Refugio

From Monday, April 3, 1995, through Friday, April 7, 1995, ten U.S.  collaborative conflict resolution experts associated with the Conflict Resolution Institute and the Institute for Multi-Track Diplomacy met full time all week with 30 Cuban diplomatic and international service personnel, graduate students, and professors under the auspices of Cuba's Instituto Superior de Relaciones Internacionales, in Havana.  They explored the nature of conflict and its resolution, in general and between our two cultures  All parties hailed the week's learning community as a distinct and important success in education and understanding together.  

1.

February 1995.  Havana

I am walking down the narrow black 

marble stairs at the Instituto Superior 

de Relaciones Internacionales in Havana.

I have come alone for a series of preparatory

meetings.  The stairwell itself is old and dark, 

black marble flecked with gray.

At each level Gabriel, my Cuban counterpart, 

and I go down, on the walls in front of us 

is a single stenciled black word in Spanish: 

"Refugio," along with a small black arrow 

pointing straight down.

2.

October 1962. Champaign-Urbana, Illinois

Holding our month-old son up on my shoulder,

I am walking back and forth with him 

across our living room, our apartment next to 

the University of Illinois, where I am a student and 

where I have just bought a newspaper 

the front page of which lies on the coffee table, 

the headline blaring: Cuban Missile Crisis: 

All Sides Threaten to Use Nukes Now!  

I pace back and forth, holding my baby Jon to me, 

back and forth, holding his tiny warm body tight.

His head lies on my shoulder, eyes fluttering closed.

Our living room curtains are white with 

lace edges, now moving a little in the 

cool twilight breeze.  The light is slowly 

leaving the sky.  I hold my new son and 

imagine us and our tree-lined university town, 

at the heat of the sun, without even a whimper,

all engulfed in flames.

3.

The same day.  October 1962.  Havana

Gabriel holds up his newborn son, just four days old.  

Outside, they are trying out the air raid sirens.

The sirens wail up and down.  With absolutely 

new eyes, his son stares up silently into Gabriel's 

eyes, the world brand new.  The new eyes blink.  

It is becoming dusk, the shadows 

lengthening across the room.

4.

April 21, 1995, Rohnert Park
"So this senior Russian general, who had been in charge of nuclear weapons on Cuba, turns to them..."  

I'm back from the exchange and my dear friend and I are driving down the Expressway; I'm talking about there having been meetings last year and this of former top Russian, Cuban, and American policy people at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis, in which they have been exploring with each other, right now - for the sake of history - what really  was going on behind the scenes by each side during the worsening of the crisis, perhaps our nearest brush with unloosing a thermonuclear World War III.   

"So this Russian general turns to them in response to a comment - 

(The comment had been: "Of course, if attacked, you would have sought instructions from Moscow...  Right?") 

- and this Russian general says "Oh, no.  I was not going to contact Moscow at all.  I had nuclear missiles which were fully operational.  They were clearly at my command. They were all pinpointed on U.S. targets.  And, if attacked, I would have immediately given orders to fire them all."

Robert McNamera, U.S. Secretary of Defense during the Crisis, now white hair on his head, is sitting across the table from the general.  His mouth drops open.  He is silent and turns ashen.  In almost a whisper, he says:  "I had no idea," he says.  "I had no idea."

5.

Havana.  February 1995

"What does 'Refugio' mean, Gabriel?" I ask, 

as we sit down on the old gray couch 

in Dr. Garcia's waiting room.

"Well," Gabriel begins, "the signs are old.  It's

about a long time ago."  He looks down and pauses.

Some birds are singing in the trees outside the window.

"During the Missile Crisis, in October '62,

these signs went up here to remind us,

if the sirens went off or we were bombed, 

to go down the stairs to the basement,

as a shelter, as a refuge."

"Of course," he stares long out the window,

"if your country had dropped on us atomic bombs, 

the basement refuge wouldn't have helped at all, 

but it might have withstood conventional weapons."  

Gabriel and I were quiet together.  The birds outside 

rustled and flew up out of the tree. If we in the U.S. 

were hit with atomic weapons, I remembered,

our newspapers had talked of atomic retaliation.

6.


Over Mexico. April 10, 1995 - on the way back home

I pause, put my pen down, and walk up the airplane's thin aisle and get more black coffee up front. The coffee pot is carefully held in place by curved metal holders.  The exchange is all over.  I want to get back to my loved ones.  I stop in the aisle, coffee in my hand, and take in how now I have loved ones in Havana too.  Two children squeal for a moment and are quiet.   We fly at 35,000 feet.   I walk back toward my seat.  Two adolescents are asleep.  Brown faces, white faces, black, sitting next to each other in rows, quiet, reading, dozing, staring out the windows at the strange afternoon-lit world below.  One baby sobs for a moment and puts her head on her mother's shoulder and is quiet again.  My plane's jet engines make a dull high hiss as we fly.  Outside I can see below us mountaintops touched with pure white snow.

7.

Havana. April 6, 1995.

It is Thursday afternoon, the exchange almost over.

The week is obviously very good.  We've done it.

Gabriel and I are sitting downstairs.  We're both smiling.

We've just been negotiating something and are done.

Above us, a ceiling fan revolves slowly, slowly.  Through the 

slatted windows afternoon light is slanting in.  It is very warm 

and green palm tree branches are moving in the afternoon breeze.  We are quiet.  "You know, even that week in fall '62," Gabriel says, "even that week, even then, we were so alive.  Cubans have a kind of joy of life, "agria," they feel the present with such great intensity.  Even then...," he says, and stops.

I find tears running down my cheeks.  I try to speak to him

and can't.  The ceiling fan slowly turns and turns.  

Outside, high in a palm tree, a bright multicolored bird 

is singing a long song, then repeats it.  We hear a roar of laughter coming from our colleagues upstairs.  The light slanting makes sections of the floor before us a bright white.  I watch the light falling. I feel the breeze across my face.  Gabriel is looking out the 

window.  My breath is quiet.  We sit there.  I listen to the turning, turning of the fan.

