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The acclaimed Cuban American author of Love and Ghost Letters delivers “a wonderful story
about the stories we tell each other” set in 1960s Cuba (San Francisco Chronicle). Cuba, 1963.
Hurricane Flora, one of the deadliest in recorded history, is bearing down on the island. Seven
women have been forcibly evacuated from their homes and herded into the former governor’s
mansion. There they are watched over by another woman—Ofelia, a young soldier of Castro’s
new Cuba. As the storm rages and the floodwaters rise, a cigar factory lector named Maria
Sirena tells the incredible story of her childhood during Cuba’s Third War of Independence; of
her father Augustin, a ferocious rebel; of her mother, Lulu, an astonishing woman who fought,
loved, dreamed, and suffered as fiercely as her husband. But stories have a way of taking on a
life of their own, and soon Maria will reveal more about herself than she or anyone ever
expected. Chantel Acevedo’s The Distant Marvels is an epic adventure tale, a family saga, a
love story, a stunning historical account of armed struggle against oppressors, and a long tender
plea for forgiveness. It is, finally, a life-affirming novel about the kind of love that lasts a lifetime
and the very art of storytelling itself.
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grandmother, Maria Asela,in gratitude for their strengthand for their love, which I surely felt
beforeI could even utter the words.This Cuban woman, so beautiful, so heroic, so selfless,a
flower to be loved, a star to gaze upon, a shield to endure.—José MartíPROLOGUEAn
unexpected envelope was delivered to me two months ago, on the first day of August. The
package it came in bore the address of the University of Havana, Department of History in blue
ink and a symmetrical print. My name was written in a different hand, and my address in yet
another, as if the package had passed from person to person, each contributing some element
to its outward appearance. Unnerved by all of those invisible hands, I left the package
untouched all afternoon. But I could feel its presence, like fingers reaching into my purse, or
trying to lift my skirt slowly. Accustomed to being alone, I began to feel that the package was an
intrusion, and I could no longer stand it.So, I opened it. Inside there was a pair of letters. The
first, new and crisp, the blue ink rubbing off on my fingers, explained the second, which was old
and crumbling. María Sirena, it began, casually, impertinently, as if I were an old friend, we
believe this letter belongs to you. It has been housed in our archives, unopened, for many
decades. The letter, it was explained, was waylaid somehow at the turn of the century, had
turned up in a collection of war-era correspondences sold at auction, and had been acquired by
an alumnus of the university. An ingenious student, they wrote, had tracked me down as part of
his thesis. And on it went, describing the historical effort to preserve what was most important,
and find homes for the insignificant.With one glance at the faded postal stamps, my heart began
to pound.I worked the brittle flap open, chips of paper falling like confetti. I pulled out an article
from an American newspaper, so fragile that tiny parts of the paper crumbled to dust, etching out
words and individual letters, as if the thing were censoring itself before my eyes. Another page,
this one made of onion-skin, upon which a Spanish translation of the article had been written in
delicate, old-fashioned penmanship, held my attention for a moment until a small square of stiff
paper fluttered to the floor from within the envelope.I bent down and saw that it was a picture of
my little boy. My hands, holding the envelope and pages, curled into question marks, and then all
of the contents of the package, those unwanted, insignificant things to the historians at the
university, slipped to the floor.That day, I sat on the floor and read the article again and again. I
put the picture in my bra, close to my skin, until a corner of it bent, then, I wept for that small
damage. I could not undo the crease, but I found a frame for the picture, one deep enough to



contain not only the photo but also the article and its translation. I whispered the diminutive of his
name, the only name I ever spoke to him, “Mayito,” and wondered at the way the envelope had
found its way to Maisí, and my little cottage by the sea.PART I1.Waiting for the Sea to ComeMy
next-door neighbor, Ada, treads through the sand wearing plastic sandals that flap against her
hard heels. I hear her before I see her. She’s come to my back porch to warn me of a storm in the
Atlantic. It does not matter to Ada that I can see for myself the ferocious churn of the sky, like a
black mouth opening and closing, and the white, teeth-like caps of the waves. She has a
television, and has become the ears of the neighborhood, watching reporters all day, then,
broadcasting the news from house to house. She says the storm began off the coast of Africa,
that they named it Huracán Flora, and that already, in Haiti, the sea itself had been wrenched
away, revealing a sunken ship for a moment before the water came crashing back down. The
storm is said to be bigger than all of Cuba, and Ada says I should be worried.“You needn’t have
come,” I tell her, and point at the sky. “I don’t need a television to tell me what’s coming. Cobbled
sky,” I say, but don’t finish the old adage—cielo pedrado, piso mojado. Cobbled sky, wet
ground.The pregnant clouds race one another in the sky. In the sand, blue crabs scuttle towards
rocks, forcing themselves into nooks and crannies. Ada and I watch them for a moment from my
back porch. The movement in the sky and on the ground is disorienting, and I feel a touch of
vertigo.“They’re opening the old governor’s mansion in Santiago to those of us on the coast. For
safety’s sake,” Ada says, reaching out her hand to me as if I would take it, come out of my chair,
and abandon my house to the winds.“Me quedo aquí,” I tell her, and face the sea again.“What
would Beatríz think?” she asks me, her mouth pursed.My eyes prickle, and I blink them hard. “I
haven’t heard from her in weeks. She’s an Habanera now, didn’t you know?” A small crab makes
its way towards my foot, as if it wants to get into the house. It opens a tiny, cobalt claw at me.
First Ada’s outstretched hand, then the crab’s claw. I am besieged.“Déjame,” I say quietly. The
roiling surf is calming. I feel right by the sea. “And besides,” I say then, completing my thoughts
aloud. “I won’t step foot in that mansion.”Ada groans and sits beside me. The wicker couch
creaks and the wind whips her skirt about. She is seventy-three, nine years younger than I. But
nine years seem to be just enough to make a difference. Ada’s ankles have not yet begun to
swell just from sitting. She has not yet discovered the disquieting tendency to fall over for no
good reason, as if the earth has tilted suddenly, playing a child’s practical joke on her.“Beatríz
will come for you,” Ada insists.“That is an old dream, Adita,” I say, and lay my hand over hers. My
daughter is a woman of the city now, or so she says. She has become the kind of person who
sets foot in a house and immediately begins to criticize it. “That old rug has holes in it, Mami,” or
“Why don’t you dye your hair?” Once, I asked if she was ashamed of me, and she waved her
hands in the air as if performing a magic trick, and said nothing.“It’s coming here, to Maisí,” Ada
says. “We must go.” She grips my hand hard, stands, and tugs, trying to lift me.“Déjame,” I say
again, more forcefully this time.“You want the sea to swallow you?” Ada yells. The crabs still at
the sound for a moment, then resume their crawl across the beach.“It might be preferable,” I say,
and Ada’s eyes film with tears. Were she to walk into my bedroom these days with the kind of



confidence she bears when in my house, as if every room were hers as well, Ada would see the
dozen unfilled doctor’s prescriptions on my dresser. But she only searches my face for an
explanation I do not give her.Once more, I say, “Déjame,” and this time, Ada leaves without a
sound, though I can tell, by the way her arms are moving, that she is wiping her eyes.Ada will be
back, I know. She will take the time to pack up her cottage. Her daughter-in-law, Panchita, will
come over with her grandsons, strapping boys with piercing blue eyes. Ada, who never brags
about her great-grandchildren, knowing that it would hurt me, will shuffle behind the boys,
touching them on the shoulders to get their attention, her eyes swallowing them up. They will
load her valuable things into their car (for Ada’s son, Miguel, owns a bright blue ’57 Ford Fairlane
that roars up and down the street, startling me each time), and drive west, keeping inland,
getting as far as Matanzas, maybe. I will watch all of this from right here, this seat.I plan on not
moving at all.2.The Mermaid’s DaughterOf course, I have to leave my seat by the sea sometime.
I feel hungry, and fire up the stove. I chop up a ripe plátano and fry it in oil. There is day-old rice
on the counter, which smells fishy, the way rice does after a few hours, but it is good to eat. I
throw the rest of it out onto the beach, and the crabs, which are still mid-exodus, stop over the
grains before trotting on. I can hear them under the house, scratching, digging, burrowing. I lie
awake in bed listening to them.I do not sleep that night, though it feels as if I’m dreaming. In truth,
I’m merely remembering, and what I remember is a story my mother told me long ago about
another storm.Her name was Iluminada Alonso. Her friends in Santiago de Cuba called her,
affectionately, Lulu. Lulu’s water broke the morning of my birth, on a July day in 1881, on a ship
named Thalia that had left Boston Harbor two days earlier, bound for Cuba. The dribble of her
fluids mingled with the seawater that had splashed on deck. She had not told anyone about her
pains all night, thinking that if only she ignored them, they might go away. After all, Lulu did not
want to give birth on a boat, so many miles from Cuba.But there came a moment when my
mother could no longer pretend.At dawn, Lulu had climbed above deck, gasping for air. She’d
gripped the handrail, felt the water between her legs, and cried out. The crew, unaccustomed to
women onboard their vessel, and paralyzed by the idea of a pregnant woman, shouted among
themselves, calling to my father, Agustín Alonso, who emerged from below deck with shaving
cream still on his face. He saw Lulu on the deck, alone against the sea and darkening sky, and
understood.Lulu said that three marvelous things happened at my birth. When she told me the
story, she looked out beyond my face, as if she were seeing them again, and as if she knew that
the days when wondrous things happened without explanation belonged only in the past. The
first marvel was a storm that came that morning, suddenly, and with few clouds feeding it. A
mass of darkness, from which lightning flashed, and rain poured down, hung above the ship. But
around the edges of that murky mass was the blue sky of summer, so the sun shone even as it
rained, and the water glistened as it came down. People still say that when it rains and the sun is
shining, the devil’s daughter is giving birth. They believed it then, too, and this gave the sailors
pause, so they dropped anchor and scurried below deck. Lulu said that her pains came and
went with the lightning, as if the heavens were delivering something, as well.She remembered



Agustín arguing with the captain, a Spaniard, who raised the Spanish flag each morning on his
ship. When has saw his wife in labor, Agustín had run to his trunk, dug out a crinkled flag, and
thrust it in the face of the captain. “My child is Cuban, not Spanish,” he’d said. Lulu and Agustín
had been in Boston that summer, meeting with leaders of Cuba’s revolutionary movement. The
flag was a new design, and meant a great deal to Agustín.My father forced the flag into the
captain’s hands. It was roughly sewn, and made up of blue and white stripes, and a single star
on a red field. The captain opened the flag, then crumpled it, and tried to shove it in his back
pocket like a used handkerchief. “The authorities will hear of—” he began to say.Agustín had no
choice but to thrust his pistol under the captain’s jaw.Lulu remembered the sight of a skinny
cabin boy climbing the mast without ropes, taking down the Spanish flag, and attaching Cuba’s
new colors above the sails.“Put it down in the ship’s log,” Agustín had demanded, “that my child
was born free.”There were no women onboard the Thalia, and so Agustín delivered me himself,
on a straw mattress brought above deck because Lulu could not bear to go into the dark belly of
the ship.“¡Luz!” she’d yelled. “I need light!”She’d kicked at Agustín, and scratched his face when
he tried to drag her downstairs. He gave in at last. He peered between my mother’s legs and
yanked me out. He used the short knife he kept tucked in his waistband to cut the cord. That
same knife had gutted a Spaniard during the first war, my father told me often, his eyes twinkling.
The three of us cried out together into the thick, stormy air. Then, it was silent. The rain stopped.
Later, the bloody mattress was thrown overboard, and Lulu says she watched it floating,
following the ship for a while as if it were being towed.Then the second strange, marvelous thing
occurred: three gulls lighted on the mattress, picking at the afterbirth that clung to the fabric,
clucking at each other as if in conversation about something important, then diving into the
water. Only then, Lulu says, did the mattress sink. As for the gulls, Lulu watched and watched the
sea, scanning a swath of water the length of the ship, but she never saw them emerge.Lulu died
believing that our blood and that of the three gulls mingled with the sea, becoming an offering
that led to the third and strangest marvel.My father had wanted to name me Inconsolada after
his mother, who had died long ago. Lulu, having borne a long “I” name all her life, chafed at the
idea. In addition, her mother-in-law had been a heartless woman. The name itself meant
“inconsolable,” and it seemed like a curse.“Give me a few days,” Lulu had said, as the Thalia
sailed steadily alongside the eastern coast of the United States. Agustín did not press the
matter. The ship’s captain had threatened to have him arrested once we returned to Cuba, and
so Agustín was busy bribing and flattering the man, getting him drunk on rum during his breaks,
in the hopes that he would not remember whether Agustín had actually pulled a gun on him that
frightening morning, or if he’d just imagined it.Finally, one afternoon, the ship rounded the tip of
Florida, and within a few hours, was in sight of Cuba. The island appeared like a low cloud on the
horizon. Inspired, Lulu carried me unsteadily towards the ship’s bow, to glimpse our homeland.
The sea was calm and crystal clear. Dolphins played a few feet away, their polished backs
breaking the surface again and again, like extraordinary fruit bobbing in the water. Lulu says that
the dolphins dove deeply suddenly, and in their foamy wake, a ghostly white hand emerged,



then another, then, finally, the dark, wet head of a lady rose from the water. Lulu could not
describe the lady’s face, or whether her skin was fair or dark, or if her ears peeked out from her
long hair. She said the lady’s features shifted as she spoke, so that her eyes would grow narrow,
then large, her mouth would widen and reveal savage teeth, then the lips would soften,
becoming plump and purple like a bruise.The lady did not speak, though it felt to Lulu as if she
had marked me, claiming me for herself. The lady had lifted her arms and beckoned with a small
flick of her wrists. Lulu shook her head, and the lady seemed to frown with a mouth that changed
its shape so often it appeared she was trembling. Lulu closed her eyes and when she looked
again, the lady was gone, but my mother still did not relax her hold on me.She had studied to be
a teacher in Havana, could read and write better than most, and knew well the temptations of
nymphs, and the dark dangers of sirenas, who sang to heroes and lured them from their ships.
She thought, too, of la Virgen, who appeared to black slaves at sea near El Cobre, home to
Cuba’s nickel mines. Because she did not know what form of divinity she was dealing with, Lulu
took no chances and named me María Sirena.3.The House on the Edge of the WorldIt is dawn,
and Ada has returned to my house. I don’t think she slept either. I can hear her knocking on my
front door. Beyond that are sounds of her great-grandchildren bickering over a trunk full of fabric
scraps. “Leave it behind!” one of them shouts, while the other curses at his brother in colorful
slang.“María Sirena!” Ada yells between knocks. “There’s still time!” she is saying. The wind has
strengthened overnight, but the racing clouds have slowed their pace. Perhaps the storm is
turning.I rise from bed, cross myself, and open the door for Ada. She hugs me hard.“Vámonos,”
she says firmly.I stamp my foot, like a child. Why can’t she understand it? I made this decision
long ago, not to fight death a single moment more. I have an ache in my stomach that will not go
away. When I touch the place just inside my hip, I feel a tender, warm knot there. I can feel the
danger of it in my heart, which pounds whenever I let my mind linger on the pain. Ya. Basta. I am
not brave enough to drown myself. I have had enough of guns during the war, and this latest
revolution, and have no desire to see a gun again, much less shoot myself with one. But I don’t
fear death. I am ready to welcome the storm. Let the sea lady from my birth claim me as she’d
threatened long ago.“You want to die,” Ada says at last, her eyes wide and horrified.“I’ve lived too
long,” I whisper.“You like playing the martyr?” Ada asks, her hands on her hips. I say nothing, and
stare at her sandals.Perhaps Ada reads the shame in me, because she says, “If you die in this
storm, I will stand on this shore and tell everyone hunting for your corpse that María Sirena
Alonso de Torres was a good woman who raised a smart daughter. And just like that,” Ada says,
snapping her fingers, “I will undo your martyrdom!”Ada turns, walks out the door, and slams it
closed behind her. A little puff of air strikes me, and it carries Ada’s violet perfume with it. I will
miss her. Most afternoons, Ada comes over with her crochet needle and yarn, and sits on the
porch with me, her fingers turning purple with the tightness of her grip as she makes delicate
rosettes for fabric corsages, which she wears on Sundays. I love listening to her stories, how her
voice harmonizes so well with the soft murmur of the sea.Lately, Ada has taken to talking about
her childhood. It has been a nice turn from talking about the news, and the new revolution, and



those bearded men, the Castristas, in charge of everything now. She and I had watched the
executions of Batista’s supporters on her television for only a few minutes when I begged her to
turn it off. “Didn’t we see enough of this during the war?” I said, meaning the War of
Independence, to which Ada replied, “I don’t remember a thing, Sirenita.” She was only eight
when the American ship, the Maine, exploded in the harbor in Havana, but she liked telling me
an old family story about her elder sister, how the boom had shaken her inkwell right off her
desk, how the ink had splashed her white leather shoes, and how her mother had beaten her
that night with a switch of palm for ruining them. Apparently, they told the story at Christmas
every year in Ada’s family, and she laughed in the telling, as if it had been a great joke. I still feel
sorry for Ada’s sister, though the woman is long dead.My memory of that day is altogether
different. Just turned seventeen years old, I spent that winter day in 1898 holding my son and
nuzzling the soft fuzz of his hair. I can smell it still, that baby smell, and my throat clenches at the
memory.The sky has blackened again, and the clouds are round and heavy and so dark that it
feels like night. But it is still early in the morning. The neighbors are busy taping up their
windows, marking the glass with big Xs out of duct tape, in the hopes that shattered glass will
not get too far. Some have managed to find sheets of plywood, and are busy covering up
windows, bringing in potted plants, and standing at the bus stop with their things in suitcases
and plastic bags, waiting for a ride to the shelters in Santiago.I watch them from my spot on the
porch. My house, which sits catty-corner at the end of the street, has a partial view of the sea,
and a partial view of the rest of the neighborhood. The original owners, who I never knew,
planted the house in such a way for unknown reasons. Now here, in Maisí, the easternmost
corner of Cuba, I am the first to greet the dawn. Of everyone on the island, I feel the sun first, and
my house is positioned in such a way that the light falls across my face when I wake, and it feels
like a blessing. Perhaps that beam of morning light is the reason the house sits at such an odd
angle. I like to imagine the old owners in bed together, their cheeks warming at daybreak, turning
to one another and saying, “Buenos días.”This morning it is too dark for the sunbeams to
penetrate the gloom. The storm is coming our way, and my little house, on the very edge of the
island, does not stand a chance.I go about my day, ignoring the wind whistling through the pines
now, making a mournful sound I have not heard before. After breakfast, I read from the Song of
Solomon for a while. It is my favorite book in the Bible. There are no murders in it. No
beheadings. No godly fury. There is only a boy and a girl, and it reminds me of the soap operas
on the radio and of other, sweeter days in my life. I read until my eyes start to cross, and then I
nap.I wake to the sound of shattering glass, opening my eyes just in time to see the lace curtains
in my bedroom flapping wildly, like a tethered bird, just a second before the curtain rod falls off
the wall. The wind has sent a conch shell through the glass, and it has landed near my bed, its
pink interior glistening with rainwater, its rough carapace snagged on the rug.“Carajo,” I mutter,
and bend to pick up the shell. How heavy it is. I turn it over and water pours out. Outside, the surf
is roaring. I put the shell to my ear and hear the sound magnified a thousand times. Slowly, I
shuffle around the room, taking picture frames off the dresser and tucking them inside the



drawers. The doctor’s prescriptions have already fluttered away, and they float in the air like dry
leaves. The wind whips about my hair, which I still keep long and which I usually pin to the top of
my head. I tie it all in a knot, and go on putting the photographs away, aware that the rain is
coming into the room quickly and that my housedress is already soaked.There is a
daguerreotype of my parents, Lulu and Agustín, set in a crystal frame. In the picture, my father’s
hair is short, and his dark beard and mustache are also neatly trimmed. He wears a sack coat,
and a dark waistcoat, and he stands behind my mother, who sits in an upholstered armchair. Her
deeply set eyes and brows are dark, a shade darker than her auburn hair. Lulu’s face is a touch
blurry in the picture. She must have moved during the long development stage of the photo. Had
the image been sharper, I could have seen the freckles that dotted her nose and cheeks. She
once said it looked as if San Pedro himself had splattered her face with mud before she was
born, but I disagreed. The freckles made my mother’s countenance sweeter somehow, as if she
never grew into her adult looks at all. I sorely regret having inherited my father’s smooth, pale
skin. Lulu wears a white, high-collared dress with mutton sleeves in the photograph. Her hair is
parted down the middle, and soft curls gather at her temples. I tuck the daguerreotype in my
underwear drawer, under three layers of girdles.There are a few photographs of my husband,
Gilberto, may he rest in peace, and my daughter, Beatríz. In one picture, Beatríz is a toddler,
standing on Gilberto’s open palm, held high over his head. It was a terrifying trick, one they knew
I hated very much. Up so high, Beatríz would call out to me, “¡Mamá, Mamá!” Meanwhile,
Gilberto’s arm would tremble with the weight of our daughter, who was always large for her age.
A formal portrait of the three of us is framed in an ornate brass frame. My hair was short then, in
the style popular during the First World War, and Gilberto was in his military uniform. Beatríz was
about a year old in that photo, and held a teddy bear against her chest, her small mouth a fierce
scowl.There is one more framed picture, of course, which does not go in the drawer. This one
stays with me, come what may. I tuck the small frame into the pocket of my housedress. The
picture was lost to me once. I won’t let it happen again.Rain blows in horizontally, splattering the
walls and drenching my bedcovers. I leave the room and close the door behind me. In the living
room, another window has blown out. A seagull, dazed by the wind, has taken cover on my sofa.
It looks at me with one dark, marble eye, and then turns its head, as if to say that it can’t concern
itself with the well-being of an old lady. Curtains flap all over the house, and it reminds me of
sails at sea, swollen and full of life. On the wall, paintings rock on their nails.4.Compatriots in
GriefAt first, I mistake the knocking on the front door for another shell, or some other debris,
smashing into the house. But then I hear a voice calling, “¡Señora, señora!” I’m afraid it is one of
Maisí’s fishermen, caught outside and now stranded. I don’t want one of those men in my house.
Fishermen always smell like dead things, and they talk about the weather as if they are kin to the
rain and the wind, and their certainty about everything bothers me. Maisí is crawling with
fishermen.But what can I do? Let the man be swept out to sea? I make my way to the front door,
ducking the curtains that beat against the walls as if in panic. By contrast, I feel rather calm, as if
I have swallowed the eye of the storm.“¿Que quieres?” I ask, opening the door.A soldier in olive



green uniform scowls at me. Her dark hair hangs wetly in her eyes, which are heavily lined in
black. Her lips are covered in a pale lipstick, the color of wheat. She wears enormous golden
hoops in her ears. She is young, no more than twenty. A bright orange life vest dangles from her
left hand. Without asking, she begins to wrestle me into it.“¡Déjame!” I yell. My jaw aches as I
speak, as if my body is tired of saying the word.“I have my orders,” she says in a very deep voice.
She sounds like a man. Somehow, she manages to get me into the life vest. “Get the old people
to safety,” she goes on.“I’m safe here,” I tell her.“Only together can we be safe,” she says, and
tugs on the straps of the vest hard, pulling the air out of my lungs.“I’m not leaving my house,” I
say, gripping the doorway.“That’s what they all think,” the soldier answers, grabs my wrists, and
pulls me along. She is my height, but stronger than I ever was. Two thick veins crisscross on her
forearms. Her damp skin gives off a lemony scent, and the fair hairs on her arms suggest vanity.
This young woman douses herself in lemon to lighten her hair. I know. I once did that, too.I follow,
stumbling, freeing one hand at last and feeling in my pocket for the picture of Mayito. It is there,
the frame’s edge poking my thigh. She leads me to a bus filled with others, mainly solitary
women my age. Where are all the men? Dead, I hear a voice say, and recognize it as my own,
resounding in my head. Not newly dead, I think again, and can imagine the women suddenly,
each in mourning, beside a grave. It is a bus full of widows. I look at them all in turn. I can tell, by
the way they sit, that there are some women here I could never like. One, who has taken the first
seat by the soldier, and has leaned over to whisper to her, seems too ambitious, as if she is
ready to jump behind the wheel at any moment. Another, seated next to me, is busy chewing her
thumb and staring out the window in terror. I’ve never liked fearful women. Yet I can tell we all
have grief in common. There is that. Also, they all wear orange vests like mine. Where in the
world have they found the vests? Did the soldier’s commanding officer think a wave would wash
the bus out to sea? I scan the horizon and look at the churning sea. There is one young woman
among us. Her life vest rests under her feet, and she grinds her heels into it, as if she might
punch through the thing. She has her head wrapped in a blue rag. I can see a slice of pale skin
at the base of her skull, and it is clear she has no hair. A cancer patient, I think, and make a small
cross in the air. Her countenance is angry. I have never seen such an angry face, and I can tell
that she had wanted to drown in the storm, too.I turn to take one last look at my house before the
bus pulls away. At least the lemon-scented soldier managed to shut my front door. My house is
the last stop, and I wonder if Ada tipped the government off about me.Thunder booms
fantastically, and a few of the women in the bus shriek. My heart pounds after the sound. Another
flash of lightning comes on the heels of the first, followed by a sonorous crack of thunder. Again
my heart beats wildly, and I rest my hand on my chest and watch the sky.The soldier turns up the
radio. On one station, they are playing Beny Moré’s “Amor Sin Fe.” She turns the dial and finds
another clear station, which is broadcasting bulletins about Hurricane Flora. The voice is tinny,
but audible, and the soldier leaves the report on.“Five thousand dead in Haiti,” a woman behind
me says, parroting what we’d just heard the announcer say. “The eye is as big as all of Port-au-
Prince,” she says, repeating again. The voice strikes me as familiar. I turn to look at the woman,



and my breath catches. There sits Mireya Peña, who listens as if the reporter is sitting before her.
Her hands reach out as if she could touch him, and her eyes are wide, the whites visible all
around her gray irises. This one, I know, does not want to drown. “Twelve foot waves, Dios mío,”
Mireya says, still replicating the announcer, when, finally, the young one with the cloth covering
her head turns around and shouts, “¡Cállate!”I am certain Mireya has noticed me, but she is
pretending I am not here. She lives in Maisí, though I have not seen her this close in years.
Whenever we spot one another in the market, we look away uneasily, each thinking, I’m sure,
that she has bested the other in some unspoken duel. At times, my anger at Mireya runs molten.
Mostly, I am filled with sadness at losing a dear friend.There is silence. Then comes another
boom of thunder that makes us all jump. The soldier turns the radio dial again, and this time finds
another Moré song, “Hoy Como Ayer.” She punches the radio once more, and there is old Beny
again, singing “Como Fue.” Moré died that February, and all the stations pay him tribute by
playing his songs for much of the day. With a savage punch, the soldier turns the radio off, and
we listen to one another’s breathing, and the thunder diminishing as we drive inland.I can
imagine the kind of music the soldier wants to listen to. Ada’s grandsons have records of The
Beatles that they used to play incessantly on her suitcase record player whenever they visited. I
would sing along to “Love, love me do” when the wind carried the song to me. But The Beatles’
music was banned by the government, deemed antirevolutionary earlier this year, and I have not
heard a single note coming from Ada’s house since. The soldier seems young enough, and bold
enough, to prefer forbidden music to those dusty Beny Moré songs, in spite of her uniform. I can
see rebellion in the way she grips the steering wheel, her knuckles white, and the way her thumb
taps the stick shift, as if she were listening to a secret song in her head. There is frustration
written all over her, and suddenly, the young soldier becomes very dear to me. I think, let her
take me to safety, and I close my eyes.Just then, as a reward for the thought, the pain in my
stomach flares, and I have to press my fist against it for a long time until the feeling
passes.“Where are we going, huh?” the bald woman asks loudly.“Casa Velázquez,” the soldier
answers quietly. “You’re the last group to be evacuated.” She wipes her brow with the back of her
hand. “Maisí is in the middle of nowhere,” she says. “I don’t know how you can live in that
backwater.”“It’s on the edge of everything,” I say, defending the little town that I’ve called home
for so long. It was the first thing that came to mind, and for a moment I regret opening my mouth.
But the soldier shrugs, and then, the women around me seem to relax. Some of them nod at
me.“Good one,” the young woman says to me, and for the first time, she, too, seems to relax.
She rests against her seatback finally, sneaks a long finger between the rag and her skull, and
scratches her head.5.How Time Unknits ItselfIhave a perfect memory. I remember nearly
everything I’ve ever read or heard. When we pull up to Casa Velázquez, I know what it looks like
on the inside, though I’ve never crossed the threshold of that place. I feel a cold wisp of air on my
neck. The soldier has opened the bus doors, and I feel that the temperature outside has dipped
considerably. Yet I can’t help thinking that Agustín’s ghost has touched me. I rise, stretch, and
climb out of the bus. I feel my father’s cold palm lying still against my throat.Casa Velázquez is



the oldest house in the island. The first Cuban governor, the Spanish conquerer Diego
Velázquez de Cuéllar, was the home’s resident, back in the sixteenth century. By the time he
founded Santiago de Cuba, Velázquez had already sailed with Columbus, seen the deaths of a
thousand Indians, and set his dark, Spanish eyes on the Mayans across the sea. In this house,
he’d drunk tea and thought of gold and conquest, while all of Europe buzzed with the news that
there was more to the earth, so much more. These days, the house is being converted into a
museum of colonial history. The soldier lines us up in front of the building, the massive stone wall
blocking the wind that has picked up again. Some of the women have thought to bring suitcases
with them, and these bulge like overstuffed pillows in their arms and at their feet. I have nothing
but Mayito’s picture in my pocket.As we enter I am struck silent with the force of my father’s
memory. He spent time in Casa Velázquez as a child. My grandmother, Inconsolada, served as
governess in the grand house. Here are the painted scrolls along the walls. I squint at them, and
see the faces he described. “Like furry demons,” he’d said, and I see them, too, the patterns
rising out of remembrance. We walk in single file past enormous mahogany shutters with a
thousand Moorish cutouts in them. “Like a prison,” Agustín would tell me, then show me the
scars around his ankle, from the time the mayor’s eldest son had tried to use the shutters as a
stockade, forcing my father’s wrists and ankles into those cutouts and leaving him there,
dangling, for the better part of an afternoon.We are led in silence through room after room. In
one place, I look up and see archways made of stained glass, above a set of dark shutters. Light
pours in through them, and we step in rainbow puddles on the floor. Where in the world is the
light coming from? Clouds have obscured the sun for hours.“Wait here,” the soldier tells us, and
walks through another door, which she props open with a brick someone has left on the floor for
that purpose. I can hear her talking to someone. Beyond that are the weary murmurs of others.
Another round of lightning and thunder come, darkening the room. The colors fade from the
floor, and at once, I hear wailing, and dozens of voices singing, oba ’ye oba yana yana. I don’t
understand the words, but I understand the fear behind them. When the lightning flares again,
and the room is bright for a second, they sing more loudly. OBA ’YE OBA YANA YANA.
Somewhere, women are screaming. A baby in a diaper and bare feet clings to a long, cotton
skirt. It raises thin ochre arms, hoping to be picked up. Hibiscus flowers, red and yellow, swirl on
the ground, flapping like fish out of water. I hear a man’s voice saying, Por Dios, the storm is
coming, and then, more singing. I look to the open door through which our soldier has
disappeared, and I see people laughing, raising crystal goblets to their lips, unafraid of the
weather.“Oye,” I hear very close to me. “Oye, are you okay?” It’s the bald woman. She is
clutching my chin and shaking my face. “Wake up. I’ll go get help, but first wake up for me.”I open
my eyes, and the first thing I notice is that my hand is at my stomach again, and that my fingers
ache from the pressure I’ve been putting on myself. The woman sees my hand. She pushes it
away roughly, pats my stomach, and I wince. Only then do her eyes soften when she looks at
me, as if I am an old friend, someone she has not recognized until just now.“Where are they?” I
ask her.“Who?”“The people singing. It was another language. They were afraid,” I say, looking



around. The old women are all staring at me in silence. Wary-eyed, they seem to fear me more
than the storm. I cannot blame them. I would not want to ride out a hurricane with a crazy person
either.“In here, all of you,” the soldier says from the doorway. The women start to file in.“Up you
go,” the woman at my side says to me, holding out her hand. I feel strange, like a person whose
heart stops for a moment before she is revived, as if I’ve been somewhere else for a while.
Standing brings clarity. The chanting was a memory that didn’t belong to me, but to my
father.“Me llamo María Sirena,” I say, wanting to normalize this moment a little, keep the color
from flooding my whole face.“Susana Soto,” she says in return. “Come on, they’re leaving us
behind.”I follow Susana through the heavy door. The soldier is giving us a bored look, as if she
can’t wait for this storm to start and do some real damage. I think again that she must be very
young. Children always get excited about hurricanes. While their parents flutter about wildly,
covering windows in wood and cardboard, children gaze longingly through the gaps in the
shutters and see pictures in the shadowy clouds. I remember Beatríz during a small storm, how
she escaped Gilberto’s grasp and ran outside, her mouth open, her tongue catching raindrops
that whipped her little face and left red marks on her cheeks. The soldier reminds me of Beatríz
just now. I catch her looking out the window, chewing her lower lip in anticipation, just before she
shuts the door behind us.Though the door is heavy and unwieldy, it clicks closed softly, the
sound like a rumor of the past. The clatter of the rain is muted, and the thunder sounds far away,
though I know the lightning strikes are close by.Our soldier speaks. “Huracán Flora is expected
to hit land by midnight. Orders are to stay here in Casa Velázquez until the entire storm passes
Cuba.” She looks at us all in turn as she speaks in that deep voice. She commands the room,
and I feel another surge of affection for this girl. There is something familiar about her I cannot
place.“Yes, you,” she says, pointing firmly at the nervous woman with her arm raised. Her name,
I’ve learned, is Asela.“Are we safe here?” Asela asks tremulously. Her arm comes down slowly
as she speaks, and she clutches at her throat.“Perfectly,” the soldier says. She takes a deep
breath, and I can tell she’s ready to launch into something.“Can you name another country in all
the world that would allow commonplace women like us to take shelter in a national treasure
such as this house?” our soldier asks proudly. Her back is straight, making her breasts seem
larger. There is a gleam in her eye, as if she were trying to seduce all of us.“Not one,” she says.
She turns around and lifts a very thin porcelain dish from a cabinet behind her that is missing its
glass pane. “Eleventh century,” she says, fingering the delicate green flowers on the edge of the
plate. At its center is a dragon curling in on itself, its mouth touching its tail. “Very old Chinese
ceramic,” she says. “Perhaps Marco Polo himself brought it to Europe. From Spain it came here,
maybe?” she suggests, then places the plate in Asela’s trembling hands. “Here, to rest in your
hands, compañera.”Asela pushes the plate away. “No, it costs too much. What if it breaks?” she
asks. Around her, some of the other women eye the plate, and the cabinet full of others like it,
with interest. I notice Mireya looking at me with the gaze of a hawk. When I meet the stare, she
turns to look at the plate. My stomach hurts again at the noiseless confrontation with her.“Cuba
and her spoils belong to everyone, compañera. It’s the 1960s, my friends. A new dawn is here!”



the soldier says, urging Asela to pass the plate around. “Relax. We’re safe,” she says, fluttering
her lashes at Asela.Seduction, I think again. Despite her youth, our soldier is an expert at it.“This
place may be safe, but Maisí will be wiped off the map,” Susana mutters beside me.“If it is, we’ll
just come back here, move in, live in this palace of a place. Casa Velázquez belongs to all of us,
doesn’t it? Fidel won’t mind,” I mock our soldier in whispers so that she doesn’t hear me.Susana
laughs throatily. Some of the women turn to look at us, and I know what they are thinking, that
the sick one and the crazy one are conspiring now. There is mistrust in their eyes again.We get
as comfortable as we can. There is a large table with ten chairs in front of the cabinet full of
china. Most of the women settle in those seats, and they look as if they are about to eat a
sumptuous meal, as if servants will come through the heavy door bearing silver platters. A pair of
wing chairs takes up a rounded alcove. Between them is a marble-topped table, with a brass
candlestick on it. The candle is missing. Two other women sit there. Susana and I take up a
couch that has been upholstered in gold velvet. The material is thin, and I can feel the wooden
frame underneath the cushion. Still, it’s the most comfortable seat in the large room. Susana and
I both groan as we sit.“Look at our soldier,” I say, pointing at her. She has taken up a spot on the
cold floor, just by the door. In her hand is a nubby pencil, and on her lap is a notebook. She has
covered a page in intricate swirls, one after another. Her head is cocked to the side as she
works. If not for the olive green uniform, she would look like any other girl lost in thought, keeping
her hands busy.“Our soldier?” Susana asks. The corner of her mouth is turned up.“Don’t laugh at
me,” I say. “I don’t know her name, that’s all.”“Ofelia,” Susana says.I consider the soldier now,
newly named. Her hair is still wet from the rain, while the rest of us have all dried up. “Look at
how the water sticks to her,” I say.“Destined to drown herself, maybe?” Susana says, testing
me.“Hm, perhaps a mad prince has broken her heart,” I say. Susana laughs outright.“You know
Hamlet!” she says, slapping her thigh, which quivers underneath her hand for a bit. “I taught
literature here in Santiago.”“And now?” I ask.“Bueno,” she says, steadying herself. “There’s this.”
She points to the scarf on her head. “They are using chemotherapy these days on patients like
me. They call it progress, but I get tired easily. I was diagnosed the day the school’s directora told
me I was only allowed to teach from a list of Soviet-approved books. It was the worst day of my
life. Cancer gave me a good reason to quit without having to tell anyone what I thought of the
new curriculum.” After a quiet moment between us, she asks, “What about you? You’ve really
read Hamlet?”“I know it by heart.”Susana looks at me doubtfully.“I was a lector,” I say. I remember
those days often and fondly, sitting above the men as they worked, the high wooden stool
wobbly underneath me. I’d read for hours, entertaining them as they rolled tobacco.
“Shakespeare was a favorite in the tabaquerías,” I say.“A cigar factory reader?” Susana says,
suddenly breathless. She turns her whole body towards me, and I notice at once how her shirt
hangs crookedly on her, and that she leans over what I know now is a missing breast, her right
shoulder turning in, protectively.“And you read Shakespeare?”“All the parts,” I say proudly, the
voices coming to me at once—Hamlet’s vibrating tenor, Gertrude’s husky whispers.“What else
did you read?” Susana asks.“Oh, whatever the men wanted,” I say, seeing them in my mind now



—the rows of men in that steamy room, their knobby hands rolling cigars, their fedoras sitting
high on their heads. They were attentive listeners. “They liked Dumas,” I tell Susana.“Tous pour
un, un pour tous!” Susana says loudly.I laugh, and realize it is the first time in days. “No,” I say,
touching her knee gently. “They loved The Count of Montecristo best of all.”“Ah,” Susana says,
and a sleepy smile comes across her face, and I know that she’s read that one, too. I tell her how
the stink of tobacco leaves would get in my hair and clothes, and how even a good bath didn’t
remove the smell. “Sometimes, I think it’s still on me,” I say, and lift the back of my hand to my
face, breathing deeply. All I smell is the sea.Ofelia stands and stretches then. We all watch her.
Even the women chattering at the large table stop talking and wait for Ofelia to say or do
something.Ofelia twists to the left, then to the right, and we all hear her spine crackle. One of the
women says, “Ay,” and the others laugh. Ofelia looks up then, realizing that everyone has been
watching her.“I’ll be right back,” she says, and leaves the room.“Ten cuidado, m’ija,” one of the
oldest women calls out to Ofelia, and I smile at her worry, thinking that we’ve all grown fond of
the girl. I wonder how many of the women here have daughters like her. The pain in my stomach
feels like intense hunger, but I know that eating will not bring relief. I let out a weak sigh.“Are you
okay?” Susana asks.
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Starfish, “A Story for Storytellers. This beautifully written book paints vivid images of life, love,
struggle, loss and redemption. The story line of being sheltered from a storm that has taken
women from their homes and thrown them together is a fitting context for the main character’s
storytelling talents. The story she tells transcends the women’s fears of surviving the storm’s
destruction and evokes their emotions and memories of life’s struggles and love. The story in
this book stays with you.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Cuban Fascination. The Distant Marvels is a wonderful and timely novel.
With Cuba so much in the news I was eager to read this book . Acevedo weaves a marvelous
tale of Cuban culture and history spanning the revolution that freed Cuba from Spanish rule.
The story is told over several days by an elderly women to female friends; all having been
evacuated to an old mansion during a hurricane. It is so well written that you will read it quickly
and wish it had not ended. I not only enjoyed this read, I learned a great deal about Cuba. I
recommend highly.”

Darlene M. Schueler, “No tengo mas elogios para Chantal Acevedo.. Each painful story of the
main character left me heartbroken, waiting for good to happen. I will not give spoilers, except to
say the novel is brilliantly written and will pull you in. I knew little of the historical background of
the Cuban civil strife because I grew up being educated that they were the enemies, or lost to a
cause we did not embrace. I feel the need to research that history now. This character's level of
complexity and suffering is not to be taken lightly.”

Marty Cole, “This is one of the most amazing works of fiction I have ever read. This is one of the
most amazing works of fiction I have ever read! Love the Spanish that is dropped in every now
and then, and I love the story line. If you have an interest in Cuban or Latin American books by
Latina authors then this book is for you. Honestly, there is just something about Cuban women
or Latina writers that really bring a fresh, introspective perspective to the world of Latin American
literature. I can't recommend this book highly enough and I plan to read more of Ms. Acevedo's
works. GET THIS BOOK!!!  You will be glad you did!”

Joyce A., “The storyteller's story. During a hurricane in 1960s Cuba, a group of mostly older
women shelter from the storm. While several women tell stories of their children, loves, etc., one
woman tells the story of her life, from the Revolution in the late 1800s. It is fascinating, exciting,
dangerous and sad. With the telling, we see the power of stories - and how much we are shaped
by the stories we tell ourselves.”

RA, “Marvelous. Acevedo is a talented storyteller. She expertly weaves the treads of many tales
into a singular patchwork. The most Marvel-ous part of the book is the knowledge and texture



with which Acevedo paints Cuban history. This reader certainly felt as if she was there,
experiencing the heartaches of the narrator firsthand.”

jgeller, “A Look at Historical Cuba. This story of the late 1800s in Cuba is a good look into the
rebel movement and those who were involved in it. It shows how the Spanish treated the rebels
and the incredibly difficult life of the people caught up in the movement. It is a harsh and sad
story but you will learn a lot.”

Stephen A. Wallace, “Story telling at its finest. This is a wonderful, albeit heart rending, tale of
life, love, loss and redemption. The protagonist, Sirena, plies her craft as a consummate story-
teller during a tumultuous hurricane in Cuba.”

Sue, “Wonderful story...Beautiful words.. A wonderful story told in way that captures the reader
until the end. I would recommend this book to anyone who loves reading stories that combine
history, love and courage.”

jak, “Very enjoyable. I was in Cuba last year especially .... Very enjoyable. I was in Cuba last year
especially in Santiago.”

chantal warda, “Five Stars. I absolutely loved this book”

The book by Chantel Acevedo has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 97 people have provided feedback.

 THE DISTANT MARVELS ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Language: English
File size: 1145 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 304 pages
Lending: Enabled
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

