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Finally, Ybor is pronounced E-bor, like eBay.
I.
SALVADOR
ORTIZ
1897
Chapter 1
Salvador had been in Ybor City less than one day when he saw a man bite the head off a live rooster. He had lost hundreds of dollars betting on cockfights in Havana, but after the factory cut hours and pay, no cigar maker could justify or even afford a rambunctious night of gambling and sport. It was not until he made it across the Straits to Tampa’s Ybor City that Salvador realized what had devoured all those lost wages and hours. This young town was prospering while old Havana slowly died before his eyes. When Salvador arrived in the Cigar City and saw factories filled with workers and a rowdy nightlife colored by green American dollar bills, he knew he had found a town that would one day be famous.
Ybor was a man’s city, clamoring with busy saloons, girls-for-hire, boxing matches, unending games of dominoes, and most of all hard work. Ybor was a town whose cigar workers were in demand, and everything seemed to be surrounded by rows and rows of shiny white tenement houses and the brick-oven smell of fresh baked bread. One thing was certain; this was no land of ancient sugar plantations and wealthy Spaniards. It was a cigar city ready for the Twentieth Century, and Salvador could smell them everywhere he went: in bars, on the street, in factories and restaurants, and on every neighbor’s porch. Cuba was a land in disarray, but here was a place where Salvador and his entire family could prosper for a very long time. This was a town where he could happily lose a lot of money on cockfights.
“I have found my place,” Juan Carlos told him. Friends since before they joined El Matón’s crew, Juan Carlos was Salvador’s oldest acquaintance. “I will die in this town,” he told Salvador.
Salvador knew that a town filled with rugged, drunken cockfights and dime store prostitutes was a place that Juan Carlos would be delighted to call his home. During the first war, when they were a couple of penniless teenagers struggling to outlast the poverty of Cuba, Juan Carlos summarized their options. “We can engage in petty larceny in the city, rob people at knifepoint, and walk away with pesos and stale bread,” Carlito said. “Or we can join the rebels and steal from rich sugar planters who live in cathedrals and pay hefty ransoms for the return of their kidnapped wives and daughters!”
Back in those days, before Salvador had a family or a future, these were his assets: a rusty old knife that had belonged to his father, a small box of matches, three cheap cigars, and a canvas backpack with a second pair of pants and a couple of worn out shirts. An orphan with little knowledge of even his relatives, it was odd that young Salvador, a man who valued honest hard work, would follow Juan Carlos into El Matón’s rambunctious crew.
Years later, after El Matón and most of his men were decimated by Spanish soldiers, Salvador fled to Havana and learned the tobacco trade, while Juan Carlos lingered in town before he returned to the rebel lifestyle, fought the Spanish, and was eventually captured trying to rob a train. Juan Carlos was convicted and offered a choice by the declining Spanish government of Cuba: prison on the Isle of Pines or permanent relocation to Florida. Juan Carlos chose the place where so many Cuban men had already gone: Ybor City in Tampa.
It was there that Juan Carlos started serious work as a cigar maker, for it was customary for Ybor City tabaqueros to donate a portion of their wages to fund the rebels’ efforts in Cuba. Juan Carlos continued to support the war from afar while he never tired of coaxing his friend to abandon the island and join thousands of Cuban and Spanish workers in relocating to the Cigar City. He paid the factory lector to write letters to Salvador and eventually his friend agreed to visit.
“Employment is sporadic in Havana,” Salvador told Olympia, who hoped Salvador’s trip to Florida would be more than a juvenile escape with his old friend. “With the war and all these cigar factories closing down and moving to Tampa, all the men are finding steady work in Ybor City. Maybe I should go there and see for myself?”
“I don’t know what you’re waiting for.” Olympia said. “The Fuentes and Negro families have already moved to Florida, and Anna Fuentes wrote me and said they never plan to come back. And if there is steady employment there, like everyone says, then you will be able to work during your visit with Carlito, and can send money home each week. We have four children to feed and I do not have any more time to sweep floors in the factory while you are on vacation.”
Salvador chuckled, knowing his wife was only half-serious. He held her and kissed her forehead. “It’s not a vacation. But of course, I will send money each and every week.” He wondered if she would make him promise not to gamble or attend any cockfights, but Olympia knew better than to try and keep a Cuban man away from his nightlife.
Salvador gathered his three boys, Javier, Lázaro and E.J. and knelt before them. “Papa has got to go away, boys, because there are no jobs here. I’ve got to travel up to Florida to see how we can do up there. With luck on our side, if we can make enough money, maybe I’ll bring you up there too.” He kissed each boy on the forehead; Javier, sixteen and an accomplished cigar maker, then fourteen-year-old Lázaro and finally young E.J. Then he held his oldest child, his eighteen-year-old daughter Josefina, who tried to smile while fighting her tears.
And so in the winter of 1897, Salvador Ortiz left Cuba for the first time in his life and took a boat to Port Tampa. Juan Carlos greeted him on the dock with a bear hug, a deep, mischievous laugh and his familiar odor of burnt tobacco and rum.
“Come!” Carlito grinned as he slapped Salvador’s back, showing his crooked yellow teeth. For as long as Salvador could remember, Juan Carlos had a single tooth on the upper right side that was darker and more crooked than the rest, a single rotten fruit among a row of already stale teeth. “Let me show you my town!”
Salvador saw Ybor City as a promising young industrial town that had not yet hit its prime. It was a smaller version of Havana, where flat streets of sand surrounded dozens of brick cigar factories. But instead of Spanish flags, Salvador saw that Cuban red, white, and blue decorated every building. He sensed the revolutionary fervor was strong, and the abundance of activity and commerce suggested the city would one day mature into a vibrant industrial port and center of immigrant culture.
“You haven’t stopped smiling since you arrived,” Carlito noticed.
“What can I say, Carlito, you were right. It is what Havana should be, a thriving city with no Spanish soldiers.”
Juan Carlos became serious. “Cuba Libre is very much alive in Ybor City, Salvador. There is almost no reason to return to Havana. Even after we win the war, Cuba will be wrecked. This is the best place to live. This is the new Havana.”
Salvador followed Juan Carlos all over town, from the busy and commercial Seventh Avenue to the Cuban social club to the brick factory where Juan Carlos had learned to roll cigars. Juan Carlos pointed out the Pasaje Hotel. “A house of ill repute,” he jabbed Salvador. “A place that supplies high class hookers to elite businessmen. For more middle class whores, one goes to La Rubia, but if you’re really strapped for cash the worst in class can be found in the Scrub. But no right-minded cigar maker would ever venture into that part of town.”
Salvador soon found himself behind a bar in the center of town under a cloud of cigar smoke, among a crowd of rowdy Cubans waving dollar bills and shouting at two angry gamecocks who chopped and clawed each other in a fight to the death.
When the match was over, Salvador had lost his bet, but he was among his people; surrounded by cigar makers of all ages, most of them in their twenties, thirties or forties, and wearing the pressed white shirts and ties they wore to work. Sleeves rolled up, facial hair, dirty fingernails, big smiles and loud voices. With no women around to keep them calm, the rambunctious group instantly made Salvador feel like part of the family.
Now a short man, plump and gruff, with half a cigar poking through his thick lips, appeared in the crowd carrying a metal cage. Juan Carlos slapped at Salvador’s arm. “This is the match I want to see.” He pointed at the man’s cage where an aggressive black rooster fluttered its wings and bit at the cage bars trying to gnaw his way to freedom.
Juan Carlos started counting his money, trying to decide on his wager, and explained. “Fortunado and his lucky gamecock named Picchu. This bird is a champion in Key West, Ortiz. Specially bred on the island and undefeated, he was so feared that Fortunado could no longer get a match. No one in Key West was willing to wager their birds against his, so he brought Picchu to Ybor to face a new pool of brave and foolish challengers. Tonight is his Ybor City debut!”
Fortunado removed Picchu from his cage, gripping the fierce bird tightly in his pudgy hands, and held him above his head for the crowd to see. The black rooster had tiny divots and bald spots where he had been nipped and plucked by other roosters, and his beak was marked with chips and scratches, his badges of victory. The bird’s claws looked menacing on their own, but each of them had been armed with a leather bracelet and a razor sharp steel spike called a short-spur.
Picchu ruffled his feathers and kicked his feet as Fortunado held him before the drunken crowd. Cheering and hollering provoked the bird, signaling an imminent fight. Picchu’s head snapped left and right looking through the crowd for a brave challenger, and when the bird’s shiny black eyes seemed to fall on Salvador, the cigar maker was so startled by the gamecock that he actually looked away.
Juan Carlos slapped his arm again. “Here comes the challenger!”
A yellow and brown rooster named Contusiór was held above the crowd by his owner and the bird reacted violently, chopping his short-spurs and fluffing his feathers proudly, showing his own scratches and pockmarks to the rowdy gambling crowd.
“This one looks just as fierce as Picchu,” Salvador said.
“Then place your wager on that weak little bird,” Juan Carlos said. “I’m going to bet on black.” Juan Carlos disappeared into the crowd to place his bet, and Salvador followed, betting a small amount on the legendary bird from Key West.
Now Picchu and Contusiór were lowered into the wooden cockpit and held beak-to-beak by their owners, further agitating the birds. They thrust their beaks out and tried to pick and jab at each other, but their owners held them just out of reach. Then the men took their places at opposite sides of the wooden pit and lowered their birds to the dirt floor. On the count of three, they were unleashed.
The crowd erupted into a drunken frenzy as the gamecocks attacked each other under a cloud of dust and feathers. Salvador cheered as the birds stabbed each other with their spurs and pecked holes with their beaks. Blood splattered across the dirt, the bird’s piercing shrieks blended with the cheering. Contusiór slashed Picchu’s neck with his spur, cutting Picchu and forcing him onto defense. Contusiór sensed victory and moved quickly with one brutal chop after another until Picchu was a bloody mess of black feathers pinned underneath. The fight was over in seconds, a stunning upset of Fortunado’s bird.
Contusiór’s owner jumped into the ring and pulled his champion from the fray, raising him above his head with a triumphant smile at the cheers and boos alike. Salvador and Juan Carlos tore their tickets and tossed them aside as Picchu collapsed. Fortunado jumped into the ring to recover his dying bird knowing the gamecock could not be saved.
Fortunado had bet a considerable sum of money on Picchu and was so angry that the bird had lost that he took the rooster’s head in his teeth and, with the certainty of a man chomping the end from a cigar, bit Picchu’s head clean off. Blood spurted. Fortunado spat the head onto the ground where it rolled across the dirt like a baseball and rested against the wooden wall of the cockpit with the black eyes locked open. Then Fortunado kicked the dirt and tossed Picchu’s body aside like a crumpled candy wrapper into the trash. He pulled a black feather from his lips and wiped away a mouthful of blood before he stomped angrily into the crowd.
Salvador was astonished. With eyes bulging he slapped at Juan Carlos. “¡Coño! I can’t believe he did that! Did you see it, Carlito?”
Juan Carlos was laughing. “How could I miss that?”
Salvador was so excited about Picchu’s brutal and comical beheading that he told a group of cigar makers about it the next morning, and then recounted the story in the afternoon to another group, and several times that night he told the story to anyone who would listen, never tiring of the tale.
In the days that followed, Salvador found work at the Vasquez and Company factory where he rolled cigars at a wooden bench beside Juan Carlos. They spent their nights gambling in taverns with the cigar workers until they tired and passed out at a boarding house on Twelfth Avenue, where for three dollars a week Salvador received a room, a bed and two daily meals. He was happy to be back with Juan Carlos. Though many years had passed, it often seemed like old times.
Orphaned at the age of fourteen, when his parents had been accused of aiding the Cuban insurrectionists during the Ten Years’ War, Salvador distinctly remembered armed rebels passing through their home, stopping in for a small meal or a bed and talking quietly with his father. A quiet peasant farmer, Ernesto Ortiz had been promised by the rebels that the farming village of Herrera would be protected from the Spanish army. Salvador’s father had told him, “Fruits and cattle raised by our village should feed the peasants, not be redistributed to Spanish soldiers.”
Salvador was learning the farming trade, but his father quickly gave him an education in politics. “Spain is draining Cuba of its natural resources,” Ernesto told his son. “They are giving nothing back. All the wealth generated by Cubans is feeding the Spanish. They own our government and our property and leave us no opportunity for self-determination. Shouldn’t every man have the right to decide who enjoys the fruit of his own labor?”
One morning Ernesto’s lessons abruptly ended, and Salvador was forced into the world to find his own education. When shots rang out in the distance and the sound of approaching horses grew louder and louder, Ernesto frantically woke his only child and ordered him to run across the fields and hide in the forest. “Go now, boy! Step lively and don’t look back!”
Those were Ernesto’s last words to Salvador.
The boy ran until he was hidden by a giant Ceiba tree. Watching from afar as Spanish soldiers on horseback trampled through the village and set the modest bohio homes ablaze, Salvador saw the fragile shelters of wood and palm fronds collapse into flaming piles as many of the villagers, including Salvador’s mother and father, were captured by the soldiers and executed.
The image of his mother and father on their knees before a gang of Spanish troops, with his sobbing mother begging God’s mercy before rifles exploded, became seared into his memory. Salvador fled into the forest carrying nothing but his father’s rusty dagger and a hatred and complete mistrust of anything Spanish.
When he finally made it to the western city of Pinar del Río, and met Juan Carlos on the streets begging for food, it became easy for them to steal from the aristocrats responsible for their plight. For Juan Carlos had also lost his father and a brother at the hands of Spanish soldiers. Young, vengeful Carlito carried a pistol and a machete in a canvas duffle bag and hoped to join a band of rebels but had little luck finding an army that would lead him into battle against the Spanish.
“I like you, Ortiz,” Juan Carlos told him the day the teenagers met on the street. “Your story is like mine. It seems as though we’re the last of a dying breed.” The truth was that Juan Carlos could use another man to help him rob a local Spanish bookkeeper he had been watching for over a week.
“You have a knife, I have a gun and this man is a Spaniard. Not only that but he has money. I have been watching him for many days now. Every night after he locks his office, he walks down the block to the Spanish bakery where he has a cup of coffee and a pastry before heading home. We go in right before he locks up and split our earnings right down the middle. If we’re successful, we come back next week and rob the bakery.”
Salvador, as if transfixed with the unending memory of his mother’s head being blown apart by a Spanish rifle, nodded and gripped the wooden handle of his knife. Normally he wouldn’t consider stealing, and would rather work for his daily meals, but he had been numbed by grief.
“Yes, we are stealing,” Juan Carlos said. “But we are stealing back little pieces of our own country. We are reclaiming what is ours.”
Salvador thought of his father’s blood, spilled on Cuban dirt. “Let’s go.”
On Carlito’s signal the boys entered the bookkeeper’s office and less than a minute later were running from the scene with enough pesos to eat for several days. It was easier than Salvador thought it would be. The bookkeeper was a man used to the confines of his office and did not compare to the menacing Spanish soldiers Salvador had eluded in the countryside. “You’ve got guts,” Juan Carlos seemed to admit later on, as they divided their money in a secluded alley. “If you were afraid, the bookkeeper couldn’t tell.” Carlito was satisfied that he had found a partner and the duo spent the next weeks robbing aristocrats, begging for food and eluding the authorities. When Juan Carlos decided it was getting too hot for them in the city, he introduced Salvador to Victoriano Machín, the charismatic young ruffian who would eventually become the legendary bandit El Matón.
They became part of his crew, joining with a group of young men like themselves who acted like rebels. They were not part of the organized resistance but saw themselves as part of the same struggle. For years the band roamed the province, eventually on horseback, and terrorized the aristocracy while managing to evade the Spanish army. They were loved and considered heroes by the local peasants but loathed and denounced as bandits by the Spanish authorities. Poor as they were, Juan Carlos had found his army and Salvador had found a family.
Good looking by working class standards, Juan Carlos was a brash instigator, always challenging the men to arm wrestle, or race on foot, or compete to shoot the most squirrels. But Salvador seemed to always be sitting and thinking, often late into the night long after the rest of the group was asleep. He didn’t read, hardly drank and thought carefully before he spoke. He was notorious for observing the scene, forming an opinion and then speaking thoughtfully to those who would listen.
One night as the men were settled around the fire cleaning their rifles and counting pesos paid to them by a local Spanish landowner in exchange for protection, they listened as one read from a Havana newspaper. When he was finished Juan Carlos explained how current political affairs related to the rebels. “General Maceo will never accept the terms of the Zanjón treaty. An armistice that does not provide for complete and total Cuban independence is no treaty that any Cuban can accept. When Maceo refuses to lay down his weapons, hostilities against Spain will continue. We should not relax so quickly.”
The men nodded their agreement. “Maceo will never surrender,” remarked one.
Another raised his fist and said, “Long live the Bronze Titan!”
They silently considered their roles in Cuba’s long struggle for independence, a conflict with no stand-up battles, only surprise attacks and destruction of property, for which they were all guilty.
Salvador finally spoke. “The decision is not Maceo’s to make. His influence on Zanjón is insignificant.”
He received unanimous indignation from the men. As Salvador was jeered, Juan Carlos stood and laughed and resentfully taunted his friend.
“The farm boy from Herrera thinks he knows more about politics than the rest of you warriors. Explain yourself, Salvador. How can you insult the great general when you may one day wear a true soldier’s uniform and fight in his army?”
El Matón rested quietly off to the side, a red kerchief tied loosely around his neck, pretending to nap with his hands clasped over his belly but with one eye half-opened.
Salvador said, “Maceo is a field general with only 1,500 men. He cannot rally the support of Cuba. He is an asset on the battlefield but has little clout in national politics.”
“Ha!” said Juan Carlos incredulously. “Listen to him!”
“This is the way it is,” Salvador said simply. “I wish it was not.”
When the treaty was ratified a few days later, and the protesting Maceo and his men were forced into exile, Salvador never mentioned that he had been right about the general. But he had quietly earned the respect of the men, including Juan Carlos and more importantly, El Matón.
Years later, as Salvador matured and realized his good fortune in surviving his days of rebellion, he denounced his rambunctious past, married a good woman and became a cigar maker in the city of Havana. His children, his family seemed poised to prosper, if not for another war nearly two decades later, the final battle for Cuban independence.
It brought Havana into a state of depression. The city became overcrowded with the constant arrival of peasants relocated from the warring country. Food shortages and sanitation problems resulted, yet Salvador maintained his faith that the island would overcome its problems. But with unreliable employment in Havana, and a trip to Ybor City that sent Salvador home with a pocket full of cash, the idea of joining Juan Carlos in Florida became more attractive.
When Salvador returned to Havana after his month long visit to the prosperous Cigar City, he saw city streets filled with garbage, homeless families, and Spanish soldiers. He had grown accustomed to the fragrance of tobacco and fresh bread that hung in the Ybor air. Now, stepping over the legs of people huddled on the sidewalk outside his apartment building, the odor of unwashed bodies seemed especially oppressive. The heat and humidity only made it worse.
Carrying a bag of rice he had purchased for his family, Salvador moved quickly towards his apartment and cradled the bag close to his chest. Beggars saw Salvador was neither filthy nor starving and cursed him when he would not give them money. If he had the means he would invite them all into his home for a feast, but instead he kept his head down and moved quickly.
Stray dogs roamed the street in small, pathetic little packs and Salvador encountered a group of four near his apartment building. He didn’t know what breed they were, but they looked like brothers, skin and bones, each with a layer of black fur that pressed tightly against their ribs. Salvador wished he could set aside a few chunks of bread from his meager dinner and feed these dogs. He imagined himself tossing a bowl of rice and beans into the middle of their pack and watching the dogs devour it instantly but he did not want to divert even the smallest portions of food away from his family.
When he arrived at the door to the Ortiz apartment, there was an old woman down the hall, sitting against the wall apparently suffering from cholera. Her face was shrunken and dehydrated and the puddle she sat in reeked with the awful smell of diarrhea. She groaned from abdominal pains and tried to say something to Salvador as he stepped over her and hurried to his door thinking this would never happen in Ybor City.
Once he was safely inside, Salvador closed and locked the door and then noticed his heart was pounding, his forehead beaded with sweat. This was no place for his children, he thought, and wondered if Olympia knew about the sick woman outside. He decided not to mention what he had seen but waited instead for Olympia to bring it up.
She did, while Josefina helped her fix a small meal of rice and beans for the boys and Salvador. With her attention on her pots and her black hair surrounded by steam Olympia said, “There are sick people right outside that door.” Salvador said nothing, wishing instead to discuss the matter privately with his wife.
After dinner Salvador and Olympia left the apartment and went walking along El Malecón, the waterfront promenade built along Havana’s northern shore. A salty mist sprayed the sidewalk as waves crashed against the seawall forcing Salvador and Olympia to sidestep the saltwater puddles that crept inward as far as a city block. In the harbor, the giant U.S. battleship Maine quietly protected American interests from the long-standing civil disobedience.
Along the avenue wandered destitute peasants and homeless families, relocated from the warring countryside or ejected from their homes in Havana. Morro Castle, the picturesque stone fortress that guarded the entrance to Havana Bay was a tangible reminder of the Spanish dominance responsible for Cuba’s plight. Salvador hoped that once the war was over, the castle would be torn down or razed by rebels. The obliteration of their most famous landmark in Cuba would be a symbolic and fitting end to Spanish rule.
A begging child approached but Salvador had nothing to give. A woman cried nearby and Salvador saw anguish in the faces of the people who sat on the street with their children and their bags, refugees from the war. His faith in his country had been dying for years. Now, with little work in this city and hardly enough food to feed his children, Salvador wondered how long it would take for Cuba to recover.
Olympia coughed and wiped her nose with a small handkerchief. The conditions in the city had been slowly affecting her health.
He said to his wife, “I’m taking E.J. out of school.”
Olympia nodded as they walked. “He’s only seven.”
“Old enough to work,” he said. “An able bodied boy in school is a waste. No need to learn facts and figures when he can be sweeping floors or sorting tobacco leaves.”
“It is hard for anyone to find work in this town, especially a seven-year-old boy.”
Even a master cigar maker like Salvador had not been able to rely on steady employment for many months. His sons Javier and Lázaro could sometimes find work stripping the stems from tobacco leaves, or rolling inferior cigars but there had been no reliable employment for them either.
Olympia and Salvador walked quietly along the boulevard. The night was quiet and the February air was crisp and salty and smelled of burning garbage. Olympia wanted to talk about Salvador’s trip to Florida, to get the details on the Cigar City that seemed to be attracting every cigar maker in Havana.
“What about Ybor City?”
Salvador was quiet for a moment. “It was a promising town, no doubt. Easy to find work there.”
“And how much longer until all the jobs in Ybor City have been filled?”
He shrugged. “I saw dozens of cigar factories under construction. I also heard the Don Pedro factory will be closing its doors in Havana and relocating to Ybor City.”
Olympia found it irritating that Salvador could not admit to the obvious. She saw a family sitting against the seawall, their faces dirty with grime from several weeks without a bath. The worried looks of two small boys made Olympia fear that E.J. and Lázaro could soon be on the streets begging for bread. “Isn’t it time we left this place and moved to Ybor City?”
Salvador sighed deeply. “Martí and Maceo returned from exile and died in battle. It is time to fight!” He pointed to the battleship in the harbor. “Don’t you want to be here to see Cuba celebrate her victory?”
“I couldn’t care less at this point, Salvador.” She sniffled and wiped her nose, looking at him crossly, expecting him to come to his senses and deliver his family from this terrible situation.
“I’m not sure we should leave just yet; the war will be over soon. Leaving now would be an insult to my parents.”
Olympia finally lost her patience. “Will you get over it? What in the world is the matter with you? It’s been almost thirty years since they died, Salvador. Our family is starving! Get us off this island before we’re all sick and dead!”
Salvador disapproved of Olympia’s lack of respect but he merely said, “Your ties to your family are different than mine.”
Olympia rolled her eyes and stopped walking. Now, practically pleading with Salvador, she jabbed him in the chest. “If you want to honor your father, then do what is right by your children and give them a happy life! Do you think your father would have wanted his grandchildren to shit themselves to death? Would your mother have thought it better to be dead than American?”
Despite her weakened state, Olympia remained polished and feisty. With four children, she was eternally more active than her husband. She rarely talked about politics or world events, had no close friends except for Salvador and her oldest child Josefina, and never ever spoke of her parents. Once, at Olympia’s insistence, Salvador attended a church service with his wife. During the Mass he sat still and reverent like the statue of Mary and said nothing. He spoke few words of it afterward and rarely set foot in a church again.
Salvador taught his sons the practical skills of cigar making, along with Cuban history and leisurely games like rummy and dominoes. Salvador told his boys, “Cigars are society. They are the food you eat and the bed where you sleep. They are the clothes you wear and the shoes on your feet. Cigars are, at the very least, responsible for everything you and I have.”
Olympia made sure her children knew the Bible. The boys listened out of obligation, but Josefina read the Bible all the way through to the end and became extremely critical, which angered Olympia and made her defensive. “The ages of these people are ridiculous,” said Josefina. “If history unfolded the way the Bible says, most of these people, or at least their children and grandchildren, would be alive today!”
Olympia replied simply, “The Bible is a book of faith not arithmetic.”
Josefina considered herself to be a true believer but enjoyed a thoughtful discussion with her mother. “Faith in God.” she said.
Olympia nodded curtly. “Faith in God, faith in your family.”
Josefina glanced through the window of their damp apartment to the dirty streets of Havana. “Faith in your country?”
Olympia was awakened from her daydream when a terrible explosion shattered the calm evening air and knocked her to the ground. Salvador crowded over her and covered her head with one hand while shielding her with his body. With their faces pressed to the ground, they could taste the saltwater that soaked the pavement.
“Are you hurt?” he asked.
The ringing in her ears made his voice sound distant. Olympia was dazed, the smell of soot felt heavy. She shook her head. “I’m fine.”
They looked to the harbor, where the USS Maine was engulfed in a fireball of swirling smoke and debris. The explosion had come from inside the ship and the entire front half had been obliterated. The deck had erupted into a mess of fire and twisted metal parts that threw wreckage across the harbor in all directions. Down to the water rained blocks of wood, steel railings, chunks of cement and fragments of grating. Among the mess, faint cries came from the water. In the dim light, from the fires from the ship, Salvador could see the bodies of American sailors floating on the water.
He could hear spare ammunition popping and crackling on the ship while sailors who remained on board hurried to the deck and jumped overboard. Pandemonium broke out in the harbor as people on land shouted and pointed towards the wreckage while rescue boats were dispatched to evacuate the survivors. Salvador saw the commotion and was certain that more chaos would come. A line of blood ran down Olympia’s temple and reminded Salvador of his mother’s death. The war had arrived in Havana; the United States would soon enter the conflict.
Despite his desire to remain in Cuba and see the end of the war, another excuse to stay would be hard to come by. Salvador, a man who wanted to do what was right for his family realized Olympia was correct. It was time to abandon the country his father had died to save.
II.
OLYMPIA CANCIO
de la SERNA
1880
Chapter 2
The seeds of Cuba Libre were sprouted by men like Olympia’s father, Testifonte Cancio, who transplanted his Spanish empire to Cuban soil and built a booming sugar market on the back of slave labor. Testifonte moved his family to the plantation in the Pinar del Río province when Olympia was only three, just two years before a long revolution erupted and brought social and financial disarray to the island. The Ten Years’ War ended with a treaty between Cubans and Spaniards but some who continued to fight threatened Testifonte’s sugar estate. He fortified his property with armed guards, but not enough to protect Olympia from every danger presented by unstable, post-war Cuba. In 1880, soon after she turned seventeen, Olympia was kidnapped by the bandit group headed by the charismatic Victoriano Machín, known among the peasants as El Matón.
A son of plantation slaves and the oldest of six children, Machín saw himself as the charitable benefactor of his peasant siblings. War meant the Machín family was homeless and unemployed as business owners hired only Spanish workers. Victoriano was forced to slip into town to pick pockets and rob Spanish bakeries in order to feed his starving brothers and sisters. He was a charitable brother who blamed the Spanish for sinking Cuba into a dreadful depression.
Machín’s deeds were not limited to his family, and he generously shared the fruit of his exploits with neighbors and fellow peasants. As the rural proletariat starved and vagrancy became a permanent feature of the landscape, Machín became a feared thief of Spanish aristocracy who supervised a redistribution of wealth in the province. He was no longer just a nice-looking low-class teenage hood but a benevolent outlaw who looked after his people. His popularity grew. He attracted recruits and built a small army, outfitted first with machetes and then guns. They saw themselves not as bandits but young rebels in the mold of Cuban generals like Calixto García and Antonio Maceo.
Machín stood among his men like a young captain wearing black pants with a black vest over a half buttoned white shirt. With a red kerchief tied around his neck, a belt of bullets slung over each shoulder and a pistol holstered on each hip, he stood confident and ready to announce their most daring raid yet. His long black hair seemed to shine in the morning sun, but when the wind blew wisps of dirt and dust from his locks it became obvious that Machín had shunned the luxury of a bath for many days.
He said to his men, “We will go in the dead of night, after the house and surrounding quarters have fallen asleep.” His army of twenty sat around a campfire and listened to their leader. Machín’s magnetic nature impressed young rebels like the peasant boy Salvador Ortiz, who was nervous to hear the details of the raid but anxious to collect the payoff that Machín had promised.
Now the bandit leader picked up a small log and held it before him like a club. He wrapped an old tattered rag around the end and showed it to his men. “What is this?”
The wily Juan Carlos answered, “It looks like a stick with a towel wrapped around it.”
“Wrong.” Machín grinned; in another life he could have been a stage actor or an entertainer. He took his club and held it into the fire, and when he pulled it out, the tattered rag was balled in flames. “This is our weapon. We will descend on the plantation like thunder and leave the sugar fields burning.”
Storming a giant sugar plantation was a greater crime than any of them had ever committed, but the rebels thought of their families and the starving people of Piro. The Spanish had given these men no other choice.
The revolution was underway.
Machín’s men gathered on a hill to the south of the plantation overlooking Testifonte’s forty acres of sugar cane. North of the cane field, standing like a stone fortress and dwarfing the plantation buildings, was the immaculate mansion of the Cancio family.
The gray and white manor was surrounded by brick storage huts and wooden worker’s dwellings. Dozens of tiny figures were speckled across the plantation, chopping cane in the field and hauling it to the mill on horse-drawn carts.
“Let’s move around to the north,” Machín instructed. “I want to get a closer look at the mansion and try for a headcount on the workers and guards.”
The group moved into the forest and positioned themselves on the north side of the plantation. Here they had a closer view of the small village within the estate. Two of Testifonte’s men patrolled the perimeter with rifles and both were so far away that the bandits had little reason for concern.
Machín actually snickered. “Two guards? That’s all he has? This won’t even be a challenge.” He pointed towards the mansion. “See that stone building there? That’s the mill which houses a press for extracting sugar and a boiling room where the sugar is heated into molasses. If it is destroyed then the whole plantation will shut down. That must happen only as a last resort. If this plantation is making no money, then we will be unable to take our share of the wealth.”
Salvador pointed to a pair of brick buildings beside the mill. “What’s in those two buildings over there?”
“Storage,” said Machín as his eyes moved across the entire plantation. “Cancio will be hindered but not out of business and more important, we will have the attention of the entire province.”
Including the attention of the Spanish army. None of the men fooled themselves into thinking their task was without risk. Even if they did make it back to Piro, under a banner of victory, they were at the mercy of the peasants. Betrayal could be more disastrous than finding themselves face to face with Spanish soldiers.
“Yes, it is an act of war,” Machín explained. “But this is our country.”
They observed the plantation until it became as quiet as a lake in the dead of night. After the sun set, the sweet smell of caramelized sugar and dying coals wafted from the boiling room.
Lamps burned inside the mansion and illuminated the rooms for Machín and his men, who crouched in the weeds just outside. Testifonte could be seen in the dining area with his son and daughter while a plump mulatto housemaid circled the room and tended to the family dinner.
It was the first time any of the rebels had seen the wealthy sugar planter in person. Testifonte was dignified but informal, rarely wearing a suit and tie, and tonight he dined in a thin white shirt with an opened collar. Dark hair was lined with streaks of gray and he wore a small moustache like a man from a Greco painting. His skin was smooth and youthful, unblemished by hours in the sun like his workers and characteristic of a career spent almost entirely behind a desk.
Known as caciques in Spain, men like Testifonte held the power and ruled politics, agriculture and real estate. They considered themselves family people who prided themselves on the purity of their race. Testifonte often told Olympia and her older brother Hector of the myths of Don Pelayo, who lead Gothic nobles to victory against Moorish invaders at Covadonga. “Asturias is the only real Spain,” Testifonte would say. “The rest is conquered territory.”
While Testifonte’s father and brother were captains of finance and government, he’d made his fortune in sugar. And since most peninsulares hired only Spaniards, thousands of Cubans remained unemployed. Testifonte tried to shield his children from the prostitution and robbery that resulted and even hired a bodyguard to accompany his daughter between the plantation and her school. Victims of poverty were attracted to crime and banditry and until now, Testifonte had been lucky to avoid confrontation with these clever and mischievous men.
As he inspected the family from afar, Machín said, “The son should be dealt with cautiously and appropriately.”
Beside the planter was Hector, a healthy young man in his early twenties who looked athletic and near his physical prime. He resembled his father in every way, including the moustache, open collar and flawless skin.
At the opposite end of the table was Testifonte’s seventeen-year-old daughter Olympia, whose appearance was pure and untarnished. The girl’s black hair was wound in perfect braids and she had clean, olive skin like the wealthy women of Southern Spain. Machín smiled when he saw the pretty, young girl. “A clear child of the indoors,” he remarked. “Her father will pay a fortune to have her returned safely from the cesspool of peasant society.” He laughed and imagined tens of thousands of pesos in ransom, enough to purchase a horse for every one of his men and feed all of Piro for a month.
The bandits returned to camp and the following morning the rebel leader gathered his men and reviewed the plan. “We’ll wait until dark. Once the guards are eliminated we’ll storm the mansion like a hurricane. For the rest of the day, we rest.”
And so they rested, until dusk when they formed a column and marched down the hill to the Cancio plantation. Once it was dark, they formed a perimeter around the north side of the property and on Machín’s signal, they lit their torches.
Testifonte was in bed and drifting towards sleep as faint voices called him into a dream, and then the sound of ceramic pots shattered on the cement outside and forced his eyes open. Men were shouting and Testifonte realized the voices and hollers did not belong to his staff. He knew instantly that his plantation was in terrible trouble.
When he sat up, he looked through his bedroom window and saw orange flames down below. The fields were on fire! He threw his sheets away and jumped out of bed.
Machín’s men moved swiftly across the plantation and illuminated the night with their flames. Torches were thrown upon the palm-thatched roofs of the storage huts and into the workers’ dwellings. The guards had been immediately ambushed and neutralized with a pair of gunshots and the bandits carried their fire into the cane fields, which became a curtain of white light.
As he torched the sugar cane Salvador thought of his parents and remembered the sight of the family bohio crumbling under an orange fireball. Now Salvador carried the torch and was invigorated as he turned it against the same aristocracy that had murdered his parents and made him an orphan. The sweet odor of simmering sugar and ash overtook the estate and Salvador felt great satisfaction watching the Cancio empire burn into worthless curtains of smoke.
A plantation that had been silent and sleepy just moments ago now clamored with commotion. Men with machetes and torches screamed and yelled like true warriors and ran every direction smashing flower pots and useless, petty trinkets that seemed to be the height of self-indulgence. Gunshots echoed across the hills as the bandits fired their weapons and torched plantation buildings before the inhabitants had time to react.
Testifonte moved quickly for a man over fifty. Once out of bed he hurried across the hall to Olympia’s room. The girl was awake and sitting upright in bed, frozen, waiting anxiously, knowing that someone would soon arrive. She gasped when she saw a man’s shadow in her bedroom doorway and relaxed slightly when her father came forth.
Before Testifonte could say anything there was a terrible crash from the first floor, like a bull had charged through the front door at full speed and then ran headfirst into a dining room table set with plates and glasses for morning breakfast.
Machín and his men charged into the house and shattered windows, torched the curtains and carpet, and used their machetes to hack at the furniture and smash every breakable object of affluence in sight. Wine glasses and fancy pottery flew across the dining room and exploded against the walls with bursts of glass and debris. The downstairs was filled with dust, dirt, and smoke almost immediately as the bandits ran through every room like rabid wild animals, energized by the hot blood of war and revolution.
Testifonte’s son Hector appeared on the grand staircase with rifle in hand, but before he could load a shot, he was overwhelmed by men and his rifle confiscated. Two men held him down while Machín led a charge up the stairs and found Testifonte in the hallway shielding Olympia, who huddled terrified behind him. The sugar planter stood defiant, his arms angled back to form a wedge around his daughter. His chest swelled as he looked down his nose at Machín.
The sugar planter and the rebel leader stood face to face.
Machín signaled to his men to halt behind him as he smiled at Testifonte. His grin was captivating, almost as if he was ready to sit down with Testifonte and discuss business. It became a quiet scene with the sounds of crackling embers downstairs and the flickering yellow flames outside reminding everyone of the emergency they faced, yet Machín was relaxed. He said to Testifonte, “Good evening, sir. We did not mean to wake you and your family from their quiet slumber, but as you can see, your property is in danger and we have come to rescue your daughter from the fires.”
Machín extended his left hand for Olympia as if expecting Testifonte to be so charmed as to step aside and surrender his daughter.
Instead, Testifonte puckered his lips and spat towards Machín’s hand.
The rebel leader smiled. “Good sir, you have no time for these juvenile antics, for the fires desperately need your attention.”
“You are heathens!” shouted Testifonte. “Thugs! Beggars with rifles! Get out of my house and return to the alleys and live off the filth from which you were spawned!”
As smoke filled the hallway and obstructed their vision Machín said, “Neither of us have time for discussion. Salvador! Take the girl!”
Salvador appeared beside Machín and saw Olympia Cancio de la Serna up close for the first time. As she peeked out from behind her father, Salvador first thought she looked frightened. He instantly remembered his parents and thought of how he must have looked when the Spanish burned his house. But then a fleeting look of calm passed over her and made Salvador question his assumptions. There was something inquisitive and searching about her, as if she could just as easily have been watching him through her window.
Testifonte stepped forward to challenge Salvador. “Take me instead.”
Juan Carlos unsheathed his machete and held it under Testifonte’s chin. “Cooperate and you will save your family and possibly this house.”
Testifonte froze under the blade as Salvador reached behind him and grabbed Olympia by the wrist. The girl yelped but offered little resistance as the bandits disappeared with her into the smoke. They ran from the burning house and escaped into the night with Testifonte’s most prized possession thrown like a bunch of bananas over the shoulder of Salvador Ortiz.
Chapter 3
The village of Piro was less than two miles from the Cancio plantation. Olympia was taken to a small bohio where she was watched by one of Machín’s men. Unable to sleep and not wanting to touch her bare feet to the dirty floor of the hut, she kept her legs coiled beneath her as she sat on the hut’s uncomfortable cot and slapped at the bugs. She remained awake until morning.
When sunlight broke Olympia got her first look at Piro and the dreadful Cuban peasant lifestyle. There had been an obvious absence of occupancy in her hut. Smaller than her bedroom, it consisted of shaky walls made from wooden boards that supported a rickety, thatched roof.
The dirt floor was littered with sticks, leaves, old bottles and empty cans. A few empty wooden boxes were cluttered in the corner as if someone had thrown them in from outside, and there was a wooden table covered with rusted pieces of farming equipment and dirty rags. It was an entirely depressing scene devoid of clothes, jewelry boxes, a comfortable bed, or the many perfumes arranged on Olympia’s dresser at home.
The small village was scattered with huts of similar style and size. Most had small gardens, and some had a horse or an ox tied to a post or a tree outside. A small creek ran through the village and there was a single stone well in the center of Piro where a pair of peasants filled water buckets. Olympia couldn’t imagine drinking water that came from a well shared by a hundred people or living in a house so small.
She realized then, as she observed their dirty faces and shoddy clothes, that the bandits were not rogue wanderers merely passing through and using Piro as their base. They were the sons, fathers, and husbands of these peasants. Banditry was the economy of this village. A way of life. Olympia was convinced that she was not prepared to relinquish her comfortable lifestyle. She wanted to go home.
Three days later Machín and his men returned to the plantation. The fire had burned several workers’ huts to the ground, the brick storage huts had been blackened by flames, and their wooden roofs had burnt and crumbled. The mansion had survived the attack but most of the furniture from the first floor was sitting outside on the lawn in charred pieces. Windows broken during the assault had been patched with boards but worst of all was the cane field. Nearly an acre had been charred black and the stalks rimming the hotspot suffered from burns and smoke damage.
Machín and Salvador met Testifonte on the porch. Hector stood behind his father with rifle in hand, and Salvador noticed six new men had been hired as guards. Testifonte knew that somewhere in the wilderness, somewhere close, bandits watched and waited with Olympia.
“I will pay no more than ten thousand pesos,” Testifonte announced. “And I want a guarantee that neither my property nor my family will be harmed again.”
Machín somberly shook his head. Salvador was fascinated to see the young negotiator at work. “We can make no guarantee without tribute,” said the rebel leader.
“I am a landowner and will not be bullied. I should send my men to invade your village and take my daughter back by force!”
Machín laughed. “I count six guards, Don Cancio, whereas I have twenty men and the protection of an entire village.”
“The Spanish army should raze that settlement!”
“Choose your words carefully,” Machín warned. “For the Spanish could easily mistake your daughter for one of us.”
Testifonte scowled and glanced at his son, who waited for his father’s next move. The sugar planter reached into his pocket, removed a small leather pouch and handed it to Machín. “That is five thousand pesos. Return my daughter and I will pay the rest.”
“Fifteen thousand is our price for your daughter. For another ten I can guarantee the safety of your family for one year, and I will ensure that your plantation is protected.”
Testifonte scoffed. “What is this, a criminal demanding a tribute?”
“Or we can take your daughter back to camp and you can send your men to remove her by force.”
Testifonte glared at Machín for a long time. The planter saw a young man who believed that his deeds were noble, who considered himself a hero among his people and to his society. Testifonte was not just dealing with men who held his daughter, but with an entire social order opposed to his success. The Ten Years’ War had ended at Zanjón, but the conflict continued, humbling the sugar planter and leaving him no leverage.
Machín and his men returned to Piro like lords of the mountains with bags of money in their hands. Machín distributed payment to his men and gave the rest to the villagers, making him an instant hero and celebrity in Piro. Word of his success and generosity spread throughout the province, along with a humorous story of how Testifonte Cancio had referred to Machín’s men as thugs.
“The people are happy to have among us such a generous fellow!” an old man happily told Machín. The rebel leader was faced with an influx of new recruits and had enough money to buy a horse for every member of his army. As his power and prestige increased, Machín was dubbed El Matón del Pueblo, the People’s Thug, and began his stint as the most popular, most respected bandit in all of Pinar del Río.
Olympia returned to her home forever changed. For during her short time with the peasants, and through no fault of her own, Olympia Cancio de la Serna, age seventeen, had become pregnant.
Chapter 4
She hid it from her father for as long as she could, but after six months, Testifonte could no longer ignore that his daughter’s once graceful walk had become an awkward waddle. He was reminded of how Olympia’s mother had walked when she was carrying. “You are pregnant,” he finally said.
“Yes,” Olympia responded wearily, fearing the invective she knew she was about to receive but relieved at no longer having to hide her belly.
“You are seventeen and unmarried! Who did it?”
She would not tell. At first Testifonte suspected it to be one of his hired hands who would surely crave a pure and pleasant girl like Olympia. For days he interrogated her, and named man after man, until he had gone through every employee, every associate who had been to the house, even certain men from town, and concluded none were responsible. Then Testifonte pinpointed the conception to the time when Olympia had been in the hands of bandits, but she stole away to her room and locked herself inside.
Testifonte pounded on the bedroom door. “Which bandit is the father of this child? Name him or I will throw you out!”
Olympia shouted through the door. “You would renounce your own blood!”
“My blood has disgraced not only this house but the Cancio family name!”
The impregnation of Testifonte’s unwed daughter at the hands of a Cuban bandit meant for catastrophic social and financial implications. Testifonte thought of his business associates and his fellow sugar planters. What would they think if they knew his first grandchild was a child of the peasant class? How could he have allowed his daughter to breed with such filth?
Olympia remained in her room and watched the busy plantation outside. The roofs of the storage huts had been replaced and the cane field had started to grow where it had been torched by the bandits. Men of the plantation were back to work in the field while donkeys hauled carts of sugar down the road to Pinar del Río.
But everywhere was evidence of the bandits’ raid. Black streaks on the brick walls of the storage huts marked where the fires had burned. There were stumps of sugar cane topped with black ashes speckled throughout the field, scars left by Machín’s men. Scars like the one she carried in her belly.
She considered hiding in a cart bound for the city and seeking refuge in town where her baby could be born without the scrutiny of her father. But she did not know how to support herself. She did not know how to be resourceful like the villagers from Piro and conserve every last crumb. She didn’t even know how to cook.
Now Testifonte returned to Olympia’s room and quietly knocked on the door. “Olympia, please talk to me.”
The door opened, and his daughter stood before him, her face a mess of stringy hair matted by tears. “I was not corrupted by choice. It was their leader, the one called Machín. He took me into a hut and forced himself upon me. And if you disown me because of this, then my baby will only know the story that I tell. That one day my father died before my eyes and that I was orphaned and forced to find my own way.”
Testifonte was devastated. A rape and unwanted pregnancy was disastrous, a pure tragedy. His youngest child had been corrupted by the men who descended with torches from the hills. If the local sugar planters knew Testifonte was raising a child of bandits, he would be outcast and ostracized. The men responsible had to pay. Testifonte vowed to get back at Machín’s men in due time, but first the blood of heathens could not reside on his estate.
He pointed a finger at Olympia. “You will stay, but this bandit-child will not! You cannot bring the blood of delinquents into this home.”
“So instead of cutting off one of your limbs, you will sever one of mine!” Olympia retreated into her room and slammed the door. Testifonte could hear her struggling to push her nightstand across the room until it finally thumped in place behind the door.
He left her alone.
In the weeks that followed Olympia avoided her father whenever possible. At night, she locked her bedroom door, afraid that men would sneak in and take her away. When she summoned the courage to join her family at dinner, she was forced to endure her father’s reproachful stare. Sometimes she would skip meals altogether, only to steal food from the kitchen in the middle of the night when she could no longer tolerate the hunger.
Word of Olympia’s pregnancy began to leak to the plantation’s employees and soon, as the gossip spread throughout the province, Testifonte’s business associates began inquiring about Olympia’s pregnancy. He downplayed the situation and denied the father was a Cuban bandit while he simultaneously offered a bounty of fifty thousand pesos for the head of Victoriano Machín. Testifonte’s rage nearly drove him mad. He feared what the caciques in Spain would do if they learned of the situation, and conjured outrageous scenarios of Spanish elites banishing the Cancio family from their circle the way Adam and Eve were sent from the garden by God. The thought that his first grandchild would be the product of rape drove him to consult with a local Spanish doctor.
“I know of several abortifacients,” said Dr. Sanchez. “Some are more gruesome than others.”
“What if I wanted it to be a secret?”
The doctor was surprised. “I do not understand. How could it be a secret?”
Testifonte explained the situation. “I see,” the doctor said. “In this case, I would recommend an herbal remedy. Some have used black snakeroot, but its smell is unpleasant and would be difficult to administer. I would suggest something with a more attractive taste. A tea of pennyroyal and brewer’s yeast yields a peppermint taste but the pennyroyal herb is highly toxic. It is a safe and certain abortive. The tea will initiate menstrual flow and induce labor.”
“Very well.” Testifonte decided on the herbal tea which he purchased from Sanchez that day. A week later, as Olympia stood at her window and watched the plantation, the portly housemaid Gloria knocked gently on her bedroom door and cracked it open. “Señorita Olympia, I have brought you a refreshment.”
Gloria set a tray with a teapot and cup on a small table near the door. Without another word, Gloria turned and left, closing the door behind her. Olympia watched the plantation, where her brother supervised a group of workers who cut sugar cane and loaded it onto an ox-drawn cart. Across the property near the sugar mill, Olympia saw two men load another cart with bags of sugar that were ready to be taken to Pinar del Río for sale. Again she considered running away to live in the city by herself.
She left the window and poured herself a steaming cup of tea that smelled pleasantly of peppermint and lemon. Taking her cup to bed she relaxed with a book, Beyond the Sierra Morena, a Spanish tale of romance and adventure, and rested one arm over her belly as she sipped her drink. It warmed and relaxed her and by time she had finished the cup, Olympia was fast asleep.
She awoke an hour later with pain in her abdomen and dampness between her legs. She reached below the covers and when she pulled her hand out, it was completely covered in blood. Olympia was struck by a purely animal terror and in her horror she screamed – for the servant, for her father, for God. She tried to get out of bed but collapsed onto the floor. Testifonte, who had been in the house awaiting the results of the tea, burst into the room and saw the bloody mess that was his child’s bed, and her slumped body curled into a ball on the floor.
“My child!” he called out as he rushed to her side. Though it was something he should have expected, the sight of bloody bed sheets made Testifonte physically ill. All of the money he had amassed in Cuba, his contacts within the Spanish government of Havana, his reputation in Madrid seemed worthless if his daughter was to die. Olympia screamed hysterically. Her breathing was heavy, and she was soon drenched in sweat.
Testifonte knew he had gone too far. He realized how desperate her unexpected pregnancy had made him and now he prayed his selfishness had not caused the death of his daughter, so weak and so vulnerable. But buried deep in the back of his mind, in the darkest corner of human reality, was the thought that it may be possible to save Olympia without saving the baby.
“Doctor,” he said as a horrified Gloria hurried into the room. “We must take you to a doctor!”
“No!” Olympia cried and shook her head. “Do not take me to a butcher!”
Testifonte was desperate. He pleaded, “I will bring a doctor here!”
Olympia shook her head, but the shock was so intense that she passed out.
Testifonte rushed out to find Dr. Sanchez. He cursed the man whose potion seemed to be killing his daughter, but the doctor explained defensively that there were side effects and that since he had not been there to administer the tea, he was not responsible for the reaction.
“Please come to the house and examine her,” pleaded Testifonte.
Testifonte, Hector, and Gloria watched the doctor’s examination from the corner of Olympia’s room. Olympia was back on her bed with clean sheets; the bleeding had stopped, and she had been sedated considerably. When Dr. Sanchez was finished, he asked to speak privately to Testifonte. “If I were to leave right now, both the baby and mother would survive. However, if you still want to go through with your original intention, arrangements can be made. Your daughter could find herself in a situation where she had simply lost the baby.”
A chance to terminate the pregnancy was an opportunity to regain the respect he had lost in the business community and to save his reputation. But was it worth the cost of his daughter’s happiness? The girl had already been devastated by the circumstances, and Testifonte feared the loss of the baby would injure her further and simply drive her mad.
Testifonte reached into his pocket and handed Dr. Sanchez a few coins. “Thank you Doctor, but I will care for my daughter.”
Olympia recovered quickly, and her baby was born a healthy girl. Olympia omitted the surname of the baby’s father and used only her own, naming her daughter Josefina Cancio. And though the baby was born at the mansion, her father chose not to remain inside the house during the delivery but sat outside on the porch and smoked a cigar. He visited Olympia’s bedroom afterward, took only a quick glance at the baby, and turned and walked out.
Testifonte had been overwhelmed with guilt. He could hardly look his daughter in the eye and the sight of the baby, a fragile and innocent child he had tried to kill, made Testifonte feel like the villains from the hills. His reputation had been damaged, and his relationship with his daughter was beyond repair. He spent that night in the church, begging for God’s forgiveness.
Once the shock of the incident had passed and the pain of childbirth subsided, one thought lingered in Olympia’s mind. A peppermint tea was unlike anything she had ever tasted, and only one time had it ever been served. She asked Hector if he had ever tasted the mysterious concoction but he hadn’t. The connection was obvious: the tea had made her sick.
She had been poisoned by her own father.
Instantly Olympia became sick to her stomach, an illness that lasted for days. She remained in her bed, outraged and unable eat. What man would deliver poison to his own child and attempt to abort her firstborn? The evil that lurked in her home drove Olympia to decide that men like her father; men of land, men of riches and money, bankers, planters and politicians – all of them were men that she hated.
Olympia then confronted Gloria who said, “I knew your father bought the tea from a doctor, but I thought it was something to help you rest, since your belly was causing pain in your back and chest.”
Olympia pressed her for the truth and Gloria finally admitted that she suspected the potion could be harmful, but that Testifonte insisted it was for Olympia’s own good. “I am only a servant of your father.” Gloria shamefully hung her head. “I have little influence over his mind.”
The act of betrayal by Gloria convinced Olympia that she could no longer live at the plantation. Her father would never accept Josefina as anything other than the disgraceful product of Olympia’s corruption. The baby of a bandit. Yet Olympia did not know where else she could go; in her father’s house they were fed and bedded. She needed to be where the baby could be cared for. Again she considered running away to live in Pinar del Río or going as far as Havana. As she fed Josefina through her breast, she wondered constantly which direction to go.
Her fate was decided, days later, by the return of El Matón.
The gunshots erupted in the early morning, just as the sun broke over the eastern hills but before any of Testifonte’s workers had awakened. The bandits stormed the property on horseback, surprising and overwhelming Testifonte’s modest contingent of six armed guards, and killed two before the rest surrendered. Olympia barricaded herself in her room and watched from the window as twenty-five horsemen surrounded the mansion like a cavalry of desperados, rifles and shotguns in hand, with machetes hanging from their belts.
El Matón’s army had grown in the last year. They were more numerous, more organized, more disciplined. He still wore a red kerchief around his neck but it was now leather instead of cloth. The bullets that crisscrossed his chest seemed brighter, the bandit leader’s hair was longer and shinier and he looked more confident than ever before. Sitting atop a healthy black horse El Matón fired his rifle into the air and defiantly called for Testifonte to emerge. “Señor Cancio! Come forth and renew our pact or watch your plantation burn!”
At that the bandits produced unlit torches, and prepared to carry fire across the property. Olympia cracked her window open and held Josefina in her arms as she knelt below the windowsill to listen. It was the first time since the birth that Olympia had seen Josefina’s father, and she was tempted to broker some kind of introduction between them. His smile, his charisma, those dark emerald eyes, though evil as they were, had become part of Olympia. She saw those features every time she looked upon her child.
Now she saw her father and brother emerge from the house and start shouting at the bandits. She could not make out her father’s words but El Matón laughed and said, “Who knows how many of your guards we have bribed already? If we were to torch your fields, could you rely on your foot soldiers to avert an army of horsemen?”
“You,” Testifonte pointed at El Matón. “Have a price on your head for what you have done to my daughter! All of you have been branded outlaws by the Spanish authorities, who will execute the people of Piro until none remain except old women and children!”
Olympia pulled her window closed and moved out of view.
Down on the lawn, Machín shouted to Testifonte. “You cannot risk more damage to your crop. Agree to another tribute, good sir, this time twenty thousand pesos in exchange for a promise that we will ignore your sugar fields for another year. This agreement will protect your next harvest.”
With great reluctance, knowing Machín had the advantage, Testifonte agreed.
The bandits rode from the plantation with El Matón at the front and Salvador Ortiz guarding the rear. The young bandit was not five minutes from the mansion when Salvador saw a sudden, frantic rustling in the bushes beside him. He halted his horse while the others trotted ahead, and reached for his rifle, but was startled when a young girl wearing a white dress jumped onto the path ahead of him. Her black hair was damp and messed about her face, with leaves and tiny sticks caught in the strands, and she was out of breath. Panting with her face flushed, Salvador noticed she wore a sling around her neck like a bandolier that cradled a tiny infant. It took only a moment before he recognized this girl as Testifonte’s daughter.
“Why not take the path?” He said. “It will be much easier on your feet.”
Olympia took a moment to catch her breath. Then, almost pleading she said to him, “Kidnap me!”
Salvador laughed incredulously. “What?”
“Kidnap me now, you fool!”
He laughed again and leaned down to speak directly to her. “That is ridiculous.”
“I have run away from home and have nowhere else to go!”
Salvador glanced back to the mansion and realized he could be caught in a trap set by Testifonte. The planter sends his daughter into the brush to confront the bandits, seemingly by herself, but armed men wait in the bushes ready to strike. Salvador gripped the reins and kicked his horse. “Run back home, I am sure your father misses you.”
He tried to maneuver his horse around her but the girl stood in his way, so he circled her, his eyes constantly scanning the surrounding bushes.
“I am not going home!” she insisted. “If you will not take me, then take my baby!” She began to untie her sling.
Salvador wondered if the girl was a bit mad. He relaxed a bit, no longer threatened by Testifonte’s imaginary men. “Señorita, I hope you realize that there is no way I will take your baby with me.”
“My father will kill her if I return!”
“You are exaggerating. What father would murder his daughter’s child?”
“He has already tried to kill both her and me.”
The girl was emotional, her eyes welled with tears and her face desperately waited for him to take her. Behind her fear, underneath the cosmetics of affluence responsible for her smooth skin and healthy hair, Salvador saw an attractive and appealing girl nearly his age. He said, “I find it difficult to believe that a man exists who does not completely adore his grandchild.”
“Please,” she begged. “I will pay you for a ride to Pinar del Río.”
Salvador realized that the girl was adamant to escape from whatever drove her into the forest. When Olympia saw Salvador was not convinced she said, “Take me back to your camp, you fool! My child and
I are worth a fortune!”
He admired the idea. This was a girl who thought like a rebel. “Are you suggesting we ransom you back to your father? I thought he didn’t want you.”
“Perhaps he will come to his senses after I disappear.”
“But will you want to return?”
“You’re going to have to gamble.” She smiled slightly, with a subtle twinkle. “Kidnap me.”
It was quite the gamble. Salvador surveyed the line of trees before him for any signs of an ambush. The rest of his rebel gang had continued along the path and were far ahead, leaving Salvador alone and virtually defenseless. The daughter of Testifonte Cancio stood before him, baby in arms, her lower lip nervously mashed between her teeth. She had no intention of returning home. But Salvador thought about the people of Piro, the money he could raise if they were able to ransom the girl and her child. Salvador would be a hero, revered by the people, canonized in legend like El Matón.
He offered a hand to the girl. “Have you ever ridden a horse? I named her Chani, after my mother.”
When Salvador’s horse trotted into Piro, the young brunette sitting atop was quickly recognized as Olympia Cancio, the planter’s daughter who had been with them a year ago. The rebels cheered Salvador, who tried to explain that she came to him by chance but the men dismissed Salvador’s modesty and praised his catch. They gathered around Chani and when they saw Olympia carried a newborn baby, they calculated a fortune in Salvador’s impossible deed. He had brought back two prizes to be ransomed instead of one!
El Matón appeared in the crowd and came forward to greet Olympia, bowing graciously before her. “It is a pleasure to welcome you back to Piro, Señorita. I promise this visit will be pleasant.”
Olympia averted her eyes and did not respond. As Salvador helped Olympia and Josefina off his horse, he saw Josefina’s face up close for the first time. He knew instantly that those dark, friendly eyes belonged to El Matón. He had suspected the rebel leader to be the father – El Matón had told him about the night he had shared with Olympia over one year ago, and Salvador could tell from Olympia’s defensive posture that it was not a memory she cherished.
She stayed with Salvador and remained in his bohio for many days, emerging only in the morning and at night for fresh air. Salvador waited with her, fulfilling her unspoken wish to be guarded from El Matón, but the couple hardly interacted. When Olympia wasn’t tending to her baby, she curled up in the corner of the cot and read from an adventure novel she had brought with her.
One morning, Olympia could hear men talking outside the hut and then Salvador entered with El Matón and Juan Carlos in tow. The rebel leader stood in the doorway with Juan Carlos while Salvador sat on the hut’s single chair. El Matón eyed the baby with a curious smile. “What is her name?”
Olympia held her close and rocked her gently. It took her a moment to decide, but finally she said, “Josefina.”
“Olympia,” said Salvador. “We have come to discuss the conditions of your return.”
She shuddered. Since stealing away from the mansion several days before, Olympia had not entertained the idea of returning to live with Testifonte. “I will never return.”
El Matón was not bothered by her sincerity. “You must return to that big, stone mansion, Señorita, for we plan to abduct you again next year.”
Salvador said, “Doesn’t a girl your age belong at home with her family?”
Olympia was insulted. “This coming from a man who runs through the countryside cheating and stealing! Don’t lecture me on Spanish family values, Salvador. I am no child. I am old enough to be on my own. Now take me to Pinar del Río and leave me there!”
El Matón said, “Your mother will miss you.”
“My mother died from smallpox when I was four.”
They were silent for a moment. Then Salvador said, “Perhaps an arrangement can be made that will accommodate both parties. We will ransom Olympia and the baby back to Testifonte, and then take them into the city.”
The others were confused. Juan Carlos asked, “How is that possible?”
Salvador explained, and once an agreement had been reached, Juan Carlos and El Matón left Salvador and the girls alone. Salvador reached into his pocket and produced a cigar. He sat back on his chair and crossed his legs as he struck a match and lit the end. He blew smoke into the air. “Being an outlaw is no easy profession.”
She laughed. “It is no profession.”
“Oh, but it is hard work to stay alive when legitimate employment is scarce. We do not rob and ransom for pleasure, you see. There are times when we are so poor we do not eat for days. Or we travel the countryside foraging for scraps, unable to cultivate land like your father. The growth of plantations like your father’s has driven the peasant farmer off his land. I was forced from my parents’ farm when I was just a boy. That expensive mansion where you rest your head has shielded you. From your bedroom you cannot see the depression that has ruined Cuba. You cannot see the peasants who are forced to wander from place to place in search of livelihood. If men like your father would hire Cubans instead of closing the ranks to Spaniards and slaves, things would be different.”
He sat back and puffed on his cigar. Olympia watched and listened, feeling almost humbled to hear a bandit’s version of her father’s battle. Salvador continued, “Cheating and stealing has become an adequate means of survival. To your father, we are outlaws, but to the destitute we are nobles who plunder from the wealthy to provide for the poor. This village could not survive without us. In our society, the bandit is a hero, a man who, with the peasants, shares the same enemy.”
“Then we also share the same enemy, Salvador. For my father is mine.” She looked to Salvador and though neither of them said another word, Olympia felt strangely safe.
A week later, El Matón and his men rode to the Cancio plantation to arrange Olympia’s ransom but returned with complications. “My daughter returns,” Testifonte had said. “But without the baby.”
“You see?” Olympia said when she heard the news. “He has not repented. He would rather have me dead than to let my child sleep under his roof. What did you say?”
Salvador and El Matón shrugged their shoulders. “What could we say?” said Salvador. “We refused on the grounds that we will not intervene in a family affair. We are ruthless scoundrels, as your father says, but we will not separate mother from child.”
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
“I will take you to Pinar del Río,” said Salvador. “But first, I am asking for your trust.”
“What do you mean?”
He explained and after a long hour of negotiation, Olympia agreed to go back to the mansion, without her baby. The next day, El Matón and a group of his men returned to the Cancio plantation on horseback. Like the last time they had bartered Olympia for ransom, she remained guarded at the edge of the property while El Matón and Juan Carlos rode forth to collect the money.
Testifonte saw that his daughter was safe and without the baby. He did not ask about the infant but instead handed El Matón a pouch filled with money, nodded curtly and waited as Olympia was brought to him.
Her eyes did not meet his and were instead sullen and filled with tears; she was clearly devastated by her decision. As the bandits rode away and disappeared into the woods, Testifonte followed his daughter into the house.
“I am pleased you have come to your senses. The baby would only face ridicule and disgrace, as would our entire family, my dear. Now I can once again claim you as my own.” He tried to reach forward and hug her, but Olympia moved away and said nothing. With her eyes on the floor, she shuffled away like a sick woman living her final days. She climbed the stairs and disappeared into her room. As he watched her go, Testifonte realized the damage to his daughter was significant but repairable with time. He was happy that she was home and relieved that he would not have to admit the folly of his ways.
Parting with Josefina was the most painful thing Olympia had ever done. It left her colorless, like after her mother died. The worry she felt was beyond imagination. Could this child survive in the hands of an outlaw, even one like Salvador who she oddly trusted? She made the sacrifice knowing Josefina would be better off and would grow up in an environment free of Testifonte’s threats. It was also an act of nobility, Olympia convinced herself. She was not aiding the outlaws but helping the poor and starving people of Piro.
But Olympia was miserable. As she sat in her bedroom and thought of the possibilities, the knot in her stomach drove her to bed where she remained sobbing and unable to move. How could she have left her baby in the hands of a bandit? She could hear her mother’s voice, chastising her from heaven, scolding Olympia for her terrible decision. By now they could have sold the baby, or taken Josefina back to Piro to be killed.
Olympia hollered in despair, her cries were heard throughout the halls of that great stone mansion. Testifonte, knowing they were sobs of sadness, hoped it would soon pass.
She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, said a prayer and begged for God’s forgiveness. She would need to see a priest when the ordeal was over, to confess her sin of leaving Josefina. God might forgive her, but would she ever be able to forgive herself?
The sun set outside and when Gloria brought dinner, Olympia refused. She had no appetite and even if she did, she did not deserve to eat. Finally she heard the family turning in for the night and when she heard her father’s bedroom door close, she was tempted to jump from her bed, run outside and retrieve Josefina but she resisted the urge. She needed to wait until all were asleep or risk being heard and followed.
Another unbearable hour passed and finally Olympia rose from her bed, packed a bag and checked herself in her bedroom mirror. It would be the last time she saw herself in the wide glass that sat atop her cherry brown credenza, a mirror bordered with dark brown birch wood and lined with gold. Her face was soaked red with tears; she was unable to look herself in the eye and instead used a silk handkerchief to wipe the smudges of moisture from her face.
She hated herself for what she had done, but it was time to go out now, time to leave this house and never return. She took her bag, slipped out of her room and tiptoed down the hallway.
Salvador was hunched behind a row of bushes near the rear of the mansion with Josefina bundled in his arms. As he watched the child rest, he remained fascinated that Olympia had trusted him. She had done what she needed to do to escape her father’s hate and Salvador admired the young woman’s bravery. With the bloodline she possessed, how could Josefina grow up to be anything but a valiant and fearless little girl?
Salvador heard the sound of light footsteps fluttering across the grass. He looked to the mansion and saw it was completely dark with only a single lamp flickering in one of the downstairs windows. He held the baby close, ready to flee but soon saw Olympia emerge from the darkness wearing a nightgown and sandals and carrying a small knapsack.
She moved quickly and silently, her eyes overflowing with tears and fixated on the bundle in Salvador’s arms. She cried uncontrollably as she snatched her baby from Salvador and held her close. Relieved to have Josefina back in her arms and unable to forgive herself, Olympia sobbed and kissed every inch of her baby’s face.
“I’m so sorry, Fina!” she cried as she hugged her baby. Apologizing over and over again, she lost herself in her own arms; the baby became her universe and nothing else existed.
Finally she felt Salvador tugging her arm. “Come, Olympia! We must be swift!” He took her bag and helped her to her feet. Still holding Josefina close and without looking back to the mansion, Olympia mounted Chani and held onto Salvador as he gripped the reins and kicked off.
Piro greeted them with a celebration. Testifonte’s ransom money had been used to prepare a feast for peasants and rebels alike. They dined together on long wooden tables setup in the center of town – a pair of bandidos strummed guitars and sang folk tunes as the crowd toasted over roasted pork, beer, wine, cigars and rum.
When Salvador and Olympia appeared atop Chani, the crowd cheered and El Matón approached them with a bottle of rum in each hand. He raised the bottles to Olympia and proclaimed, “All hail the daughter, and granddaughter, of Testifonte Cancio!” The crowd cheered again and Olympia, daughter of the hated Spanish aristocrat, became the guest of honor.
As Salvador jumped off his horse and helped Olympia and Josefina to the ground, El Matón handed him a small leather pouch filled with coins. “Here are one thousand pesos, a well-deserved bonus for the work you have done.”
Salvador snatched the money and a bottle of rum from El Matón and joined the party. The feast lasted long into the night, and the men got rowdier the more they drank. Salvador remained at a table with Olympia and Josefina and tended to them while they dined. Olympia, who had been given a well worn dress by one of the peasant women, was relieved to be free of her father, but frightened at the unknown future that waited. Nonetheless she was comforted to be with a man she could trust, at least for now.
When the roast pig had been eaten to the bone, the mugs and bottles were empty, and the smell of charcoal lingered in the air, the people began to drift back to their homes to make love or pass out into inebriated slumber. As Salvador walked Olympia back to his bohio where she would sleep, he heard the sound of approaching horses.
Salvador had heard that same sound seven years ago, before his father rushed in and begged him to run for his life. Salvador could hear Ernesto’s voice shouting, “Go now, boy! Step lively and don’t look back!”
Moments later a group of Spanish soldiers on horseback burst into Piro. Bandits ran for cover and reached for their rifles, but bloated bellies filled with food and booze made them sluggish, and almost useless defenders of their town. The Spanish had timed it perfectly, aided by a tip from Testifonte Cancio.
“It’s an ambush!” Salvador shouted as he grabbed Olympia and pushed her towards the hut. Gunshots exploded all around, pulverizing Olympia’s ears and nearly knocking her to the ground. She held Josefina against her breast and tried to cover the baby’s ears while Salvador yanked at her arm and pulled her into his bohio.
He grabbed a shotgun and stuffed his leather money pouch into his belt as Piro became a loud melee of stray bullets and screams. The smell of gunpowder grew thick in the air and stung their eyes and lungs. “Keep low,” Salvador said as he peeked out of his hut. Chani was just yards away, but the town seemed to be swarming with dozens of horses carrying Spanish soldiers every direction.
He saw his chance and took it, yanking Olympia out of the hut and to his horse; he had her off the ground and on the saddle in seconds. With remarkable speed Salvador was in place behind her, and with a sharp kick, Chani shot away and darted into the woods.
“Hold on tight!” he yelled as he placed the reins in her free hand. Using his legs to steady himself on the bumpy ride, he brought his shotgun to bear and aimed it at a Spanish soldier that gave chase at his flank.
Just twenty feet apart, Salvador’s horse and the Spaniard’s ran side by side as their riders aimed their weapons. Salvador looked down the barrel of the Spaniard’s rifle and into the soldier’s eyes to see a young man not much older than himself or any of the rebels in the crew.
Hardly taking the time to aim, they fired at the same time. A bullet whizzed by Salvador’s ear with a snap, and his reflexes made him flinch. He hoped he would not need to fire a second shot but the soldier fell from his horse, and his steed trotted aimlessly into the woods. Salvador looked back at the fallen boy and saw the blast had hit the soldier in the face, sending him dead to the ground without a twitch. Ready to fire another shot Salvador reached around Olympia with one hand and took the reins. He watched all around for more soldiers but there were none. They were free, escaping into the forest while the sound of gunshots echoed behind them.
El Matón had been so drunk he had hardly been able to stand. When the soldiers arrived the bandit leader was slow to react, caught in the middle of them, helpless with no chance of escape. Six Spanish soldiers on horses formed a semicircle around the stumbling rebel leader and aimed their rifles.
He smiled and held a bottle of rum into the air. His red kerchief was tied clumsily around his neck and even at his final moment, the legendary outlaw was happy and defiant. He shouted, “Long live the torch!” and the soldiers fired their weapons.
Victoriano Machín, El Matón, the greatest bandit in the province of Pinar del Río, fell dead to the ground.
Salvador’s horse sprinted farther and farther into the country until she could run no more. Now far from the action, Salvador halted Chani and brought her to a brook for water. Looking around them, trying to pick any evidence of Spanish soldiers out of their dark surroundings Salvador said, “The authorities are trying to purge all rebel elements from the province. We should suspect they are looking for you too.”
Olympia checked Josefina and saw the baby was unhurt. “Such a brave child,” she whispered. Then she looked over her shoulder to Salvador. “How long before you can return to Piro?”
“Never,” Salvador said. “We must stay on the move and try to get into the city. If we reach Pinar del Río, perhaps we can masquerade as a simple peasant family. I have a thousand pesos in my pocket; maybe we can ride farther north to Havana and hide out there. Unless there’s some place you have to be right now?”
The idea of hiding out as a peasant family intrigued her and charmed her sense of adventure. She had nowhere to go, no agenda, and no obligations except for the safety of her baby. It was a freedom she had never felt before, would never feel again, and a moment she would always remember.
She reached back and patted his leg. “Very well, Salvador, take your humble peasant wife and child to Havana.”
Salvador nodded and kissed her cheek then tightened the reins and raced away with the planter’s daughter and her child, headed for Havana as a wanted man.
Chapter 5
They rode for hours until every muscle in their bodies ached. At dawn they stopped at the base of a hill near a farm outside of Pinar del Río. Salvador tethered Chani to a tree and held Josefina while Olympia climbed to the ground. Sore all over and lacking sleep, they collapsed on the grass to rest.
As Olympia leaned her back against a giant buttress root of a Ceiba tree, she noticed that her ears still rang from the gunshots the night before. She held Josefina close to her chest and began to breastfeed the infant hoping that the child’s ears had not been damaged. Salvador looked away from Olympia’s exposed bosom and decided to count the pesos in his sack. He knew they would soon be out of money and would need a way to survive once they reached Havana.
He thought Olympia was engaging, and her adventurous nature appealed to Salvador, but reality soon took hold of him. An outlaw in possession of a young Spanish runaway and her baby would be executed upon capture. He considered abandoning the girls and going to Havana on his own, keeping all one thousand pesos for himself. Or he could attempt the unthinkable and ransom them back to Testifonte.
It would never work, Salvador quickly told himself. A foolish idea since it meant entering enemy territory, and having to convince Olympia to return home. He turned and saw Josefina was now sleeping in Olympia’s lap; the mother had buttoned her gown and was dozing lightly with her head resting against the Ceiba root.
He asked, “Have you reconsidered?”
Though her eyes were closed, Olympia wrinkled her nose in annoyance at the question. “Reconsidered what?” She knew Salvador was taking a huge risk in transporting them to Havana and didn’t expect him to stay for long.
He chose his words carefully. “Now that you are free from the confines of the plantation, you will soon see that depression and destitution are all around. The land is in ruin, the cities are filled with beggars and vagrants, no place to raise a baby. You are young. Perhaps you should return to the plantation where you will be safe?”
She sat up and snapped, “How can you say it is safe there when my father poisoned me and tried to kill my baby!”
Salvador held up his hands. “Be calm!”
Olympia sat back and closed her eyes.
“Did he really do that?”
She sat up again. “No, I made it up, you fool. Of course he served me a poisoned tea disguised with peppermint. It caused me to bleed down below and I almost lost my baby.”
Her voice trailed off and seemed to grow sadder with each word. Salvador finally believed her tale. “It sounds awful.”
“It was,” she whispered and rested against the root and again closed her eyes.
They were quiet for the next minute. Then Salvador said, “I shouldn’t have kissed you. It was uncalled-for. I’m sorry.”
Olympia shifted a bit but kept her eyes closed and said nothing.
Salvador said, “I have been on my own since I was fourteen.”
Olympia wanted to answer coldly and tell him to be quiet so she could rest, but there was something about this bandit that made her hesitate. He was comforting and treated her with more respect than her father made her believe she deserved. Pretending like she didn’t care she asked, “What happened?”
Salvador thought back to the day his parents were killed. He said, “My father was a good man, you see, a very poor farmer like his father. And my mother had no enemies in this world. Her only crime was her marriage to a man suspected of being a rebel agent. Back then, when the Ten Years’ War was raging, this was a Spanish colony even more than it is now. Cubans have since learned to fight back, to struggle for the sovereignty of their island. We never were very high on the social ladder, you see.”
Now she got cold, “I know the history, thank you very much.”
He rolled his eyes. “My father did not try to hide me from social injustice and taught me the value of hard work. He educated me on agriculture and hunting and even taught me how to roll a cigar on my knee with a single leaf of tobacco. But war was all around us. I remember Cuban insurgents passing through Herrera; some of them even stayed overnight in our home and dined with us the next morning. These men were heroes in my eyes, true freedom fighters.”
He paused and collected his thoughts, speaking slowly, reflectively. “One night while we slept, torches were thrown into our house. My mother and father were dragged outside and both were executed by Spanish soldiers. Our home burned to the ground and I was left with nothing.”
Olympia cracked an eye open, a look that told Salvador he should continue.
Salvador reached to his belt and revealed a small rusted knife with a wooden handle. “This is all I have from my father. I took it the night before he was killed. He never had a chance to notice it was missing.”
Olympia watched as Salvador inspected the knife, seeming to lose himself in the intricacies of the blade. “How did you get away?”
“I ran, then I hid. I watched the entire exchange from the woods nearby. My parents were forced to their knees and shot in the head, the both of them. I ran to Pinar del Río and did what I could to feed myself. And if you can say one thing about a raggedy illiterate man like me, it is that I am a survivor.”
He told more of his story: his first petty theft with Juan Carlos, meeting El Matón, their exploits as bandits. Olympia found herself fascinated by his tales and thought they were more interesting than any adventure story she had ever read. “So your father,” she said. “I guess he aided the insurgents against the Spanish?”
Salvador nodded. “Of course he aided the insurgency. Like I said, my father was a good man.”
“Do you still hate the Spanish?”
He looked at his shoes and nodded slowly. “Most of them.”
“You killed that Spanish soldier back there, didn’t you?”
Another quiet nod. “I think so.”
“How many others have you killed?”
“Aside from yesterday? Only one other. A young man in Havana when I was about eighteen. I had been with Victoriano and Juan Carlos for a few years and one day we tried to rob a bakery. It didn’t go so well. Perhaps I was frightened or just plain stupid. I shot the owner and ran away.”
Olympia watched him closely for any sign of remorse. She thought she saw a genuine sadness. “It is a sin to kill. Do you ever think about that?”
He shrugged. “My mother was Catholic but my father often whispered against the church and the priesthood.”
“Then where do you stand with God?”
He laughed. “Who in the world can answer that question?”
Olympia straightened her hair. “I know where I stand.”
“Of course,” said Salvador. “You have been confined to mansions and raised by maids. I was grown in the wild. We subscribe to an entirely different creed.”
Olympia became defensive. “The shelter of money did not protect me from hate or fear or arrogance.”
He knew she spoke of Testifonte. “I’m sure your father will accept you if you return.”
“I am sure you are a fool.”
“Most Spaniards think that way of Cubans.”
Olympia sat up straight and looked at him directly. “I seem childish to you, don’t I? Like a foolish little girl. I have been sheltered but I am not stupid.” She rose to her feet, cradling Josefina carefully as she stood. “And I am smart enough to demand that you take us to Cabo Corrientes because I would rather swim to Panama with my baby on my back than spend any more time with you!”
Salvador knew he was in trouble when he realized that he did not want her to return to the plantation, or to be anywhere that he wasn’t. He shook his head and tried to appear nonchalant. “Now you are talking nonsense.”
“Then we will go alone.” Olympia started to walk away but Salvador called her bluff.
“There are Spanish troops out there who will return you to your father; or perhaps some of my rebel brothers will find you. Either way you will be dealing with reckless men who cannot be trusted around a young woman like yourself. And that baby…” He let his voice die as he shook his head.
She stopped and turned to glare at Salvador. “I told you, I am not stupid.”
He waved his hand towards the grass. “Then be smart and let the baby rest. This area is quiet except for a few peasant farmers nearby. It is safe for now.”
Faking reluctance, Olympia returned and sat on the grass with Josefina resting across her lap. Moments later both mother and child were asleep with Salvador standing guard. He paced around the Ceiba tree with a close eye on his surroundings but stole frequent glances to the young Spanish princess and her child. He knew that he could climb on his horse and leave them at that moment and be free for his own pursuits, but he didn’t want to go.
There was a moral responsibility to protect the runaway, and something else was holding him back. Leaving meant being alone and without a family. He shook his head as he leaned against the tree and reached into his shirt pocket for his last cigar.
After a short nap they started moving again and at midday stopped at a farmhouse where Salvador purchased a bunch of bananas and some bread from the farmer. Hardly satisfied by her meager meal, Salvador assured Olympia that they would stop again soon. With Olympia sitting behind Salvador and Josefina resting between them, Chani trotted along a flat dirt road that stretched into the country as far as they could see.
Circumventing the city of Pinar del Río, they were soon on a straight shot to Havana and Olympia realized how far she was from home. Periodically she would turn to look around them and absorb her surroundings realizing Salvador had been right about the poverty. Outside of the plantations, Cuba was sparsely populated with shantytowns and rickety wooden huts, peasant farmhouses that were falling apart, and depressed people wearing dirty brown clothes.
Once she turned to look behind them and noticed a single man on a horse, far behind but traveling at a pace so rapid he seemed to be gliding towards them on a cloud of dust. A moment later she looked back again and saw he had closed the gap, his horse still kicking up a brown haze. “A man is following us,” she said.
Salvador turned quickly and gripped the rifle that lay across his lap. He saw the rider fast approaching but said nothing so as to not alarm the girl. He turned back to the road, keeping one hand on his rifle, and formulated a plan for defense and escape.
A few minutes later the rider was just fifty yards behind them. Olympia was almost angry. “Aren’t you going to do anything?”
Salvador turned again and when he got a better look at the rider, he smiled and slowed his horse to a halt. Bracing for another shootout, Olympia gripped Salvador’s shoulders and hugged herself against him, hiding her eyes and protecting Josefina below. “Good to see you survived, my friend!” she heard Salvador say. She looked up and saw the rider was Juan Carlos Alvarez, marked by his crooked yellow smile and the outlier, a single dead tooth on top.
Salvador waited for Juan Carlos to catch up. “Have you heard from the others?”
Juan Carlos moved his horse alongside Salvador’s and the two advanced at a slow trot. “Machín is dead,” Juan Carlos said to him.
Salvador swallowed hard and thought of Josefina. The baby was now officially without a father. He wondered what Olympia would say when the child asked about him. Olympia, for the first time, wondered the exact same thing.
Juan Carlos said, “So are Reyes, García and Fuentes. The rest were captured or scattered and I am lucky to be alive. Coño. I suspect the Spanish were tipped off by the girl’s father.” Juan Carlos glanced back to Olympia, who kept her eyes hidden.
“That is a possibility,” Salvador said. He turned back to Olympia. “Olympia, this man is famished, give him some food.”
Reluctant but compliant, Olympia reached into the bag and tore a banana away from the bunch and handed it to Juan Carlos. He devoured it in seconds and tossed the peel aside.
“I lost my weapon,” he said to Salvador.
“Take mine,” Salvador said and handed his rifle to Juan Carlos, a gamble that infuriated Olympia and caused her to scold Salvador later on. He would explain that it would be easier for them to masquerade as peasants if they were unarmed. It was better to let Juan Carlos be the bandit and assume the risk.
Juan Carlos pointed to Olympia. “Let’s take her back to her father. He will pay ten thousand pesos, Salvador. We will split it fifty-fifty, just like old times.” He grinned and showed Salvador his single rotten tooth. Endearing at first, the dead tooth was now the mark of a ruffian, a tiny devil inviting Salvador back to the lifestyle from which he fled.
“She refuses to go.”
Juan Carlos raised an eyebrow and glanced at the girl. “She is very independent.”
Salvador nodded and focused on the road ahead.
“So you will feed two more mouths along with your own? Why not let her go on her own if independence is what she desires?”
“She also desires an escort.”
Juan Carlos did not know what to make of such a frustrating situation. Salvador held a prize worth a fortune and was refusing to share. Now that Juan Carlos held the rifle he considered turning it on Salvador and taking the girl and her baby as his own but something told him to do nothing. He would be on his own with the girl, and would have to ride back to the Cancio plantation without the protection of Machín’s rebel army. He would have no clout and would be laughed at by Testifonte – if he wasn’t arrested before reaching the property.
“Very well,” said Juan Carlos, suspecting his friend had grown attached to the girl and her baby. “Then if there are no protests, I will accompany you on your travels for now.”
Salvador nodded and kept his eyes on the road.
“Where are we going?”
Salvador pointed ahead to the flat road that disappeared into a point on the horizon. “Havana.”
When they reached the city Olympia saw that the destitution in Havana was even worse than the country. Poverty existed in staggering numbers and when Olympia saw throngs of people shuttling their belongings from place to place, their faces tired and dirty and desperate for work, she began to understand Cuba’s banditry and social unrest.
Salvador reluctantly sold his comrade Chani upon entering the city and rented a shoddy apartment in the middle of town. Juan Carlos did not stay around long and soon disappeared into the city to pursue the life that he knew.
As the days became weeks, Salvador and Olympia quietly established a simple, covert routine and he was lucky to find sporadic work sweeping floors at a local cigar factory. But as time passed they began to consider a life apart. Olympia, a runaway estranged from her father, could never return to the plantation and would be virtually alone in the big city without Salvador.
Meanwhile, the young rebel was a loner with no family to run from. Protecting Olympia and her baby had become his mission and without them he would have no purpose or place. Their relationship, once based on survival, had become one of mutual respect. Olympia trusted Salvador. A warrior in a giant city facing war and depression, Salvador made her feel safe. For him, providing for this runaway and her child made him feel as if he had transcended the poor peasant orphan he had been his entire life.
They stayed together.
Time passed, the economy slowly improved and Salvador became apprentice to a cigar maker and began to learn the craft that would become his family’s trade. He quickly developed a passion for the art and completed his apprenticeship. Thus began his career as a cigar maker; a proud artisan of hand-rolled high-quality Havana cigars.
He would later tell his sons, “A good cigar is a work of art.”
During the evenings, while Josefina learned to walk and feed herself, Salvador and Olympia played dominoes or cards and learned that they knew many of the same games. She taught Salvador how to dance, a pastime they would enjoy for the rest of their lives, and he told her about cigars, farming and politics from the Cuban perspective. Olympia’s upper class education had taught her etiquette, reading and music but she never thought she’d need to know how to cook or do laundry. She had watched Gloria move about the kitchen but never paid much attention to what the maid was doing.
Olympia soon found herself quizzing the female neighbors on cooking instructions. The other women knew Olympia was different; her teeth were white and shiny, her hands soft and unblemished, her walk graceful and proper. They were surprised that Olympia, a young woman claiming to be a Cuban peasant, knew little of basic domestic functions.
A neighbor gave her a secondhand cookbook titled La Cocina de Anna, a ratty old thing with brown pages falling out of the spine. Each recipe was splotched with oil stains, evidence of the book’s constant presence beside the stove during the preparation of hundreds and hundreds of meals. Olympia made many mistakes at first. She didn’t steam the rice long enough and served wet, crunchy grains. And there was a time when Olympia forgot to pick the rocks out of a bag of black beans and Salvador cracked a molar. He hollered in pain and cursed Olympia, causing the baby to cry, but apologized hours later after several shots of bourbon had dampened the sting.
During times like these, Olympia missed the comfort of her father’s mansion. Salvador feared she would leave him and return to the plantation but she never did. It took awhile to admit that she had taken a serious liking to this interesting bandit. He detested his criminal past, worked honest hours that he enjoyed, loved his country, and brought home enough money to feed this small, unlikely group one could call a family.
She wondered why he had yet to make a physical advance. Was he keeping his distance because he was respectful of her traumatic ordeal with El Matón? Or did he simply find her unattractive?
One night, while Josefina was asleep and Olympia and Salvador played cards and drank red wine, she asked him. “What are you waiting for, Salvador?”
He knew what she was referring to. He smiled.
Salvador had wanted to kiss her again since their escape from Piro, he was merely waiting for her consent. They slept together that night and began bedding together regularly. In 1882, Salvador’s first child was born. A son named Javier, a handsome little boy with black hair like his mother and strong hands like Salvador.
“He will be a cigar maker,” Salvador said as he held his firstborn, hoping his son would have an easier life, free from the wandering hunger that Salvador had known since adolescence.
Later that same year, as a cool air from the north swept inland and began Cuba’s short and mild winter, Olympia was visited by her brother Hector. Though she had cut all ties with her father, she had written secret letters to Hector, letting her older brother know that she was alive and happy and living in Havana. He met her at the apartment while Salvador was away at the factory and embraced his sister while little Josefina, now almost three, clung to her mother’s dress. The toddler was beautiful, with her mother’s grace and big black eyes that watched Hector curiously.
“We want you to come home.”
Olympia backed away and shook her head as the taste of peppermint flooded her mouth. Josefina, still clinging to Olympia’s dress, backed away with her. “I will never return.”
“You are a member of the Cancio family. Come home where you can live comfortably in healthy surroundings.” He glanced around the apartment and saw only two rooms: a bedroom and a living area with a small kitchen.
They sat on a pair of chairs in the kitchen while Josefina remained close to her mother and watched the uncle she hardly knew. Olympia said, “I like it here.”
“I see,” he nodded. “The young woman goes out into the world to prove herself and becomes…what? A house servant?” Then he noticed a crib in the corner of the room where a baby slept. “Another?”
Olympia smiled and nodded. “Javier.”
“You did not mention him in your letters. Who is responsible?”
“I am responsible,” she said sternly.
Hector saw that his sister was happy to be free. She was stubborn and determined to prove that she could make it on her own. “Who is the father?”
“A good man.”
“An educated man?”
“In many ways his education is superior to both yours and mine.”
“Who is he? One of the men from Piro?”
“He is a cigar maker. Respected and admired among the working class.”
Hector sighed and watched Josefina, who lurked beside her mother and held the fabric of Olympia’s dress above her face as a shield. He smiled at the child and then turned back to Olympia. “Do you love this man?”
She spoke with confidence. “Of course.”
“Why give up everything to live in poverty?”
“I would not trade the riches in this apartment for all the sugar in Cuba.”
“Father forgives you; he never meant to harm your baby.”
Now Olympia was outraged. “Father forgives me? It is not his place to forgive anyone!” She lowered her voice. “He poisoned me, Hector! Have you forgotten? He did an unthinkable thing!”
“He suffered a lapse of reason.”
“And now I am a young mother with two babies from different fathers, a whore in his eyes. If I were to return he would denounce me as exactly that. Admit that I am right!”
Hector shook his head and slid his chair a bit closer. He took her hands and lowered his voice. “Olympia, we are set to inherit a fortune when he dies.”
She lowered her voice as well. “I am not safe on the plantation as long as banditry runs like a plague. Our father is the lord of his land, but these men are the lords of the mountain and when they descend on his property like locusts, they do not deal in forgiveness.”
“Piro has been purged and Father has reinforced the compound with armed guards.”
“I would not be safe there, Hector.”
Hector sighed. “Your inheritance will be forfeit.”
“He can’t buy my love. That has already been forfeit.”
Hector saw that she was certain in her desires and he believed that she truly loved this mysterious man. He stood to say goodbye. “I look forward to reading your letters.” Before he left, he turned to ask one last question. “This cigar maker, he treats you correctly?”
Olympia nodded convincingly. “He is a good man.”
“An outlaw.”
She smiled. “His name is Salvador.”
“Have you married him?”
Olympia blinked, not expecting this question. She shook her head.
“You should.”
She did. Marriage for Salvador meant making peace with himself and coming to terms with his hatred of the Spanish. He could not stop himself from resenting Olympia for being a Spaniard, even though it was his choice to stay with her. He even resented his own children from time to time, especially when they were disagreeable and displayed Olympia’s brash exuberance. He often considered how marriage to a former Spanish aristocrat could avenge his parents’ death, and tried to find ways to justify the deed, instead of knowing he had insulted his father’s soul.
Olympia took the name Olympia Cancio de Ortiz and insisted that Josefina and Javier be baptized in the Catholic Church and given Salvador’s surname. They became Josefina and Javier Ortiz Cancio. Josefina would consider herself a true child of both parents as she had arrived in Salvador’s care during her infancy and knew no father but him. He was her one and only Papa.
Though Salvador could often see Josefina’s charming resemblance to El Matón, he was always quick to point out Olympia’s features. “You have your mother’s eyes,” he would say as he held the young child close. “You have her nose…her ears…her chin…” Salvador grew so close to her that he often forgot he was not her blood, or chose to bury the secret so deep that he believed himself to be her true father.
Only when Josefina tried to charm him with a playful smile did Salvador catch a glimpse of the bandit leader; the crafty gleam in Machín’s eye, the boyish dimples on his cheeks and chin. Memories like these stirred a minor discontent in Salvador’s feeling towards Josefina. He remembered that her past was slightly tainted, her origin far from noble. Olympia never shared the details of the rape with anyone – those memories were deeply personal – and she decided early on that Josefina could never know her true origin.
Fearing that Josefina would learn of her tarnished past as a bastard and product of force, Olympia decided to protect Josefina from the truth by completely assimilating herself into Cuban culture and becoming part of their class. Hector could never understand why she had renounced her wealthy Spanish background to raise her children in poverty. How would the children react if they learned their veins flowed with a mixture of blood that had almost always been at war?
There was no reason for young Josefina to try and comprehend her mother’s trauma and it would be unfair for Josefina to live with lifelong knowledge of her impure beginning. Perhaps one day, when Josefina had matured, Olympia would tell the story of the father’s true identity but at a young age, it was a burden the girl need not carry.
Olympia made Salvador promise he would never reveal the details of Josefina’s past. “I promise,” he insisted but Olympia commanded him to place a hand on the Bible. At first Salvador refused the ridiculous gesture but a glare from Olympia convinced him to comply. So as Olympia presented the word of God, Salvador placed a palm on the book and swore he would never tell a soul. He didn’t see it as a pledge to God, but a promise to Olympia.
Two years later, a son Lázaro was born, and when the boy was barely six and his brother Javier only eight, Salvador took them both out of school and taught them the cigar trade. Whenever any relevant jobs were available, Salvador sent his boys into the competitive throng of men looking for work and considered the family lucky if they were able to sweep factory floors or remove trash, or found the fortunate job of sorting through tobacco leaves. When times were tough, even Olympia would venture into the humid factories and work a few hours a week sweeping floors.
Salvador was always happy when his boys came home dirty with sticky fingers caked with tobacco residue. He told them, “Boys your age should be earning wages for the family. Work hard, boys, or die like a lazy dog.”
On Javier’s tenth birthday, Salvador named him his apprentice. The economy was still recovering from the Ten Years’ War and employment as a cigar maker was sporadic so Salvador taught Javier how to roll cigars using the inferior leaves that were normally thrown away by the sorters. He taught Javier the art of blending tobacco to balance the flavor of the leaves, and instructed Lázaro to salvage scraps of floor sweepings and bring them home so Javier could practice.
“Soon you will be a master cigar maker,” Salvador told Javier. “And you will be able to work in the factory with real leaves, rolling cigars that will be smoked by rich men all over the world. Your cigars will be tasted in every major city from Mexico City to London to Madrid. Imagine that!”
After E.J. was born in 1890, rumor began to grow of a new cigar city in Tampa and many Cubans began to leave for Florida to work in these brand new factories. But Salvador’s sense of nationalism was strong and kept them planted firmly in Havana. “My father died for this island,” he would remind Olympia until it made her sick. “I have killed for this land and you have given up too much to just walk away.”
But when the city became overcrowded with peasants and beggars and the Spanish-American War started with the explosion and sinking of the Maine in Havana Harbor, everything changed. The Ortiz family packed their belongings, left the land of Salvador’s father, and settled in Ybor City. Salvador wondered if Olympia ever regretted her decision to leave the plantation behind. One time when they were alone in bed, he asked her how she felt.
“Do I miss the comforts of affluence?” she replied. “Of course I do. Who wouldn’t dream for someone to cook your daily meals and wash your clothes? The food was divine and I loved the clothes and perfume. But I have learned that the necessities of that lifestyle are nothing more than luxuries meant to satisfy the very desire they create.”
She never told Salvador about the times she wished she could drop everything and return to Cuba to be with her brother and sleep in her giant bedroom. It didn’t happen often – only when food was scarce and the family sank into lulls of depression – but there were times Olympia wished she could run away like before, and be free once again.
III.
YBOR CITY
1898
Chapter 6
Ybor City, the premiere cigar manufacturing center in the world was founded on a nearly inhospitable plot of sandy palmetto scrubland east of Tampa Bay. The soggy, scorching climate bred so many insects that Juan Carlos jokingly told Salvador, “We are forced to wear mosquito nets to keep the bugs from our eyes!”
Yet the climate was perfect for cigar making.
By the time Salvador arrived with his family in 1898, the Cigar City had become a vital port town with a bustling urban economy built almost entirely upon the manufacturing of hand-rolled cigars. Hailed as the Queen City of the Gulf, cargo vessels sailed from brand new ports, railroads connected Tampa to the rest of the country, hotels waited for visiting investors and businessmen, waterworks pumped fresh water throughout the city and a trolley service carried passengers to every corner of the urban landscape.
The industrial enclave was a sanctuary for Cuban and Spanish workers who had fled the tumult of revolution in Cuba. So successful was Ybor City that it spawned the copycat neighborhood of West Tampa, which became an immediate success and placed downtown Tampa in the middle of two industrial bookends. Ybor City and West Tampa became the limbs that nourished the city; the skilled immigrant workforce was the blood and oxygen of the one-industry town.
Salvador and his family arrived in Port Tampa with no formalities and without anyone asking where they were going or how long they intended to stay. Juan Carlos met them at the dock and greeted Salvador with his famous bear hug and kiss on the cheek. “I am so pleased you have decided to move!” he exclaimed then bowed politely to Olympia and the children and pointed them to a train that would take them into Ybor City.
The family huddled together and listened as Juan Carlos vibrantly described the city. “The train ride lasts eight minutes and takes us through downtown Tampa and past the lavish Tampa Bay Hotel.” He pointed out the window where a Moorish luxury hotel capped with silver minarets topped a Tampa skyline speckled with brick buildings and palm trees. The train entered Ybor City from the west and Olympia was relieved to see that the immigrant community was like a smaller, cleaner version of Havana.
As they stepped off the train, Juan Carlos held his arms open and spoke to the city. “The Cuban influence is everywhere! In the architecture, the language, the music and the food.” The family saw sandy streets lined with brick and lumber buildings, with wrought-iron balconies so close together that people could lean over and whisper the gossip of the streets to their neighbors. Palm trees and cast-iron streetlamps lined the roads and electric streetcars navigated the town, their bells ringing as they passed.
“Seventh Avenue is the main attraction,” Juan Carlos said. “It is the only street paved with bricks, where one can find tailor shops, restaurants and markets, all with signs written in Spanish.” Salvador met the smoky smell of black beans and roasted pork outside the restaurant Las Novedades and everywhere was the grind and clomp of vendor carts pulled by horses. He gathered his children and proudly pointed to Cuban flags hanging from flagpoles and draped over windowsills. It was comforting to see that Ybor City had been electrified by rumors that the United States would intervene in the war and liberate the island but Salvador wondered if a post-war Cuba could ever achieve the energy and excitement of the fresh, prosperous Ybor City.
“Wait until you see La Gran Séptima on Saturday night,” Juan Carlos told them. “A walk down Seventh Avenue is the crowning event of the weekend. Everyone will be here, bumping into each other and talking to people sitting in chairs, or shouting to their friends on the balconies. This is a social magnet for Latinos. You can hardly stand on the sidewalk without being knocked over by the mob of pedestrians.”
Juan Carlos squatted down to eight-year-old E.J. “And for you, the heladeros have fruit flavored sherbet!”
He looked to Javier and Lázaro. “For the older boys, Seventh Avenue is where you go to gaze from a distance at the local girls.” Then he turned to Josefina. “But beware of the bachelors, who whisper in hushed tones as the ladies pass.” Josefina blushed.
Juan Carlos took Olympia by the arm. “There is always a group of men congregating in front of the social clubs, discussing politics and world events. They become silent when young, beautiful ladies walk by, and their conversations mysteriously resume after they pass.”
After a lunch at Las Novedades, the family rode a streetcar to the northeast side of town, where the red brick Vasquez cigar factory stood three stories high on Twelfth Avenue and Twenty Second Street, its twenty-five thousand gallon water tower topping the building, a skyscraper amid rows and rows of identical white tenement houses. The cigar workers’ homes all bore the classic design of the shotgun style. Made entirely from Florida pine, box-shaped, with high cedar-shingled roofs and glass windows, they stood on short brick pillars to keep them from the creatures, the heat, and the wet ground below. There were few luxuries besides a picket fence, window blinds and an outhouse. The houses were so close together that neighbors could converse window-to-window and family secrets had to be whispered lest they be heard by all. Salvador was pleased to see the Cuban flag flying from nearly every one of these homes.
“Vacancies are limited,” Juan Carlos said. “There has been a steady arrival of immigrants since the explosion of the Maine. But you can find the most affordable housing near the factories.”
Olympia asked if Juan Carlos owned a house.
“Not me. A single man is better off living in the boarding houses.” He smiled and took Salvador aside. “You should have stayed single, my friend. Marriage and Ybor City don’t always mix!”
Juan Carlos helped Salvador make arrangements, and later that day, the Ortiz family had purchased a house on credit, interest-free, on the east side of Nineteenth Street between Twelfth and Thirteenth Avenues. The cost was seven hundred and fifty dollars, payable in weekly installments of five dollars. There was a Spanish neighbor named Songo on one side and an Italian family on the other.
As the Ortiz family moved in, white haired Songo watched from his porch. Salvador walked over and introduced himself. “My name is Salvador Ortiz.” Songo rose and they shook hands. Salvador noticed a small dog pacing between Songo’s feet. He reminded Salvador of the dogs outside the apartments in Havana, completely black except for a spot of white at the end of his tail, which wagged happily as the dog watched Salvador. Unlike the dogs from Cuba who showed their ribs, this one was round and plump. Songo kept him well fed.
Songo introduced the young beagle. “This is Pano.”
Salvador squatted and patted Pano on the head. Later, Salvador would save the last of his dinner, some rice and black beans, which he placed in a pie tin and brought outside for Pano. The dog demolished the offering, which quickly became a daily ritual for Salvador and his newest friend.
Behind the house stood the thin, brown trunk of a young avocado tree, its leaves a healthy arrangement of dark green ovals. A banana tree stood nearby with giant leaves that flopped downward like elephant ears. Salvador gazed at the small back yard they’d share with several neighbors and found a spot where he could plant an herb garden: mint leaves, oregano, cilantro, green peppers and onions.
Later that day, Juan Carlos and Salvador took Javier, Lázaro, and E.J. down the street for a tour of the Vasquez factory while Olympia stayed with Josefina to settle into the house. So far Olympia had been satisfied by the new city. The neighborhood, the entire town, was very friendly. There had been nothing but warm welcomes all around. Neighbors smiled and waved, the grocery man arrived with his cart and gave Olympia enough produce to fill the icebox, then refused to accept payment until next week, after the family was settled and secure.
She looked east to the Vasquez factory, where her husband and sons would work; the young E.J. would join his brothers as an apprentice. Only Josefina would finish her education and would be the first in the family to do so. Nicknamed Fina by her mother, it was a name Josefina tolerated but disliked, allowing the greeting only from her mother and father. Whenever anyone outside of the family called her Fina, she would politely say, “My name is Josefina Ortiz, thank you very much.”
Olympia glanced at her daughter. Josefina’s long black hair was curled and eternally decorated with ribbons of blue or white. At age eighteen she was already independent, attractive in both mind and body, with a charisma unlike that of either parent. Olympia thought back to when Josefina was a baby, when the idea of a tenement house in Ybor City was a possibility she had never considered.
“Do you think we will be happy here?” she asked her daughter.
Josefina nodded. “It’s bigger than that damp, three-room apartment in Havana and everyone is so nice here. There are no crowds fighting over the toilets.”
Olympia laughed while Josefina helped her unpack. There were four rooms in the house, all of equal size with two bedrooms, one for the parents and one for the boys to share. Josefina would sleep on a couch in the front parlor. Olympia slid the windows open to create airflow in the hot and humid dwelling while Josefina went to the back of the house where the outhouse and water pump were located. Workers’ houses were all around and many of their neighbors would share the same facilities, sacrificing privacy for convenience. Josefina frowned at the single outhouse. It looked like she would have to fight for the toilet after all.
Across from the Vasquez factory stood a house unlike the others. It was twice the width of a worker’s house, with three floors and a yard that was large enough to hold four tenement homes. Surrounded by orange trees, it was clearly the home of one of Ybor City’s most privileged. Olympia would soon learn that it belonged to cigar manufacturer Antonio Vasquez, owner of the company that bore his name. She was reminded of the mansions that stood on the sugar plantations of Pinar del Río, like castles of Spanish royalty. It seemed so long ago, a time long forgotten, the life of someone else.
Salvador’s boys found no surprises at the Vasquez cigar factory. It resembled any of the factories Javier and Lázaro had worked at in Havana. A basement gave the factory a fourth level where bales of tobacco were stored, sorted according to quality, and moistened for pliability. At ground level a pair of loading docks accepted incoming tobacco leaves, and sent finished cigars out for sale after they had been banded and boxed.
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