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On our first morning in Havana, the ocean was still choppy from a storm the night before. Churning waves smashed into the Malecón, the seawall that skirts the city, sending explosions of saltwater 20 feet into the air. Little boys stripped to their shorts watched the waves approach, grabbed the wall tightly and leaned into the spray, erupting into squeals and cackles. Their wet skin glistened like polished copper in the blazing sun. 

Down the road, vendors at a market were selling paintings of Black women with exaggerated features carrying pineapples and watermelons on their heads. "Normally this kind of art would be offensive to me," said a fellow editor who had fallen in love with several paintings. But the artists themselves were Afro-Cubans with a deep affection for their people. From a street stall came the inviting smell of fried ham croquettes that you could buy for the equivalent of pennies, mingling with the bittersweet aroma of Cuban espresso.

The next day was Sunday, and by early afternoon central Havana was transformed into a raucous, rhythmic party. It seemed that every bar, no matter how tiny, had wedged a trio of musicians into a corner—one singing, one playing guitar and another scratching out a raspy beat on the guiro, a hollow gourd played with a stick. The bars couldn't contain everyone (most of the local people didn't have money to buy the mojitos served there anyway), so many just stepped over gutters, ignoring the pungent washing water trickling there, and began dancing under balconies hung with laundry that swayed in the occasional breeze.

There's something intoxicating about Havana thatyou don't sense in other Caribbean cities. It's a spirit of being connected to the past. It's not simple nostalgia, though nostalgia does hang like a humid haze over the city. But because what we  tend to measure  as "progress" was largely suspended after the 1959 revolution, you sense that Cubans are physically closer to their past and their traditions. The more negative byproducts of progress like crime and drugs are virtually nonexistent, so though you see plenty of poverty, you don't feel the edge of menace that accompanies contemporary urban life. It's a spirit at once joyful and mournful. 

The sadness emanates from a sense of profound isolation. As children, Cubans are taught to think of their island in metaphorical terms: as a key to the Gulf of Mexico. a reclining woman, an alligator-like animal culled a caiman. But it is always cut off from the larger world. The U.S. embargo intensified this feeling of isolation in ways that are apparent (the scarcity of basic supplies) as well as abstract (a yearning to connect). The artist Ibrahim Miranda uses dyes and Mercurochrome—for Cubans are experts at making do with little—to blur the borders of Cuban maps, and often gives the island legs or wings that might allow it to travel and communicate with other cultures.

Havana is blessed with riches that speak of a great and complex past: an architectural legacy that begins with sixteenth-century Spanish colonial and meanders through Beaux Arts, Art Nouveau, Art Deco and early modernist movements. Its musical heritage combines African drums and  rhythms with classic European forms and American jazz and hip-hop. But it's the quality

of being cast adrift in space and time that makes Havana the magical experience it is. 

And there's one more thing in the air: a kind of pressure, bearing down on the island like a warm trade wind, bringing with it murmurs of a world somewhere beyond—a vast, unwieldy world that is largely, sadly, out of touch with its own past.
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