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chapter one

The man sitting behind me had a problem. He had forgotten
to set the timer on his VCR before driving to the airport
and now, 30,000 feet above the Florida Keys, he was worried
about missing a comedy special.

‘Have they got HBO in Cuba?’ he asked the flight
attendant. ‘Can I get it at the hotel?’

‘I don’t know, sir,’ the woman replied. ‘You might be able
to.’

‘Could you find out for sure?’ the man pressed. ‘I hate
going anywhere not knowing what to expect. The travel
agent said there was cable, but he didn’t say there was HBO.’

While the flight attendant went to the front of the aircraft,
presumably to investigate the television situation, I stared
out of the window at a group of rumpled white clouds and
wished missing a comedy special was all I had to concern
me. For the first time in my life, I was bringing contraband
into a foreign country. I could claim some of the items in
the suitcase – the half-dozen tins of salmon, the Spanish-
language books, the jeans and shirts – were for my personal
use, but the customs inspectors were unlikely to accept that
explanation for the children’s underwear and the ’56 Chevy
spark plugs. If I was caught, there was a good chance they’d
just confiscate the goods and warn me against trying it again.
A good chance, but not a certainty. Cuba was a dictatorship,
and I could be getting myself into serious trouble.
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The baggage handlers were another worry. At the
country’s biggest airport, José Martí, luggage locks are
picked and the contents pilfered with impressive speed. A
friend of mine gratefully discovered his thieving handler
was a person of modest needs: he passed up the silk ties and
Gucci shoes and stole a couple of ‘Golf Or Die’ T-shirts. I
remember a British traveller saying he was on an aircraft
waiting to depart when he noticed a handler grab a suitcase
off a cart near a 747, run across the tarmac and throw it
over a wall. But that was Havana and I was flying into
Holguín, a small and hopefully less criminally inclined city
near the east coast.

The flight attendant returned. She told the man behind
me that the pilot had stayed at the same hotel, but as he
hadn’t watched television he couldn’t say which cable
services were available. When she left, the man said to the
woman seated beside him, ‘I’m wondering if this is a real
big mistake. What am I going to do? Lie on the bloody
beach?’

I didn’t have to look at Jessie, my wife, to know she was
smiling. Lying on the beach was her paradise found. She
had collected a hodgepodge of novels, Nadine Gordimer
associating with Amy Tan, Ian McEwan bumping up against
Pat Conroy, and she planned to read them in an oceanside
lounge chair every chance she got.

We had been coming to Cuban beaches for ten years,
Canadians running from ice and snow and painful
temperatures like panicky civilians fleeing Godzilla’s hostile
presence. But Cuba represents more than going to a beach
for me, more than just exchanging northern darkness for
southern light. I grew up in a home totally empty of love,
humour and appealing conversation in a country where
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politeness and dispassion are considered supreme virtues.
Cubans think those attitudes are unnatural. They either like
you or hate you on first meeting, and they seldom hesitate
to reveal which verdict they’ve reached. Talking is a national
obsession: put two Cubans together and they’ll hold a party.
Family life, laughter and indigenous music are highly valued,
perhaps more now than ever because of the economic
horrors torturing the island. When I was at José Martí
Airport two summers ago, I heard a man who had been
teaching in the country say something that stuck in my
mind. ‘There are bad apples in every bunch,’ he said to a
tourist standing in the passport line, ‘but most Cubans are
really great people.’

Fear of losing my luggage to a bad apple or having the
airline accidentally send it to Uzbekistan had long since
committed me to the practice of never taking anything on a
journey that I couldn’t carry on board. Travelling to Cuba
this time, however, it was necessary to cart along a large
suitcase and, realising the airline would insist upon stowing
it in the plane’s underbelly, I played the Bono card.
Whenever the rock singer walked urban streets dressed in a
designer jacket, he attracted a lot of attention; on a trip to
Toronto he sauntered along busy Queen Street wearing
ageing leather and Levi’s and nobody seemed to notice him.
So, to increase the odds of baggage handlers and customs
officers ignoring my luggage, I placed the contraband in a
grubby grey suitcase I had bought for $5 at a garage sale.

The plane landed in Holguín.
I descended the portable stairs and crossed the tarmac. A

coastguard helicopter, old enough to be one bolt away from
metal fatigue death, sat nearby. Soldiers with tinted glasses
and holstered pistols stood outside the terminal watching
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the disembarking passengers. In the boarding lounge, a trio
of happy-faced musicians shook maracas and sang
‘Guantanamera’, while Canada-bound tourists, holidays
over, looked as though they were being exiled to an iceberg,
which, of course, they were.

The incoming passengers gathered their luggage and lined
up in a small, hot air-famished room. I lifted my heavy
suitcase onto a wooden table. The customs men were
opening one bag in every twenty or so and waving the rest
of the luggage owners through. My suitcase went
untouched.

Outside, my wife and I climbed on to the air-conditioned
bus heading to our hotel at Guardalavaca Beach, ninety
minutes away.

Christopher Columbus wrote that Cuba possessed ‘such
marvellous beauty that it surpasses all other countries in
charms and graces.’ Proceeding east, passing green hills and
acres of high sugar cane, the light softening as the sky
prepared for night, that claim seemed indisputable. But
there was sadness to the beauty. Some farm workers wore
tattered clothing and lived in simple concrete dwellings that
were a modest improvement over the Ciboney Indian huts
Columbus saw in 1492. And, a fretful sign that the country
was greeting the twenty-first century with a backward slide
towards the 1800s, there were people all over the highway,
walking from village to village, riding horses, seated in ox-
drawn carts. Maimed by petrol rationing and spare parts
shortages, the rural bus service was sporadic. Rather than
submit to the government-approved alternative – paying a
few pesos to stand in the back of one of the crowded farm
trucks that bump and lurch and sway between outlying
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communities – hundreds of people were journeying under
their own steam.

‘Welcome to Cuba,’ the tour company rep said into a
microphone as we rolled towards the Atlantic. ‘My name is
Jorge. I understand that it is difficult for you to pronounce,
so you can call me George. Let me tell you about Cuba. If
you have any questions, I will try to answer them. Cuba is
the largest island in the Caribbean. Our population is eleven
million. Our yearly mean temperature is twenty-five degrees
Celsius – what’s that sir? No, I’m sorry. I don’t know if you
can get HBO at the hotel.’

Two days after we arrived at the resort, I took a Bible out
of my suitcase. Someone in Toronto had asked me to give it
to a hotel employee he’d met the previous winter. I’d told
him I was reluctant to do it. I hadn’t gone to church since
childhood, and I believed it would require more than prayer
to end Cuba’s financial nightmare. The American blockade
was crippling the island, I’d said, not a lack of Bibles. He’d
successfully argued that if a woman living in an oppressed
society could find comfort in a holy book, I shouldn’t deny
her the pleasure.

My wife entered the room. ‘Are you checking the suitcase
again? I thought you said the baggage handlers didn’t steal
anything.’

‘I’m not checking. I’m going to look for the Bible lady
today.’

Jessie opened the safety-deposit box burrowed in the wall.
She had bought some peanuts at the lobby shop and was
locking the change away. ‘I can’t understand why you were
worried about telling customs the truth. If you’d explained
that you were bringing gifts, they wouldn’t have said a word.’

‘They might’ve wanted names and addresses.’
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‘You’re catching the Cuban disease. Paranoia.’
‘I’m not paranoid. Cubans consorting with foreigners are

suspicious characters. The police and the army are
everywhere. Neighbours watch neighbours. Everybody
reports on everybody else.’

‘Miguel and Rosa aren’t overly concerned. They
encourage us to stay at their place.’

‘Maybe there’ve been repercussions they haven’t
mentioned. Miguel did say somebody listens in on his phone
calls. His letters to us are carefully worded because the police
probably open them. He’s a poet, and poets aren’t to be
trusted.’

‘You could be right. Maybe the customs would’ve
demanded names. But I’m not as paranoid as you, and I
really doubt it.’

We went to the beach, a broad ribbon of sand in front of
the hotel. Although the law stipulates that Cubans cannot
be denied access to any beach, they knew they weren’t
wanted and favoured another spot half a mile south. Held
hostage by their own anxieties, many tourists never stepped
past the white sand and hotel grounds. Cuba was relatively
safe compared to other global resorts; petty thievery
happened, but violent assaults against travellers were
extremely rare. Either the hotel guests didn’t understand
this, or something else was restricting their movement.
Perhaps it was the dread of witnessing the misery that,
according to American media hawks, was vast and shocking,
making Cuba the Calcutta of the Caribbean. If that was the
reason for their self-imposed confinement, it wasn’t a
legitimate fear. Every day bleak-eyed adolescents stood at
the edge of a vacant lot close to the hotel entrance, selling
intimacy for the price of a chocolate bar and a Coke. But
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no one in the nearby community was begging, no one was
sleeping in the streets, and there wasn’t a single hustler
pushing Lada keyrings or Castro-on-velvet paintings.

As Jessie read a novel, I reclined on a plastic chair and
watched the beach scene. Volleyball players were leaping
and whooping, booze devotees were chain-drinking Cuba
Libres, a ponytailed blonde in a lime-green bikini was
helping an exhausted windsurfer raise a fallen sail. After a
while, I picked up the Bible, strolled to the patio bar and
asked a waiter where I could find Clara. He pointed at a
woman beside the equipment shack on the beach. Clara
was the ponytailed blonde.

Walking up to her, I said, ‘I ran into a schoolteacher in
Toronto who asked me to bring you this. It’s in Spanish.’

Clara was kneeling on the sand, examining a scuba tank.
She jumped to her feet, beaming as if I was handing her the
deed to a Miami condo. ‘Thank you, thank you. This is
fantastic.’

‘Getting Bibles must be a problem. Castro has been
fighting the Vatican for forty years.’

‘Forty-one. And I’m not Catholic.’
‘Oh. I thought everyone on the island was Catholic.

Except for the atheists in the Communist Party.’
‘I’m in an evangelical group. Most of us used to be

Witnesses. You aren’t one, are you?’
‘A Jehovah’s Witness?’
‘Yes.’
‘No. I’m surprised they’re in Cuba. Is that a recent

development?’
‘They’ve been here since the fifties. The government

sticks them in jail, and sometimes villagers throw stones
and beat them, but the Witnesses keep hunting converts.
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Like hungry animals.’ She folded her arms, pressing the
Bible against her chest. ‘I quit when a Witness refused to
take her son to the hospital for blood. She let him die. I
believed in the Witnesses’ teachings and I was sure I could
accept it. But I couldn’t. I’m a typical Cuban. I adore
children too much.’

The following morning, my wife and I took a taxi into
Holguín.

We rode into a suburb, down narrow streets rimmed by
shabby brick and concrete houses. Curious children
swarmed around the taxi when it stopped at Miguel and
Rosa’s home; people stared from doorways and open
windows. One of those gawkers, I thought, probably
belonged to the Committee for the Defence of the
Revolution, the national neighbourhood body that reported
unusual activities to a central office. Foreigners visiting a
Cuban family was certainly unusual.

Miguel greeted me with a large grin and a crushing hug.
He was tall for a Cuban, well over six foot, with thin grey
hair and a bony, friendly face. He was honest, even-
tempered and compassionate.

I believed everything Miguel ever told me except for the
story about his dead grandparents. He said their spirits had
appeared when he was alone in a public square one dark
night. His grandfather hovered above the bench Miguel was
occupying while his grandmother waved from across the
square. The couple couldn’t stand being around each other
for the last twenty years of their lives, he’d said, and even in
death they refused to visit their grandson together.

‘Rosa lost your letter and I said she shouldn’t worry, you
were coming this morning,’ Miguel said, taking the garage-
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sale suitcase from my hand. ‘My memory is terrible, but I
don’t forget important dates. My God, you’re only staying
a few days. You must have enough things in here for two
years!’

Miguel’s father had been a prosperous merchant before
the Batista regime fell in 1959. A former family maid actually
lived on the same street where Miguel and Rosa now
inhabited a small flat-roofed house. Inside, the only vestige
of Miguel’s parent’s pre-Fidel affluence was a broken Art
Deco clock made of pink marble that the family couldn’t
afford to get repaired. The furniture was plain. A Cuban
flag and several plaster replicas of tropical fruit hung on the
walls. Jessie and I were to spend three nights in a tiny alcove
off the living room where Miguel normally wrote poetry
and hacked away at the forest of paperwork he lugged home
from his government office.

‘Angelita won’t be growling at you anymore,’ he said,
depositing the suitcase in the alcove. ‘She’s on a farm.’

Rosa swept in from the kitchen, a delicate, energetic
woman, as pretty in her fifties as she must have been in her
twenties. She kissed Jessie and embraced me and said,
‘Angelita went crazy. She stared at the door and howled. I
caught her standing on the kitchen table barking. For no
reason, barking. Crazy, crazy.’

‘We gave her to Rosa’s nephew,’ Miguel said. ‘He’s half-
mad himself. They get along fine. Birds of a feather.’

I was pleased to be rid of Angelita. She was a skeletal,
big-toothed mongrel with an aching lust to disable anyone
who wasn’t a family member. Whenever Miguel’s friend,
José, drove to a distant town, he borrowed the dog to
discourage thieves from pillaging his vehicle. Car parts are
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so scarce that even the critically wounded hubcaps from
his ’56 Chevy are objects of desire.

‘Sit down,’ Rosa said. ‘I’ll make coffee. Everyone will be
dropping by later.’

They came all day long. Cousins, uncles, aunts, friends,
Miguel and Rosa’s married daughters with their husbands
and their children. All for short stays and lively talk that
avoided politics as if it were a toxic virus that spread through
conversation. I heard the gossip. Lourdes was pregnant and
had no husband; Ramón and Ana were divorcing; Miguel’s
brother in Santiago de Cuba was hospitalised for depression;
Eduardo was an announcer at a local radio station.

Vicente showed up late in the afternoon. Rangy and good-
looking, he had a huge stock of charm and confidence. He
slept in a brick shed in the backyard, his way of giving
Miguel and Rosa more privacy. Their son’s inability to
secure a permanent job was a source of anxiety for his
parents, a condition that worsened when he had declared
two months earlier that he planned to marry his girlfriend
in the spring.

‘Last month was good,’ Vicente told us while his parents
cooked dinner. ‘I made five American dollars. Not bad, heh?’

I nodded in agreement. The average Cuban salary was
the equivalent of three US dollars a month. Doctors and
lawyers were paid between fourteen and sixteen dollars.

‘How did you do that?’ Jessie asked.
‘Black market. Father despises me doing it – you know

what a Party man he is – but he’s stopped complaining
because he knows there’s nothing else I can do. He doesn’t
want me to be one of those guys sitting in the square talking
and talking about sailing a raft to Florida or marrying a rich
German girl.’
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‘So it’s German girls these days,’ I said. ‘It was Swedish
blondes a few years ago.’

‘Swedish girls don’t fly here as much as they did. Plenty
of Germans, Spaniards, Mexicans and Venezuelans.
Thousands of Canadians and British. The odd Russian and
Bulgarian. Sometimes a Cuban will marry a foreigner and
the bureaucrats still make it hard for him. A wedding licence
isn’t an automatic passport.’

‘I’m glad you didn’t do that,’ Jessie said. ‘Those sort of
relationships hardly ever work out. Covenants with regret.’

Vicente laughed. ‘I’m glad too. I’ve seen my friends tie
themselves to women so ugly that if a snake bit them, it
would be poisoned. No, I’m staying in Holguín and
marrying Nena.’

‘Come and eat,’ Rosa called from the kitchen.
‘Nena wants babies,’ Vicente said. ‘I do too, but I won’t

be completely happy. How can I be? Their food will be
rationed. They’ll be dressed in the old clothing Nena gathers
from friends. Old diapers too. Ones her cousin put on her
baby. A man should be able to provide the very best for his
children. Not old diapers and somebody else’s worn-out
clothing.’

We had chicken for dinner. Rosa’s farmer cousin
contributed the bird and a relative across town supplied
home-made orange wine. Both were a treat for the family,
who ate rice and beans almost everyday. When Rosa
apologised for not having dessert, I went to the suitcase. I
hadn’t informed them that I’d be leaving the bag and its
treasure behind. Before booking the trip, Jessie and I debated
whether or not we should bring anything. Poverty hadn’t
destroyed Miguel and Rosa’s pride. Would we embarrass
them by acting like Lord and Lady Bountiful, distributing
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favours upon the underprivileged? We finally agreed that
although they might be momentarily embarrassed, it would
be ridiculous not to extend a helping hand when it was so
easy for us to obtain things. We collected novels, clothing,
tinned food, medicine, toothpaste, and, a great acquisition,
two copies of a medical guide.

‘That looks good,’ Vicente said as I carried a cellophane
package into the kitchen. ‘What is it?’

‘Those rich German girls love these more than they love
Cuban boys,’ I said. ‘Werther’s candies.’

That night, long after my wife fell asleep, I lay in bed
listening to the neighbourhood. Afro-Cuban music, a
barking dog, laughing men passing the house, a rooster
whose screwed-up internal timepiece was telling it that
dawn was breaking. In the dark alcove, under a sun-faded
photograph of Che Guevara, I lay thinking of Vicente’s
future babies, the broken Art Deco clock, and meals where
a skinny chicken and home-made wine are special treats.

I knew more about Cuba than most foreigners – I read
Cuban novels, I saw Cuban films and I subscribed to the
official government newspaper, Granma – but I really didn’t
know all that much. Even with the visits to Miguel and
Rosa’s house, I felt like I was peering into an enormous
room through a crack in the wall. I wanted to travel the
island, to break out of the tourist bubble and learn
everything I could about the place where, unlike any other
nation, Communism moved to a rumba beat.




