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    Cuban Mestiza

by Michelle Lizet Flores

 

Growing up in Miami, I never really had to think much about my identity. I knew I was Cuban-American. My father was born in Camagüey, and my mother was a Brooklyn native with two Cuban parents. So in my mind, I was 100% Cuban and that was enough.
My family nickname was always “Chinita”—little Chinese girl. With pin strait black hair, pale skin, and small eyes, I definitely looked the part. In high school, when my skin was most tan, the questions started rolling in.
“So, what are you anyway?”
“You’re Asian right? Like half-Asian?”
“Are you Hawaiian?”
I always shrugged off these answers. I’d gone to Spain for my quinceñera. I’d seen plenty of people who looked like me.
Soon I was off to college, and the same questions continued to pop up in Tallahassee.
“Are you Mexican?”
“Are your eyes open or closed?”
“How are you Hispanic but your hair doesn’t curl?”
At that point, I started doing some research. I learned about the tendency of people from Caribbean islands having mixed race ancestry. I learned about the hundreds of thousands Chinese migrant workers brought to Cuba to work in the sugar cane fields. I learned about the Spanish government’s movement to “blanqueazar” or whiten Cuba.
I asked family questions about ancestry; it always boiled down to someone somewhere down the line marrying a black person, secret affairs, most likely worse.
What I didn’t hear much about was the indigenous population in Cuba. Tainos were long thought to be extinct. Colombus and his men tore through the population, and after centuries of colonialism and slavery, the indigenous population had disappeared, vanishing into the humid air like a puff of cigar smoke. I put the questions to bed and assumed I had distant African ancestry. That was enough for me.
Then I had my children.
My son has this beautiful dirty blonde hair. I was perplexed. As far as I knew, there was no way my Iberian and African ancestry could contribute. And considering his father is a black man from Memphis, it was doubly confusing.
My daughter’s skin is a beautiful brown, like the color of a dried maple leaf. Her bright eyes and long lashes have the intense stare of someone who’s been around much longer than they appear.
My partner, the father of my children and my best friend, also had questions of his ancestry. He’d heard stories of his Cherokee grandmother, and his last name raised more questions of Jewish ancestry.
After a few years of wondering, I finally bit the bullet and took a DNA test. When the results came back, I was surprised.
85% of my ancestry is European. That came as no shock to me. With 45% Iberian ancestry, 10% Northwestern ancestry, and a few more sprinkles of southern European ancestry, this matched the story I had been told my entire life, stories of families leaving Andalusia and Galicia to make a better life in the New World as farmers, migrant workers, restaurant owners, etc.
What did shock me was the 9% Indigenous ancestry. Suddenly, all the questions, jokes, and nicknames made sense. I am Taino descendent. With another 3% African ancestry and the rest of my DNA unassigned, my ethic ambiguity suddenly made sense.
I spoke to my grandmother about this. She didn’t know either. She’d always identified as a guajira, a country woman living in the mountains on her family’s farm in pre-revolutionary Cuba. Her eldest son, my uncle, also took a DNA test. His ancestry report showed 25% Native ancestry and about 10% African ancestry. The rest of his report showed primarily European ancestry. With his brown skin, soft curly hair, and bright, hazel eyes, suddenly he had the answers he was always looking for. It made me wonder what my mother’s test results might show, as often times siblings can present very differently in terms of DNA.
I don’t know if my abuela will take the test. I don’t know if a woman her age needs those types of questions to be answered. “Tenemos de todos” she kept repeating, as we discussed our newly layered identities. “Tenemos de todos, mija.”
I don’t know if I’ll ever identify myself as a mestiza. It’s not a term I ever thought I could apply to myself. I’m a white-passing, mostly European descendent person. But I do know that now, more than ever, I am descendent of Cuban immigrants, who were also descendants of European settlers, conquistadors, and migrant workers, of Indigenous and African peoples. There is a multitude in me, and that is enough.
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    Mitzi & Stella

by David W. Friedman

 

I wasn’t like my mother, Mitzi; I was like my mother’s twin sister, Stella. She the one with a sharp tongue and the cutting phrases. Even though I was like her I didn’t understand my Aunt Stella. She was odd to me. It wasn’t until I was much older that I was told her story and her oddness was explained.
My mysterious Aunt Stella and her husband, Uncle Dick, were married a few years after my mother married my father. I don’t think I was born yet because I remember photographs of the two couples taken at Brooklyn nightspots. Stella and Dick lived in an apartment with a sunken living room furnished with a turquoise couch and matching armchair. It was strange for me to walk down those three steps to enter the living room and watch the black & white TV that included a remote control. Stella was well-adjusted then. She had a job at an advertising agency in the Pan Am building in midtown. I didn’t know what Dick did for money at the time, but later found out it involved gambling, mostly horse betting, and possible bookmaking.
I was deprived of grandparents, my mother’s father locked away in a VA hospital and my father’s mother’s speech and the right side of her body impaired by a stroke just before I was born. My grandmother thought I was a blessing. I was proof that my mother could have a baby. She’d had several miscarriages and carried to full term a baby born with hydrocephalus who died three days later. She kept a picture of that baby and spoke to me about it when I was an adult. My father never spoke of it.
Parents can be as deceitful as stories, the writer deluded about his purpose. A blank page, whether on a writing tablet, in a typewriter roller, or on a computer screen, frightens some people. However, I will trudge ahead offering a happy memory followed by a sad story.
One time Stella babysat me. Dick wasn’t there. It was my aunt and me. I was five years old in that curious sunken living room and I decided it was a stage. I improvised the “Perry Mason” theme that was on the black and white television with the remote control. I pretended to be the conductor, leading the full orchestration of the theme. I played every instrument in turn, the saxophones, the clarinets, the drums, all of them. Stella was amazed and told Mom about it when she returned to pick me up. I loved my aunt then and my way to show it was to entertain her.
My sister, Diane, was gestating in my mother’s womb around that time and I didn’t know until much later that Stella had developed breast cancer, just like the twins’ mother had when they were younger. There were many phone calls between Stella and Mom. Mom would lie on the bed in my parents’ room for hours talking to Stella. I now realize they were discussing options about separation, divorce, money, illness, disease, treatment, jobs, and different lives. Stella and my mom were pragmatists. They had money that their father had left them before he was committed. That money could be a way out for them. I imagine that’s what all those long phone calls were about. They were making plans.
Stella’s breast cancer destroyed those plans. A double mastectomy and the inevitable pain medication dependency that followed ruined her sex life with her husband. She told me years later that he didn’t touch her after that, because of her breasts. She felt incomplete, not like a full woman, after the surgery. She told me this as I drove her to see my mother lying in a hospital bed after her own bout of breast cancer. This was many years after Stella’s own hospital visit, surgery, and convalescence. My mom was given a choice and chose a lumpectomy followed by radiation treatment. Mom was tough and survived, given an option that Stella never had. Stella seemed withdrawn after her surgery. She seemed angry. It was difficult for me to visit with Stella. She rarely babysat my sister Diane and me after her illness. She must have since my father and mother were in counseling at the time. She had changed and I didn’t know why. I was six years old then. Diane was only months old. No one sat me down to explain disease and death and cancer. Grandma’s stroke...that’s just how Grandma is. My Grandma’s sister-in-law, Bella, who had trouble walking...she just did. No one told me about diabetes and foot numbness and all the problems she had. When Diane died at age two and a half why didn’t they explain to me disease and chronic pain and illnesses and death other than in a half-assed spiritual way?
Lying, deception, depression, grief, arguments, yelling, and recriminations became my family dynamic. My depressed mother took a part-time job. My father fumed and raged. He blamed me. I repeatedly disrupted my second grade public school class screaming and crying that I, too, wanted to die. The young teacher, Miss Rosenberg, didn’t know what to do with a despondent child. We ended up going to family counseling. It didn’t work and my parents separated when I was ten years old.
I was a sickly child. I had asthma and a constantly running nose. My father insisted I was making it up: the wheezing and coughing and sneezing and snot. My mom dragged me to pediatricians and allergists. Nothing worked. I would awaken most mornings in full arrest. Breathing was impossible. I would lie still and try to pray, to strike a deal with God to make the asthma attack abate. I kept wheezing. I ended up in the hospital two years to the day that Diane had been admitted for her pneumonia and later died. Even my father was concerned for my health. I spent five days including my ninth birthday in the hospital.
Stella passed away in 1983. She was 57 years old. My mother was 55 when she had her first breast cancer and surgery. These two women didn’t include me in their discussions about the disease. Maybe they thought I was too young or they thought I was too irresponsible. When I was 40 and grappling with my mid-life crisis, my own ruminations on death and impermanence, my mother developed another cancer in her breasts and lymph glands. She told me about it on the phone then asked me not to come see her. I offered, but she refused my help. Perhaps she remembered when I was younger and flew from Seattle into an East Coast hurricane to help her after her cataract surgery. She had taken a fall and had a broken arm in a cast and one eye covered by a bandage. Looking at her so weak and seemingly helpless made me cry in front of her. I told her I incapable of helping her at that moment. She stood up taller and hugged me and said she was still strong, that this was temporary.
Silence is a terrible thing. My mother hid truths from me all the time. People have told me I was destined to repeat the same mistakes over and over. I don’t. I do things without thinking it through, burning bridges, mending bridges, fighting, sulking, living, dying inside. Maybe Mom and Stella didn’t think I was strong enough to know the truth. Maybe they thought a man couldn’t understand what a woman goes through when she loses her breasts. Maybe that’s why my mother hid these truths from me.

 

THE END
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