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The best place to start is by telling you that I am not comfortable here. Where I come from, in my part of Cuba, it is considered a sacrilege to worship another human. We are all considered to be equal, whether you are a shoemaker or a garbage collector or an athlete who makes his living playing baseball. We are all working class, doing the job we have been placed on the earth to do. That is the Cuban way. I was an engineer, which made me no better than a dog catcher. Nor did it make me any less a man than Julio Morban. Yes, you have certainly heard of Julio Morban.


Let me tell you at this point that Carlito did not think this way. Little Carl, as he would be called in your language, was from a part of Cuba where the class system still exists. People like Carlito have little hope of advancing in life because they do not allow themselves to deem it attainable. It is based upon the belief that unseen possibility means no possibility at all. (If that does not make sense, it is because there is no reason to it as I can tell.)


Yet Carlito found a way to get out. He got out the only way he knew. Carlito, whose face and energy I will never forget. Carlito showed me a different kind of hope, and for that I am eternally grateful.


As I say, I stand in uncomfortable shoes here, and not just because all of the children around me are white. That I have gotten used to. Even in a place like Miami, where Cubans are as much a part of the landscape as palm trees, the dark man often finds himself alone in a crowd of white faces.


No, what feels so odd about standing here is the sense of hero worship that comes with it. Men in expensive suits and gold jewelry appear through a doorway, and immediately children – and a handful of grown adults, I might add – begin screaming and waving scraps of paper in their faces. (This is another thing I do not understand about your people: the feeling that everything is deserved. Not once did I hear a child actually ask for a signature. Rather, they wave papers and pens and scream these men’s names.) The scene makes my skin itch on another suffocating Florida evening, as if I have somehow been pushed into the midst of a robbery I did not mean to commit.


And then the door opens, slowly and carefully, and Julio Morban steps through. The moment seems to slow down in my mind, as even the flashbulbs hover for a second or two. Julio Morban is just as I remember him: tall, strong, confident and dark as coal. His hair is trimmed shorter than I recall, his earlobes sparkle with new diamonds, and tinted glasses cover his eyes. He wears the same smile, although tonight it seems to have a secular quality to it – as if he were a messiah surrounded by disciples. As if his people have come to him on a day of worship.


And yet, these are not his people. These will never be his people – will never be our people.


And when he sees one of his own, when his eyes rise above the smaller heads and waving sheets of paper, the smile fades. Our eyes meet, and Julio Morban takes on a serious look. He remembers. We have met before, but only once.
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What is it that brings us to places like that these? Is it fate? Is it destiny? Is it the promise of a better world? Of an opportunity that cannot exist unless we begin the wheels in motion? Or is it as simple as a dream so vivid that we cannot bear the thought of another morning realization that hope is beyond our reach? What could possibly carry us to a place such as this?


For Carlito, it was a mule. There could not have been a more appropriate vehicle to deliver Carlito to Freedom Bay than the plodding mammal that carried him more than 100 kilometers from a small place called Palmira on the west side of the Sierra del Rosario mountains range, from where very few escape. His hair looked gray, and his skin was stained with sunshine and dirt from the remote roads and blazing sun that had guided him along the two-day trip. He wore only a cutoff pair of shorts and sandals.


When Carlito got off the mule, he did it in such a way that at first we thought he had been shot. His small body, much younger than I originally suspected, rolled from the animal’s spine and dropped to the ground with a thud. He laid there for several seconds, crumpled beneath a mule and two packs of supplies. A tall, light-skinned man and myself looked at each other, uncertain what to do next. Three others were tending to a makeshift raft at the temporary docking spot while a woman and her son watched from a few feet away, their bodies a silhouette before the setting sun.


The light-skinned man clutched a pack close to his chest and shook his head. He, too, seemed to be from a far different part of Cuba than I.


“Leave him,” he said indignantly, speaking in Spanish. We all spoke in our native tongue. “There’s no time.”


I took a step toward Carlito, who then twitched and rolled onto his side. His eyes looked up at me, begging. The light-skinned man stepped in front of me.


“This is danger,” he said. “Let’s not fuck around.” And then, in a muffled yet slightly louder voice, he called out: “Is the boat ready?”


“Si.”


I took another step, but the light-skinned man put a firm hand on my shoulder. His other arm hugged the pack. I could not help but notice his nervous manner.


“We must,” I said. “He is one of ours.”


“Not anymore.” The light-skinned man curled his lips, like a rabid dog. “Their problems are no longer ours.”


“Bullshit,” I countered, slapping his hand away. “We are still Cubano.” I pulled a pouch from my shoulder bag and gave Carlito some water. He drank aggressively. This was when he first told me his name.

Against the light-skinned man’s protests, they held the boat for Carlito and I. There were nine of us in all, each having heard of the Freedom Boat through word of mouth. It was the most dangerous secret in Cuba.


Everyone squeezed together as best they could, but I could only get one foot on. Carlito stood behind me on the shore.


“Who brought them?” a tattooed man asked, nodding toward the woman and child. A short, older man raised his hand silently. His sunken eyes showing equal parts sadness, remorse and anger.


The tattooed man -- I would only know him as El Capitan, or, in your language, The Captain _ cleared his throat. He seemed to be in charge.

“Did you not hear?” he asked the old man. “Women and children are not allowed.”


The old man stared back at him, his eyes filling with tears. He did not move.


“I am sorry,” El Capitan continued, “it is too dangerous.” The old man started toward El Capitan, but his wife stepped in the way.


“Wilfredo, no,” she said. “We will do as he says. We will go.”


The woman took her son’s hand and stepped toward the shore. The man called Wilfredo reached for her and held her arm. The boy looked frightened.


“There are other boats,” El Capitan said. “Please, we must go.”


Wilfredo continued to stare him down, a tear now running down his leathered cheek. His arm remained stiff. The boy looked up at his mother quizzically.


“I beg you,” El Capitan said. “Cause no problems. The time has come.”


“Caca,” the light-skinned man, the one with the mysterious bag, spat from the other side of the raft. “Get all of them out of here and move on. The police will find us soon!”


Wifredo glared at El Capitan with daring ferocity. El Capitan stepped forward.


“Old man, we cannot wait,” he said softly but sternly. “Your wife and boy must find other means.” He slowly lifted Wilfredo’s arm. A tear dripped from the old man’s other eye.


“We shall go,” the woman whispered, kissing her husband’s cheek. “We will see you there. I promise, Wilfredo.” The boy clutched his father’s leg, but his mother gently pried the little fingers free. Wilfredo’s eyes remained on El Capitan.


The woman and her boy shuttled past me to the edge of the boat. Carlito helped them off and stepped on. I joined him, hoping to avoid the disgrace of being associated with such a forlorn human. El Capitan pushed the raft from the shore and gave Wilfredo a sympathetic pat on the shoulder as he walked past. We all sat down, wrapped our arms around knees. Wilfredo was the only one standing. He watched as his wife waved, their son’s face buried in her dress as he wept.


Only after they were out of sight did Wilfredo sit with the rest of us. He stared out at the bumpy water as El Capitan and another man paddled. It was Carlito, the weak young man who had arrived on the mule, who broke the silence.


“I know,” he said, reaching out to touch Wilfredo’s knee. “I left someone behind too.”


“We all did,” the light-skinned man spewed, hugging his pack as if it were a doll. “No more pity. No more talk.”


We obeyed, not because this man had any power but because the motion of the boat left us silently concerned for our own well being. The makeshift raft chopped through the waves, creaking and constantly changing angles. Each shift nearly knocked someone off the boat, including one bump so violent that I grabbed Wilfredo’s arm to avoid going over. I felt some sense of relief to see fear in the eyes of the others, even El Capitan and the other rower. Everyone on the raft certainly had realized that freedom came with a price, but not until that moment did the danger become immediately clear. 


These men looked more desperate than I, as if they somehow believed the States could save them from the poverty and unhappiness that had overtaken their lives. They undoubtedly were not, as I was, going to America to continue a successful life. I looked upon them with both sympathy and doubt.

As I surveyed the eyes of the other men, I saw only one pair that exposed any sense of confidence. He was a dark man, with strong cheekbones and wide shoulders. He had a way about him that I would later compare to American actors. Even as water splashed along the wood below us, this man’s eyes remained calm. They felt somehow familiar, as if I had seen them in a magazine somewhere.


“Do the waves subside?” the light-skinned man asked El Capitan, calling out through the sound of splashing water. The salt burned my eyes.


El Capitan paused for a moment, holding his paddle by his side. The other rower continued to pump.

“How should I know?” El Capitan responded over his shoulder. “I’ve never taken this trip before.” He picked up the paddle and began rowing again. “If I had,” he added, “you think I’d have come back?”

El Capitan laughed, and the light-skinned man joined in uncomfortably before looking back at the sea and gripping his pack more tightly. I did not know what he feared more: the jaws of the ocean or the thought of losing his precious pack.

“What you got in there?” Carlito asked, pointing to the pack. Everyone’s eyes went to the man with the light skin.

“Nobody’s business,” he said. Carlito shrugged.

“Drugs,” I said, taking a guess, and the light-skinned man only looked away.

Eventually, exhaustion was more powerful than fear. A few of the others slept, including Carlito. I continued to peruse the faces, wondering if I would ever see any of them again when we reached the States. I wanted to know whether Carlito would be accepted in an unknown country, whether the man with the strong eyes would find fame. I wondered whether the light-skinned man would end up in prison, and what the man called El Capitan would do with his boat. I particularly wanted to know whether this Wilfredo would ever be reunited with his wife and child.

I had finally drifted off to sleep when the screams began. I awoke with a start, expecting to find myself sinking under ocean water. But the raft had flattened out, the sea becoming more friendly.

Carlito was standing over me, pointing toward the dark man with the broad shoulders and strong eyes.

“It is you!” Carlito was saying. “Jesus, Maria, es Julio Morban!” He continued like this for several seconds before one of the other men pulled his arm down.

“But, look,” Carlito gushed, his eyes still gawking. “Look who is among us!”

The man he called Julio Morban looked around nervously, as if he too had something to hide. But he never lost that assurance in his eyes. Carlito tried to step forward but tripped over my foot and went down in a heap, his head almost in Julio Morban’s lap. He touched the man’s left hand.

“Is this the hand that throws 100 miles per hour?” Carlito asked, his lips practically kissing Julio Morban’s fingers. “The greatest arm in Cuban history?”

That was when I first saw Julio Morban’s smile – a bright, curvy smile that showed confidence and friendliness all at once. While Julio Morban’s eyes had some arrogance to them, his smile was inviting and warm.

“Get this puta off me,” the light-skinned man howled, awaking from his sleep and kicking at Carlito’s legs. “You crazy, pendejo?”


Carlito did not seem to notice. He continued to shower this Julio Morban with praise.


“The only pitcher to ever throw back-to-back no-hitters in Cuban baseball history,” he cried. “I was there for the first one. I was there, Senor Morban. I sat in the rightfield seats with my son. I cannot believe you are here in the flesh!”


“Screw this,” the light-skinned man barked, standing up. He relieved El Capitan as a rower, clutching his pack through each stroke. Wilfredo, the quiet older man, stepped up to help the other rower.


“Let me tell you,” Carlito continued, unaware of the movement around him. “You are the greatest Cuban pitcher ever. Numero uno!”


“Gracias,” Julio Morban said, still flashing the smile.


“You throw the most perfect ball that has ever been seen. There is no equal!”


“Gracias. Gracias.”


El Capitan sat down next to Julio Morban, looking first at Carlito and then at the man with the infectious smile.


“Is it true?” El Capitan asked, drinking in Julio Morban’s face. “Are you who he says?”


“He speaks the truth,” said another man, one with shaggy hair beneath a wool cap. “This man is the greatest.”


“The greatest!” Carlito exclaimed.


Julio Morban grinned coyly. “I cannot say,” he said. “But my name is Julio Morban, yes.”


Carlito began to kiss his left wrist eagerly. Julio Morban laughed. The light-skinned man looked over his shoulder and shook his head.


“God bless the arm that is the pride of Cuba!” Carlito continued, kissing the arm between words. “Long live Julio Morban!”


He thrust his arms into the air defiantly, his eyes never leaving the famous pitcher.



“A true Cuban hero,” El Capitan groused, shaking his head. “Chasing the dream just like the rest of us.”


This brought a different look to Carlito’s face, as if he had been stricken by a bolt of reality. His arms slowly dropped to his sides, and he stared at Julio Morban in horror.

He leaned forward, looked Julio Morban in the eye, and spat, missing Morban’s foot by less than an inch.


“You’re leaving us,” Carlito hissed. He spat again, this time landing it on the knuckles of Julio Morban’s left hand. “You are betraying Cuba and defecting in the name of money!”


Julio Moran, his smile faded, reared his left hand back, as if to slap Carlito. El Capitan and the other original rower held him back.


“You,” Carlito growled. “You are a traitor to your people and your country!”


The man with the stocking cap reached across me to grab the back of Carlito’s shorts. I tried to help by pulling the little man’s shoulders, but Carlito continued his verbal assault. Sprinkles of rain had begun to trickle down.


“Cuba made you, Julio Morban. Without Cuba, you are nothing. Nothing at all. She feeds you, raises you, you turn your back!”


I pulled him toward me with all my might, so hard that Carlito almost tumbled off the back of the raft. The man with the stocking cap prevented him from falling into the sea.


“Cut it out!” the light-skinned man called from up front. “You’re all shaking the boat.”


“There is no problem,” Julio Morban said calmly, wiping the saliva from his hand onto an abandoned blanket.


“Caca,” Carlito hissed. “You call betrayal no problem?”


The man in the stocking cap tightened his grip on Carlito. Something inside me wanted to punch the mouth of the little man who had arrived on a mule. I hoped that I could avoid such people when my journey took me to the States. 


“Enough,” El Capitan snapped, pointing his finger toward Carlito. “Enough talk about betrayal.”


“He’s leaving his people!” Carlito shot back in a whiny voice.


“We’re all betraying our people.” El Capitan stood, his finger still pointed at Carlito’s head like a pistol. “Did you not say you left family behind?”


“It is different. I-“


“Caca! Do you have a wife?”


“Yes.”


“Children?”


“One boy.”


“You,” El Capitan said, wagging his finger, “are the betrayer. Some of us are in it for our own dreams, with no one to say good-bye to.”


El Capitan could not see it, but Wilfredo had stopped rowing and was glaring at him from the front of the boat.


“I leave them to provide them with opportunity,” Carlito whined, unwilling to back down. I could see from his eyes that he was frightened. “I leave because I love them. I will be back.”


“None of us,” El Capitan said, bringing his pointed finger down for the first time, “will be coming back.” He sat down, folded his arms, and continued to glare at Carlito.


“Opportunity,” Wilfredo said from his perch up front. He was staring out into the sea. “Opportunity is what brings Mr. Morban to the States, too.”


Julio Morban nodded. Wilfredo continued paddling without another word.


“That is what this is all about, is it not?” I was speaking now, although no one looked in my direction. “We are all chasing something Cuba could not provide.” Now one set of eyes met mine. Julio Morban stared silently as if I had spoken for him.


“I don’t care,” Carlito declared, his arms folded as he sat across from me. “He is still a traitor in my eyes. How dare he turn his back on his country.” He looked Julio Morban directly in the eye. “You were my hero.”


We were all talked out by then. The rain had picked up, the only light came from a full moon, and there was no sign of land on any side of us. El Capitan produced a soggy map, glancing at it briefly before folding it up and tossing it into his hip sack.


“Hey, somebody relieve me,” the light-skinned drug dealer said. “My bag’s getting wet.”


Julio Morban looked  around, his eyes finally resting upon mine.


“I have got it,” I said, standing up.
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Julio Morban weaves his way through the autograph seekers, signing as his eyes keep track of me periodically. Some of the kids call him “Jew-lio,” apparently unaware of the Spanish pronunciation despite the never-ending Latin influence that surrounds Miami.


For reasons I do not completely understand, Julio Morban’s team rarely plays in Miami. The Yankees are from New York, just up the coast, but are not in the same league as the local team, the Marlins of Florida. And so this is Julio Morban’s first visit in a baseball uniform.


I can tell by the way he looks at me that he is surprised I have made it this far into the stadium. Quite simply, I purchased a ticket for the game and followed the autograph seekers afterward. I had never attended a baseball game before, and do not intend to again. But something I saw on television, something about a boy named Elian Gonzalez whose family had drowned trying to come over from Cuba, made me think of Julio Morban. I checked the Yankees schedule and saved up the money for a ticket. Only after I arrived did I realize that Julio Morban was not scheduled to pitch on this night.


When he is standing in front of me, Julio Morban reaches out his right hand and speaks in Spanish.


“I remember you,” he says, and half the reason I have come has been satisfied. His smile immediately comforts me. I am not sure I have anything to say.


“Jew-lio!” a boy calls, and Julio Morban pauses to sign for him. He writes with his left hand, the hand that Carlito kissed because he believed it was blessed. He turns back to me, flashes that warm smile again. You have a saying in your country: I am putty in his hands.


“We have much to talk about,” he says, clapping my back. “That is why you came.”


“Yes,” I say, and he leads me through a door and into the parking lot. There, crushed together behind a 10-foot-high fence, are the faces of hundreds of people. Faces that look familiar to us both. Cuban faces. Boys. Girls. Men. Women. Elderly people. All pushing at the fence and on the verge of tears. All here to get a glimpse of Julio Morban.


Julio Morban, their hero.


“Gustamos Julio …Viva Cubano …brazo de oro … Julio el dios.”


He smiles behind his sunglasses on a dark Miami night. I stare in awe, convinced that they will tear the fence down just to touch this man.
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The sea got choppier as the wind picked up. The rain shot down like pellets. The men huddled together while Carlito and I rowed up front. His size prevented him from keeping up, but Carlito made up for his lack of strength with effort. Rarely in my Cuban life had I sat so close to such a man, other than when he poured my water at a restaurant.

To kill time and forget the conditions, we spoke of our pasts. I told him about my schooling, my business, my vision of expanding internationally. He spoke mostly of his wife and child. Beatriz and Carlos.


“What made you go?” I asked, paddling harder to make up for Carlito’s lack of strength. “Why did you leave your wife and child?”


“For them,” he said. “I wanted to find a better life for my family.”


“What will you do?”


“I will find something.”


“And then?”


“And then I will send for them.”


Such an ignorant little man. No vision, no goals, no map to glory. The kind of man that brings Cuba down.


“The rain,” Carlito said, lifting his paddle from the water, “it is rough.” I felt no need to respond to such an obvious statement. “And the sea,” he continued, “it is unfriendly.”


“Keep paddling. We must keep paddling.”


“Do you think we’ll make it?”


“Not unless you paddle.” His little arms went back to work. 


“Does lightning reach this far?” he asked, looking into the rain. His ignorance was getting to me. I was beginning to get tired.


“Lightning has no boundaries,” I said. “There is no use hiding from it.”


“My father used to say that about sunshine,” he said. I did not know what he was talking about. “That it has no boundaries. That it sees a world without walls.”


“Yes, well, we could use some sunshine,” I said, and he began to paddle harder. The rain was coming down so hard that we had to hunch over to resist its sting. We paddled for a few minutes, and then Carlito stopped again.


“We can’t survive out here,” he said. He was breathing with difficulty. “We should go back.”


“There is no going back. If you are not going to paddle, pass it on to one of the others. El Capitan!”


“No,” Carlito said defiantly as he set the paddle back in the water. “I will help. But it is dangerous.”


“Life is dangerous. Escape is dangerous. Opportunity is dangerous.”


His arms continued to churn, but the wind had adjusted in such a way that the rain was pelting us from straight ahead. I wished I could see land.


“Let’s go back,” he said in a whiny voice.


“We have come too far.”


“I cannot –“


“Dammit, Carlito!” I held the paddle above my head, filled with rage. I had never felt such anger at a man. He wasted more energy complaining than he did trying to help. If Cuba had a shortcoming, it was people like Carlito. I wondered how he had ever gotten over the mountains in the first place.


El Capitan patted me on the shoulder, and I slowly brought the paddle down. He took it from me gingerly. I moved to the back, huddling with the others. I could hear a man sobbing and looked up to see Wilfredo’s head in his hands. I felt regret for having left no one behind.


What happened next is still unclear. One moment we were joined together, praying and trying to stay warm, and the next we were sprawled out in salt water, scrambling for anything solid. A crashing sound echoed in my head, but I do not know whether we hit something or just capsized on an oversized wave. (I guess it does not matter. No one is to blame except the hand of God.) The water splashed in my eyes, my mouth, my nostrils. I lost all sense of direction. There were no screams. Only the sounds of men gasping for air while rain rhythmically pelted the sea.


If fate brought all these men together, then it was destiny that brought that piece of wood my way. My panicked hand just reached out and it was there. I touched it, gripped, and adrenaline brought me atop it. I had not enough time to consider the concept of death, and now I was being spared while the others felt water fill their lungs.


And then, a hand on my arm. I grabbed hold, and Carlito ascended from the water. He looked like a newborn baby, spawned into a world of fear. He coughed up water and flopped onto his side, nearly pushing me off in the process. There was barely room for two of us, but no one else.


“Oh dear Jesus,” he muttered as his fingers curled around the edge of the wood. “Oh god oh god oh god.” He grabbed my thigh with his other hand, its grip filled with fear and hope. I was too tired to pull away despite the pain.


We lied next to each other, out legs dragging in the water. Our cheeks rested on the wood. The sound of the water was more calming, like a child playing in the bathtub. The aroma of fish filled my nostrils. We faced one another, breathing into to each other’s mouths. What I remember was the quiet, the suddenly calm water that made the relaxing sound of waves on a remote beach. Only there was no beach in sight.


“Help,” we heard, breaking the silence. There was a gurgling sound. And then, louder: “Someone help. I cannot swim.”


Neither of us moved. There was no strength. It was all we could do to hold onto the wood. I began to pray, silently whispering until I had shut out the cold and the sounds and the sore muscles. I pictured the beaches of America, the clean streets and beautiful women. Yet what I asked for in my dream was to float back to Cuba.


“I’m drowning!” The voice was panicked, high-pitched and squeaky. Had Carlito not been staring into my eyes, I would have believed it to be his.


Carlito -- weak, fragile, feeble-minded Carlito – began directing us toward the voice. He turned, kicked with skinny legs, pumped one arm in the water.


“No,” I whispered. “Carlito, no.”


“It is Julio. Julio Morban.”


“I cannot swim!” the voice continued. Carlito was right. The voice belonged to Julio Morban. “Help!”


The darkness had blinded  everything but the space between Carlito and Julio Morban. The gap dissipated. Julio Morban had gone under, but his left hand stayed above water. Carlito reached for it, pulled, and went into the sea. Julio Morban grabbed the edge of what remained of the raft.


“You cannot die,” Carlito said, his legs pumping to keep him afloat. “You are a hero. You carry Cuba’s hopes.” His head dipped under. Julio Morban’s eyes were closed, his body still. Carlito ascended, his mouth choking on the salt water. “Carry Cuba’s dreams,” he said. “Carry on.” I did not know if Julio Morban could hear him. I could not even tell if he was breathing. Carlito came up one final time.


“Viva Cuba,” he said, and then, just before his head went under, he spoke the name of his wife. “Beatriz,” he said. Beatriz.
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“Viva Cuba,” they say, and Julio Morban’s head nods in appreciation. They want autographs, just like the white children who were inside the stadium, but he does not stop to oblige. He taps a button on his key ring, setting off a series of beeps on a nearby Porche. I follow him but cannot resist the pleading faces behind the fence. I see hope, desperation, worship. Too many faces. No way to satisfy them all. A boy’s cheeks are pressed against the wire, so forcefully that I expect his eyeballs to press through.


Julio Morban gives a final wave, opens the drivers’ side door, and gets into the car. I get in the other side.
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We were side by side, two men of similar dreams and vision but otherwise completely separated. I cannot know how long we floated, only that the night had turned to day and the sun had slowly worked its way across the sky. Julio Morban’s eyes flickered open at one point, but we did not talk. It was as if we were incapable of speaking the same language. We lay an inch or two apart, staring at each other. I dared not close my eyes for fear that I would not ever see the world again.


The first voice was not ours, but one that spoke English. At the time, I did not know what the voice was saying. I looked up to see a large boat, a white man’s face staring in disbelief. Julio Morban closed his eyes, began to pray. I joined him.
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As we look at the menus, two men of only one or two things in common, his eyes assess me behind the tinted glasses. It is not that I watch him, necessarily – my eyes are alternating between the menu’s items and the incredible cleanliness of the restaurant – but I can feel his glare. I wonder if he wants to know what ever became of me, how the States have treated me, or whether he simply wonders how often I wake up in the middle of the night, sweating and praying for crests of salt water to fade away.


And then he sets down his menu, removes the glasses, and gets to the point.


“Is this about money?” he asks frankly, and the distance between us suddenly seems as wide as the Caribbean shoreline. I laugh aloud, not so much at the absurdity of the statement as much as the observation that Julio Morban has already become so American-ized. He finds no humor whatsoever.


“I assure you, it is not,” I say. “I will buy dinner, if it makes you comfortable.” This is almost as absurd as his comment, as my financial situation does not lend well to establishments such as this.


“Please,” he says, the smile returning. “Allow me.”


It occurs to me that Julio Morban has probably muttered this statement a lot. Penetrating the American psyche is not easy for an immigrant, yet Julio Morban has undoubtedly found the transition less cumbersome than most because of the smile and the abundance of green in his wallet. I had once read that he received eight million dollars just for signing with the Yankees of New York, while his salary would be nearly five times that. It is strange that this number occurs to me now, because when I read about it in a newspaper three years ago, I set the paper aside and never gave it another thought.


“The reason,” I say, folding my hands atop the clean white tablecloth, “is even unclear to me. I am not sure what I want to say. Maybe I just wanted to see if you remembered.”


“I remember,” he says and keeps his eyes upon mine as he sips from a glass of water. I notice he does not use the eight-million-dollar arm when he drinks.


“As do I.” I feel uncomfortable, as if the air conditioning inside the restaurant has suddenly been turned off.  I feel a bead of sweat slowly drip down my forehead. “I have dreams. Nightmares,” I say, and wait for an obvious response that never comes. The waiter takes our order. He takes out menus and hurries off, whispering in another waiter’s ear as he looks back at the table. They smile like schoolgirls.


When my head turns to look to Julio Morban, he is staring at me pensively.


“And did I ever thank you?” he says. “You were very brave that day.”


This is not why I came.
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We never got the name of the man who pulled us from the shark-infested waters, nor did we thank him for saving us. I was too tired to fully comprehend what was going on; Julio Morban was more concerned with finding a telephone. The man on the boat had a wireless one, and within a few minutes we were at shore, being whisked into a large limousine without so much as a wave good-bye.


Once inside, a man named Howard embraced Julio Morban, asked if he was okay. Howard wore a clean suit and oversized gold rings on both pinkies. He winced at the smell of the two men in tattered clothes who huddled on the leather seats. His eyes fell to me, and I could see pity and concern in them.


“He is okay,” Julio Morban said, touching my shoulder. “He helped me. He saved me.”


I started to speak, but Howard cut me off with an embrace. He spoke in broken Spanish, praising me for bringing Julio Morban to him. His smile was almost as big as Julio Morban’s, yet less endearing. Howard asked me where I wanted to go, and I did not have an answer. He said that I could not stay with him. Julio Morban protested, but Howard held his ground.


“Muy peligroso,” Howard said, and then in English: “Too dangerous.”


We drove to a part of town that I would later recognize as Little Havana. The limo stopped, Howard got out and opened the door for me. I looked at Julio Morban, who displayed a look of sincere apology.


“I cannot argue,” he said. He touched my hand. “It must be this way.” We were both still dressed as if we were lost at sea. Howard impatiently took my arm, helped me out, and put a wad of bills in my hand. I looked down to see a thick stack of American currency. As Howard got in and began to close the door, I could hear one final word from Julio Morban: “Gracias.”


And it would be more than three years before we would meet again.
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He thanks me again, telling me my bravery was that of a saint. He is adamant.


“Without you,” he says in our native language, “I am not here.”


“That is not completely true.”


“You pulled me from the water,” he says, leaning forward. The eight-million dollar hand touches my fingertips. “I wish I could repay you somehow.”


An image passes  through my head: that hand extending from dark water and flailing for anything at all. Julio Morban had probably never reached out for help before; it had always come to him. And yet when he finally did, someone was right there for him. Someone to pull him out of danger, to give up his own life in doing so. Such is the Cuban way.


My body shutters, as though an electrical current has momentarily taken control of my nerves. Julio Morban seems to notice. He leans back and gawks as if I am some sort of animal.


“You do not remember,” I say softly, my tone caught somewhere between a statement and question. “You do not remember what happened.”


“But I do,” he says, putting his glasses back on. “You saved me. You saved me from –“


“No,” I interrupt. I wish I could clearly see his eyes.


“It was you and I,” he says, his tone meant to correct my mistake. “We were the only two. No one else made it.”


The waiter brings two drinks – lemonade for me and a bottle of imported beer for Julio Morban. I squeeze a lemon into my glass, sip its sourness, and stare at him.


“Do you remember Carlito?” I ask. He shakes his head from side to side and leans forward in anticipation. “Carlito, the small one.”


A look of anger overcomes Julio Morban’s face. His jaw tightens, and his lips purse.


“The small one,” he says through clenched teeth, “with the big mouth.”


“Yes, Carlito. He is the one.”


Julio Morban’s eyes look at me from above the glasses. He moves even closer.


“Carlito and I were together,” I continue. “He is the one who saved you. He gave his own life.”


“Impossible,” he chortles, slamming his fist against the table. A maitre d rushes over to make sure everything is all right. I nod, but the maitre d remains. Still staring at me, Julio Morban waves the man away. Julio Morban then leans back in his chair. He sports the look of indignation.


“Carlito worshipped you,” I say softly, and now I am the one leaning forward. “He loved the way you pitched.”


“He had a family, no?”


“Yes. Many do.”


“For me. Why give that up for me?”


I had no answer. This man could throw a ball hard, and nothing else. He was not capable of carrying Cuba’s hopes any more than any other man – and yet somehow he did. So when Julio Morban asks why Carlito gave his life for him, I can only wonder one thing: Why do I feel so damned guilty for not giving mine? For three years, Julio Morban thought of me as some mythical hero, yet I was the biggest coward of all.


Our food arrives, and the time passes in silence. I lift spoonfuls into my mouth while swallowing the familiar burden of feeling human. People often wonder how they will react in times of chaos, and I am one of the few who truly know. The heroes do not know they are heroes until the opportunity presents itself, and as for the rest of us – well, the opposite is true.

This is what I think about as I scrape the picadillo off my plate. What Julio Morban ponders I cannot say.

After a few minutes of silence, a small boy comes over to ask for a signature. Julio Morban obliges with a smile and goes back to his meal.

“So tell me,” he says at last, our meals devoured, “what is it that brought you to me today?”

I take a long drink of lemonade, hoping an answer will come. I at least owe him this. He deserves some explanation or at bare minimum an apology, but I cannot offer either.

Did I come because I wanted to relive that fateful day? Was it the memory of Carlito’s act I wanted to carry on? Or the fact that I needed to touch Julio Morban’s hand to know that our journey actually happened? In your country, they speak of closure. I wonder if perhaps this is what I seek.

Or perhaps I have become a true American, simply wanting to spend some time with a person who’s regarded as a hero. Perhaps I have spent so much time in this country that I have grown comfortable among worshipers.

“I do not know,” I respond at last, “but I am glad I did.”

Julio Morban lets out that smile, the one that you want so badly to believe is genuine.

“Yes,” he says, “I am glad you came too.”

We smile at each other as the waiter clears our table. I offer to take care of the bill, but Julio Morban insists. We order coffee and talk about baseball – or, more accurate, he talks and I listen.

When we are finished with our cups, when we step outside into the warmth of a Florida summer evening, Julio Morban does a curious thing. He hugs me. He hugs me and says thank you, but for what I do not know.

A valet brings his Porsche around, and Julio Morban steps inside the open door. It is a dark, warm night, yet he feels the need to put on his glasses. I cannot be sure, but I believe he winks at me before closing the door and concealing himself behind a tinted window.

 I walk away feeling a sense of familiarity – what your people would call déjà vu. Tonight, however, I have someplace to go. I begin the four-mile walk back to the homeless shelter where I have spent far too many nights, wondering again where I will get my next meal.

I am six blocks away from the restaurant when I pass a woman and her child huddled together in an alley. I cannot be sure, but they look a lot like a woman and a boy I saw standing on a Cuban shore three years ago. A woman and a boy whose husband and father floats somewhere between here and a place we called Freedom Bay, another stiff reminder of dreams lost along the way.

---THE END---
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