
One 

 

 

The day after Martha got permission to go to Cuba, she sat in her car and held a gun to her 

ear.  

‘Hello?’ 

The soft clacking and breathing of the windshield wipers was the only sound.  

‘Damn!’ She shifted in her seat and sounded the horn.  

She was stopped in a wet street two blocks from her house. The gray daylight was turning 

lavender. Halloween detritus adorned branches and telephone wires. Shredded toilet paper, 

string, capes, socks and underpants hung in the rain, dripping. Squashed pumpkin road-kill 

lay on the inky ribbon of street.  

A car honked and edged around her, its driver lifting his head. As Martha turned the man 

spotted the gun. His eyebrows shot into orbit, tongue poking a hole in his cheek. He slammed 

his foot down and was gone in a rooster tail of tire mist.  

Martha threw the gun into the glove compartment and tried to close the door. Her cell 

phone was still ringing and the glove compartment would not close.  

‘Jesus! What?’  

‘Martha? It’s Tanya again.’ 

‘Tanya. What now?’ 

Tanya lost her nerve. Her voice came through in a little squeak. ‘I’m sorry. I just wanted 

to check which case you were talking about? In the email?’ Every sentence was a question for 

Tanya. 



‘It’s OK Tanya, I’m just a little rattled. I’m sorry. When the cell rang I slammed on the 

brakes and picked up a pistol by mistake. It’s not every day that you answer a gun when your 

phone rings.’ 

‘A gun?’ 

‘Don’t even ask.’ 

‘I’m sorry to be nosy, Martha, but is it about the partner thing?’ Tanya suddenly seemed 

to have found a reserve of courage. ‘I mean, can I help? Why do you have a gun?’ 

Tanya was a little brushfire, perpetually in motion, a sparkplug shaped girl with a bright 

orange sponge of dyed hair, who some said was half the reason Martha had made it as far as 

she had. Though that was unfair and untrue.  

‘Oh, Tanya, Tanya, Tanya,’ Martha said. ‘Forget it. I’m not going to do anything stupid, 

don’t worry.’ 

Martha ran a hand over her eyes. She could see how things could go wrong, it was 

obvious that things could go wrong, but so many at once?  

‘OK. Tanya, the most important case until I say otherwise is the Popkin case.’ Martha 

pinned the cell phone to her ear with a shoulder and started off down the street. The gun 

dropped to the floor.  

‘OK.’  

‘I need all the transcripts printed out and on my desk first thing Monday morning. Seven 

in the morning, Tanya, OK? The case comes up in three weeks. Not ten o’clock, or three in 

the afternoon. And remember, the important one is the Popkin brief, not Travers. Please.’  

Martha felt the irritation crawling out of her chest and into her voice. She tried to keep it 

down, and with every word it seemed to transfer a little more of its energy to her right foot. It 

wasn’t Tanya’s fault. She was a super girl, an asset. Martha took a curve too fast and nearly 

left the road. 



‘Excuse me Martha, but it’s Saturday you know. Most secretaries don’t work on 

Saturdays.’ Tanya voice squeaked again as she forced it out an unwilling throat. 

‘Sorry Tanya, I know. Thank you. You’re a saint. You know that. Your day will come. 

You’ll be rewarded.’ 

Martha turned into her driveway and pushed the garage door remote on her dashboard. 

Nothing happened. ‘Fucking batteries.’  

She picked up the gun and took a case of briefs and a laptop from the trunk. An intact 

pumpkin sat on the stoop, miraculously escaping destruction. Perhaps because it had no face 

it was spared.  

‘Hola Isabela, I’m home,’ she said from the back hallway, hoping it sounded nonchalant 

and cheerful. She walked past a mirror without looking and yet knowing that if she had 

smiled it would be a grimace, a skull, a Mexican calavera. Wet hair hung to her shoulders, 

clung to her cheeks. Faint wrinkles were scored across her forehead. She had wire-thin lips 

and Arctic blue eyes. Eyes like chipped-ice. Her skin was creamy-white, her knuckles red. 

She had been passed over for partner at her law firm three days ago, and the energy that she 

applied to her professional life was now beginning to exert itself on her self-confidence. 

Some beast inside her was dissatisfied; it wanted to know, was she just not good enough, or 

was it because she was a woman, or at thirty-five years old did she just need a little more 

experience, or was she at the wrong firm?  

‘Hi Marta, I put your mail in the kitchen,’ Isabela called out from the living room.   

Martha observed the tower of mail like it was dog shit on her lawn.  

‘How was your day?’  

‘Fine, what about you?’ 

‘Oh, you know, basically lost my job and now going through the motions, but otherwise 

great.’ 



‘You need something to eat, I make you something.’  

Isabela wore an apron over her dress. She was short and fat. She waddled into the kitchen 

and screamed, dropping her magazine. 

‘Marta, why you have gun?’ Isabela lost words in fright. She was frozen to the spot.  

‘Oh, that’s for my boss,’ she laughed. ‘Don’t worry Isabela, just joking. It’s not loaded. I 

just got it back from the police. You remember, they took it in for tests.’ 

‘Put it away Marta, is dangerous.’  

‘If you’re making something, I’ll just have a salad.’  

Isabela scuttled over to the kitchen sink and washed her hands. She shot a frown over her 

shoulder. ‘Ay, Marta, you scare me!’  

Martha sat at a long stressed pine table in the open plan kitchen. A wood-burning stove 

was connected to a wall between two facing sofas. Out beyond double doors was a terrace 

shaded in the summer by wisteria.  

Martha pushed aside a basket of candy bars, then suddenly noticed them.  

‘Halloween. I almost forgot. When is it this year?’ She absentmindedly examined the 

ingredients of a packet of M&Ms.  

‘Not almost forgot,’ Isabela replied. ‘You did forget. It was last night. The thirty-firs of 

October, same as las year.’ 

‘Oh well. Did we have many kids?’  

‘We have some, before you get back from work,’ Isabela said. Her eyes were like 

blackberries, her forearms like Yule logs with black fur. Her hair was pulled back.  

‘Are very lazy, some of them have no costume at all. Jus want candy.’  

‘I’ll keep the gun on hand for next year then. Give the little pricks a trick of our own. Do 

you have Halloween in Tegucigalpa?’ 



Isabela laughed. ‘You ask the same question every year, Marta! Yes we do. I told the 

children yesterday, Halloween is when the spiriss of the dead return home. So they must 

dress like a spirit.’  

‘And what did they say?’  

‘They say nothing! Lazy boys.’ When she was excited her voice warbled and trilled in a 

bird-like falsetto. Isabela gave Martha the salad. ‘You like something to drink? I make some 

herbal tea if you want.’ She dried her hands on her apron.  

‘It’s OK, I’ll just get some water.’ Martha took her shoes off and suddenly noticed the 

color of her toenails, scarlet made a dark ruby by her smoky stockings. She was surprised – 

when had she done that? She couldn’t remember. It seemed like all the blood had drained 

south – all the essence inside her, the fire – and there it was puddling at the ends of her toes. 

She needed more of that spirit of abandonment in her life, speaking of spirits. Put on a mask, 

a costume, go wild.  

Martha leafed through the letters, catalogues, and packages. She took an envelope from 

the pile, and dropped the rest in to a recycling bin. It was from the US Treasury Department. 

She opened it and touched the embossed letterhead, with its eagle and arrows logo. Office of 

Foreign Assets Control. 

‘They’ve given me permission to go to Cuba,’ she said, more to herself than to Isabela. ‘It 

says it’s on humanitarian grounds.’ She put the letter down and looked through to the living 

room, where a black and gold urn rested on the mantelpiece. There was a frayed folder in her 

study filing cabinet with some letters, old photos and newspaper articles: memorabilia of a 

family long ago fractured and dispersed. She retrieved it and took out one of the pieces of 

correspondence, the last letter she had received from Manolo. It was a year old, written on a 

typewriter.  

 



Dear Martha,  

 

This may come as a surprise. I write to ask you a favor. When I die I wish to be cremated. 

Then, I hope you can take my ashes to the family tomb, in Habana. Cementerio Cristóbal 

Colón. This will not be easy, I realize. I cannot ask my sister. Even if she could get official 

permission to travel she would not go. Most of the family would be opposed. You know how 

these Miami Cubans feel about going back to Habana. So I turn to you. I feel it is important 

to be resting with my family there in my homeland. Even though I have been here so many 

years. I want to return to Habana when I die. This is important to me and I hope you 

understand my reasons.  

 

With all my love, your uncle, Manolo. 

 

p.s. Do you remember our promises? When we visited each other in New England and 

Miami? Well if you can keep your promise to take me to Habana I will rest happy. 

 

p.p.s don’t forget Coppelia even if I’m not there! 

 

Martha looked through the old photos. They showed an extended Cuban family gathered at a 

family house in Miramar. Formally-dressed patriarchs standing erect. Squinting children with 

parents’ hands on their shoulders. Manolo was there, tall and thin, always smiling, with his 

arm around his mother. Martha saw her own parents in some of the pictures. It was hard to 

tell what the occasions were, and who was related to whom – the blood relationships were 

messy.  

Isabela was peering over Martha’s shoulder.  



‘You remember I told you about Manolo?’ Martha said. ‘He left Havana in 1967 and 

went to Miami. This is his mother Bebita in the photo. His father died when he was a boy. 

His mother never remarried, and Manolo stayed with her until she died in 1967. His sister 

Angela refused to speak to him, saying he was pro-Castro just because he didn’t leave when 

everyone else left. She used to call him a mama’s boy, but I think he was being protective of 

his mother.’  

‘Is that Angela?’ Isabela asked. She sat down and rested her belly on her lap. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘She is beautiful. You know, in Honduras we think fat women are very pretty,’ Isabela 

patted her stomach. ‘But you are pretty too, Marta!’ she said quickly. She leaned closer and 

pointed at the photo. ‘Such a beautiful house, did you go there?’  

‘No, I wasn’t born. My mother used to visit before the revolution, sometimes with Dad, 

sometimes alone. But the family left after Castro came to power. There’s no one there now.’ 

Martha leafed through the photographs. There were shots of an elegant neighborhood of 

shaded houses with balustrades and bougainvillea and long cars. Manolo with his mother in a 

garden. Martha’s mother flashing a smile at the camera, a hand in her hair. Angela staring at 

the camera with imperious privilege, her self-confidence leaping out of the photo.  

‘The family was part of the rich Cuban upper crust,’ Martha said. ‘Descended directly 

from the Spanish. They never let anyone forget it – they always considered themselves 

superior. They had plantations, mines, newspapers, buildings. Probably a few politicians 

tucked into their portfolios, too.’  

The whistle of the kettle boiling in the kitchen drew Isabela away.  

Martha put a log on the fire and the light in the room brightened. She stood and glanced 

out a window at the mansion next door rising from its saturated lawns, windows glowing. 



Thin saplings of birch seemed to knife out of the ceiling-height sky like lightning. Trophy 

shrubs stood guard around the house.  

Martha turned on her laptop and took a file from her briefcase. Isabela moved around the 

room, dusting and adjusting, adjusting and dusting, her plump hands a little pink at the 

extremities. Martha focussed on the file in front of her and moved a dry finger over the 

touchpad. The cursor flitted around the desktop, pausing at but not double-clicking on Word. 

Martha toyed with the file, flicked it with a fingernail. She looked at her watch.  

Thirty-five years old. The blue veins on the backs of her fingers were only obvious in 

warm weather; the skin under her upper arms was only just beginning to loosen; the fine 

network of purple blood vessels in her calves took forensic examination to see. She nibbled 

the inside of her cheek, glanced over at the phone, and breathed lightly. Finally she picked it 

up and dialled long distance. It rang eight times.  

‘Sí?’ Aunt Angela’s voice was like a box of instruments, designed to strike different 

notes. It could be shrill and scraping, it could be low and oily.  

‘Angela, it’s your niece, Martha.’  

Martha’s eyes were on telephone-focus. She imagined a female lawyer speaking to a 

spellbound jury.  

‘Martha, my dear, hello,’ said Angela in a cigarette baritone. ‘What a nice surprise. I 

recognize your voice right away.’  

‘I’ve been looking through some of the old photos from Havana,’ Martha said. ‘You’re in 

a lot of them.’  

‘Those times were so long ago, another world.’  

‘It was a beautiful house,’ Martha said. ‘And everybody looked so happy.’ 



‘We were happy. It was a wonderful time. Martha you cannot know what that meant, to 

be chased out of your own home. You are lucky. It will never happen to you. But Castro, and 

those pigs they call revolutionaries … they only care about their fascist dictatorship.’  

There was a brief silence. How could a brother and sister be so different, Martha 

wondered. 

‘I called to tell you I have permission to go to Cuba. I got the letter today,’ Martha said.  

There was a stunned breath in the receiver; the phone seemed to exhale in her ear. 

‘What? I didn’t know you ask for that.’  

Over the years, Martha had gradually developed powerful emotional defenses – they 

protected her against prosecutors, witnesses, bosses, salesmen, and many other claimants on 

her sympathies and resources. She certainly needed them against Angela. There was 

something about her, the imposing sweetness that failed to mask extra-strength views. Angela 

made her feel vulnerable. She had a terrible force, a low pressure system, sucking you into 

her world of expectations, somehow making you feel obligated to please her. And she had 

seen Martha when Martha was young, when she made foolish decisions, when she was 

headstrong and impulsive. Angela had learned of all Martha’s light-hearted childish mistakes, 

her early dilettantism, her earnest liberalism. It was impossible to dig out those memories and 

throw them away, and Angela was not above dropping little precision-reminders when it 

suited her.  

‘Why would you possibly go to Cuba under this regime?’  

‘To bury Manolo,’ Martha replied. ‘Remember, I told you at the memorial service that he 

requested this.’ Martha’s instincts were to find common ground, build confidence, stress the 

positive, move things toward consensus. It was never going to be easy with Angela. 



‘Yes, I remember,’ Angela said. She sounded disappointed and dismissive. ‘What a fool 

he was. Some romantic idea about going home entered his head. He never realize, Miami was 

home.’  

The tone of her voice changed. ‘I just don’t understand. Things are changing here in 

Miami. I am afraid of the young people most of all. And afraid for the young people. They do 

not see the evil there. They think if they visit that island they will understand it. It’s a stupid 

and dangerous idea. Poor Cuba, overrun by niggers and communiss. I’m sorry Marta, I know 

you don’t like that word. Blacks. Is that allowed these days? I can’t keep track of all the 

changing fashions. I never remember what’s allowed and what’s forbidden.’  

Martha’s pulse jumped. ‘What’s allowed is to treat people with dignity and respect, 

Angela.’ Martha was still in Miami the day after Manolo’s funeral, and went with Angela to 

help clear his apartment. Angela held his belongings at arms’ length and looked at them with 

disgust. What she didn’t throw away was collected by the goodwill shop, except the piano, 

which belonged to the landlady. It took less than an hour. 

‘Anyway, expect nothing,’ Angela continued. ‘You are wasting your time going to 

Habana. Even before they became communiss everything took a long time. Now they see an 

American walk in the door you think they are going to jump to work?’  

Martha pictured Angela’s face, her painted eyes, her cheeks caked with make-up, her 

fragrant breath. She was so full of confidence, so full of truth. Like all Latinas, Angela had 

categories of moods, not spectrums like Yankees. They were in one mood or another. Angela 

had two of them: imperious, dismissive, bossy, and know-it-all; slippery and calculating.  

‘Another thing,’ Angela said.  

Martha went to the mantelpiece, the phone cradled on her shoulder. The urn felt solid and 

cool. It was smaller than a vase. She placed it on the coffee table and lifted the lid. The ashes 

were wrapped in clear plastic; they were whitish-grey, barren and dry flecks of matter, with 



little granular pieces. They were all that physically remained of a life of more than eighty 

years. 

‘I hope you don’t mind me saying this,’ Angela continued, ‘to be honest, I am thinking of 

your parents. You were everything to them. They wanted only the best for you. I wonder 

what they would think now, their only child going on this crazy errand.’  

Martha felt a stab in her heart.  

‘Think of yourself too. Pushing forty, as you Americans say, no children, no husband. 

Martha, every girl needs a husband.’  

Martha’s temper ignited. What a bitch, going after weak spots like that.  

‘That’s a cheap shot Angela. I let you rant on about politics, but if you have a problem 

with my life choices, keep them to yourself.’  

Angela’s voice turned plaintive. ‘I’m sorry darling, I can’t help myself if I speak my 

mind. Life isn’t just about work. What does it get you in the end? There are more important 

things, like family for example. Your mother and father would agree with me.’  

‘Speak your mind about Cuba if you want, but don’t put words in my parents’ mouths,’ 

Martha snapped. ‘I think I knew them better than you did. And don’t project your ideas of 

what a person should do onto me. We don’t live in the 1950s now.’  

She replaced the urn lid. Her hands were shaking.  

‘Anyway, this is about family,’ Martha said. A patch of eczema flared on her neck, and 

her eyes were stinging. ‘If you were such an expert on families, why would Manolo have 

asked me to take care of his remains instead of asking you, his sister? I don’t understand how 

people can let ideology divide a family.’  

There was a soft sniffling from the other end of the line, which Martha knew was fake.  

 



‘Marta, you’re upset,’ Isabela said, once Martha had put the phone down. She fussed without 

coming too close. ‘I get you some jasmine tea. I just make some, it’s in the kitchen. Is good 

for stress. You should relax. Don’t worry about anything. I get you a piece of cake. I made it 

today, apple and cinnamon.’  

‘No cake Isabela. Just tea.’  

Angela always had to mention family. Martha felt accused, and it touched a nerve, 

because she often felt that she had not tried hard enough. Now that there was no family she 

wondered if she could have done something differently.  

Suddenly there was a sharp cry from the kitchen followed by a crash. ‘Oh no! It broke. 

I’m sorry Marta!’ 

Martha jolted. ‘Jesus Christ, Isabela! For Chrissakes! What the hell are you doing?’ 

‘I’m sorry,’ Isabela cried again from the kitchen, her voice full of tears. ‘I burn my hand. 

The teapot was too full. I clean it up.’  

‘Try to be a little more careful.’ 

Martha put her head in her hands and grabbed her hair, sighing loudly. She had begun to 

adopt her mother’s habits when she was upset.  

From the kitchen came quiet sobbing, and the sound of sharp ceramic edges being 

gathered together.  

Martha stood up. ‘Isabela! I’m sorry, I’m just not myself.’ She went into the kitchen and 

grabbed another towel and got down on her dark-stockinged knees. Together they wiped the 

floor.  

When they had finished, Isabela put the wet towels in the washing machine and took the 

trash out. Martha was still sitting on the floor when she returned.  

‘I’m sorry, Isabela. It’s hard to explain …’.  



Martha got to her feet and hugged Isabela for a long time, holding her close. She began to 

sob into Isabela’s shoulder. ‘Richard … and then Dad. Oh Isabela, I’m sorry, you went 

through all that too. I shouldn’t take it out on you, it’s just that Angela got me going again.’ 

Afterwards, she kept a hand on Isabela’s shoulder. Isabela bit her lip and looked at 

Martha with affection. 

‘Angela is against going to Cuba, but I just feel that doing this one thing would help, not 

only for Manolo’s sake, but maybe in some other way too.’  

 


