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CIGAR MEMORIES MARCH 13, 2003

The action of the play is episodic. The characters move in and out of the scenes with ease. The setting of each of the scenes is simplistic and partial. Overall the play should be like a memory that fades in and out in its clarity. Visuals or projections of streets, people, or world events may be used at the discretion of the director/designer to ease transitions or to complement the onstage actions. The epigraphs may be spoken by a narrator character or read over an amplification system.

ACT I
PROLOGUE

EPIGRAPH 1

The Lithographs: The carefully drawn images on the boxes were lithographs etched by German hands. The pink-faced figures were so colorful that they looked as if they could leap off of the box and land in the lap of the man who had spent years contemplating their filigreed designs. The faces peeked out of manicured lawns and coifed shrubbery to peer inquisitively at whoever should open the box and reach inside to remove one of the dark, strong smelling cigars.

Pedro, a Black Cuban is sitting in a pool of light. He opens a cigar box and presents it to the audience. 

PEDRO

What’s a cigar worth? Would’ya like a cigar? Strong, flavorful smokes. I used to make these.

He opens the cigar box, and removes a cigar.  

It was quite a time. The Great War was on and people were fighting. 

He lights a cigar and smokes.

Making cigars was a man’s job. And men were coming in from all over: Spaniards, moving in from Havana after the American takeover. Italians looking for higher pay, and plenty of Cubans coming in on steamers, from Key West, Miami, even New Orleans. All of us knowing how to roll the leaves. 

SCENE 1 – THE FUENTE CIGAR FACTORY

Lights up full. We are in the Fuente factory in Ybor City, a wooden building with ceiling fans.  The smell of moist wet cigar leaves hangs in the air. There is a row of three tables on one side of the stage with stacks of leaves, cutting tools, and a wooden block on each table. Catalino, a young respectable Cuban man is seated at one table and Rafael, a dark-haired fiery young man is seated at another. The one empty table is reserved for Pedro. On the other side of the set, an attractive woman, Teresa, sits in a single chair removing tobacco leaves from a stalk and sorting them into piles of similar sizes. Upstage and slightly elevated is a Reader’s Box with an empty chair and a newspaper. Pedro enters the set and moves to his table.

PEDRO

My table was my right to life. And I shared it with the newcomer. (looking over to Rafael's table) Ummph! Look at you. You've missed the end of the leaf again! You say you've been rolling for five years Rafael and then you come up with a roll like that!

RAFAEL

(throwing away an outer leaf) Ahh  viejo. Leave me alone. That's the first one I missed today.

PEDRO

That one and the last one that ended up too short. You may be new, but if you want to stay at the Fuente you'd better come up with a better puro than that. 

RAFAEL

Ach! My roll is fine and I didn’t come here to be insulted by an old man like you! You Tampa boys think you're good, but everyone knows that Havana makes the best cigars. 

PEDRO

Maybe so, but it looks like all of Havana has been coming to here to work. Make a quality roll and we’ll all have less to complain about.

RAFAEL

You’re complaining… I’m rolling

PEDRO

So you say…

CATALINO

Quiet down, both of you. It’s too loud to think.  In a few minutes they’ll announce who’s been chosen as Lector. Then we’ll have something worthwhile to listen to.

Pedro addresses the audience

PEDRO 

Ah yes…the Lector, the man who read from the books and brought the thoughts to our ears. A radio voice in human flesh. The Lector, the Fuente factory’s living newspaper and our personal storyteller. 

The lights shift to illuminate the empty Reader’s Box and the abandoned newspaper. The workers look up at the empty space, while a voiceover reads the following headlines. The languages of the recorded voice should overlap.

VOICEOVER

· La Revolución Mejicana ha sido aplastada. Segun “El Diario” de la Havana el barco estado unidense... 

· Allied troops have been deployed to the German front and the trench wars continue.

· El Nuevo ferrocarril ahora termina en la frontera de…

· Stalin’s overthrow is complete….(Italian)

· Another lynching reported in….

The lights fade on the Reader’s Box and come up on the factory floor again.

PEDRO

At the time we didn’t know if the Lector would make a difference. That year we chose Rafael, a self-assured fellow with a hard head and a hankering for a soft behind.

Teresa finishes her sorting, stands, and moves to the coffee stand where she picks up a tray with hot coffee and milk. She carries the tray to the tables where Rafael, Catalino, and Pedro are sitting.

TERESA

Coffee’s hot and ready.

PEDRO

It’s about time.

TERESA (to Rafael)

You like yours dark?

RAFAEL

Ah yes, and sweet, like you.

TERESA

Well a café con leche is waiting for you! You’re reading today aren’t you?

RAFAEL

Ah yes, the sad story of Fantine… a woman from the bottom.

TERESA

Who rises to the top I suppose. I saw you at the library. Last night. Were you getting 

ready?

RAFAEL

Ready for love and romance. Just wait.

PEDRO

Just serve the coffee woman. Here’s my cup. Here.

TERESA

Patience, patience.

She pours while Pedro speaks to the audience.

PEDRO

Teresa, now there was a woman who could try your patience and move your heart. (he tastes the coffee) sabroso. Catalino knew her better than I. He grew up with her. 

CATALINO

Right here Teresita. Just pour. There you go flirting instead of doing your job! Finish up now so we can all get back to work. Your Mom sends word that she’s waiting to see you. She’ll need some groceries by the end of the week.

TERESA

I’ll bring groceries enough on Saturday. Madre mia knows what its like to work. She used to sort here for a little while before Nathaniel was born.

Teresa moves away towards her chair as a bell rings.

CATALINO

Well I’m just trying to keep an eye on you. Hurry up. Its time for the reading.

PEDRO

And it was. 

EPIGRAPH 2: 

The Reader’s Box: Grasping the edge of the railing the reader inhaled sharply as if the intake of breath could halt his palpitating heart. Had he made the right choice? The Zola seemed too flowery and the Cervantes far removed. There were no horses or Dulcineas in this mosquito-ridden swamp. Turning to the right he spotted the delighted face of the young girl whose twinkling eyes propelled their encouragement across the shadowy room. He wet his lips and let the breath escape with the first syllable of the reading. 

Rafael rises and climbs the steps to the Reader’s Box where he takes his position to read. With much pomp and circumstance he opens his book and reads a passage from “Les Miserables.” At first he reads dryly, but his enthusiasm grows as he continues with the reading.  The workers respond by listening, and later returning to their factory tasks with the rhythm and tone of the Lector’s speech guiding their actions. 

“Fantine had been dismissed at the end of the winter. She survived the summer, but then came the next winter, shorter days and shorter working hours. Winter! No warmth, no light, no midday, morning merging into evening, fog, twilight, and nothing to be clearly seen through the misted window. The sun had become a grating, the day a cellar, the sun a poor man at the door. The terrible winter season, which turns the rain from Heaven and the hearts of men to stone! Fantine’s creditors were harassing her.”

Rafael finishes his reading and the lights fade on the Reader’s Box and come up on Pedro as he begins to speak to the audience.

PEDRO

The Lector’s words guided our thoughts even as they sedated our minds. Each listener took the stories and layered their own on top of it. Some heard the words, but saw only shadows and fleeting fears behind the voice. 

Pedro’s lighting shifts our focus to Catalino who moves out of the work environment as he speaks to audience. 

CATALINO

Rafael! Choosing a man to read who knew nothing of politics. It’s a waste. Pooling our money and paying it out to a man to tell stories instead of news. Twenty years I’ve been in this town, seen the readers come and go and there’s nothing worse than a Lector who says nothing. When Rafael first began to read I tried to talk to him.

SCENE 2 – THE BASEMENT LIBRARY

EPIGRAPH 3

The Library: Shelves and shelves of dog-eared books lined the walls of the basement library. Some volumes, casually tossed onto the bare wooden floor, boasted open pages marked with coffee stains left by readers who had once pored over the paragraphs searching for love trysts and secret murders. The best speeches were underlined and notated with pencil scrawls in the margins. An un-shaded light bulb left shadows in the corner of the room where the smells of mildew and must gathered for shared dialogue. 

The set transforms into the Library at the Circulo Cubano. This is a simple well-used sitting room with two chairs and stacks of books. Rafael is standing and leafing through a novel as the lights come on.

RAFAEL

She ignores the Lieutenant and falls for the Captain! That’s ridiculous!

CATALINO

It’s a romance, a love story. You can’t read that expecting logic. You should stick to real stories. Tell them about the Bolsheviks and what they did to Anastasia. Now there’s a nice bloody drama.

RAFAEL

I’m not interested in that. Listen to this.

(with exaggeration) “She was no longer weeping and her voice was gentle. Taking Javert's large rough hand she pressed it smiling against the whiteness of her throat. Then she repaired the disorder of her dress and marched to the door, saying with a friendly nod to the gendarmes: 'The Inspector says I can go now, so I'm going.”  You see, that's talent. 

CATALINO

That’s theater not life. How about some real life stories. Did you know that the Mexicans have stopped fighting? There are plans for free health care and education for everyone. Imagine. Free health care. We need something like that here.

RAFAEL

Their war was a bloody mess. With that much distress the world needs poetry and romance not health care. Too much thinking…

CATALINO
The men need education, not sonnets. Don't you see cabron?. You’re telling those stories and all I think about is that woman Fantine working for nothing while others are living off her back. Wake up! You’re living in a bubble while the world moves around you. 

RAFAEL

I’ve seen more of the world than you Catalino and I know what the men want. Maybe you want to read instead.

CATALINO

No, I….

RAFAEL 

A small town boy talking about the world. I’m the Lector and I know what the men want.

Catalino walks out of the scene and towards a downstage light.

CATALINO

I tried to talk to him but it was a losing battle.

Lights fade down on Catalino.

EPIGRAPH 4: 

Worker’s Homes: White boxes of worker’s home line the streets and stand in orderly rows with welcoming wicker chairs.

SCENE 3 – PEDRO’S PORCH

Lights up on Teresa in her own solitary space.

TERESA

1918 began as a good year. MaMa moved back into the Italian neighborhood and I was still working at the Fuente. It was quite a walk. There weren’t many women there, but there were plenty of people that I knew. Men, like Catalino, who grew up with me. The worker’s clubs were active. Most afternoons we would leave the factory and meet there for coffee, gossip, and drink.  The old Cubans and Spaniards would stick to themselves, but some days I’d take the trolley to West Tampa, where the coloreds stayed to check up on Irina. I don’t know why I felt close to her. Like she was a long lost aunt or something.

Lights up on the front porch of Pedro’s house. This is a wooden railroad home painted white. Irina emerges from the house to greet Teresa.

IRINA

I thought I heard someone out here. Teresa? What brings you to this side of town at this time of the day?

TERESA

I wanted to stop by. I thought I’d see if you were planning to come to the Variedades show tomorrow night.

IRINA

Variedades! I used to go to those when I could still move my hips across the floor, but now…at the Circulo Cubano? I don’t know.  I’m not sure we’re wanted there anyway. With the new laws and all it seems as if some of you want us to keep to ourselves.

TERESA

Maybe some…but I think you’re welcome there. Tomorrow will be especially good. There’s a Rumba act straight from Santiago, you know, where Pedro grew up. I thought you would want to…

IRINA

Dance? Not me. These days its enough trying to make ends meet. I’ve got two loads of wash to whiten and some special tea to brew for the neighbor. A nasty cough’s been going round. 

TERESA

Ah yes, La bruja. Well maybe you should brew some of those herbs for me. I’m trying to get Rafael to perform with the theater group and he keeps talking about books.

IRINA

Rafael?

TERESA

The new Lector. He reads all those fake love stories  to us when something stronger could be simmering right here.

IRINA

You’re not after that ruffian are you? He’s probably been through all of the skirts in Havana, Miami, and Tampa by now.

TERESA

He’s not so bad, and he’s really good with languages. He can talk to everyone, the Italians like my mom, the Cubanos, and even the Conchs from Nassau, like you.

IRINA

Too many tongues learned in too many bars, I think.

TERESA

You do have a brew don’t you?

IRINA
For love? The best brew is a hard working man. One who keeps his eyes and his mind on the work not the skirts. Now stop that! What a face! OK…I’ll see. Maybe later in the week I’ll have something for you. But they’ll be a price you know.

TERESA

Like what?

IRINA

Well. (a beat) You’ve been knowing Pedro and I for awhile now, and you know how he feels about women at the factory.

TERESA and IRINA (together)
Cigars is a man’s work and the women should stay at home.

They laugh

IRINA

He doesn’t want anyone eyeing his woman’s skirts. But enough is enough and I could use some extra cash. Katrina’s son Peter is running a fever…

TERESA

 Can’t you take him to a doctor?

IRINA

Doctors cost money

TERESA

Oh…I see.

IRINA

I could strip if you’d vouch for me.

TERESA

At the Fuente? Pedro’ll never allow you through the door.

IRINA

On the late shift. When the men are at the café.   

TERESA

I don’t think…well maybe. Can you try to come later in the afternoon?

IRINA

Yes. After he leaves. Maybe by the end of next week, when I deliver the wash over there.

TERESA

Then come through the side door. I’ll look for you. And don’t forget my “medicine.”

IRINA

Even my potions may not be enough to cool what’s brewing in you.

Lights fade on the porch and Teresa speaks to the audience.

TERESA

I never did try the herbs. I guess you had to believe in the spirits the way the black folk did for the Santeria to take effect. Irina did come to the club though. All dressed up and with Pedro at her side.

SCENE 4 – STAGE HALL OF THE CIRCULO CUBANO

EPIGRAPH 5

The Nightclub: Scattered throughout the room were isolated tables where men leaned upon weathered elbows trying to support their drunken frames. Their heads floated above layers of smoke. Olive skinned women languished, trapped in tight-fitting shimmering threads of red, yellow and tangerine, while snippets of conversations danced across the room and landed upon the ears of idle gossipers caught up in imagined intrigues. The Rumba dancer sighed before signaling the band to begin the thumping rhythm that marked the opening of the act.

The setting transitions to the nightclub and bar of the Circulo Cubano. There is a raised stage on one side of the room and one or two tables waiting for customers.

TERESA

It was a night to remember. I was working on this new act, where I sang the canto and then added a hip (she demonstrates) and a turn (once again) then moved into the second verso. (she sings)
The night is hot and once again

My song will bring the lovers in.

When hearts propose

The men dispose of brilliant thoughts forgotten

The music’s in the band begins

To see what naughty hips pretend

My love’s cool song

Hopes to prolong

This endless night’s long siren.

I sing for passions long subdued 

Not Duty, Promise, lips unmoved. 

At one of the tables Catalino and Rafael are having a heated discussion.

RAFAEL

You should have kept your mouth shut man. I told you your mouth would bring you trouble.

CATALINO

But he has no right! My father and my father’s father worked for the man and hard at that. There’s loyalty and that should count for something.

RAFAEL

Well Fuente thinks it’s your loyalty that’s gone. Any talk about getting the men together sounds like a union to him.

CATALINO

It was just a discussion. They can’t pay us by the week when we’ve always been paid for each cigar. It’s our craft and skill that’s made the Fuente what it is today.

RAFAEL

And its your mouth that’s gotten Fuente upset. Sit down and take a drink compadre. You’ve already talked too much. Maybe tomorrow he’ll change his mind.

CATALINO

He’d better change or the men will rebel. We’ll see what he says tomorrow. There’s others up north who know how to handle factory bastards like him.

RAFAEL

Calm down Catalino and enjoy the night. Outsiders won’t fix your problem with Fuente.

Look. There’s Pedro.

Pedro and Irina enter the nightclub space. They are very well dressed. They stop at the entrance and survey the space. Both men stand.

CATALINO
Pedro. What’s he doing here? I hope you didn’t invite him?

(Rafael shrugs)

Talk about asking for trouble. Some of the men won’t tolerate coloreds at the Circulo Cubano any more.

RAFAEL

He should be welcome. He’s no different from the rest of us.

CATALINO

He looks Black and in Florida they’ve been passing laws against mingling. 

RAFAEL

So who’s here to enforce the law? Or is it a social thing? That’s Pedro! You work next to him every day. Oye Pedro…bienvenidos.

Rafael moves toward Pedro and the men embrace. Catalino scowls. As they break the embrace Rafael addresses the audience. 

RAFAEL

I never really understood Catalino. At first I thought that he was just jealous. Later I realized it was more than that. Something simmering inside of him that could never be quenched. All that passion and anger. About the coloreds, about the union, about worker’s rights. Sometimes he was so blinded with passion that he forgot the future and the past, like how things used to be back in Cuba. Maybe he never knew it - the resistance movement, Marti, con todos y para todos - with all and for all. I guess with so many Florida mosquitoes and so many others coming…bloodsuckers…he forgot to remember.

The action of the embrace continues as Rafael moves back into the club.

PEDRO

Good to see you Rafael. Irina dragged me here…talking about dancing. She said there was a Rumba group playing. From Santiago no less. That I couldn’t miss. (he looks toward Catalino) Some folks act like they don’t know you when they see you in public. We don’t plan to stay long.

Teresa moves onto the stage as a bell clangs.

TERESA

That was the terceeera llamada. The third call. The show is now about to begin.  

The music surges in and Teresa begins to dance as the lights fade down on the nightclub setting. Darkness. When the lights rise again Teresa is sitting in the middle of the empty nightclub set. 

SCENE 5 – STAGE HALL OF THE CIRCULO CUBANO

TERESA

The show went so well that night that I started an in-house company. An acting group featuring me! That way we could have shows here without paying  groups from other cities to come in. There were just a few of us and we rehearsed here at the Ciculo Cubano. Rafael agreed to help.

Rafael paces into the scene

RAFAEL

I want to play that crippled guy Richard. The one with the limp. I think I could do him really well.

TERESA

Don’t do that one. He was a terrible person. Why don’t you play one of the clever ones, like Romeo. You could do the soliloquy and then I could enter the scene.

RAFAEL

Just vying for a kiss are you. (a beat). You can have that without even saying the lines.

TERESA

Well yes, I mean no, I mean not now…we’re rehearsing.

RAFAEL

Of course we are. Rehearsing the kiss (he kisses her).

TERESA

Ummm. Ah yes. So you’ll enter from here, and when I finish the song.

RAFAEL

(He scoops her up) I whisk you offstage and we’re ready for the balcony scene.

TERESA

Put me down Rafael! You might drop me.

RAFAEL

If I did I would catch you (he throws her up in the air) rescue you (he lowers her to the floor) and inspect you everywhere for bruises. 

He pulls at her clothing while she struggles.

TERESA

I said stop it!

Then she melts

TERESA

Ooohhh. I guess playing the damsel in distress can be fun too.

She rolls away from him leaving Rafael on his knees. Rafael speaks to the audience.

RAFAEL

Teresita. I can still remember how warm her flesh was. It felt good to hold her. We used the club for our (with a French accent) rendezvous because her MaMa wouldn’t let me in the house. Nous avons enfoncé ensemble from time to time during the scene breaks. But even as I drifted into her smell there were other things brewing. Steaming. The tobacco leaves and the readings nudged my thoughts.

SCENE 6 – THE FUENTE FACTORY

Rafael stands as the lighting shifts back to the Fuente factor. Rafael is in the building but it is now empty. The reader’s box is illuminated. Rafael surveys the space to make sure no one is there, and then he ascends to the Reader’s Box. He stands there for a moment takes out a book, opens it and finds the right page. He speaks dramatically to the empty room.

RAFAEL

“He reviewed his situation and found it unbelievable, so much so that at one moment, prompted by an almost reasonless impulse he got up from the chair and bolted the door.” 

Rafael assesses his reading, then tries it again with action “He reviewed his situation and found it unbelievable, so much so that at one moment, prompted by an almost reasonless impulse he got up from the chair and bolted the door.” That’s too much. He sits. Maybe something different. Not Hugo.

Rafael reaches into his pocket as if searching for a cigar stub, but instead finds a slip of paper with some writing on it. He opens the slip of paper and reads aloud.

RAFAEL

“I see you are the hope for the future compadres. I see us standing here like the new pines that line the sides of the road. New pines who are the future of la resistencia.” Huh. Marti. He replaces the paper in his pocket.  Politicians! He reaches into another pocket and finds a thin pamphlet. Maybe…that woman, Capetillo. He opens the pamphlet and reads from it. As he reads the text he becomes more and more impassioned.
La educacion es la base para la felicidad del pueblo.

Educate under the canopy of truth, tear away under the veil of ignorance, showing the true light of progress…

That's why I have come to Tampa today, to
tell you that your vehicle to education and power is
the union.  Yo pienso que lo que otros consideran
utopico, desde mi punto de vista es realizable. 

I believe nothing is impossible. .  You want higher wages? Less working hours? Healthcare? Better working conditions? Less oppression? The important thing is to put into practice. To begin! The rest is weakness.

He concludes his practice.

I guess that’s something.  He looks around once more and then he starts to come down from the reader’s box. We’ll see….we’ll see. He crosses the stage towards the exit of the factory and reacts to a sound as if startled. Fuente…. Are you there? He moves towards the office door as if listening. There is no response as the lights fade to black.
SCENE 7 – PEDRO’S BACK YARD

EPIGRAPH 6

The Washtub: The near-boiling water seared her hands, causing her arthritic muscles to leap back from the liquid that caressed the clothing soaking in the “once was but is no longer shiny” wash bin. The water was hot. With more resolve the housewife settled into her feet and pressed her forearms into the soapy mess. Her husband’s footsteps rebounded off of the hollow wooden floors of the house and signaled his approach. It was about time he showed up. 

The lights come up on Irina in the backyard managing a tin pan of laundry. She is swishing clothing in bluing starch and inspecting them for whiteness. Every now and then she squeezes out a shirt. Pedro is standing nearby. He has just entered the room.

IRINA

Just listen for a minute Pedro. We need to talk. I’ve been going to those meetings and Tomás has been asking for you. Asking why you’re not there. People are getting sick and we need to contribute. It’s not just a flu, but something new. Up North, people are dying. The white clubs have their doctors but they aren’t interested in helping us. They’re trying to organize something at the Marti Maceo. That’s our club, and that’s where you should be spending your time. Not at the Columbia playing dominoes all evening.

PEDRO

When I finish work I need to relax.

IRINA

When I finish work I need more money. To pay for the doctor…for Peter. I was over there yesterday. First his coughing stopped and I gave him some tea. It seemed like he was getting better. Now the fever’s up again. And you’re off playing dominoes.

(a beat) Do you realize that they’re bringing beds into the Marti Maceo. They want to turn the social hall into a sick room. 

PEDRO

The social hall?

IRINA

Where else can we go. Even some of the whites from Ybor City are trying to help out by nursing.

PEDRO

Now you’re really a lie. You saw how they treated us the other night.

IRINA

Only some of them feel that way. There are others who try to understand

PEDRO

Like who?

IRINA

Like Teresa. She’s been working with me. We have a deal.

PEDRO 

Ahhhh Teresa.

IRINA

She’s teaching me to strip.

PEDRO

Strip? Strip what?

IRINA

Leaves… tobacco… and sort them into piles and take out the stems. 

PEDRO

Woman you know better than that! I don’t want you out in the streets. Not at the Fuente. Not anywhere! You need to stay at home.

IRINA

Fine Pedro. Then you find the money to help Katrina heal Peter. I’m sick of your strutting about like an overstuffed gallo. I do the laundry and mix herbs when I can, but its not enough. Do something. Go to the meetings. Help your own people for a change. In Nassau we learned that if nothing else. The good lord help the one who do for himself. Here. Hold this. (she hands him a pile of wet clothing) And be careful you don’t burn yourself!

The lights fade on Irina and Pedro

SCENE 8 – FUENTE FACTORY

EPIGRAPH 7

Señor Fuente: A silver pocket watch dangled over the side pocket of his vest just to the left of the silver buttons that were contraband from the Spanish American war. The hawk nose protruded over his thin lips, lips that barely covered his evenly spaced teeth once white, and now brown from too many cups of expresso topped with a Cohiba. 

The lights come up on Rafael who is standing in an isolated spotlight. 

RAFAEL

There were tensions and divisions. Catalino kept pushing Fuente, pushing him until he even turned on me. For once Pedro and Catalino agreed on something.

Catalino and Pedro join Rafael. The three men face the audience and speak out as if they are talking to an invisible man. They are agitated.

CATALINO

Come on Señor Fuente. The Lector should be able to read whatever he wants to. We pay him out of our own pocket so that he’ll read the things that we care about.

PEDRO

You don’t understand. We need him to translate. If he reads things in Spanish then I understand it better.

RAFAEL

What you heard was just a small excerpt from a statesman’s writings. Something historical, nothing inflammatory. It was a bit of a speech that means something to the people.

A pause

RAFAEL

You surprised me. I didn’t know you were listening. Why didn’t you say something. You must have heard me but you said nothing. I thought I would come back when it was quiet and practice a little. I saw a light, but I didn’t know the office was open. 

PEDRO

(Whispering to Rafael) You came after hours cabrón? Why would you do that? (aloud)  He was probably just looking for his cutter. I lost mine and asked him to loan me his.

CATALINO

It is not revolutionary literature. It’s just poetry…I mean speeches…you know, oratory. We pay him to find the passages and read them.

RAFAEL

(puzzled) Why?…..

CATALINO

Because we have a right to know what’s going on! That’s why.

There is a pause…

PEDRO

No, no, no, no. It’s not any kind of an organization. We don’t know anything about that, right.  Rafael, tell him.

CATALINO

It’s certainly not a sindicato… not that, not here. You’ve got it all wrong.

RAFAEL

Sin staccato suena el timbre. Maybe that’s what you heard.

PEDRO

(conciliatory) Look Señor Fuente, why don’t you come out tomorrow when Rafael gives his reading. The morning is just the news, only the news…the “Miami Herald,” “La Gaceta,” “Corriere dell Serra.” 

CATALINO

There’s an awful lot changing these days. Lots of bloodshed with the war, the Bolsheviks.

PEDRO

But in the afternoon you can hear the stories that he reads.

CATALINO

(grudgingly) he’s pretty good…most of the time.

PEDRO

And you’ll see why we need our reader. 

The men continue to look outwards and respond to the invisible speaker as the lights fade on their huddled grouping.

SCENE 9 – CATALINO’S HOUSE

EPIGRAPH 8

Catalino’s Home in Ybor City. A familiar place of respite. Comfortable furniture embroidered and adorned with lace doilies. Two pillows, an open fan, and an elegant black shawl.

Light up Teresa. She is at Catalino’s house. She flops into a chair and playfully sits.

TERESA

I don’t see why you’re so mean to him. He’s been working as long as you have, probably longer. Don’t get up! I’ll get the water myself. I know where to find the glasses. You say Irina just dropped off the laundry? I wish I were so lucky. I do my own. 

CATALINO

Don’t even pretend. Your mother does your laundry.

TERESA

Ok, ok, but I help out every once in awhile. (She gets a drink and returns to her seat). So is it a race thing? 

CATALINO

What?

TERESA

You, know. Pedro. 

CATALINO

I just think that he should socialize on his side of town.

TERESA

You didn’t always think that.

CATALINO

Things have changed. It’s dangerous for them now. The Klan, riots…Guiseppe says he was passing through Georgia and he saw a body hanging from a tree. We don’t need any of that if we can avoid it.

TERESA

Those were the field workers, we’re skilled laborers and Pedro is too. We speak the same language and sing the same songs. Even if you don’t want to socialize you can be civil.

CATALINO

Forget it, OK. I am civil. He sits next to me at the Fuente and I don’t complain. Let’s change the topic.

A pause

TERESA

OK.

A pause

CATALINO

So how’s your Mom?

TERESA

I already told you she’s fine. I left her doing the laundry.

CATALINO

And you?

TERESA

I’m OK too. At least for a while. I’m excited about the Grupo Teatral. I’ve always wanted to learn about plays and acting. If I get a chance…If I save enough, I want to take some real lessons in Washington DC or something.

CATALINO

That’s pretty far away for someone raised here. You’re too young to just leave

TERESA

I’m not so young. I’ve grown a lot since high school. I’m a woman and I want to see some of the world.

CATALINO

From what I read the world may not be such a fun place to see. You’re not even married yet.

TERESA

We’ll see. 

CATALINO

See what. Am I missing something?

TERESA

Back when we were kids Tampa was fine. There were things to do. Crabbing down by the river or slurping licuados and watching the futbol matches. Remember that time when Carlos got so mad because you kicked him between the legs.

CATALINO

He jumped me, but I fought back.

TERESA

Only after he had ripped that new shirt your Mama had bought. It seemed as if you were crying more for the shirt than the bruises. 

CATALINO

The bruises didn’t hurt that much, but my mother sure could.

TERESA

Yeah. Now she was a strong woman.

CATALINO

I miss her laugh. And her picadillo.

TERESA

That’s what I mean.

CATALINO

What, her food?

TERESA

No, her spirit. If she was still alive, she wouldn’t be here. She would’ve followed her dreams. Part of the reason I came over so often was to watch her embroider. I’m not much for crafts, but the stories that she would tell were amazing. She was actually here when Martí made his speeches.

CATALINO

That’s all I ever heard. More about Martí.

TERESA

But it wasn’t really about him. It was about being a part of something that could make a difference. They actually started a war about something important. Not like this one. This one’s about land and rulers. But that one was about patria. About our souls and our lives, about heritage.

CATALINO

All wars are about heritage and land. The men still die. There are wars to fight here, wars that will keep food in our bellies.

TERESA

You’re not listening to me! You just don’t understand. Your mother would’ve taken action. (a pause) Maybe I can get Rafael to read Martí.

CATALINO

Rafael? How did he come up? 

TERESA

I’ve been working with Rafael. Reading some novels. He’s in the theater group and he reads well. We’re coaching each other. Who knows…Maybe I could be a Lector.

CATALINO

There’s no way. You’re a woman. Working with Rafael you’ll be reading novels on your back.

TERESA

He’s not like that. He’s honorable, but he likes to put up a front.

CATALINO

You don’t really believe that do you.

TERESA

I’m practicing to read

CATALINO

You’re falling for him

(no response)

CATALINO

Forget it Teresa. You’re just a stripper and women don’t read. And you should probably stay away from that skirt chaser as well.

TERESA

Open your eyes Catalino. You think you know things, but you’re pretty stupid. You don’t look around you at all. Your mind is sealed by your own narrow thoughts. There are other people in the world who have feelings and wants and needs. And you can only see your own.

CATALINO

What are you talking about?

TERESA

Tampa is not right for me, even though I’ve been here my whole life. You just don’t understand. I though you would listen but …never mind. Here’s your glass. I’ve got to go. I’ll see you at the Fuente tomorrow. 

As Teresa exits the lights shift to Catalino who speaks to the audience.

CATALINO

I didn’t see it. Teresa was only inviting trouble. Trying to leave the neighborhood, mingling with Pedro and the others in West Tampa. As if our neighborhood wasn’t good enough. She’s a difficult woman. I could have said more, but I didn’t. When had our talk I thought I understood but after that, things started to happen like lightning. That bastard Fuente fired me without cause!

EPIGRAPH 8

The Docks: Steamers moving in. Bulky steel horses with engines fuming. Strong steeds that work day and night bringing goods and products to feed the nation. 

SCENE 10 – THE DOCKS

A fog horn sounds. We hear the clanging of ships being loaded and unloaded and then the fog horn sounds again.

CATALINO

Rafael, stand still. Don’t you understand? I tried to talk to Fuente and he just wouldn’t listen.

RAFAEL

You brought me down here at this time of the night to tell me that! 

CATALINO

Things just got out of hand so quickly. You’ve got to do something

RAFAEL

Something like what? So Fuente wants to make money, not hear about worker’s rights. What did you expect?  Now he’s fired you. What can I do?

CATALINO

But he had his goon Rogelio throw me out by force. They almost ripped my shirt. The bastards. Pulling at me. Who knows how far they’ll take it.

RAFAEL

It was probably you. You probably tried to argue. Like when he was asking about the readings. I would never have spoken to him like that. 

CATALINO

You’re the Lector. You’re supposed to speak. Instead you’re just not getting involved. 

RAFAEL

I read the newspapers I tell the stories, I roll if they need me to. 

CATALINO

You should help me to organize the men. Rogelio was armed. Armed I tell you. If I show up at the hall who knows who might be waiting for me. You can meet with the men …this weekend. Talk to them, plan a protest. When the owners see that we’re all together they’ll respond.

RAFAEL

Are we together? Just two nights ago you were wanting to oust Pedro from the club. What kind of togetherness is that? What you’re talking about can’t be done with you picking and choosing who’s good enough. Keep your troubles to yourself Catalino. You’re your own worse enemy.

A fog horn sounds

RAFAEL

I’ve got to go. It’s too late and too hot to stay out here tonight.

CATALINO

You won’t help!

RAFAEL

There’s nothing to be done. I’m meeting Teresa tonight. A warm body on a hot night can chill the greatest of worries. Find a woman Catalino, and forget the Fuente for a while. 

SCENE 11 – ON THE STREET

Blackout. In the darkness we hear footsteps and the sound of distant, unrecognizable voices, then more footsteps. As the lights come on we see Teresa and Irina standing underneath a streetlight.

TERESA

Oh! There you are. You surprised me. I thought I’d meet you closer to the Fuente.

IRINA

I guess all roads lead that way.

TERESA

It won’t take us long. You’ve learned almost everything now except where we stack the piles. It will be easier to show you that once we’re inside the building.

IRINA

Well let’s head that way. I can’t stay out too late. 

They head in the direction of the factory. There are footsteps and then the sound of a scuffle and then a gunshot. We hear the sound of a body hitting the floor. Then a dim light shines on Catalino who is lying in a heap on the ground. The women react by running over to the body.

IRINA

What happened?

TERESA

I don’t know. It’s Catalino.

IRINA

He’s bleeding. You go for help while I stay with him.

TERESA

I’ll be right back

Teresa exits in a hurry as the lights fade on the street scene. Pedro walks out and addresses the audience as he pulls out a cigar and lights it.

PEDRO
They shot him. And it caused quite a ruckus. At the same time it raised our hopes that the smoke would clear without leaving behind acrid fumes. 

The house lights come up.

PEDRO

Lights are coming up. Maybe after a smoke, we’ll see! 

ACT II

PROLOGUE

The Act opens with a medley of the character’s voices. They may appear as real actors lit on the stage or as a vocal montage of character’s voices.

TERESA

The romance didn’t end, it just stopped.

IRINA

Playing dominoes instead of working

TERESA

The last verse before the sonnet began was my hottest. I sang it full of life.

RAFAEL

The last passage moved them to tears, I could feel it

IRINA

The smell of the leaves was so strong…they stuck to my fingers and hurt my nose.

CATALINO

He had some nerve pulling at my shirt.

RAFAEL

And Catalino, shouting at me on a hot summer night.

There is the sound of a gunshot once again and then the light comes up on Pedro

He is setting up a domino board on a crude table.

SCENE 1 -THE DOMINO GAME

PEDRO

Little wooden blocks. You place them on the table and you try to get the numbers to match up. They don’t always come out right. Different men use different strategies. It’s a game. Part luck and partly about where you place your hand.

Rafael enters the stage and Pedro speaks to him.

PEDRO

Sit down. Hurry up and take your move.

RAFAEL

I’m done. You move. I can’t wait to finish you off.

PEDRO

That will be the day. You lost last time and the time before.


RAFAEL

Your memory’s fading Pedro, and I think its a little more every day. Now it seems as if you can’t even remember me beating you.

PEDRO

I remember fine.

A few more domino moves punctuated by sound.

PEDRO

No let’s see what you do. 

Rafael takes his move.

PEDRO

You know Irina’s been acting up. Wants her independence or something. Wants to work.

RAFAEL

Women seem to have their own mind these days.

PEDRO

Women should stick to what they know. They’ve’ been talking you know.

RAFAEL

(distant) Who?

PEDRO

Teresa and Irina.

RAFAEL

Oh. Women talk. Good for them.

PEDRO

I think she’s part of the problem and I wish she’d stay away from my wife.

RAFAEL

Leave it alone Pedro, it’s no problem.

They play in silence

PEDRO

So tell me. Did you ask around at the factory?

RAFAEL

No one saw anything, but everyone thinks it was Rogelio, Fuente’s man.

PEDRO

Could be. That’s how it happened back in 1911 you know. That’s why it’s best to walk low.

RAFAEL

He told me they were pushing him. Trying to get him to stop talking.

PEDRO

And you didn’t do anything?

RAFAEL

Why should I? It was his own doing.

PEDRO

You’re more like him than you think. Your passion’s misdirected.

RAFAEL

At least I’m not trying to separate myself.  Like you and the Marti Maceo. Forming your own separate club when the rest of us are pooling our money. 

PEDRO

You wouldn’t understand. There are too many divisions. Move your piece.

RAFAEL

There’s no difference between this side of town and Ybor City

PEDRO

You’re a fool if you think that. You read the papers and you don’t even notice the violence…the lynchings. Irina and I, we’re like floating islands.

There are a few slamming moves where each man throws his domino fervently on the table. Then they both sit back.

PEDRO

Got cha. (a beat) We’d be stranded without the Black club, the Marti Maceo. The other ones, the Blacks who live around here, they don’t speak Spanish. And most of them work in the field or by the docks. No. You just keep on and stick to your affairs. I’m sure Catalino’s gatherings will help out the lighter skinned ones.

RAFAEL

The union can work for everybody Pedro. Catalino had his problems, but he was trying to do something to help all of us. 

PEDRO 

Yes. Of course. 

Pedro starts to carefully put his dominoes away in an adorned box.

PEDRO

Maybe you should visit him. Find out how he feels now that he’s paid the consequences. They say he’s seeing people.

RAFAEL

He was such a fool!

PEDRO

Think about it.

SCENE 2 – MARTI MACEO CAFE

EPIGRAPH 9

The Marti Maceo: The laundry woman remembers Marti’s hostess Paulina Pedroso. Her feet once shuffled through the parlor of the now dilapidated living room. A strong minded woman. Once, in a fit of passion, she threw her underwear at a gathering of men saying “If you cannot fight like men, then wear my drawers and I will fight like a man for the liberation of us all.” The laundry woman knows that Paulina has passed on, and the room now reeks from the stench of musty bodies.

Lights up on the outdoor café of the Marti Maceo. It’s a makeshift place with deteriorated furniture. Irina is sipping a coffee while Pedro paces back and forth. It’s early evening and we hear the sound of clinking utensils.

PEDRO

You went asking for work mujer? I told you not to go over there. Putting your nose where it doesn’t belong.

IRINA

That’s enough Pedro. What’s done is done. Let me mix you some chamomile….what you call it? Manzanillo. It might help to quiet you down. 

PEDRO

Ain’t no need to be quiet. What for.

IRINA

Then I ‘ll get you some maduros with frijoles. Something that will stick to your stomach. And sit down. (to offstage) Marta! Hazme una plata!

(Pedro sits)

IRINA

That’s better. Now forget about what I’ve been doing for a moment and think about what you should do. The Marti-Maceo members are meeting tonight and they need your support. They’ve asked me to talk to you.

PEDRO

It’s men’s business and they should talk to me themselves.

IRINA

You’ve been spending so much time with Rafael that we hardly see you. Some of the members think that you’re not with them. They think your head’s on the other side of town.

PEDRO

They should mind their own business. I drink coffee where I work.

IRINA

Well people where I live are sick and some of them are dying. Here and now. While we talk. I can stay five more minutes; then I’m going upstairs to see if I can help out. Listen a moment. Can you hear that? 

A moment of silence

That’s the sound of people dying. You keep on drinking coffee on the other side of town if you want to, but I’ll stay here helping those who really need a hand.

Teresa enters the café

TERESA

Oh. You’re still here (she looks over at Pedro) Evening. (she coughs) I’m tired. I can’t stay much longer. (she leans against the wall) Irina…I’ve washed Peter down and tucked him in. That’s all I can do now. I’m on my way to the club, to hang the outfits for tomorrow. Things are fine upstairs.  I’ve already changed most of the beds.

IRINA

Thanks Teresa. We appreciate it. You should probably move on before it gets too dark, although you sound like you shouldn’t be going anywhere tonight.

TERESA

There’s a couch at the club. (to Pedro) Rafael wants to have a meeting this weekend. He asked me to let you know. Can you come?

PEDRO

(looking to Irina) We’ll see.

TERESA

It would mean a lot to him to see you there. He’s been talking you up to the men.

PEDRO

As if going to a meeting will make any difference. If you ask me it’s like asking for trouble. 

IRINA

Sometimes its better for us to do things our own way Teresa.

TERESA

It’s hard times for all of us Irina. Pedro, you should go. You’ve worked at the factory a long time. If Fuente sees it’s everyone he’ll have to give in.

IRINA

You’re living in a dream world child. 

TERESA

You won’t know if you don’t try.

PEDRO

Leave it alone. I’ll make my own decisions. Goodbye Teresa and have a good night.

TERESA

I’m sorry about Peter. Take some time to hold him. It might help.

IRINA

I’m going on up

Irina exits and Teresa moves out in a different direction leaving Pedro behind. Lights fade and come up on Catalino’s bedroom. Rafael is sitting in a chair by his bedside.

SCENE 3 – CATALINO’S BEDROOM

RAFAEL

You must have seen something.

CATALINO

I was on my way back and someone threw me down. It was dark! You keep asking me questions like it makes a difference and all I want you to do is get the men to work together

RAFAEL

I can’t do it by myself. You have this close-minded idea that tabaqueros have to look, act and feel like you. Don’t sit up! It will start bleeding again. Your father’s gone for some more bandages.

CATALINO

You’re the one making me move. All you have to do is say yes.

RAFAEL

I can only do it if you let me speak to all of the people who work. Those at the Asturiano, the Liceo, the Marti Maceo…

CATALINO

You can ask all you want, but those people will have nothing to do with you. I’ve lived here my whole life and nothing changes.

RAFAEL

You’ve lived long, but you haven’t thought much. You haven’t lived long enough to remember how things used to be. We even heard about it Havana. Damn. My uncle said that Jose Martí used to boast about the tabaqueros in Tampa. How they worked together like the fingers of a hand…as a unit. That’s one reason why I came here… that and running from the law. 

CATALINO

Both of those are old, tired stories that I don’t need to hear again. Marti with his revolutionary politics that died with the resistance, and you with the policeman’s woman hugged up in a sleazy bar. Don’t even begin with those sad tall tales. I’m too hurt and it takes too long. Oooumph. If I could just turn over to my left side.

RAFAEL

Look at you. The stain is spreading. 

Catalino looks down and touches his wound.

RAFAEL

You don’t think! You ought to look around…take in the whole picture. Your blood isn’t the only that’s flowing you know. You’re too caught up.  You talk about the world and you don’t see what’s under your nose. Here. Here’s another towel.

Catalino takes it, applies it to the wound, and relaxes.

RAFAEL

Lots of the others are spitting up blood. Getting sick. The union can’t help them. Teresa…she’s dead tired from nursing the sick over in West Tampa. Damn you. Maybe Fuente’s men got to you, but there are others who need help too. 

He prepares to leave.

RAFAEL

Get some rest. I’ll probably stop by the union hall sometime this afternoon. But it’s got to be all of us. 

Rafael stands, gathers his belongings, then reaches into his pocket and takes out a thin book.

Here. Take this. Maybe you should read some poetry. It will calm your mind. Marti’s white rose might remind you to think of more than your own blood.

The lights fade down on Catalino’s house. 
SCENE 4  - STAGE HALL OF THE CIRCULO CUBANO

EPIGRAPH 10

Stripping Leaves: The room was full of rows of pungent tobacco leaves. Piles of leaves once free, now bundled. Leaves first dried on racks in the open air, and then thrown into piles. Leaves brought into the docks and deposited on the factory floor. Leaves with an overwhelming smell, earthy and rich, almost like dung. 

Lights up on Teresa and Irina. They are meeting in the stage hall of the Circulo Cubano. Teresa is holding a book of poetry. Irina stands next to her. 

TERESA

Just read it, OK.

IRINA

I’m not much for poetry you know.

TERESA

Give it a try. It will only take a minute.

IRINA

OK.

	TERESA

I cultivate a white rose

In July as in January

For the sincere friend

Who gives me his hand frankly

And for the cruel person who tears out

The heart with which i live

I cultivate not nettles, not thorns

I cultivate a white rose


	IRINA

Cultivo una rosa blanca
En julio como en enero,
Para el amigo sincero
Que me da su mano franca. 

Y para el cruel que me arranca
El corazon con que vivo,
Cardo ni ortiga cultivo,
Cultivo una rosa blanca.




IRINA

So what’s that supposed to mean. I have the rose so I forgive the thorns? 

TERESA

It’s poetry by a man who wanted a united Cuba...Martí. 

IRINA

Where did you find that? You don’t read Marti. You’re only half Cuban and the other half’s from Italy. Me, I’m a Conch. I was born in the Bahamas and I know about Marti. That…it’s a nice poem, but it won’t get me a job.

TERESA

It’s a beautiful poem and I think that I should put it in the show. Rafael’s been talking about how we need to do things to remind the audience about how the entire community should work together

IRINA

That’s doesn’t sound like Rafael. Most of what he performs is only to show off his own lilting voice. What does he know about the community here anyway? He hasn’t lived through the changes. Let me see that.

She looks at the poem again

It doesn’t say anything about unity. Only about planting and pricking and trying to keep going despite the thorns.

TERESA

You’re reading it wrong.

Irina hands her back the paper.

IRINA

Here. You keep it. I’m not really interested in your production. I’m an actress too. I had to act like the cleaning lady just so they’d let me in the building.  I bent forward and gave them a big smile and they let me into the dressing room. 

Teresa sits down. She is tired.

IRINA

You look like you need to get some rest. There. That’s better. I only have a few minutes. You said that I could start with the sorting today.

TERESA

Ah yes. For the grandson.

IRINA

I spent all morning rubbing him down. Now he doesn’t even roll over by himself. And Katrina’s coughing too. I gave her some garlic lemon and rum. She lay down next to the baby and fell asleep. 

TERESA

Something’s going around. People say its come down from the North and that lots of people are dying there too.

IRINA

The herbs don’t help. Between the cough and the war we’re losing too many. My neighbor, Sara, her son has been writing from over there. He says that the stench of blood is so strong you can smell it in those trenches. And he joined up for the money. Factory work’s nothing compared to that.

TERESA

Factory work’s what we have and what we know. I know you want to strip this week. Let me show you the basics again.

She sits up in the chair and demonstrates as she speaks.

You lay out the leaf. Flatten it with the side of your hand. Half the stem over here, and the other there. Then you turn it over and do the same on the other side. Then build the piles for three types of leaves, filler, binder, and wrapper. Fuente buys fresh at the docks and some of the rollers are real particular about size so I make six piles, then move through the bunches one at a time

Teresa looks up at Irina

TERESA

If you do it that way you’ll make plenty money soon enough.

IRINA

Yes, of course. And tonight I’ll report to the Fuente for work.

Irina comes closer and watches again as the lights fade. Lights up on Rafael. Perhaps he is sitting in the audience. 

RAFAEL 

Tensions were high after the shooting. Most nights I spent hours walking through the streets. Looking around at nothing and looking over my shoulder. It was hot and sticky. Mosquitoes flitting in and out of my ears. I heard whispering voices and children’s coughs coming from the houses. Sometimes loud laughter exploding from smoking parlors in the larger homes. I thought about words. I passed by the Fuente and spoke to some men. Strangers. Eventually I ended up at the Union Hall.
SCENE 5 – THE UNION HALL

We hear the sounds of a lively meeting in progress, the voices of men and women in several different languages. All of the voices are offstage. Center stage we see Rafael fending off the shouts. 

VOICE 1

I don’t need to hear about Philadephia, all I need is my pay.

VOICE 3

A lot of good being a troublemaker did him. He’s all shot up and bleeding

VOICE 2

I thought that I saw someone following me home last night.

VOICE 1

So who invited all of those uppity Italians? They didn’t invite my daughter to the quinceña last week.

VOICE 3

I made twice as much before he started paying a “salary.” All the extra’s what I usually put in the reader’s kitty for you.

VOICE 1

I wouldn’t pay him. Use the money to take your wife to the doctor. I can hear her hacking through the walls.

RAFAEL

Calm down, calm down. We need a little quiet here. I can’t hear everyone at once.

VOICE 1

So who elected you leader?

VOICE 2

Leave him alone and let him speak.

RAFAEL

I’m just trying to make some order here! I’m not playing leader. I’m just trying to figure out who’s doing what on Monday. We said we would meet at sunlight two blocks from the Fuente.

VOICE 1

I’m still not sure it’s a good idea. Look what happened to Catalino

RAFAEL

That was one of him and there are lots of us. We just need to show them that we’re sticking together and that we mean what we say.

VOICE 2

So how do we know he’ll do the same for all of us.

RAFAEL
We tell him it’s all or nothing. Either we all work or none of us do. 

VOICE 1

Shiiiiit. I need to work. I can’t take time off with NO pay.

RAFAEL

And you won’t have to. If we pool our dues then the worker’s kitty will help you. Calm down now and hear the plan.

The voices subside a bit.

RAFAEL

We’ll start at first light. Guiseppe you can stand with a group of four men and block the door. The women should stand to the side and hold signs. Juan and Patricio guard the alley side of the building and watch to see if they try to bring in the law. You two do the same thing on the other side. Hey hey. Everyone remember that what we want is an agreement that he’ll pay for each and every cigar that we roll. He’s got no respect for the artistry that goes into each of our rolls.  Some of us may be faster than others, but we all put our hearts into it. Me, I apprenticed for five years at a chinchal . Roberto there doesn’t talk much, but he learned his skill at the Corona, 15 years in Key West, working through hurricanes and mosquitoes with the best of the best. Does all of that count for nothing now? We’re not going in on Monday without fair pay. Let him see us standing outside so that he’ll know that without us his factory is nothing. 

There is a roaring sound of shouts and applause as the lights fade on Rafael.

SCENE 6 - IN THE ALLEY BEHIND THE UNION HALL

Teresa, Rafael, and Catalino are painting signs in preparation for the protest. Rafael hands a board to Teresa.

RAFAEL

Here, hold this. I’ll go get the paint.

TERESA

It’s heavy Rafael. You hold it and I’ll get the paint.

CATALINO

I thought you were an independent woman Tere. Ready to take on the world.

TERESA

Leave me alone Catalino. The board’s heavy. My arms can’t lift it.

RAFAEL

It’s the last one. Juan’s gone to get more and Guiseppe promised to help him nail on the support planks.

TERESA

Here’s the paint. What should I write on this one?

Catalino moves over to inspect the sign.

CATALINO

How about Fuente Stinks!

RAFAEL

That’s not very imaginative Catalino. I think we can come up with something a little better.

TERESA

How about poor pay, brown fingers, and back aches. Then draw a picture of a cigar at the top. 

RAFAEL

I can’t draw. Can you.

CATALINO

Nope.

RAFAEL

So just write “Enjoy Your Cigar” and then write down the other about pay and backaches.

CATALINO

That might be all right. But what we’re really asking for is money. Have you asked Fuente about the pay yet Rafael? You said you’d meet with him.

RAFAEL

This afternoon. He said he’ll be there even though it’s a Saturday. I told him I wanted to explain about the readings. He said he’s wanted to talk for a while now. I think I can bring up the wages then. And maybe the working conditions.

CATALINO

Be careful. He’s a real bastard.

RAFAEL

He trusts me. He’ll talk. 

TERESA

There!! What do you think?

The two men turn to inspect the sign. They groan at the result. Blackout.

SCENE 7 - OUTSIDE THE FUENTE FACTORY

Lights up on Irina outside of the Fuente Factory

IRINA

I went by the Fuente. The shadows were still and there wasn’t much sound except the constant whirring of that ceiling fan.

We hear the sound of Irina knocking or pounding against the door.

IRINA

Let me in. I’m looking for Teresa…Teresa Fortunato.

There is a pause while Irina listens for a response.

IRINA

What do you mean she’s not there. This is the right time…the time when she said she’d be here. She promised to let me in.

Again a pause

IRINA

I’m here for… my husband works here, during the day. I know you know him, Pedro. He’s been rolling here for…Yes… the negro
She backs up a bit.

IRINA

What? What do you mean? We’ve always been allowed…He’s worked here for years. I’m his wife. Look, I’m ready to work and I know how to strip!

As if resisting a menace

IRINA

Ok…Ok…I hear you. No work, not here. Maybe at the Corona. Yeah…yeah I know it. On the other side of town. Yeah ok.

Moving away

IRINA

It’s Teresa. I was looking for Teresa. If you see her tell her I stopped by.

The lights fade around Irina as she finishes with:

IRINA

There was no work for me that day. It was one of my last times to take the trolley over to Ybor City. But Pedro still went back. He showed up at that big meeting that they had. Went of his own accord.

EPIGRAPH 11

It’s a hot bloody night. Too many mosquitoes. Too much blood.

SCENE 8 - AT THE DOCKS

We hear the clanging sounds again and we are at the docks. This time we hear the sound of heavy equipment moving. Rafael is pacing nervously. Pedro appears as a silhouette in the background and then enters the scene.

RAFAEL 
(to himself) Can’t wait much longer. (seeing Pedro) Ah! There you are. Thanks for meeting me here. I don’t have much time. You’ve got to help me. You won’t believe what Fuente’s done.

PEDRO

You met with Fuente? Since the meeting?

RAFAEL

Yes. This afternoon. He left a message for me to find him outside of the Asturiano. 

PEDRO

Why would you do that cabron? The last one who met with Fuente alone was shot.

RAFAEL

He knows I’m organizing the men.

PEDRO

Of course he does. Listening ears are everywhere.

RAFAEL

I had no choice. Will you listen? He wants me to rat on the men. He wants to know who’s with him and who’s against him. I need you to take over. I need to leave town and get some help from up north.

PEDRO

It’s better if you stay here. There’s no point in running. They men will stand behind you. You’re our reader…we need to hear those stories.

RAFAEL

I can’t stay.

PEDRO

Sure you can I’ll walk you over there.

RAFAEL 

No! I’m not going with you. I’m taking the next boat viejo. (a pause)  I gave them some names.

PEDRO

You did what?

RAFAEL

I gave them some names. Rogelio was standing over me and kicking me in the ribs. They some more men came. I’ve got to go.  You have to take over. 

PEDRO

There’s no way I can take over. The men don’t respect me.

RAFAEL

They’ve got to. Tell them what happened. Tell them my life was in danger. Tell them I’ve asked you to lead.

PEDRO

To lead the men….

RAFAEL

At least talk to them. I’m no good to them now. If they find out about the names they’ll stop the protest. Then everyone’s pay will be cut. Just tell them that I had to go.

PEDRO

I can’t…

RAFAEL

…and that I’ll be back. 

He starts to exit.

RAFAEL

I’m depending on you.

Rafael exits.

PEDRO

Rafael….damn you. It’s like throwing me to the dogs.

The light fades on Pedro as the epigraph is introduced.

EPIGRAPH 12

To Lead the Men: Dark man running scared. Images of hanging bodies cloud his vision. Strange fruit, crying babies and mangled corpses.  A union? Common hopes? And what about the families? Fair pay. Yeah, but if they could just stop the bodies. 

SCENE 9 – THE UNION HALL

We hear the sound of the union hall again. The cacophony of voices of agitated men. The voices surge as the lights come up on Pedro. He cautiously steps onto a raised step or platform and as he does so, the voices subside to silence.

VOICE 1

What’s he doing up there?

VOICE 2

Who asked him to come? Who let him in?

VOICE 1

Hey negro! What are you doing up there? We’re having a meeting.

PEDRO

I’m here because of Rafael. He asked me to speak to you.

VOICE 2

Get him down from there! Someone stop him. He’s got no right…

PEDRO

Rafael had to leave town. He went up north to get more help.

VOICE 3

He says Rafael told him to come. Maybe he’s saying something. 

VOICE 2

Nothing worthwhile.

In another part of the stage we see a silhouette of Teresa onstage at the nightclub. She is crooning a seductive operatic song in the background. Her subdued voice continues underneath the rest of the scene.

VOICE 3

That’s Pedro. He’s been rolling for twenty-five years. 

PEDRO

I’m here to deliver a message. You have to go on with the protest, but you must be careful. I can help you.

VOICE 2

How’s he gonna help. We don’t take directions from no niggers! Who does he think he is?

VOICE 3

He’s Pedro!

PEDRO

Let me speak! I’m a cubano too. De Santiago. And I’ve been at the Fuente a long time. Rolling cigars. Seen a lot of you come and go. Seen a lot of readers…

VOICE 3

Rafael sent him. Let him talk!

VOICE 1

Let him speak. We voted to include everyone. 

There is a moment of silence.

PEDRO

Can I go on?

There is no response.

PEDRO

Rafael asked me to speak to you. He had to leave town to get some help. Some names have gotten out and there could be trouble. Some of you look at me and see black, but the blood running in my veins is red. Underneath we’re all equal…

VOICE 2

If god wanted us to be equal he would have made us all the same color!

PEDRO

All right. All right. It’s the law that’s dividing us. I’ll deliver my message and go. We can organize as before, but the guards should know that Fuente’s men are on the alert and some of us may be in danger. Remember what happened to Catalino. They have some names. Watch you backs… and…..

Teresa’s voice becomes more present as Pedro continues to adlib. Teresa’s song comes to an end as the lights fade down on the scene.

SCENE 10 – THE STREET AND THE DRESSING ROOM

During the following scene we will see three areas of the stage. In one area Rafael is with Teresa on a couch in the dressing room. In another we see Pedro as a narrator describing the action. Finally, we see the protest described by Pedro unfold in a slow motion pantomime while Pedro continues to speak. These scenes occur simultaneously with overlapping dialogue.
PEDRO

It was hard going to the meeting. Feeling the angry eyes of some of the men and the thoughtful expressions of others. In the end they did let me help out at the strike. Some of them didn’t like it.  But even from the sidelines it was great being a part of the action, feeling the excitement in the air. I felt like I was seeing something that was so important that it would change the world. 

The lights come up on a faded backstage couch. Teresa is shivering

RAFAEL

How long have you been here mi amore?

TERESA

Not long, perhaps a day or two.

PEDRO

Guiseppe guarded the door and there was a scuffle when Antoine insisted on reporting to his table. He wasn’t hurt too badly. Fuente stayed away for most of the day until the men grew tired of standing and shouting to an absent crowd.

RAFAEL

You’re bundled but cold. 

TERESA

Just sleeping for a bit.

RAFAEL

You weren’t at the factory so I came here.

TERESA

Finally thinking about me aren’t you.

PEDRO

There were tears in the eyes of some of the men. Passions rising. A moment of belief in action, an action that would, no, could bring all of us together. But in the end, it didn’t make much difference for me. Those were some of my last rolls at the factory.

RAFAEL

I met with Fuente.

TERESA

Is it all over now?

RAFAEL

I think so. 

PEDRO

Finally Fuente did show up with a group of men in business suits. Business suits! Clothing that spoke of their class and their wealth. It felt like a slap in the face to us who were more used to the smoothness and feel of guayabera shirts.

RAFAEL

You’ve got to get up now. Let me take you home.

TERESA

Why? Can’t you stay here.

RAFAEL

Not for long I’m afraid.

TERESA

What do you mean?

She begins to have a coughing fit. Rafael brings her to her feet and helps her to move towards the door.

PEDRO

After awhile Roberto stepped forward and spoke to the men. He’s been rolling almost as long as me. There was lots of head nodding and feigned approval. They smoked cigars. And traded gestures. Finally the factory doors were pried from the hands of the men who guarded them.

RAFAEL

I’ll take you over there. To your mother’s. And then, I’ll be leaving for a while. 

TERESA

Leaving? To where?

RAFAEL

I’m going north and get some help. Probably Philadelphia. I’ll give them a report. Maybe they’ll listen to some of my poetry. 

She laughs and then coughs.

TERESA

Maybe another woman will help you with your lines.

RAFAEL

That…ahhh, never.

PEDRO

And we entered, en masse, into the smelly and oppressive building that housed our hopes and dreams.  It was a small victory. But one that could not last in a time of change. And maybe it did help. When the sun rose the following morning it was a good protest. Valiant. 

The lights fade on the dressing room and the silhouettes leaving Pedro alone in a light.

PEDRO

There was one fatality

Irina walks in to Pedro’s light holding a bundle and places it in Pedro’s arms. She makes a ritual gesture, perhaps the sign of the cross.  

PEDRO

By the end of the day little Peter was dead. Irina brought his body to me wrapped in a spit-covered blanket. 

SCENE 11 – THE DOMINO GAME

The lights fade on the scene as we return to Pedro. We hear the clicking sounds of dominoes being placed on table. 

PEDRO

Come on in. Have a seat. There’s plenty of room.

Catalino appears as a silhouette behind Pedro, and then steps into the scene. He stands by nervously.

PEDRO

Go ahead. Sit down. Don’t be shy.

CATALINO

All right. Teresa’s waiting.

Catalino sits.

PEDRO

Ah yes! Teresa. It’s been a while. Hope you’re feeling better. Wanna play?

CATALINO

Sure.

PEDRO

You make the first move.

Catalino does.

I’ve haven’t seen you over here in years. Just visiting?

CATALINO

I wanted to come over and see how things are. I wanted to thank you.

PEDRO

Thank me?

CATALINO

For helping out.

PEDRO

Oh.

CATALINO

Even when you weren’t wanted.

Pedro makes a move. Offers Catalino a cigar.

CATALINO

Thanks. I’ve got my own. Are you still rolling?

PEDRO

Not any more. I’m making boxes. Packing sometimes.

CATALINO

At the Corona.

PEDRO

Yeah, Over here. 

CATALINO

You heard from our “Lector”?

They make some moves.
PEDRO

Rafael? 

CATALINO

You remember.

PEDRO

He sent a card. Someone said he’s rolling and reading. In New Orleans I think.

CATALINO

What do you think?

Some moves

PEDRO

About what?

CATALINO
About Rafael. He ran out on us. Left you and the others to fend for themselves.

PEDRO

We had a strike. You missed it too. Both of you, hot headed. It made no difference. The smell of death’s still in the air.

CATALINO

You’re still working.

PEDRO

Making boxes. And you?

CATALINO

I’m still working with the men. Some of them ask about you.

PEDRO

But don’t want me in the door.

They finish the game.

CATALINO

Good moves. We do think of you.

Teresa appears at the edge of the stage. She is dressed for traveling.

PEDRO

Thanks for stopping by.

Catalino exits. The lights fade down on the scene as Pedro moves to the opening stool and picks up his cigar box.

EPILOGUE

PEDRO

So I make these boxes. With the German lithographs. Not much has changed. The Marti- Maceo’s still there. In 1920 they took out the beds. Each of them had seen twenty or more deaths. Irina counted. The Jim Crow laws are working well now and we’re together. We’ve got the Conchs, the Blacks and the fieldworkers altogether in a nice colored community. 

Pedro removes a cigar and lights it.

But the cubano in me is still here. Caught in the folded leaves of the fragrant cigars. Hot words, a nice smoke, and a foggy dream. Thoughts and hopes to calm one’s soul on a hot summer night. Here. Would you like a smoke?

Pedro offers the box to the front row of the audience, then returns to his stool and picks up a journal. He assumes the position of a Lector.

PEDRO

Sweat drips from the brows of the men huddled over crude wooden tables in the Arturo Fuente Cigar Factory. The stuffy air impinges upon their nostrils while the whirling sound of the fan spreads a moist and heavy breeze that does little to relieve the internal heat generated by the close proximity of the worker’s bodies. The deep bass voice of the Lector intrudes upon the studied efforts of the laboring men. Behind the screen of cigar smoke is a notion of revolution.”

The stage lights fade and the house lights come up.
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