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Introduction

Sonia Rivera Valdés (Havana, 1937) is a force of nature, an accomplished writer, a leader
in the Latinx community in New York and a professor (now retired) who has inspired
hundreds of students, including me. It was my great good luck to be her student and it is
now my honor to be her friend and her translator.

Sonia was a professor of Literature and Puerto Rican Studies at York College, City
University of New York until 2017. In 1997 she won the Casa de Las Américas (Havana)
award with Las historias probibidas de Marta 1 eneranda (The Forbidden Stories of Marta 1 eneranda,
2000), the only Cuban living away from the island ever to be awarded the prize. In 2003 she
published Historias de mujeres grandes y chiquitas (Stories of Little Women and Grown Up Girls, 2007),
and in 2011 her novel Rosas de Abolengo was published. The three books have been published
in New York (Editorial Campana) and in Cuba (Casa de las Américas and Editorial Oriente).
In 2018 she published Cuéntame una historia: Ocho que pueden ser novela [Tell Me a Story: Eight
that Could be a Novel] (Editorial Campana). Her stories and essays have appeared in
magazines and literary anthologies in Cuba, the United States, Europe, Latin America and
the Caribbean, and her books have been translated into various languages including
Asturian, spoken in a region in Northern Spain.

In 2000 the Daily News Magazine selected her as one of the 50 most influential Latinas
in New York and in 2004 she was named Distinguished Latina by the New York City
Comptroller and the Hispanic National Bar Association of New York. She is the president
and one of the founders of the Latino Artists Round Table (LART). For more than forty
years she has worked to establish cultural connections between Cuba, all of the Caribbean,

Latin America, Spain, and the United States.
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The two stories selected to be published here—*“Los imperfectos poderes de
Edelmira” and “Cena con Mildred en el restaurante japonés,” presented in English
translation as “The Imperfect Powers of Edelmira” and “Dinner with Mildred in the
Japanese Restaurant”—are part of the book Cuéntame una historia: Ocho que pueden ser novela,
that has been published in Spanish and is scheduled to be published in English. The stories
span the life of Beatriz, the protagonist, from her adolescence to her 60s. Sonia’s flair for
dialog and character-based humor shine in “The Imperfect Powers of Edelmira.” Every
character, even those we glimpse only briefly, is complex. For all that Edelmira is annoying
in ways that make us laugh and be grateful she is not our mother, there is a moment in which
we see her strength and her love for her family. In “Dinner with Mildred in the Japanese
Restaurant” Beatriz has lived many more years, has enjoyed, suffered, and ended
relationships and has become more reflective as she looks back on the decades that have
passed since she was a young woman being driven crazy by her exasperating mother. In the
second story Sonia’s gifts for observation, description and narration are highlighted.

I translated the stories in this collection that could be a novel one by one over a
period of years. Several years ago, when I had translated both “The Imperfect Powers of
Edelmira” and “Dinner with Mildred” as well as a few other stories in the collection, Sonia
told me she thought the stories could be a novel. I agreed and imagined the two stories you
will read to be the beginning and the end. I could not think of a more perfect ending than
“Dinner with Mildred in the Japanese Restaurant,” but Sonia’s imagination surpasses mine.

There are two more stories to follow and for those you will have to read the book.

Pennell Somsen
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About the Translator

Pennell Somsen (1945, Dayton, Ohio) is a Spring 2015 graduate of CUNYBA (City
University of New York Baccalaureate for Unique and Interdisciplinary Studies). Her
translations of stories by Nadia Villafuerte and Roberto Azcorra Camara have appeared in
the Rio Grande Review, Latin Awmerican Literature Today, Delos Journal, Midway Journal,
InTransiation (Brooklyn Rail), Reunion: The Dallas Review, Tampa Review, The Lanrel Review, Your
Impossible 1vice and the Good Life Review. Her original story, "Waiting for the Guagua"
appeared in The Festival Review (2022). Before she became a translator, Pennell was an actress

and playwright and a Bronze Life Master in duplicate bridge.

pennellsomsen@gmail.com
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THE IMPERFECT POWERS OF EDELMIRA

For a long time, the man prayed to heaven in search of a
solution to his pressing problems.

And one day a genie appeared.

Ask me what you want, he said, and you will have it, but I warn
you to be very precise: although I am magic, 'm not very smart,
I am lacking in subtlety, and I answer your wishes word for
word.

That’s fine, the supplicant answered impatiently, I’'m ready for
my first wish: That I never have to see my mother-in-law again.
Done, answered the genie and the man was struck blind.

It was a Saturday in winter. Because of the persistent ache in her neck caused by nine hours
of holding her head at an awkward angle to avoid bumping against the lamp that she’d
refused to put in the moving van that followed them, she didn’t notice that she’d arrived in
New York on a cloudless morning. The lamp wasn’t the only object that her attachment to
things had forced her to transport in the small car, so full of bags of clothing and decorations
for the house that there was barely room for the couple themselves.

In spite of the discomfort of the long trip, the woman was overjoyed. As always,
God had heard her prayers and she could finally be near her daughter, although things hadn’t
worked out exactly as she’d asked. She’d never imagined seeing her dreams come true in
exchange for the unexpected and unfavorable change in employment, which had so upset
her husband.

The only thing that really worried Edelmira was the warning her daughter Satin had
given her concerning the apartment she’d rented for them in the building in which she lived,

that the apartment had only one small bedroom and all her things from the old house
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wouldn’t fit in it. Of course, it wasn’t the end of the wortld, she would see how she could
make things fit, she was very good at arranging furniture and decorations in the home. Also,
she didn’t have to pay much attention to what Satin said, perhaps she exaggerated, maybe
the bedroom had more space than she’d described. Since she was a little girl, her daughter
had had a tendency to think negatively, just like her Tia Isabel. Her last thought before they
arrived at the building and Miguel stopped the car was that her daughter ought to understand
that she was not going to get rid of anything, absolutely nothing. Given the weight her legs
had to support and the many hours of immobility, she got out of the car with a surprising
lightness. Trying to move as quickly as her short legs would allow, she walked up to her
daughter’s apartment and knocked loudly and insistently. Beatriz opened the door with a
smile. Behind her was another woman. Edelmira thought immediately of Silvia, the friend
mentioned frequently during their phone calls. She kissed her daughter effusively and
without taking a breath began to complain in a loud voice.

I am so tired; you know I had to do everything, what a long and difficult trip with
your clown of a father. Give me a glass of water, please, I’'m dying of thirst and so hungry I
could faint, but because he never wants to eat, he thinks the rest of us live on air.

Mom, this is Silvia.

I guessed that as soon as I saw her. It’s a pleasure to meet you, she said, as she
hugged her, brought her lips close and kissed the air as they brushed cheeks. She drank
eagerly and then, without giving the other women time to say a word went back downstairs
and began to instruct the movers on how to unpack the crammed truck. Then she went up
to her apartment.

Even though the bedroom was large with beautiful parquet floors and the whole
apartment was bathed in light, she suffered a great disappointment. Beatriz hadn’t
exaggerated, the furniture would not fit.

Meanwhile the daughter greeted her father and asked him how he was.

It’s not easy to travel with your mother, was his measured response, as he closed his
eyes and moved his head with a gesture of resignation. How’s Daniel?

Good. Working.
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It was five in the afternoon and they hadn’t finished unloading the truck. In the
lobby of the building there were still two sofas, an old mattress and a dining room table with
various boxes on top of it. Floors above, Edelmira was sitting on one of the two sofas that
they’d managed to fit into the living room. She leaned forward with an elbow on her knee
and her chin in the palm of her hand, as she listened glumly to Beatriz trying to convince
her that nothing more would fit in the apartment. As it was, they could barely walk. Where
were they going to put what was still downstairs? Edelmira raised her eyes and with a baleful
look said in a low voice, dragging out the words, It’s all right... Do whatever you want.

Mami, you really don’t need more furniture up here. Because she was at the limit of
her patience and she didn’t want to have an argument with her mother on the first night,
Beatriz had spoken gently.

I know, but I still need them, it’s something I can’t help but feel. At least the Louis
XV, Satin, she begged, using her pet name for her daughter. Don’t throw it away for the
love of God, it’s a good piece of furniture, solid, keep it in your apartment, it will fit there.

The appeal horrified Beatriz; the image of the brocade sofa disrupting the harmony
of her aesthetic universe. Even worse, it brought back memories of an adolescence too
miserable to want to remember. She didn’t need it. She didn’t have space for it. When she
moved from her parents’ home she thought she’d left that sofa behind forever. Although
she was aware of her feelings, she didn’t say a word. She usually tried to avoid Edelmira
asking her favors because although she hated giving in, she didn’t have the strength to say
no. The daughter, too, had suffered from an irresistible urge to save useless things. The
mother, who didn’t have the benefit of the long hours and money Beatriz had spent in
therapy and support groups to get rid of the deep-rooted habit, continued looking at her
with merciless insistence.

It’s all right, Mami, I’ll bring up the sofa, but only the sofa and temporarily. Daniel
will have a fit when he sees it, with all the things I already have.

Alone, Edelmira continued to talk out loud. It’s a good piece of furniture, solid, if
you tried to buy one now, God knows what it would cost. To throw it out would be to waste

all those years of effort to maintain it in case I need it sometime. You never know, look how
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we left Cuba and arrived in this country with nothing but the clothes on our backs, the good
thing is that we came. I still remember the people who left in a hurry who slept on that sofa
and how it was used in Amelia’s guinceariera. But for Satin, life has always been a bed of roses.

Beatriz asked for the couch to be taken to her apartment and sent the rest of the
furniture to the basement. She and Silvia began to help her parents make the place livable
by organizing the things they’d need right away. Edelmira wandered from one place to the
other speaking without a pause, I can’t believe I'm living so close to you, with all the years
we’ve lived apart, ever since you went away to college. Nobody ever knew—because I never
said anything so as not to make you suffer, and you can thank me for this—how lonely I
felt and how quickly Gladys, who never could take the cold and arranged to take Miguelito
to the Dominican Republic. But that was different. Boys are different; you don’t expect the
same things of your sons. Once they marry, forget it, they do what their women want. That’s
the way it is, and I've resigned myself to it.

While Beatriz opened boxes and organized drawers her mother continued to tell her
about weddings, baptisms, divorces, and deaths, all mentioned in a string of unending names
of relatives Beatriz had never known or that she had not seen since her departure from Cuba
when she was twelve. She was incapable of associating them with each other, even less with
herself. After listening to her mother for an hour and a half she suggested to her parents
that they go out to eat at the restaurant on the corner while she and Silvia continued to
organize things. It wasn’t easy to convince them; how could they leave the girls working
while they went out? Finally, they agreed on the condition that they’d bring back food for
their daughter and her friend.

When they left, Beatriz fell into a chair, breathed and looked upward. If, at least,
they did one thing at a time, move or talk, it wouldn’t bother me so much, but it’s like a 78
record at high volume.

Your father doesn’t help much, said Silvia, although he has a different style, he
doesn’t move. He spent hours sitting and reading in the only available chair. From what I
can see, the world could collapse and he’d continue doing whatever he wants.

It’s true. He’s always been that way, an absent presence, as if he weren’t there.
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A little before her parents returned, Beatriz rushed to throw out various plastic bags
full of unusable objects that she’d found packed in boxes.

When they came back, the couple lavishly praised the efficiency of the two women.
Finished with praising, Edelmira walked to the television in the corner of the room, tuned
it to a Spanish channel, settled onto one of the sofas and before long was sleeping peacefully.
Miguel asked Beatriz, would you make me a little coffee, # hija? 1 always drink it before 1
go to sleep and your mother’s exhausted. I’d feel bad waking her up.

She looked at him, thinking first how unhealthy it was to drink coffee at bedtime
and then why didn’t he make it himself instead of asking her to do it when she was already
working.

If you drink coffee at this hour doesn’t it keep you awake, Papi?

I do it every night and sleep very well, because I always take a Valium before I go to
bed?

Silvia and Beatriz glanced at each other as Beatriz, knowing that there would be no
point in arguing, put the clothes she’d been hanging in a closet to one side and made the
coffee.

The next morning, while the couple was eating breakfast, Beatriz arrived to ask them
how they’d slept. They’d gotten up early and continued unpacking. In a corner of the kitchen
Edelmira had stashed the bags that her daughter had taken to the basement the day before,
the bags full of other plastic bags folded up, cheap ruined socks, string, empty bottles of
shampoo, detergent and hand cream. In addition, there were empty milk cartons and fifteen
or twenty toilet paper and paper towel cardboard rolls. That was the final straw. Edelmira
justified her enormous collection of cardboard rolls by explaining their usefulness because
you could stuff them with an electric cord that was too long. And, indeed, instead of seeing
an electric cord hanging from the lamp Beatriz could see the toilet paper roll that hung with
the cord stuffed inside.

The recovered trash roused an anger in Beatriz, which could only be explained
because it was a recurring scene of her difficult childhood. She said to herself, I’'m not going

to get upset, now I don’t live with them, it’s their home, I don’t care what they do, what
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they keep, the trash that they pile up or even if they eat shit. But her interior discourse didn’t
stop the invasion of an overwhelming feeling of impotence, or the sudden throbbing in her
throat or the coldness in her hands. In a very low voice she asked them what they planned

to do during the day and after fifteen minutes of small talk she kissed them goodbye.

She rarely went back to visit them. Instead, Edelmira went to her apartment daily to
tell her the latest news on television, comment on the weather, complain about Miguel and
share her premonitions and imaginary plans which Beatriz considered unlikely to ever be
realized. Every day, like a morning ritual, without interrupting her work, Beatriz listened to
the interminable ramblings of her mother. She’d continue working to shorten the visits but
occasionally she listened for a bit and suggested possible activities that would make life more
interesting. Edelmira could participate in community activities, take a class, go to a gym or
at least take walks.

I'will do it, I will do it all, Edelmira invariably responded. Don’t imagine that I haven’t
thought of it, I think of it every day, but first I need to get organized and the truth is that
it’s difficult in such a small apartment. As soon as I have everything in order I’ll begin to go
out walking, when it’s nice weather of course because when it’s this cold you can’t even stick
your nose outside. I've looked at a map and I've marked various routes of a mile each. Then,
little by little, I'll get to know the neighborhood and I'll start doing other activities.

Knowing that the plans would never come to fruition, Beatriz looked at her without
responding. Upon ending the conversation Edelmira returned to her television but only after
a visit to the basement from which new items would appear every day.

People are crazy in this country, she’d say to Miguel, they throw out hair dryers,
coffee makers, plates, toasters, many things in excellent condition. Some of them don’t work
but in Cuba imperfect things such as these they’d fix in five minutes and they’d be as good
as new.

While there was still space she stashed the things in her closets. Once the closets
were jam packed she’d put her discoveries in corners, forming huge pyramids with the little

things on top of the larger ones, each item waiting to resolve some distant problem. In front
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of each new object Miguel would say the same, here no one fixes an iron and if you do it
costs more to repair it than to buy a new one.

There are so many people in the world that need what people throw out here.

It’s true, but we aren’t going to solve the problem by keeping garbage in this
apartment when we haven’t even finished putting away the things we brought with us.

In the past, the larger places in which they’d lived had allowed Miguel to shut himself
up in his office as soon as a discussion was over or sometimes in the middle of it. Now,
given the conditions in which they were living, the fights between husband and wife
intensified, as they weren’t able to avoid seeing each other.

And to think, pondered Edelmira, that all of this would be resolved with an
apartment the size of Satin’s, spacious, with three bedrooms.

There were only five apartments like that in the building. As soon as Edelmira
discovered that one of them was next door to her daughter she didn’t stop begging God for
the chance to move to it, even knowing that it was already rented.

The passing of time accentuated Edelmira’s discomfort. Although the light painted
the clouds pink over the skyscrapers of Manhattan and made the towers of the World Trade
Center shine, she never admired the sunset view from her kitchen. She was incapable of
enjoying the breeze that in the summer came in through the eight windows or to take
pleasure in the lustrous wooden floor, whose age, rather than lessening its beauty had

embellished it. Her mind only harbored one thought: more space.

That obsession occupied the center of their conversations. The daughter listened
more times than she could count without responding, but one morning after hearing the
same old story she interrupted her work, looked at her mother compassionately and
explained that she knew the person in the apartment next door and that she had no intention
of leaving.

That isn’t important, who knows what could happen, maybe there’s an emergency
in the family and they have to move quickly, or someday they decide to leave the city and

move to the suburbs. Also, Satin.... people die.
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Beatriz, who was accustomed to her mother’s often voiced speculations and
aspirations, usually continued writing with Edelmira’s voice like static in the background but
the last thing she said was too much. Beatriz turned her head and shouted: Don’t be so cruel,
Mami, you don’t wish death on anyone to satisfy your own desires, how can you say this?
And what do you know about this woman’s family or where they live to imagine that she’d
go to another place? You’ve been more than fortunate to get an apartment in New York. A
nice place, with light, and big enough for you and Papi, if you weren’t filling it up with old
junk and trash, the way you have wherever you’ve lived. Organize what you brought with
you, which you still haven’t done, don’t pick up any more junk, throw out a bit of the trash
that’s there and you’ll see how everything changes.

Don’t get so upset hija, please don’t get upset, you’re always so touchy, I wish you’d
been born under a different sign. I’'m not wishing death on anyone, but these things happen
every day. Don’t you read the news? It’s full of sudden heart attacks. Look, what happens is
up to God, but this apartment would be perfect. Also, I could help you more, that was the
idea of moving close to you. I'd like to spend more time with you. After so many years apart
we don’t see each other as much as I thought we would. You spend more time with your
friends than you do with me, above all with that Silvia. I’'m not criticizing you, I’'m incapable
of interfering in your life, but remember that you have only one mother. When I lived near
my mother I was always with her and if Fidel hadn’t separated us we would have continued
that way until the day she died.

Beatriz always answered in the same way. It was true that she and Silvia got along
well and enjoyed being together but, in addition, she had work that took up much of her
time and many activities, in some of which Silvia also participated, and for that reason they
saw each other often.

Honestly, I don’t understand this career of yours. I thought that when you graduated
you’d have a normal life, a little television at night, some rest, you would go shopping with
me on the weekends, we’d go to flea markets on Sunday like we did before you left for
college, but nothing, every day it’s worse. When you aren’t writing you’re involved in all

these political activities. So much sacrifice and at the end nothing will change, you’ll see.
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Hija, this isn’t a life. You’re hardly ever with Daniel and remember the saying, take care of
your share lest the cupboard run bare. You can’t live this way, look, a young man like you
have doesn’t come along every day. That is your problem.

With Daniel the situation is more complicated. I don’t spend more time with him
because I don’t want to. For him whatever he says is more important than what I say, his
concerns are more important than mine and he thinks my time revolves around his whims.
If he has to work on a weekend he takes it for granted that I'll understand. How would 1
not understand when it’s his work! But if I work on the weekend and he has free time he
thinks that I should go with him because otherwise he’ll be bored and how would I not go
with him if he’s bored? Mami, Daniel, although he knows intellectually, because of how he
was brought up, that he shouldn’t feel that way, deep down what he wants is for me to be
in the house cooking for him when he gets home from work so that he can eat, watch
television and then go to bed.

Edelmira spent several months of mental effort creating her life in her imagination,
with the hope of converting her dreams into reality. Her days were spent watching television

and praying. In her prayers she asked for the apartment over and over again.

One morning, when she arrived at Beatriz’s apartment, she found her seated at the
kitchen table staring at her cup of coffee. She looked worried, more lost in thought than
usual. Surprised that she wasn’t writing, Edelmira served herself coffee and sat in front of
her daughter.

I'm not sure I’'m going to stay with Daniel, Beatriz said suddenly and without
warning as if it was something she’d thought about for a long time and it was hard to say. I
don’t want to burden you and Papi with my problems, but things are really bad.

The coffee in front of her, Edelmira leaned forward, crossed her arms on the table
and listened to her daughter. Then she lifted her arms up imploringly, looked at the ceiling,
shut her eyes, then lowered her head and held it in her hands.

Cristo de Limpias! This is the last thing I need. This can’t be happening. Satin, what

is going on?
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Nothing new, Mami. I’ve talked to you before about my problems. Basically, I feel
very lonely with him, we live in different worlds, we don’t communicate, we don’t share
anything. She looked at her mother as if deciding whether to add the last phrase, I feel much
better with Silvia than with Daniel.

She fell silent. Edelmira looked at her questioningly and waited a few seconds.

And that’s all? There’s no other woman?

No, there’s no other woman, that’s all, I think it’s a lot.

But how can it occur to you to divorce just for this, bija mia? I've heard your
complaints about Daniel many times, that he doesn’t understand you, that he doesn’t listen
to you, that he thinks he’s more important than you, and I never took it too seriously because
I never thought that you’d think of a solution so drastic for this silliness. That’s how men
are, they talk about different things than women do, they have different interests, they don’t
understand us. Look at your father, he barely speaks to me. When we’re alone sometimes I
think that my tongue will be stuck to the roof of my mouth because I’'m not moving it and
nevertheless we’ve been married for 39 years.

39 years of fights.

That may be, but we’re together and that’s what’s important. And if he dies before
me, I'll have a secure old age, thanks to a good pension. Look, at the beginning of our
marriage I thought seriously about getting a divorce but one day I realized that there was no
guarantee that I’d marry again or that it would be any different so I decided to stay with him
and as you can see, we’ve survived.

I don’t understand that reasoning. If you had divorced each of you would have had
the opportunity to find happiness separately or, at least, to live in peace. You would have
been taking a risk, but staying together guaranteed unhappiness.

In my day, Satin, a good husband was a hard-working man, in a good economic
situation, who took care of the living expenses so as to give his wife and children the best
life possible, who wasn’t a skirt chaser, who didn’t get drunk or hit his wife. Your father has

tulfilled all those duties and so has Daniel. What more do you want?
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Intimacy, Mama, not just in bed, but also with words. Companionship. I want to live
with someone with whom I can talk about my feelings and who tells me theirs, to be able to
tell them last night’s dreams in the morning without having to put up with a look of
boredom, someone with whom I can share not only the monthly expenses and the daily
problems but also pleasures, feelings, a coffee and an intimate talk in the afternoon from
time to time.

That all sounds very nice, but where are you going to find this man?

It doesn’t have to be a man, I want a companion like that, period. It doesn’t matter
to me if it’s a man, a woman, a giraffe, or an elephant, but I believe that the closest to what
I’m looking for is a woman.

You have a point when you say that it’s much easier to talk with other women. The
majority of the time it’s that way, but there are cold women, like your friend Silvia. That
woman is as tough as a man, Satin.

That’s not true, Mama. She isn’t as talkative as I am, but I think if we live together
she’ll change. We women are naturally communicative. I've never lived with her, but I don’t
believe that she’s that reserved. I think it’s more shyness.

To tell the truth, to me she seems pretty unfriendly. And your children, Satin, have
you thought of them? It’s true that Danielito is in college and Martin will begin in a few
months, but they still need their father.

And why will they lose their father because Daniel and I divorce? I'm divorcing him,
the boys aren’t. Their father won’t stop being their father and if it’s not that way it’s because
he isn’t a good father. Mami, for God’s sake!

They stopped talking and looked at each other. After a few minutes Edelmira said,
Look, Satin, what you and Daniel need is money. I’'m sure that a little trip from time to time
would solve your problems. Everything will work out, youll see. I have a feeling that
Daniel’s mother won’t live much longer and with the money you’ll inherit you can live more
comfortably, you’ll see, youll feel better. My love, money doesn’t buy happiness, but it

brings us closer to it.
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And how do you know that Daniel’s mother won’t live much longer? She’s younger
than you and from what I know she doesn’t have any serious illness or condition.

It’s a feeling, Beatriz, something tells me. With that money and the money that your
father will get when he retires in three years we could do so much. We could move to a place
with a better climate, maybe where Miguelito lives, and buy three houses in the same block.
Miguelito, Gladys and my grandson would live in one, you and Daniel in another and your
father and I would live in the third house. That way we’d be together but not on top of each
other and I’d be close to my grandson whom I barely know.

Beatriz didn’t mention her unhappiness again. Edelmira saw her spend less and less
time with Daniel and more time with Silvia but she never asked about the situation. Fearing
the reappearance of the subject, when they were alone the mother talked without giving her
daughter a chance to say a word. When she ended her monologue, she would get up
immediately and head for her television or her prayers to which she had added a new mantra:

Dear God, all powerful, Father of the Beatitudes, send the money necessary so that

Satin and Daniel can solve their problems. Amen.

She knew something had happened when Miguel came back from work and she saw
his face. For the first time since they’d arrived in New York she saw happiness shining in
his eyes. The company had offered to transfer him to another country for three years, far
away but he didn’t care. He liked the position much more than his present job and the salary
was almost double what he was now earning. He could retire with a decent pension.
Edelmira interrupted him to ask him if he’d decided where he wanted to retire. As far as she
was concerned, Guatemala would be perfect, especially in Antigua or the Dominican
Republic. Miguel’s face clouded over, his eyes lost their shine. No, he still didn’t know. His
work had taken him all over the world, but of all the places he’d been since he’d abandoned
his own country, he hadn’t liked any of them enough to live there permanently. He always
felt that he was in a place temporarily. His place was there, where he was born and had lived
until he was forty years old, but he wouldn’t go back. He expressed his feelings in two or

three short comments.
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Well, my love, it’s better if you decide during the next three years, because no one
lives on the moon.

Being accustomed to his wife’s comments, instead of responding, he simply got up
and walked to the bedroom.

The following days were full of unending mental and physical activity for Edelmira.
She wanted to organize in one month what she hadn’t managed to put in order in more than
a year.

With a little more space I could do it, then when we returned the next move wouldn’t
be so difficult, but here 1 can’t move around. It would have been so nice to have the
apartment next to Satin’s, but it doesn’t matter now. When we get back the disagreements
between Satin and Daniel will be in the past and we’ll all move to a new place.

Beatriz invited her parents to dinner the night before they left. The morning of the
same day she discussed the menu with Edelmira. Pasta, fish, vegetables and salad. Edelmira
approved it.

Are you sure Mamir Beatriz asked again. It’s your last night here, I want to make a
dinner that you like, but since you both have problems with cholesterol, I don’t want to
cook anything that’s unhealthy for you.

It’s perfect, Satin. I love vegetables and fish and although it’s true that your father
prefers pork, these days he’s trying not to eat fat.

Dinner was fettuccine with pesto, grilled fillet of salmon, a mixed salad and, as
Daniel called it, transcultural broccoli, with a sauce of olive oil, lime and garlic. Miguel and
Edelmira ate sparingly; a little pasta, a tiny piece of salmon each and they barely tasted the
broccoli. Knowing what a good appetite her parents usually had, Beatriz asked them if they
hadn’t enjoyed the food. Everything was delicious, they said. What happened, Miguel said,
is that we had a late lunch.

When you arrived, Mami said that, with the hectic last-minute packing, you hadn’t
had time to eat lunch.

There was an embarrassing silence. Edelmira looked at Miguel, expecting him to say

something, but he smiled placidly and looked toward the window. Daniel went to get the
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dessert. Beatriz looked at them expecting an answer. Edelmira had no choice. The thing is
that the food that you make here is very different from ours.

You told me you liked the menu.

Yes, I said that pasta, fish, and vegetables would be fine, but I was thinking of the
spaghetti with tomato sauce, butter, ham, and chorizo that we made in Cuba; your father
and I love that. And as far as fish goes, to be honest, what we like is fried red snapper. You
know that we Cubans don’t eat a lot of fish.

Not all Cubans, Beatriz said.

Of course, there are exceptions, but generally our people prefer beef and most of all
pork. It has a lot of cholesterol and all that, but you can’t deny that it’s delicious. She was
quiet for a moment as if trying to hold herself back from saying anything else. Then she
looked at her daughter and with an expression that revealed that she’d have a heart attack if
she didn’t speak, she added don’t get angry about what I’'m going to say, Beatricita, but we
wouldn’t have had to leave Cuba to eat spaghetti with basil. And I do like vegetables but not
this way, all by themselves. I love spinach quiche. Green beans are delicious with meat and
potatoes.

If you’d been honest with me I would have made rice and black beans with roast
pork and I would’ve put bacon in the congti if you wanted it and that would have been the
end of it.

Angry, frustrated and hurt, Beatriz went silent. The hardest part was the mix of
feelings churning inside her. It made her angry that her parents were incapable of change, it
frustrated her that she’d cooked something healthy for them and they weren’t happy, and
she felt sad that she wasn’t sufficiently wise to accept them the way they were.

While they ate the flan and drank coffee Edelmira returned to the topic of plans for
when they returned, this time embellished with many details. She’d designed the houses
where they’d live, what the neighborhood would be like, although she hadn’t decided on the
country because Miguel was so indecisive. She had plans for how she and the rest of the

family would spend their time, including her son Miguel, his wife and their child, none of
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whom she’d seen for two years. As if she were hypnotized, Beatriz listened without
interrupting, astonished that her mother had never stopped imagining a life so far from any
possible reality and without respect to the thoughts and feelings of the people around her.

When Edelmira stopped, Beatriz felt desperate and said, more to herself than to the
others, you know Mami, I’ve reached the conclusion that there is no room inside your head
for the possibility that things won’t happen exactly the way you want them to happen. You
never say, If I win the lottery, I'll go to Europe. You say, when I win the lottery I’ll go to
Europe and, just like that, before you play the lottery ticket you bought or even without
buying it, you’re calling the travel agency to make reservations for a flight. You only return
to reality when there’s no other choice, because life forces you to and that’s dangerous.

You’re exaggerating, hija, and you’re unfair. If I were to live as you say, without
aspirations, this family would not be what it is. Neither you nor Miguelito would have ever
set foot in a university. Who took care of the house and went to work in the factory that
your father was in charge of when we left Cuba? Who maintained us all those months when
your father was so depressed because he couldn’t get work as an engineer? Who has always
made a point of keeping in touch with family over there, not just mine but Miguel’s too?
Who got on a plane as soon as there were flights, without caring if there was Communism
or not, to take diabetes medicine to your father’s sister, the person who made my life
miserable when your father and I married because she had wanted a rich sister-in-law?

It was the last conversation the two women had before the parents left. Lying in

their own beds, neither of them was able to sleep that night.

The telephone awakened Beatriz, who rushed to answer it before it woke Silvia, the
enemy of early morning phone calls. It was six in the morning and Edelmira was speaking.
Miguel had died of a heart attack and Edelmira would arrive in New York the following
week, as soon as the cremation ceremony was over. Silvia was awakened by Beatriz’s crying,
who almost whispering said, now he doesn’t have to think of where to retire. There won’t

even be bones left to rest someplace. And she sobbed for a long time as Silvia held her.
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It was winter again and the plane arrived on time. Edelmira had never before
travelled with so little hand luggage. She carried only a small square suitcase in which the
ashes of Miguel rested. Silvia and Beatriz were waiting for her at the airport. After they
collected the many bags they looked for a taxi. Edelmira got in the cab and immediately
asked about Daniel.

We’re separated Mami. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to worry you
unnecessarily. In the end, it just didn’t work out.

Edelmira lowered her head and rested it on the little box that she held in her lap, in
the same place that she’d hold a child. She didn’t say another word during the trip.

The next morning, she woke up in her daughter’s house. Beatriz had prepared her
breakfast, put flowers on the table and used a tablecloth generally reserved for visitors. Silvia
had already left for work when they sat down to eat. Before she began her second cup of
coffee Beatriz said, I don’t know if you noticed that Silvia and I live together. It’s good
sharing life with her.

Well, if you’re definitely not getting back together with Daniel it’s better to live with
someone in this city full of danger. Silvia is good company, at least until you get married
again, so that you’re not alone when you come back home, that is the worst thing in the
world. Now, with the three of us together, you’ll see how well we’ll get along.

I'm not thinking of marrying again, Mami. I like living the way I do now, but Silvia
and I would rather be in Manhattan, closer to the things that interest us and to work. With
the money that Papi left me I’ll have the down payment on an apartment, one that we already
looked at in a coop and between the two of us we can pay the mortgage and the maintenance.
I’ve always had the dream of moving to the city, but I didn’t even think of it as a real
possibility because it’s so expensive. Also, I thought that the change would be perfect for
you because you can live in this apartment like you’ve always wanted. You’ll have the space
you need. We'll help you to sort everything out. After a while I think you’ll be very happy
here.

Beatriz knew her mother well enough to know that she wouldn’t be happy with the

arrangement, but she couldn’t do otherwise if she wanted to have some inner peace.
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Edelmira thought that she liked the apartment a lot but not the way she was getting it. She
asked what would happen with Beatriz’s furniture and other things that wouldn’t fit in a
small apartment. Her daughter said that she’d get rid of a lot of things.

Absolutely not. Leave here what doesn’t fit there and I'll take care of it. Who knows
what will happen in the future, maybe you’ll get married again even though you don’t think
you will, and you’ll move to a big house.

I’'m not going to get married again, Beatriz repeated.

In any case, I'll keep what you don’t want.

Quickly, though not as quickly as it seemed to the widow, Beatriz and Silvia moved
to Manhattan. Edelmira brought her furniture, her boxes full of rescued appliances waiting
to be repaired and the bags full of empty containers and unusable clothing to the apartment.
She put her things where her daughter’s furniture had been. In the end, she didn’t have
much space left but she found a corner, near the television for an altar on which rested
Miguel’s ashes in a place of honor.

She spent most of her days sitting in front of the altar and the television. Without
moving from her spot, she alternated between telenovelas and prayers, in which she had
inserted a request for a new husband for Beatriz. As her daughter didn’t live nearby, she had
a lot of free time, and the death of her husband had left her with enough money to satisfy
her whims, but she didn’t like to travel or go to the movies alone, not even her favorite
activity, shopping. For that you needed family, and everyone was far away except for Beatriz
who was always busy. She spent many hours pondering how confounding life is. She didn’t
understand how it happened that she got everything she’d prayed for, but not in the manner
she wanted. Well, God has his reasons. She should consider herself fortunate to have good
children when so many mothers in this country suffered unspeakable anguish for their lost
sheep. Miguelito was a bank executive and Satin had finished her doctorate, she had work,
she was respected. Now she lived alone with that woman, a situation that she didn’t like, but
at least she’d married and had had two children, and although her marriage had ended in

divorce that assured her that her daughter was not a deviant.
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DINNER WITH MILDRED IN THE JAPANESE RESTAURANT

She often got together for dinner with Mildred. Not that often, but more frequently than
she ate with others. Japanese food, always in the same restaurant and always the same menu
items. Sushi for Mildred and sashimi without rice for her. Deluxe sushi and sashimi, with
each plate having eighteen pieces of fish. They once ordered the super deluxe, but the three
extra pieces of fish didn’t compensate for the difference in price between that and what they
had regularly so they didn’t order that again.

That Tuesday Mildred had told her that she’d arrive fifteen minutes late, but Beatriz
decided to get there at the time they had decided on three days before and wait for her. She
sat at their usual table and ordered a glass of red cabernet sauvignon, she found the merlot
that they served there too sweet and that was a problem with her diabetes, although she
didn’t think it was important whether red wine tasted sweet, but who could assure her that
they didn’t mix them. It seemed sweet, probably her idiosyncrasy, but a long time ago she’d
learned to live with her foibles. There weren’t many people in the restaurant, generally the
tables started to fill up after eight at night and it wasn’t even seven thirty. A man entered
wearing a business suit; a grey wool suit, a white shirt with the top button undone and no
tie. Probably he’d just left work and put his tie in the leather briefcase that he placed next to
him on the floor. He sat at the bar, pulled on one end of the dark red scarf he wore, folded
it and placed it on the counter. He ordered a small bottle of saki and some sushi.

A waiter served the wine to her, she began to drink it slowly as was her custom, and
in a few minutes the theme of the day came to mind, what she’d been thinking about since
morning. I’ve accomplished many things in life, she said to herself. Some of them I needed,

and I worked hard for them. As Guillen’s poem says, “I have what I have to have.” Other
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things I have because of pure luck _those that don’t believe in luck so be it. I believe. But
until the day that I close my eyes never to open them again, at least in this incarnation, I’ll
regret never having found the life partner I needed. I don’t know if it was necessary, but it
was what I wanted. She’d been thinking of that all day, except on the way from her house
to Iron Sushi. When she walked she thought about what she saw and smelled and there was
much to see and smell on those streets. The return of the idea foretold that it was also to be
the theme of the night. If she’d been able to choose, it wasn’t what she would have wanted
to think about while she waited for Mildred, but given the persistence of the thought, she
began to ponder it. It isn’t a lack that keeps me awake, she said to herself, more a light
obsession, although that definition sounds paradoxical. Light because it’s a tired thought,
much thought of but now it doesn’t get in the way of my days or my nights. Obsession
because in my subconscious, in some corner of my brain in one of those parts that are
observed and studied so carefully by neuroscientists, this always-latent perfect never-realized
love is a dormant desire that occasionally impels me, near midnight, to use up the half hour
that I need to fall asleep, to sit at the computer and listen to Gloria Mirabal’s “Amo” or
Gilberto Monroig’s “Llanto de Luna” on YouTube, or worse or even better, Adriana
Varela’s “Malevaje” or Alfredo Zitarrosa’s “Qué Pena.” It’s a latent yearning that’s activated
in unexpected ways if it’s provoked. It’s provoked by a film like “Amour” which many
people find depressing, but that she’d already seen twice because it filled her with the
constant love that lasts beyond the death of the couple. Or it could be a book, like The Year
of Magical Thinking when Joan Didion returns to her house after the sudden death of her
husband thinking about what she needs to tell him at that moment. She writes: “I remember
thinking that I needed to discuss this with John. There was nothing I did not discuss with
John. Because we were both writers and both worked at home, our days were filled with the
sound of each other’s voices. I did not always think he was right nor did he always think I
was right, but we were each the person the other trusted.” “Amor”, Merce Rodoreda’s
story—she’d read it so many times that she could almost repeat it by heart. She often
remembers, with the same longing, the conversation she had with Socorro Suarez, sitting in

the lobby of a small hotel in Gijén. Socorro’s husband had died some time before, not long
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ago but not last month either, and she said that she wouldn’t let them take him from the
house for a viewing in a funeral home and that, once he was buried she went to the cemetery
every day. Every day. Against her will, unable to avoid it, she’d find herself in front of his
tomb, talking with him. Beatriz listened to her fascinated and, when Socorro finished her
story, she told her that she should be able to understand Queen Juana la Loca in her journey
accompanying the corpse of King Felipe el Hermoso. I understand perfectly, Beatriz,
Socorro responded, and she had recently sent her an email saying that she had spent a long
time mourning Urbano. It wasn’t until the morning after the birth of her first grandchild,
six years after the death of her husband, that she could open her eyes to the day without

immediately thinking of her dead husband and, instead, started thinking of the new baby.

With the least provocation, the latent desire that crouched inside of her flowered
and manifested itself, not as an idea but as a feeling. Well, yes, I would have liked to have a
partner like that, one that makes the heart shout without taking time to let reason get in the
way and lessen the longing. And I wouldn’t have cared if it was a man, a woman, an elephant,
a giraffe, or a one-eyed male or female. The important thing is that it was a great love,
containing a passion for the absolute in the words of Ovidio, according to what she read in
the internet that he said. Or as Unamuno used to say when asked what the difference was
between the love he felt for his wife when they married thirty years before and in the present:
thirty years ago, if I rubbed her leg, I got excited. Now, if she hurts her leg, it hurts me. The
anecdote astonished her. For a week it was the last thing that came to her mind before falling
asleep and the first thing on getting up. As time went by, the story lost its value, it didn’t
seem important to look back and remember what she’d heard, then in the eighties, from the
mouth of a professor of Spanish at the Graduate Center, and that man said things like people
should have a passport to enter the Upper East Side where he lived. How could she be
moved by something told by the same person who uttered such insensitivities, and it wasn’t
the only thing. He said other things. But after more years passed, she remembered the value
of the anecdote. Whoever said it was brilliant and if Unamuno never said it, well then, he

should have. And the professor had good judgement to remember it and tell it.
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She looked at her watch, there were only seven minutes left before Mildred was due
to arrive, she’d spent eight minutes lost in thought and then she asked herself when and
how this nostalgia for infinite love, still unsatisfied, had grown within her, because she had
been loved, they had loved her, sometimes very much. They had said so. They have loved
me in their own ways, she thought, that were different from the way in which I wanted them
to love me. And who knows what they are really like, in the day to day, those loves that I
long for when I read and trigger that latent nostalgia. Who knows if they were perfect the
way they were, I don’t believe that I would have been happy cutting someone’s toenails each
week and preparing a bath every afternoon, with the same care that the wife, the protagonist
of “Amor,” took. Neither could I have tolerated the role of doting mother like that of
Unamuno’s wife, considering how tormented and what a tormentor he was, nor giving birth
to nine children.

She looked at her watch, almost quarter to eight. She raised the wine to her lips,
they’d already served sushi to the man at the bar, and he was eating it with delight, the way
in which he lifted each bite of fish to his mouth betrayed a pleasure that she would never
have expected from someone dressed as he was.

And to her surprise—surprise when after that night she remembered her thoughts,
because something unexpected and spontaneous happened while she waited for Mildred—
on looking at the mirror behind the bar, behind the chefs who prepared sushi and sashimi,
at the mirror behind the shelf where the bottles were, the theme of the night changed and
she saw, in front of herself, instead of a mirror that reflected Japanese chefs preparing sushi
and sashimi, a cinema screen. A small movie screen, that of Cine Lourdes at the beach in
Santa Fe. The movie theater at which women paid 10 cents on Wednesdays, Ladies’ Day,
and the rest of the week the admission was 30 cents. In that theater, whenever she saw a
protagonist who lived in New York she wanted so badly to live like her. Independent, free,
capable of entering and leaving her small apartment at whatever time she wished without
answering to anyone, owner and sovereign of herself, to sit on the fire escape of her building

and be sad without being bothered and above all to be able to maintain herself economically.
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She felt that way, especially, when she saw a film with Anne Baxter in the lead, a film she
saw often. She didn’t remember the title or the story but whenever she had the 10 or 30
cents for the ticket depending on the day it was shown, she’d go to see it.

As the years passed, so many times, in the midst of a romantic relationship, one of
those in which each believed they had a boundless, unconditional love, she dreamed of being
alone, independent, entering and leaving her small apartment when she wished without
answering to anyone. And wasn’t that what she had now, the freedom to drink a glass of
cabernet sauvignon and to later enjoy sashimi while she chatted with Mildred over what
worried her and what she enjoyed, about the painting of one and the writing of the other,
about Netflix films and how if you have a DVD subscription you have access to more
interesting films than if you watch them on the internet, and she would recommend Dreyer’s
The Passion of Joan of Arc and Mildred would tell her not to miss [alentin by Alejandro Agresti,
isn’t that what so many times and for so many years she’d asked for? And now, as a bonus,
life had given her back Havana. Look at that.

The man in the grey suit had almost finished his plate and Mildred was entering
through the door of the restaurant. As she approached the table she thought that if in life
you get what you always wanted, but, when you finally have it, you don’t see it for what it
is, it’s as if you didn’t have it.

There are magical days and also nights. This was one of them. Over dinner Beatriz
didn’t mention the thoughts she’d had while waiting for Mildred. They ordered and
everything went as usual, but the next day Mildred painted “Dinner in the Sushi Restaurant

with Beatriz” and Beatriz wrote this story.
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3. RT/TC003 (2019). "In the Parks, at Dusk" and "I Only Think of You". Authot: Marina
Mayoral (Spain); Translator: Marfa Socorro Suarez Lafuente; Genre: Short Story.

4. RT/TC 004 (2020). "The Guide through Death" and "The Fat Lady". Authort:
Guadalupe Duefias (Mexico); Translator: Josie Hough; Genre: Short Story.

5. RT/TC 005 (2020). "The Case of the Unfaithful Translator". Author: José Matia
Merino (Spain); Translator: Erin Goodman; Genre: Short Story.

6. RT/TC 006 (2020). "The Guerrilla Fighter" and "May as Well Call it Quits". Author:
Albalucfa Angel Marulanda (Colombia); Translator: Daniel Steele Rodriguez; Genre:
Short Story.

7. RT/TC 007 (2020). "Miguel Hernandez’ Speech to His Companions in the Ocafia Jail".
Author: Miguel Hernandez (Spain); Translator: Constance Marina; Genre: Speech.

8. RT/TC 008 (2020). "On the Road to Houmt Souk". Author: Soledad Puértolas (Spain);
Translator: Francisca Gonzalez Arias; Genre: Short Story.

9. RT/TC 009 (2020). Rincin de Traductores | Translators” Corner — 1 olume 1: Compilation
2019-2020. Various Authors; Various Translators.

10. RT/TC 010 (2020). Waiting for the Revolution: Cuba, the Unfinished Journey (excetrpt).
Author: Gustavo Gac-Artigas (Chile); Translator: Andrea G. Labinger; Genre:
Chronicle.

11. RT/TC 011 (2020). "A Bad Gitl". Author: Montserrat Ordéfiez (Colombia);
Translator: Clara Eugenia Ronderos; Genre: Short Story.
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Gustavo Pérez Firmat; Genre: Poetry.

RT/TC 025 (2022). Pilgrimage to Santiago (1610). Author: Diego de Guzman (Spain);
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