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We Came All the Way
| From Cuba So You Could |
| Dress Like This?

for Nena '

g —

"

m wearing a green sweater. It’s ‘made of some _
synthetic material; and it’s mine. I’Ve been wearing i
: it for two days straight and have no plans to take it i
off right now. . it

I’m ten years old. T just got off the boat—or rather, the
ship. The actual boat didn’t make it: We got picked upt(:
»

halfway from Havana to Miami by a gigantic oil freighter to \

which they then tied our boat. That’s how our boat got -

smashed to smithereens, its wooden planks breaking off like
toothpicks against the ship’s big metal hull. Everybody talks

{ ' about American '@E% so I’'m not sure why somebody

: didn’t anticipate that would happen, But they didn’t. So the

boat that brought me and my parents most of the way from

’ Cuba is now just part of the debris that’ll wash up on tourist

beaches all over the Caribbean.

As L.speak, my parents are being interrogated by an offi-
cial from the office of Immigration and Naturalization Ser%
' vices. It’s all.a formality because this #§ 1963, and no Cuban
claiming political asylum actually gets fed away. We're |

, ' evidence that the_revolution has failed the middle class and
. ! “that communism is bad. My parents—my father’s an accoun-
tant and my mother's a social workeér—are living, breathing
_ examples of the suffering Cubans have endured under the
| [ tyranny of Fidel Castro.

i The immigration officer, a fat Hungarian lady with
sparkly hazel eyes and a perpetual smile, asks my parents why




they came over, and my father, whose face is bright red from
spending two days flodting in a little boat on the Atlantic
Ocean while secretly terrified, points to me—I'm sitting on a
couch across the room, more bored than.exhausted—and
says, We came for her, so she could hav {a furup®

The immigration officer speaks a halung Spanish, and
with it she tells my parents about fleeing the Communists in
Hungary. She says they took everything from her family,
including a large country estate, with forty-four acres and
two lakes, that’s now being used as a vocational training
center. Can you imagine that, she says. There’s an official
presidential portrait of John F. Kennedy behind her, which
will need to be replaced in a week or so.

I fold my arms.in fronr of my chest and across thie green
sweater. Tonight the U.S. government-will put us up in a
noisy transient hotel. We’ll be allowed to stay there at tax-
payer expense for a couple of days until my godfather—who
lives with his mistress somewhere in Miami—comes to get us.

-

Leaning against the wall at the processing center, ] notice a
volunteer for Catholic Charities who approaches me with gifts:
oatmeal cookies, a plastic doll with blond hair and a blue dress,
and a rosary made of white plastic beads. She smiles and talks
to me in incomprehensible English, speaking unnaturally loud.
My mother, who’s watching while sitting nervously next
to my father as we’re being processed, will later tell me she
remembers this moment as something poignant and good.
All T hold onto is the feel of the dol—cool and hard—and
"the fact that the Catholic -volunteer is trying to get me to
exchange my green sweater for a little gray flannel gym jacket
with a hood and an American flag logo. I wrap- myself up
tighter in the sweater, which at this point still smells of salt

it

and m and my grandmother’s house, and the
Catholic volunteer just squeezes my shoulder and leaves,
thinking, I’m sure, that I’ve been traumatized' by the trip
across the choppy waters. My mother smiles weakly at me
from across the room.

I'm still clutching the doll, a thing I'll never play with but
which I’ll carry with me all my life, from apartment to apart-
ment, one move after the other. Eventually, her little blond
nylon hairs will fall off and, thirty years later, after I'm diag-
nosed with cancer, she’ll sit atop my dresser, scarred and
bald:like a chemo pgtient.

L N L
i
\ /Is life destiny or determination? 7‘} [ gt 4 O°
For all the blond boyfriends I will have, there will be only
two yellow-haired lovers. One doesn’t really count—a boy in
a military academy who subscribes to Republican politics like
my parents, and who will try, relatively unsuccessfully, to
penetrate me on a south Florida beach. I will squirm away
from underneath him, not because his penis hurts me but
because the stubble on his face burns my cheek.

The other will be Martha, perceived by the whole lesbian
community as a gold digger, but who will love me in spite of
my poverty. She’ll come to my one-room studio on Saturday
mornings when her rich lover is still asleep and rip tee-shirts

" off my shoulders, brutally and honestly.

One Saturday we’ll forget to set the alarm to get her back
home in time, and Martha will have to dress in a hurry, the
smoky smell of my sex all over her face.and her own under-
wear tangled up in her pants leg, When she gets home, her
rich lover will notice the weird bulge at her calf and throw her
out, forcing Martha to acknowledge that without a primary
relationship for contrast, we can’t go on.
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It’s too dangerous, she’ll say, tossing her blond hair away
from her face.

Years later, I'll visit Martha, now living seaside .in
Provincetown with her new lover, a Kennedy cousin still in
the closet who has a love of dogs, and freckles sprinkled all
over her cheeks.

At the processing center, the Catholic volunteer has found a
young Colombian woman to talk to me. I don’t . know her
name, but she’s pretty and brown, and she speaks Spanish.
She tells me she’s not Catholic but that she’d like to offer me
Christian comfort anyway. She smells of violet water.

She pulls a Bible from her big purse and asks me, Do you
know this, and I say, I'm Catholic, and she says that, well, she
was once Catholic,.too, but then she was saved and became
something else..She says everything will change for me in the
United States,as it did for her.

Then: she tells me about coming here with her father and
how he got sick and died, and she was forced to do all sorts of
work, including what she calls sinful work, and how the sinful
work taught her so much about life, dnd then how she got
saved. She says there’s still a problem, an impulse, which-she
has to suppress by reading the Bible. She looks at:me.as if |
know what she’s talking about. :

Across the room, my parents are still talking to.the fat
Hungarian lady, my father’s head bent over the .table as he
fills out férm after form.

Then the Catholic "volunteer comes back and asks the
Colombian girl sometliing in English, and the girl reaches
across me, pats my lap, and starts reading from her Spanish-
language Bible: Your breasts are like two fawns, twins of a

gazelle that feed upon the lilies. Until the day breathes and’

oo

drinks Pepsi for breakfastia career woman with a well-paying

the shadows flee, I will hie me to the mountain of myrrh and
the hill of frankincense. You are all fair, my love; there is no
flaw in you:

Here’s what my father dreams I will be in the United States
of America: A lawyer, then a judge, in a system of law that is
both serious and just. Not that he actually believes in democ-
racy—in fact, he’s openly suspicious of the popular will—but
he longs for the. power and prestige such a career would
bring, and which he can’t achieve on-his own now that we’re
here, so he projects it all on me. He sees me in courtrooms
and lecture halls, at libraries gnd in elegant restaurants, the
object of envy and ?

My father does-not envision me in domestic scenes. HE
does not imagine me as a wife or mother because to do so
would be to imagine someone else closer to me than he is;
and.he cannot endure that. He will never regret not being a
grandfather; it was never part of his plan. -’

‘Here’s what my mother dreams I will be in the Umted
States of America: The owner of many appliances and a
rolling green lawn; mother of two mischievous children; the
wife of a boyishly hapdsome North, American man who

position in local broadcasting.

My mother pictures me reading the news on TV at four
and home at the dinner table by six. She does not proposé
that I will actually do the cooking, but rather that I'll oversee
the undocumented Haitian woman my husband and I have
hired for that purpose. She sees me as fulfilled, as she imag-
ines she 1s.

All T ever think about are kisses, not the deep throaty kind
but quick pecks all along my belly just before my lover and I

»”




dissolve into warm blankets and tangled sheets in 4 bed under
an open window. I have no view of this scene from a distance,
50 I don’t know if the window frames tall pine trees or tropical
bushes permeated with skittering gray lizards.

It’s hot and stuffy in the processing center, where I'm sitting
under a light that buzzes and clicks. Everything smells of nico-
tine. I wipe the shine off my face with the sleeve of my sweater.
Eventually, I take off the sweater and fold it over my arm.

My father, smoking cigarette after cigarette, mutters
about communism and how the Dominican Republic is next
and then, possibly, someplace in Central America.

My mother has disappeared to another floor in the build-
ing, where the- Catholic volunteer insists that she look
through boxes filled with clothes donated by generous North
Americans. Later, my mother will tell us how the Catholic
volunteer pointed to the little gray flannel gym jacket with the
hood and.the American flag logo, how she plucked a bow tie
from a box, then a black.synthetic teddy from another and
laughed, embarrassed.

. My mother will admit she was uncomfortable with the

idea of sifting through the boxes, sinking arm-deep into
other people’s sweat and excretions, but not that she was
afraid of offending the Catholic volunteer and that she held
her breath, smiled, andfished out a shirt for my father and a
light blue cotton dress for me, which we’ll never.wear.

My parents escaped from*Cuba because they did not want
me to grow up in a communist state. They are anti-commmu-
nists, especially my father. .

; T —
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It’s because of this that when Martin Luther King, Jr.,
dies in 1968 and. North American cities go up in flames, my
fa:tlgfer will gloat. King was a Comrmunist, he will say; he stud-
ied in Moscow,.everybody knows that.

I’ll roll my eyes and say nothing.‘My mother will ask him
to please finish his café con leche and wipe the milk moustache
from the.top of his lip.

Later, the morning after Bobby Kennedy’s brains are shot
all over a. California hotel kitchen, my fathef will greet the
news of his death by walking into our kitchen‘i".vearing a
“Nixon’s the One” button. \

There’s no 'é-tdiaping.himmnow,‘ my father.will say; I know,
because T was involved with the counterrevolution, and I'khow
he’s the one who’s going to save us, he’s the'one who came up
with the Bay of-Pigs—which would have worked, all the
experts agree, if he'd been elected instead of Kennedy, that

coward. -

My mother will vote for Richard Nixon in 1968, but in
spite of his loud support my father will sit out the election,
convinced there’s no need 1o become a-citizen of the United

" States (the usual prerequisite for voting) because Nixon will

get.us back to Cuba in no time, where my father’s dormant
citizenship will spring to life.

Later that summer, my father, who has resisted getting a
television set (toco cumbersome to be moved when we go back
to -Cuba, he will tell us), suddenly buys a huge Zenith color

‘model to watch the Olympics broadcast from Mexico City.

T will sit on the floor, close enough to distinguish the dif-
ferent colored dots, while my father sits a few feet away in a

- LA-Z-BOY chair and roots for the Cuban boxers, especially

Tedfilo Stevenson. Every time Stevenson wins one—whether
against North Americans or East Germans or whomever—
my father will jump up and shout.

Later, when the Cuban flag waves at us during the medal
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ceremony, and the Cuban national anthem comes through
the TV’s tinny speakers, my father will stand up in Miami
and cover his heart with his palm just like Fidel, watching on
his own TV in Havana.

"When I get older, I'll tell my.father a rumor I heard that
Stevenson, for all his heroics, practiced his best boxing moves
on his wife, and my father will look at me like I’'m crazy and
say, Yeah, well, he’s a Communist, what did you expect, huh?

In the processing center, my father is visited by a Cuban man
with a large camera bag and a steno notebook into which he’s
constantly scribbling. The man has green Coke-bottle glasses
and chews on a pungent Cuban cigar as he nods at every-
thing my father says.- :

My mother, holding a- brown paper bag filled with our
new (used) clothes, sits next to me on the couch under the
buzzing and clicking lights. She asks me about the Colom-
bian girl, and I'tell her she read me parts of the Bible, which
makes my mother shudder.

The man with the Coke-bottle glasses and cigar tells my
father he’s from Santiago de Cuba in Oriente province, near
Fidel’s hometown, where he claims nobody ever supported the
revolution because they knew the real Fidel. Then he tells my

‘father he knew his fathef, which makes my father very nérvous.

The whole northern coast of Havana harbor is rhined, iny
father says to the Cuban man as if to distract him. There are

milicianos all over the beaches, he goes on; it was a miracle
we got out, but we had to do it—for her, and he points my
way again.

-

Then the man with .the Coke-bottle glasses and cigar

jumps up and pulls a giant camera out of his bag, covering -

my mother and me with a sudden explosion of light.

T
1120 ;

In 1971, I'll come home for Thanksgiving from Indiana Uni-
versity where I have a scholarship to study optometry. It’ll be
the first time in months I’ll be without an antwar demon-
stration to go to, a consciousness-raising group to attend, of a
Gay Liberation meeting to lead.

Alaba’e, 1 almost didn’t recognize you, my mother will
say, pulling on the fringes of my suede jacket, promising to
mend the holes in my floor-sweeping bell-bottom jeans. My
green sweater will be somewhere in the closet of my bedroom
in their house.

We left Cuba so you could dress like this?‘ my father will
‘ask over my mother’s shoulder. .

And for the first and only time in my life, I'1l say, Look,
you didn’t come for me, you came for you; you came because
all your rich clients were leaving, and you were going to wind
-up a cashier in your father’s hardware store if you didn’t
leave, okay?

My father, who works in a bank now, will gasp—¢Qué
gué?—and step back a bit. And my mother will say, Please,
don’t talk to your father like that.

And I’ll say, It’s a free country, I can do anything I want,
remember? Christ, he only left because Fidel beat him in that
stupid swimming race when they were little.

And then my father will: reach over my mother’s thin
shoulders, grab me by the red bandanna around my neck,
and throw me to the floor, where he’ll kick me over and over
until all I remember is my mother’s voice pleading, Please
stop, please, please, please stop.

gy
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We leave the processing center with the fat Hungarian lady,
who drives a large Ford station wagon. My father sits in the
front with her, and my mother and I sit in the back, although
there is plenty of room for both of s in the front as well. The
fat Hungarian lady is taking us t6 our hotel, where our room
will have a kitchenette and a view of an alley from which a tall
black transvestite plies her night trade.

Eventually, I'm drawn by the lights of the city, not just the
neon streaming by the car windows but also the white globes
on the street lamps, and I scamper to the back where I ¢can
watch the lights by myself. I close my eyes tight; then open
them, loving the tracers and star bursts on my private screen.

Up in front, the fat Hungarian lady and my father are dis-
cussing the United States’ many betrayals, first of Eastern
Europe after World War I1, then of Cuba after the Bay of Pigs
invasion.

My mother, whom I believe is as beautiful as any of .the
palm trees fluttering on the median strip as we drive by, leans
her head against the car winddw, tired and bereft. She comnes
to when the fat Hungarian lady, in a fit of giggles, breaks
from the road and into the parking lot of a supermarket so
shrouded in light that I’m sure it’s a flying saucer docked here
in Miami.

We did this when we first came fo America, the fat Hun-
garian lady says, leading us up to the supermarket. And it’s
something only people like us can appreciate.,

My father bobs his head up and down and my mother fol-
lows, her feet scraping the ground as she drags me by the hand.

We walk through the front door and then a turnstile; and
suddenly we are in the land of plenty—row upon row of
cereal boxes, TV dinners, massive displays of fresh pineapple,
crate after crate of oranges, shelves of insect repellent, and
every kind of broom. The dairy section is jammed with
cheese and chocolate milk.

There’s-a butcher shop in the back, and my father says,
Oh my god, look; and points to a slab of bloody red ribs thick
with meat. My god my god my god, he says, as if he’s never
seen such a thing, or as if we’re on the verge of starvation.

Calm down, please, my mother says, but he’s not listen-
ing, choking back tears and hanging off the fat Hungarian
lady who’s now walking him past the sausages and hot dogs,
packaged bologna and chipped beef.

All around us. people stare, but then my father says, We
just arrived from Cuba, and there’s so much here!

The fat Hungarian lady pats his shoulder and says to the
gathering crowd, Yes, he came on a little boat with his whole
family; look at his-beautiful daughter who will.iow grow up
well-fed and free..

I push up against my mother, who feels as smooth and
thin as a palm leaf on Good Friday. My father beams at me,
tears in his eyes. All the while, complete strangers congratu-
[ate .him..on his wisdom and courage, give him higs and
money, and welcome him to the United States.

There are things that can’t be told.

Things-like when we couldn’t find an apartment, every-
one’s saying it was because landlords in Miami didn’t rent to
families with kids, but knowing, always, that it was more than
that,

Things like my doing very poorly on an.IQ test.because I
didn’t speak English, and getting tossed into a special educa-
tion track, where it.took until high school before somebody
realized I didn’t belong there.

Things like a North American hairdresser’s telling my
mother she didn’t do her kind of hair.

Like my father, finally realizing he wasn’t going 1o go back




to Cuba anytime soon, trying to hang himself with the light
cord in the bathroom while my mother.cleaned rooms at a
nearby luxury hotel, but falling instead and breaking his arm.

Like accepting welfare checks, because there really was no
other way. /

Like knowing that giving money to exile groups often
meant helping somebody biiy a private yacht for Caribbean
vacations, not for invading Cuba, but also knowing that
refusing to donate only invited questions about our own
patriotism.

And knowing that Nixon really wasn’t the one, and wasn’t
doing anything, and wouldn’t have done anything, even if
he’d finished his second term, no matter what a good job the
Cuban burglars might have done at the Watergate Hotel..

-

What if we’'d.stayed? What if we’d never left Cuba? What"if
we were '_chez;e when..the last of the counterrevolution was
beaten, or when Mariel harbor leaked thousands of Cubans
out of the island, or when the Pan-American Games came?
What if we’d never left? .

All my life, my father will say I would have been a young
Communist, falling prey -to the revolution’s propaganda.
According to him, I would have believed ice cream treats
came from Fidel, that those hairless Russians were our
friends, and that my duty as a revolutionary was to turn him
in for his counterrevolutionary activities——which he.will swear
he’d never have given up if we'd stayed in Cuba.

My mother will shake her head but won’t contradict
him. She’ll say the revolution uses people, and.that I, :too;
would probably have been used, then betrayed, and that we’ll
never know, but maybe I would have wound up .in jail
whether I ever believed in the revolution orinot, because I
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would have talked back to the wrong person, me and my big
mouth,

I wonder, if we’d stayed then who, if anyone—if not '

Martha and the boy from-the military academy—would have
been my blond lovers, or any kind of lovers at all.

And what if we'd stayeéd, and there had been'no revolution?

My ‘parents will never say, as if somehow they know that
their-lives were meant to exist only in-opposition.

I try to imagine who I would have been if Fide!l had never
come inte Havana sitting triumphantly on top of that tank,
but I can’t. I can only think of variations of who I am, not
who I might have been.

In college one day, I’ll tell my mother on the phone that I
want to go back.to Cuba to see, to consider all.these ques-
tions, and she’ll pause, then say, What for? There’s nothing
there for you, we’ll tell you whatever you need to know, don’t
you trust us?

Over my. dead body, my father will say, listening in on the
other line. .

Years later, when I fly to Washington, ID.C., and take a
cab straight to the Cuban Interests Section to apply for a visa,
a golden-skinned man. with the dulled eyes of a bureaucrat
will tell me that because. I came to the U.S. too ydung to
make the decision to leave for myself—that it was in fact my
parénts who made it for me—the Cuban government does
not recognize my U.S. citizenship. :

You need to renew your Cuban passport, he will say. Per-
haps your parents have it, or a copy of your birth certificate,
or maybe you have a.relative or friend who could go through
the-records in Cuba for you.

I’ll remember the passport among my mother’s priceless
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papers, handwritten in blue ink, even the official parts. But
when I ask my parents for it, my mother will say nothing,and
my father will say, It’s not here anymore, but in.a bank box,
where you’ll never.see it. Do you think I would let you betray
us like that? .

The boy from the military academy will say oh baby_baby as
he grinds his hips into me. And Martha and all the girls
before and after her here in the United States will say ooohhh
ooooohhhhh ooooooccohhhhhhhh as my fingers explore

b inside them.

¥ But the first time I make love with.a Cuban, a politically
"H controversial exile writer of some repute, she will say,
¥

Aaaaaayyyyyyaaaaaayyyyaaaaay and lift me by'my hair
from between her legs, strings of saliva like sea foam between
my mouth and her shiny curls. Then she’ll drop me onto
her. mouth where our tongues will-poke each other like wily
porpoises.

In one swift miovement, she’ll flip me on my back, pillows
falling every which way from the bed, and kiss every part of
me, between my breasts and under my arms, and she’ll suck
my fingertips, and the inside of my elbows. And when she rests
her head on my belly, her ear listening not to my heartbeat
but to the fluttering of palm trees, she’ll sit up, place one hand
on my throat, the other on my sex, and kiss me there, under
my rib cage, around my navel, where I am softest and palest.

The next morning, listening to her breathing in my arms,
I will wonder how this could have hdppened, and if it would
have happened at all if we’d-stayed in Cuba. And if so, if it
would have been furtive or free, with or without:the revolu-
tion. And how—knowing now how cataclysmic life really is—
I might hold on to her for a little while longer.

26

When my father dies of a heart attack in 1990 (it will
happen while he’s driving, yelling at somebody, and the car
will just sail over to the sidewalk and stop dead at the curb,
where he’ll fall to the seat and his arms will-somehow fold
over his chest, his hands set in prayer), I will come home to
Florida from Chicago, where I’ll be working as a photogra-
pher for the Tribune. I won’t be taking pictures of murder
scenes or politicians then but rather rock stars and local per-
formance artists.

I’ll be living in Uptown, in a huge house with a dry dark-
room in one of the bedrooms, now converted and sealed
black, where I cut up negatives and create photomontages
that are exhibited at the Whitney Biennial and hailed by the
critics as filled with yearning and hope.

When my father dies, I will feel sadness and a- wish that
certain things had been said, but I will not want more time
with him. I will worry about my mother, just like all the rela-
tives who predict she will die of heartbreak within months
(she has diabetes and her vision is failing). But she will
instead outlive both him and me.

I’ll get to Miami Beach, where they've lived in a little
coach house off Collins Avenue since their retirement, and
find cousins and aunts helping my mother go through insur-
ance papers ‘and bank records, my father’s will, his pho-
tographs and mementos: his university degree, a faded list of
things to take back to Cuba (including Christmas lights), a
jaundiced clipping from Diario de las Américas about our
arrival which quotes my father as saying that Havana harbor
is.mined, and a photo of my mother and me, wide-eyed and
thin, sitring on the couch in the processing center.

My father’s funeral will be simple -but well-attended,
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closed casket at my request, but with a moment reserved for
those who want a last look. My mother will stay in the room
while the box is pried open (I'll be in the lobby smoking a
cigarette, a habit I despised in my father but which I'll pick
up at his funeral) and tell me later she stared at the cross
above the casket; never registering my father’s talcumed and
perfumed body beneath it. '

I couldn’t leave, it wouldn’t have locked right, she’ll say.
But thank god I'm geing blind.

Then a minister who we do not know will come and read
from the Bible and my mother will reach around my waist
and hold onto me as we listen to him say, When all these
things come upon you, the blessing and the curse...and you
call them to mind among all the nations where the Lord your
God has driven you, and return-to the Lord your God, you
and your children, and obey ‘his voice...
and with all your soul; then the Lord your God*will return
your fortunes, and have compassion upon you,-and he_will
gather you again from all the peoples where the Lord your
God:-has scattered you,

-
.

There will be a storm during my father’s burial, which means
it will end quickly. My mother and several relatives will go
back to her house, where a TV will blare from the bedroom
filled with bored teenage cousins, the women will talk about
how to make picadillo with low-far ground turkey instead of
the traditional beef and ham, and.the men will sit outside in.
the yard, drinking beer or small cups of Cuban coffee, and:
talk about my father’s love of Cuba, and how unfortunate it is
that he died just as Eastern Europe is breakmg free, and Fidel,
is surely about to fall. -
Three days later, after taking, my ‘mother to the movies

o
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with all your heart

[

et A, k3

and-the mall, church and the local Social Security office, I'll
be standing at the front gate with my bags, yelling at the cab
driver that I’'m coming, when my mother will ask me to wait
a minute and run back into the house, emerging minutes
later with a-box for me that won't fit in:any of m¥ bags.

A few things, she’ll say, a few things that belong to you
that I’ve been meaning to give you for years and now, well,
they're yours.

I’ll shake the box, which will emit-only a muffled sound,
and thank her for whatever it is, hug her and kiss her and tell
her I’ call her as soon as I get home. She’ll put her chicken
bone arms around my neck, kiss the skin there all the way to
my shoulders, and get choked up, Which will break my heart.

Sleepy and tired in the cab to the airport, I'll lean my
head against the window ard stare out at the -lanky palm
trees, their brown and.green leaves waving good-bye to me
through the still coming drizzle. Everything will be damp,
and I'll be hot and stuffy, listening to car horns detonating on
every side of me. I’ll close my eyes, stare at the blackness, and
try to imagine something of yearning and hope,-but I’ll fall
asleep instead, waking only when the driver tells me we've
arrived, and that he’ll get my bags from the trunk, his hand
outstretched for the tip as if it were a condition for the return
of my things.

When I get home to Uptown I’ll forget all about my
mother’s box until one day many months later when my
memory’s fuzzy enough to let me be curious. I'll break it
open to find grade schoo!l report cards, family pictures of the
three of us in Cuba, a love letter to her from my father (in
which he talks about wanting to kiss the tender mole by her
mouth), Xeroxes of my birth certificate, copies of -our
requests for political asylum, arid my faded blue-ink Cuban
passport (expiration date: June 1965), all wrapped up in my
old green:sweater.
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When I call my mother—embarrassed about taking so
long to unpack her box, overwhelmed by the treasures within.
it—her answering machine will pick up and, in a bilingual:
message, give out her beeper number in case of emergency.
A week after my father’s death, my mother will buy a com-
puter with a Braille keyboard and a- speaker, start learning
how to use it at the community center down the block, and be
busy investing in mutual funds at a profit within six months.

But this is all a long way off, of course. Right now, we’re in a
small hotel room with a kitchenette that U.S. taxpayers have
provided for us,

My mother, whose eyes are dark and sunken, sits at a little
table eating one of the Royal Castle hamburgers the far Hun-

. garian lady bought for us. My father munches on another,

napkins spread under his hands. Their heads are tilted
toward the window which faces an alley. To the far south-

‘edge, it offers a view of Biscayne Boulevard and a magically

colored thread of night traffic. The air is salty and familiar,.
the moon brilliant hanging in the sky.

I’m in bed, under sheets that feel heavy with humidity and
the smell of cleaning agents. The plastic doll the Catholic vol-
unteer gave me sits on my pillow.

Then my father reaches across the table to my mother and
says, We made it, we really made it.

And my mother runs her fingers through his hair and
nods, and they both start crying, quietly but heartily, holding
and stroking each-other as if they are all they have.

And then there’s a noise—a screech out in the alley fol-
lowed by what sounds like a hyena’s laughter==and my father
leaps up and looks out the window, then starts laughing, too.

Oh my god, come here, look at this, he beckons to my
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mother, who jumps up and goes to him, positioning herself
right under the crook of his arm. Can you believe that, he says.

Only in America, echoes my mother.

And as I lie here wondering about the spectacle outside
the window and the new world that awaits us on this and
every night of.the rest of our lives, even 1 know we've already
come a long way. What none of us can measure yet is how
much of the voyage is already behind us.




