding area was jammed with people. Beyond the transparent wall, Jackie and Tío Rodrigo waited. As much as her uncle grumbled about the pointlessness of their journey, he wouldn’t drive away until he saw all of them board the plane and take off. Victoria loved him for that.

They found a free spot up against a section of the wall. Nestico puffed his mouth against the glass, despite Mami’s protests that it was unsanitary, and proceeded to write rude words in the condensation.

A nun led a chain of seven children, all holding hands, to a vacant spot in the middle of the room. The children’s features all looked different, but each face held the same panicked and lost look. Around his or her neck, each child wore a large tag with writing on it. As if they were nothing more than excess baggage.

To another side was a family like hers, with two older daughters and a young son in their best clothes. But when the papi raised his arm to brush hair out of his face, Victoria saw a serial number branded into his forearm. As far as she knew, only the survivors of World War II concentration camps carried those marks. The poor man—twice he had been forced to leave his home because of oppressive politics.

Victoria watched her parents arguing in hushed whispers, Inés complaining that one of her fingernails had broken, and Nestico competing with a new friend to see who could burp the loudest. At least they were here with her.

After hours of waiting, the boarding finally started. Victoria pressed her hand on the glass and Jackie covered it with her own on the other side. A silent agonizing cry coursed through Victoria’s veins. Tears ran down both her face and Jackie’s. This time, Nestico sought her hand. She let him hold it, but she couldn’t pretend to be brave. Not with her whole world as she knew it disintegrating all around her.

Together they followed behind their parents, past the rifle-armed guards who kept constant surveillance of everyone who exited the airport, and crossed the tarmac to the waiting jet plane.

At the top of the stairs leading into the plane, Victoria looked back to the airport. The afternoon sun reflecting off the glass made it impossible to see anyone inside. Still, she brought a hand to her lips and waved a kiss. Wherever she was, Jackie was watching. Victoria knew that for sure.

“Look outside the window, children,” Mami said as they took their seats. “You may never see your country again.”
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Maybe today would be the day. The day a letter would finally arrive. Except that Jackie didn’t dare hold her breath. She’d been holding it for a week and a half, since Victoria and her family left, and she was running out of air.

Seriously, Jackie could have swum to Florida, picked up the letter, and swum back with the letter held above the waves faster than it was taking to get to her. What was the post office doing? Sending mail on a boat via China?

Because if it wasn’t the post office’s fault, then something wasn’t right. Victoria wouldn’t not write as promised.

Jackie climbed the steps of the school bus, ready to go home for lunch, and slumped on an empty seat in the middle. Not that it mattered. A lot of the seats were empty now, and it seemed that every morning another kid was missing from school. Occasionally, they didn’t return after lunch.

Not missing like in the detective shows she listened to on the radio. At least she hoped not. But missing as in no longer living in Cuba. Like Victoria.

Until recently, Jackie had loved going to school—she’d pass notes to her friends in class and talk with them between lessons. Now there was hardly anyone left. Children or adults. And the teachers who remained weren’t letting them outside anymore during recess, which had been another favorite part of school.

Too dangerous. Not safe.

The teachers didn’t say it, but Jackie could tell everyone was nervous. Whenever two teachers passed each other in the hall, they’d pause to whisper something. According to Mima, the school wanted to remain open as long as possible, but only if they could guarantee the safety of their pupils. And safety didn’t just mean from physical threats. A national curriculum was soon going to be enforced.

Brainwashing, Mima called it.

The bus pulled in front of her house and Jackie got off. Papalfonso had built the La Habana house shortly after the First World War, and his three siblings had built their houses on the same property, creating a walled cousin compound with a shared courtyard, gardens, and a squash court. When Mima got married, her house was built on top, while Tía Isabel upon marriage had chosen to stay living downstairs with Mamalara and Papalfonso.

Instead of climbing the stairs to her own house, above, Jackie tried the door to Victoria’s. It didn’t open. Drat—she kept forgetting it remained locked now. She let out a deep sigh and rang the bell instead.

“¿Quién es?”

“It’s me, Pancha,” Jackie called through the heavy wooden door to the servant Mamalara had had since before she got married.

“Gracias a Dios.” The bolt was unlatched and the heavy door opened.

Jackie waved at the bus driver, who waited to make sure students were inside their houses before driving away. That at least wasn’t new; he’d always done that.

Pancha greeted her with a kiss and quickly bolted the door behind her. Once upon a time, Victoria’s front door had always remained unlocked to welcome Jackie and Nestico and Victoria and Inés from their respective schools during their two-hour lunch break. Then they’d congregate in the kitchen, where the Spanish cooks always had a hot meal waiting for them.

Today, a single cold sandwich waited for Jackie upon entering the kitchen. Normally when they were fed sandwiches, there would be at least three per child. Now, with fresh food getting harder to find, Mamalara did what she could to keep her family fed.

“Has the mail come yet?” Jackie asked.

It was Pancha who answered, settling herself at the kitchen table with her mending. “Nada de Miami.”

Jackie bit into her sandwich, chewing slowly. She refused to voice her concern; Mamalara must be feeling the same longing for information. The only news they’d received was a one-word telegram: AQUÍ. Meaning they’d made it to Miami. Nothing more. Jackie sighed. She even missed her aunt, who’d always insisted that sandwiches be eaten with a knife and fork.

“Is Mima upstairs?” Jackie looked up to the ceiling, where her own kitchen sat on top, hardly used since here was where everyone gathered and ate.

“Yes, with Clark.” Mamalara cleared Jackie’s plate and replaced it with a bowl of cut fruit from la finca. “Carmela quit this morning. Said she had more personal value than working for lazy aristocrats.”

“But we paid her well,” Jackie said. Carmela had been the last of Mima’s servants—hired when Clark was born to tend to him throughout the night and be in earshot in case he woke from his daytime naps. But she had to be the lazy one if she thought Jackie’s family did nothing.

“Money doesn’t have the same value that it once had,” Mamalara pointed out.

That was Communism. Down with the social classes and bureaucracies—power to the people.

“Pancha, are you leaving us too?” Jackie asked, not wanting to know the answer. These days, everyone left.

“Niña, ¡claro que no!” the elderly servant exclaimed. Jackie breathed a sigh of relief. “Where would I go? My family is all dead, God bless their souls. This is my home.”

Mamalara reached over and patted Pancha’s hand. “I couldn’t have made it through everything, especially Alfonso’s death, without you. Whatever hardships we have to go through, we’re in this together.”

“Gracias, niña,” Pancha nodded, not hiding the tears wetting her eyes.

Pancha had initially been hired as Mamalara’s lady’s maid before the First World War started. It soon became clear that Pancha’s talents were less in helping Mamalara dress and more in designing her wardrobe. Whether wedding dresses or carnaval costumes for the children, Pancha sewed everything for the whole family, using nothing more than a picture in a magazine or her own imagination. When Jackie’s thighs had been rubbed raw from sports and sweat, Pancha had fashioned her underwear-shorts so her thighs wouldn’t chafe against each other.

Now, after fifty years, Pancha was more family than servant. Despite her position, Jackie had never heard Pancha call any household member anything other than niña or niño. Communists obviously had never come near Mamalara’s household if they thought the wealthy class was made entirely of oppressive capitalists.

Jackie got up to fill her glass from the pitcher of filtered water. Through the open window came the clack of sandals on the outdoor concrete steps, and a second later Mima appeared at the kitchen door with Clark against her chest. Because the kitchen door only led to the courtyard surrounded by cousins’ houses, it remained unlocked. For the time being.

An orange streak entered with them: Gnomo, the orphaned cat Victoria had nursed back to life. When Jackie’s aunt had been in the house, the large tomcat had been forbidden entrance: “Animals are ridden with vermin and diseases.” How quickly the cat had learned that by yowling his sorrow for his missing mistress, he’d finally be allowed admittance into utopia. Only to not find Victoria.

You and me both, puss, Jackie thought.

Mima planted a kiss on Jackie’s cheek.

“Hey, Superman.” Jackie tickled her brother’s chubby tummy. She couldn’t wait until he started walking. She was determined to teach him how to pitch a baseball.

Mamalara took hold of her grandson, simultaneously trading him for a cold drink ready for Mima.

“How was school?” Mima asked.

Jackie groaned. School. That thing. Soon, the bus driver would be back to take her to the afternoon classes. “We debated the pros and cons of a Communist society, and for homework we have to defend our ideal government—either real or imagined.”

“And what do you think that is?”

That was what had fueled the debate and drained Jackie of her energy. She didn’t know what to think. People should be able to advance and be rewarded for their hard work. But she agreed it wasn’t fair for some people to have everything without doing anything, and for others to do everything and have nothing. Then she looked at her own family: Papalfonso had gotten his money from making good investments, while Mamalara had been born into money. On Pipo’s side, he had come from a working-class family, but marrying Mima meant he didn’t have to work, though he did anyway. A part of Jackie felt guilty for the money her family had when others didn’t have any, and the other part was proud of what she had. Such a vicious cycle.

“No political society is perfect nor could ever be,” Jackie finally answered.

Mima laughed and draped her arms around Jackie’s shoulders from behind, kissing her cheek in rapid succession. “Ah, my cynical girl. Nothing is blanco y negro.”

“Unless you’re a nun,” Jackie teased.

Mima and Mamalara laughed while Pancha scolded her: it was ill-mannered to make jokes about the servants of God.

Jackie withdrew some stationery from a kitchen drawer and sat back down at the table. Because orange cat hair was high fashion, Gnomo chose to adorn Jackie’s lap with his presence. Not that Jackie cared. It might improve the boring school uniform of gray shorts and white shirt. With half of her lunchtime spent going back and forth on the bus, she now only had twenty-five minutes left before she’d have to return.

“Are you writing another letter to Victoria?” Mamalara asked as she fed Clark a bottle.

Jackie responded without looking up. “Yes, she needs to know that I won’t stop until I finally hear something back from her.”

“We have an address for them?” Pancha asked.

“Tío said to send them to the general post office in Miami.”

Mima stood behind Jackie, running her fingers through Jackie’s dark blond tangles. “What’re you writing?”

“Everything.”

Jackie felt the silence in the kitchen as much as she heard it.

“Don’t. It’s not safe,” Mima finally said.

Jackie set the pencil down. She hadn’t thought of that, but of course Mima was right. Mail could be easily intercepted. Lost, stolen, read, altered. In fact, she had to assume it would be inspected. As would Victoria’s reply. The government was already controlling the newspapers; the cinema no longer showed Hollywood and Spanish films, just propaganda reels.

So Jackie would have to write something nonthreatening. Simple. She tapped the pencil against her teeth while Gnomo the muse purred. Fifteen minutes.

A slow smile crossed her face. She couldn’t risk trying to say anything important, but she could still have fun fooling the government. Jackie could write a letter in code, just like in the radio shows that used to play. A message the government wouldn’t suspect was a code, so they wouldn’t confiscate it, but at the same time a code Victoria would understand. She pulled out a fresh sheet of stationery.

Querida Victoria:

Jackie stroked the cat’s fur, imagining herself as a cunning mastermind.

You won’t believe what your dog did today.…

There was no dog. From that she hoped Victoria would figure out that everything Jackie wrote was opposite or a lie.

Maybe now that Victoria understood how letters needed to be written, Jackie would receive one. Unless Victoria was having such a great time in Miami that she’d forgotten all about Jackie.
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Victoria lifted her head from the seat of the hard wooden chair at the sound of Papi waking up. Not for the first time, she’d been kicked out of the bed she shared with Inés and Mami. Literally kicked out, with the bruises on her back to prove it. The last time she’d felt so sore was when her pony, Diogenes, had ducked under a tree branch that knocked her clear off the saddle and into tropical bushes.

The Palm View Hotel only had one palm tree on the property, which had barely survived the last hurricane, and the view was that of the Dixie Highway. That wouldn’t have mattered if the rest of the room were comfortable. But it wasn’t. There was nothing comfortable about sleeping seated on the threadbare carpet with her head resting on a chair, because the carpet itself reeked of body odors and cigarettes and was stained with grime. At least with her head on the chair, she didn’t have to worry about cockroaches crawling over her face. She hoped.

Her neck and shoulders cracked as she stood. Now, with Papi awake, Nestico had the entire second bed all to himself. The lucky duck. Even though he was only eight and the smallest of them, it wasn’t proper for him to share a bed with his sisters.

Ni una noche más, Victoria swore to herself. She couldn’t live like this for another night.

She knocked quietly on the bathroom door. “Papi, can we talk while you get ready for work?”

Instead of responding, Papi opened the door. He stood in front of the mirror, face lathered with soap, in his undershirt, calzoncillos, and garters holding up his socks.

Victoria took a deep breath. The speech she had rehearsed after Inés’s latest warrior reenactment grew fuzzy now that she was fully conscious. She wasn’t used to talking to her father about money. Back home, men provided for the family while women raised the family. The one time she’d asked why Jackie received an allowance and she and Inés didn’t, Papi’s response had been that she didn’t need her own money because he would buy her whatever she wanted.

Except that in Cuba money had never been an issue. She didn’t think he could now afford to provide her with anything she wanted.

Still, she had to ask. “Do you have an idea how much longer we’re staying in Miami?”

Papi scraped the side of his face with a razor blade. “You know it depends on the results of the U.S. election. Each candidate has his own agenda, and nothing will change until one is elected.”

“Which is next week,” Victoria added. It was all the newspapers talked about.

“Yes.” Papi tapped the razor against the sink before continuing, “And then it depends on how quickly the elected candidate can set a plan in motion to get el desgraciado de Fidel out of power.” Scrape, tap. “Once that’s done, it’s a matter of contacting the airline and booking a flight for five. Our tickets have an open return date.”

Victoria remembered her relatives’ complaints from the night she and Jackie had eavesdropped outside the library at la finca. “But with every other Cuban desperate to return home, all the flights will be booked solid, like they were to come here.”

Papi held his blade in midair while he stared at her, clearly surprised that she, her mother’s daughter and a niñita at that, knew and cared about politics and current events. Well, it was her island and family they had left behind, so of course she cared!

“So, realistically,” she continued, “it might be another month or so before we’re back en casa.” Though she had figured this out while half-asleep, it pulled at her heart to say it out loud. It was only supposed to be a few weeks. That was what Papi had sworn. And not just him—every other Cuban in Miami seemed to think so. Ya pronto regresaremos, the static voice of the hotel radio regularly promised as well. Unas semanas más, a few more weeks.

But even a few more weeks were a few weeks too long for their situation to remain the same.

She pressed on. “If that’s the case, we can’t stay in this hotel any longer. It’s like a prison here—we’re all going medio locos. Mami only lets us leave the room when the maid comes to clean, and even then, it’s only to walk around the hotel.”

Papi grumbled. “We all have to make sacrifices. Do you think I like working fifty hours a week on minimum wage?” He grabbed a towel to pat his face dry. Though he was now clean-shaven, his eyes drooped with tiredness. Two days after they’d arrived, Papi had landed a job as a construction worker, even though he had a university degree as a structural engineer. It paid una miseria, only $1.05 an hour, but he hadn’t found anything else, and their five-dollars-per-person allowance had barely lasted until his first payday.

Victoria didn’t know what was a bargain or what was a rip-off when it came to apartments, but she was good at math and gathering information. From reading the newspaper, she’d figured out that renting a place to live would still be cheaper than staying at the Palm View.

Before she could argue her point, Papi continued, “But it would be nice to eat food that came from a kitchen instead of a tin can. And I’ve seen you sleeping with your head on the chair. If I buy a newspaper, maybe we can find something over the weekend.”

Victoria grinned, gesturing toward the table in the dark room. “The maid gives me the discarded papers every day. I’ve already gone through yesterday’s classifieds and circled the good ones.”

Again Papi stared at her in wonder. It hadn’t been that hard. Well, sort of. She didn’t like words spelled incorrectly, and she wasn’t like Jackie, who liked figuring out secret codes and hidden messages, but she’d had nothing else to do but decipher what “1bd 1ba unfrn yr les adlts 68” meant in the classified section. It helped that not all the ads were as stingy with their character count.

“Eighty a month is all I can afford.” Papi started buttoning a dry guayabera, which Inés washed every night when Papi came home covered in sawdust, dirt, and sweat. Inés was good at laundry; Mamalara had insisted she learn how to remove stains and odors when she was younger in hopes she’d stop wetting the bed. It had worked. “Three bedrooms ideally, two in a pinch. Furnished if possible and no year lease.”

“And that they allow children,” Victoria added. “Several say adults only.”

Another thing Victoria had encountered were ads that specifically mentioned “white only.” The prejudice of some people. Everyone’s money spent the same.

“We’ll look at places this afternoon, then. I get paid today,” Papi said as he headed out of the bathroom to finish getting dressed.

“One more thing,” Victoria whispered as she noticed Mami stir in the bed. “Can I have money for a stamp? They sell them at the front desk. I’ve been writing Jackie a letter every day, but I haven’t sent any of them. She’s probably thinking they’ve been sent via China.”

Papi sighed at the expense and fished into his pocket to pull out a dime. “Wait until this afternoon and hopefully we can include our new address.”

And with that, he was out the hotel door before the sun rose.

Victoria borrowed Papi’s pillow and placed it on the hard seat. She’d done her job, just as Papi had asked her, back when he worried he wouldn’t be allowed to leave Cuba with them. Maybe she could get some sleep now that she knew she could help take care of her family.



Papi came home midafternoon with a borrowed car and sandwiches from a Jewish deli. Back home, Mami never ate food de la calle, convinced she’d be poisoned if she didn’t personally know the chef. But with no cook, much less a kitchen, in the hotel, and with very little money, they’d been living on what Papi called “war food”—powdered milk, saltines, corned beef, canned beans, and the occasional overripe banana. For water, Mami insisted on running the tap in the bathroom until steam came out to kill off potential parasites.

The smell of freshly baked bread stuffed with tender beef, mustard, lettuce, and tomato made all their mouths water. The sharpness of the mustard burned Victoria’s tongue, but she was too hungry for real food to pass up the sandwich.

“I don’t think these are safe to eat,” Mami said, sniffing the sandwich on a paper plate as if to detect poison.

“Of course it’s safe,” Papi said, already halfway through his sandwich. “The man behind the counter washed his hands before assembling them.”

Victoria turned her own sandwich around in her hand, peeling back the paper to have a better look. A sandwich was only a construction of things already made. If they could buy the bread and cured meat, she could make them sandwiches even without a kitchen (and without the mustard). That would definitely beat their war-food diet, and it had to be cheaper than paying someone to assemble the sandwiches for them. Maybe once they found a place to live, Papi could take them to a grocery store.

After driving the borrowed car to several “no good” (according to Mami) places, they came to a two-story, L-shaped, freshly painted, mango-colored apartment building.

“Good afternoon,” Victoria said as they approached an older woman holding open the white wrought-iron gate at the front. “Are you Mrs. Greenwald?”

“Yes, welcome.” She stepped out into the sunlight, revealing herself to be a tall lady with a blond wig that appeared to be regularly styled at a salon. “Do you all speak English?”

“Of course,” Mami said in her hoity-toity tone. “We are educated.”

“No, I don’t speak English at all,” Nestico said flawlessly from having attended the elite English-language school in Cuba.

“Compórtate bien.” Victoria nudged him in the ribs. If she had to spend another night with her head on the seat of a chair, she’d send him to the floor and have the whole bed to herself. “Please excuse my brother, Mrs. Greenwald. He has a lot of energy.”

“My boy had the same smart mouth at his age. Grew out of it, thank goodness,” Mrs. Greenwald said, leading them through the floor-to-ceiling gate and into the open-air entry. Post boxes stood to one side, with stairs going up on the other. In front was a courtyard with spiny bushes and other tropical plants surrounding a swimming pool. It looked like paradise after two weeks of staring at the Dixie Highway.

They followed Mrs. Greenwald up the stairs to where all the apartments overlooked the courtyard and the residents’ parking area. A black-and-white tuxedo cat greeted them from the neighboring window. Victoria gave it a quiet meow back.

“This place used to be my boy’s. It was great having him next door.” Mrs. Greenwald led them to the end unit. “But alas, he and the missus have moved the family to New York for work. His lease isn’t up, so that’s why we’re looking for someone to sublet until the end of the year.”

“If we need more time, can we rent it directly from the landlord?” Papi asked in a low voice.

“I imagine so,” Mrs. Greenwald said.

Victoria bit her lip. More time than the end of the year? She’d thought she’d been generous this morning when mentioning it could take more than a month before they returned home.

From the door, they got the full cramped view of the whole apartment—a narrow kitchen, a four-person table, a couch against the wall, and the two open doors to the bedrooms.

“There’s no private bathroom?” Mami gasped, clearly horrified by the idea of having to share a communal toilet with the rest of the building’s tenants. “I’m afraid that does not work for us.”

“You have your own bathroom. It’s accessed from either of the bedrooms.” Mrs. Greenwald pointed to the living-room wall in front of them.

They squeezed through a room with bunk beds, and Papi showed them how the bathroom doors were hidden in the walls and slid out. The bathroom itself was just big enough to house the toilet, a minuscule sink, and a narrow shower that would have you banging your elbows if you stuck them out while in there. They exited into the other bedroom, which wedged in a double bed and dresser, before returning to the rest of the apartment.

“Pero qué chiquito es,” Inés whispered.

Indeed. The apartment their cooks had shared in the servants’ quarters of their La Habana house had been bigger than this entire place.

“The landlord obviously converted a one-bedroom apartment into a two-bedroom,” Papi said in Spanish, running his hands over the dividing walls. “I can’t imagine it conforms to any building codes.”

All of that aside, it was the only one they’d seen that might work.

Victoria opened the cabinets in the kitchen to find the basic cooking needs—four plates, four cups, one pot, one pan, one cutting board.

“It’s a quiet building and we’re all nice,” Mrs. Greenwald said from the front door. “There’s a small market across the street, and good public schools in the area.”

“Oh, we’re not sending the children to school,” Mami said as she ran a bare finger on the window ledge. It came up clean. “We’re only here temporarily until we return to Cuba. But don’t worry, we will pay the full two months.”

Victoria tilted her head. With a nearby market, she could definitely make sandwiches. And school? Even if it was only for a few weeks, public school had to be better than staying en casa all day long.

“How far away are the schools?” Victoria asked.

Mrs. Greenwald smiled. “About an eight-minute walk to the elementary, with the junior high right next to that, and the senior high across the street.”

“That’s no good. Neighborhoods near public schools are teeming with hooligans,” Mami said, as if she somehow expected Mrs. Greenwald to solve the problem by moving the schools farther away.

Instead of arguing, Mrs. Greenwald shrugged. “I have a few other people coming to look at the apartment over the weekend. I’m sure one of them will take it.”

“Mami, por favor,” Victoria pleaded. “I’ve spent days searching. There’s nothing else. I don’t want to return to the hotel.”

“Apesta,” Inés agreed. The fact that even Inés had noticed the stench at the hotel emphasized how bad it was.

“There are no cockroaches here.” Leave it to Nestico to sound disappointed.

“We’ll take it,” Papi said, settling the matter. He pulled out his wallet from the front pocket of his guayabera. “How much is it?”

“One sixty. That’s November and December,” Mrs. Greenwald replied.

Victoria gulped. Papi had said he could only afford eighty dollars per month, which meant that was probably all he had at the moment. The classified ad in the newspaper hadn’t mentioned wanting all the money up front; otherwise she never would have included it on her list.

“I can only pay eighty today, but I’ll pay twenty dollars each week until the rest is covered,” Papi said.

Mrs. Greenwald shook her head. “My son was very clear to get the full amount before handing over the keys. Otherwise, it’s too easy to skip out without paying. Especially since you’re already planning to return to Cuba.”

“I have a reference letter from my employer.” Papi started pulling out a letter from his wallet, but again Mrs. Greenwald shook her head.

“Unless it says that your employer will cover any costs you don’t meet, that’s no good to me.”

“I beg your pardon, but you will rent us this apartment,” Mami said, her voice for once sounding stern despite the shrill tone. “My husband has a university degree in engineering but has had to settle for working in construction. We have no additional funds because that disgraceful Fidel Castro only allowed us to leave with five dollars apiece in our pockets. We are upstanding citizens forced into exile. If he says he will pay in installments, so he shall.”

Victoria’s mouth dropped open. Around her, the rest of her family wore similar expressions of shock. None of them had ever heard Mami stand up for herself and her family that way. Like Mamalara would have done.

Mrs. Greenwald’s head of artificial hair teetered from one side to the other. “I suppose if you’re paying eighty right now that does cover you for a month. But I will contact the police if I don’t see the next twenty in a week.”

“I get paid on Fridays; you can collect then,” Papi assured her.

“Let me fill out the contract.”

“And I’ll need a receipt,” Papi said.

“May we use the pool?” Nestico asked.

“Sure, honey, all residents can—” Mrs. Greenwald stopped short because Nestico let out a whoop of joy. Next thing they knew, he was running down the stairs to the pool and pulling off his shirt, shorts, and shoes before cannonballing into the blue water in his underwear.

“¡Niño!” Mami shrieked from the balcony. “Ernesto, go after him. He’ll drown.”

“He knows how to swim better than a fish,” Papi said, not looking up from the contract.

“I’ll watch him,” Victoria volunteered, and Inés followed her down the stairs. They removed their socks and shoes and sat at the pool edge with their feet in the cool water.

With a bit of imagination, she could pretend they were back on the finca, sitting by the pool, surrounded by fruit trees and a tropical jungle. She closed her eyes and could almost hear the swans and ducks on the laguna, just about smell the horses and saddle leather in the barn.

Just a little more time, and then they’d be back home.
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Jackie was about to adjust a wire on the kitchen radio when the phone rang.

“Contéstalo, niña,” Pancha mumbled, her lips full of pins as she turned under the hem of Mima’s dress.

Jackie stared at the phone apprehensively. Between half the island having left and those who remained knowing the lines were tapped, no one called these days. Besides, it wasn’t even her house. With a deep breath, she answered on the third ring.

“Mrs. Lara del Mar?” asked the nasal voice of an English-speaking phone operator.

Jackie switched the phone to her other ear, clutching the receiver against her head. An English-speaking phone operator could mean only one thing—something bad had happened in Miami.

“Yes, this is she,” Jackie lied into the receiver, her heart beating as if she’d been rounding the bases before being tagged out.

“Go ahead, please,” said the operator.

“Jacqueline, it’s your aunt,” shouted the high-pitched voice of Tía Isabel, as if she were at the other end of a tunnel. “Put my mother on the phone. I only have three minutes.”

“She and Mima are upstairs with Clark. Did something happen?” Jackie said just as loud. Like static on a radio, the connection on international calls was always bad.

“It doesn’t take two people to put down a baby,” Tía Isabel scoffed, as if it were Jackie’s fault the women were busy. Not that her aunt had ever helped Mamalara with her own children. “Apunta our new address and phone number.”

Jackie reached for the notepad and pencil that lived next to every phone in the house and jotted down the information. Once she’d repeated the details, she asked again. “Is everything all right?”

“Talk to your cousin.” Tía Isabel passed off the phone like a hot potato. Not surprising. Jackie knew her aunt didn’t really like her. The feeling was mutual.

“Jackie, hi!” Victoria’s voice came across clear but distant.

Jackie smiled. Maybe there wasn’t anything wrong. “I’ve been writing to you every day.”

“So have I,” Victoria said. “I’ve just sent the letters this afternoon with our new address. Papi only gave me money for a stamp today.”

Jackie’s fear of what the phone call would bring morphed into frustration. Two weeks with no news from her cousin and now she knew why. Miami wasn’t like Cuba, where even postage stamps were becoming a commodity. Tío Ernesto always gave his children whatever they wanted. Victoria obviously had not wanted a stamp before now.

“Is your new house nice?” Jackie didn’t even try to hide the bitterness in her voice. Two weeks and Victoria’s family had moved on. Two weeks and Jackie and her family no longer mattered.

“It’s an apartment and a bit… small. But it’s only temporary. We’ll be back soon.”

Jackie grunted but said nothing. Five bucks said they weren’t.

“I miss you,” Victoria said. “I—”

And the phone line went dead.

“¿Hola? Hello?”

Nothing.

Son of a gun! Jackie slammed the receiver on the cradle. Had Tía Isabel set a timer so the call would be exactly three minutes long? Jackie might not have wanted to hear about Victoria’s fabulous new life, but that didn’t mean she approved being hung up on. No, she wouldn’t have it.

She picked up the receiver again and asked the Cuban operator to connect her with the number she had written down.

“Lo siento, all the phone lines to the United States are currently busy. You’ll have to try again later,” the Cuban operator said in her country accent.

After a minute, Jackie tried again and got the same response.

“¿Qué pasa, niña?” Pancha asked from the kitchen table, her mouth now free of pins as she tacked the hem with invisible stitches. “Was that your family? Did something happen to them? ¡Ay, Dios santo!”

Jackie slumped down next to Pancha and jabbed at the radio she’d been fixing. No matter what she did, the wires remained crossed.

“They’re fine. De lo más bien.”
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Definitivamente no. De ninguna manera.” Mami shook her head hard enough to dislodge some of the curls bobby-pinned against her scalp. “You’ll never grow up to be a proper young lady in a public school. A coed public school, no less. Look at your cousin, always with dirty clothes and bruised knees. She’ll never find a husband.”

Victoria sat at the foot of her parents’ bed in the new apartment, combing through Inés’s brown curls. They’d been having this argument for years, it felt like, except now a private all-girl Catholic school wasn’t in the budget, and she refused to spend more time doing nothing.

“Jackie is an athlete.” And she was so social, she’d never have a problem finding a husband. If she wanted one. Victoria had a feeling her cousin wasn’t interested in the traditional female expectations of marriage and raising children. “Besides, no es mejor that we keep up with our studies instead of falling behind? Any modern suitable husband would want an educated wife.”

Victoria saw Mami falter. She knew her mother was mentally weighing which, in the eyes of a future husband and high society, would be the lesser of two evils: coed public school or falling behind.

“I miss having friends,” Inés said.

“I miss having enemies,” Nestico chimed in from the living room, where he was bouncing on the couch, also known as his bed.

“Stop that—you’ll hurt yourself,” Mami scolded, but did nothing to get Nestico to quit. She turned to the two girls on the bed. “Such an environment isn’t suitable. You’ll pick up bad manners and language.”

“Ouch.” Inés cringed, reaching for her hair. “We already live with Nestico!”

Who, on cue, let out a loud and stench-filled fart. “¡Ay, qué rico!”

“You’re so gross!” Inés scolded.

“I know!” Nestico said with as much pride as an Olympian.

“Mami.” Victoria softened her voice while her fingers worked the trying knot on Inés’s head. “We can’t stay locked in this apartment day in and day out. We’re already driving each other crazy.”

“So you have no problem leaving me here all alone to go crazy?” Mami whimpered. “All day by myself in this strange apartment, in this strange city, in this foreign country?”

Victoria saw the fear and insecurity in her mother’s eyes and knew it wasn’t an act. She doubted Mami had ever been left alone an hour of her life with the house always teeming with relatives and servants.

“It won’t be the whole day,” Victoria said, careful not to hurt Inés while simultaneously squirming under Mami’s pleading gaze. “We’ll be back for lunch.”

Mami folded her arms in a final act of defiance. “No. Children are a woman’s responsibility, and I won’t allow it.”

It was then that Papi, who had been falling asleep during the whole debate, spoke up. “They’re going to school. Starting tomorrow. Knowledge is the one thing that can’t be taken away.”

Mami sighed, but said nothing. Victoria grinned—she had won, gracias a papi.

The next morning, Inés clung to Victoria’s arm like a toddler while Nestico’s red curls bobbed in front of them and Papi. Victoria put on a brave face for her sister. Inés had never attended a school without Victoria.

“Careful when you use the bathroom, Inés,” Nestico taunted as they approached the elementary school. “Sometimes boys will peep through the walls.”

Inés stopped dead on her heels, nearly pulling Victoria’s arm out of the socket.

“That’s not true. Don’t say such things,” Victoria scolded. Like Inés needed more bathroom anxiety. The fact that Inés used to wet the bed was known to the whole family, but it was also one of the few topics not allowed out of Nestico’s mouth. “But remember, Inés, not to sit on the toilet seat.”

“Ernesto”—Papi draped an arm over his son’s shoulders—“while at school, you need to protect your sister and not let anyone hurt her. If the other children hear you teasing her, then they’ll think it’s fine for them to do it too.”

But Papi said nothing to console Inés. Comforting children was a woman’s job.

They enrolled Inés and Nestico in fifth and third grade before walking past a playing field to get to the junior high school.

Boys tossed a football or wrestled with each other while girls played jump rope or huddled in groups. And there were so many of them. Hundreds. The school must be huge. At Mother of Mercy, there had been seventeen girls in Victoria’s grade, and they had been together since kinder. No wonder Inés was nervous. No wonder Mami hadn’t wanted her to attend coed public school. Victoria watched three boys surround a fourth and laugh and jeer at him. These were the kind of boys who would peep into the girls’ bathroom if they knew they could.

Victoria wiped her sweaty palms on her knee-length skirt. If only Jackie were here. Social, easygoing Jackie. Victoria might be able to take care of her siblings, but she needed someone to take care of her.

A man with a big red nose, stringy blond hair plastered to the sides of his head, and pants that went almost to his chest fumbled with things behind a counter when they arrived at the junior high school office.

“Excuse me?” Papi said. “I need to matriculate her? We are new to Miami.”

The man barely acknowledged them as he searched through papers, scattering them from their neat piles. “Come back tomorrow. Can’t you see I’m in over my head?”

Victoria and Papi shared a glance. Victoria didn’t want to see Mami’s triumphant look when she returned home midmorning. And Papi couldn’t afford to take more time off work to return tomorrow. Estadounidenses had a dicho about children being seen and not heard, but Cubans were all about being heard. Time to handle this Mamalara-style.

“Isn’t it true no child shall be denied an education?” Victoria said.

Those words had been printed on the wall at the elementary school when they had enrolled her siblings without any effort.

The man groaned and slapped a torn piece of notebook paper and a pen in front of them. “Name, address, date of birth. Telephone if you have one.”

Please, Victoria thought as she wrote her information.

He barely looked at it before declaring, “Seventh grade.”

“I beg your pardon, I was in eighth grade in Cuba,” Victoria corrected him. Besides, she was tall. What made him think she was younger than she was?

“And she was near the top of her class,” Papi added. Which was also true.

“She doesn’t turn thirteen until December,” the man told Papi as if he didn’t know. “Cutoff age is September first.”

Papi mumbled in Spanish, “These estadounidenses are so by the book, always unyielding.”

“I am not repeating the seventh grade,” Victoria mumbled back. Papi looked like he agreed. Not to mention Mami would start chiding her about her ruined prospects for future husbands.

A minute later, a young woman with an Audrey Hepburn pixie cut and a grease streak across her blue men’s shirt stomped in and rescued the frazzled man.

“Marge, for goodness’ sake, where you been, girl?” The man—Victoria guessed he must be the principal—mopped the sweat that had poured down his temples.

Marge’s feather earrings slashed around her neck as she gestured to her stained shirt. “I had to change a flat tire.”

The principal ignored her excuse. “Find me the district report on integration and throw together some classes to send her to.” He waved at Victoria as if she were some pesky bicho.

Some classes to which to send her, she corrected. In English, a sentence should never end in a preposition. She’d known that since the third grade.

“And for God’s sake, get me some coffee, girl.” He disappeared through a door at the far end of the office.

Marge the secretary hadn’t even set down her purse when she handed Papi the proper matriculation form to sign. She read the notebook paper where Victoria had written her information. “Hi, Victoria, are you Cuban?”

Victoria didn’t question how Marge knew—the influx of Cubans in Miami and the political state of the island made daily headlines. She lifted her chin, swelling with pride. “I am.”

“How is your English?”

“Superb.”

Marge grinned before putting a fresh stick of gum into her mouth. “Because our school systems are different, you need to take a few tests to make sure we put you in the correct classes. Peachy keen?”

Peachy what? It sounded like something from one of Jackie’s rock ’n’ roll albums.

“Yes, thank you.” Victoria turned to Papi and switched to Spanish. “You don’t need to stay with me. I know you’re missing work.”

Papi hesitated, looking at the clock on the wall: 9:35. He was normally at work by 6:30. “You’ll remember to pick up Inés and Nestico and how to get back home?”

“Yes.” And if she didn’t, hopefully Nestico did. Like a horse, he could always find his way home. Papi nodded at Marge and left the office without another glance.

The placement tests weren’t too hard. A few of the historical dates stumped her—she’d studied Cuban, Spanish, and European history, not U.S. history. And she had to guess at a couple of the science questions—the subject had never interested her—but for the most part she felt fairly good about it all.

Every once in a while, when her hand needed a break, she paused from the tests to listen to Marge mutter complaints under her breath.

“Can’t even survive a few minutes on his own. Who initiated the importance of integration at this school? Marge did. Who drafted the proposal to the district board? Marge did. Who wrote the anti-harassment statement he presented to the school when the new students arrived? Marge did. Who can run the school without the other?”

“Marge can,” Victoria answered absently while correcting the spelling of “photosynthises” on a science question she didn’t know. That had to be worth at least half a point.

She glanced up to see Marge’s cheeks turn slightly pink. She’d spoken too loud. Still, Marge grinned and handed her a stick of gum.

Mami didn’t let them chew gum. She said if she had wanted a cow, she would have bought one instead of going through the pregnancy and labor of three children.

The fruity juiciness burst into Victoria’s mouth. Some kind of unfamiliar berry, definitely not tropical, but very nice. Things tasted so much better when they were forbidden.

“Make sure to spit it out before class,” Marge warned.

After another hour, Victoria finished the tests and brought them up to Marge. During that time, Marge had tidied up the mess the principal had made, typed up a stack of reports, and had a hot mug of coffee at her side. Mamalara would have loved her efficiency.

Marge ran a pencil down the tests, pausing every so often to make a mark. She must have known the answers by heart, because she definitely didn’t have time to read each question. She did, however, notice the corrected “photosynthesis” spelling and circled it as a reminder. Victoria beamed with pride.

When she finished, Marge looked up with full sincerity. “Unfortunately, because of your age, I have to put you in seventh grade. School policy.”

Victoria almost swallowed the gum. What was Papi going to say? It was like her education had been pulled out from under her even though he had said that was the one thing no one could take away.

“But”—Marge glanced behind her to make sure the principal’s door remained closed—“your English spelling and grammar are better than most native speakers’, and your mathematics skills are also great, so I’m putting you with the ninth graders for those classes. Peachy keen?”

Victoria found the wastebasket to dispose of her gum and give herself time to think. Estadounidenses really were too “by the book,” as Papi had said. The idea of repeating seventh grade when she’d already started eighth ruffled every indignant feather she had. But she didn’t have a choice; she couldn’t change her birth date. Maybe it didn’t really matter if she spent most of the day with people her own age but took advanced classes for the important subjects. When she returned to Cuba, it wouldn’t be hard to catch up in the other subjects with the rest of the eighth grade.

“Thank you, that is very kind.”

Marge winked and rolled three sheets into the typewriter: white paper, black carbon, and pink copy.

Marge’s fingers clicked rapidly over the keys, eyes focused on the giant schedule at her side, and still managed to keep up a conversation. “Our Spanish classes are not for native speakers, so I’m putting you in French instead, groovy?”

“Perfect.” She’d started with French this year and loved the language. It would have been horrible not to keep it up. Whereas Latin… she’d be glad never to see that useless dead language again in her life.

“See if this looks good.” Marge smacked her gum, pulled the schedule out of the typewriter, and handed Victoria the white original. It listed the various subjects along with the times, teachers’ names, and classroom numbers.

“What is home economics?” Victoria pointed to a class she had in the afternoons. Economy had to do with money and the stock market. She had to admit that that was one of the sections of the newspaper she only skimmed over because she couldn’t make sense of it. Was this some kind of advanced math class?

“It’s a school requirement and, thanks to a generous donation, very well supplied. Everything a woman should know in order to run a house.” Marge stopped popping the gum and seemed to be trying hard not to roll her eyes. “Cooking, cleaning, sewing, that kind of stuff. I’m putting you in a class that focuses on cooking. I think you’ll like the teacher.”

Some of the tension that had seized her nerves due to the immensity of the school and having to repeat the seventh grade because of a late birthday eased just a bit. Cooking meant food, comfort, and love. Even if Mamalara wouldn’t be present.

“And it’s only the girls?” Victoria asked.

This time the secretary definitely rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me started. The boys get to do fun things like woodworking and shop. Because apparently girls can’t handle hammers and power tools.” She gestured at her men’s shirt, which still bore the grease marks from changing a car tire.

Victoria smiled but secretly breathed relief. She didn’t even want to try handling hammers and power tools; she’d leave those for Jackie. She returned to reviewing the schedule in her hand.

“Forty-five minutes isn’t enough time to go home for lunch.” They hadn’t timed it this morning, but Mrs. Greenwald, who’d rented them the apartment, had said it was eight minutes to the elementary school. Make it ten from the junior high, each way, a couple of minutes to find and gather her siblings, and time to find their way back to the apartment. And then there were the sandwiches to make once there. Sandwiches that, though they seemed simple, she’d never made before. Not to mention Mami badgering them to keep her company instead of returning to school. By Victoria’s calculations—and as Marge had said, she was very good at math—it would be a miracle if they made it back within the two hours the Cuban schools gave for lunch.

Marge shook her head. “I don’t know any school that still lets students leave during school hours, unless a parent signs you out. The cafeteria food is cheap and mostly edible.”

Heat rose up Victoria’s cheeks. She didn’t have any money. Nor did Inés and Nestico. Going home for lunch was so ingrained in their school day, she’d never thought it’d be different here.

She had wanted to prove to Mami that she could attend public school and still be a proper young lady and to Papi that she could take care of the family, and yet she’d already failed at the most fundamental thing.

Feeding her family.
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Marge placed a stack of textbooks, two black-and-white composition books, and two pencils on the counter in front of Victoria. “Your locker number and combination are written on your schedule. Underneath that sheet, I included a school map. You better hurry—lunch finishes in twenty minutes.”

Victoria thanked Marge and grabbed the armful of supplies set out for her. No point going to the cafeteria with no lunch and no money to buy it. For her siblings’ sake, she could only hope someone had taken pity on them and shared their lunch. There wasn’t anything she could do, and just the thought of her failure to her family twisted her insides.

She found her locker but had no idea how to open it—she’d never worked a combination lock before, and in films they always used a doctor’s stethoscope to crack a safe.

A tidal wave of defeat overcame her as she leaned against the metal lockers. She couldn’t do it. Not without Jackie, not without Mamalara and Tía Larita. No wonder Mami couldn’t cope with the world—that had never been expected of her. At Mother of Mercy, in addition to academic subjects, they received tutorials on how to be a lady of society—ballroom dancing, etiquette, calligraphy, curtsying, planning dinner parties, and so forth. Everything that would make them suitable for respectable husbands.

But common sense? Skills they would need in their daily lives? Feeding siblings without money? The nuns hadn’t thought of teaching them that. There had been no need. Not with God and the men in their lives to take care of everything for them.

The bell rang, and like a thundering clap of hooves, the hallway filled with a stampede of hundreds of children. She took a deep breath and plunged into the current toward her first class at this strange school. With no one to look after her, she had to keep going. Pa’lante.

On top of each desk sat a manual typewriter, and around the room, clusters of intimidating twelve- and thirteen-year-olds congregated.

In the far corner sat a boy with dark skin and black curly hair shaved close to his head, clicking away on his machine while everyone else ignored him. Maybe he was new too. She didn’t want him to think she was being forward, but approaching him felt less threatening than trying to join one of the jabbering groups.

“Excuse me, is this machine taken or are we given assigned seats?” she asked, gesturing to the spot next to him. She liked the idea of being inconspicuous in the back of the room.

He jerked up, as if surprised someone had spoken to him. Dark freckles sprinkled across his brown cheeks. “Not assigned and no one sits near me.”

Victoria unloaded her stack of books into the basket under the chair and shook out her arms. “They’re so heavy, and I couldn’t open my locker.”

“I have to kick mine to get it to open.” The boy pointed to his black shoes, which showed a distinct scuff mark on his right toe.

“My mother will not be pleased if I have to do the same.” Victoria stared at her white ballerina flats—the only shoes she’d been allowed to bring to Miami.

The boy grinned. “My grann’s the same. ‘Philippe, what you do?’ ” He put on an accent and high voice meant to resemble his grandmother.

Victoria laughed. Who would have guessed it was so easy talking to boys? “Philippe? Es-tu français?”

“Phil, please,” he said in English, though he’d clearly understood her French. “Manman and Grann are Haitian; Dad’s from Georgia.”

Ah, so he was Caribbean. No wonder she felt comfortable talking with him. She introduced herself just as the teacher arrived.

The teacher barely glanced at the slip Marge had given her for each subject before explaining how his class worked: she could do the repetitive typing exercises on the board or she could type whatever she wanted as long as they were real words. No talking. No stopping until the end of class. No further tutorial.

She watched how the rest of the class fed paper into the typewriter. By glancing at Phil, she figured out that the large key at the bottom created a space between the words and the lever on the left of the machine returned the page to the start. Maybe she did have some common sense.


dear jackie i am writing to you from public school the keys dont make any sense still it is fun and futuristic using a typewritt



Through the click-clack of the keys, no one heard Victoria groan. So much for being the way of the future. She could have handwritten a whole page in the time it had taken to type out what she did. With proper punctuation and spelling.

“Miss Pino, you stopped typing.” The teacher, who seemed to have an ear like an orchestra conductor, stared at her from his desk even though she sat near the back.

“I made a mistake…,” she started.

The teacher—she’d forgotten his name, though it was on the schedule Marge had typed out for her—dismissed her excuse. “Continue typing and try harder. If you know you can correct mistakes, you’re more likely to make them.”

Victoria’s eyes returned to typewritt, her nose flaring slightly at the error. She hated misspelled words, hated more that she had caused the gaffe and couldn’t fix it. It had been hard enough to ignore the lack of capitalization and punctuation, but an actual misspelling? Under no circumstances would she dare send Jackie a letter looking like this. But she also couldn’t risk getting into trouble in her first class.

She hit the space bar and retyped the keys for “typewriter” nice and slow. Maybe she should just write the exercise on the board, boring as it was. Next to her, Phil seemed to be the only student to have mastered typing with some confidence. His fingers knew where all the keys were and could type at least as fast as a person could write. Except that his fingers also made constant mistakes. They preferred to spell “the” T-E-H.

When that happened, he rolled the paper up, pulled out a bottle of correction fluid to cover the mistake, blew on it to dry, and then rolled the paper back to its correct position to continue typing.

The teacher said nothing to him.

“You’re very good,” Victoria whispered. “How do you remember where all the keys are?”

“Miss Pino, no talking.”

Victoria’s cheeks burned. Twice she had been scolded in one class. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been scolded in her old school.


lash dash



At her side, Phil waved a long-fingered hand between their desks until Victoria looked his way. On his paper he’d typed, Do you know how to spell psudonym? As in pen name?

Victoria hesitated for a second. The teacher had said she could type anything as long as it was a real word.… It took a few minutes to find all the correct keys.


pseudonym



Phil’s fingers flew over the keys:


I was missing the E! I knew it didn’t look right



Then he proceeded to white out his question with his correction fluid.

She hesitated again. Technically, they were “talking” by writing notes, but she would still be learning if she continued their correspondence:


how do i capitalize and punctuate



Phil showed her what she had missed with his fast fingers as well as other features of the typewriter.


Great improvement. Thank you.



Phil responded, Now you are profficiant at typing.

proficient, she corrected. Not that he minded. In fact he seemed pleased with her help as he corrected his mistake.

“Class, please type your name on your paper if you haven’t already, and pass them forward,” the teacher announced thirty seconds before the end of class.

Victoria gulped. The teacher would now read their typed conversation. Not that they had said anything inappropriate, but still. Phil handed his to Victoria. The paper he gave her was not what he had been typing and correcting during class. This one read wow, row, roe, rot…

He brought a long finger to his lips, and she watched him tuck the real manuscript between the pages of a textbook. She mimed sealing her lips and throwing away the key like Jackie did.

Without Phil’s sheet, there was no proof of their interaction. Other than that one misspelling, she had done as the teacher said—written real words.

She gathered all the books from under her chair, steadying the tower with her chin. Without thinking about how forward it might sound, she spoke again to her neighbor. “Would you be so kind as to help me with my locker?”



Victoria walked to home economics, the second to last class of the day, stomach grumbling from missing lunch and more than a little tired.

This classroom was nothing like any Victoria had ever seen. Four long counters with alternating electric burners and workspaces lined the center of the classroom. Under the surfaces, ovens alternated with drawers. Along the wall were further counters with kitchen appliances, an industrial-sized sink, storage cupboards, and three refrigerators. As Marge had said, the home economics program appeared very well funded. As unusual as the classroom was, something about it made her feel at home.

“Hi, who are you?” the teacher, Miss Jiménez, asked. Victoria handed her Marge’s pink introduction slip. “¿Eres cubana? My father came from Camaguey.”

“Tengo primos de ahí.” Victoria beamed, the weight of the day lifted from her shoulders. She and Miss Jiménez could even be distantly related.

“I went once, after the war. Beautiful isla,” the teacher said. The bell rang, and something like fifteen girls stopped talking to stand behind the long waist-high counters “Class, this is Victoria Pino del Mar from Cuba. Victoria, why don’t you partner with Katya Volkova for the rest of the year? Wash your hands, and aprons are in that cupboard.”

Just like Phil in typing, the girl Miss Jiménez had pointed out stood apart from the other girls. Instead of the teased and perfectly styled hairdo every other girl at the school seemed to have, Katya’s pale blond hair parted sharply in the middle and then went into a long tight braid. Her plain starched blouse buttoned to her throat and tucked neatly into her ankle length skirt. No ribbons, lace, or frills.

“Hello, Katya? I’m Victoria.”

Katya barely glanced her way before heading to the refrigerator for the ingredients listed on the blackboard.

¿Qué hice? For the hundredth time that day, she wished for Jackie’s help.

“How old are you?” Victoria tried again when Katya returned. “I’ll be thirteen next month.”

Katya shrugged, setting down a bowl of eggs, still refusing to make eye contact. Other girls were chatting with their partners, so talking was clearly allowed in this class. Maybe she didn’t speak English.

“¿Hablas español? Parles-tu français?” she tried. “Volkova” sounded Slavic, but there was still a chance she’d studied a Latin language. Historically, French had been spoken by Russian aristocrats. With bitter resentment, she wondered if Cuban children would now start learning Russian like they did in East Germany. Everyone knew that it was due to Soviet support that Fidel was gaining so much power.

“Don’t bother trying to talk to her. Won’t speak to no one. Thank goodness,” said a girl next to them. She looked like she had come out of one of the magazines Victoria saw at the grocery store, with a blue-and-white polka-dotted dress and a matching headband sitting ornamentally on her perfectly teased, blown-out brown bob.

In Cuba, Victoria’s dresses had been made with a matching hat, and sometimes even matching shoes. She turned back to her plain-clothed partner. Judging by the redness on Katya’s face and the tightening of her lips, she at least understood English perfectly well.

“Don’t say anything important around her.”

“I beg your pardon?” Victoria returned her attention to the talker.

Polka-Dot Girl leaned over with her elbows on the counter, ready to divulge the greatest secret. “Her father is a Russian spy. Everyone knows it. She keeps quiet so people forget she’s here and she can learn everyone’s secrets. Any day now the Reds are going to launch a missile at us. Thank goodness my parents built a bunker under the house to keep us safe.”

She gasped and straightened, as if suddenly realizing she’d said too much. “But I’m not telling you where it is.”

Victoria swallowed. “Reds” were what some people called Communists, either because of their red flag or the capitalist blood they’d shed—Victoria didn’t know. What mattered was that because of Communists, she was no longer in Cuba.

She glanced at Katya wearily. Her partner had gathered all the ingredients and equipment and stood with her hands clasped behind her back, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

“Today we’re making soufflés,” Miss Jiménez said once everyone had their ingredients. “A delicate dish, but when it’s made right, you’ll leave your guests extremely impressed. A hint: do not slam the oven door lest it cause the soufflé to collapse.”

Victoria gulped, no longer looking forward to this class. While she loved spending time in the kitchen with Mamalara and hearing stories about Spain from the cooks while they all worked (they always fed her morsels in various stages of preparation), Victoria had never actually cooked anything in her life. Opening cans and pouring drinks didn’t count, and she could barely do those.

And, of course, the first direction listed on the blackboard seemed impossible: separate the eggs.

Mamalara had a way of cracking an egg and then separating the yolk from the white, all with one hand. Victoria didn’t dare even try it her way.

“I don’t know how to separate the eggs. Will you show me?” Victoria asked her partner. Whether she was a Communist or not, Victoria had to work with Katya.

Katya cracked an egg against the counter, opened it, and let the egg white run through her fingers until she cradled only the yolk in her hand and deposited it into a different bowl. With her clean hand, Katya handed Victoria the next egg.

Victoria turned it in her hand. The other girls seemed to have their own egg-separating methods, but she hated to be rude and not do it Katya’s way. Mami, though, would be mortified, both that she was handling food with her hands and for getting her hands dirty. But hands could be washed again.

She tapped the egg against the counter, poked a finger through the shell and membrane like Katya had done, and let the egg white drain through her fingers. Slimy, yet oddly satisfying. She gently slid the yolk into the bowl with Katya’s, pleased that it had remained intact in her hand. When she reached for the third egg, Katya stopped her by pointing at the egg whites. Two pieces of the shell needed to be fished out first.

Under Katya’s silent direction, they alternated between making the béchamel sauce and hand-whisking the egg whites. Around them, the other girls complained about not being able to use an electric beater, but Miss Jiménez insisted that until they knew how to do things by hand, they couldn’t use a machine. Mamalara would have approved.

When neither Katya nor Miss Jiménez was looking, Victoria sneaked a slice of cheese into her mouth. Bad idea. Her stomach awakened with a loud growl. She hadn’t eaten anything since a banana for breakfast. Marge’s gum didn’t count.

“Are we allowed to eat the soufflés?” she whispered as Katya gently opened the oven door and removed the ceramic ramekin to set on a cooling rack. The aroma of baked goods filled the kitchen classroom. Victoria’s mouth watered. Her family hadn’t had a single cooked meal since they’d arrived in Miami.

Katya held up a finger to wait and then pointed to Miss Jiménez, who headed their way.

“Beautiful crust,” the teacher said to them, turning her head to examine the dish at all angles. She reached for a small fork Katya had set out and sampled the hot soufflé. “And you got the perfect amount of mustard—most chefs overdo it. Well done, girls.”

“Katya did most of it,” Victoria admitted. Had she been on her own, she would have failed just trying to separate the eggs. She had, however, been the one to add only half the amount of ground mustard listed on the blackboard; she still remembered the sharpness of the sandwiches Papi had bought last week.

“Perhaps, but I still saw you working together. And participation is half the grade,” Miss Jiménez said before moving toward the next pair of girls.

Victoria accepted the fork her kitchen partner handed her and was about to try the first thing she’d ever cooked when a voice behind her whispered loudly,

“I wouldn’t do that. Who knows what kind of poison that Russian Communist could have added while you weren’t looking,” Polka-Dot Girl said.

Katya lowered her own fork and hunched her shoulders. Victoria straightened hers. As an exiled Cuban, she above everyone else had the most reason to distrust a Russian Communist. These estadounidense girls only knew about Communism from their parents or the news. They had never lived it.

But Communist or not, Katya had treated Victoria kindly. That counted for a lot more than a stranger’s harsh words.

Lifting the fork high, Victoria dived into their soufflé and shoveled a large forkful into her mouth. She clapped her hand to her mouth as steam escaped. Still, she refused to spit it out. A few seconds later, it had cooled enough to savor. Light and cheesy, it tasted of perfection.

Victoria motioned to Katya with her fork. She hadn’t tasted anything so delectable since their cooks had hightailed it back to Spain. “It’s like eating a cloud from a French bakery. You’re a great chef. Try it.”

Katya’s shoulders relaxed as she dug in. She took one bite, nodded, and then another before motioning to Victoria to eat more. Not only were they eating out of the baking mold, but Katya had taken two bites with the same fork. Mami would revolt on the spot. Victoria used her same fork for another bite. What Mami didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

They finished washing their ramekin and forks just as Miss Jiménez tried Polka-Dot Girl’s soufflé. “Too much salt, Rebecca.”
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Querida Victoria:

I know you’re having a great time in Miami with the whole “land of the free” baloney but please try to pretend you’re interested. That you still think about your lonely cousin here.

How I wish I could actually send you this letter! There’s so much I want to tell you, so much you should know, so much I want to talk to someone about. I know, I know. It’s too dangerous so here’s my plan: I spill all and then send it to you telepathically. Or maybe by me writing it, you can then read it through my mind? Comic books are never clear on how these psychic power things work.

First off, it was whispered around school that Kennedy won the presidential election. But what nobody seemed to know was whether that’s a good thing or not. Your father kept saying that you’d come home after the election, but that seems impossible. Definitely not something that will happen overnight.

The Communist hold here just gets stronger and more controlled each day. We see armed men marching through the streets all the time. Mr. Schmidt, the gym teacher, always rides with us on the bus now. He says it’s because his car broke down but I know it’s to keep us safe.

Alto hasn’t been around in ages, and you know he’s the one with all the good political chismes. Mima say he’s involved in an underground resistance group. When I asked how you can resist things from a basement, she explained that “underground” in this case just means “illegal.” Part of me wishes I could be a part of that. Doing something important, like a real spy, saving my country. The other part worries what they’ll do to Alto if he’s caught.

Mima and Mamalara are worried too, but they try not to show it. Every morning before school they hug and kiss me like it’s the last time they’re ever going to see me. Apparently some school bus somewhere got bombed. I wish they wouldn’t worry. I don’t think the government will deliberately hurt children, but then again, age never stopped what the Nazis did.

Just like the Nazis controlled and made up information they wanted the people to know, that’s happening here too. All we hear is how great Fidel is and everything he’s giving the poor—literacy, health care, ice cream. Giving everyone the same advantages, but really he’s bringing us down to the poor’s level. We can’t buy ice cream anymore. Instead we have to wait until the government wants to generously give it to us.

The worst is that a lot of people believe this “equality” is a great thing. I threatened to punch one boy in the park because he wouldn’t shut his big fat gob about how great things were going to be when we all have free ice cream. And you know how much I like ice cream.

Pipo says gasoline is getting expensive and restricted. The other day he got stopped and questioned for driving outside his regular work route. We haven’t been able to check on the finca because of it. But in the country, I’m sure things are different than here in the city. Safer, probably. Less controlled.

Clark has colic and Mima has been up all night with him for a week. Mamalara says it’s the new formula. We can’t get the fancy imported kind anymore. Clark happily drank this new kind, but his body really doesn’t like it. Mima took him down to your house so Mamalara could help her at night, but I could still hear him crying. Poor Superman. I know he misses his godmother just like I do. Pipo ended up putting cotton in his ears so he could sleep.

Mima tried calling the doctor but the phone wasn’t working. I think a lot of the lines have been cut. Or maybe they don’t have enough operators to run them. Enough loyal operators to listen in on the conversations. Both Mima and Alto have mentioned it and I know it’s true. When I called a schoolmate with a homework question, I could hear someone breathing on the line. As if diagramming a sentence breaches national security.

It seems like forever ago when Mima took us shopping for the new Celia Cruz and Elvis Presley albums and then we got Coke floats at Woolworth’s. Remember that? None of that is possible anymore. No records, no Coca-Cola. Mima barely leaves the house, and when she does, she wears old clothes so it doesn’t look like she comes from money. If you look like you’re part of the working class, the armed men who have started patrolling the streets don’t pay much attention to you. It’s the rich who get harassed. But then again, most people with money have already left, like your family.

I don’t know when things will return to normal. Fidel’s following is growing, and he has the entire Soviet Union on his side.

I’m scared, and you know how much I hate being scared. Almost as much as being useless, which I also feel. This isn’t me, but I don’t know who I am anymore. Just like I don’t know who or what Cuba is anymore. This isn’t our home, that’s for sure. Who knows what you’ll find when you come back.

That is, if you want to come back. I bet you’re having a great time in Miami, eating and doing whatever you want. Maybe even riding horses. I don’t know if they have horses there, but if they do, I’m sure you’re riding them. I’m happy for you. Really truly. But I also miss you. Miss how things used to be.

Last time Alto was here he mentioned that a friend’s house was raided and the government stole or destroyed everything of value. He warned me not to play my records loud enough so people on the streets could hear. This is our real life now, not just some story on the radio or la tele.

I’m going to actually burn this letter now and write you a pretend letter. Something boring about your “dog” and the real noises Clark is making—Mima is convinced she heard him say “lele” for leche this morning. Nothing of importance. Nothing “bad” or dangerous when it’s read and censored.

Love you, miss you, and if you can, find out what’s happening on Gunsmoke and Suspense. I’m dying to know what’s going on! I hate that they’ve stopped all foreign entertainment.

Love,

Jackie
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Next to the open-air cafeteria at school was a courtyard. Although there were no tables out in the hot sun, no one stopped Victoria from having her lunch under an orange tree at the far end.

Alone.

For days, she overheard people at school talking about the holiday of Thanksgiving. As far as Victoria was concerned, there was little for which to be thankful.

Even with a kitchen, her family continued with their war-food diet. The only difference was that now their canned food got heated up before eating it.

Despite Papi’s promises, they weren’t any closer to returning home than they had been before the presidential election.

News about Cuba was limited to newspaper headlines, static radio stations, and information Papi brought home from work. But nothing about their actual family or la finca.

The day after they met, Phil from typing had waved her over to sit with him in the cafeteria.

“Victoria, this is my sister, Monique.” Phil gestured to the girl seated next to him. She wore her hair in multiple short black braids. The same dark freckles sprinkled across her brown cheeks as they did Phil’s.

A buffet of rice with vegetables, chicken in a creamy sauce, roasted herbed potatoes, and Victoria’s favorite maduros lay out in front of them. Someone in their family obviously loved them very much. Victoria tore her eyes away before she began to drool.

“Pleased to meet you.” Victoria held out her hand.

Instead of taking it, Monique turned to her brother and began speaking to him in Haitian Creole mixed with a bit of English. The result being that with Victoria’s knowledge of French, which was similar to Haitian Creole, she understood enough of the conversation to fill in what she didn’t.

“What is she doing here?” Monique had demanded. “She’s one of them.”

Phil shrugged, sticking to the same language as Monique. “She’s all right. She helped me with my spelling.”

Monique shook her head so sharply, her braids flew against each other. “Dad warned us not to get friendly with the other kids here. We can’t trust them.”

Victoria forced her face to remain blank with the nonchalance of someone who didn’t know what was happening around her.

“She’s not from here; she’s Cuban,” Phil argued before biting into a sweet fried plantain.

“That’s even worse. Dad says they’re taking our jobs. Bosses would rather hire people who look like her than us, regardless of qualification.”

“I beg your pardon.” Victoria stood, her cheeks burning with embarrassment and anger. How dare Monique imply that Papi wasn’t qualified to work in construction when he was completely overqualified! Yes, it was possible she hadn’t correctly understood everything they’d said, but Monique’s tone had been more than clear: Victoria wasn’t welcome at their table. “I think I shall eat elsewhere.”

And since then, she had been eating her sandwich under the orange tree.

Alone, but better than the alternative.

That was another thing to add to the “not thankful” list: Victoria had no friends here.

Truth was, she didn’t know how to make friends. Everyone she knew back home had always been there.

Leaning against the orange-tree trunk with her knees raised, Victoria tucked her skirt tightly around her legs before bringing out her lunch. Today’s, as it did every school day now, involved a mushy grape-jelly sandwich. Tasteless and cheap. Dinner with the family consisted of food from a can, box, or frozen bag. Bland and cheap. Only breakfast was moderately appetizing: a banana and a glass of powdered milk.

She bit into her napkin-wrapped sandwich and closed her eyes.

The sweet citrus of the orange tree transported Victoria back to her last day on la finca, the morning after she and Jackie had discovered their lives were temporalmente about to change.

Victoria had woken up with the lightening sky and dashed to the horse pasture before the sun shone on the orchards. A few of the horses stood on her approach, but Diogenes remained with his legs curled under his tubby body. Still, his neck stretched toward Victoria for his obligatory treat. She fed him the whole frutabomba she’d brought before climbing onto his round back and burrowing her face into his unruly mane.

By reflex, her arms and legs gripped the pony as Diogenes stretched his front legs and then his hindquarters to stand. When he gave a full-body shake, Victoria straightened up and then eased back to lie down on his spine and rump. Barely noticing his reclined passenger, Diogenes stepped every few seconds to resume his favorite activity: chomping down on the lush tropical vegetation.

“¿Oíste?” Victoria asked out loud. Her eyes stayed fixated on the colorless gray sky, where it was impossible to distinguish atmosphere from cloud. Not that there had been the slightest rustle, but Victoria knew he was there.

“Your padre just told mine.” Gilberto’s voice came from on top of Lola, the Paso Fino mare Papalfonso had given him.

Victoria kept her gaze on the sky. Still colorless, still gray. Nothing had changed. Except everything had. “Is your family leaving too?”

Gilberto hesitated before responding. “Only people who are afraid of losing everything are leaving.”

In other words, only those with money. She didn’t know what to think, let alone feel. Of course she wanted to stay, more than anything, but not if her life, or the lives of the people she loved, would be in danger. His statement, though, brought on a new bitter thought: if her family stayed, the Communist government would take everything from them. If they left, they could take nothing with them. Either way, they’d lose it all.

Still lying on the pony’s back, Victoria held her arms out for balance as Diogenes walked a few strides to greener grass. “Papi says that Fidel’s control is just temporary, that we’ll be back soon. Yet our cooks have booked passage on ships to return to Spain.”

Again, Gilberto took his time responding. As if he was unsure of how much to say. “Your padre just gave mine six months’ salary to take care of this place while you’re gone.”

Victoria sat up quickly to look directly at Gilberto’s dark eyes. “Six months? We’ll only be gone for a few weeks.”

Gilberto tugged at the halo of black hair covering his head. Like Victoria, he also sat bareback, but Lola wore a bridle as she pranced with her fancy gait around foraging Diogenes. “I think your padre is scared the farm will be seized. He wants us to protect it against Fidel’s men.”

No, no. They couldn’t. They wouldn’t. Except they could, and most likely would.

Victoria pursed her lips in the worrisome way she’d inherited from Mami. “That could be very dangerous.”

“Which is why we’re being paid very well.”

Diogenes swished his tail across his side, brushing against Victoria’s long leg. Victoria scratched him where his wild mane met his bony withers, desperate to push away the anxiety coursing through her body. In her dismay at leaving the farm, she hadn’t thought about what could happen when they left the farm. “I don’t want you to get hurt, but you’ll look after Diogenes, won’t you? And the other horses?”

She dug her fingers deep into Diogenes’s mane and hung her head, desperate not to let the stable hand see her pain. The farm could be bulldozed over, Papalfonso’s legendary orchards, accessible to anyone who was hungry, uprooted and gone. She knew some people ate horse meat; she knew animals often got slaughtered to demonstrate political dominance. If that happened to Diogenes, to her beloved finca…

“You know I will take care of the horses.” Gilberto patted Lola’s sleek neck. “But I’m sure it won’t come to that. Your family just worries too much.”

“You’re not worried?” Try as she might, she couldn’t push the concerns out of her mind.

“¿Por qué? Worrying isn’t going to change what’s going to happen. Communism or not, life continues.”

Except without your freedom, but Victoria kept that to herself. “I just wish we didn’t have to go.”

Gilberto reached into the branches of a tree and plucked for her a ripe orange, yellow with black spots. “Maybe instead of worrying about leaving, focus on making every present moment count.”

Gilberto’s words echoed through her now as she nibbled the last of her tasteless sandwich. She had no control over when it would be safe to return home or when they would get news about her family and la finca. That three-minute phone call to Jackie had cost more than Papi’s daily earnings and had revealed nothing. Worrying about everything just put her in a miserable mood—no wonder no one wanted to get to know her.

She picked up a bread crumb from her lap and rolled it between her fingers. Papalfonso always said food was meant to be eaten, shared, and enjoyed; Mamalara never let anyone go hungry. Why should being here change that? Back home, she always fed baby Clark his nighttime bottle that put him to sleep. Even Diogenes, tubby as he was, never went without a greeting treat. Maybe there was something she could control, something she could change. Something that had been right under her nose since she’d started at this foreign school. Something that would bring at least a morsel of comfort to her family’s bleak reality.



“Señorita Jiménez?” Victoria asked, once the home economics class had been dismissed. Today’s recipe had been chicken salad.

“Yes, Victoria?” The teacher walked over. Next to her, Katya, her cooking partner, still lingered.

Victoria hesitated. Were the rumors about Katya true? That she and her family were Russian spies? Victoria only knew what the other girls said about Katya, none of which was nice. Katya herself still refused to talk.

Maybe Victoria should just speak to Miss Jiménez in Spanish. But she couldn’t be deliberately rude to Katya. Not like the rest of the class was to both of them.

So Victoria took a breath and continued in English. “I want to cook for my family while we’re here in Miami. Except… we can’t afford the ingredients for most of the dishes we make in class. Can you give me some cheap recipes?”

Miss Jiménez broke into a wide smile. “Of course. First of all, anything left over from what you make in this class can be taken home; just bring your own container. I mentioned it at the start of the year but must have forgotten to tell you.”

Victoria nodded. That sounded easy enough, except she couldn’t remember what had happened to the food containers that had held their lunch at the La Habana airport.

Next to her, Katya extracted a wide-mouthed jar with Slavic lettering from the large bag she carried. Then she retrieved their labeled jar of chicken salad from the refrigerator—Miss Jiménez had said that chicken salad was best eaten cold and that tasting and grading would take place next class. Carefully, Katya spooned half the contents into the empty jar and handed it to Victoria.

Divvied up, there would be enough chicken salad for Victoria’s family to have two spoonfuls each tonight—a luxury! Victoria flung her arms around a surprised Katya. “Thank you! I’ll return the jar clean.”

Katya shifted out of the embrace, her pale face completely flushed as she shook her head and waved away the jar to indicate that Victoria should keep it.

Meanwhile, Miss Jiménez had opened a drawer along the wall of cabinets and pulled out a pen and paper to jot down some notes. “Regular white rice is inexpensive; uncooked, it stores forever, it’s easy to make, and it fills up bellies. Two parts water to one part rice, and you can add whatever vegetables or meat you have fairly easily.”

Again, easier said than done. She could imagine the rice turning to mush, tinged with the color of whatever vegetable she used.

“What about beans?” Victoria asked.

Miss Jiménez nodded as she continued with her notes. “Also inexpensive, but they require sorting out the stones and soaking overnight, so you have to plan ahead. I’ll give you my abuela’s top secret family recipe.”

The second bell rang, but no students entered the room.

Victoria’s attention remained on the teacher until Katya held a slip of paper under her nose.

“ ‘Draniki’?” Victoria squinted at the first word of the fast scribble and turned to her cooking partner. Katya sighed dreamily.

“Russian potato pancakes or latkes,” Miss Jiménez answered automatically without looking up from her own notes. Victoria shook her head. She still didn’t know what either person meant.

Victoria read through Katya’s thorough instructions—when it came to cooking intuition, Victoria wasn’t there yet. Draniki turned out to be grated potatoes that were then fried. They sounded like arañitas, except made with potatoes instead of plantains.

“These look fabulous!” Victoria told Katya. “Thank you. You’re a good friend.”

The word came out of Victoria’s mouth without thinking about it. She felt heat rising in her own cheeks. Were they friends?

Before she could ask, Katya grabbed Miss Jiménez’s late slip and disappeared out of the classroom.

“Give her some time. She’s been through a lot, and it’s not easy being Russian in today’s world,” Miss Jiménez said, handing Victoria the recipe cards and her own late slip. “Remember, food variety and freshness are essential for a healthy diet.”

Victoria thanked the teacher and walked slowly toward French, her last class of the day.

She hugged the jar of chicken salad to her chest along with the recipe cards.

Maybe she did have a few things to be thankful for during the holiday.
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Jackie whacked the tennis ball against the wall of the family’s squash court. She ran a couple of steps and whacked it again.

Ultimately, what she should have done was not open her big (whack), fat (whack) mouth (whack). Then she wouldn’t be outside trying to ignore the argument streaming down from her parents’ bedroom. The argument she had provoked.

“A man’s job is to protect his family. You’ve failed us as a husband and father!”

Whack.

Because any way she looked at it, it all boiled down to her and what she’d said.

Two armed men had entered her school today while she was heading to the bathroom during a boring math class. Black boots, brown uniform, brown caps, rifles strapped to their backs. They saw her and immediately engaged in a conversation. Or, rather, an accusation.

“Look at this rich gordita,” the older one had sneered. His lit cigarette balanced perfectly in his mouth without falling. “Tell us, gordita, do you eat off gold plates? Do your servants personally feed you while the rest of the island works day and night and still starves?”

Jackie pressed up against the wall, more for safety than out of fear. She could call for a teacher, but she had never backed down from a fight. No reason to start now. “Leave me alone. You don’t belong here.”

“That’s the problem with you entitled capitalist snots. You think the world belongs to you.” Ash fell from the man’s cigarette, which seemed glued to his bottom lip.

The grooves from the cinder blocks embedded into Jackie’s palms as the armed men crowded closer. She had meant they didn’t belong at school, but if they disappeared from the whole world, she wouldn’t complain.

“I mean it. Go away.” She used the authoritative voice she’d inherited from Mamalara, which in the past caused boys bigger and stronger than her to back off. Miedo o respeto, it didn’t matter. She wasn’t used to having her demands ignored.

“Or what, gordita? You’re going to tell your rich father you’re too spoiled to understand the glory we’re bringing to the island?”

Jackie straightened up and raised her fists in defense, ready to protect her face and gut. The older man who’d done all the talking wasn’t exactly a toothpick himself, and the other couldn’t have been older than Alto, late teens at the most. It was Alto who’d taught her how to throw a punch, and she knew a hit to the huevos would always cause pain.

But she hadn’t counted on one of them grabbing her arm and twisting it behind her back. Any movement she made now had Jackie gasping in pain.

“So, we have a little fighter here. Too bad she’s just a girl—the comrades could use someone like her.”

Jackie stomped her heel, but the toes she’d attempted to crush were protected by thick boots. She didn’t know what angered her more: the twisted grip on her arm that left her helpless and outmatched, being called “just a girl,” or that they’d dared suggest she join the Communist party.

“¡Déjame quieta!” Jackie’s voice echoed in the empty school hallway. Not so helpless after all.

Classroom doors opened and heads of teachers and students poked out. The man holding her immediately released his grip.

The school director, an estadounidense in short sleeves and a crisp bow tie, marched toward them.

“Caballeros,” he scolded in accented Spanish, “you have no business coming in here during school hours and assaulting a schoolgirl.”

“She—”

“Enough! You two, in my office, now.” The director, armed with only a voice of authority and an accusing finger, had the two revolutionaries cowering as if Mamalara had just caught them waking up the baby.

Someday Jackie’s voice would hold such power. For now she settled for grinding the dislodged cigarette into the floor.

“Jackie, return to your class,” the director said in English.

“But I have to pee.” She pointed to the bathrooms as she rubbed circulation back into her arm.

“¡Ahora!”

She did what the director said, only because the white in his eyes made him look scarier than any horror-movie actor.

When she made it home and finally used the long-awaited bathroom, Mima had asked, as she always did, about Jackie’s day. Without thinking, Jackie expressed her indignation at having been deprived of going to the bathroom. The rest of the story spilled out as well.

For a few seconds, Mima sat at the kitchen table. Even the rouge on her cheeks had paled into pinkish white. “¿Cómo se te ocurre? They had guns!”

Yes, but the rifles had been on their backs. Wasn’t it more important how they had treated Jackie? Wasn’t it good that she had stood up to them? All of that was irrelevant to Mima, who called out to Pancha to phone Pipo to come home from work immediately, and then left the kitchen to go outside and climb the concrete stairs to her own house.

Now everything that Jackie had told her was fuel for the worst fight her parents had ever had. All because of her.

The tennis ball sailed passed her head and bounced to a stop next to where Gnomo the cat lounged on the hot stones. Jackie crouched and rested her hands on her knees to catch her breath. Gnomo batted the ball briefly before realizing it wasn’t worth additional reprimanding.

“The time to act was yesterday, when we still had options.” Mima’s voice carried through the open window, across the courtyard they used to share with other relatives, and to the squash court, where Jackie still hadn’t caught her breath.

“There’s nothing to act upon. I keep telling you, things always get worse before they get better,” Pipo responded. But instead of being exasperated, Jackie detected a tinge of fear in his tone. Not fear of what would happen, but fear that maybe he had been wrong.

“Two armed men came to our daughter’s school and assaulted her!”

“What would you like me to do?” Pipo raised his voice. “Should I set up a meeting with Fidel Castro and tell him he needs to train his minions to be more respectful?”

“How about taking responsibility! Admit that you were wrong. Find a way to get us out.”

Maybe Jackie should demand that they stop. Before someone outside the family compound overheard and reported them to the guards patrolling the neighborhood.

“It’s only been a short amount of time. Things will settle.…” Pipo’s voice lowered, as if he were begging.

Jackie almost heard Mima shake her head as she lowered her voice too. “We’re not lingering in the line of fire like sitting ducks. We’re done.”

The silence that now came from the window could be heard miles away. And Jackie thought the shouting had been bad.

Gnomo stood, stretched, and, with the nonchalance only a cat could muster, strolled to Jackie and wove his body and tail around her ankles.

She dropped to the edge of the squash court where it met with patio stone. With a rumbling purr like a lion, Gnomo eased himself into the throne known as Jackie’s lap.

She really shouldn’t have said anything. To Mima, or to the armed men. For once she should have backed down from a fight.

A door slammed open, sandals clanked down the stairs, and seconds later a whiff of cigarette smoke made her look up only to shield her eyes from the setting sun. From what she could see, Mima’s face was now streaked with red. Or maybe that was the sun’s glare.

“You’re not returning to school. It’s not safe.” Mima tilted her head back to release a puff of smoke.

“But Pipo paid until Christmas.” With her cousins gone and the radio station no longer airing her favorite shows, Jackie was already bored out of her mind at home. Even with half her school friends gone, at least being there gave her something to do.

“He said that too. Always so tacaño. I think he cares more about losing a few weeks’ worth of tuition than about his family.” Mima blinked back tears from her red eyes.

Jackie didn’t know what to say to that. Cuban fathers didn’t say they loved their family—such things weren’t done. And he never bought her presents. But Pipo interacted with her when he could have left that to Mima and Mamalara, like Victoria’s father ignored his children. He took her and the cousins to baseball games. He was even beginning to show her how to drive a car. Surely that must mean he cared.

Jackie shifted her hand to better block the sun. “Whether I stay at school or not isn’t going to stop you two from fighting.”

Mima shook her head as she took a deep drag of the cigarette she only smoked when she was upset. “We’re done fighting. Forever. Your father and I have separated; you and I are moving downstairs. I love him, but I can’t live with him anymore. I’ll help you pack all your things tomorrow while he’s at work. I’m guessing you’ll take Victoria’s room.”

Jackie returned her attention to Gnomo, and not just because he had dug his claws into her shorts and pierced her skin. Love hurt.

“What happens when Victoria and her family come back?” she whispered to the cat.

Mima took two drags before responding. “I don’t see that happening. Fidel will never give up his power, and things will only get worse. There’s no coming back.”

Once again the silence cut through the humidity. Even Gnomo stopped purring. The feelings of self-pity and abandonment that had been bothering Jackie from the beginning, since the promised daily letters still hadn’t arrived, now turned to defeat and emptiness. Thinking that Victoria wouldn’t want to come back had been Jackie’s self-defense. Now hearing Mima say out loud they wouldn’t be able to come back made her ache more. This wasn’t a battle she could fight, let alone win.

The middle of the cigarette burned red as Mima took her longest drag before tossing it onto the stone floor. She exhaled over her shoulder, away from Jackie, and then leaned over to brush hair from Jackie’s face. “I imagine that if we should be so lucky as to have our families back together and things return to normal, then I’ll forgive your father.”

Jackie buried her fingers in Gnomo’s thick orange fur, causing him to resume purring. At least someone was easily contented. “Are we going to move to Miami?”

Mima crumpled next to her, her face burrowing between Gnomo’s side and Jackie’s stomach.

“It’s too late for that.” Mima’s muffled voice enunciated every word. “Your father never wanted to spend money on getting us passports, and now the government isn’t issuing them anymore. We’re stuck here, forever.”
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Victoria’s mouth watered in anticipation as she reread the latest recipe Miss Jiménez had given her.

“I found this in my abuela’s recipe box.” Miss Jiménez had handed her an index card in loopy Spanish writing that afternoon. “I thought of having you girls make it in class, but it takes hours to cook and is too unconventional for most households to want to try. I hope your family enjoys it.”

Would they ever! And how appropriate that Miss Jiménez gave it to her today, on her thirteenth birthday. Almost as nice as the phone call they’d received that morning from Cuba.

The first call they had received from home.

The phone had rung with their apartment’s designated ring tone three separate times. Each time Mami answered, the line was dead. Mami swore that the caller was trying to reach someone else in the building and she wasn’t going to answer again. So when it rang for the fourth time, Victoria answered. A chorus of voices met her from the other end of the line, “¡Felicidades!” before the phone call dropped again. She didn’t know for sure—it happened so quickly—but she could have sworn she even heard her godson, Clark, mumble a gurgled cheer.

The call left her with a sad smile. Last year she had celebrated her birthday with two parties—one in the La Habana house with her seventeen classmates (and Jackie, Inés, and Nestico), and the other with all her family in la finca. The best present had come from Gilberto on an early morning ride where he’d shown her some tocororo hatchlings. Still, the fact that Mamalara, Tía Larita, Jackie, and Clark had tried four times to say one word to her made her day. Given their circumstances, she couldn’t have asked for a better present.

Miss Jiménez’s recipe was just icing on the cake, as they said.

Between her cooking inexperience and the family’s food budget, which omitted lots of supplementary ingredients, her luck with Cuban food had been mediocre. The long-awaited beans, despite having the presence of a sautéed onion, were only saved from flavorlessness by a generous amount of salt.

She had also tried some of the cheaper recipes they’d been making in home economics, with varying success:

The green-bean casserole with mushroom broth instead of mushroom soup had been a complete failure. Not even Nestico had wanted seconds.

Lasagna with cottage cheese and mince would have been perfect if she hadn’t burned the canned tomatoes while making the sauce.

But now, with something so deliciously familiar in hand and Papi’s weekly grocery allowance tucked in her pencil case, dinner would feel like a real party. Even if the cost meant they had to spend the following days returning to their war-food diet of Spam and powdered milk, it would be worth it.

“How much do you love me?” she asked Inés and Nestico when she picked them up from school.

Nestico furrowed his brow as he thought about it for a second. “More than the Lone Ranger but less than Superman.”

Victoria blinked. Everyone loved cowboys, so that was high praise indeed!

“You’re supposed to say that you love her regardless because she’s your sister,” Inés scolded him.

“Anyway,” Victoria interrupted. The last thing they needed was for Nestico to declare exactly where Inés fell on the favorite scale, and for Inés to retaliate. “I have a recipe for ropa vieja—”

“¡Ropa vieja! ¡Ro-pa vie-ja, ro-pa vie-ja!” Nestico added a hip-shaking dance to his chant while other kids from his school gave him wary looks. Not that it made him stop.

“But I need your help,” Victoria said even louder as she grabbed their hands while crossing a street. “It’s complicated, and the meat needs to cook for three hours.”

“¡Ro-pa vie-ja, ro-pa vie-ja!”

“I’ll help only if you can make him stop,” said Inés.

Victoria turned to her brother. A syllable escaped his mouth, but he swallowed the rest with his impish grin. She could just about hear his mind still chanting.

The day’s sad smile returned to her face. The recipe suggested to make it one day and then eat it the following day, to let the flavors sit and marinate. That was the one corner she would cut—nothing was stopping them from eating it tonight.

If the recipe turned out as well as she expected, she just might surpass Superman.



“Can I cut the onions?” Nestico asked when they came in with their supplies from the bodega across the street from the apartment.

Victoria hesitated. Honestly, sharp knives still scared her. But if she let Nestico use the knife, what if he hurt himself? Mami would never forgive her. Except Mami was in the shower. What she didn’t know…

“Careful. Onions can make you cry.” She handed Nestico a small paring knife and showed him how to tuck in his fingertips and brush the flat side of the knife along the back of his fingers to prevent injury. Within a couple of seconds, he had the top and bottom of the onion chopped off. No blood came from his fingers.

Impressive. He’d picked up the skill faster than Victoria had when Katya had shown her.

“What can I do?” Inés asked. She too gave the knife a wary look.

“Pat the meat dry and then rub it with this salt-and-pepper mixture.” Victoria passed her sister the other task she didn’t like. Handling raw meat turned her stomach. Whatever pink flesh she looked at became the live animal pleading for its life. She’d confessed this to Katya, who took over any raw-meat preparation during class. Despite her silence, Katya really was becoming a great friend.

The three were hand-crushing tomatoes when Papi came in from work with a bakery box in hand. “Ay, ¡qué bien huele!”

But then his eyes narrowed at the sight of the three of them in the kitchen. Two stomps toward them and he half hauled, half lifted Nestico away by the arm. Specks of tomato juice and seeds stained the counter and all their shirts.

“What are you doing in the kitchen?” Papi snarled.

“I wanted to help,” Nestico whined.

Papi released Nestico’s arm in disgust. Finger-shaped red marks appeared on Nestico’s scrawny bicep. “Cooking is for girls. I will not have my son grow up to be a sissy.”

“I needed his help. We’re making ropa vieja.” Victoria conveniently didn’t mention Nestico’s expertise in cutting both the onions and the green pepper.

“That’s no excuse. You think I don’t know how these things start?”

“But Papi—” Nestico started but Papi cut him off.

“No, you have to learn. No ropa vieja for you tonight.”

Nestico threw himself against Papi’s legs, crying, begging.

Mami, who came out of the room with her hair set in bobby-pin curls, scolded, “He’s just a child. He needs his strength.”

“He’s gone soft,” Papi snarled. “Look at him crying, qué desgraciado. No dinner for him at all. Victoria, at your age, I expected better from you.”

Better from her? Victoria’s jaw clamped shut. Was she not cooking for her family and caring for her siblings? Wasn’t it good for Nestico to learn how to help? Just because he was a boy didn’t make him superior. And what did Papi mean about her age? She had just turned thirteen today! No one else she knew shared her responsibilities.

“It’s not fair—I hate you!” Nestico let out a scream that probably woke up sleeping Clark back in Cuba. Before anyone could stop him, Nestico ripped open the bakery box, scooped out the slice of cake with his bare hand, and ran out of the apartment, slamming the door behind him.

“Go after him!” Mami ordered.

“¡Malcriado!” Papi shouted at the closed door, before turning on his heel and stomping toward the shower.

Victoria’s eyes narrowed. Her hands shook, but she said nothing. A proper young lady didn’t scream or throw things. Especially one who didn’t want to ruin all the hard work she’d already done.

She speared the seasoned meat chunk browning in the frying pan and flipped it before turning to her sister. “Inés, I need you to turn off the stove in exactly five minutes. Watch the clock, and don’t forget. Five minutes.”

Inés nodded as Victoria exited the apartment.

She found Nestico down by the pool, tossing gravel and sticks into the water with one hand. When he saw her, he shoved the remaining cake into his mouth and flung himself fully clothed and shoed into the water. For several seconds he didn’t surface.

Victoria sighed, sat on the edge, wrapped her skirt around her legs, and breathed deeply to calm her own agitation.

Eleven seconds later, Nestico finally emerged. “I could have drowned!”

“Could have, but didn’t,” Victoria said, shrugging. Secretly, she had worried just a tiny bit. If he had stayed under for a few more seconds, she would have gone in after him, debris and frosting in the pool and all.

Nestico’s face scrunched up. Victoria could see him plotting his next attention-seeking stunt, but then he resigned himself to blowing bubbles in the water. So unsanitary.

“You know that was my birthday cake, right?” she said bitterly.

Nestico responded by blowing bigger bubbles. Good, he’d heard.

She waited until the bubbles quieted down again. “It was nice having you and Inés help me in the kitchen. Being part of the family is a partnership. We all have to work together. That’s how we can survive being away from home.”

Nestico kept his mouth underwater. His words were garbled, but decipherable. “Mami doesn’t help.”

Victoria thought about that. How could she explain Mami? Especially since she came from such a strong and independent family. Papalfonso had developed the finca with his own two hands, Mamalara had never been one for idle hands, and Larita always took matters into her own hands. While Mami only worried about maintaining clean hands.

“I guess she never learned to take care of herself, because Mamalara and then Papi always have.” Victoria stared through the tropical foliage, not actually seeing the greenery. “Inside, I think Mami is very sad and very lonely. And probably very scared. Even though it’s temporary, our lifestyle without the rest of the family is so different from what we had. I don’t think Mami knows how to adapt.”

“Can Papi adapt?”

Again, Victoria thought before responding. On the surface, Papi had probably had to adapt the most: going from being a boss with an office to a laborer couldn’t be easy. But inside he remained the same, or maybe he’d gotten worse, since arriving here. Like he had something to prove now that he couldn’t work as he had in Cuba. The last time Papi had scolded Nestico for being soft had been when her brother had tried to play Mamalara’s piano. Nestico had been four.

“I’ll make him see reason. That I can’t run a kitchen and provide dinner without my assistants. The way you handled that paring knife was very mature and macho. No sissy could have done that.”

And it might bear mentioning that many great chefs, like musical composers, were men.

“Do you think I can still have ropa vieja tonight?”

“Yes, but you should apologize for what you said before you stormed out of the apartment.”

Nestico pulled himself out of the pool, hugging his arms across his sopping shirt. “It wasn’t very good. The cake.”

Victoria wiped the frosting smudge that had miraculously remained on the tip of his nose through chlorinated water. “But it was mine, even though I would have shared it with you and Inés. It was good of Papi to get it for me.”

“Perdóname.” Nestico took her hand and she gave it a squeeze.

“I forgive you.”

They returned to the apartment to the tantalizing smell of meat with all the trimmings now roasting in the oven, where it would stay until the beef became so tender, it would shred to pieces and melt in their mouths.

“I found the index card and put the ingredients together in the roasting pan as it said.” Inés gestured to the oven. “It wasn’t hard, and Mami turned on the oven. It made sense to follow the instructions since it takes an extra three hours to cook.”

Victoria reached for the counter to support herself. Inés had known what to do? Mami had been helpful? Had she somehow returned to the wrong apartment?

Except that loud voices came from the bedroom. No one but Cubans could argue so loud. Since coming to Miami, their parents’ spats seemed to have worsened. Or maybe it was just that back home the house had been big enough for her to avoid them.

Victoria peered into the oven. If the smell was any indicator, the meal was destined for deliciousness. Victoria wrapped her arms around Inés and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Gracias, mamita.”

Papi came out of their room with Mami following behind. For a second, Papi stared at Nestico, who stood naked next to the pile of drenched clothes. Nestico stared back, like in a showdown from The Lone Ranger.

When the silence broke, it was Nestico who did it, with his scrawny wet chest puffed out like a cockerel. “Victoria needs me to help her with the knives in the kitchen. Because I’m a man.”

Victoria bit her lip. That wasn’t what she’d meant at all! If anything, she’d meant to say that boys and girls should be allowed to do the same things.

Papi continued to stare at his son. Victoria just hoped Papi wouldn’t be so mad he’d throw away their meal.

“We all have to make sacrifices while we’re here,” Papi finally said, “And work at things we don’t want to do.”

Then Papi ushered Nestico into the shower, something he had never done before, since the job of caring and bathing children had always been reserved for the women.
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Jackie rested her chin on her hands and sighed.

She hated being stuck at home. In the old days, on the Saturdays they weren’t at the farm, Mima would take them out around the capital to shops or activities. Other times, Jackie would join Victoria’s family for swimming at the country club, passing as one of the siblings. If nothing was planned, Jackie would find a ball game to join at the park or start planning her carnaval costume with Pancha. Now every boring day passed like the rest. Even if she’d been able to convince Mima to let her return to school, she couldn’t have gone: a few days after Jackie left, the government had closed down her school for good.

And still there were no letters from Victoria; she was probably too busy eating ice cream and riding horses to remember those she had left behind. As much as the adults in her family discussed things in front of her, no one had heard anything from anyone. Oh, how Jackie hated feeling out of the loop.

“¿Qué te pasa mi’ja?” Mamalara ran a hand over her dark blond hair. “You miss your cousins, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Jackie said.

“I think I saw some remaining malted milk in the back of the cupboard. Why don’t I make us some?” Mamalara disappeared into the pantry. Gone were the days when they would telephone the Chinese grocers and have them deliver a truckful of delicias imported from the U.S. and Europe. Now the pantry shelves were half-empty, with the lingering gloom that they couldn’t be easily restocked. Countries were refusing to trade with Cuba because of political differences. Big food brands that were once staples in every Cuban household were now illegal because they came from the United States and represented the opposition.

Jackie watched her grandmother mix malted milk powder in water, a vile substitution for the fresh milk they used to get delivered, but said nothing. Now all regular milk, whether powdered or canned—because fresh didn’t exist anymore—went to feeding her baby brother, Clark. The stores continuously ran out of baby formula. And then people bought extra to stock up for when supplies ran out again. Such a vicious cycle.

Mamalara placed the transparent pale liquid in a tall glass in front of Jackie, who took a sip and forced her face not to react. Malted milk was supposed to be comfort food; there was no comfort in this concoction.

“Gracias,” Jackie said.

Mamalara didn’t reply. There wasn’t anything to say.

“Niña,” Pancha called out as she closed the handcrafted front door that had once belonged to Victoria’s family. Because Pancha affectionately called everyone niña o niño, her calls had often led to a chorus of people answering. Their new normal meant only one voice responded; Jackie and Mamalara both knew they weren’t being addressed.

“Dime,” Mima called from the other end of the house. She had been putting Clark down in Victoria’s parents’ bedroom.

“I couldn’t find any anywhere. We’ll have to use an old pillow.” The near-empty house echoed with Pancha’s footsteps down the foyer to the kitchen where Jackie sat with Mamalara. Because even now, with only four and a half of them remaining, everyone still gathered in the kitchen.

“What do you need with old pillows?” Jackie asked.

“To make new diapers for Clark. He’s outgrown the ones we have. The matted cotton filling from a pillow will make them more absorbent.” Mima came into the kitchen, holding a pillow out in front of her. Jackie recognized the embroidered flowers on the case as having come from Inés’s room.

Mamalara gathered some clothes from the cousins’ rooms while Pancha wheeled into the kitchen a cart topped with an electric sewing machine.

“Finish your drink and get the sewing basket,” Mima told Jackie. “It’s on the shelf above the washing machine.”

Jackie retrieved the sewing basket and cleared the table. She placed her half-drunk glass of malted milk in the sink. Then, because Mima told her to finish it, she returned the glass to her lips and swallowed the awful remains, trying not to taste it.

Mima fiddled with the radio dials and antennas until she found the illegal broadcast of a favorite song. She lowered the volume in order to keep the window open.

Under Pancha’s careful instructions, Jackie ripped the seams of the clothes. She bet Victoria didn’t have to do this kind of work in Miami.

Mima cut the fabric and separated the chunks of pillow stuffing while Mamalara pinned the pieces together for Pancha to sew. Even with their assembly line, Pancha sewed faster on her machine than any of them could perform their tasks, and she alternated between the diapers and making a pair of sailor shorts with a hidden elastic band for Jackie.

“Dime lo que quieeeeres,” Pancha sang with the radio. “Dime la verdaaaad.”

Mamalara joined her on the next sappy line as they sang a song of longing from their childhood. Mima glanced at Jackie, and they both suppressed a giggle. Neither of the older women was a good singer, but they made up for it with their passion.

“Dime cómo pueeedo, ¡dimeee yaaaa!” Jackie joined in for the final line; the song was so tragic, it had been too hard to resist.

Bang! Bang!

They all jumped at the knock on the kitchen door. Even the radio’s frequency shifted enough to go to dead air.

And if that weren’t enough to give everyone un ataque, the lights went out in the entire house.

“Ave María.” Pancha crossed herself as she prayed.

Mamalara rose from the table, her shoulders broad and stiff. “¿Quién es?”

“Soy yo.”

Mamalara unbolted the door with a gasp to let in their cousin Alto. Immediately, the women cleared the table of diaper makings, lit some candles, fussed over the state of Alto’s wrinkled clothes and unshaven face, and magically produced a contraband Coca-Cola from some secret stash. Jackie would have to search the kitchen very thoroughly next time she was alone in it.

Instead of answering the inquiries about his health, his parents, whether he was eating enough, his studies, and his general well-being, Alto cut to the chase.

“It’s not safe for Jackie to be here anymore.”

His statement silenced everyone for a full second before they all started talking at once.

“What do you mean? She’s just a girl,” Mamalara said.

Mima folded her arms over her chest. “She’s not going anywhere without me.”

“I can take care of myself,” Jackie insisted. She had dealt with those armed men at school; she could deal with anything else that came her way.

“Santa María, madre de Dios,” Pancha prayed.

Alto leaned his elbows on the table. The candlelight cast an eerie glow across his features, making him appear like some kind of monster returned from the dead. He sighed. “The government has closed down the Beneficiario orphanage and sent all those poor children to Russia to be trained in the Communist way. They’ve taken some children from families as well. Boys and girls.”

Again, everyone protested.

“That can’t be allowed. Taking children away from their parents? It’s a monstrosity,” Mamalara insisted.

“They can’t send me to Russia!” Jackie stood, ready to knock out the daylights of anyone who tried.

Mima eased her back into the chair. “Of course not. I won’t allow it.”

“Ruega por nosotros.” Pancha clasped her hands tighter in prayer.

Alto cradled his chin in his hands as if it were too heavy to hold up. “Nonetheless, it’s happening, and it’s impossible to know who will be targeted. I know children who have been sent already.”

“Whose children?” Mamalara demanded.

“Diana and Guillermo Iglesias.”

The table silenced for a record-breaking five seconds. They all knew the Iglesiases.

Mima frowned. “There must have been some kind of agreement. Isn’t Guillermo in Fidel’s inner circle?”

“Was.” Alto took a long swig from his soft drink. “As soon as they took his children away, he went storming into the office in an uproar and was shot on the spot.”

“Ay, Dios mío.” Pancha crossed herself again.

Jackie squeezed her eyes shut. The Iglesias children had gone to her school. They had been untrustworthy tattletales determined to win teachers over with their information. She wouldn’t miss them. But that didn’t excuse the government for shipping them off halfway around the world without anyone’s consent.

Or for murdering their father.

She didn’t want to think about losing Pipo like that. Or any way. The fact that she, Mima, and Clark had moved downstairs felt like she’d lost part of him.

“I’ll have to call on Diana.” Mamalara stood as if she were going to visit the grieving widow at that moment. “With her husband and children gone…”

“You can’t.” Alto rose in an instant and placed a firm hand on Mamalara’s shoulder. Mamalara, who normally didn’t consent to following any orders but her own, allowed herself to be guided back to the table. “It’s not safe. This power outage was planned, and we can expect it to happen regularly. They don’t want us to leave our houses. More guards are going to patrol the street day and night.”

Mima swore, and neither Mamalara nor Pancha said anything about her language.

Alto finished his soft drink with a deafening gulp. “They’re going to divide the city into districts and assign officers to each section. A lot of the empty houses have already been raided and stripped of their wealth. It’s only a matter of time before they invade the houses people are still living in.”

Jackie’s eyes shifted up to the ceiling, where Pipo now lived in their family home all alone. Wouldn’t they be safer if he moved downstairs with them? Or would an empty house upstairs draw more attention? There was no predicting the actions of a madman, and there was no doubt Fidel was missing a couple of screws.

The sound of light scratches came from behind the kitchen door. Jackie absently opened the door to allow Gnomo entrance. The orange beast waited for Jackie to return to her seat before planting himself on his lap throne.

“There’s a solution to keep Jackie safe, but you’re not going to like it.” Alto fiddled with the bottle cap, passing it through his fingers. “Do you know Mr. Baker?”

Of course they did. Everybody who attended private school knew him and the role he played in Cuban education.

“He is starting a humanitarian program and is joining forces with the Catholic Welfare and Jewish Family and Children Services. The program will make all the arrangements for children to leave Cuba and then situate them with family or in foster care in the United States. It’s the best option to guarantee Jackie’s safety.”

Pancha gripped Jackie’s hand while keeping her head bowed, her lips moving in silent prayer. Mamalara and Mima stared at each other, communicating telepathically. Gnomo’s claws dug into Jackie’s thighs as if to say, No, not her, too.

“You want to send me to Miami?” Jackie whispered. Too many thoughts rushed into her head. The orphans, the Iglesias children, all in Russia. It was very cold in Russia. No school here anymore, no friends, no sports. She wasn’t Catholic or Jewish. Victoria had it made in Miami. No fear. No obligations. That could be her life too. Except she would never leave her family here. “You can’t do that. I won’t let you. I belong here with all of you. This is my home.”

Besides, Jackie had promised to take care of the cat.

One of the magic Coca-Colas now appeared in front of Jackie. She didn’t want it anymore.

Mima switched off the radio so it wouldn’t startle them when the power returned. She opened the window as wide as it would go and lit a cigarette. “I’d rather send you ninety miles to our family in Miami than have you taken from me for brainwashing half a world away.”

Wrong. It was the Florida Keys that were ninety miles away from the northern tip of the island; Miami was much farther from La Habana. It was one of the last things they had learned before Jackie left school.

Jackie squeezed Gnomo tight, making the cat purr louder. “So let’s all go. It’s either all of us or none of us.”

“This scheme is only for underage children,” Alto said, sighing. He’d celebrated his nineteenth birthday five months ago. Not that he would abandon his country, Jackie knew. Or the contrarrevolución. “They will be able to get you a passport. The government is only issuing them to the elderly now; Fidel doesn’t want to support those who can’t work.”

Jackie narrowed her eyes. She accepted the truth in what he said about the government, but she also knew her cousin better than that. Alto, who had his ear to the ground and had just proven he knew things before they happened, wasn’t as helpless as he would lead them to believe.

“And you’re saying you don’t know a single person who can get us all passports?” Jackie gestured to the three women at the table, though really it would just be Mima who needed a fake passport. Mamalara and Pancha counted as elderly, even though they both worked harder than the average adult. And if Mima’s passport could be gotten, then it shouldn’t be any trouble to get another for Pipo as well. Maybe then Mima would start speaking to him again. “I overheard you once say that for the right price, a person could get anything they wanted.”

Granted, Pancha hadn’t succeeded in finding diapers for Clark, but as Jackie had learned, diapers weren’t hard to make. Not like a passport.

Alto dropped his head into his hands and ran his fingers through his unkempt hair. “My guy Coco who made the counterfeit passports vanished two days ago. My parents’ passports might have been the last ones he forged. I warned him, but… If he’s been captured, we suspect he’ll be tortured for information before he’s executed. His other clients, if they’re still in Cuba, could be in danger if discovered.”

Jackie crossed her arms over her chest. “Then it’s settled. We all stay here.”

No one argued, but no one looked at her either. Pancha continued to pray under her breath.

“The baby’s crying,” Mamalara said in a flat voice.

Mima turned to the door, a long trail of ash dangling precariously from her cigarette. “Are you sure?”

Mamalara nodded. “I always know when something bothers my grandchildren.”
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Can van ban persevere

Victoria smirked at the words she had just typed. They appeared like some kind of riddle. But as long as she correctly typed the words, Mr. Hiller didn’t care how they appeared together and she received an A for the typed exercise.

Next to her, Phil pulled out his correction liquid and fixed the spelling of “persevere” before his fingers clanked away at full speed. Though it hadn’t worked out for Victoria to eat lunch with him and his sister, she still enjoyed “talking” with him through their typing. Today, though, he focused intently on his own work, leaving Victoria to write the exercises on the board. Easier than trying to think of what to write instead.


Caw car care cart



Sigh.

At least by reading from the board, she was starting to slowly type without looking at her fingers and had stopped thinking that she’d been given a faulty typewriter when she couldn’t find a certain letter.

She glanced over to read Phil’s paper again when she saw him wave his long brown fingers in the space between their desks, their secret signal for her to look at his sheet.


This is a bit awkward, but will you do something for me?



The lack of misspelled words surprised her almost as much as the question.


Of course.



His shoulders immediately relaxed.


Could you proofread a story I want to publish in my uncle’s newspaper? He said he would print it if I hand it in without any mistakes.



Victoria thought about it for a second, but mostly to make sure she used the correct grammar in her response. Yes, I would like that. Shall I read it after class?


Thanks! I need it to be presice



Precise, she corrected with a grin. Maybe the class wouldn’t be as boring today as she thought.

TWEEEEEEE!

The wail of an alarm caused half the students to jump in fright and the other half to dive under their desks.

“¿Qué ’tá pasando?” Victoria cowered, her hands clamped against her ears at the siren.

“It’s an air raid. We’re under attack!” someone shouted.

“Duck and cover, children,” Mr. Hiller called from the front of the room. His voice for once had lost its monotony. “Duck and cover!”

Victoria did as the others had and slid under her desk, crouching into a little ball. Her heart beat hard against her chest. Would this be the end? Would this be the reason why she never returned home?

“The Soviets are coming! We’re going to die!” the same voice shouted.

Victoria turned to see a boy screaming hysterically over the sound of the alarm and darting across the room like a madman. Mr. Hiller tried to tell the boy to duck and cover, but he wouldn’t listen. He seemed to have forgotten about the door and dashed to the window next to Phil. Except he also forgot about the glass pane.

He crashed against the window and crumpled to the floor.

“Sir, he’s bleeding!” shouted the girl two desks up from Phil.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Mr. Hiller crawled out from under his own desk to the boy, linked his arms under the boy’s armpits, and began hauling him across the floor between the desks and out the door. “Nobody move until I’ve returned or I’ll fail you.”

The siren continued to wail, but the room felt strangely silent with no one shouting over the noise. Some of the students were quivering in fear or crying. Others held their hands clasped out in front of them in prayer.

Nothing else, however, happened. Despite the pain in her ears, Victoria’s heart eased its throbbing. More likely than not, this wouldn’t be the end.

She turned back to Phil. He had liberated his typed sheet from the machine, as well as a notebook, a pen, and a bag of chips from the basket under his chair for his under-the-desk refuge. He grinned sheepishly and offered Victoria the bag.

She reached in, assuming they were potato chips, and pulled out a handful to find out she had been wrong. “¡Mariquitas!”

Phil cocked his head to one side. Understandably. She hadn’t spoken loud enough to be heard over the relentless wailing, and since he didn’t understand Spanish, he wouldn’t know the word to read her lips. She retrieved her own notebook from the basket under her seat and dumped the snack on an open, blank page. Then she unfurled and lay on her stomach on the dirty floor, crossing her ankles behind her.

If the Soviets really were about to drop a bomb, at least she would die comfortably.

I didn’t know people here ate plantain chips. I love these! Victoria popped a couple into her mouth as she wrote on part of the page not covered in salty, crispy goodness.

Plantains are a family favourite. Remember my mother is Haitian.

She hadn’t forgotten he was Caribbean. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about his mannerisms and personality was very familiar and relatable, as if they shared some kind of island bond. Whereas his sister, Monique—the little Victoria had spoken to her—seemed more like an estadounidense, a stranger, an outsider.

Of course. However, in this country the word is spelled FAVORITE.

Blah! I think it looks better with a U.

Victoria shook her head in mock exasperation, though secretly she agreed. She favoured British spelling too.

The wailing siren stopped as suddenly as it had started, though the sound continued to reverberate in her head. Some of the kids began to crawl out from under their desks, while others scolded them to stay put like Mr. Hiller had said. Voices and footsteps started coming from the hall, though no one entered the classroom. Victoria alternated her crossed ankles but otherwise didn’t move. She was very comfortable lounging under her desk. Phil likewise stayed put.

So as not to be overheard, they continued their handwritten dialogue.

Do you have that story you want me to proofread? Victoria wrote.

Phil smiled the same way Nestico did when he knew he had gotten his way, and passed her a folded piece of paper and more plantain chips.

Her left hand absently fed her mouth chips while the right hovered a pen over what Phil had written, correcting the occasional spelling mistake.

“What’s a ‘cornette’?” She pointed to the word on the page.

“A musical instrument. Like a trumpet.”

Victoria nodded and corrected the spelling. Even though she hadn’t known what the word meant, that didn’t mean she didn’t know how to spell it. Some kind of literacy instinct she’d always had.

At first, Phil’s story seemed inspiring. It was about a talented musician joining an elite orchestra, except that every time he blew a note on the cornet, everyone else would play their instruments louder or ignore his parts completely. The cornet player questioned whether he should stay in the orchestra where he wasn’t wanted. The conductor insisted he was needed to complete the sound but didn’t tell the other musicians to stop their behavior.

What did you think? Honestly.

Victoria savored a plantain chip, letting it dissolve on her tongue, as she thought how to best phrase her thoughts. Is this autobiographical?

No, I don’t play the cornet.

But it is an allegory, isn’t it?

I suppose.

Victoria swallowed the chip mush left on her tongue. The story is great—well written and interesting. The part about the mean tuba player being too constipated to blow was funny. But I don’t understand why the other musicians don’t like the cornet player. He seems perfectly nice as well as talented.

He’s just not accepted, Phil wrote back. He’s different.

How come?

Phil held his brown arm against Victoria’s pale one.

She still didn’t understand.

Then she remembered that people’s reaction to race was different here than it was in Cuba. Back home, their family doctor had been one of the most celebrated practitioners on the island; his skill had been more important than his skin color. When they had read about Rosa Parks in the English newspaper, Papalfonso, who always rode the bus to socialize with his guajiro friends, had commented that a true gentleman would have given up his seat for the lady.

Here, however, they liked to segregate everything, including bathrooms, water fountains, and swimming pools. When she had been apartment hunting, she remembered, some ads in the newspaper had said “white only.” None of those restrictions made sense to her, but now she understood why Monique had called Victoria “one of them.” Phil and Monique were possibly the only children currently in the school with obvious African ancestry.

No wonder the cornet player—and Phil—felt excluded. Estadounidenses only looked at people through one lens.

I’m sorry you’re not accepted here.

It’s just how things are. Phil shrugged. Our pastor warned Monique and me that we’d be tokenized in the school’s integration, but reminded us of its importance.

But as Victoria well knew, “how things are” didn’t make them right or any easier. I’m glad you’re here.

Phil beamed. Victoria turned away from him to shield her burning face. How forward she must seem!

A few of the children had left the room despite being told they would get into trouble. Two continued with the typing exercises they had been doing before the alarm, while repeatedly glancing at the door. Others gathered in groups to talk about their plans for the weekend. Only one person other than them remained under a desk. From the looks of it, she had fallen asleep or fainted.

“How is everyone in here?”

Victoria turned to see Marge from the front office standing in the doorway in fringed buckskin boots and an asymmetrical skirt. She never seemed to care for traditional fashion.

“Just letting you know the alarm was only a drill. Your teacher should have told you that.” Marge made a face that revealed exactly how she felt about Mr. Hiller. Victoria had forgotten how much she liked Marge.

“What happened to Richard?” The girl two seats from Phil pointed to the window.

“He’s with the nurse, and his parents have been called. He’ll be fine. The rest of you, get your things. You’re dismissed from this class.”

Victoria scooched herself out from under her desk, sweeping the floor with her clothes while at it. She brushed off her front and hoped she could change before Mami saw her. She bent over to retrieve the refuge supplies she’d accumulated and handed Phil the proofread story. “I think your uncle is going to love it.”

“Thanks. I’m glad you’re here too, friend.”

“Friend?” she asked, surprised.

Phil stopped dead in his tracks. “We’re not?”

“I was thinking more like cousins.” Victoria let a proud smile cross her face. “Who’s to say that your Haitian ancestors weren’t related to my Cuban antepasados?” And as long as they were related, she could treat him like family without worrying about coming across as forward.

“Cousins.” Phil said the word slowly, as if testing out how it sounded. “Yup, I could use more family members here.”

Couldn’t we all. But Victoria pushed that bitterness out of her mind before it could fester.
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Mi querida Victoria:

“Read it out loud.” Inés curled up next to Victoria on Nestico’s sleeping couch while Nestico played on the floor with some jacks he had won at school.

Victoria hesitated. The letter had been waiting in their box when they came home from school—the first letter they had received from Cuba, and it had been addressed to her. It had taken so long to hear anything—two whole months and twelve envelopes with multiple letters in each one that she had mailed to Jackie—that the nagging voice inside her had wondered if they had been forgotten.

Then she noticed the date Jackie had written on the top of the letter: Eleventh of November, five weeks ago. The nagging voice turned know-it-all. She should have known the government would take its time delivering mail to the gusanos. According to the Miamian newspapers, that was what Fidel’s followers were calling those who’d left the island. Worms.

“Mami, you want to join us? I’m about to read Jackie’s letter,” Victoria called out, though the apartment was so small, anything said in a whisper could be easily heard anywhere. Granted, a Cuban’s whisper was like everyone else’s normal tone.

A sigh came from their parents’ bedroom.

“I doubt a twelve-year-old has anything of interest to write.” But the springs of the bed groaned as Mami got up from a nap, wrapping herself in a dull pink cotton dressing gown Papi had bought her from his limited earnings after she’d complained about feeling vulnerable alone in the apartment without one.

At least Mami’s fear of germs meant she kept their tiny space clean. Victoria wouldn’t have wanted to clean on top of everything else she did.

Victoria started to read. “ ‘You will not believe what your dog did the other day; it was the weirdest thing.’ ”

“Dog? What dog? Were you hiding a dog in the house? I knew I felt fleas crawling on the bed before we left.” Mami brushed the short sleeves of her dressing gown as if the imagined fleas had been stowaways.

“There’s no dog.” But Victoria had let Gnomo the cat sneak in the last few nights before they left; Pancha had been great helping her get rid of the cat hair in the morning. Not that her cat had fleas. “Maybe Jackie just wrote the wrong word.”

“I bet it’s code! Like some kind of secret spy letter,” Nestico said from where he played on the floor.

“No seas ridículo,” Inés scolded him. “That only happens in movies.” But then Inés snuggled closer to Victoria, who put her arm around her little sister. “Keep reading.”

“ ‘The dog got on its back legs and started dancing around like a trained animal at the circus, doing everything it was told to do.’ ” Victoria smiled. Jackie’s letter might not make sense yet, but the idea of a circus dog entertained her. “ ‘Mima rolled her eyes and said the dog didn’t know any better than to follow orders.’ ”

On cue Nestico sat on his heels and began waddling around with his hands held up like paws against his chest. Inés giggled.

“What a bunch of nonsense.” Mami drifted to the kitchen for a glass of cooled boiled water. They didn’t have a filtration system for the tap water. “The child was obviously dropped on her head too many times. I warned Larita.”

As Victoria read more about the “dog’s” antics, she remembered proofreading Phil’s allegory yesterday in typing class. Could Jackie be doing the same thing?

“I think Nestico is right.” Victoria lowered the letter when Jackie finished describing the trained dog and its tricks. “I think Jackie is writing this letter in code.”

“Told you so.” Nestico leaped to his feet, gave an exaggerated bow, and blew kisses to his adoring invisible fans. “Please, tell us more of this greatness that is the wonder of me.”

“Make him stop,” Inés pleaded.

“I still say this is poppycock,” Mami sneered. Except she had sat down on the other end of the couch with her water glass, obviously engrossed in the fable.

“Think about it.” Victoria waved the letter gently. “We don’t have a dog, so she’s either just making things up to have something to write, or she’s trying to tell us something and is using ‘our dog’ as a symbol.”

“So, what do you think she’s really saying?” Inés asked.

Three sets of eyes turned to Victoria. This had never happened to her. Usually, it was Papi with the news, Papi who knew things, Papi to whom the family listened.

“I think Jackie is trying to say that Fidel’s revolutionary control is growing stronger in Cuba. That they have to pretend to behave like trained animals and not disobey any of the new rules that have been put in place.”

Mami scoffed, but probably to hide her fear that what Victoria had said was true.

“But why isn’t anyone fighting Fidel?” Nestico reasoned.

“It’s too dangerous. That’s why so many of us have left,” Victoria reminded them. When Victoria went to the corner store for their shopping, the newspaper headlines continuously mentioned the influx of Cubans arriving in Miami and the political situation on the island. In the last few weeks, Papi had gotten news of other family members and friends moving to Coral Gables, Miami Beach, and Kendall. Others had gone to Puerto Rico instead, where at least they spoke the same language. Not that Victoria’s family had had the chance to visit with anyone. There was no room in their apartment to play host, and Mami refused to ride the bus like a common guajiro.

“So why don’t we form an army? All of us gusanos here in Miami? Show them what we got.” Nestico extended an arm out as if he were brandishing a sword.

“No son or husband of mine is fighting in any war,” Mami insisted in her most dignified nasal tone, as if what she said would be final. Sure, it would be with Nestico, since he was only eight. But if it came to a war, would Papi go? No, Victoria concluded. He wouldn’t, because then there’d be no one to look after the family, and he took that role very seriously.

Victoria let out her breath. She didn’t have to worry about losing more of her family.

“You haven’t finished the letter,” Inés said.

Victoria’s eyes scanned the page until she found where she had left off. “ ‘Last night we ate—’ ”

“What?” Nestico sucked in his stomach into exaggerated skinniness. Though it was true they were all a bit thinner than before. “Was it flan? Tres leches cake? I bet it was that dessert Mamalara makes with the galletas de María.”

“I don’t know. The next words have been blacked out.” Victoria showed them the line concealed with black India ink. She’d heard about this happening during the war, in the event the letter fell into enemy hands. Except that now they were the enemies. Whatever Jackie had written, the Cuban government didn’t want those in Miami to know about it. Yet Jackie must have guessed that their mail would be read; otherwise she would have never written the elaborate story about the trained circus dog.

“Let me see.”

Victoria handed the letter to Nestico, who turned it under a light bulb, squinted at it, scratched at the ink, and even tried to read the writing from the back. Nothing.

“What can be dangerous about food?” Inés asked as she too took her turn trying to read through the blacked-out streak, without success.

“Maybe it’s not what they’re eating, but rather what they’re not,” Victoria mused. How she missed the fresh fruit they got from la finca. The bananas they got here for breakfast tasted nothing like the ones she had grown up eating. But who knew if Jackie and the rest were even allowed to visit the farm anymore? One of the newspapers she had read while they still lived in that dreadful hotel had talked about a port near the farm having been seized for military use. “I don’t think the government wants us to know what’s going on.”

Mami clutched the opening of her dressing gown, near her heart. “How bad do you think things are?”

Victoria glanced at the date at the top of the letter. Five weeks was a long time to wait to receive a letter sent from an island closer to them than most of Florida was. If she were on horseback, she could easily travel that distance in a few days. Jackie might enjoy spy adventures, but she didn’t tend to make up her own stories like Phil. The tone of her letter was also unusually light and cheerful; Jackie tended to prefer realism to optimism.

She’s scared. And if Jackie was scared, that meant there was reason to be. Worry and helplessness, the primary emotions that dominated Victoria’s life these days, reared up inside her.

The letter rustled in Victoria’s shaking hand. “Honestly, I think very bad.”
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The joy buzzing through the school on their last day of class before the Christmas break did nothing to cheer Victoria. Rather it was a reminder that there would be no joy this year. They should have been back home by now; they should be packing up the cars to spend the entire Christmas break at la finca.

Instead they were still stuck here, in this miserable country that didn’t feel like the land of the free. Try as it might, it could never replace what she had left behind. And whom.

Papi now said they’d be here until at least Kennedy’s inauguration; nothing would happen now with the holidays, and Eisenhower wouldn’t have time for last-minute actions before he left office. So yet another month here. The prospect that they would at least be home in time for carnaval in February didn’t make it more bearable.

Between the delayed post and Jackie’s censored letters (they’d received only two so far), it was impossible to know if her family was even safe. Oh, how Victoria hated not knowing! She tried to console herself that if something had happened, she’d have heard about it. The Cuban Gossip Network, which seemed to have gained strength in exile, always knew everyone’s business, often before it happened. The thought offered minimal comfort.


First we’re celebratign Christmas Eve wiht my manmans’ family. Tehn Dads’ family are comign down from Georgia for Christmas Day.



Victoria read Phil’s holiday accounts while absently typing Great. Hopefully the sarcasm wasn’t evident. She also didn’t have the energy to correct Phil’s spelling, punctuation, and grammar. It had never made sense to her that “family” was singular, in both English and Spanish. You didn’t have a family if you were alone.

That sounds like fun, Victoria typed. She desperately wanted to add wish I could join you as a not-so-subtle way to invite herself to his family celebrations. After all, weren’t they possibly distantly related?

Except inviting oneself wasn’t proper. And she couldn’t abandon what family she did have here.

“Just warning you, I’m in a bad mood,” Victoria grumbled to Katya upon entering the home economics kitchen. She dropped her elbows onto the counter and rested her chin on her hands before letting out a huge sigh.

“I want to go home. I miss my family. I miss my grandmother, and aunt, and cousin, and other cousins too. I miss my pony and my cat and my grandfather’s farm. And all the food I can eat and don’t have to cook.” Victoria squeezed her eyes shut. If she continued, she’d just burst into frustrated tears. “I don’t belong here. I don’t want to belong here.”

Katya rested her hand on Victoria’s shoulder for a second and then quickly removed it at the sound of Rebecca’s snooty, booming voice entering the room. Now was definitely not the time to sob her sorrows. Victoria inhaled deeply, opened her eyes, and straightened up. Pa’lante and exhale. She had no choice but to keep on going. At least until the end of the school day.

“Hello, girls,” Miss Jiménez said in a voice that was annoyingly chipper for Victoria’s mood. “Seeing it’s our last class of the year, I thought you might like to make some holiday cookies.”

High-pitched squeals emitted throughout the class. Victoria cringed at the shrillness, bringing a hand to her ear. At least Katya next to her had remained quiet.

Miss Jiménez continued. “I’ve got three recipes on the board for you to choose from, but feel free to alter them or use your own recipes. As always, you’ll be graded on preparation, presentation, and palatability. Work in your pairs or individually.”

Victoria read through the recipe selection: sugar cookies, gingerbread, or snowballs. She didn’t know what any of them were. Cuba didn’t have Christmas cookies. Instead, they would have three different kinds of turrón nougat, imported from Spain, made with egg whites, honey, and almonds. Not this year.

When she turned to suggest they make gingerbread together, Katya already seemed to be working on her own cookie recipe from memory. Victoria supposed she couldn’t blame her partner for wanting to stick with her traditions. If anything, Katya understood what it was like being far away from home during the holidays.

Still, it didn’t help her mood to have to make Christmas cookies alone.

“Do you still have family in Russia?” Victoria asked as she measured out the dry ingredients. She refused to take her grievances out on kind Katya.

Nod.

“You must miss them.”

Nod again.

Victoria mixed the spices into the flour, appreciating how the specks added color and texture to the whiteness. “I don’t know how you do it. I miss my family more than anything.”

Katya opened her mouth to respond, but Rebecca next to them beat her to it. “The Reds don’t know what feelings are. I don’t know how anyone could miss, much less love, a Communist.”

“I beg your pardon,” Victoria snapped back. “I was not talking to you.”

Rebecca pressed her lips together, gave an exaggerated eye roll, and returned to her recipe. But only because Miss Jiménez had strolled over to help some other girls nearby.

Lower than her normally loud Cuban vocal cords knew how to go, Victoria apologized to Katya. “I’m sorry for what she said to you.”

Katya shrugged as if to say it wasn’t Victoria’s fault. Then, when she was sure no one else was looking, Katya narrowed her eyes and stuck her tongue out at Rebecca. Victoria stifled a giggle.

Victoria added the creamed butter, molasses, milk, and egg to the dry ingredients to form a sticky brown ball of gloriously scented dough. The instructions said she could either drop spoonfuls onto a cookie sheet or let the dough firm up for a few minutes in the freezer and then roll it out and cut it into shapes. To the freezer the dough went. The idea of using cookie cutters for the first time in her life lifted her dull spirits.

Or maybe it was the pinched sample of dough that made its way into her mouth—the spices mixed with the richness of the molasses tickled her taste buds in a way that made the whole miserable day seem like something that had happened to someone else. And they said ambrosia was the food of the gods.

She tidied up her mess and washed the measuring cup and utensils before returning to Katya’s side.

“Do you need any help?”

But instead of handing her a task, Katya offered her a morsel of her own cookie dough. Victoria’s eyes closed as she savored it. Instead of the ginger and cinnamon she had used, Katya’s spices seemed more complex, with undertones of… cardamom and anise? And sweetened with honey so there was no molasses aftertaste. Different from hers, but just as tasty.

“I’m surprised you of all people trust the little Russki.”

Victoria’s eyes snapped open. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Rebecca wiped powdered sugar from her workspace into a small mound, then flattened it like a bug with her finger. “Well, you’re Cuban, aren’t you? Didn’t you have to flee because the Soviets are taking over?”

That wasn’t exactly the case. Fidel had an alliance with the Soviets because he and their dictator, Nikita Khrushchev, were both Communists, but it was mostly Fidel’s rise to power that had made her family have to leave. Victoria lifted her chin as Mami would do to talk down to Rebecca. “I can assure you, Katya herself had nothing to do with me leaving Cuba.”

“But what about her father and her other Russki relatives?” Rebecca sneered. “Or maybe you’re a Communist yourself, here to spy on us.”

The cookie sheet Victoria had been greasing dropped to the floor in a loud clatter. “How dare you!”

“Settle down, girls. There’s no arguing in my kitchen,” Miss Jiménez warned from the other side of the room, having only heard Victoria’s outburst. But as soon as the teacher’s attention returned to a girl crying because the points kept breaking off her star cookies, Rebecca continued like a persistent bicho.

“You Cubans are all the same. Just lounging on the beach in your hammocks, letting the Communist Fidel Castro take over your poor, second-rate island,” Rebecca taunted in a low voice. “And now you’re here, using up all of our resources and taking away our jobs and expecting good Americans to help you out.”

“I beg your pardon!” Victoria folded her arms across her apron. From where was Rebecca getting her information? Victoria didn’t even know where to begin her defense. Peripherally, Katya shook her head, but Victoria ignored her. With every word, her voice became louder. “Cuba is not a poor, second-rate country, and we are not lazy people!”

“Victoria, that’s enough,” Miss Jiménez warned her, but Victoria had no ears for anyone. She had to set the record straight. She had to defend her home the only way she knew how: by being Cuban, loud and honest.

“Fidel, like all Communists, appealed to the working man, promising equality and opportunity, and the demolishment of the middle and upper classes.” Victoria could feel everyone’s eyes on her, but she was past caring if the whole school heard her. “We did not let him take over, and we definitely didn’t want to be forced to come to this un—”

Miss Jiménez planted herself between the two girls and pointed to the door. “Victoria, you may escort yourself to the principal’s office immediately.”

Fine. Just peachy. She pulled at the apron strings only to find them knotted behind her back. Fine. She didn’t have to remove it. She, a proper young lady, who had never before gotten into trouble. She didn’t care about Christmas cookies anyway. Didn’t care about this school. Didn’t care—

“Miss, it wasn’t her fault.” The low, soft tones from Katya hit a register that caused the whole class to turn and look at her. Her moment of bravado gone, Katya ducked her red face and backed away from the class’s intense glares.

“Nyet, Russki, nyet.” Rebecca sneered at Katya, pointing her finger at her as if Katya had acted like a misbehaving child.

“Rebecca!” Miss Jiménez gasped. “You will not be disrespectful to your classmate.”

“Katya and I have just as much right to be here as you do.” Victoria gripped her friend’s hand.

Instead of showing remorse, Rebecca’s expression turned to innocence. “As a concerned American, I’m just doing my patriotic duty. I don’t feel safe having a Russki here. In fact, both of them should just go.”

“That’s quite enough, Rebecca. You may join Victoria to see the principal.”

Katya squeezed Victoria’s hand, providing comfort and support Victoria hadn’t felt in a long time. And Katya had stood up for her at the cost of being harassed herself. She couldn’t let her friend down. With a deep breath and forced calm tone, Victoria tried a new tactic.

“Forgive me, Rebecca and Miss Jiménez.” If there was anything years of Catholic school had taught her, it was how to make a good confession. “I spoke out of line and behaved in a most uncivilized manner. I should not have taken my bad day out on you or the rest of the class. May I please stay?”

Miss Jiménez pursed her lips and glanced at the clock to calculate the time the interruption had taken. None of their cookies had even made it into the oven yet.

“Thank you, Victoria. I accept your apology, and yes, you may stay. Rebecca, do you have something to say, or are you going to the principal’s office?”

Rebecca gasped, seemed to want to argue her innocence, but then sighed. “Sorry, Miss Jiménez, for disrupting your class.”

“Am I the only one who deserves the apology?” Miss Jiménez raised her eyebrows.

Again Rebecca seemed on the verge of arguing before changing her mind. “Sorry, Victoria. Sorry, Katya.”

“Right,” Miss Jiménez clapped her hands. “Preheat the ovens, girls, and hopefully everyone will have time to bake a small batch of cookies before the bell. Snap to it.”

Without time to roll out the dough and use the desired cookie cutters (Victoria had had her eye on the reindeer; if she’d trimmed the antlers, they would look like horses), Victoria spoon-dropped two cookies onto the greased baking sheet. While they baked, she wrapped the rest of the dough in wax paper to take home. Ten minutes later she pulled the tray out of the oven, where her cookies had grown into perfectly round medallions that smelled like heaven.

She served Miss Jiménez the prettiest, most uniform cookie just as the bell rang. On a paper towel, she handed Katya hers. In turn, Katya handed her four of her spice cookies. Somehow, Katya had found the time to bake a whole tray.

“It’s my babushka’s recipe,” Katya whispered, even though Rebecca had hightailed it the moment the bell rang. “My grandmother who’s still in Russia.”

Victoria pressed the still-warm cookies against her heart and gave Katya a kiss of thanks on the cheek as she would have done for Jackie or one of her classmates in Cuba. “Just you wait. Someday, we’ll both be reunited with our families.”
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Be there at seven thirty!” Mima shouted into the pay phone above the ruckus around them. People arguing, people crying, people arguing because they were crying. Jackie leaned into her, desperate not to join the crowd, desperate for the last moment of comfort from her mother.

Mima slowly lowered the receiver from her ear and returned it to the cradle. “I think they heard.”

Jackie said nothing as Mima hugged her close with an arm over her shoulders. Whether they heard and understood didn’t make a difference. In a few hours, she would still get on a plane for the first time in her life, even if Victoria’s family wasn’t there on the other end to receive her. Nothing would change the fact that Jackie was leaving Cuba for good, and none of her immediate family members were joining her.

Two months ago, when she’d seen Victoria’s family off, the promise of return had still lingered in everyone’s mind. Pipo himself still swore that everything would blow over. Maybe because Jackie was a pessimist, or a realist, her heart told her that this was it. There would be no coming back.

And unless Mima got her hands on a forged passport, Jackie would never see any of her family again.

The others preparing to depart, and those they left behind, seemed to know it too. No amount of arguing or crying would change that. The military presence at the airport had intensified since Jackie’s last time there. More armed soldiers to make sure no one without permission left the island.

Jackie’s new passport and visa, courtesy of the secret operation Alto had mentioned, scratched her hip in the internal pocket Pancha had sewn into her shorts. Even the idea of sneaking out of the country right under the government’s nose like a covert spy didn’t improve her mood. Life wasn’t like movies and radio plays. So much more was at stake.

Last night, she and Pipo had thrown a baseball to each other in the courtyard. The light coming from their two kitchens, the only two residences surrounding the courtyard that remained inhabited, made it just possible to see the flying sphere.

“I know your mother blames me for a lot of things. We both think we’re right when it comes to politics. Believe me when I say I know this will blow over.” Pipo pitched a fastball. “But I agree it’s not safe for you to stay here in the meantime.”

The ball smacked deep into Jackie’s mitt. That was the closest he would come to saying he loved her. She returned his affection with a curveball. “I want you to be safe too.”

Pipo turned the ball in his mitt as if studying the seams in the dim light. “Don’t you worry about me. I grew up without two pesos to rub together. I know how to work and do my job. I get along with most people, and I’m not stupid enough to discuss politics in public.”

Pipo casually tossed the ball. It landed in Jackie’s mitt without any effort. She believed that he got along with most people—how else would he have courted Mima when they came from such different social classes? But she didn’t trust that he would be safe. That any of the family she left behind would be.

“If it turns out this doesn’t blow over, will you try to get a forged passport?” She switched hands and pitched the ball back left-handed. She knew Mima was trying to get one, but after the disappearance of Alto’s guy Coco, people were apparently more hesitant to go into that criminal line of business.

Pipo laughed bitterly. “You know how much plata those things cost, especially now on the black market? At least a hundred and fifty for a good one, and if it looks fake, the U.S. embassy won’t even bother granting you a visa. Which I guess is better than if the officers at the airport suspect anything and send you on a one-way ticket to jail. I wouldn’t waste the money.”

The ball sailed past Jackie’s head. If she had lifted her arm, it would have been an easy catch. She’d have to hope that if Mima did get her hands on a fake passport, it would be a pristine replica. She couldn’t worry about the alternative.

Gone also was the fantasy of her parents getting back together. No matter how much their family had, and how much more Mima received from Papalfonso’s inheritance, Pipo always worried about money and costs. And if the government wouldn’t issue passports to capable adults, and Pipo wouldn’t pay for a fake one—especially if he refused to admit he needed one—that also meant she definitely wouldn’t see her father again.

Sigh. Never again see her family. This by far had to be the worst day of her life.

She wished Pipo were here now at the airport. It was easier to be brave around him. Except he hadn’t been able to get time off work, now that the company had been taken over by the government. They’d said their goodbyes at the house that morning, but it felt like it had happened years ago, and to someone else. The strong and spunky Jackie of the past was just that—someone else. Now someone hollow and deflated stood in her shoes.

“You have your dime, right?” Mima asked as they walked back to the chairs where Mamalara waited with Clark and Pancha. She had asked this question three times already.

Jackie scrunched her toes against the circular piece of metal inside her sock, the safest place she could think of for the small coin. No longer were they allowed to leave with five dollars a person like Victoria’s family had. Now they could only take the ten cents it cost to use the pay phone upon arrival. Jackie couldn’t lose it; she had no way of knowing how much Victoria’s family had heard of Mima’s phone call. She didn’t know if she would end up sleeping at the Miami airport if no one came for her.

They joined the older women and slowly walked to la pecera, the glass-enclosed area surrounding the boarding gate. Officers had already checked Jackie’s ticket and passport; they’d already searched her bag to make sure she carried only her allocated two changes of clothes, nothing else. When Victoria’s family had left, the family had entered la pecera quickly because there was still the chance that Tío Ernesto wouldn’t have been allowed to leave.

Jackie knew she herself wouldn’t face any obstacles to leave. Fate worked in disappointing ways.

Near the entrance, the family entourage stopped and Mima enveloped her in a full embrace. With their same height and same dark blond hair, they rested their two heads against each other as they let the tears fall.

“You’ve lost weight.” Mima held Jackie out at arm’s length. “You haven’t been eating enough.”

Jackie shook her head. “I’ve eaten plenty. It’s all the time I’ve been spending on the squash court.” She raised the sleeve of her shirt to show her bulging bicep. Pancha had had to open the armhole and adjust the sleeves of her two changes of clothes to compensate for her bigger shoulders and arms.

“My strong, beautiful girl.” Mima kissed Jackie. “Don’t let my sister tell you otherwise. You know she’ll think your arms are—”

“Most unladylike,” Jackie answered with a bitter laugh. “Trust me, I know what to keep secret around Tía.”

Two armed guards marched by in unison. Though they stared straight ahead, they gave the impression of having a full 360-degree range of vision.

Jackie’s eyes shifted to Mamalara, who rocked Clark against her chest, trying to get him to sleep, and lowered her voice. “She’s the one not eating enough. She’s giving me half of her portions.”

It wasn’t just baby formula that was getting hard to find. Stores received limited stock, and only those people willing to spend hours in a food line left with their groceries.

“I know mi’ja, but what can I do? She’s so stubborn,” Mima said.

“Just because I’m old doesn’t mean my hearing is gone,” Mamalara scolded them in a low voice to avoid disturbing Clark. “I’ve spent my whole life feeding my family, and no lack of food is going to stop me now.”

“I’ll wake up early to get to the food lines, niña; no one is going to starve,” Pancha said, and Jackie breathed a bit easier. The women of her family, whether related by blood or by history, always took care of one another.

And there was the fact that with her gone, there would be one less mouth to feed.

Jackie wiped her face with her shoulder. God, how she’d miss them.

Two white-clad nuns, each with a gleaming gold crucifix around her neck, shepherded a handful of children like lost lambs. They’d be the ones chaperoning Jackie.

But not yet. Jackie wasn’t ready.

Three more guards walked by. These three gave the pretense of being casual, except their heads continuously turned to survey the crowd. Their gaze, however, didn’t even pass by the nuns. Not even Communist soldiers, it seemed, dared suspect a servant of God of suspicious behavior.

Jackie draped an arm around her mother’s shoulder and whispered in her ear. “If you borrow a nun’s habit, maybe we can get you out of here too.”

Mima’s laugh echoed through the crowded airport, causing everyone in the vicinity to turn and stare at her. No one had laughed in this airport in a long time. Mamalara edged closer to hear the joke, rocking baby Clark.

“I think impersonating a nun would get me more time in hell than obtaining a forged passport,” Mima said with her arms around Jackie again. To an outsider, it’d look like they were still crying with their heads together. “But if the opportunity arises, I’ll definitely take it. You know how much I want to leave with you.”

Jackie nodded.

One of the nuns broke away from her fold and approached them in that ethereal walk all nuns seemed to have. “Jacqueline Romero del Mar? It is time.”

Once again Mima squeezed Jackie in a tight hug and covered her face with kisses. Then Mamalara transferred Clark over to his mother to fully embrace Jackie too.

“Do you have your lunch?” Mamalara teased. Just like Mima with the dime, she’d asked that multiple times.

“Sí.” Rice with a runny fried egg—the last egg from last week’s groceries—garbanzo beans, dried mango slices, and galletas de María they’d discovered by raiding the kitchen’s secret hiding places. It was thanks to how well their family stocked the cupboards that they weren’t solely depending on what the stores carried.

She then went to hug Pancha. The old seamstress didn’t hide her tears. “I’ll make sure that your pipo is well taken care of and fed too. Don’t you worry.”

“And the cat?” Jackie sniffed. “I promised Victoria.”

“¡Qué vá! That tom will outlive us all.” But Jackie knew Pancha had adopted the cat into her heart like she had the rest of them.

Jackie kissed her baby brother, who stirred but didn’t wake up. She’d miss his first words, his first steps, maybe his whole life. Would he remember her? Would this program to get children out of Cuba still be operational when he was old enough to be sent to Russia? She’d always said she’d be the one to teach him how to pitch a baseball.

“Jacqueline, hurry up,” the nun said.

Jackie swallowed her feelings, picked up her small suitcase with her two changes of clothes, and waved at her family.

“We’ll see you again soon, mi amor,” Mima called out. “You’ll see.”

Around her neck, a nun placed a string holding a cardboard baggage label with her name, date of birth, and Victoria’s mother’s name as the pickup contact. Next to her, younger children whimpered and sniffed. As soon as she and five other children were admitted into la pecera, she crumpled into a ball. A pitiful sound like the cry of a harpooned whale emitted from deep in her gut.

Not that she cared who heard. She—tough, strong Jackie, who rarely cried—didn’t care two hoots. She’d probably never see these strangers, these fellow Cubans again. Never see…

She lifted her head to search past the crowds trapped inside the glass walls to the people waiting beyond the barrier. If Mima and Mamalara were still out there, she couldn’t tell. Two other children gripped her hands; she couldn’t move closer to the glass to check. Maybe that was for the best. If her family had already left, she didn’t want to know; if they were still there, it would be that much harder to leave them. How could leaving possibly be for her own good?

She hung her head lower, sobbing harder. She loved Mima for being an optimist, confident that she would get that forged passport to be able to leave. But that didn’t change the reality. Jackie wasn’t coming back; she’d probably never see her family again.

Damn Fidel Castro for ruining everyone’s life, she thought.
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Victoria shifted from one foot to the other in the arrivals section of the Miami International Airport. The clock on the wall said it was almost eight thirty p.m.

Next to her, Papi half sighed, half yawned. “Let’s go home; they’re not coming. You must have heard wrong.”

Victoria replayed in her head the garbled phone call she’d received that afternoon from Tía Larita: “…pickup… airport… seven thirty… seven…!” Everything else had been drowned out by crowd noise and static.

Could Tía have meant seven thirty in the morning? Maybe it was just Victoria’s wishful thinking, and Tía had meant something else. Maybe she had tried to tell them that she had started a job at the airport and had to pick up the bus at seven thirty. But that didn’t seem important enough for her to have made the international call to them.

“Please, we haven’t seen anyone come out who looks like they were on the flight from La Habana. Maybe they’re short-staffed at passport control.”

Papi fought another yawn and picked up a newspaper someone had left behind on a chair. Inés and Nestico had wanted to come to the airport as well, but Papi had refused. He hadn’t wanted to be responsible for three children, and Mami would jamás get on a bus.

Three men in guayaberas exited the terminal. Then a family dressed up for flying with two girls in crinolines. These people looked like they could be Cuban! Two older couples talking in Spanish confirmed her suspicion.

Victoria stood on her toes, searching the crowd for her family. Because of the bad phone connection, she didn’t know who to expect. Had they finally convinced Tío Rodrigo to leave? Would Pancha, the only servant who remained in their house, have come too? Oh, she couldn’t wait to see how big her godson, Clark, had gotten!

Two white-clad nuns with a train of frightened, luggage-tagged children trailing after them came into view next. Victoria almost overlooked them, but a dark-blond head on top of broad shoulders and a sailor shirt with matching shorts caught her eye.

“Jackie!” Victoria pushed through the crowd to meet her cousin at the barrier. Tears poured down her face as she wrapped her arms around Jackie. She was here! But why was she the only one who was here? “Tía Larita sent you alone?”

Jackie’s face scrunched up as her head shook sharply. Victoria knew that look. The one that meant that Jackie didn’t want to talk about it, but would eventually tell her. On closer inspection, Jackie’s eyes burned red, as if she’d spent the whole plane ride weeping in her seat.

Victoria’s heart almost stopped. She couldn’t wait until later. “Did something happen? ¿Están todos bien?”

“We’re fine,” Jackie said in the voice that meant none of them were fine, but at least everyone was alive.

Victoria returned her arms around her prima hermana. No, things weren’t “fine” if Larita had been willing to send Jackie to them alone. “At least you have us. We’ll take care of you.”

They turned to Papi, who was talking with one of the nuns who’d brought Jackie. His head shook in exasperation and disbelief. “For the love of God, ¡ni me digas!”

“You don’t understand the situation, mi’jo,” the nun said in the condescending tone Victoria knew too well from years at Catholic school. “These pitiful children are among the lucky ones. The Lord’s work is not finished. Good evening.”

The nun nodded to a couple greeting their two grandchildren with smothering hugs and kisses. Victoria gave Jackie another squeeze around the shoulders. Instead of welcoming the embrace, Jackie stiffened distinctly.

Papi lifted his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. Not making eye contact with either girl, he grunted, “Got everything?”

Jackie picked up her light suitcase, giving it a small shake. “Nothing.”

Neither Papi nor Jackie had anything to say on the bus ride back to the apartment. Questions Victoria asked went unanswered. When she pointed out the extravagant Christmas decorations they passed, Jackie didn’t even look out the window. In the end, Victoria gave up, hands clasped tightly in her lap—Jackie had shrugged away her last embrace. It was like her cousin and best friend had been replaced by an empty shell. At least when Katya didn’t speak she always gave some kind of visual sign of listening or encouragement to keep talking.

Mami must have heard them coming up the stairs, because she flung the door open before their arrival.

“Mamá—” Mami stopped short when the dim light reached their faces. “It’s just you?”

Victoria hugged Jackie’s arm. She would not let her cousin shrug her away this time. Not when Mami was being so rude. “Isn’t it great to see her?”

“Jackie!” Inés and Nestico burst out of the apartment, both of them talking at once: school, you should meet… They each grabbed a hand and hauled her inside.

As Victoria passed Mami to enter, she whispered. “I don’t care if you think she’s unladylike, she’s been through a lot.”

Mami responded with her hoity-toity look, but said nothing. Papi grunted again.

“Are you hungry?” Victoria opened the cabinets in the kitchen. A stupid question—Jackie was always hungry. And by the looks of it, she had lost some weight. Hadn’t Mamalara been feeding her? No one had ever gone hungry in her house before. Not that Victoria could say the same. The cupboards here were practically bare. Between Tía’s call and Jackie’s arrival, Victoria hadn’t had time to go shopping. “There’s the end piece of a loaf of bread. I can toast it in the oven. Nestico thinks it’s heavenly slathered with lard.”

“Yummy in the tummy,” he said in English, complete with a hip-swishing dance.

Jackie shook her head. Her shoulders drooped as if she carried something too heavy to bear. “Please, I just want this day to end.”



The top bunk creaked as Victoria slithered to the ladder end. Next to her, Jackie breathed heavily. Good. She had obviously been exhausted. La pobrecita.

Not wanting to put on her glasses, Victoria shuffled half-blind to the bathroom. She slid the door open and was immediately met with lamplight sifting under the door that connected to her parents’ room, along with hushed whispers.

“Your sister has some nerve sending her here without asking.” Papi snarled the words almost incomprehensibly. Victoria slid the door shut behind her.

“You said yourself that children are being sent to Russia to become good Communists. What was Larita supposed to do? Wait until she had your approval before getting her daughter out of harm’s way?” Mami’s normally high-pitched whine had mutated to a muffled whisper. Victoria had never known her parents to argue so quietly. Normally, they never cared who heard them, or whose feelings were hurt as a result.

“Rodrigo’s sister came a week ago with her husband. Why can’t Jackie go live with her?”

Victoria forgot what she came to do and sat on the toilet lid hugging her knees to her chest. No, Papi couldn’t send Jackie away. Not when she had just gotten here. Having Jackie back in her life was the best thing that had happened since they’d come to Miami.

And poor Jackie! As she was falling asleep, Jackie had given Victoria a semi-coherent summary of everything she’d been through: “Stores always running out of food. Armed men came to school, didn’t let me pee. My parents have separated. Gnomo saw it all. I said I didn’t want to leave.” The next sound had been a deep yawn that turned into a snore.

All the resentment toward her cousin for not being happy to see her left Victoria at that moment. Now, in the bathroom, hearing her parents argue, she couldn’t carry on with her business until she knew for sure that Jackie would get to stay.

“Jackie has lived in the house above ours her whole life.” Mami’s voice started to go shrill until she must have remembered the sleeping apartment building. “She barely knows Rodrigo’s side of the family.”

“I can barely afford to support my own family.”

Even though Papi’s words were no secret, his statement struck her with pity. At the end of every week, the cupboards were bare except for staples like a bottle of oil and a carton of salt. Twice Victoria had skipped taking a sandwich to school because they’d run out of bread and she was too ashamed to ask Papi for more money.

“You’re working all those extra hours…,” Mami accused.

Now Papi’s voice threatened to wake up the whole building. “That money is not to feed an extra mouth!”

“Then what is it for?”

“I’m under a lot of pressure and stress at the moment. It’d be better for everyone if Jackie stayed with her other relatives.”

Victoria cocked her head to the wall, waiting for Mami to call him out; Papi had clearly avoided the question.

Mami, though, had a different bone to pick. “My family has been more than generous to you. Papá got you your first job; you moved into my parents’ house. And even to the last day, Mamá covered all of the food costs. Casa y comida, all free.”

“That was before. Things are different here.”

“Exactly. Now that the tables have turned, what kind of man would you be to deny a child from the family that gave you everything?”

Victoria gave a silent cheer for Mami’s defense. She’d never known that family meant more to Mami than social etiquette. Victoria couldn’t have been prouder.

“ ’Tá bien,” Papi grumbled, and a second later the lamp went out. Discussion closed: Jackie would stay.

Victoria stretched her back and did what she’d come into the bathroom to do. What a crazy world they lived in. Back in Cuba, her family had had plenty of money, but now half-asleep Jackie had said the stores continuously ran out of supplies. Whereas here, the stores were packed with food they couldn’t afford.

She flushed the toilet, washed her hands, and felt her way back to the bunk ladder. She would just have to get creative. She had figured out how to feed her family; she could figure out how to feed one more. Now that Jackie was here, she wasn’t giving up her cousin again. Not until they were all reunited back home.
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They had woken up to a surprise. Tío Ernesto had been on the phone all morning making arrangements: “I’ve found us a car to borrow. Tonight we’re celebrating fin de año in Kendall. The whole family will be there.”

Jackie had said nothing at the time, while her cousins squealed about what they were going to eat and who they would see. Even Tía Isabel, who Jackie thought would understand, only fussed about having nothing to wear and what the other family members would think of her disheveled state, not having gone to a beauty salon in months.

When Victoria had asked her what was wrong, once the excitement had settled, Jackie reminded her that she’d only arrived the night before and was tired.

Now, hours into the celebration that would last all night (complete with fireworks and eating twelve grapes at midnight), the exhaustion weighed on Jackie even more. She was tired of pretending she was happy to be there. Tired of being reminded that she wasn’t at home.

“Jackie! Look at you, so big! You look just like your mother. Where is Larita?” gushed one of Papalfonso’s cousins, with her heavily made-up face inches from Jackie’s.

Jackie wrestled her cheeks away from the pinching fingers. What was it with old relatives and their need to grab her face? She wasn’t a baby, and she knew for a fact Clark didn’t like it either when his cheeks got pinched.

Her sister—Jackie could never remember the older distant cousins’ names—placed a somber hand across her heart. “Mi’ja, didn’t you hear? Larita is still in Cuba. She can’t get a passport, and Rodrigo refuses to leave.”

¡Ay, niña, la pobrecita!”

And again Jackie’s face was subjected to excessive handling. She forced a smile and inched away. Not that the sisters noticed. They continued to gossip about Jackie and Mima as if one of them weren’t present.

Last year on the farm, fin de año had been spent playing with the hoard of new toys she and her cousins got for Christmas, while deliberately dodging any relative with cheek-pinching fingers.

Any other year she would have loved to join the badminton game with the rackets and shuttlecocks a cousin had gotten for Christmas, but she felt too old to play games with the children. Especially with every other relative reminding her why she didn’t feel the excitement for a new year.

The cousins hosting the party were somehow related to some ancestor she’d never met, and they in turn had invited every Cuban currently in Miami who might potentially be related to them, which resulted in something like sixty or seventy people who mostly looked familiar. Jackie even recognized Pipo’s sister and her husband, whom Jackie had only met once or twice because they didn’t get along with her father.

She turned in the other direction, not wanting to hear their sympathies after years of bad-mouthing Pipo, and instead came face to face with Alto’s parents. She really should have joined the badminton game.

“Tell us, have you seen Alto?” Sonia, Alto’s mother, asked in a desperate whisper as she gripped Jackie’s arm tightly. Next to her, Berti, Alto’s father, leaned over to hear the response.

Jackie nodded. These two relatives she could talk to. They understood. They knew what it was like to leave behind immediate family. “Yes, two days ago. He made the arrangements for me to come here. He brought me my passport and ticket.”

“Gracias a Dios. We begged him to come with us, but he said he needed to stay to defend his country, ay, Dios santo.” Sonia crossed herself, but the tension she’d held in her shoulders visibly relaxed.

Berti gave his wife’s hand a squeeze. “He’s an adult; we couldn’t force him.”

Like Mima had forced her. Jackie really did understand their pain. “And now he can’t get a passport even if he wanted to leave.”

“He has one!” Again Sonia lowered her voice, glancing around to make sure no one could overhear. “He has a friend—goodness knows where he meets these people—who makes forgeries, and he got one for himself, just in case, he said. I just ask myself what case has to happen to make him finally use it.”

A lump rose in Jackie’s throat. So Alto had gotten a passport for himself that he had no intention of using, but not one for Mima? Since the family meeting Jackie and Victoria had overheard at the finca months ago, Mima had been saying that she wanted out. Why hadn’t he gotten her one too “just in case?” Too late now that his forger guy had disappeared. And Jackie had thought Alto would do anything for Mima. Before Fidel and the Revolution, he was always at their house.

“Excuse me.” Jackie forced the smile that would become permanently stuck to her face if she wasn’t careful. She wove through the party guests, who were dressed to the nines. For some that meant an ironed shirt and polished shoes. For others it was like they’d never left Cuba: all decked out in their jewelry and lavish attire. Either they had struck it lucky with very high-paying jobs, or they had somehow smuggled some of their wealth out of the country.

Past the terraza, an open lawn led down to a small lake or maybe a canal. Jackie sat on the bank, ripping up the grass under her hand. It wasn’t fair. Mima should be here. With her.

Behind her, music started playing above the crowd—trumpet, guitar, maracas, drums, and the raspy güiro. Someone started singing “Miñoso al bate,” and the whole celebration came together like only Cubans could do. Any minute they would start lighting the fireworks.

Victoria came over and sat next to her on the bank. “I brought you some turrón and membrilla. I don’t remember which turrón you like so I brought you all three. Also some Gouda and guava. I’ve never been this full in my life and yet I can’t stop eating.”

Jackie absently took a piece of soft turrón de Jijona made with ground almonds and membrilla paste—quince, she remembered, in English. Combining the two had always been her favorite treat. Now she barely tasted them.

“It’s not the same without your parents and Mamalara.” Victoria tried again. “I miss them too.”

Jackie’s hand grabbed something else from the plate; she didn’t care what it was. “Except you have your parents here.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Jackie squeezed her eyes shut. She shouldn’t take it out on Victoria, not when her cousin had come looking for her and was trying to cheer her up with comfort food. Jackie knew that Mamalara had been the one to raise her, and it was no secret that Mima loved Victoria in a way Tía Isabel, Victoria’s own mother, never had or could. Never once had Jackie seen Victoria’s parents embrace her.

In one breath, Jackie revealed the main thing weighing on her mind. “I want Mima, and I don’t care who knows it. Do you think your dad can get her out of Cuba? Wasn’t he going to leave via Costa Rica if they didn’t let ingenieros out?”

“We can ask him, but I don’t think it’ll work.” Victoria shook her head. “Costa Rica was an option for him because his father was born there during the Ten Years’ War.”

Jackie grumbled. Of course that would have been too easy. “In that case, we need to get Mima a fake passport so she and the rest of them can get out of Cuba. Pipo won’t leave.”

Jackie expected Victoria to argue, to say that it was impossible, too dangerous, that they were just proper young ladies in a foreign country. Instead Victoria nodded vigorously. “Agreed. Who knows how much longer we’ll be here, but we can’t do nada in the meantime. What’s your plan?”

This time Jackie nibbled on a slice of guava paste with cheese, feeling on her tongue the smooth yet almost gritty texture of the guava. “I don’t know. Alto’s guy on the island disappeared—you know what that means. So we’ll need to find a forger or a passport on the black market here and somehow get it to Mima—maybe the nuns who brought me here could smuggle it in their habits. They said they were returning to Cuba to escort more children out of the country.… Doesn’t matter right now. According to Pipo, we need something like a hundred and fifty dollars to get a fake passport.”

Victoria sighed as she reached for a treat herself. “We can’t ask Papi; he’s already complaining that he doesn’t have anything to spare.”

Jackie heard the resentment but said nothing. Back home, Victoria’s father would buy his children anything they wanted, while Pipo had given Jackie an allowance so she’d learn about the value of a peso. Here, a person would have to be unconscious not to notice the cramped apartment. When she’d woken up for a midnight snack, she’d found nothing but a pitcher of water in the refrigerator. And Jackie had thought they’d been living like royalty in Miami.

Victoria continued. “I don’t think I can save more than a penny or two a week from the grocery money Papi gives me.”

For dinner tonight, several tables had been placed together and laden with multiple pots of black beans and white rice, platters of pork and chicken, tostones and maduros, pasteles wrapped in banana leaves, cut pineapple and mangos. Jackie had watched Victoria pile her plate with three helpings of everything. A banquet like no one had had in months—but even when there wasn’t much to spare, Victoria had reminded her that Cubans excelled at feeding one another. Jackie could hear the apology in Victoria’s voice now: that on a regular day, they didn’t eat like queens.

Jackie now reached for the hard turrón de Alicante. The extra crunch from the whole almonds helped her think. “At my old school, I knew two boys on scholarship. Because they lived in el campo, they couldn’t go home for lunch, so the school paid for them to receive a sandwich from the bodega every day. I remember them saying that estadounidense schools give poor kids free lunches. Maybe the school here does that too.”

In the moonlight, Victoria’s face glowed with anticipation. “And if we can get free lunches, so can Inés and Nestico. That’s”—she paused to think about it—“about one dollar and forty-two cents we can save per week. I’ll ask Marge the school secretary when we return in January. Ay, if I never have to eat another grape-jelly sandwich again, I’ll die happy.”

Jackie wasn’t as good at mental math as Victoria, but she could do basic calculations. Even if they managed to save a dollar fifty a week, it would still take about two years to save up for a fake passport for Mima. By that time, the Cuban government could have come up with all sorts of new restrictions for their residents—all flights from the island could cease, for example. No, that wasn’t going to cut it.

The time to act was now.

“One forty-two a week is not enough,” Jackie said. “I need to get a job.”

Again, Victoria agreed immediately. “We need to get a job.”
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First thing in the morning, Victoria and Jackie waited to cross the street to the small bodega catty-corner from their apartment building.

“Did we have to wake up so early?” Jackie yawned and leaned against Victoria as if she would fall asleep standing.

None of the family had recovered from being up almost all night for fin de año, but Victoria didn’t see an alternative. “If we show up later and miss the owner, that’s another day—”

“Sí, ya sé. But the bed was very comfortable.” Jackie sighed before starting to jump up and down with her arms flapping over her head. To any early-morning spectator, it would appear as if she were being attacked by a giant invisible bee. When she stopped, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes had lost their half-asleep glaze.

They finally crossed the street, and Victoria returned her attention to the flyer they had created:


Two Cuban Chicas

Need help? Call Victoria and Jackie for all your needs!

*Pet care

*Babysitting

*Tutoring: spelling, grammar, reading, math

*Sports partner: tennis, baseball, racquetball, volleyball

*Swimming lessons

*Horse exercising

Smart, friendly, and reliable! Call afternoons, evenings, and weekends at FR 4-6802



Victoria groaned. “I should have written ‘equine exercising’ so they would know that I know about horses.”

Jackie draped an arm around her. “It’s perfect, trust me.”

They had slept in on New Year’s Day and spent the afternoon working on the flyers, written out in their best penmanship, with Inés offering to decorate the margins with vines and flowers. They had passed out the flyers to all the residents in their L-shaped building. (Nestico wanted to do that, but also wanted a quarter for his “trouble.” They did it themselves). Already Mrs. Greenwald from next door had said she would pay them “one whole dollar” to look after her cat for four days. Only $149.00 left to go.

Mami, of course, had been against the idea of them hiring themselves out like “common housemaids,” while Papi thought that it was great and they would learn responsibility and contribute to the family.

“Women of our social class don’t work,” Mami had argued.

“Mima would,” Jackie responded immediately. Mami pulled a disapproving face that revealed exactly what she thought of her rebellious older sister.

Victoria jumped in before Mami continued with her snobbery. “When we return to Cuba, things will go back to how they were. But here, in order to fit in, we must become modern women who don’t depend on men to support them.”

Mami huffed, Papi smirked, and Victoria and Jackie went back to making their flyers.

Under the grocery store’s awning, baskets and crates of fresh fruits and vegetables sat in heaps, many with strange names like “rutabaga” and “artichoke.”

“Mira.” Jackie pointed at the door, where next to ORANGES, 60¢ A DOZEN! and POTATOS, 35¢ FOR 5LBS! there was also a notice that said HELP WANTED, INQUIRE WITHIN.

“It’s a sign!” Jackie said in English, and chuckled over the pun.

Victoria held the flyer firmly to avoid twitching. “He’s not going to hire two children to work for him. You don’t even turn thirteen until later this month.”

Inside were three aisles of food with refrigerators and freezers against one wall. Two metal cash registers with long protruding keys like a typewriter gleamed by the front, with the office just visible off to the side.

The smell of freshly baked bread in a display case met them as soon as the bells announced their entrance. Victoria closed her eyes for a second and inhaled deeply. Shopping after school meant the bread smell had faded away; she hadn’t even known the store sold bread from a bakery. The last time she’d had fresh bread was when Papi had bought them those sandwiches from the Jewish deli when they went apartment hunting. The sliced Wonder Bread she bought for school not only had no taste, but no smell. Maybe for Jackie’s birthday she’d splurge and buy the family a decadent loaf.

A woman with black hair teased into a gravity-defying bouffant leaned over the counter next to her cash register as she read a magazine. The stock boy placed a foot on top of a cardboard box to slowly redo his shoelaces. The lone customer, an older man, idly strolled through the aisles, pausing occasionally to pick something off the shelves he didn’t seem interested in buying at seven o’clock in the morning. Only the large man with thinning wisps of brown hair sitting behind a desk covered in papers seemed to be doing any actual work.

“Excuse me, are you the owner?” Jackie asked. “The Pulaski of Pulaski’s Market?”

Victoria shifted uncomfortably. She’d forgotten how straightforward Jackie was.

The man in the office stood up from his desk. “Yes?”

“Would you be so kind,” Victoria said with extra politeness to make up for Jackie, “to allow us to put a notice up on your window?”

Mr. Pulaski glanced at the paper and waved his hand in approval. In a second, the cashier (who obviously thought they were more interesting than her tabloid) produced a piece of tape dangling from a long nail. Victoria thanked her and went to hang the sign.

“If you’re at least fourteen, I could use your help here,” Mr. Pulaski said.

“We are!” Jackie lied. “I’m related to Superman and can stock the shelves.” And without waiting for permission, Jackie effortlessly heaved a case of twenty-four cans of fruit cocktail that the stock boy had left on the floor by the storeroom door. She carried the case to the canned-fruit section and started placing the cans on the shelf with each label facing forward. Except for the one she placed in the sole customer’s hand, with the comment, “Have you tried these? They’re my favorite.”

“Look at her, taking initiative,” said the cashier. Her name, Gladys, was stitched onto her apron. “I’ve heard Cubans are hard workers.”

“You’ve heard right,” Jackie called back before gathering another box to shelve.

Mr. Pulaski smiled at Jackie. “Thanks, kiddo, but all my employees still undergo a two-week trial period.”

Victoria breathed in sharply, already worrying about what they would have to do to pass the trial, but Gladys caught her eye and shook her head as if it was all a bluff.

Victoria still worried, unsure how she could prove herself. “Unfortunately, I’m not that strong, but I suppose I can shelve items. Or perhaps I can help you organize your office? I’m good with numbers and I’m learning how to type.”

Mr. Pulaski nodded as he considered that possibility. “I’ve seen you coming in here to do the family shopping with your siblings, always tallying up the groceries before getting to the register.”

Victoria blushed. It was embarrassing enough to have limited money; it would be more so if they had to put something back because Papi hadn’t given her enough. “I’m good with numbers,” she repeated.

“I bet. But today if you can type up a new inventory sheet, that would be swell.”

“Of course.” Victoria took a step toward the office, then stopped. “Excuse me, may I fix the sign on the door first? ‘Potatoes’ in plural is E-S.”

Gladys laughed and handed Victoria a marker. “I like these two. Not only are they smart, but they’re not afraid to point out your mistakes, Peter.”

Mr. Pulaski’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t seem too upset.

Misspelled potatoes fixed, Victoria again hesitated before entering the office. “And may I ask, how much will we get paid?”

“A pittance,” Gladys groaned.

Mr. Pulaski opened his mouth to respond, but at that moment the door’s bells chimed and in came a family. He turned to Victoria in a low voice. “I’ll start you each off at eighty cents an hour, five or six hours a week, plus ten percent off any groceries.”

Immediately Victoria’s mind whirled with the numbers. Between the two of them, they could earn up to $9.60 a week. That was a lot more than looking after Mrs. Greenwald’s cat for twenty-five cents a day. “We can work as much as you want today and tomorrow before school starts on Wednesday, and then on Saturdays. Would that suit you?”

“Deal.” And Mr. Pulaski shook her hand as he would an adult. Or at least a pretend fourteen-year-old.

As she fed the typewriter a sheet of paper to organize the messy handwritten inventory categories, she continued calculating their wages. Simply speaking, if she and Jackie worked a total of twelve hours a week, they could save enough money for Tía Larita’s passport in fifteen weeks. Less if their work notices produced additional odd jobs, and a few more weeks if Papi was earnest about not being able to afford an extra mouth to feed.

At any rate, sometime in April they should have the money. Not that they would need a passport for Tía by then. Surely they’d be back home much sooner.


Wednesday, January 4, 1961                   5¢

MIAMI’S SOL

¡GRINGOS FUERA!

Yesterday, President Eisenhower, in what could be his final major act in office, decided to sever all diplomatic ties with Cuba. Negotiations have ceased and the U.S. embassy in Havana has closed; the Swiss embassy will assume some of their responsibilities. In response, Fidel Castro has declared that American citizens have forty-eight hours to evacuate the country. The fear in everyone’s minds has been confirmed. With increasing allegiance to the U.S.S.R., Cuba has truly become a Communist nation. Even with Kennedy’s inauguration in a couple of weeks and his determination to stop the growth of a Communist country in the Caribbean and the spread of Communism throughout Latin America, Cuban exiles shouldn’t expect to return home anytime soon.…



Jackie focused very hard on not ripping the newspaper they hadn’t bought into shreds. She thrust it into Victoria’s chest to fold nicely and return to the newsstand. She couldn’t bear to read more anyway.

“Why is Fidel kicking out the gringos?” Nestico asked as they continued walking toward school. “Don’t they bring the island lots of money?”

“Yes, and that’s part of the problem,” Victoria said. “Fidel doesn’t like people who’ve gotten rich at the cost of the poor.”

“So instead,” Jackie grumbled, dragging her tennis shoes against the sidewalk, “that good-for-nothing Fidel brainwashed the poor and is now threatening everyone’s families.”

Victoria grabbed Nestico’s and Inés’s hands and looked both ways before crossing the street. Jackie shoved both hands into the pockets of her shorts, kicking a pebble at the gutter. Even the ping of the stone connecting with the target didn’t improve her mood.

“I’m surprised the gringos haven’t wanted to leave before now. Like we did,” Inés said.

“No Cuban wanted to leave,” Jackie corrected through tight lips.

“We’ve been forced into exile. We are here as political refugees,” Victoria explained.

“What’s the difference between ‘forced into exile’ and ‘kicked out’?” Inés asked.

Nestico rolled his eyes. “The difference is that we were sent away from home, not told to go home, dummy.”

“Don’t call me that!”

Jackie tuned out her younger cousins’ squabbling: let Victoria deal with it. She had her own worries. Like whether there would even be a way for Cubans to get visas to enter the U.S. with the embassy now closed. Or whether Fidel would decide to close the border against all travel completely. Her plan to save up for Mima’s passport could be for nothing. She kicked up a leg at an invisible demon. How she hated not being able to take care of things!

She folded her arms tight across her chest, remembering the day Alto came to deliver her passport and airline ticket.

“I’m not going.” Jackie had stared at Mima with more stubborn resistance than she had in her life. “There’s no way they can send every single child on the island to Russia for Communist reconditioning. Parents will never allow that.”

But it was Alto, not Mima who responded. In contrast to his normal patient and matter-of-fact manner, he pounded a fist on the kitchen table. “How many times do I have to tell you? The Communist government owns and controls everything, including all of the people. Including us.”

Jackie wasn’t intimidated. “You don’t act as if you’re controlled.”

Alto pulled at the ends of his hair. Though he was only nineteen, Jackie noticed a couple of grays in the black. “True, and the second I’m caught, I’ll be killed.”

“That’s why you’re going to Miami,” Mima said, waving a pointed finger at Jackie.

Except Jackie wasn’t scared of the waving finger. “But seriously, sending all of us to Russia? There must be close to a million children on the island.”

“You’re right,” Alto said in a patronizing tone. “At the moment that’s not their plan. But it’s still unclear which children or how many they will send away. Ten percent, fifty percent? Who knows.”

“So, odds are I’ll be fine.” Jackie grinned.

Mima let out a bitter laugh of disbelief. She lit a cigarette by the open window and shook her head. “Why are we even having this discussion? I’m not gambling with your safety.”

“And you won’t be fine, even if they don’t take you away.” Alto rose from the table and bummed a cigarette from Mima. He never used to smoke. “School is becoming mandatory for all children throughout the island. Many guajiros and other laborers used to leave school at a young age to help support their families instead. Not anymore. Everyone will be subject to a national Communist curriculum. You’ll be treated like a number, not an individual. Everything you do or say will be heavily monitored. You could be punished just for mentioning your Elvis Presley records.”

Jackie had heard this all before. She resorted to her last option. “But I don’t want to go.”

“I know, bebé.” Mima’s free arm squeezed her shoulders while she planted a kiss on her temple. “But you’re still going.”

Jackie had folded her arms then as they were folded now. She kicked another pebble. With no target, this one just skipped a few feet before rolling to a stop.

“Everyone says you have a dumb face,” Nestico taunted Inés.

“Nestico!” Victoria scolded, but her brother had already run off to join his friends at the elementary school’s playground.

“At least I know how to wipe my bottom!” Inés chased after him.

“Deep down, they must love each other, right?” Victoria sighed and linked her hand through Jackie’s elbow; Jackie didn’t loosen the folded cross over her chest. “I’m so glad we’ve always been best friends. I missed you so much. It’s wonderful having you here with us, safe and sound.”

Jackie pulled a face but said nothing. Victoria didn’t know anything. Sure, money and food might be tight, but at least Victoria had her whole immediate family around her. She had left before things had gotten really bad. Everything she knew about the Cuba of today was secondhand. She hadn’t been there for Clark’s colicky nights. She didn’t know what it was like to be trapped inside one’s house because it was no longer safe to walk down the street. She couldn’t begin to understand what it was like to be sent away from her family.

“I don’t think the countries hating each other will affect our family.” Victoria squeezed Jackie’s arm when she didn’t comment. “Either they’ll be here with us soon or we’ll be back there. Things will change after the presidential inauguration. You’ll see.”

“First it was ‘after the election’; now it’s ‘after the inauguration.’ You need to realize there is no going back for us. Not in our lifetime,” Jackie said.

“I know it seems that way, but there’s no way the U.S. government is going to allow a Communist country so close to their borders, and Papi says—”

“¡Para ya! Enough with the politics!” Jackie released herself from Victoria’s oppressive grip. A few youths crowding around the junior high school turned in their direction, but since her shout had been in Spanish, their attention wasn’t held. “It’s bad enough that’s all your dad talks about, but you too? Face it. We can’t do anything. We can’t change anything. There’s no point in talking about it anymore.”

Like Nestico had done, Jackie took off before Victoria could say anything else. Three boys were playing catch in the baseball diamond next to the school building. She waved for them to throw her the ball. She caught it easily despite the lack of a mitt and returned the pitch to the farthest boy.

“Wow, that’s some arm!”

Jackie shrugged to say she knew that but wasn’t going to brag about it. Then, because she could, she threw the next ball lefty. How she had missed school! And the best part was knowing that Victoria wouldn’t come near the game, to hang on her every chance she got, or nag about politics.

At last.
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Victoria hugged her math book to her chest while waiting for Jackie by the door out to the open-air cafeteria. She had left Jackie that morning doing her placement tests along with a horde of other new students and was now desperate to hear how things were going on her first day. So far, they hadn’t shared a single class, and when Victoria saw her briefly in the hallway, Jackie couldn’t dash away quick enough to gym class. And it wasn’t even as if Victoria had mentioned politics.

Within a few minutes, Jackie came into view. Or rather came into earshot. On either side of Jackie were Phil’s sister, Monique, and another girl Victoria didn’t know. All three girls were falling over each other, laughing hysterically while waving their arms.

“…When the ball came toward her…”

“And she said, ‘Come now, child!’ ”

“I still can’t believe it!”

“¿Qué pasó?” Victoria asked.

Their laughing suddenly stopped as they stared at her with mutual annoyance at being interrupted. Victoria expected nothing else from Monique—the few times she’d caught Victoria and Phil talking in the hallways, her disapproval shone clear. But from Jackie? They shared everything.

“Just something that happened in gym,” Jackie said in English. They had never spoken in English to each other, but Victoria supposed it made sense around her new friends. “You had to be there.”

Monique walked away from them to head to her table while Jackie and the other girl joined the school lunch line, still chatting nonstop with each other. Victoria stepped in line behind them, her math book suddenly very heavy and cumbersome. She really should have left it in her locker.

When they got to the assembly line of lunch ladies in hairnets, Victoria scrunched up her face at the sight of the cafeteria food. When Papi had enrolled Jackie during the teacher-service day, they had asked about free lunches. They qualified, though upon inspection Victoria now wished they hadn’t. Today’s lunch seemed to be some kind of chunky gray sauce served over translucent noodles, a roll that looked like it had been left out since before Christmas break, canned vegetables, and a lime-green thing that might be dessert—or nuclear waste. At least her grape-jelly sandwich had been identifiable.

“None of that, thank you.” Victoria pointed to the chunky gray substance.

“This ain’t a restaurant. You get what you get.” The serving lady dumped the sauce on the partitioned tray anyway before passing it to the next lady.

Next to the cashier, Jackie grabbed an apple and a carton of milk. At last Victoria had a choice and reached for a banana instead; she didn’t understand how anyone could like mealy apples.

“That’s thirty cents,” the cashier said.

“I beg your pardon?” It took a second for Victoria to understand. “I’m enrolled in the free-lunch program.”

The cashier rolled her eyes. “You don’t look like you are. What’s your name?”

Victoria’s face burned as she gave her name to be checked off the list. Why had it sounded like an insult that she didn’t look poor? And why hadn’t Jackie been confronted with the same disbelief? Her clothes were just as nice as Victoria’s—nicer, really, since she had always been Pancha’s favorite.

“Hey, Jackie!”

“Jackie, over here!”

Jackie waved at the various groups and called out that she already had a place to sit. She had only been here for half a day, and already half the school seemed to know and like her. Victoria marveled at how her cousin had done it while after two months she still felt like the outsider.

“Jackie, ¡siéntate con nosotros!”

Victoria turned to see a group of people waving at her cousin. A few had been in her classes last year, but she’d never known they were Cuban too. One face, however, looked especially familiar. That girl with the black hair and blue eyes had been at her school in Cuba! Victoria couldn’t remember her name. She’d been in the year below, but now because of Victoria’s late birthday, it seemed they were in the same grade.

“Let’s sit with them.” Victoria gestured toward the Cuban congregation. She caught the familiar girl’s eye and smiled. Except the girl frowned and turned away, not recognizing Victoria.

“You go. I already promised Monique and Rochelle I’d sit with them,” Jackie said. Again, in English.

Victoria hesitated. Join a group of Cubans who had magnetically been drawn to one another but somehow didn’t know her, or join Jackie with her new friends even though she knew Monique didn’t like her? There was no question. After everything Jackie had been through, Victoria couldn’t just abandon her.

Phil smiled as Victoria followed Jackie over to his table. Monique and the three new kids scowled.

“Why’re you eating with us? You can sit anywhere else you’d like,” Monique said.

Victoria wanted to argue that wasn’t true, that she had spent last term eating alone under the orange tree because she didn’t feel like she belonged with any group. If only she were there now; by contrast, the tree had always been very welcoming to her presence. Except that the precarious tray of food would probably end up all over her lap.

“She’s my cousin,” Jackie mumbled, setting her own tray down and leaving not much room at the end of the table for Victoria.

“You two are related? You look nothing alike,” said Monique.

Victoria put her arm around Jackie’s shoulders. “Our mothers are sisters, and we’ve grown up like sisters ourselves.”

Victoria looked to Jackie to back her up on this.

But instead Jackie just shrugged and scooped a huge forkful of the chunky gray noodle combo.

Clearing his throat, Phil introduced the others at the table. “Rochelle, Bobby, and Candice go to our church. Our pastor has been working with Marge in the office to get this school more integrated. Victoria here is great at spelling. She helped me with that story I wrote for my uncle.”

Victoria smiled. Maybe this was the way to get accepted and finally fit in. “Do you think you can get me a copy? I’d love to see the story in print.”

Instead of speaking in Haitian Creole as she had on their first meeting, Monique let the whole table understand her comment to her brother. “Dad won’t like you having a white girlfriend.”

Phil rolled his eyes. “It’s not like that between us.”

“Of course not,” Victoria added indignantly. “I think of Phil as a cousin.”

“Besides”—Jackie’s voice came out almost like a snarl—“she would never date anyone without her mother’s social approval first.”

“¿Cómo se te ocurre decir eso?” Victoria gasped. She had never thought something so rude would come out of Jackie’s mouth. And in public! Was this her way of showing off in front of her new friends? A way to act tough by pushing away the only family she had in this country?

A long silence filled the table. Victoria could feel her face burning. She stared at her cousin, but Jackie refused to make eye contact.

“I’m not talking about this right now,” Jackie said, this time finally in Spanish. Then she leaned over to the others at the table and resumed in English. “You should have seen what Coach Bennett did during gym.”

“Oh my, it was hilarious,” Monique added. And they went on to explain the incident that Jackie had initially said Victoria wouldn’t understand because she hadn’t been there.

Not that Victoria wanted to be here to hear it. She removed the paper napkin from her lap and flung it on the half-eaten food. She knew it was a waste, she knew there were starving people in Cuba, but she couldn’t bear another bite of the mystery meal. At least the banana and milk could be easily enjoyed under the orange tree.

“Please stay.” Phil reached out a hand to her wrist. “Tell me, how was your Christmas break?”

“Unexpected.” She took one last look at Jackie, the person she’d thought she knew best in the world and with whom she could always talk. Turned out she was wrong. “Excuse me, I’ll see you in class.”

She left her tray and math book at the table before anyone noticed the tears filling her eyes. It had been hard enough leaving home, but she’d never thought Jackie’s presence would make her feel worse.
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Querida Mima:

I don’t care who reads this letter. I hate not being able to talk to you. I miss you all so much. I still haven’t forgiven you for making me leave. If you don’t call me on Sunday, I’m going to be really mad!

Things here are fine, I guess. The school’s not half bad. I unofficially started a morning baseball game. We play for about fifteen minutes before the first bell. Tell Pipo that everyone is impressed with my ambidextrous pitching—except the batter, of course!

I’ve made friends with a great group of girls too. They’re so nice and funny, it’s like we’ve known each other for years. We’re playing volleyball in gym class and the other team doesn’t stand a chance if we’re all on the same side. It’s like we can read each other’s minds.

I really wanted to join shop class with the boys—they’re learning how to build a radio! But the lady in the office said she would lose her job if she let me join them. I could tell she was tempted, though. So instead I have to take home economics with the girls. At least I was able to request a sewing class over cooking.

I’m actually impressed with Victoria’s cooking. Nothing is as good as it could be, but it’s also not half bad. Better than I could do, anyway. I don’t think she enjoys it, though, but sees it as her responsibility to keep us fed. Like Mamalara.

Through her cooking teacher, Victoria discovered a butcher that makes butifarras. We’re picking them up tomorrow to have them on Sunday. I think they’ll taste divine inside a grilled cheese sandwich. Victoria scrunched her nose at the idea, but it’s my birthday, so we’ll eat the sausages my way. I also want vanilla ice cream with mango slices instead of cake. It seems like forever since I had ice cream.

The apartment Tío got is teeny-tiny and we’re all on top of each other. Victoria and I share the top bunk. Everything is very cramped and I need my space. I’m not used to having her around all the time, always wanting to be with me. I liked it better when we went to different schools and she went off on her pony. With her always there, I have nothing to talk to her about now.

At dinner, all that’s talked about is politics and Cuba. No one asks me about my day or seems interested in what I did. It’s like I’m not even there. I don’t think Tío has spoken to me directly since I arrived, but then again, I can’t remember when he ever has. “Children are a woman’s responsibility,” you know.

Tía, on the other hand, sometimes looks at my muscles and asks why I can’t look more like you. And can you believe what she’s done? She’s given me a makeup kit as an early birthday present. A makeup kit! When I asked what I was supposed to do with that, she said it’s so I can start looking more presentable. I know I’m not pretty like you, but I’d never want to be liked just for my looks. I don’t know why she cares more about how things appear than what’s real.

I know I’m a burden to them, but I promise I’m pulling my own weight. Victoria and I got a job at the local bodega. I like talking to the customers. You always talked to me. Even when I was little, you always asked me what I was dreaming when I woke up or to tell you about the things I saw outside the window. I miss that. I miss you.

I know it’ll be a while before I get a response, if I get one, but please tell me everything. I want to hear how everyone is doing. I hate not knowing what’s going on. No news might be good news to some, but it’s not doing me any good.

Jackie reread what she had written so far, wondering if she should scratch out the last line. It made her sound whiny and vulnerable, two things she hated being. Even though she said she didn’t care who read the letter, there was so much she couldn’t say. Under no circumstances could she mention the counterfeit passport she and Victoria were saving up for. She also didn’t want to mention that while she did like meeting new friends at school and working at the store, that all happened to Pretend Jackie. Real Jackie stayed locked away. Real Jackie worried nonstop about her family and knew that despite everything, she would probably never see them again. No one could know about Real Jackie. No one could notice she was falling to pieces.
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I just don’t know what to do with Jackie. We used to be the best of friends, but now the most time I spend with her is while we’re sleeping.” Victoria set the whisk against the glass bowl of cream and massaged her cramping forearm. “I did everything I could for her birthday on Sunday, lots of great food even though it was expensive, and it still wasn’t enough. Jackie was devastated when we didn’t get a call from Cuba for her birthday—my father says since Cuba severed all ties with the U.S., a lot of communication is being compromised. I see how sad she is and I want to comfort her, but she won’t let me.”

Victoria sighed and resumed whipping the cream.

“Give her time,” Katya said, soft enough that only Victoria could hear. Funny, Miss Jiménez had said the same thing about Katya. Except Victoria had witnessed the harassment Katya received that had kept her distant and quiet; Jackie would never let anyone harass her.

Next to them, Rebecca screeched at her partner that despite the apron, cream was splashing on her blouse.

Victoria narrowed her eyes at Rebecca. Since their argument before Christmas, Rebecca never seemed to waste an opportunity to mutter a snide comment that they heard and Miss Jiménez didn’t.

“I suppose you’re right. We are bunched together in a very small apartment, and my family can be trying on a good day.” Victoria understood. Really, she did. She would much rather be out on her pony or in the courtyard with her cat than stuck inside with her immediate family. But it was different being the one from whom someone wanted to get away. “I just can’t help but think how different it would be if Jackie’s family were the ones who were here and I came to live with them.”

Tía Larita would kiss her when she got home from school, for one thing. And Tío Rodrigo would take them to the park on weekends, even though Victoria didn’t play sports. But then Victoria would feel more out of place, and more dependent and attached to Jackie as a result. Which meant Jackie would probably push her away even more.

Victoria took her aggression out on the cream, and before she realized it, the liquid went from fluff to chunks of butter.

“Ay no.”

Inside her head, Victoria heard Miss Jiménez’s warning at the start of class: Cream is one of the few foods that changes properties without temperature. Once you pass each stage, you can’t go back.

Katya offered the remaining spoon of her fluffy whipped cream, but Victoria shook her head. Miss Jiménez had also said they needed to start cooking on their own instead of as a team.

“Gross, who wants butter on their cake?” Rebecca sneered.

“At least it’s solid,” Victoria snapped back. In Rebecca’s determination to avoid splashing her blouse, her cream remained very liquid.

Victoria stuck her pinkie into the clumpy cream for a taste. Despite the texture being off, the taste wasn’t bad. On her own initiative, she had added a bit of vanilla extract, and brown sugar instead of white. The result meant the taste wasn’t too far from ice cream, Jackie’s favorite. Making strawberry shortcake with sweetened vanilla butter instead of whipped cream wouldn’t be the end of the world. Everyone in her family would still eat it.

Victoria piled the whipped butter concoction on top of the shortcake and wiped the side of the bowl with a strawberry and offered it to her partner. Katya, who never diverged from the instructions, scrunched up her nose slightly and shook her head. Suit yourself. “I just want things to go back to how they used to be with Jackie. Mmm.”

Another strawberry in chunky unfrozen ice cream made its way to Victoria’s mouth. She could really get used to this creation.

“It must be so awkward having a dark-skinned cousin. I don’t think I could cope.” Rebecca taunted.

Victoria’s mouth twitched. It was one thing to say hostile things to her, but to disrespect her family? That was not allowed. “There’s nothing wrong with being ‘dark-skinned.’ ”

“Shows how little you know.”

Victoria almost laughed. Just by saying that, Rebecca had proven her own ignorance. “Well, I’d rather be related to Jackie than someone as uncouth as you.”

Rebecca’s brow furrowed in confusion. She opened her mouth to respond, but Miss Jiménez’s appearance at their side made her swallow her words. Would it be uncouth of Victoria to wish she choked?

Miss Jiménez lifted Victoria’s plate of strawberry shortcake to eye level and turned it in her hand. “Victoria, your whipped cream seems to have a brown tinge and looks dense like butter.”

Victoria squared her shoulders and lifted her chin higher than before. “Yes, it’s better with some color and substance.”

Behind her, Katya suppressed a giggle.
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Sundays were the hardest days for Jackie. There was nothing to keep her busy and no hope of getting letters from home—only one letter had arrived since she had come, and she had sent it herself in the beginning of December! (And she hadn’t forgiven her parents for not calling her on her birthday. Or any day after.) No school, the grocery store closed, her friends occupied with their families. It was the day of “rest,” if only she were able to. She almost wished Victoria’s family were the churchgoing kind, just to have something to do.

On Sundays, with Victoria’s whole family present, politics were inevitable. Jackie couldn’t rudely walk away from the dinner table without dinner. Besides, she didn’t want to go hungry, and Victoria’s cooking was improving. Today it was some kind of mashed potato thing with meat and vegetables underneath. The potatoes were a bit lumpy and the vegetables a bit soggy, but the overall flavor made up for it.

Five bites in, Tío Ernesto cleared his throat and set the fork down. A record. Usually he started with the political conversation as soon as the six of them crowded around the table meant for four.

“While Eisenhower was still in office, he approved the funds and military training for Cubans living here to join a special top secret unit that will be sent to Cuba to overthrow Fidel.” Tío Ernesto avoided catching anyone’s eye as he spoke.

“If it’s top secret, how do you know about it?” Inés asked.

Nestico answered without swallowing. “Because Cubans are a bunch of gossiping know-it-alls. No one can fart without the whole island knowing about it.”

Jackie spat out half her mouthful onto the plate. The rest of the table burst into laughter. Even Tía Isabel, who she expected to scold her for spewing food, let out a couple of unladylike chuckles.

“It’s true,” Tío Ernesto said between laughs. “Not only do Cubans know everything, but we know everyone, too. Go to any Cuban gathering and you’ll get the scoop. Where do you think the local newspapers are getting their headlines? Straight from the Cubans.”

For a few seconds, Jackie felt at home with her extended family. Mima, Pipo, and Mamalara were just in the other room, out of sight but not out of presence. In fact, it could have easily been Pipo who’d made the farting joke.

But then Tío had to go and ruin the illusion.

“This secret unit is recruiting as many Cubans living here as they can, and the U.S. will provide all the training and arms. They’re in communication with a group of contrarrevolucionarios left on the island, who will join us once we strike.”

The next lump of potatoes lodged in Jackie’s throat. She understood what her uncle was not saying. And Victoria next to her, judging by the fact that she had stopped breathing, had come to the same conclusion. Contrarrevolucionarios like Alto.

Jackie didn’t know whether to be proud or concerned for her cousin. He had always been like a real-life version of a spy, similar to the heroes in the radio plays she used to listen to. He had taught her how to throw a punch, but he had also helped Victoria rescue the kitten that grew up to be Gnomo. If she were older, she would be exactly like him. At least then she’d be doing something. If she were older, she would have stayed in Cuba until her whole family could leave.

“That sounds dangerous,” Tía Isabel said.

“Fighting is always dangerous,” Tío Ernesto stated, as if he were discussing nothing more serious than the weather.

“How does Al—I mean, how do the contrarrevolucionarios know whom they can trust over here?” Victoria stabbed at a carrot as if questioning its loyalty. “History is riddled with deception and corruption. How do people here know the group on the island won’t betray them?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, that would never happen.” Tío Ernesto dismissed his daughter as if it had been the stupidest thing in the world. Something inside Jackie bristled. It had been a valid question. Had Nestico made it, being the boy and therefore the one whose voice mattered, Jackie knew her uncle would have answered differently.

Tío Ernesto continued, “The public is experiencing repression and the loss of loved ones. Even Fidel’s initial followers are seeing the light. Trust me, Cubans on the island are as ready to fight for freedom as we are.”

Nestico spoke again with a full mouth. “Are you going to fight, Papi?”

“¡Ernesto, no!” Tía’s screech rang so loud, she made a dog bark across the street. Jackie wasn’t the only one at the table rubbing her ears as a result.

Tío Ernesto stood up, his dinner only half finished on the plate. “I have to fight for my country. Here, I’m just wasting time and talent. In combat, I can be useful.”

Jackie had never thought her uncle would surprise her. He was so proper and rigid with his purpose of providing for his family, she never would have imagined he felt he wasn’t doing enough. Under other circumstances, the same pride and worry she’d felt for Alto would have now transferred to her uncle. Along with a respectful bond; she also hated feeling useless. But she wasn’t ready to forgive him for disrespecting Victoria just yet.

“But you can’t—you can’t leave me,” Tía whined. “Who’s going to look after the family? Provide for them?”

Victoria sank low in her chair. Jackie remembered that before they left, Tío had expected Victoria to take care of the family if he was denied exit. At that time Jackie knew her cousin was scared, but also proud to help her family if needed. Now Victoria seemed tired just thinking about it.

“I’m not leaving you high and dry.” Tío Ernesto remained standing with his arms folded across his chest. “I have been working extra hours and saving for almost two months. The fact that Victoria and Jackie have jobs helps too.”

“No!” Victoria’s fork banged against the plate. While Jackie had practically licked the plate clean, except for the part she had spat out, Victoria’s dinner had barely been touched. “The money we’re saving is ours. We need it.”

“We do.” Jackie folded her own arms in defiance. True, if the battle was successful in overturning Fidel and his control, then they wouldn’t need to get Mima out of Cuba; they would be back with their whole family. But if the Cuban volunteers failed, that would be more reason to get Mima out.

“Niñas, behave. You’re being ungrateful,” Tía Isabel said. “Talking back like that to the man of the house is completely uncivilized and unladylike.”

Jackie’s fists clenched in her armpits. Ungrateful? She’d show her aunt who was uncivilized.

Now it was Victoria who rose to her feet, flinging her napkin onto the table. “If you expect me to take care of this family, then you need to treat me as an equal. Not as a child, not as a girl, and definitely not as your idea of a ‘proper young lady.’ ”

Jackie jumped to her feet, linked her arm through Victoria’s, and quoted a line she’d heard in a radio play. “You say it, Sister Suffragette!”

The rest of the table gasped—Nestico with a deliberately wide mouth so everyone could see his half-chewed food.

Victoria’s body faltered slightly, but Jackie kept a tight, sturdy hold on her. Victoria squeezed her arm back, and her posture became more assured. Jackie understood her cousin better now. Miami hadn’t been this great utopia for Victoria, but rather an unbalanced familial yoke on her shoulders. She had been emotionally and physically taking care of the family by feeding them and tending to the younger siblings. Victoria’s initial desire to spend all her time with Jackie was Victoria’s way of asking for help and support. Jackie should have seen it, sympathized more with Victoria, who was expected to behave like an adult—a parent, even—but still treated as a child. Jackie would keep her own friends and school life, but that didn’t mean that Victoria had to do everything on her own. They could share the burden.

“And when I get married,” Victoria added, “it will be because I love the man, not because he comes from a suitable family. I say this again: our wages are not going toward providing for this family. That is not our job.”

“I second all of that.” Jackie grinned. Finally, she had rubbed off on her cousin!

“You two rebelling and not wanting to help your family won’t keep me from fighting for our country,” Tío Ernesto vowed.

“They’re saving up to get Tía Larita a passport out of Cuba,” Inés confessed before clamping her hand over her mouth.

“Inés!” Jackie and Victoria scolded her. So much for talking when they thought she had been asleep. As a unit, they slumped back into their chairs.

They had agreed not to tell Victoria’s parents of their plan to save for a passport for Mima for this reason: they didn’t want to be discouraged or told that two niñitas couldn’t do it.

Tía Isabel brought the cloth napkin to her face as tears for her sister streamed down her cheeks. Inés cowered in her chair. Nestico let out a loud burp.

After a few moments of letting the news digest, Tío Ernesto nodded his slow approval. “You’re right. On all fronts. It’s not your job to provide for this family; it’s mine. And it’s not your job to take care of the family, which you have done anyway. I’ve been wrong to continue treating you like a little girl. Both of you.”

Now it was Jackie’s turn to gasp. Victoria’s father had barely ever acknowledged her and had definitely never shown her any respect.

“The passport is a good reason to work and save,” Tío Ernesto continued. “Larita and Alto would be proud. I’ll keep my ears open for a forger. But I don’t want you girls looking for one yourselves. Someone who makes counterfeit passports is ultimately a criminal and possibly dangerous.”

“Yes, we know,” Victoria said with her eyes averted. Jackie noticed that she hadn’t actually promised to stop looking for a forger. Good. Not that they knew where to look, but that didn’t mean they would shut out any potential leads that came around.

“Good, so it’s settled,” Tía Isabel said, with the authority that normally was only heard from Mamalara. “The girls can’t provide for us, which means you will have to stay here, Ernesto.”

But Tío Ernesto wasn’t having it. He shook his head—not angry, but more determined than ever. “Once I have enough saved up, I’ll enlist. There’s no stopping me.”
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Victoria absently stroked Mr. Whiskers’s sleek black fur as he ate his can of tuna. Mrs. Greenwald from next door had hired her and Jackie again to take care of him for the weekend, and Victoria had offered to do the morning shift.

Her eyes floated to a wall covered in framed photographs of weddings, births, and posed portraits, and landed on one that stood out in its informality: two children, hand in hand, dressed in costumes, each with a canvas bag in their free hand. She’d heard about the holiday of Halloween, but since her family had been living in the dingy hotel at the time, she hadn’t witnessed it.

The younger child was dressed like a globe of some kind. A pumpkin, maybe? The black-and-white photograph made it hard to tell. The other child had a pointy hat and the black dress of a witch. It reminded Victoria of carnaval.

Every year Pancha made all the cousins themed costumes, and the country club would have activities for the children for several weekends throughout February. Or they would watch the parade of cars and floats from Papi’s office window, where everyone waved from convertibles and pickup trucks. Between the vehicles, some people held banners, some juggled, and some even paraded on stilts. But nighttime was the best, with the comparsas: troupes of people in elaborate matching costumes dancing and playing music, each introduced by fire-bearing faroleros. The comparsas, though, she had only ever seen on the television—Mami said it was too dangerous with all the drunks to go see their procession in person.

A familiar longing for home pulled at Victoria’s heart. Kennedy’s presidential inauguration had come and gone with no changes to their prospects of returning home. Now Papi claimed they had to wait for the top secret attack on the island, the one for which he still planned to enlist. But even if it happened tomorrow, they wouldn’t be back in time for carnaval. If it was even being celebrated this year. She didn’t know how many more disappointments she could take. Carnaval had always been her favorite holiday, better than Christmas. Just like being on the finca and riding Diogenes, during carnaval she got to be someone different, part of a magical world that didn’t exist in real life.

Mr. Whiskers wove between her ankles in a loud purr to indicate he had finished with breakfast and could he please have more?

“Nada más para ti.” She petted him for a few more minutes before washing his dish. As she stood by the door, she took one last look at the Halloween picture.



“Jackie, levántate. I have a great idea.”

Jackie felt the shifting of the wooden frame as Victoria climbed onto the top bunk they shared.

“Zape pa’llá,” Jackie groaned before turning away and hiding her head under the pillow. How was Victoria always so awake in the mornings?

Since Victoria had stood up to her parents and accepted that Jackie needed her own life and friends at school, they had been getting along like they used to. Now, at the crack of dawn, Jackie’s annoyance with her cousin’s constant interference returned a million times stronger.

Victoria, however, didn’t seem to notice Jackie’s warning to get lost and kept yammering on. “I was feeding Mr. Whiskers—he says hi, by the way—and I started thinking about carnaval. Remember the year all the primas dressed as flowers and the primos were insects and you wanted to be a Venus flytrap? We had to borrow a book on botany from the university library because Pancha didn’t know what that was.”

Whatever Jackie had thought her cousin would say, it wasn’t this. She removed the pillow from her head. “That was the best costume. Pancha even made a fly to put in my hair. I love carnaval.”

“Who doesn’t?” The bed creaked again as Victoria gave a little bounce. “So I thought, what if we have our own mini carnaval here? We invite a couple of the other Cubans from school and Phil and Monique—I know they celebrate carnaval in Haiti—and Katya if you don’t mind. We’ll host a party around the pool.”

“Yes!” Jackie sat straight up in the bed. Her head rushed with the sudden blood flow and excitement. For a party, her cousin could wake her up at any time. “But it won’t be carnaval with just a handful of people; the very definition is attracting a big crowd. So the pool isn’t big enough. Let’s ask Marge if we can use the football field at school.”

Victoria bit her lip. Jackie knew what that meant: she was rethinking the idea, getting too practical. “We can’t afford to throw a big party. Just providing food for four or five guests puts a dent on our savings.”

Jackie shrugged off Victoria’s concern. Now that the idea had been planted, she had to see it flourish. “That’s the thing. If we make it a big event, then loads of people can help put it together. And we don’t have to feed everyone. The gringos have these things called ‘potlucks’ where everyone brings a dish to share.”

“On one hand, it’s immensely rude to invite people to a party and make them bring their own food.” Victoria’s head tilted from side to side as she pondered. “On the other hand, carnaval is about bringing communities together, and what better way to do so than by sharing one’s favorite dish?”

“Exactly!” Now Jackie bounced a few times on the bed, making the wood frame bang against the wall. “We make this a community event, and have the community involved in making it happen.”

“What are we going to do about costumes? Do you think your home-economics teacher will lend us a sewing machine?” Then Victoria turned away, averting her eyes. “Or do you think we’re too old?”

Jackie scoffed. Her cousin really didn’t know her well if that was what she thought Jackie thought. “Never. Alto was sixteen when he went as a praying mantis.”

Victoria grinned. “I know Mami won’t approve, but what if we scour secondhand shops for costumes?”

Jackie could barely keep down her excitement. It was as if all the forces of nature were lining up to help. She jumped down from the top bunk onto the floor without using the ladder. “What time is it? Rochelle mentioned that their church was having a rummage sale today. She was wearing some cute shorts the other day she got for a quarter during the last sale.”

“Can I come?” Inés sat up from her bottom bunk with her light brown hair sticking up in every direction. “I want to be a fairy for carnaval.”
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Victoria threw a serpentina streamer at a parading masked figure. In response, the figure twirled around the paper and then burst through it with a laugh. Victoria laughed back and cheered. She still couldn’t believe how her idea of a simple party with friends had actually turned out to feel like a real carnaval.

Strings of Christmas lights and homemade lanterns hung from the goalposts. Rolls of multicolored tissue paper draped from the trees lining the walkways. Musicians and dancers paraded around the field. Jugglers and stilt walkers wove through the crowds of colorful costumes and intricate masks. Spanish, Creole, and English mixed with other languages as everyone talked loudly, waved their arms high, and laughed hard. Best of all, the afternoon air filled with some of the most delicious scents Victoria had ever smelled.

Jackie came over in her fedora and private-eye trench coat and draped an arm over Victoria’s shoulder while her other hand held a chicken drumstick. “Not bad for a week’s prep work, eh?”

“Where did all these people come from?” Victoria gaped at two stilt walkers doing acrobatics that most people couldn’t accomplish with their feet on the ground.

“Miami.” Jackie grinned before ripping into the drumstick with her teeth.

Victoria rolled her eyes. One of Marge’s requirements for letting them use the football field was that anyone could attend. The other was that they had to leave the field clean afterward (Victoria was counting on many hands making that light work). But most of the people present didn’t have children at their school. While she was pretty sure she’d never seen them before, they all felt very familiar. Like long-lost family members.

“I mean, we probably have every single carnaval-celebrating Caribbean country represented here.” She pointed to the group of men now dancing by, each wearing his country’s flag as a cape.

“Never underestimate the power of word of mouth. ¿Ñaqui?” Jackie held out her drumstick to Victoria. She took a small, dignified bite. Moist and deliciously tender. Food always tasted better when someone else cooked it.

Victoria took one more bite of chicken before Jackie went off with her friends. She really should get something to eat before it disappeared, but the comparsas had always been one of the best parts of carnaval, and seeing this parading procession live was a good substitute. She didn’t want to miss a thing.

“Can you retie my wings?” Inés asked a few minutes later. Between a ripped pink bedsheet and the crinolines Mami had insisted her two daughters wear when they left Cuba, Jackie had fashioned an impressive fairy dress for Inés. The white sash around the middle passed as wings when made into a huge bow.

Victoria removed the safety pins and reattached the newly tied “wings” to her sister’s shoulders. “Ahí, mira que linda. Where’s Nestico?”

“He’s getting his face painted.” Inés pointed to a table with two clowns giving everyone exaggerated smiles or frowns.

Nestico’s costume had been the easiest to assemble—blue jeans, plaid shirt, and a bandanna and he was supposed to be the Lone Ranger. Victoria supposed even the serious cowboy had to show emotion sometimes.

Not for the first time, she glanced around for Katya. Though Victoria had talked about it endlessly all week while they made cornbread, Dutch babies, and buttermilk biscuits, she supposed she shouldn’t be surprised by Katya’s absence. She could imagine her friend found crowds intimidating.

Her attention returned to a parading group of musicians with brass instruments and drummers, followed by a familiar-looking elderly lady in a lavish white-and-blue ruffled dress and a young boy, about six, in a matching white-and-blue shirt and pants dancing behind them.

“Come, come!” the lady beckoned. Victoria shook her head. She didn’t know the dance or the people; she belonged on the sidelines. Except the lady wasn’t taking no for an answer. She waved her arms more and smiled wider. “Come, solèy leve.”

Solèy leve. Victoria lifted her arms to show off the fading red-into-orange-into-yellow fabric she had sewed onto purple sleeves. Everyone assumed she was an odd butterfly. How had the lady known she was dressed as a sunrise?

A quick glance around the crowd told her that her parents (who weren’t in costume) were talking with friends near the food table. Only some people were watching the parade; others were clumped together in small groups entertained by other happenings of carnaval.

Filled with equal parts embarrassment and excitement, Victoria joined the elderly lady and the little boy. After all, there was something familiar and familial about them. One of the drummers let out a loud whoop, but hopefully that was just part of the musical accompaniment. She waved her arms and twirled in a circle to let her rays of sunlight fan out. The lady held her skirt to swish from side to side as her feet did a fast jig. The little boy ran in a figure eight around them. Victoria laughed, keeping pace with the band. If she was going to make a fool of herself, best to do it at carnaval.

The niñito grabbed their hands and the three of them danced together—kicking their legs, moving their hips, calling out when the song asked it of them. Then he let go of his grandmother’s hand to dance only with Victoria, swinging their arms back and forth. She led him into a spin and then had to duck low when he tried to do the same.

The procession died out, and what felt like the whole crowd of hundreds of people clapped and cheered when the musicians stopped playing. Half embarrassed, half pleased, she curtsied.

“Smile for the camera!”

The elderly lady pulled Victoria into an embrace along with her grandson. The large bulb flashed, and the boxy camera lowered to reveal Phil wearing an old-fashioned suit with suspenders and a hat with a note card on the band that read PRESS.

“Have you been hiding behind the lens all afternoon?” Victoria asked. “I haven’t seen you.”

“The sign of a true photographer and journalist.” Phil held the camera against his chest while his other arm made a grand bowing gesture. “Out of everyone here, how did you meet my grann and brother?”

Victoria turned back to her dancing partners. They had seemed familiar, but really, they looked nothing like Phil and Monique. “They asked, so I joined.”

“Se kanaval. Tout moun se fanmi!” Her arm still around Victoria’s shoulders, Phil’s grann kissed Victoria on the cheek.

Victoria swallowed a wave of emotion. It was like being back home. No one had kissed her since she’d left Cuba. “Oui, we are family,” she said in French.

Phil’s grann squealed, and her two hands cradled Victoria’s face as she kissed each cheek. Victoria returned the kisses as she blushed more.

Maybe Miami could become a second home.
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Victoria, may I speak to you for a second?”

Victoria looked up from her inventory list and almost dropped her pencil. In front of her stood Monique, Phil’s sister. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and she kept rocking back and forth on her heels.

“Jackie’s in the storeroom. Should I go get her?”

“I actually wanted to talk to you.”

Victoria swallowed, bracing herself for a criticism or even a threat. “Of course.”

“I—well, Grann and my brother Marcus can’t stop talking about you, and they want you and Jackie over for dinner at some point. Grann actually said you’re the bee’s knees—all her English expressions are old-fashioned.” Monique rolled her eyes in mock annoyance.

“We’d love to come for dinner, thank you. Please let us know if we can bring anything.” Victoria smiled politely, even though she wondered if the invitation was an empty one. She would also have to ask Jackie if she knew what “bee’s knees” meant. She was pretty sure insects didn’t have knees. “Your grann is one of the sweetest people I’ve met, and Marcus is a perfect gentleman.”

Monique averted her eyes and rocked even more on her heels. “Anyway, uh, if you’d like, you can join our table at lunch on Monday. Apparently we are cousins.”

Victoria blinked to interpret the subtext. Had her grann made her say this, or was the grann’s acceptance of her enough for Monique to finally realize Victoria wasn’t an outsider? “Thank you for the lunch invite as well, and I shall sometimes, but for the most part, I think I’d rather sit under the orange tree. It’s the only quiet time I have all day. You know how trying families can be.”

It hadn’t been meant as a joke, but Monique chuckled. “Phil wasn’t wrong. You are all right.” Then she smiled shyly and waved goodbye.

Victoria waved back and returned to her inventory sheet. She doubted if she would ever understand estadounidense behavior. At least now she had a place to eat on rainy days.

She finished with the inventory and returned the list to the office. On the desk, Mr. Pulaski had left $9.60, her and Jackie’s combined daily wages.

“We’re now at seventy-three dollars and twenty-four cents for Tía’s passport. Almost halfway there,” Victoria said as she and Jackie crossed the street toward the apartment.

Jackie sighed. “It sounds like a lot, and yet it’s still not enough.”

“I know, but we’ll get there.”

“We should have charged people to attend carnaval. We could have made a killing.”

Half a block from the apartment building, the whine of the wrought-iron security gate being wrenched open cut through the afternoon. A split second later, a head of red curls burst through.

“¡Papi está en el hospital!” Nestico called out.

Victoria and Jackie sprinted toward the building. They took the concrete steps two at a time and burst through the apartment door.

“¿Qué pasó con papi?”

They found Mami crying hysterically on Nestico’s couch with Inés offering her a warm mug of malted milk.

“We don’t know,” Inés said, her green eyes wide with shock and confusion. Her voice sounded almost robotic. “They called from the hospital saying he’d been brought in, but then the line cut off before we heard anything else.”

“We have to go to him. I’ve been a bad wife, not taking care of him,” Mami choked out before breaking into a new wave of hysterics.

“I’ll get a paper bag from Mrs. Greenwald. That always helps in the movies.” Jackie left without a further word and returned within seconds.

Since Monique’s awkward apology, a fog had clouded Victoria’s brain. Now it lifted, and she saw everything with clarity.

“Mami, take some deep breaths into the paper bag. We’re going to the hospital as soon as you calm down. You just focus on breathing.” She didn’t say that everything was going to be fine, because Victoria knew nothing about Papi’s condition, and that wasn’t how she’d been raised. When Papalfonso had had his accident, Mamalara had made sure they all knew his recovery wasn’t certain. Honesty hurt less in the long run, Mamalara said. “Inés, help her drink that milk. Nestico, find the map of Miami and the bus routes.”

“¿Estás loca?” Mami dropped the paper bag in ear-piercing shrillness. “Did you forget your grandfather died riding a bus?”

That wasn’t exactly true. Papalfonso had been hit by a bus, which had left him paralyzed for months until he died. But Mami wasn’t in a position to hear technicalities.

“I don’t know how else we can get there, if not by bus,” Victoria tried to reason.

“No, no, we can’t. I can’t.”

On a regular day, Mami would never ride a bus. Too many germs and potential molesters. Now the idea just drove her into further hysteria. Even though Victoria had ridden the bus a few times with Papi in Miami and come out unscathed, it would be impossible to convince Mami otherwise. Yet with every second they wasted, Papi’s condition could be getting worse.

“Let’s take a taxi,” Jackie said.

“But—”

“Buses take a while to come, and we’ll probably have to take two or three different ones to get to the hospital.”

“¿Segura?” Victoria asked Jackie. The only way they could get a taxi was if they paid for it from their passport savings.

Jackie nodded. “We need to do this. You father needs us now.”

Victoria picked up the phone and asked the operator to connect them with a taxi. As she waited for the call to go through, repressed tears trickled down her cheeks. When she caught Jackie’s eye, she mouthed, Gracias.



The taxi got them to the hospital in twenty minutes, but then it took another twenty at the hospital just to confirm that Papi had been admitted. And still no one told them anything. What had happened, what was wrong, nothing. Just directions to the waiting room.

Every five minutes Mami pestered the nurse on duty for updates.

Every five minutes she was told that when there was news, she’d be the first to know.

And so it went for endless minutes that felt like eons.

Nestico fell asleep with his head on Victoria’s lap while Inés pored over a fashion magazine, often showing Victoria the styles she admired, and the ones worth ridiculing. Jackie, who made friends wherever she went, had a friendly debate with a family about the best baseball team.

Victoria sat stock-still. Resting her hand on Nestico’s red curls. Grimacing at Inés’s fashion pictures without looking at them. Thinking that the Dodgers were from Brooklyn, not Los Angeles, but what did she know about sports?

“Mrs. Pino?”

Mami rose to her feet in an instant. The man who addressed her wore a cheap suit and had his hair greased flat against the sides of his head with a distinct central part. By Mami’s instant lip-curling reaction at the sight of him, Victoria knew that she knew he did not work at the hospital.

“Del Mar de Pino,” Mami corrected, and looked about to give him an education on Cuban last names for married women, but the man had turned to gather two other women who had been waiting just as long as them. A Miss Johnson, an older woman whose graying hair was coming out of the curls that had been set that morning, and a Mrs. Lamar, who had straightened black hair and was very young and several months pregnant.

Victoria tried to shift in her seat, but Nestico’s dead weight kept her from budging. At least she heard enough snippets of the conversation to understand what the man said:

He was the boss at the construction site.

There had been a horrible accident, but thankfully only the three men were injured.

All three should make a full recovery.

The company would pay their hospital bills, of course, and their jobs would be available for them when they recovered.

Miss Johnson cried into her handkerchief and thanked the man for his generosity.

Mrs. Lamar remained tight-lipped and silent.

Mami did not remain quiet. But for once her voice wasn’t shrill so much as determined. “That is not acceptable. These men have families to support.” She gestured to her bunch and then to the two women. “Their recovery could easily take two or three months. Does that mean we’re expected to starve during that time? Get thrown out into the streets because the rent is not paid? They got injured on your watch; they should get compensated at minimum their full salaries until they can return to work.”

The twenty-some people in the waiting room all began to clap. Nestico jerked awake and absently clapped without knowing why.

“You tell him, Tía,” Jackie hollered, and Mami didn’t scold her for being unladylike.

The boss man pressed a hand over his greasy head. The eyes of everyone in the waiting room bored into him, including the nurse who had entered with a clipboard.

“Of course they will continue to receive their salaries until they can go back to work. Didn’t I say that? In fact, I have a few desk jobs opening up that pay better than a laborer if they want those instead. I’m sure I mentioned that before.”

Mrs. Lamar nodded her thanks to Mami while Miss Johnson continued to weep at the kindness of people.

The clipboard nurse called on the family with whom Jackie had discussed baseball, and the room returned to waiting.

“Mamalara would be very proud of you,” Victoria told Mami when she returned to her seat.

Mami scoffed at the compliment. “Pues claro. I couldn’t let my husband be treated that way. He’s an educated engineer.”

Victoria smiled and shook her head. Everyone always said that Mami couldn’t take care of her family, that she would panic in a crisis. Very true: Victoria had called the taxi and Jackie had offered the money to pay for it. But when it came to her family’s honor and standing up for what was right, Mami’s strength came through. That was good enough for Victoria.

Judging by the rumbling of her stomach, it must have been near dinnertime (had she even eaten lunch?) when an orderly finally appeared with Papi in a wheelchair, ashen-faced and with a cast on his left arm strapped to his chest.

Papi tried to stand the second the wheelchair stopped, but his legs crumpled underneath him, making him fall back onto the chair.

“¿Qué pasa, qué te pasó?” Mami rushed to his side.

“He’s just coming out of the effects of the ether,” said the orderly. “A doctor will be here shortly. Now you just sit still, sir.”

“A beam fell and landed on us. We’re lucky it didn’t kill us.” Papi took a few deep breaths, holding each intake for a few seconds before exhaling. He straightened up in the chair but didn’t try to get up again. “How did you get here?”

“We took a taxi,” Inés said.

“Though the driver didn’t speak a word of English or Spanish.” Mami proceeded to give an exaggerated account of the business transaction she had negotiated.

Once she was done, Papi reached out to them with his good hand, and each family member gripped one of his fingers, including Jackie. “I know it’s been hard, but being in Miami has been good in making us grow and mature. I’m so pleased to have each and every one of you in my family.”

He let go of their hands to rub his head. When he spoke again, it didn’t sound as if he’d meant to say his thoughts out loud. “I was going to enlist on Monday. To fight for Cuba.”

“So it’s a good thing you got injured,” Mami said. “To prevent your stupidity.”

Maybe because they were in a public hospital surrounded by strangers, or maybe because the ether hadn’t completely left his system, Papi didn’t rise to Mami’s taunts. “I have failed my country.”

“Nonsense. One man can’t make a difference.”

Papi stood again. This time his legs held his weight and he didn’t lose his balance. “If that were true, Fidel Castro wouldn’t be in power.”
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Victoria leaned against the chair in the office to peer into the grocery store. Mr. Pulaski had been called to work the second till during a Saturday morning rush, but now the store had quieted down. She wished he’d return to the office. It was going to be hard enough saying what she needed to say. Being made to wait only made it worse.

Twenty minutes later, Mr. Pulaski finally returned to the office with two empty mugs and busied himself making a fresh pot of coffee.

Now, before he disappeared again.

“Sir.” Victoria took a deep breath and straightened the stack of envelopes she had addressed and stamped. “There’s a matter I’d like to discuss with you.”

Mr. Pulaski’s back muscles tightened. “Don’t tell me you’re quitting.…”

“No, sir, on the contrary. I—you see, the thing is—I was wondering if—” Victoria stammered while her hands continued to organize the items on the desk.

Mr. Pulaski turned away from the brewing coffee to face her.

Victoria shifted uneasily. She didn’t want Mr. Pulaski to think she was being greedy or that she was ungrateful for the extra groceries he gave them. “These bananas are going black; you might as well take them,” he would say, or “I ordered too much meat and it doesn’t fit in the refrigerators.” But since Papi’s injury, the need to get Tía and Mamalara out of Cuba had intensified. She needed their help and support. And, most of all, their love.

She took a deep breath and let the words rush out. “When Jackie and I were hired, you said the starting wage was eighty cents an hour. When are we eligible for a raise?”

Mr. Pulaski pondered the request as he poured out the coffee, and then motioned her to follow him out of the office. He handed a mug to Gladys, the cashier, before taking a sip for himself. Victoria followed and waited patiently by the tills. In Cuba, coffee was comfort food that you shared while socializing with friends or reading the newspaper. Here, estadounidenses seemed to need it in order to function.

Gladys set down her mug of brain fuel first. “The total is $5.79 and the customer gives you a twenty-dollar bill. What’s the change?”

“$14.21,” Victoria answered without thinking about it, but wondering what was going on.

“Total is $8.92 and you get a tenner.”

“$1.08.”

“$11.48 and they pay $15.50.”

“$4.02.”

Gladys winked and returned to her coffee. “Told you, she’d be perfect.”

Victoria turned from one adult to the other. “Perfect for what, may I ask?”

Mr. Pulaski pointed to the empty till he had been manning most of the morning when the newly hired cashier hadn’t shown up. “We need another person on the registers, and Gladys here seems to think trusting a fourteen-year-old to do it is a good idea. Interested?”

It took a second for Victoria to remember that, thanks to Jackie, Mr. Pulaski thought they were both a year older than they were. It took another second for her to realize that he was offering her a job at the till. It was one thing to write down how many cans of peaches they had in stock, but handling money was a whole new level of responsibility. A job she knew for a fact started at ninety cents an hour, ten cents more than her current wage. Fifty to sixty cents more per day, depending how many hours she worked.

“Sir, I would love to work the till, but I have a confession to make. I’m not quite fourteen yet.” Victoria stretched the truth with the resolve that she would reveal her December birthday if Mr. Pulaski asked. She was also careful not to mention Jackie’s real age; that was her secret to reveal, or not. “However, I am in the ninth grade for English and math classes.”

The mug hid Mr. Pulaski’s face for a good minute. When he finally set it down, coffee sloshed against the sides but didn’t spill. “Well, I’ll be damned. Gladys was right that character and smarts are more important than age.”

“Gladys is always right,” Gladys said.

“Will you please tend to your customer?” Mr. Pulaski shook his head as if he didn’t know what to do with her, but Victoria knew by now not to take their banter seriously. Deep down—perhaps very, very deep—she knew they respected each other. “Victoria, if you’re willing, it would be very helpful for me if you worked the till. As you know, the pay is ninety cents an hour.”

“What about Jackie?” Victoria nodded at her cousin, who was busy telling a customer that strawberry season was almost over, so she really should buy two baskets instead of one.

“Jackie, do you want to learn to work the till?” Mr. Pulaski called out when the customer had walked off with a strawberry basket in each hand.

“Only if I have to.” Jackie replaced the strawberries on the display from the tray perched against her hip.

Victoria’s mouth twitched with a repressed correction. Jackie should know not to end a sentence in a preposition. “I meant, will you raise Jackie’s salary to ninety cents as well?”

“She is more efficient than the stock boy, and is a great saleswoman,” Gladys added.

“Thank you, Gladys.” Mr. Pulaski sighed. “Yes, fine, I can pay you both the same. And you better take some strawberries home with you. They won’t last until Monday.”



“So with today’s earnings and promotion, we’re now at eighty-two dollars and forty-one cents,” Victoria whispered in Spanish to Jackie, who was restocking the gum packets next to Victoria’s till.

Mr. Pulaski had left her on her own after she’d proven herself by correctly ringing up a few customers. After that, she’d only had to ask Gladys questions twice, and that was because she couldn’t find the price on the item. As far as she knew, toca madera, she hadn’t made any mistakes.

With everyone in the store occupied (Gladys in the bathroom, Mr. Pulaski outside with a cigarette, and a few customers browsing the aisles), Victoria shared her newest concern. “We need to start thinking where we’re going to get a fake passport and how we’re going to get it to your mother.”

Jackie nodded. “Let’s ask your father again when we get home. There must be some relative here in Miami who knows someone who knows someone.”

Most definitely. The Miami Cubans all knew each other, and Papi had always been very good at being in the know. They’d have to ask tonight.

Until the secret attack took place, and they were all on the plane back to Cuba, neither she nor Jackie was going to stop saving for Tía Larita’s passport. Too much had happened with Cuba to be certain of anything anymore.

“You also know everyone at school,” Victoria pointed out without any resentment. She never wanted Jackie to change. “Maybe you can ask one of those Cuban boys who play baseball with you. Subtly, of course. And I’ll keep my ear out. No one ever notices me sitting under the orange tree.”

Jackie nodded again and eased away as a customer came to Victoria’s till.

“So the boss man finally has you moving up in the world,” said one of their regular customers.

Victoria smiled, not sure how to reply and not wanting to get distracted. Five pounds of flour, fifty-four cents. Five pounds of sugar, fifty-eight cents.

Gladys, having returned from the bathroom, answered instead. “No, the girl’s got gumption. Went right up to Peter and asked for a raise for herself and Jackie.”

“Good for you,” the customer said.

Victoria blushed as she added the five cents of the newspaper tucked under the customer’s arm. She did a quick surveillance to make sure she’d rung up everything before responding. “Thank you. I’m pleased Mr. Pulaski agreed.”

The customer gave Victoria’s left hand a squeeze. “Too many girls have been raised not to ask for what they want. Don’t ever be afraid to ask. Demand it if you have to.”

“Hear, hear!” Gladys cheered.

Victoria didn’t respond. If only it were as easy as that. If only they could put an ad in the newspaper: WANTED: PASSPORT FORGER.
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Jackie.”

Just as they passed the elementary school, a figure emerged from the shadows like a spy.

“Eh, Rubén, ¿qué tal?” Jackie gave him the secret handshake she used with the morning baseball crew.

“Can we talk in private?” He jerked his head toward the football field where they had held carnaval.

Taking a hint, Victoria started walking faster toward the junior high school. Jackie reached out to pull her back. “She’s my cousin. We can talk in front of her.”

Jackie knew what he had to report, because she knew what she had asked of him.

Rubén, however, hesitated. “Let’s go out into the field anyway. Too many people use this walkway.”

They walked in silence until they had almost reached the bleachers on the opposite sideline. “So I asked my dad about the passport forger—he had to get his altered because it said abogado, and you know they aren’t letting lawyers and other professionals out.”

Jackie nodded. She remembered that it was only a fluke that Tío Ernesto, an engineer, had been allowed out.

“But the thing is, he got the alteration while still in Cuba,” Rubén said.

Jackie understood what he wasn’t saying. “So he doesn’t know anyone locally?”

“No. There’s a rumor of someone in Hialeah, but my dad doesn’t know his name or how to get in touch with him.”

“I suppose that’s better than nothing,” said Victoria, ever the optimist.

“And you don’t have any other leads?” Jackie folded her arms tight across her chest, disappointed in her friend. If this was it, then why all the stupid secrecy?

“Well…” Rubén double-checked that no one was lurking behind the bleachers. “My dad did say there is a way of using his guy in Cuba.”

“Why didn’t you start with that?” Jackie demanded.

“It’s complicated. You’d have to send the money to a bank in Aruba and send all the paperwork to a post-office box there. The forger—or an associate, more likely—picks up the money and forms and smuggles them back into Cuba.”

Jackie rolled her eyes. “It sounds like something out of a radio play or movie.”

“My dad says it’s legitimate.”

“You should never wire money to a stranger. And to a foreign country? There’s no guarantee we won’t be robbed.” Victoria shook her head. Thank goodness Jackie had insisted Victoria stay. Jackie would never have known to think about those things.

“There’s more.” Rubén stuffed his hands deep in his pockets. “You then have to get word to the person wanting the forgery to pick up the passport in Santiago for an additional fee.”

Jackie let out a string of swear words that left Victoria blushing. Paying the additional fee was irrelevant: Mima could afford it. Pipo could too, though he’d never leave and never part with so much dough. Even with gasoline shortages and guards stopping vehicles traveling for any reason besides work, Mima could still find a way to get to Santiago de Cuba, hours away in the southeastern part of the island. The problem all came down to communication. If there were a way to confidentially communicate with Mima, everything would be simpler. They could send her directly to Rubén’s dad’s guy and skip the whole sending-money-to-Aruba part.

But they had no way to contact Mima. They had heard nothing from anyone in Cuba since Jackie arrived.

“See you on the diamond? We still have a few minutes.” And Rubén loped off to the rest of the boys Jackie usually joined for a quick inning before the bell rang.

Instead of going after him, Jackie turned and buried her head in Victoria’s shoulder, almost knocking her off her feet. But Victoria took a step back to regain her balance and wrapped her slender arms quickly around Jackie to hold her tight.

“It’s useless,” Jackie sobbed. For months she had been burying her feelings, staying strong, avoiding anything that would make Real Jackie break down. But she couldn’t anymore. She couldn’t. “Everything we’ve done, for nothing. We’re never going to get Mima out. Even if by some miracle this forger guy in Santiago doesn’t cheat us, we can’t get the passport to Mima. If Alto can’t get Mima a passport, in what universe did we think we could instead? And don’t say we’re going home soon anyway, because that’s never going to happen. I know I’m never going to see my family again.”

Jackie wept harder, her whole body shaking. She felt Victoria pressing her cheek against the top of her hair as Victoria always did, being half a head taller than her.

“I know it’s hard, mama.” Victoria used the term of endearment every Cuban had been called. “But I’m not giving up. I’ll continue doing everything I can. Both for returning home and for getting your mom out, whichever comes first.”

“You’re just in denial.”

“Maybe, but if we did nothing, and then found out there were things we could have done, we would feel far worse.”

The words hung around them for several agonizing minutes. Jackie wanted nothing more than to pout, scream, and whine. But the longer she thought about what Victoria had said, the more she realized she couldn’t disagree.

“You’re right. We can’t give up.” Jackie rubbed her face dry against Victoria’s cuffed shirt sleeve before straightening up. She squared her shoulders but still reached for her cousin’s supportive hand. Through her swollen eyes, it took a second to realize they must have missed the first bell, judging by the empty fields and lack of students milling around the school entrance.

Good. She couldn’t bear introducing her friends to Real Jackie.
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The lid on the metal pot rattled. Steam and gray froth seeped through and then parted ways: the steam rising to the ceiling and the froth streaming down the side of the pot. It sizzled and crackled upon meeting the gas burner.

Victoria leaped to her feet from the kitchen table, where she’d been reading King of the Wind by her favorite author, Marguerite Henry.

Flames burned up the side of the pot. She turned off the gas to kill the fire, then moved the pot to a different burner and ignited the stove again. No matter how many times she cooked legumes—be they black beans, split peas, or today’s lentils—the pot always overflowed. On the plus side, after it had spilled over once, the beans would cook without any further concern. Weird how that worked.

“Your father’s not back yet?” Mami asked, coming out of the bedroom with her wet hair pinned in curls, even though her beauty efforts weren’t seen by anyone outside the family.

Victoria shrugged; her attention remained on cleaning up the mess and on the spirited stallion forced to earn his keep that she left in her book.

“It’s getting late. I hope nothing’s happened to him.” Mami opened the apartment door to look out and then went to the phone receiver to make sure no one in the building had left the communal party line off the hook. The private phone lines they had had in Cuba, both in La Habana and in la finca, now seemed like luxuries of the past. Victoria heard the dial tone from where she stood, blowing on a spoon to taste her soup. The lentils were only just starting to soften and would need another fifteen minutes or so of cooking. At least the burnt stench outside the pot didn’t affect the contents inside.

Dinnertime came, and still no Papi. Victoria finished her book and served the soup before everyone got crabby. Not that Mami ate more than a spoonful.

“He’s been in another accident, I know it,” Mami whined as she paced the short length of the apartment. “I knew he shouldn’t have returned to work with his arm still in a cast, but he kept insisting that he could, now that he works in the office.”

The opening groan of the wrought-iron gate into their compound caught Victoria’s attention. Through the open window came a song she recognized despite it being sung completely off-key.

“Papi?” Victoria opened the door, followed by the rest of her family. The singing continued, a lamenting melody added to a José Martí poem.

In the darkness she saw a figure crumple near the top of the stairs. They all rushed to him. Papi sat leaning against the stair railing, continuing his mournful singing.

“Papi?” This time it came out more like a whisper as she stood in front of him.

“Hey, there you are. The ones that can take care of everything. So take care of this. Solve all our problems.” Papi made to stand up, but found he didn’t have the strength.

“Careful he doesn’t fall down the stairs,” Mami warned. Considering his position, that was a real risk.

“Are you drunk?” Nestico gasped.

“Course not.” Papi faltered in a way that indicated he definitely was drunk.

Jackie placed his arm over her shoulders, and it still took Victoria and Inés to help heave him up, with Nestico behind him on the stairs to push him forward and Mami holding the door open. They got him into the apartment, where he collapsed headfirst onto the couch, his long legs sticking out over the arm.

“Inés, take off his shoes. Victoria, get him a thick slice of bread. Jackie and Nestico, turn him over.” Mami took charge without going into her usual hysterics.

Victoria did as Mami had asked and cut an uneven chunk of bakery bread Mr. Pulaski had given her since it hadn’t sold by the time they came in for groceries after school. She placed it under the broiler for a couple of minutes to revive it and then slathered it with lard and honey, a concoction Nestico had invented and Papi appreciated.

“Here.” She brought the plate over to Papi, who had been turned over and slouched against the armrest with his legs stretched out in front of him.

For several minutes, Papi focused on eating, ignoring Mami’s protests that not only was he eating with his hands, but he was sucking the sweet grease off his fingers as well. Victoria brought him a napkin and two glasses of reconstituted powdered milk.

Shadows from the lamplight cast gaunt features on Papi’s face, aging him by at least twenty years. He rested his head in his sticky hand and finally talked.

“We’re done. It’s hopeless.” He spoke to his left arm, still in a cast. No one dared interrupt. “That battle I wanted to fight in, it started two days ago. One thousand four hundred men, brigade 2506, were sent to Playa Girón. It was supposed to be a secret attack, but they were ambushed. Everything went wrong. Fidel’s men knew they were coming and were ready for them. Men parachuting down were shot as they fell.” Papi mimed a rifle and shot at the invisible people in front of him. Disgust at the actions twisted his face into further rage. “A Soviet tank took down some planes. Troops were given the wrong ammunition for their weapons; they had no way to defend themselves. Those who remain alive have been captured and hauled to prison. What should have been an easy in-and-out mission turned into a massacre. We’ve been betrayed.”

Anger launched Papi off the couch as he shook his fists in the air.

“What was the U.S. government playing at, giving us the wrong ammunition? That was no simple mistake but a deliberate massacre. And that’s not all. One of the pilots, seeing what was happening, how everyone was dropping like flies, refused to let his men parachute out. Radio orders insisted that he continue as planned, but he disobeyed and returned to the base. The men he had with him might be the only ones who survived unscathed of the one thousand four hundred.”

Papi tripped over his own feet, hit the floor with a thunk, and continued ranting from there. “We had the willing men, and the world let us down. ¡Qué embarque! They knew we were coming. It’s all over. We’re over.”

Victoria tried to make sense of everything Papi had said. She knew the government had been carefully planning this attack for months—Papi had said that Eisenhower approved the funds while still in office. The U.S. government had agreed to train the Cuban volunteers and provide the arms. Contrarrevolucionarios on the island, like Alto, were supposed to join forces with the exiles. Their secret plan of attack had been leaked from somewhere. Or maybe from many somewheres. Too much had gone awry for there to be only one responsible party. Though it did all boil down to the desgraciado Fidel Castro.

“¿Ya ves? Aren’t you glad you didn’t enlist?” Mami reached for Papi’s hand to help him up.

Papi shook it away and stood on his own. “What if I had? What if I had been the one man to make a difference? My grandfather fought in the Ten Years’ War; he taught me about guns. I might have noticed before taking off that we had the wrong ammunition.”

“Papi, you can’t blame yourself,” Victoria said. “It’s not your fault.”

“I’m glad you’re not dead,” said Nestico.

“Me too,” added Inés.

Jackie said nothing, and Victoria knew what she was thinking. Her family was still on the island. And they hadn’t heard a word from anyone in months.

Papi continued ranting. “I must have known at least five of those volunteers. Maybe more. Two of them are cousins. I haven’t seen them since we were children, and now I’ll never seen them again.”

Nestico wrapped his arms around Victoria’s waist. Inés rested her head on her shoulder. Victoria combed Nestico’s curls out of his eyes and kissed Inés. Jackie stood frozen, too far away for Victoria to comfort her.

“Is… is it certain that everyone is dead?” Jackie whispered.

“The official death list hasn’t come out. Cuba is lost,” Papi said, burrowing his head in his hands. His shoulders began to shake. It took Victoria a moment to understand what she was seeing. Papi, who had scolded Nestico by the time he was three to “man up” and not be a “sissy,” was crying.

“We’re never returning home,” Papi mourned.
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There still hadn’t been a single word from Mima or Pipo. Not. A. Single. Word. No letters, no calls, no telegrams. Not even a carrier pigeon dropping a “gift” for her birthday back in January. Upon hearing of the botched battle at Playa Girón, they tried for hours to call home. But so did every other Cuban in exile. Everyone still had someone they knew and cared about on the island. The phone lines that hadn’t been cut couldn’t handle the multitude of calls.

It was just Jackie’s luck that she didn’t have just one person she cared about in Cuba, but her whole family.

Mima could have at least written once to tell her that the cat was still alive!

Or did the Cuban government think that even that was code and therefore classified the letter as undeliverable?

Tío Ernesto regularly mentioned that this relative or that cousin had now come to Miami. When Jackie asked him if the newly arrived knew anything about her family, the most common answer she would get was that they hadn’t seen them in a while. Of course not. Even when Jackie still lived there, social calls had ceased; people no longer stopped in the middle of the street with bags of shopping to chismear with someone they hadn’t seen in three whole days.

If Mima wanted to, though, it wouldn’t be too hard to send a message with the departing people. Even a verbal “Tell Jackie I miss her” would be sufficient. Just something instead of this horrible radio silence.

So much for no news being good news.

The newspapers implied that the battle had been fought primarily in Playa Girón, that civilians in La Habana were safe, but what could reporters a million miles away know when the Cuban government refused to leak information about an overweight orange cat?
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After they all took the day off from school and work, Papi made them return, when really all Victoria wanted to do was bury her face in a pillow and scream, or cuddle Mrs. Greenwald’s cat, even though he was slender and slick instead of fat and hairy like Gnomo back home. Oh, Gnomo! Oh, Diogenes—never again would she see the finca and ride through the tropical orchards. Her happy place no longer existed for her. And it could very well be destroyed and ruined, if it wasn’t already.

Despite all the delays, political news, and family pessimism, she had always truly thought that they would return home someday.

But just as Mami had predicted on the plane, when she’d told them to look out the window and bid their country farewell, there was no returning to Cuba.

No going back.

Victoria hugged her knees in the solitude of the shade of her orange tree.

Papi’s words beat in her head: “the ones that can take care of everything.”

But they couldn’t—she couldn’t!

She had worked hard to save the money needed for Tía’s passport, but neither she nor Jackie had found a way of buying a fake, which was just as well since they also had no idea how to get it to Tía Larita once they acquired it. Victoria couldn’t take care of the burning desire to hop on a horse and not take care of anything anymore. She couldn’t.

Jackie’s laughter echoed across the courtyard from the open cafeteria. Laughing as if everything were fine. Or maybe Jackie was just better at hiding. Victoria squeezed her knees tighter. She couldn’t bear to stand in line for lunch around all these people who didn’t seem to know, or care, what had happened on a foreign island so close and yet so far away.

“Su papá. Se lo llevaron.”

Victoria turned her head toward the voices. Voices of Cubans she still hadn’t befriended. For her it was easier to strike up a conversation with an individual than to initiate something with a group where no one knew her, even if they all shared a common background.

She didn’t worry about that now as she stood and emerged from the shelter of the orange tree. “Whose dad? Took him where?”

“Rubén’s.” A boy gestured at the air next to him to indicate the boy who wasn’t present. “His father went to fight in Playa Girón. He’s been taken prisoner. They say the fortress still has a torture chamber.”

“My cousin was arrested for being in a riot last year. For three months they kept him in a cell that was so small he couldn’t stand up or lie down,” said the girl who had gone to school with Victoria in Cuba.

The rest of the group nodded in agreement before continuing on their way.

Victoria’s hand scraped against the tree trunk as it caught her weight.

It was all too much. It could have easily been her papi or her cousin. Any of this could have happened to someone she knew and loved.

She should have insisted on staying home from school again, even though she’d spent all of yesterday comforting her family, making sure meals were made and eaten. This morning she’d woken up to Inés having wet the bed, to Nestico screaming in nightmare terror. She’d tried reassuring Jackie that no news was good news when Mami got on the phone with Miami’s Cuban Gossip Network and discovered nothing about Jackie’s parents and Mamalara.

But no one had thought to comfort Victoria.

She loped blindly through the empty school corridors—the seventh graders were all at lunch; the eighth and ninth graders were in class. Without realizing it, she found herself in Miss Jiménez’s home-economics classroom. She had no horse to jump on for escape, so her subconscious had brought her to the closest place resembling the comfort of Mamalara’s kitchen.

“Victoria?” Miss Jiménez called from her desk, but Victoria barely heard her. Instead she gathered a ten-pound burlap sack of beans from the well-stocked storage cupboard and carried it with her to the broom closet, where she shut the door. Hugging the sack to her chest as if it were Mamalara’s bosom, she crumpled onto the floor next to the mop and began to sob.

A hand rubbed her shoulder and back; a voice hummed an unknown tune. Victoria clutched her beans tighter and continued to cry her heart out. Every time she thought of her family, the farm, and her home, a fresh supply of hurt and pain dug into her soul. How could she go on? There was no hope for anything. The life and the people she loved were all out of reach.

The humming and back rubbing worked their soothing magic. Slowly, the choking sensation ceased; her chest stopped convulsing; her eyes stopped producing tears.

She eased off her bean embrace and brought her wrist to her face to wipe her nose and eyes.

The humming stopped and was replaced by a single word. “Here.”

A paper tissue appeared in front of her face. She blew her nose twice and accepted a second tissue for future use. Her nose wrinkled at the now-detectable musty smell within the closet.

“And this to clean your face.” A soft, wet cloth materialized as the tissue had.

Victoria draped the cloth over her eyes, nose, and cheeks, enjoying the refreshing feel on her hot and blotchy skin. When she removed it, she was finally calm enough to notice the smiling, friendly face of her friend.

“I have some water, when you’re ready,” Katya said.

Water. Yes, that would be nice. Even if it had come from the sink. Victoria released her grip on the sack of beans and drank.

“My abuela always said a kitchen is where you come home to,” Miss Jiménez said, walking over. “It’s the place to heal and cry, grow and gain nourishment. I’m glad my classroom can be that place for you girls.”

Just like Mamalara’s kitchen, where her whole family of cousins always gathered, regardless of mealtimes.

Miss Jiménez continued with an amused glint in her eye. “But I’ve never seen someone actively seek comfort from a burlap sack of beans before. I’m impressed you carried the forty pounds to the broom closet.”

“I thought it was only ten.” Victoria patted her sack friend and then recoiled at the wet spot she’d made on the burlap. “¡Ay no! Have I ruined the whole bag?”

Miss Jiménez laughed. “Beans are resilient. A few tears won’t hurt them. Like you with the forty pounds: you’re stronger than you think.”

Victoria said nothing, not knowing how to respond, and fiddled with the hem of her skirt. Besides, the teacher was wrong. She wasn’t strong. That was the problem.

Miss Jiménez straightened up and headed to the door. “The bell will ring in about three minutes, but I need to pick up some extra sick passes from Marge for you two. Take the time you need. I know it’s been a rough few days for both of you. Katya, if you look in my desk drawer, you might find some leftover Easter candies I made with my ninth graders. I recommend the chocolate eggs.”

Katya took the hint and returned with two confections, the size of real eggs, wrapped in foil. A hard chocolate shell made way to a soft caramel “yolk” that tasted like dulce de leche. There was no polite way to eat them, and breaking off bits of chocolate to scoop the sweet center proved the most efficient. Miss Jiménez had been right to recommend them. The day didn’t seem quite as bleak as it had been.

Victoria wiped her fingers clean with the wet cloth Katya had brought her and hoped Miss Jiménez wouldn’t mind if she poured them each a glass of fresh milk to cleanse the palate.

“I’m glad you’re here. Thank you,” Victoria told Katya as she handed her the milk. “I needed a friend, and you’ve always been nice to me.”

“You’ve never been mean to me.”

Victoria heard the bitterness in Katya’s words. She knew Katya was teased and harassed for her accent and for being Russian.

“Miss Jiménez mentioned that it’s been a hard week for both of us. Has something happened to you?” Because of Katya’s reluctance to talk during their class, Victoria realized that she really didn’t know much about her.

Katya kept quiet for a minute. Victoria was about to say that she didn’t need to reply when she did. “Someone wrote ‘Communist’ in red paint on my locker yesterday. Today it said ‘die.’ ”

“How awful! Do you think it was Rebecca?” That girl always seemed to cause trouble.

Katya shook her head, her white face flushing pink. “A Cuban called Rubén. Because of the Soviet aid at the Bay of Pigs.”

Victoria reached out to her friend, giving her hand a squeeze within her two. “It’s never bothered me that you’re Russian. I know you have nothing to do with your country’s actions. None of this is your fault.”

“I know.” But she convinced no one with that statement.

Understandable. It wasn’t easy to feel blameless. “Do you miss Russia?”

“Sometimes, but my parents miss it more,” Katya sighed. “Every night I hear them cry themselves to sleep.”

“Why did your family leave?”

Again Katya didn’t say anything for a while.

“I’m sorry. It’s none of my business,” Victoria said.

Katya nursed the glass of milk Victoria had poured for her, holding it with two hands for security, or comfort. Victoria remembered doing the same thing outside Papalfonso’s library. When Katya finally spoke, her focus remained on the glass. “My father was in the Communist army. He believed in the cause—to be free and rid of the ruling class. My grandfather was an officer in Stalin’s inner circle.”

Victoria’s hand flew to her mouth, but the gasp still escaped. After World War II, Joseph Stalin had led the Russian army to invade the surrounding nations to create the Communist U.S.S.R. Millions of people had died because of him, and that wasn’t an exaggeration. Nor had the violence stopped with his death.

Katya’s eyes shifted but still refused contact with anything other than the milk glass.

“One day, Papa heard of a traitor hiding in a cellar. It was his childhood friend with his family. Orders came to execute them all, including the daughter my age, and the pregnant wife.”

Tears returned to Victoria’s eyes. She didn’t want to hear this. That could too easily happen to Mamalara, Tía, and baby Clark, just for being against Fidel’s Communist government. And what about Gilberto on the farm? And most of all Alto? He was never one for backing down or giving in.

But Victoria said nothing. Katya had probably never told anyone this. Just as Victoria had needed to break down into a wailing mess, maybe Katya needed to get her woes off her chest. This time Victoria handed her friend the paper tissue she had saved, but Katya’s eyes remained dry and blank.

“The little girl was shot first. The soldiers’ bullets killed her, but Papa turned and shot his two comrades instead. Now a traitor himself, Papa raced home, and we fled on foot with nothing but the clothes on our back. It took five months to get to Poland, another five to get visas to come here. They granted us entrance as political refugees.”

“Us too.” Except Victoria’s family hadn’t spent almost a year running and hiding, scared and homeless. “What happened to the friend and his pregnant wife?”

“They fled too, but we didn’t travel with them. We don’t know if they survived.”

“How old were you when you left?”

“Eight.”

Nestico’s age. “That must have been awful.”

“The worst part was leaving behind my babushka,” Katya continued in her flat voice. Victoria knew that showing she cared would hurt too much. “We left without her knowing anything. Papa said it was for her safety. But I know she could have made it with us to Poland. I’ve never met a stronger person.”

Strong like Mamalara. And, from the sound of it, just as stubborn. Just as missed. “Is she still alive?”

Here Katya’s voice faltered, grief breaking through the emotionless defense. “We don’t know. We’re traitors and fugitives. We’ve sent her letters to tell her we were safe, but we have no way of knowing if she received them. We’ve heard nothing from her in return.”

Just like all the letters she and Jackie had exchanged—she’d only received three, one of which had arrived after Jackie, while Jackie hadn’t gotten any at all while in Cuba. Just like they’d heard nothing from anyone back home since the garbled phone call announcing Jackie’s pending arrival.

“If only there were a way to get your babushka to Cuba,” Victoria mused. “With our countries being such good friends, it would probably be easy for her to get permission to fly over. Once she’s there, she could get a fake birth certificate and apply for a Cuban passport. It shouldn’t be too hard—the government doesn’t want to support old people. And the U.S. government is welcoming Cubans with open arms.” That was about the only good thing the U.S. government was doing after letting them down in the battle at Playa Girón.

Katya sat still as a statue, her face turned to stone and completely unreadable.

“Sorry. Forget I said anything.” Victoria had offended her. She had to stop trying to solve other people’s problems. Especially when she couldn’t solve her own. “I’m not Russian, I’m not in politics, so of course I know nothing about how things really work.”

Katya, however, burst into a rare wide smile. She took Victoria’s face in her hands and kissed her hard on the cheek. “We’re both going to be reunited with our families soon. I can feel it.”

Now it was Victoria’s turn to be silent. Too much had happened for her to get her hopes up again.
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Trill, trill, triiiiill went the telephone.

Victoria ignored it. She had wanted to try her hand at pastry to make empanadas and was literally covered in dough. Besides, the phone never rang for her family. The ring tone had to be two shorts and a long and that was—

Trill, trill, triiiiill. Trill, trill, triiiiill!

“Contesta el teléfono. It’s for us,” Victoria called, but with Mami in the bedroom and the others in the pool, she was the closest.

Trill, trill—

Victoria knocked over the receiver with her elbow and leaned her head uncomfortably to the black plastic ear and mouthpiece. “Sí, hello, Pino del Mar.”

“I have an international collect call from Cuba from…,” said the nasal voice of the phone operator.

Tío Rodrigo’s deep voice came on for just a second. “Mataron a Alto.”

The dough dropped to the floor with a splat.

“Do you accept the charges?”

“Yes, I accept!” she yelled into the receiver.

But it was too late. They’d been disconnected.
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Miami’s Cuban Gossip Network had outdone itself. Between the static underground radio broadcasts from the island, new arrivals bringing more news, and everyone always being up in everyone’s business anyway, there wasn’t a single Cuban in Miami-Dade who didn’t know about the assassination of Alberto “Alto” Normán del Mar Fernández.

The memorial service was held in a modern Catholic church with high wooden beams angled to give the ceiling the appearance of ascending to heaven.

If you believed in that baloney.

Jackie didn’t know if there was anything left even worth believing in. If there were a God, Alto would still be here. If there were a God, Mima would be here. If a God really wanted to assert his, or her, power, Fidel Castro would never have been born. That much Jackie believed to be true.

“Alto was a brave soul, a true Cuban, who stopped at nothing to drive out Communism and see us return home. His presence in this world will surely be missed.” The Cuban priest delivered his sermon in Spanish.

All around Jackie, people sniffed, blotted their eyes, or sat in cold silence, their tears already dried up. Like hers. Next to her, Inés sobbed into Victoria’s shoulder. Despite having just turned eleven, Inés spent the whole service in Victoria’s embrace. Not that Victoria seemed to mind. It was like she needed to hold Inés as much as the girl needed to be held. On their other side, Nestico, by contrast, couldn’t keep still and continuously kicked the pew in front of them. Until the person in front whispered sharply that he would give him a cocotazo if he didn’t stop.

That kept him still for one minute. Maybe two.

Jackie squeezed her eyes tight, but the same way a yawn is contagious, it’s hard to keep from weeping when everyone around you is doing just that. Hundreds of Cubans on the island had apparently witnessed the public execution, a warning and a reminder of what happened to those who dared defy the government. At least he had gone like he’d wanted to—quickly and without prior torture.

She turned her attention away from the priest. It was easier not to cry, not to hurt, if she didn’t look straight ahead. Alto, she knew, would understand her aversion.

From one of the side entrances, a man slipped in and sat alone in a far pew. Despite the Miami heat, he wore a black suit with a black shirt underneath; most of the men present wore the traditional short-sleeved guayabera. Even though his head hung low, Jackie knew she had never seen him before.

“Your memory will live on in the hearts of those who loved you and in every Cuban your heart touched. It is with these blessings that we send you to your rightful home in the arms of God. Amen.” The priest raised his arms to the heaven-bound ceiling and the organ played “Ave María” as the public rose from the pews.

“It should play ‘Jailhouse Rock.’ That was his favorite song,” Jackie muttered to Victoria.

“Do you remember when he taught us how to dance with a wooden chair?” Victoria whispered back.

“I remember that!” Inés said as she slid off the pew to go wander through the crowd.

“I think my legs have fallen asleep.” Victoria leaned against Jackie’s solid shoulder as she tried to revive her circulation. Not that Jackie cared. Her attention had returned to that one unfamiliar guest.

He moved a bit closer but still remained on the fringes as if biding his time. For what, she didn’t know. He probably wasn’t too much older than Alto, but it was hard to tell with his broken nose and heavily scarred face. Maybe she had read too many Dick Tracy comic books, but something told her to keep an eye on him.

“Jackie, is that you? Of course it is, you look just like your mother.” A cousin pinched her cheeks before joining the crowd around Sonia and Berti, Alto’s parents, to offer her condolences.

“I hate when they do that.” Jackie rubbed feeling back into her cheeks. “And why do they always say I look like Mima? I’m not pretty like her.”

Victoria looked about to respond when her own cheeks got subjected to ruthless pinching.

The crowd around Sonia and Berti eased, and that was when the stranger made his move.

Jackie did the same, slipping past relatives to get close. She had to know who this person was. A few feet away, she bent over to inconspicuously fiddle with the new black canvas slip-ons Tío Ernesto had bought her for the funeral.

“Señor y señora, I am deeply sorry for your loss. He was a good man. The best,” the stranger said in a low mumble.

Sonia nodded in thanks as fresh tears formed. “Were you a friend of Alto’s?”

“More like his associate,” he continued in his mumble. “We both believed in the same cause, so to speak. I’m actually here because of him—he saved my life last year. Warned me to get out of Cuba, that they were coming for me. I’m just sorry I couldn’t have warned him in turn.”

By the pause in response, Jackie knew Alto’s parents hadn’t understood half of the man’s mumble. Cubans liked their words loud and enunciated.

Berti finally seemed to accept that whatever had been mumbled was complimentary and offered his hand. “What is your name, hijo?”

“Carlos, but everyone knows me as Coco.”

The hairs on the back of Jackie’s neck rose to full attention. She’d known he was worth watching. This Coco had been Alto’s forger friend! Guess there was a God after all.

“If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.” Coco offered his hand to Sonia.

“Gracias, hijo. Que Dios te bendiga.”

With his head bowed, Coco shoved his hands in his pockets and headed to the side door from which he had entered.

Four relatives crowded around Alto’s parents, and Jackie had to squeeze her way through them. Rushing back to her family, she reached out as if she had extendable arms, grabbed Victoria by the wrist, and hauled her away toward the disappearing Coco.

“No running in the church, children. God values patience,” the priest scolded them.

Yes, they had been patient, and now they were getting rewarded, if only they could get to Coco in time.

Once outside, Jackie caught sight of the black suit and the swagger of a man walking with his hands still in his pockets.

“Don Coco! Please, we need to speak to you.” Jackie dropped Victoria’s wrist, ready to sprint after him if he broke into a run.

For a second, fear flashed across his eyes as he looked over his shoulder; then he relaxed when he saw who was calling him. He stopped walking. For the first time ever, Jackie was pleased to have been born an “innocent-looking” girl. Though he did watch his back by leaning againsta wall.

“Forgive us for bothering you, Don Coco.” Jackie continued to address him with respect when they reached him. “But can you make us a passport?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Coco’s eyes shifted as if looking for spies with cameras lurking in bushes or bug recording devices. He probably wasn’t used to being so exposed out in the daylight in the middle of a residential road. At least, that was the story Jackie told herself. It had been a while since she’d listened to a good radio play, and her imagination was getting bored.

One thing Jackie knew for sure, though, was that he most definitely knew what they were talking about.

“Please, if you can help, Don Coco,” Victoria pleaded, quickly realizing who he must be. Jackie had mentioned his name a couple of times while they plotted into the night from the top bunk. “We’re desperate to get Jackie’s mother out of Cuba. She has a little baby, and they can barely find any formula for him.”

Jackie knew that Victoria knew that Clark, at almost ten months old, was past the age of only drinking formula, but she admired her cousin’s moxie. She added, “Mima was like an older sister to Alto.”

“They were primos hermanos. And in turn, we loved him like an older brother,” Victoria said without exaggerating. They had loved him like a brother.

And even though Jackie had rarely been to church, she laid on the guilt like any good Cuban. “I heard you say that Alto saved your life. He didn’t know you escaped. He died thinking you’d been captured. That he hadn’t warned you in time.”

Coco took off his suit jacket as if biding his time. “Fake passports cost a lot of money.”

Jackie rolled her eyes. They weren’t stupid. “We have been working for months and have saved over a hundred and fifty dollars for her passport.”

“You girls have saved a hundred and fifty dollars?”

“Technically it’s one hundred forty-three dollars and forty-seven cents; we’ve had a few setbacks,” Victoria admitted. “By next week, we will be at one hundred and fifty dollars.”

“It’s our own money.” Somehow it felt important to Jackie to clarify this. That the money wasn’t just something their parents had given them on some silly whim. “We worked hard and got no handouts.”

Coco again surveyed their surroundings, his eyes shifting around the quiet residential neighborhood. “I suppose I can do it for one fifty. But how are you going to get it to Cuba?”

Victoria gulped, her confidence failing. “We’re still struggling with that part.”

“Perhaps you know someone…?” Jackie asked in a voice that was half flattering, half baiting.

It worked. Coco nodded his head slowly, as if thinking about it, though Jackie suspected he already knew of someone, maybe even himself. “I might. But you’d have to cover the plane ticket. And then there’s the smuggling fee.”

Next to her Victoria completely faltered. Jackie could see the calculations in her head of how much that would cost. But then Jackie also saw the line of determination cross Victoria’s brow. Summer was nearing and Mr. Pulaski had said he would have extra hours for them. They’d come this far—they weren’t giving up now.

“We’ll worry about that later,” Jackie reassured her cousin and the forger. “For now, we’d like to get the passport.”

“Do you have a photograph?”

Now it was Jackie’s turn to falter. How could she have forgotten the most essential thing? Of course she didn’t have one—the government hadn’t allowed her to leave with anything but her two changes of clothes and the dime for the pay phone. Without a photograph, a passport was useless.

She turned to Victoria in a panic. Maybe if they looked through magazines, they would find someone who kind of resembled Mima?

Victoria, however, didn’t seem to share her concern. In fact she was smiling. “We can get you a photograph, not a problem. How soon do you need it and where should we bring it?”

Done with excuses, Don Coco withdrew a pen and notepad from inside his jacket and wrote down his phone number and address in Hialeah. In turn, though still confused about the photograph, Jackie wrote down all of Mima’s information: full name, parents’ first names, place of birth, date of birth, marital status, profession, height, and skin, eye, and hair color.

Clark, still being an infant, didn’t need to be included in his mother’s passport.

They sealed the deal with a handshake, made arrangements to meet next week, and went their separate ways. Victoria linked her arm through Jackie’s as they walked back to the church, humming some tune Jackie didn’t recognize.

“Did your family smuggle a photo of Mima?” Jackie asked. She remembered the thorough searches at the airport and couldn’t imagine where the photograph could have been.

“No.” Victoria grinned. It wasn’t often she kept a secret from Jackie, and she seemed to be enjoying herself too much.

The priest was right—Jackie wasn’t much for patience. “Then how are we going to get a photograph?”

“We’re going to take it. Phil has a camera I’m sure he’ll let us use.”

“But without Mima—” Jackie argued.

Victoria continued to savor her secret. “Do you still have that makeup kit Mami gave you before your birthday?”

Must she be reminded of that horrid thing? The gift had been extremely offensive. As if there was something wrong with her, which there wasn’t. “I gave it to Inés.”

“Perfect. She’ll be happy to finally get to help.”

Jackie threw her arms up in the air. “With what?”

Victoria stopped walking and placed her hands on Jackie’s shoulders as if explaining something to a child. “I love you exactly the way you are and I would never want you to change. But if you don’t mind, just this once, styling your hair and putting on some makeup, you’d look just like your mom.”
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The door’s bell jingled. Victoria looked up from the account book where she had to record the purchase totals of customers with store credit.

A familiar face was flanked by a large man with a military haircut and heavy brow and a slight woman who wore her white-blond hair in the same long braid as her daughter.

“Hi, Katya! Are these your parents?” Victoria put away the account book and stepped out from behind the till to hug her friend. Jackie often had people she knew come into the grocery store, but other than the one time Monique came with her peace offering, no one had ever visited Victoria.

But instead of Katya greeting her and introducing her parents, it was Katya’s father who spoke first, in a thick Russian accent. “Can we talk in private?”

The way he said it made Victoria feel like she was in trouble. She shook away the feeling, reminding herself that some people sounded like that when they spoke in a foreign language. After all, she hadn’t done anything to be in trouble with Papa Volkov.

The office was occupied with Mr. Pulaski on his phone. Outside, a few customers were talking with Jackie as she restocked the vegetables. Her skill had proven to be not just her ability to carry heavy crates and keep the shelves stocked, but to recommend products to the customers—a true saleswoman. And because Jackie was so social and chatty, no one realized that that was what she was doing.

“Gladys, I need five minutes,” Victoria said to her fellow cashier, who had a knack for hearing everything that went on in the store.

Gladys gave her a look that seemed to ask whether she should be worried about her going off with a large, domineering man. Victoria responded with what she hoped was a reassuring smile, and took off her apron to stash under the till.

She led the way to the storeroom at the back of the store, the only private place that came to mind. As long as no one needed the bathroom, they shouldn’t be disturbed. She pulled the cord over the bare light bulb, casting a glow around the boxes and crates of food.

“Yekatarina has told me about your idea.” Papa Volkov spoke again as the door swung closed behind them.

“What idea?”

Katya squeezed Victoria’s hand, but Papa Volkov continued speaking. “About bringing my mama through Cuba to come to live with us.”

Now Victoria felt nervous. The ideas she had said were musings that she’d developed into “if only” scenarios to comfort Katya. None of what she’d said had been meant to be taken seriously.

Papa Volkov crossed his arms over his chest. “We think your plan will work. It is good plan.”

“It is.” Katya nodded, speaking for the first time and not letting go of Victoria’s hand. Her mother, however, remained impassive. Victoria wondered if she even understood English.

“Will it really be easier for her to leave Russia via Cuba?” When she’d said it in the home-economics classroom, she’d been thinking of the two countries’ alliance, nothing else.

Papa Volkov relaxed his authoritarian stance just a fraction. “Yes. In Russia, she will not get visa to come here. Leaving country would be very difficult. But she is smart, educated woman. She learned Latin and French in school. With those two languages, she can be of use in Cuba. Our government like people who are of use.”

Yes, that made sense. Similar to the Cuban government giving old people passports to leave because they weren’t “useful” anymore.

“I really hope it all works for you. I know how much Katya misses her babushka.” Victoria squeezed her friend’s hand back while her other hand fiddled with her skirt. She pushed away the yearning for her own family; she couldn’t think about them now.

She glanced at the door that led back to the store. She really should head back. She’d been gone more than five minutes. Gladys might be worried. Or busy.

“Tell her your plans,” Katya urged like it was some exciting secret.

“Soon I fly to Cuba. Planes go there empty. It is only Americans they don’t want; my passport is still Russian. Once in Havana, I make arrangements for my mama to meet me.”

“La Habana—the H is silent,” Victoria corrected automatically. She let go of Katya’s hand to pace around the storeroom while mixed emotions flowed through her. Fear for what would happen to him and the poor babushka if the plan failed. Jealousy that he got to go to Cuba when that was all she wanted. And betrayal that he wasn’t boycotting and damning the Communist government, but working it to his advantage.

“You also have been good friend to Yekatarina. Before, Yekatarina no have friend. You come and now Yekatarina have friend. Now is happy. For this I thank you.”

Then, to her surprise, Papa Volkov proceeded to kiss her once, twice, thrice on alternating cheeks. When he finished, Katya’s mom did the same. Katya in turn just hugged her.

No words came to Victoria as her cheeks flushed hot. All she had done was not tease Katya. If anything, she should be thanking Katya for helping her all the times she hadn’t known how to do something as simple as separating an egg.

“I should get back to work.” She gestured to the door, shifting uncomfortably.

Papa Volkov blocked her exit. “Yekatarina say you have family in Cuba. You need me to bring your family here with us?”

Victoria backed into stacked boxes of canned goods, feeling faint and weak. “You can get my family out of Cuba?”

“Of course. If I can get my mama out of Russia, I can get your family out too.”

Victoria gasped, her brain too shocked to make her mouth work properly. “That is—I already—this afternoon, my cousin and I… We’re buying my aunt, my cousin’s mother, a forged passport. Once she has it, she can leave Cuba along with my grandmother.”

“So, it is easy,” Papa Volkov said with a shrug. “I take her passport to Cuba. A passport is not hard to hide.”

“Seriously? You would do that?” She dared not breathe, dared not hope. Too many times she’d been disappointed.

“Years I think how to get my mama here. Your idea is first one that could work. I pay you for good idea by taking passport. To me this is fair.”

Victoria took her turn in kissing all three of her Russian friends.

The door to the storeroom swung open and Jackie poked her head inside. “¿Todo bien? Gladys sent me in here to check up on you.”

Victoria squealed and leaped into Jackie’s arms.

“Ya vienen,” she whispered into Jackie’s ear. “We did it. We’re bringing them here.”




31 MAY 1961
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Isabel del Mar de Pino?” a voice called through the intercom situated next to the wrought-iron gate that led to their apartments. “I have a letter for you to sign.”

“I’ll be right down.” Victoria released the button and turned to her younger family members. “I have to pretend to be Mami and sign something.”

Three heads looked up from the old black-and-white television Papi had bought from a friend.

Nestico asked, “What is it?”

Then Inés: “What do you have to sign?”

And Jackie: “Is it a telegram?”

Victoria shrugged. “No sé.”

She walked out of the apartment and down the stairs, head held high to give the illusion of being much older. Thirteen-year-olds didn’t often receive things that required a signature, but if it was that important, Victoria wasn’t going to tell the deliveryman to come back later when her parents returned. Behind her, she could hear Jackie, Inés, and Nestico leaning over the railing trying to get a closer look.

At the security gate, the courier didn’t even question her youthfulness, just slipped a thick manila envelope through the bars, then the clipboard. She wrote out her mother’s name in the loopy cursive that had always earned her top marks in penmanship. The courier left without a word.

Victoria stared at the return address as she slowly made her way back up the stairs to her siblings and cousin.

“What is it?” Nestico asked again, standing on his tiptoes to try to read what had engrossed Victoria’s attention.

“It’s from the Swiss embassy. In La Habana.” She looked at Jackie while saying this. They remembered reading back in January that the U.S. embassy in Cuba had closed and the Swiss embassy would be taking care of some of its affairs. Victoria didn’t know that that meant sending mail, but whatever was in the envelope had to have something to do with Tía Larita. Something that was so important that it required secured delivery via an embassy so that it wouldn’t be confiscated or censored like the regular mail.

“Maybe it’s a treasure map!” Nestico said.

“It’s too thick to be just one map,” Inés reprimanded. “Besides, real treasure maps are sealed in bottles.”

“We should open it,” Jackie said.

Victoria shook her head. It was addressed to Mami. It would be a violation of privacy. Like reading a personal diary. But what if it was important? Her parents were out for the evening with some friends. If they waited until they got back, nothing could be done until the morning.

“Get a knife,” Victoria told Nestico.

“Wait, I have a better idea,” Jackie said. She put a pot of water to boil, then held the seal over the steam. Slowly, the sides of the flap began to lift, and Victoria’s finger eased the rest open.

There was no map, but still great treasure in a manner of speaking. Victoria pulled out copies of all their birth certificates, which had been translated into English and certified as authentic. Then she removed financial and legal documents and property deeds, again translated and certified. Finally, there was a stack of photographs: the farm with the laguna; the barn with the heart-shaped horseshoe; the girl cousins dressed in matching costumes for carnaval, and wedding photos of Mami and Papi, Tía and Tío, and Mamalara and Papalfonso.

And a photograph of her pony, Diogenes, grudgingly pulling a plow. On the back, Gilberto had written the date, 10 de mayo 1961, and a caption: Diogenes makes himself useful to the community.

Tears welled up in Victoria’s eyes. She read the caption ten more times to make sure her blurry vision wasn’t playing tricks on her. Gilberto had kept his promise: he had made sure her pony stayed safe by giving him a job.

Bored, Inés and Nestico left their side to return to the television while Victoria and Jackie pored over the details on the legal papers and photographs. Victoria’s breath caught when she read her name in THE LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT OF ALFONSO EUGENIO DEL MAR SALAZAR:


I leave my farm in Pinar del Río with all its buildings, lands, and animals to my granddaughter, Victoria Isabel Pino del Mar, to assume full ownership and responsibility on her twenty-fifth birthday, on the condition that the farm forever remain available for other family members and is not sold in full or in part until seventy-five years after my death.



More tears poured down her face, and she did nothing to stop them. Papalfonso had done it. Just as he’d promised. The farm was hers. She returned to the photographs included in the envelope—views from the house of la laguna with the bridge over it and the surrounding landscape, Diogenes with the plow. Hers, and yet—because Communism meant that no one owned any personal property—not hers. Not now, and not even when she turned twenty-five.

She remembered the last time she had been there—eavesdropping outside the library with Jackie, sitting astride Diogenes as he grazed. How scary and uncertain everything had felt. But she had trusted Papi and his insistence that they would return someday. Now they never could.

Her fingers traced the images on the photographs, etching them to her memory. If there were ever a time that Communism ended, maybe when she was all grown up, would she dare go back? Time changed everything, and she’d hate to see what had become of her dear finca.

“You know what all this means, right?” Victoria asked.

“What?” Jackie sniffed, wiping her face with the back of her wrist while holding Clark’s translated birth certificate in her hands as if it were a treasure map after all.

Victoria had never felt so devastated and simultaneously elated in her life. “That your mom is getting ready to leave Cuba forever.”




18 JUNE 1961
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Jackie stood in waist-deep water, listening intently to the sounds around her. A few feet to her right, a little to the left, and definitely right behind her.

Keeping her eyes closed, she called out, “Marco!”

“Polo!”

“Polo!”

“Polo!”

Three Polos, but that wasn’t right. Instead of lunging toward any sound, Jackie remained perfectly still. She’d heard Victoria and Inés; they’d been to her right and left. But she hadn’t heard Nestico, who liked to instantly duck underwater when she called, therefore conveniently unable to respond. But there definitely had been a third voice.

Keeping her eyes shut, Jackie put her finger to her lips at her cousins to be quiet. “Marco?”

“Polo!”

She knew it! Her eyes flashed open as she swam to the border of the apartment pool.

“Hey, you’re looking!” Nestico complained.

Jackie heaved herself out of the pool just as Victoria, who had heard it too and had used the steps, was putting on the eyeglasses she’d left near their towels and shoes. Not that Jackie bothered with shoes. She burst through the tropical plants that surrounded the pool, scared a lizard half to death, and sprinted to the entrance gate of their apartment building.

Two short chubby arms extended through the gate in greeting, while the person who carried him remained in the shadows.

“Mima!”

Jackie opened the gate and there they were: Mima with her blond hair set in curls, Mamalara with her short gray hair poufed around her head, and baby Clark, double the size and with double the black hair he’d had when she last saw him.

Mima had passed Clark to Mamalara while the gate opened, and Jackie dived into her embrace, not caring that she was sopping wet. Mima didn’t seem to care either and pulled Jackie in a closer embrace. “You girls, you sure beat all. I can’t imagine what you must have gone through to get me that passport.”

Next to her, Victoria hugged and kissed Mamalara and Clark.

“It wasn’t that hard.” Jackie brushed away all those months they’d spent saving up the smallest penny. “I figured out who the forger was, and Victoria’s friend just offered to take the passport—we didn’t even ask.”

“You should have seen the shocked look on your grandmother’s face when that large Russian man showed up on the doorstep. I’ve never seen her at such a loss for words,” Mima teased.

Mamalara shook her head as if still in disbelief. “Without introduction, he just said, ‘You family of Victoria?’ and pulled the passport out of his sleeve.”

“And then he disappeared before Pancha came running, ready to attack him with a broom she held over her shoulder.” Mima laughed as she kissed Jackie five or six more times.

“But what bothers me is that you didn’t think of getting me a passport too. Six hundred U.S. dollars I had to pay for mine! And the forgery isn’t nearly as good as your mother’s. ¡Qué barbaridad!” Broad shoulders came into view carrying two half-empty suitcases.

No, it couldn’t be! “Pipo?”

Jackie released Mima to jump into Pipo’s strong arms. She’d been so sure that he would never leave Cuba, would forever insist that things would get better. All these months, she had forced herself not to think about him because doing so would only hurt more—she’d thought she’d never see him again. And yet, here he was, in flesh and blood for her to hold tight. The two suitcases he continued to hold banged against each other as he tried to hug her back.

“What made you change your mind about leaving?” Jackie released her grip and took one of the suitcases from his hand. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“You. And Alto’s execution. I didn’t want something to happen to you and never see you again. Then, when your mima got the passport, there was no reason to stay in Cuba without my family. I love you, nena. But six hundred dollars! I had to drive all the way to Santiago to get it. Plus fork over money for the airplane ticket.”

“We only paid one hundred fifty for Mima’s passport,” Jackie smirked. Pipo, who hated spending money, hated it more when someone had gotten a better deal than him. She wasn’t about to let him live this one down. “Does that mean you’re back together?”

“No,” Mima interrupted, pulling at her dress, which clung to her body from the wet swimsuit hugs. “He has a lot more groveling to do before he’s forgiven.”

The stern look in Mima’s eyes meant business; she wasn’t ready to make up. But Jackie also heard promise. Maybe in a few weeks or a month. Once Mima got used to being reunited with her family.

Jackie kissed her brother and grandmother. As a baby, Clark hadn’t needed a passport or a photo in Mima’s, as long as he traveled with Mima.

All their noise caused Victoria’s parents to come down from the apartment, and they all gravitated back to the pool, with everyone talking at once.

“Pancha didn’t want to come?” Jackie asked.

“We tried to convince her—you know we’re her only family—but Cuba is her home and she was too scared to leave.” Mamalara dabbed her eyes. “She said someone had to look after the house and the cat.”

“How is Gnomo? We haven’t gotten any letters since Jackie came,” Victoria said.

“Why didn’t you call from the airport? We could have met you there,” Tío Ernesto scolded as he shook Pipo’s hand and slapped him on the back with the other.

“It was easier to take a taxi and come here directly,” Pipo said.

“We wanted to surprise you, such wonderful girls.” Mima gathered Jackie and Victoria back in her arms and kissed each one on the tops of their heads.

“Where did you get the money for the taxi?” Jackie asked. When Victoria and Tío Ernesto had picked her up, they’d come by bus. “I was only allowed to leave the island with two changes of clothes and a single dime to make a call at the airport.”

Mima winked. “You girls aren’t the only ones who can smuggle contraband.”

“Tell us!” Inés squealed.

Mamalara lifted her head in the smug way that meant no one told the matriarch what she could or couldn’t do. “Let’s just say that most airport officers are not interested in looking closely at a baby’s diaper.”

“Gross!” Nestico pulled a face.

“We got a newspaper at the airport. Larita found two affordable three-bedroom, two-bath apartments in the same compound.” Pipo returned Tío’s back thump. “We can have a look this afternoon.”

“¡Ay, Dios santo! To have more than one bathroom.” Tía Isabel swooned as if that were the only problem with their tiny apartment.

The parents went on to discuss the new accommodations while Inés told Mamalara all about school. Nestico cannonballed back into the pool, half emptying it as a result.

On one of the lounge chairs, Victoria sat with her arms around her godson, Clark, who had somehow fallen asleep despite all the loud voices. Jackie sat next to her cousin, stroking her brother’s thick hair. She still couldn’t believe that everyone was really here.

“I don’t know what to do with myself now,” Victoria said in the low voice she had developed being around quiet gringos.

“What do you mean?” Everything was perfect—there was nothing left to worry about. Even Mrs. Greenwald’s cat knew it as he strode over and, just like Gnomo used to, claimed Jackie’s lap as his throne.

Victoria took a moment to put her feelings into words. “Mamalara will take over the cooking and running the house; honestly, I’m glad. I don’t mind it, and it’s good to know I can do it, but doing it every day gets to be too much. I like my job, but I don’t need it anymore. All I wanted these last months was to go home. Now that it can’t happen, I don’t know what I want.”

Part of Jackie understood—it was nice having a goal and something to look forward to. But on the other hand, wasn’t it great to relax, take it easy, and just be?

“We can find you a riding stable in the orange groves.” Jackie grinned as she plotted out their next adventure. “Once I turn fourteen, I can get a provisional driver’s license. I’ll drop you off at the stable, catch a flick while you’re out riding, and then pick you up to go get ice cream together. I’m dying to try this gringo flavor called Rocky Road.”

Victoria nodded so vigorously that Clark shifted in her arms but didn’t wake up. “¡Ay sí! I’d like that. Us, together. We do make a great team, after all.”

Jackie rested her head against Victoria’s and placed an arm over hers. She knew their hearts would forever remain in Cuba, their isla, but maybe with the whole family now here, they could make Miami a home.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Although this is a work of fiction, the book was inspired by the experiences of my mother and her family when they came to the United States from Cuba in 1960. There are many things I changed, made up, or embellished to suit the story and the characters, but several details remain true: my great-grandfather’s farm was my mother’s favorite place in the world; her cousin got out of Cuba through a program that later became known as Operation Peter Pan; her aunt did use a counterfeit passport to escape. Though this is a fictionalized account of an important time in history, the heart and essence of this story are real. To this day, my mom still misses the home she left behind.

Most Cubans who left in 1960 thought their exile would be temporary; they never believed that the U.S. government would allow a Communist country so close to their border. In 1989, with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dissolution of the U.S.S.R., I remember my parents thinking that maybe, at last, they could return to Cuba. When the Communist dictator Fidel Castro died in 2016, Cubans worldwide rejoiced. Today, in 2023, Cuba still remains a Communist country.

Most of Jackie’s accounts of what happened in Cuba after Victoria left, as well as things they hear about Cuba once they are in Miami, are taken from the memories and anecdotes of relatives and family friends who left after my mother and her family did. As a result, I have kept vague the exact dates of some minor historical events, such as protests and government patrolling of neighborhoods, because it’s not important when they happened, but rather that they regularly did. Other than for major events, such as Cuba banishing all U.S. citizens from the island and the battle at Playa Girón, assume the dates given at the start of the chapters are fictional. The characters of Alto and Coco are also entirely fictional, though people like them definitely existed.

The Cuban government really did refuse to issue passports to anyone other than the elderly, and the fear of children being sent to the U.S.S.R. for Communist reconditioning was real. For these reasons, Operation Peter Pan—a humanitarian organization partially funded by the U.S. government and religious groups—was created. Its purpose was to get children passports to leave Cuba and situate them in the United States with family, in foster homes, or in religious boarding schools. Initially, the Cuban government assumed parents had arranged legal emigration for their children. It is estimated that about fourteen thousand children left Cuba through this program in its two years of operation.

The battle at Playa Girón in 1961, also known as the Bay of Pigs fiasco, is one of the biggest and most tragic events in the eyes of most Cubans, more so even than the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. Cubans who remember that battle still mourn the betrayal and loss, yet most non-Cubans are unfamiliar with this earlier historical debacle. For exiled Cubans, it also triggered the agonizing realization that they would never return home. All the details mentioned about that botched battle come from stories I have heard since childhood.

Cuban immigration in the 1960s was very different than it is today. Many Cubans at the time were granted permission by the U.S. government to seek asylum as political refugees—that is, if they had a passport to travel and the money to book a flight. Those who didn’t have real or forged passports would try to escape on makeshift rafts composed of anything that could float, praying that the patrolling officers wouldn’t spot them, and hoping that the ocean current was in their favor to land them in the U.S. Escaping Cuba by sea still happens today. Currently, very few people are granted permission to leave Cuba legally, and even then only temporarily, for work or education.

At its height, Cuba was a very prosperous and fertile country and the definition of a tropical paradise. Even though my mother and her family have not returned to Cuba, and I myself have never been, Cuba will always be in our hearts and an important part of who we are.




GLOSSARY

Every country has its own words and phrases that may be unfamiliar even to those from other countries who speak the same language. Cuba is no exception. While most of these words will be familiar to Spanish speakers, there might be some here that even professors won’t understand. There are also a few words in other languages. Just think, you might be able to stump a native speaker!


	Abogado:

	a male lawyer.

	Abuela:

	grandmother.

	Ahí, mira que linda:

	The word ahí on its own just means “there,” but altogether this phrase is more like “There you go, look how pretty.”

	Ahora:

	now.

	Antepasados:

	ancestors.

	Apesta:

	she/he/it stinks.

	Apunta:

	the command to write something down or take notes.

	Aquí:

	here.

	Arañitas:

	Technically this means “little spiders,” but it refers to a food made from grated green plantains that are shaped into a patty and then fried.

	Atravesada:

	a woman who is in the way, a busybody.

	Ave María:

	Used the same way people might say “good heavens,” this literally means “hail Mary.”

	Ay:

	This is probably the expression most used by a lot of Spanish speakers. It can express sorrow, disappointment, relief, excitement, disapproval, admiration, or surprise. In fact, with the right tone, it can pretty much mean anything you want. Simply, however, it means “oh” or “ah.”

	Ay, chico. No seas tan dramático:

	C’mon, man. Don’t be so dramatic.

	Ay, Dios mío:

	Oh my God. Often used when someone is exasperated or worried.

	Ay, Dios santo:

	Oh, heavenly Father. Same as above.

	Ay, niña, la pobrecita:

	Oh, child, poor thing (said to a girl).

	Ay, qué bien huele:

	Wow, it smells great.

	¡Ay, qué rico!:

	Literally “ah, how delicious!” but often used more like “ah, that feels good!”

	Ay sí:

	oh yes.

	Bebé:

	baby.

	Bicho:

	In Cuban Spanish, this refers to a pesky flying and biting insect. Other countries have a different meaning for this word.

	Blanco y negro:

	white and black, used the way “black and white” is used in English to describe situations.

	Bodega:

	a small convenience store or grocery store. In Cuba, it often had a deli counter.

	Buenas:

	In this context, it’s a greeting, short for buenas tardes, which means “good afternoon.”

	Butifarras:

	Cuban sausages.

	Caballeros:

	gentlemen.

	Calzoncillos:

	male underpants, particularly briefs.

	Carnaval:

	the celebration and festivities that many Caribbean countries have around February and before Lent, similar to Mardi Gras.

	Casa y comida:

	Literally “house and food,” this is used like the English “room and board.”

	Chicas:

	girls, but also used to refer to female friends of any age.

	Chico:

	literally “kid” or “boy,” but often used like “hey, man.”

	Chismear:

	to gossip.

	Chismes:

	bits of gossip.

	Claro:

	“of course” or “clearly.”

	Claro que no:

	Of course not.

	Cocotazo:

	a wallop or bump on the head.

	¿Cómo se te ocurre (decir eso)?:

	How dare you (say that)?

	Compañero:

	a colleague, classmate, or companion.

	Comparsas:

	These are groups of people who form a procession during carnaval. Sometimes the groups belong to a family, tribe, or region, with everyone dressed in matching costumes, playing music, and dancing. In Cuba at that time, there were competitions for who had the best comparsa.

	Compórtate bien:

	a command to behave.

	Contesta el teléfono:

	a command to answer the phone.

	Contéstalo, niña:

	Answer it, child (said to a girl).

	Contrarrevolución:

	counterrevolution—in this case, the revolution against Fidel Castro, the dictator who brought on the Cuban Revolution.

	Contrarrevolucionarios:

	counterrevolutionaries—in this case, the people who fought against Fidel Castro.

	Croquetas de pollo:

	chicken fritters.

	De la calle:

	from the streets.

	De lo más bien:

	completely fine—but often said sarcastically.

	Definitivamente no. De ninguna manera:

	Absolutely not. By no means.

	¡Déjame quieta!:

	Leave me alone!

	Delicias:

	delicacies or things that taste really good.

	Desgraciado:

	Literally “disgraceful,” this word is also used to mean “despicable” and “shameful.”

	Dicho:

	a saying or idiom.

	Dime:

	the command to “tell me.”

	Dime lo que quieeeeres. Dime la verdaaaad. Dime cómo pueeedo, dimeee yaaaa:

	These are lyrics to a made-up song, similar in style to Spanish laments of the time. “Tell me what you waaaaant. Tell me the truuuuth. Tell me how I caaaan, tell me noooow.”

	Draniki:

	Russian potato pancakes, similar to latkes, made from grated potatoes that are shaped into a patty and fried.

	Dulce de leche:

	a caramel made from boiled-down milk and sugar.

	Eh, Rubén, ¿qué tal?:

	Hey, Rubén, what’s up?

	El campo:

	the countryside.

	En casa:

	at home or in the home.

	Enero:

	January. In Spanish, months of the year are not capitalized except at the beginning of a sentence.

	¿Eres cubana?:

	Are you Cuban?

	Es muy lista esta:

	She’s smart, this one.

	Es-tu français?:

	French for “Are you French?”

	Estadounidense:

	a person (or people, when plural) from the United States. It can also be an adjective.

	¿Están todos bien?:

	Is everyone okay?

	¿Estás loca?:

	Are you crazy? Without the question marks, this can also mean “you’re crazy.”

	Familia:

	family.

	Faroleros:

	fire bearers or fire dancers who introduce each comparsa as they parade through carnaval.

	Felicidades:

	congratulations.

	Finca:

	farm.

	Fin de año:

	New Year’s Eve.

	Frutabomba:

	the Cuban word for the fruit everyone else knows as “papaya.”

	Galletas de María:

	a kind of cookie or biscuit often eaten with a cup of coffee or used in recipes.

	Gordita:

	Literally “chubby girl” or “fat girl,” but in the 1960s the Communists in Cuba used it as a way to call out and insult a person for their wealth.

	Gracias a Dios:

	Thank God.

	Gracias a papi:

	Thanks to Dad.

	Gringo:

	Different countries have different meanings for this word. Although many Cubans didn’t incorporate the word into their vocabulary until their exile, for them it now means someone from the U.S. It can be a noun or an adjective.

	Guajiros:

	a very Cuban word for country folk, similar to “hillbillies” or “hicks.”

	Guanábana:

	a tropical fruit known as “soursop” in English.

	Guayaba:

	guava fruit.

	Guayabera:

	the traditional shirt of many Latin American men, often with a breast pocket and pleats down the front.

	Güiro:

	a raspy musical instrument often made from a gourd.

	Gusanos:

	Literally “worms,” this was the derogatory word that followers of Fidel Castro used toward the Cubans who left Cuba.

	¿Hablas español?:

	Do you speak Spanish?

	Hijo:

	The word for “son” is also used as a term of endearment.

	Hola:

	This casual word for “hello” is also the name of a Spanish-language magazine.

	Huevos:

	Literally means “eggs,” but is also slang for “nuts.”

	Ingenieros:

	engineers. When Victoria and her family left, the Cuban government wasn’t letting professionals like engineers leave the country.

	Insoportable:

	insufferable or intolerable.

	Jamás:

	never.

	La Habana:

	the Spanish name for Cuba’s capital city, called Havana in English. Keep in mind the H is silent in Spanish!

	La laguna:

	the lagoon.

	La pobrecita:

	the poor dear.

	La tele:

	a short form of “television,” like “TV” is in English.

	La terraza:

	the terrace.

	Leche:

	milk.

	Levántate:

	a command to get up or wake up.

	Lo siento:

	I’m sorry.

	Maduros:

	fried sweet plantains.

	Malcriado:

	a word with many meanings—rude, ungrateful, spoiled—and could also mean a “brat.”

	Mama/mamá:

	Though they appear to be the same word, they’re not. Mama is a term of endearment, like calling someone “sweetie”; mamá means “mom.”

	Mamey:

	a large tropical fruit, called sapote in other Spanish-speaking countries.

	Mamita:

	a term of endearment, similar to “sweetie.”

	Mamoncillo:

	a small fruit with more pit than flesh, called by various other names throughout the tropics. It’s called “Spanish lime” in English, even though it’s nothing like a lime.

	Mariquitas:

	the Cuban word for plantain chips.

	Mataron a Alto:

	They killed Alto.

	Mayo:

	the month of May.

	Medio locos:

	literally “half crazy,” but it can also mean “going crazy.”

	Membrilla:

	a sliceable paste, made from quince, that is often eaten during Christmastime.

	Meter la pata:

	This idiom is similar to the English “put one’s foot in one’s mouth” and means to say or do something that makes a situation worse.

	Mi amor:

	my love.

	Mi isla:

	my island.

	Mi’ja/mi’jo:

	a term of endearment, short for “mi hija” or “mi hijo,” that means “my child.” It can be said by anyone, not just a parent.

	Miedo o respeto:

	literally “fear or respect.” In this context, it means “whether through fear or respect.”

	Mima:

	Cuban slang for “mommy.”

	“Miñoso al bate”:

	a song that celebrates Orestes “Minnie” Miñoso, a legendary Cuban baseball player. With its “feel-good” cha-cha-cha rhythms, the song always encouraged cheers and festivity.

	Mira:

	The command to “look,” it can also be used as “hey.”

	Mujer:

	woman. In a discussion or argument with a woman, it adds emphasis.

	Nada:

	nothing; nada de has the same meaning.

	Nada más para ti:

	no more for you.

	Nena:

	slang for “girl.”

	Ni me digas:

	Don’t even tell me.

	Ni una noche más:

	not one more night.

	Niña/niño:

	girl/boy, also used as a term of endearment.

	Niña, claro que no:

	(female) child, of course not.

	Niñita:

	little girl.

	¿No es mejor?:

	Isn’t it better?

	¡No, qué va!:

	No way!

	No sé:

	I don’t know.

	No seas ridículo:

	Don’t be ridiculous.

	Noviembre:

	November.

	Nyet, Russki, nyet:

	In Russian this means “No, Russian, no,” but when an English speaker says it, “Russki” is offensive.

	Ñaqui:

	very Caribbean Spanish slang for a bite of food or a taste.

	¿Oíste?:

	Did you hear?

	Opinando:

	voicing one’s opinion—something Cubans do a lot!

	Oui:

	French for “yes.”

	Padre:

	father.

	Pa’lante:

	a contraction of para adelante, meaning “moving forward” or “keep going.”

	¡Papi está en el hospital!:

	Dad is in the hospital!

	¡Para ya!:

	Stop it now!

	Parles-tu français?:

	an informal way to ask “Do you speak French?” in French.

	Pasteles:

	The word pastel can refer to any kind of cake, pie, or pastry, but these pasteles are filled with mashed vegetables and bits of meat, then wrapped in banana leaves and boiled.

	Pecera:

	literally “the fishbowl,” but also what Cubans called the boarding area at the airport, which was surrounded by glass that separated passengers from those they left behind.

	Perdóname:

	“excuse me” or “forgive me.”

	Pero qué chiquito es:

	Wow, it’s really small.

	Pesos:

	the Cuban currency. Before the Revolution, the Cuban peso had the same value as the U.S. dollar, and the two currencies could be used interchangeably.

	Pimpampú:

	a very Cuban word for a roll-away bed or cot.

	Pipo:

	Cuban slang for “daddy.”

	Plata:

	slang for “money” but literally means “silver.”

	Por favor:

	please.

	¿Por qué?:

	Why? Not to be confused with the answer, porque, which means “because.”

	Prima hermana/primos hermanos:

	These word combinations can be confusing because the literal translation is “cousin sister”/“cousin brothers.” The real meaning, though, is “first cousin”/“first cousins.” In many Latin American households, families live together or very close to one another, and the children are all raised as one unit, making cousins as close as siblings.

	Primas:

	female cousins.

	Primos:

	male cousins or cousins of all genders.

	Profesión: ama de casa:

	Profession: housewife. In Cuban passports at that time, a person’s profession was always included as part of their description. Photos of the children (but not infants) were included in the mother’s passport, assuming they were all traveling together.

	Pues claro:

	Well, of course.

	¡Qué barbaridad!:

	“Good grief!” or “How awful!”

	Que Dios te bendiga:

	God bless you.

	¡Qué embarque!:

	Cuban slang for extreme disappointment or disillusionment.

	¿Qué haré sin ti?:

	What will I do without you?

	¿Qué hice?:

	What did I do?

	¿Qué hora es?:

	What time is it?

	¿Qué pasa?:

	“What’s wrong?” or “What’s going on?”

	¿Qué pasó?:

	What happened?

	¿Qué ’tá pasando?:

	a contracted form of ¿Qué está pasando?, meaning “What’s happening?”

	¿Qué te pasa?:

	What’s wrong with you?

	¿Qué te pasó?:

	What happened to you?

	¡Qué vá!:

	No way!

	Querida/mi querida:

	“dear”/“my dear,” often used at the start of a letter.

	¿Quién es?:

	Who is it?

	Ropa vieja:

	a traditional Cuban dish made from tender beef. It literally means “old clothes” because the meat falls to pieces.

	Ruega por nosotros:

	part of the Hail Mary prayer, meaning “pray for us.”

	Santa María, madre de Díos:

	the start of the Hail Mary prayer, meaning “Holy Mary, Mother of God.”

	Se kanaval. Tout moun se fanmi:

	In Haitian Creole, a language that has French roots, this means “It’s carnival. We’re all family.”

	¿Segura?:

	Are you sure?

	Señor y señora:

	equivalent to the English “sir and madam,” a formal way to address a man and a woman you don’t know.

	Serpentina:

	Literally “like a snake,” this is a kind of streamer that uncurls when thrown.

	Sí:

	yes. Not to be confused with si (without the accent mark), which means “if.”

	Sí, ya sé:

	Yes, I know.

	¡Siéntate con nosotros!:

	Sit with us!

	Solèy leve:

	Haitian Creole for “sunrise.”

	Soy yo:

	It’s me.

	Su papá. Se lo llevaron:

	His dad. They took him away.

	’Tá bien:

	It’s fine.

	Tacaño:

	stingy, as in a person who doesn’t like spending money.

	También:

	also.

	Temporalmente:

	temporarily.

	Tengo primos de ahí:

	I have cousins from there.

	Tía/tío:

	aunt/uncle.

	Tíos y primos:

	aunts and uncles and cousins.

	Toca madera:

	literally “touch wood,” and used the same way as the English expression “knock on wood.”

	Tocororo:

	the national bird of Cuba.

	¿Todo bien?:

	Is everything okay?

	Tostones:

	flattened and fried green plantains, a staple of many Caribbean meals.

	Tres leches:

	literally “three milks,” referring to the fresh milk, evaporated milk, and sweetened condensed milk that are often combined to make desserts.

	Turrón:

	nougat made from almonds and egg whites, very traditional for Christmas Eve and New Year’s Eve. Three different kinds were imported to Cuba from Spain: turrón de Jijona, turrón de Alicante, and turrón de yema.

	Un ataque:

	a heart attack or freak-out.

	Una miseria:

	“A misery,” but when referring to money, it means “a pittance,” or very little.

	Unas semanas más:

	a few more weeks.

	Ya pronto regresaremos:

	Soon now we’ll return.

	¿Ya ves?:

	“You see now?” or “I told you so!”

	Ya vienen:

	They’re coming now.

	Zape pa’llá:

	very Caribbean slang for “get away” or “leave me alone.”
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