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‘The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.’

Ernest Hemingway


Author’s Note

This is unequivocally a work of fiction, but it was inspired by the very real life of Ernest Hemingway’s youngest child Gregory, who in later life was often known as Gloria.

Greg’s life was complex. As far as I could discover, there was no clear and decisive moment of self-discovery or transition, and Greg continued to move between presenting as a man and a woman until the end. I therefore personally use “they” when referring to their life in general, but in this book the use of “he” or “she” in any given scene will depend on the pronouns they would have used themselves at the time, in order to reflect their lived experience.

I’ve used the name “Greg” here, as opposed to “Gloria,” because Greg continued to use this name throughout their life. Gloria was only one of the female names they used (though, from what I can tell, their favorite), the rest of which I’ve omitted for clarity. I therefore use “Greg” when discussing their life in general, and “Greg” or “Gloria” in individual scenes in the book, according to the name they would have chosen at the time.

I make no claims that my approach is definitive, but I hope the reader will appreciate that it arises from a place of love and respect.

RF


Observe this boy.

The way he plants his feet in his oversized boots, weight eased onto his front leg. His body tilted just a little, the gun loose in his hands. All as he was taught.

He keeps his eyes on the wicker basket in front of him. He knows the bird inside will be nervous. It will have heard the muttering of the crowd through the day. It will have heard the guns.

The boy breathes. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.

Beyond the chaos of the crowd, the bay sweeps out in a heat-haze shimmer. But for the boy there is no crowd, no bay, no wider world. There is only his body and the gun; the bird and the waiting sky.

The moment stretches. One last heartbeat for both of them.

When the basket opens, the bird does not hesitate. It leaps with a sound like shattering, and in a few staggered beats of snowy wings it is rising, gathering speed, free.

The boy twists, following its arc. His form is perfect, as unconscious as grace. He waits with agonizing patience for the bird to settle its rhythm, then he sweeps the gun onward, leading the way. One more breath out, and he squeezes the trigger.

The gun jumps with a crack, polished wood slamming into the slender harp-curve of his collarbone, and a swarm of lead snarls into the air as the bird surges upwards, its own desire for life throwing it into the path of the death rushing to meet it.

The boy relaxes, and the gun and the bird fall together. For the first time he feels the sweat running down his narrow back, the rough burn of thirst in his throat.

The world breaks in. The roar of voices, the tumble of limbs rip-curling in to surround him, lifting him into the air as fists smash the sky and a thrown bottle of beer arcs a sepia-toned rainbow over the crowd.

The boy twists again, but awkwardly this time, suddenly devoid of all that loose poise, trying to find the one face that matters in this great sea of faces. For a moment he can only make out a human foam, flashing eyes and gaping mouths and hands stretching out as if for some blessing. Then he sees him, bull-shoulders forging through the chaos with ease.

His father reaches out and plucks him from the crowd, eyes shining as he holds him overhead, like a victory made flesh.


PART I


Key West

1939

“Not now, Gregory.”

His mother didn’t even turn to look at him as Greg came into the room. She just kept staring down into the front yard, a martini in one hand that she hadn’t even sipped.

She seemed calm, but he could see a vein pulsing below the dark bob of her hair. The hint of a pounding heart, and that made sense; it was the stillness that didn’t. Why wasn’t she doing anything?

“Mom …”

She ignored him until he reached out and tugged on her sleeve. Then she flinched and checked where he’d touched her like she was worried he might have left a mark on the cashmere.

“Mom,” he tried again, desperate, but knowing she wouldn’t listen to him if he whined. “Can’t you talk to him? Make him—”

“—For God’s sake, Greg!” she snapped, her voice shrill and sharp. “Enough! Will you please leave me alone?”

He retreated, stung, and she returned to staring stiffly out the window.

Everything was breaking, and he had no idea how to fix it.

He bolted out of the bedroom, taking the stairs two at a time so fast it felt like falling, and rushed into the front yard right as his father was swinging another heavy suitcase into the back of his car.

“Papa …” he said, but it was barely a whisper.

His big brother Patrick was already outside, but he wasn’t doing anything either, just leaning on the porch railing with a funny look on his face, like he was waiting for someone to jump out and shout surprise!

Papa turned and saw the two of them staring back at him. He looked away, cleared his throat, then seemed to rally.

“What’s with the sour faces on you two? Come down here where I can see you properly.”

They obeyed, Greg still trying to think of what he needed to say. What perfect words would bring his father to his senses to realize that this was all wrong.

“Now, chins up, both of you. You’ll come visit me in Cuba next summer. That’s not too far away. Martha can’t wait to see you—you’ll love her. And we’re going to put your room up in a high tower like something out of a story book. It’ll be like living at the top of the lighthouse. That sound fun?”

Greg and Patrick nodded dutifully. Patrick had grabbed Greg’s hand at some point, and now he was squeezing so tight it hurt, but Greg didn’t mind.

“You keep up your baseball, Gig. I’ll have something special planned when you come over. And, Patrick, you keep an eye on your little brother for me, you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. All right, well …” Papa leaned forward like he was about to hug them, then straightened and tousled their hair. “All right.” He glanced up at the house, maybe hoping to see their mother.

Greg had nothing left. He let go of Patrick’s hand and ran.

A part of him thought Papa would call after him, ask him what was wrong, but he made it all the way to the end of the street with no sound but the wind in the orange trees. He hadn’t realized where he was running to, but now his feet took him over the grass and through the open door of the Key West Lighthouse.

He climbed quickly—it wasn’t very tall, as far as lighthouses went—and stepped out onto the familiar viewing balcony. He’d spent a lot of quiet hours up here, watching the boats trace their way over the shimmering sea, or the birds twist and tumble in the thermals, or his mother swimming steady laps in the pool. Now he cared only about the clear view of their front yard, where he could see Papa slamming the car’s trunk closed before taking one last look at the house.

If Greg wasn’t there he couldn’t leave. He couldn’t go without saying goodbye.

But he did. He climbed into the driver’s seat and the car backed slowly out into the empty road. Papa waved to Patrick sitting on the grass, then leaned out of the window and looked right up at Greg at the top of the lighthouse. Like he’d known exactly where Greg would run to. Like he understood Greg completely.

He lifted one hand, and despite everything Greg waved back as his father drove away.


Havana

1940

Greg’s shoes bounced on their laces, weighing down on his belt. Each step sent water sluicing from his shins. The little river wound lazily ahead, stretching out like an old cat in the midday sun, both sides lined with thick rushes that blocked out the fields beyond.

Patrick was treading carefully beside him, probing with his toes for anything that might pinch or bite. With his Yankees cap pulled low and his backpack bulging he looked like he was setting out for the Rocky Mountains rather than killing time until dinner. They’d only been in Cuba for a few days, and he was still getting used to the sheer amount of what he called wilderness, even though it was mostly farmland.

Greg ignored him, focusing on the water ahead, alert to every shift of light and shade. On the flight over he’d read in Hero Stories magazine about a marooned sailor who’d survived by catching fish with his bare hands. He imagined Papa’s face if he came home holding a fish for dinner, caught without even needing a rod.

“Keep splashing about like that and you’ll scare off every fish for miles,” Patrick muttered, shifting his backpack a little higher.

Greg didn’t bother to look round. “Well, if I walked as slow as you, we wouldn’t have left the house yet.”

“I’m two steps behind you! I’m not slower, just quieter. You don’t know anything about hunting.”

“We’ll see …” Greg eyed a shadow beside an old half-submerged tree branch up ahead, almost invisible beneath the bright surface.

He did start walking quietly then, hoping Patrick wouldn’t notice as he lifted each foot well clear of the water before moving it forward. He could already see Papa’s admiring look, already taste the meat fresh from the bones.

He came the long way around the log, slowly, cautiously, knowing that as soon as he could see the fish it would be able to see him. Then in one smooth motion he leaned over and plunged his hands into the water. Out, gleaming and flapping, came a sodden copy of this morning’s newspaper, a smeared picture of President Machado glowering from the front page like Greg had woken him up from a nap.

Greg stared at it a moment, then furiously screwed it up into a ball. Patrick was already laughing behind him.

“Great work. Now we’ll have something to wrap your fish in.”

Greg hurled the sodden lump in his direction. His throwing arm was legendary among the boys in his little league back in Key West, and sure enough he got Patrick in the face with a satisfying slap.

His brother staggered a little, wiped a weak smear of ink from his cheek, and shrugged. “All right, I guess I kinda deserved that.”

As they made their way around the bend, a tall bandy-legged bird cocked an eye toward them and leaped into the air, rising in a few powerful beats and soaring off in jerks. Greg shaded his eyes and watched it go.

“Wow.” Patrick clambered onto the bank to get a few more seconds before it slipped from view. “Good thing Papa’s not here.” He cocked an imaginary gun in his arms and mimed firing.

Greg wasn’t sure that was fair. He didn’t like to think of Papa shooting something as strange and silly as that vanished bird. But he supposed he had seen Papa shoot an awful lot of different things.

He clambered up onto the bank beside his brother, pulling his shoes from his belt and stretching his legs out in the sun. “Feels like I’m being spit-roasted.”

“You look like it too.” Patrick started rummaging through his backpack.

“Do you have to bring that everywhere?”

“It’s called being prepared, dummy.” And to prove his point he pulled two bottles of Coke and a Swiss army knife from the bag’s depths. “But if you don’t want one …”

“Okay, I take it back.”

Patrick sniggered and flicked off both caps.

It was only when Greg held the still slightly cool bottle in his hand that he realized how thirsty he was. He drank half of it in one go, then burped up the fizz.

“Gross,” muttered Patrick, taking a sip.

Greg burped again, then reached into his shorts pocket and pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes. “I came prepared too.”

“You steal those from Martha?”

“Nope. Papa left them by the pool. You want one or not?”

“Yeah. Did you bring matches?”

“Knew you’d have some.”

Patrick sighed, his small victory stolen, and dutifully pulled out a box of matches. He lit them both up. “Choke on it, smart aleck.”

“I thought I was a dummy.”

“You’re both. And a thief.”

“A master thief.” Greg took a long pull, letting the warmth fill his lungs. His head spun a little. He supposed it had been a while since he’d last smoked. Since Papa left to come and live with Martha at the finca, there had been no half packs of unfiltered cigarettes left about the house in Key West begging to be pilfered, and stealing one of his mother’s slender Silk Cuts from her purse would have been a capital offense.

Everything felt good. The cool clear water running over his toes. The perfect blue sky overhead like a fresh coat of paint. The taste of sugar and smoke on his tongue.

“Here.” Patrick took off his baseball cap and offered it out. “Put this on.”

“I’m okay.”

Patrick jammed it backward onto Greg’s head. “Your neck’s burning, Gig. You look like a lobster.”

“I’m fine!” said Greg indignantly, pulling it off and shoving it back.

Patrick only leaned away, open palms refusing. “I know you are. Humor me.”

Greg flattened his hair and grudgingly put the cap back on, pulling the bridge so low it almost touched the collar of his shirt. He hated to admit it, but the shadow did feel cool against his skin.

He took another sip of Coke. “Thanks, Pat.”

His brother said nothing, just kicked his feet in the water, humming happily.

Greg rested back on his elbows, looking at Patrick out of the corner of his eye and trying not to make it obvious. He was pretty sure his shoulders were as broad as his brother’s now. He was two years younger, and a lot shorter, but where Patrick looked like he was built out of coat hangers and old bicycle parts, Greg had what his father called a boxer’s build. Even so, everyone who saw them could tell they were brothers. They had the same shock of dark hair and eyes to match, the same strong jaw, though Patrick took more after their mother, and Greg their father.

Overhead, a flock of birds swept past, black as coal against the bright sky. A moment later, a cloud of minnows darted by in the martini-clear water at their feet.

“This place is crazy,” Greg said.

“Yeah,” said Patrick, watching the fish lose themselves in the shining rush of the river’s surface. “I guess it’s okay. Mom would hate it though.”

“Because of the bugs? Or because Martha’s—”

“—DON’T ruin this, Gig.”

There was a long pause, and Patrick sighed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. She’s okay, Pat. Kinda.”

“I know … but I don’t want to think about it right now … Can I have another smoke?”

“Sure.”

Patrick lit up and was taking a slow pull when there was a rustle behind them, the crack of a thick stem breaking.

They both froze, Greg splashing soda down his chin. A few seconds passed before he dared whisper, “What was that?”

“I don’t know,” Patrick whispered back. “Some animal.”

“Duh. What sort of animal?”

“I don’t know. What lives in Cuba?”

“A lion?”

“There’s no lions in Cuba, dummy.”

“A cheetah then.”

Patrick just snorted and, as if in response, another heavy rustle came from the undergrowth.

“You sure there’s no lions?”

“Yes …” said Patrick, sounding a little uncertain this time. “It’s probably a monkey or something.”

“Want to try and sneak up on it?”

“What?”

“Let’s see what it is. Come on.”

“Gig, wait!”

But Greg was already pulling on his shoes and scrambling into the undergrowth. He crawled forward on his belly—he’d seen soldiers doing it in the movies when they were sneaking up on some enemy camp—forcing aside grass and plants he had no name for with his bare arms.

He paused, listening for more rustles to guide him.

“What’s the hold-up?” Patrick whispered from behind, almost comically loud.

“Just listening for snakes.”

A moment’s heavy silence. “You don’t actually think there’s snakes, do you?”

“Probably. That’s why Papa told us to stay out of the fields: full of snakes and spiders.”

Patrick wriggled forward, looking like a giant snail with his backpack on. He paused only to whisper in Greg’s ear as he passed. “You’re full of shit, Gig.”

Greg smiled to himself as he followed his brother. After a few body lengths he found a suitably long stem of grass, yanked it free of the soft earth, and leaned forward to slide it along the back of Patrick’s neck as he gave a soft but clear hiss.

Patrick yelped, twisted, and grabbed the stem with both hands, as though to strangle his fanged attacker. It took him a few seconds to realize what he was holding, and to spot his little brother rolling on the crumpled grass behind him, helpless with laughter.

“Greg.” He spat, pushing himself up. “You’re dead.”

Still laughing, Greg set off running, crashing through the undergrowth, hearing his brother charging after a few steps behind. A monster of an iguana burst from the grass in front of them, its legs pumping akimbo like train pistons as it hurried off for safer cover.

Greg ran like his life depended on it. His brother was older, taller with longer legs, but Greg was lighter on his feet and wasn’t carrying a big stupid backpack, so every time he heard Patrick gaining on him or felt his fingertips brushing the back of his T-shirt he changed direction sharply, turning on a dime and leaving his brother scrabbling in his dust.

He made for the barrio—the little town of San Francisco de Paula that clustered around their father’s house—hoping to lose Patrick in the narrow streets and alleys. Within minutes he was pushing through some trees and jumping down into a dusty road on the outskirts, his brother still right behind him. He darted around a car and almost made it to the mouth of a nearby alley when his foot slipped on some loose stones. It was only a slip—he was too sure-footed to fall—but it gave Patrick enough time to catch his hand as he raised it for balance and pull him into a headlock.

“Looks like a snake’s got you, Gigi,” Patrick crowed, spinning round and round so Greg couldn’t find his feet, “watch out, I think it bites.” He rubbed his knuckles into Greg’s scalp.

It would have been the easiest thing in the world to reach around and punch Patrick in the liver—his father had shown him how—but Greg only pulled at the arm squeezing his throat. He was shorter, but stronger, and he could feel his brother’s grip slowly begin to weaken even as he continued knuckling Greg’s skull.

Too slowly. His head was starting to feel like a punctured football. “All right. I give, I give.”

Patrick finally let him go and leaned against a wall to catch his breath. Greg sat in the dust and rubbed his throat. “Jeez, Patrick, are you trying to kill me?”

“You started it!”

“Why would you beat up your poor little brother?”

Patrick blew a raspberry and scooped the fallen hat from the ground. “Here, wouldn’t want your poor little neck taking any more damage.”

Greg jammed the hat back on and let his brother pull him up, and it was only then that he noticed the group of boys sitting in the shade of a gnarled tree on the other side of the street. He must have nearly jumped over them when he came leaping through the bushes.

There were six of them, watching still as cats, faces unreadable in their private patch of gloom. Greg could feel his sunburn spreading up onto his cheeks and knew he must be blushing. Why would you beat up your poor little brother? He hoped they didn’t speak English.

Patrick seemed embarrassed too. He coughed into his hand, glanced at Greg, and kicked a nearby pebble aimlessly.

The silence seemed set to last forever, but then one of the boys pushed himself to his feet like a weary old man.

“Eres de la casa grande?” he asked. Are you from the big house?

He clearly meant the Finca La Vigía, the farmhouse Papa lived in with Martha. It wasn’t huge by Key West standards but compared to the higgledy-piggledy houses of the barrio it was a mansion.

Greg nodded. “Si. Acabamos de llegar.” We just got here.

The boy nodded. Then, “English?”

“American.”

“But speak Ingles?”

“Si. Yeah.”

“You are Papa’s sons?”

“You know our father?” Patrick asked.

“Si. He plays … ah, the baseball with us. He buys us balls.” He turned and muttered to the other boys. They murmured back, all nodding except for one boy who spoke sharply, too fast for Greg to follow with his clumsy Spanish.

The standing boy looked at him a moment, then shook his head before turning back and stepping out into the sun. He sauntered over and offered Patrick his hand.

“I am Finco Ramos. Ramos.”

“Patrick.” The two shook like diplomats. “And this is Gigi. Greg.”

Ramos looked Greg over approvingly. “You are looking like him … Giggly?”

“Greg.” Gigi was a family name, the hard double g a childish slurring of Greggy. Hearing a stranger say it made him feel embarrassed.

By then the other boys had ambled over with careful indifference, introducing themselves with shrugs or half-hearted handshakes. Only one boy held back, the one who had spoken to Ramos before.

Greg ignored him, focusing instead on trying to read the mood of the group. Most looked his age, and a few looked as old as twelve or thirteen, the same as Patrick, but they all acted like they were much older and found speaking to American children faintly boring.

All except Ramos. He stood nodding as the introductions were made, then stepped forward and clapped both boys on the back. “You come with us. We show you de Paula.”

Patrick and Greg glanced at each other. Maybe they couldn’t trust these boys, but on the other hand it would be a bad idea to offend them. And Papa had mentioned that he had a group of local boys lined up ready for them to play a proper game of ball with. It would be awkward to skirt out of their company now only to meet them outside the house this evening.

Patrick nodded, and the group moved as one down the twisting lane. The Cuban boys took them to the town square, a small space overflowing with men jostling and shoving, gathered around what sounded like a cockfight. They led them through the market where old men with dusty skin sat dozing beside stalls overflowing with bright fruit. They showed them the church at the heart of the town, a magnificent living ruin that towered over the nearby houses, throwing its shadow over the righteous old ladies who passed back and forth through its doors.

Greg’s misgivings soon faded. Once their natural reserve began to fade, the boys seemed enthusiastic guides. San Francisco de Paula was a small town, with little to its name besides its closeness to Havana, and they all seemed to take it as a point of personal pride that a famous man had decided to settle among them.

The reluctant boy still hung back, refusing to speak to them or even catch their eyes. His name was Cordaro, and he took no pains to hide that he resented these pale, half-mute interlopers with their fine-cut clothes and their rich father.

A fight was brewing up. Greg could feel it, and knew it was inevitable, but still he tried to keep his distance. There was enough Key West lingering in his blood to hold him back, enough of his mother’s starched shirts and elegant furniture. That would change in the months and years to come, as his father took him to the Cuban boxing rings and taught him that what mattered was punching first and punching hardest and that a man should do both.

When the fight came they were playing at matadors on the dirt road where the fine houses of the town’s center gave way to shacks clustering its western flank. They had no capes, so were using their shirts, kicking up the soft dust as they charged and leaped.

It was a game without rules, or without rules that any of them could have put into words. They only knew that one of them was the bull, one the matador, and the rest picadors helping the matador get away or the bull corner the matador on their whim, and watching out for the infrequent cars.

Greg was the bull, Cordaro the matador, and as the rest of the boys danced around them, their imaginary steeds fierce and their stick-lances sharp, the two had eyes only for each other. Cordaro was taller than Greg, longer-limbed and hard to catch, always letting Greg’s finger-horns snag the fabric of his shirt as he slipped aside at the last moment. But Greg was tireless, and soon he could hear Cordaro’s panting as he passed by, feel his shoulder grazing the other boy’s belly. As they wheeled to face each other again in a whirl of dust, Greg knew that this time he would have him.

He could see Cordaro knew it too. So perhaps it was fear as much as spite that made him kick out as Greg came at him again, catching his leading foot and sending him sprawling into the rocky ground. The shouts and laughter died as Greg pushed himself up, spitting dust and inspecting a thin gash along his forearm that was already dripping blood.

The play fight was over; there could be no more delaying. His father’s stories swirled in the back of his head, tales of whiskey and insults righted by a swift and final punch. Lesser men crumpling like sheets unpegged from the line and true great men standing undefeatable. Yet still, something held him back.

One of the boys, Rodolfo, came round to hand him his shirt. He had told Greg that he worked in the house sometimes, making good money by opening doors and serving drinks when guests were expected, and perhaps it was some sort of loyalty to his employer that made him gaze at Cordaro with such thick contempt. Either way, Greg was grateful.

Cordaro smiled. “Un accidente. Giggly.”

The group of boys gathered round, expectant like sailors waiting for thunderclouds to split open.

Greg could feel them watching him, but still he hesitated. He could almost feel his father’s gaze. He didn’t feel afraid, but he didn’t want to fight. Was that cowardice?

He knew Papa would say yes.

As the pause stretched to an unbearable length, Patrick finally stepped forward and put himself between them. He said something to the older boy, his Spanish too quick for Greg to follow. Cordaro shook his head dismissively, and when Patrick spat on the ground and turned away, Cordaro gave him a parting shove. It wasn’t too hard, barely enough to stagger him, but for Greg it was like a key in a lock. He leaped forward.

The fight was brief but vicious, a flurry of punches, knees, and elbows before a grapple where Greg’s brute strength won out. He managed to twist Cordaro off balance and work a fist free to strike him hard in the gut, then the middle of his face. He felt the taller boy’s nose burst like a ripe plum.

Cordaro’s legs went from under him, and Greg let him fall awkwardly into the dust. The older boy lay still a moment, stunned, then pushed himself up to sit swaying like a drunk, his nose bleeding heavily, the left side of his face already starting to swell. For a second, even through the adrenaline and the sweet ache in his knuckles, Greg was worried he’d really hurt him.

Then Cordaro shook his head in a spray of crimson, and when his eyes met Greg’s they were clear. It was a relief, though Greg was careful not to let it show on his face.

Cordaro wiped the blood from his lips, pinched the bridge of his nose almost daintily, and tilted back his head. “You fight like a brute,” he muttered in English, his voice a nasal whine.

“You fight like a girl,” Greg sniffed back, adrenaline still pulsing through his veins, fists clenched and ready at his side. “Peleas como una niña.”

“All strength, no style.”

“You’ve got neither. I’ll beat you again if you want me to prove it.”

Cordaro loosened his fingers experimentally from his nose and, when a fresh spurt of blood did not emerge, shrugged.

Ramos laughed. “Cobarde. He fears you, Gigi.”

Cordaro snarled. “I fear no one. I fight you here. Same tomorrow.”

“We can fight now,” said Greg, stepping forward, “Lucke … luchemos ahora. Ahora!” In that moment he would have fought anyone and anything. He could almost see himself, strong and fearless in the midday sun like a hero from his father’s stories. Even the caution in Patrick’s eyes couldn’t dampen his spirits. He forgot that the fight had been for his brother in the first place. He’d fought because he wasn’t a coward, and he’d won.

Cordaro only muttered, not meeting his eyes.

Satisfied, Greg and the rest of the barrio boys left him to gather himself in the dust. There would be no fight tomorrow.

All drunk on his victory, they ran breakneck for no reason at all, swarming through the narrow alleys and out along the boulevards, past the cockfighting ring stained black with the blood of tiny martyrs, around cars and horses, old men made of leather and young ladies cut from silk, fruit sellers in aprons and police officers in full uniform with crisp white gloves despite the suffocating heat. Even Patrick got caught up in it, laughing and whooping with the rest.

They moved like a shoal, thinning to a line as the suburbs contracted and they flowed through the heart of the town. Brightly painted doors flashed past, small tumbledown porches scrubbed raw, houses crushed tight together, the world cut from deep shadow and burning light. Then the town breathed out and they drew themselves together once more, pouring over walls and into yards where bleached washing wilted over lines, dodging half-asleep guard dogs and sharp-eyed housewives alike.

Finally, even the barrio stuttered and gave way to fields. They ceased being bodies and became only ripples in a sea of green, heedless for a few minutes of the snakes and the spiders and the angry harvesters, just running.

They found themselves breathless and sweating at the edge of the field. Ramos came over to Greg, pushing thick black hair from his brow. “It is past the time. Papa will be waiting for the game.”

Greg hid a frown at how easily that name fell from their lips. Papa. Like they had some claim on him.

The group drifted out of the fields toward the finca, thirsty and tired. Up the curving street to the house, passing a dog pooled beneath a wall like something tipped from a ladle, a black cat promenading on bone china feet along the bricks above, an old man in a broad hat trimming the bushes with precise, regular clips of his secateurs.

They trooped through the wide iron gates to where the house sat low and long among the trees. The only thing that broke its squat profile was the square tower where Greg and Patrick slept, the lookout that gave the house its name, Finca La Vigía.

The barrio boys didn’t bother knocking at the door. They headed straight down the path between the side of the house and the tower. Lush plants overflowed their borders on both sides, pulling at their legs, and cicadas screamed from the undergrowth and from high up on the walls.

They stepped into the yard to find Papa already waiting, sprawled out on the steps of the back porch, one hand swirling a heavy glass to the faint clink of ice, the other loose about a baseball.

He stood as he saw them, leaving the drink behind but flipping the ball into the air with a flick of his wrist. He caught it deftly, then without warning sent it spinning into the midst of them. They all reacted too late, and it caught Rodolfo on the shoulder and skittered out of Ramos’s grasping hands.

Greg saw Rodolfo flinch and take a half step back, but the boy resisted rubbing at his shoulder. He’d learned that much already. Weakness was not acceptable, not in the barrio and certainly not in the finca.

Papa laughed, his voice deep and booming, his cheerful mood evident. That was a good sign, a sign that his writing was going well, and that no jealous journalists had said anything bad about him in the papers that morning.

“You boys need to work on your fielding. You don’t always get a warning. Baseball’s not all about the bat, you know.”

“Yes, Caballero.” Rodolfo scrabbled in the scraggy grass, gathered up the ball and threw it back underhand.

Papa grinned at them all, and his eyes met Greg’s. The next second the ball came whip-cracking toward him, faster than before, and at an angle, so Greg had to throw himself sideways just to brush the leather with his fingertips. His body moved before his mind knew what was going on and it was almost a surprise to find himself lying with a mouthful of dry grass and the grubby ball clutched in his stinging hand.

His father watched him push himself up, his face unreadable, then without changing expression bawled out “PATRICK!” in a voice that could have killed a cat at ten paces.

Patrick forced his way to the front of the group. “What?”

Papa blinked in surprise. “I thought you were still inside.”

“I’ve been out all day.”

“I see that. Well, too bad. Go grab the bats and gloves for me, son. I’ll be at the plate.”

Patrick sighed and trudged inside as the rest of the boys followed Papa. Greg hesitated a moment, watching his brother’s receding back, then hurried after the group.

Papa had laid out countless small bribes to try to make the finca—this house where he lived with a woman who was not their mother—feel like home to his two visiting sons. Their room at the top of the tower with its view over the whole town. The absence of a curfew or a time to get up. Letting them drink whatever booze took their fancy. And now, apparently, a baseball field.

It was really no more than a few old cushions laid out in a diamond, lines wilted into the grass with salt, but crowded with bodies as it was now, Greg felt almost like he was back at little league in Key West, which he supposed was Papa’s plan.

After the boys had slaked their thirst from a garden hose and Patrick had joined them with a bat and a few gloves, Papa warmed each of them up in turn with some gentle underarm throws, only turning overarm once they were reliably cracking the ball the length of the field.

Then they began in earnest. Like the matador game, they didn’t keep score, but relied on a general sense of who had hit the furthest, who had made the most spectacular catches.

Papa pitched throughout, occasionally advising them on their form, what they were doing wrong or right. The rest of the boys laughed and chattered, but Greg kept mostly silent, focused on where the ball would go and where he would need to put himself to catch it, or—if he was batting—on his father’s pitching hand, trying to keep his whole body tensed and ready.

The game simmered along nicely for an hour or so before Greg hit a real cracker. His father had to duck to avoid having his eyes knocked out and the ball sailed like a dream over the pool and into the bushes at the far corner of the garden. There was an appreciative murmur from the boys, but Greg looked only to Papa.

His father met his gaze and nodded with a smile, and Greg felt a rush of pleasure, of relief.

From the porch came applause, and they all turned to see Martha leaning in the doorway, a newspaper rolled under one arm to free her hands. When she saw them looking at her, she gave a wink. “Gigi, sweetheart, you’re a natural.”

Despite himself, Greg felt a blush creeping up his neck, then a sudden flare of breeze as a new baseball ripped past his cheek like a miniature cannonball.

“Eyes on the game, Gig,” his father said, rolling shoulders thick as market hams. “We’re not done yet.”

It should have been Rodolfo’s turn to bat next, but neither he nor any of the other boys moved to take Greg’s place. There was silence as Gigi readied the bat for a second time.

His father’s next pitch was the fastest so far, and Gigi couldn’t get his bat around fast enough even to clip it. The next was barely a second later, a vicious foul ball he had to lurch backward to avoid, leaving him on his ass in the dust.

“Come on, Gigi,” said his father mildly, as Finco threw the balls back into his waiting hands, “I thought you were a natural.”

Greg, his breathing ragged, forced himself back up and into position. He didn’t complain. He knew better than that. He only tightened his grip, hardened his jaw, and watched as his father wound up for another huge—

“—Ernest.”

Again they all looked to the porch, but Martha had moved to the bench beneath the trees, a fresh tumbler of whiskey balanced on one knee.

Though two people had never looked less alike, in that moment she reminded Greg powerfully of his father. Something in the way she held herself: the teetering poise of a high-wire artist with no safety net.

“If you’re done impressing children, I’d like to see you sometime today.”

His father lowered the ball and stared at her over the heads of the boys who, unaware of the difference an absent the could convey, were waiting expectantly.

Greg kept his hand tight around the bat at his side, feeling the sweat grow cold over his back. He had to be ready. He would get it this time.

As the sun settled weightless onto the distant rooftops of the barrio, Papa dropped the balls into the dust with a shrug. “Well, you heard the lady, boys, no more fun. Get home before your mothers start to worry.” He walked into the shade of the trees and pulled the smiling Martha to her feet, letting her place her hand on the small of his back as they went inside together. She glanced back at Greg as they climbed the steps, expressionless.

Like filings freed from the grip of a magnet, the group found itself suddenly disbanded. The barrio boys flowed out into the jaws of the evening on fleet yet silent feet. Greg and Patrick watched them go, feeling the ache of their quieting bodies in the evening light. A gunshot cracked somewhere out in the twilight, not close enough for anyone to react.

Only when the last of the boys was gone and the groundsman had locked the tall gates behind them did Patrick say, “For a second I thought she’d messed up.”

Greg just shook his head, remembering all the hours back in Key West when he and Patrick had hunkered down in their rooms like soldiers in foxholes, listening to the screams and shouts and smashing of china below. “They don’t fight.”

“Yet,” said Patrick heavily. “Are you okay?”

Greg felt his shoulder throb dully. He felt his hands tremble, though he kept them squeezed at his sides. “Yes.”
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