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BOOK REVIEW

“H
avana Red” is one 
of a four-book series 
originally written in 

Spanish and translated into English 
in 2005.  “Havana Red” is the third 
in the series, but was the first to be 
translated into English. The other three 
are “Havana Blue,” “Havana Black” and 
“Havana Gold.” All four have recently 
become available in this country. Like 
the others in the series, “Havana Red” 
is about a Cuban police detective, Lt. 
Mario Conde, known by his colleagues 
as the “Count.” The setting is Cuba in 
the late 1990s after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, but before the recent thaw 
in Cuban-American relations.    

The Count is an unmarried police 
officer in his late 30s and somewhat of an 
outcast in the Havana police department. 
He is placed on desk duty after striking 
another police officer in the face during a 
fight over a personal dispute. The Count 
has doubts about the future of his career, 
smokes constantly, drinks straight rum 
from a water glass, and secretly writes 
fiction in his spare time. He is called 
back to active duty due to a shortage of 
experienced detectives and assigned to 
investigate the murder of a young man 
in a bright-red full-length dress found 
strangled in a public park. The victim 
was not a transvestite, but rather the 
homosexual son of a Cuban diplomat 
who had never previously dressed in this 
manner. The police must solve this one 
quietly and quickly.

This is not an ordinary “who-done-
it” mystery. Like many crime fiction 
novels written by emerging popular 
Latino writers, there is a great deal of 

commentary on social and political 
conditions. The Count is confronted 
daily with internal corruption in the 
police department. There are critical 
observations on Cuban attitudes 
toward homosexuality, and government 

interference with the press and the arts. 
The descriptions of Havana are those that 
tourists have come to know: crumbling 
architecture, peeling paintwork, and, as 
the author describes, seething sensuality 
beneath the tropical sun.      
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The Count is no enlightened social 
commentator. He says openly that 
he dislikes “queers,” and makes no 
distinction between transvestites, gay 
men or gay women. However, this 
does not hinder him as he conducts his 
investigation and moves through the 
gay nightlife community, visiting pick-
up bars and dealing with persons living 
double lives.   

This is a good crime story, and the 
Count solves the crime using good old-
fashioned techniques. It is also a good 
example of social commentary, written 
by a native Cuban writer on Cuba as it 

evolved under the Castro regime.
The author, Leonardo Padura, is a 

well-recognized Latino writer who has 
won numerous prizes including the 
Spanish Premio Café Gijón and who 
has been honored by The International 
Association of Crime Writers. His book, 
“Adios Hemingway,” also featuring 
the Count, was a best seller. Space 
limitations do not permit a discussion of 
that work, but I highly recommend it.

Padura is one of the many Romance 
language crime writers coming to 
prominence in the last 15 years:  Luiz 
Garcia Roza, "Silence of the Rain" 

(Brazil); Carlos Ruiz Zafir, "Shadow of 
the Wind" (Spain); Andrea Camilleri, 
"The Voice of the Violin” (Italy). Their 
description of the police detective 
working in the Latin culture is a realistic 
glimpse of those cultures not usually 
available to tourists and travel writers.  
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