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For Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne and in memory of Nestor Almendros




It is possible that there is no other memory than the memory of wounds.


—Czeslaw Milosz
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IT TAKES NO MORE than forty-five minutes to fly from the Miami International Airport to José Martí International on the southern outskirts of Havana. And between Pigeon Key, the last shard of U.S. territory on the flight plan, and the point where the surf begins to break along the shore of a beach on the north coast of Cuba, the transit is shorter still, about twelve minutes all told out over open water. But unlike most journeys of such brief duration—and it takes less time to travel from Miami to Havana than it does to get from there to Tallahassee, Florida’s state capital, just as it is quicker to go from Miami to Havana than it is to fly from the Cuban capital east to the island’s second city, Santiago—such a voyage is anything but routine. Once, perhaps, before Fidel Castro took power in 1959 and both Miami and Havana began to metamorphose into the cities they were to become, it may have been possible to travel innocently, or even automatically, across the Florida Strait. In the fifties, there was even a ferry that crossed regularly from the island to Key West; the City of Havana, they called it. But it stopped running in 1960, as hostility between the United States and Cuba began to flare. Thereafter, all movement between the two countries would become, in moral, psychological, and political terms, among the longest and costliest journeys in the world, no matter what it looked like on a map.


At check-in, going in either direction, there is, these days, an air of nervous expectation that is at once carnivalesque and solemn. People laugh for no reason, burst into floods of tears for no reason, and seem to oscillate between behaving with excessive, ostentatious politeness toward one another and falling into unaccountable spasms of irritability. In Cuba people have long since grown resigned to standing on line for nearly everything, so for them the experience of having to turn up some three hours or more before the flight to Miami is scheduled to leave does not seem so very different, in creatural terms anyway, from their daily routine of queuing for bread, or rum, or cigarettes. Most consider themselves lucky to get to go, and a few boring hours are a small price to pay for the privilege of travel that is denied to most ordinary Cubans. The one oddity that departing passengers often remark on is that since those not actually booked on a flight are barred from entering the terminal proper, the people leaving for Miami must say good-bye to the people seeing them off in the open air. And this is in marked contrast to their normal experience, which in the close-knit society that is Cuba today is of doing almost everything in groups—in family units, as part of a cohort of friends, or with co-workers. Instead, once the long good-byes have been said, all those kisses lavished, all those children hugged, all those manly abrazos exchanged, the travelers must complete their journey in an altogether unfamiliar isolation, as if they were convicts, or refugees, or, perhaps, middle-class North Americans. That isolation is made all the more acute by the sharp-elbowed, jammed, disorganized maze they encounter once inside the jerry-built departure hall at José Martí, a place where gate assignments are often misleading and where unfinished bits of wiring dangle from the drop ceiling like so many icicles.


In Miami, to be sure, there will be a horde of family members waiting. They will be there on the other side of the arrivals barrier with their tears, their baskets of food, and, often, their camcorders to record the arrival of relatives many have never laid eyes on before and even those whom they have, they as often as not remember far more dimly than they would care to admit. But that is Miami, the other side, and in the sweltering heat of the José Martí parking lot, or during the punitive bureaucratic rigmarole of the departure formalities inside the terminal, Miami quite properly seems a universe away.


If anything, though, the distance separating Miami and Havana appears still greater from a South Florida vantage point. Prosperous Miami Cubans, many of whom routinely use Miami International Airport for their business trips to New York and Washington as well as for their holiday outings to Orlando or Cancún, are, in contrast to their relatives on the island, rarely much given to waiting calmly on line for anything. Miami, particularly Cuban Miami, is an impatient place, a city where motorists routinely flout stop signs and red lights, and, even in residential neighborhoods, will surge angrily around a car they think is proceeding along too slowly. Some Miamians, particularly native-born Americans, black and white, who have seen their city transformed into something almost unrecognizable over the past thirty years by its burgeoning Cuban population, tend to attribute this to the vagaries of what they often refer to rather euphemistically as “the Latin temperament.” For them this is no simple xenophobic gibe—though it is often that as well—since many Cuban-Americans in Miami also have a weakness for explicating practically every difference between themselves and their non-Cuban neighbors in terms of this Latin temperament, if not, more grandiosely still, in terms of something they call “the Cuban character.”


There are a few wags who have suggested that the crucial reason for this staccato quality of Miami life has nothing to do with temperament, but rather with chemistry, and that the habit of so many Cuban-Americans, the men particularly, of halting several times a day at outdoor stands for infusions of café cubano—a mixture strong enough to jolt even the most tranquil of nervous systems—is really at the root of the frenetic style that most people who know it associate with the city. But whatever the cause, and whatever the explanation—flippant, resentful, or self-aggrandizing—Miami is certainly anything but a quiet place, its inhabitants anything but passive.


But nevertheless, Latin temperament or no Latin temperament, at Miami International those who wait to check in for the Havana flight do so with a phlegm that would do credit to any group of East Havana housewives gathering in the predawn light in some residential neighborhood like Vedado or El Cerro outside a shuttered bodega or at a streetcorner where a truck laden with yucca or potatoes from the countryside is rumored to be heading. Since the trips from Miami to Havana were resumed in the mid-nineteen-eighties, they have been scheduled for either six in the morning or midnight, so perhaps some of the dazed attitude the travelers exhibit can be attributed to simple sleep deprivation. The more important factor, though, is that on the subject of Cuba, these ostentatiously impatient people have learned, over the course of three decades and at an incalculable cost, to be patient.


And most would doubtless not have slept in any case, on the eve of their embarkation on a journey to that place that, in the case of younger Cuban-Americans, they have never seen, or, for those who left after the triumph of the revolution—those five words that one hears so often both in Miami and in Havana pronounced as if they were only one: eltriunfodelarevolución—they have never revisited. Throughout the nineteen-sixties and most of the seventies, it was, in any event, forbidden to the Cuban-Americans of el exilio, “the exile,” to visit the island. For the revolutionaries, and, for that matter, in the eyes of many ordinary Cubans who had chosen to remain, the Miami community were traitors, people to be excoriated as gusanos, “worms,” and shunned if ever they were encountered. Cubans continued, in numbers that varied according to the vagaries of Fidel Castro’s wishes and the ebb and flow of diplomacy and geopolitics, to go into exile in Miami, but once they had left there was no question of their ever returning even in the most extraordinary of circumstances. And so, for decades, the Cubans of South Florida sat helplessly by while back on the island—which was to say a mere ninety miles from Key West; one hundred and forty from Miami—their parents fell ill or died, relatives married and divorced, careers were undertaken, succeeded at, abandoned, and children were born and grew into adulthood.


Then, in the late nineteen-seventies, there came a brief period of opening. Much to the outrage of some vocal segments of the Cuban exile community in Miami (that other great center of the Cuban diaspora in the United States, the area of northern New Jersey around Union City, had never been able to muster even the limited political influence in Washington that the Miami exiles had acquired), the Carter administration decided to undertake the first serious effort to introduce détente into U.S.-Cuban relations since Castro had nationalized American economic holdings on the island in 1961. One of the interlocutors the Americans turned to was a liberal Cuban exile banker in Miami, a certain Bernardo Benes. With U.S. approval, Benes traveled to Havana, initiating not only the desired intergovernmental contacts but also that process which would come to be referred to in Miami as El Diálogo, “the Dialogue,” the first serious encounter between the Cubans of the exile and the Cubans of the revolution—los de aquí y los de allá, “those from here and those from there,” as many people continue to describe themselves, the here and the there varying depending on which side of the Florida Strait they sat on—since the failure of exile arms at the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961.


For an all-too-short moment, it became possible once more for ordinary Cuban exiles to visit the country of their birth. The “worms” began to return, transmogrified, in official Cuban government pronouncements, as “gutterflies.” And for all their understandable fear and festering bitterness, many seized the opportunity, including my friends Raul and Ninon Rodriguez. They had each left Havana in 1959, when they were both eleven. At the height of the Dialogue, in 1980, they were able to return for a week and set eyes as adults on the city of their birth. But they would not return again until 1990 and 1991, when I accompanied them on two trips to Havana.


If it was an opening, it did not last long. Perhaps too many hopes were pinned on such a frail reed, but whatever was responsible for the collapse of the negotiations, the budding amity of 1979 was soon replaced by stalemate, and then, in the spring and summer of 1980, the crisis at the Peruvian embassy in Havana and the Mariel boatlift. Spontaneously, at least according to every account except that of the Cuban government itself, a group of Havana dissidents drove a truck onto the guarded grounds of the Peruvian embassy in the Miramar section of the city, leaped out, and demanded political asylum. In the fracas, though, one of the Cuban policemen on duty at the embassy gate was killed. The Cuban authorities blamed the asylum-seekers; the dissidents denied all responsibility. When the Peruvian authorities declined to turn the refugees out, Fidel Castro ordered that the remaining police detail be withdrawn. Between that order’s promulgation, on the morning of April 4, 1980, and the following afternoon, ten thousand would-be refugees rushed from every neighborhood in Havana and claimed sanctuary in the extraterritorial haven that was the embassy grounds.


An initial period of confusion was soon followed by intense negotiations. During this time, as both the sanitary and the psychological conditions at the embassy deteriorated, the Castro regime organized huge demonstrations along Fifth Avenue, Miramar’s main thoroughfare, and, incidentally, the place where Raul Rodriguez had been born. Tens of thousands of Cubans turned out (or were turned out; accounts differed) to reaffirm their loyalty to their government and to denounce as traitors those who were clamoring to leave. These actos de repudio, “acts of repudiation,” as they were called, can still be apprehended in photographic vignette by anyone who chooses to visit a fine house on Fifth Avenue in Miramar that is now the home of the Museum of the People in Revolutionary Struggle and was formerly the embassy of the Republic of Peru to the Republic of Cuba. Having made its point, however, the Castro regime eventually decided to allow the refugees to proceed on to South Florida. The port of Mariel, on Cuba’s north coast, was designated as the sole authorized departure point. Not that the Cuban government would provide transportation. But it did announce that the Miami exiles could, if they wished, come to Mariel in boats and collect this escoria, “this scum,” as Havana’s Radio Rebelde had it; that is to say, their relatives.


Miami Cubans responded instantly. But when their ill-assorted fleet of pleasure cruisers, fishing boats, ferries, and motor launches began to arrive in Mariel, it turned out that there was a wrinkle. Those who were waiting at dockside were not only people who had opposed the regime, or had seized the opportunity to be reunited with their kin in Miami, but also included an enormous number of lunatics, common criminals, and homosexuals (homosexuality being a crime in revolutionary Cuba and a disgrace in capitalist Miami). Castro had seized on the opportunity and all but emptied his prisons and his insane asylums. What had seemed at first like a triumph for Cuban Miami turned out to be a time bomb, delivered C.O.D. Before the boatlift had ended, 125,000 new Cuban refugees had ended up in a Miami that all but had a collective nervous breakdown in its wake.


It was a brilliant theatrical coup on Fidel Castro’s part. Once again, he proved that he knew how to turn even the most discomfiting situations to his advantage; once again, he proved how gravely both Miami and Washington had underestimated him. Within the United States, the results were not long in coming. Humiliatingly outmaneuvered, the Carter administration was understandably in no mood to continue a dialogue with Havana in any form. As for the Miami Cubans, they were so busy trying to assimilate the new refugee population in their midst, one that was more gay, poorer, and more nonwhite than any preceding group of Cuban refugees to have arrived in South Florida, that any thought of returning to Cuba once again, even for a visit to close relatives, quickly became something of an abstraction. There was more than enough “Cubanity” to deal with at home in Miami. Moreover, Mariel not only strengthened this “Cubanity” of the exile by injecting so many unassimilated Cubans into the Miami mix but it also stiffened the political resolve of even those relatively liberal Cuban exiles who had been sympathetic toward some form of reconciliation with Castro. How could one treat with a regime that thought nothing of sending florid schizophrenics and violent criminals north alongside innocent refugees? To do so would be immoral.


In reality, there had probably never been an enormous amount of support in Miami for climbing down even partway from what, in exile circles, had come to be known as the “vertical” position of unbending opposition and resistance to the tyranny of Fidel Castro. But now, the boatlift seemed to demonstrate that the hardest of the hard-liners had been correct all along. One of the more unpleasant aftershocks of Mariel in Cuban Miami was to render almost respectable the views of such groups as Alpha 66 and Omega 7—groups that, if not directly implicated, certainly saw nothing wrong with terrorist acts like the blowing up of a Cubana de Aviación airliner over Barbados in 1976, a deed that left everyone on board dead—and draw the general consensus of popular opinion in South Florida even further rightward than it had been before Mariel. Even in those Miami circles where people had most staunchly sympathized with the objectives of the Dialogue, there was the pervasive sense that now was not the best time to visit Cuba and that perhaps it might be better to wait, as Miami Cubans had been waiting for so long, for the overthrow of Fidel Castro, no matter how remote or improbable such an eventuality appeared to be in the fall and winter of 1981.


But even the most vertical of positions have a way of lapsing into other, more commodious postures. In 1986, quietly at first, the flights between Miami and Havana were resumed. This time, they were organized by a company called Marazul Charters, which, in turn, leased some rather superannuated aircraft belonging to Haiti Trans Air—it was the second airline of that republic—on a twice-weekly basis. Marazul itself was the creation of a man named Francisco Aruca, a former militant in an anti-Castro Catholic youth organization who had been imprisoned in La Cabaña prison in Havana in the early sixties, escaped (according to some, dressed as a child, in a crowd of wives leaving the jail grounds after a monthly family visit), and finally made his way to the United States thanks to the good offices of the Brazilian embassy, in which he had been granted asylum. Aruca had gone on to study at Georgetown University, working as a bellhop in a Washington hotel to stay afloat, and, before too long, immersed himself in Cuban exile politics.


Unlike those of most former Cuban political prisoners, whose views only hardened with exile, Aruca’s positions had grown steadily more dovish and even sympathetic toward the revolution the longer he lived in the United States. In the mid-seventies, a magazine he helped to found in New York City, Areito, could be found preaching an embryonic form of the Dialogue that was to follow and even a broader accommodation between the exile and the Cuban revolution. Marazul itself was prospering thanks to the tours it organized of East bloc countries—the sorts of tours that before the collapse of the Communist world were to be found advertised in small, left-wing American magazines and usually involved cruises down the Volga River or a week in the Hungarian wine country. So few who knew of him were surprised, when, in the mid-eighties, the Cuban authorities decided to permit a resumption of the flights, that it was Aruca, now well established in the tourist business and living in suburban Washington, to whom they would have to turn.


These days, seven years after returning to Miami, seven years of combining business interest with political conviction and keeping a near monopoly on the transportation of Cuban exiles to and from the island, Aruca is, if anything, a more controversial figure than ever. To the standard insults on Spanish-language radio in Miami—“Communist,” “homosexual,” “dialogero”—has been added another: “Aruqista.” Aruca himself now has his own radio station, Radio Progreso, that on an AM band almost entirely given over to the most vertical of anti-Castro programming broadcasts the news from Radio Havana and flails away at the received opinions of el exilio. Paradoxically, however, the Miami-Havana flights themselves are not particularly controversial except among the hardest of hard-core militants. To the contrary, they have become almost as much a part of the landscape of exile in Miami as the feverish discussions about what will happen to the island after Castro falls, or the regular use of a telephone link through Canada (the Cuban government has refused so far to permit any upgrading of its telecommunications links with the United States until its dispute with ITT over the monies owed the multinational over the nationalization of its assets thirty years ago is resolved) that permits people in Miami to talk to their relatives in Havana.


As for the thrice-weekly scenes of departure at Miami International, these scarcely excite any comment at all either from passersby on the concourse where Marazul has its check-in counter, or from the airport’s largely Cuban-American ground staff. For a Miami Cuban to visit Havana is a rarity nowadays, but it is hardly unknown. The clerks in drugstores and supermarkets all over Miami are used to people stocking up on everything from babies’ shoes to Tampax. Drugstores stock small-sized containers of talc, shampoo, and hand cream, and family-sized packs of chewing gum—perfect for gifts to the large extended families waiting in Havana. And photo stores are accustomed to processing slides of these trips, often in many copies for giving away, after the traveler has returned from Cuba, for friends and family in Miami who have remained behind.


This commerce has simply become part of the background noise of daily life in South Florida. By the same token, the sight of a long line of mostly elderly Cubans clutching all manner of parcels really is far less remarkable—once the political objections have been overcome—than the spectacle of red-faced German tourists heading for their departure gate at Miami International, their arms straining to encompass bags of luridly wrapped souvenir citrus fruits, after having spent a week at their condominiums on Miami Beach, or of Central American immigrants shepherding their enormous, trailing families through the crowded terminal as they try to locate a bus that might conceivably take them into downtown Miami or out to the agricultural country around Homestead. In airports like Miami’s, places that have become the fraught antechambers to the new Babel that is the United States on this, the eve of the millennium, the sight of some well-heeled folks waiting on a slow-moving check-in line is hardly the most piquant or exotic of the many curiosities on offer.


Which does not make these scenes of departure any less moving, or, by the same token, render them any less predictable and formalized. For what is most striking about the departure of Cuban-Americans for Havana is the choreographed quality of their leaving. Almost invariably, as befits a culture in which children still routinely live at home at least until they get married, and in which, in Miami just as much as if not, for all the overweening material prosperity, more so than in Havana, several generations will often take up residence within walking distance of one another’s homes, solitary departures are all but unheard of. The salient difference between José Martí International and the Miami airport is not one of sentiment but rather one of access. In South Florida, the check-in lines are not restricted to those actually traveling and so move forward buttressed by massive auxiliaries of relatives and friends. The final good-byes are said only at the last security barrier, and, even after the departing traveler has wrenchingly moved out of view once and for all, those who have accompanied him or her to the airport often can be seen lingering aimlessly on the now empty concourse, to all appearances either unwilling or unable to head for the parking lot and full acknowledgment of that sense that the thread of their lives has suddenly been loosened.


In other words, for every actual departure of a member of the Miami exile for a week-long stay in Cuba, there are any number of fantasy departures, aborted departures, or botched departures on the part of those who, for whatever reason, have decided not to essay the trip south. And among these people who have made this difficult decision not to go, there is often the strong and pervasive sense that in some very basic way their lives are on hold until the others who have actually gone to Cuba are safely back home in Miami. This becomes clear when the traveler does return. He or she is greeted with a fervor that transcends all cultural, all “temperamental,” questions of a special Cuban demonstrativeness or family closeness. At the arrivals area, it is common to hear as many questions about the returnee’s well-being as it is to hear inquiries about loved ones still living on the island. “Are you all right?” those who have come to the airport keep repeating. Then, since, people return from these journeys as empty-handed as they departed overloaded with goods, the newly reunited groups bypass the baggage claim and head for the exits, with the travelers again and again being assured that there are sandwiches and cold drinks in the car and that, in any case, there is a big lechón asado, or a paella, or a palomilla steak, waiting back at the house—as if those who have just returned on the Marazul flight had been gone for a year and not seven short days.


Later, over coffee, or else at breakfast the next morning, the traveler is more than likely to be reproached. “When you left, I thought I would die, and while you were gone, I did die a little each day,” a Cuban mother of a friend of mine told him the day after his return to Miami. They were sitting on the terrace of a private club off Key Biscayne, palm trees to their backs and the Atlantic before them—a setting so idyllic as to be barely credible. And yet her remark was much more than simple histrionic posing—the kind of reproach indulged in by Cuban mothers, who in Miami are often indistinguishable in terms of stereotypes from the Jewish matrons of Miami Beach. It was posing, and performance, of course, but only trivially. The anguish was real. Cuban Miami, for all its outward prosperity and jauntiness, is a city in pain, a place where the dead are never far from people’s minds, and in which the past and the present are constantly being elided. Those remaining behind are, from this point of view at least, quite within their rights to be furious with those who visit Cuba and return. They have forced the issue.


For to contemplate return, for those who do not actually have the experience, is again to come face to face with the pain of exile, with a sharply refocused sense of lives, and homes, and youth, all gone forever, with the gnawing discomfort that goes with being an immigrant, no matter how privileged an immigrant, in America, and with the inexpressible, desolate sense all exiles the world over share of being at ease and at home nowhere on earth. Those who make the trip to Cuba at least have the consolation of experiencing the hard sense of the place’s reality for themselves. The dream vanishes, at least during the seven days of the visit. But for their relatives who choose to remain behind in Miami, this ripping off of scabs formed over the decades of exile can seem like something close to agony.


Not that those who do go ever undertake the trip with equanimity. There are political scruples to be confronted and agonized over, the guilty sense, which has been so successfully drummed into the Miami exiles since the first of them arrived in 1959, that to spend even one dime in convertible currency in Cuba—despite the fact that any expenditure there is bound to be overwhelmingly on gifts and supplies for relatives who otherwise might literally have trouble surviving the latest round of austerity measures imposed on the island by the regime (“the special period in time of peace,” Castro dubbed the belt-tightening of 1991; there was more to follow)—is, in the words of Jorge Mas Canosa, the leader of the largest and most intransigent of mainstream exile political groupings, the Cuban-American National Foundation, to “prolong the agony of the Cuban people.” And whatever people in Miami think of Mas Canosa, they know there is justice in the claim. The Cuban government does make money on the Marazul flights, which are priced at a punitively high rate; it does profit indirectly from the money and goods that the exiles bring with them, though perhaps no more so than the governments of bankrupt nations all over the world, from El Salvador to Serbia, which are simply more honest about their dependence on remittances from their citizens working and living in Los Angeles, Düsseldorf, or, indeed, Miami; and the gifts the exiles bring have the emollient effect of making the ordinary Cubans who receive them a little less dissatisfied, and, conceivably, that much less inclined to agitate for political and social change on the island. In Cuba, in the nineties, to play Santa Claus—one of the main roles of the returning exile—is, at the very least, to act as a double agent as far as the regime is concerned, just as it is an exercise in ambivalence for the exile.


But such objections are largely political, and, despite the highly politicized quality of life in Miami, the deepest anxieties most of those contemplating a trip to Cuba experience have far less to do with their ideological convictions and far more to do with the rawer, more primordial question of their fear, their great fear. For Cuban-Americans who want to visit Havana must travel not on their U.S. documents but on Cuban passports that are issued to them by the Cuban interests section in Washington after the applications are vetted in Havana. For many in Miami, this is the first actual contact with the Cuban authorities they have ever had. For others, the older people especially, it is sure to bring back stark, unreconciled memories of the humiliations they underwent heading the other way, north toward Florida and exile, at the hands of revolutionary justice and revolutionary bureaucracy. The United States government offers a blanket exemption to its travel ban on Cuba to anyone with family there. But, under Cuban law, only those who left the island for good before January 1, 1959, and those who were born in the United States, and are thus considered to be American tourists not Cuban exiles, are exempted from the requirement to submit to the authority of the Cuban state.


When the documents do not arrive from Washington, people despair. But when the gray Cuban passports finally do arrive in the mail in Miami, they are like live hand grenades. And more than one Cuban exile has spent more than one sleepless night in homes all over Cuban Miami—Southwest, Little Havana, Westchester, Kendall, and Coral Gables—staring fixedly at a blue U.S. passport and that gray Cuban one, not knowing what to do or feel, not knowing whether to go to Havana or cancel the trip and stay in a Miami that suddenly seems both more alien and more like home than it ever has before.


In the night, in quiet moments, or driving to work, the anxieties can mount and multiply. What if I’m arrested on a trumped-up charge, drugs, say, or even some technical currency violation? Sure, it has not happened often, but it has happened. You read about it in The Miami Herald; maybe you’ve signed a petition demanding the poor fool’s release. Or what if the Cuban authorities simply decide that they won’t let me leave on the return flight I’ve booked, that there is something wrong with these papers they’ve issued me—“A mere formality, you understand, compañero [compañero? Christ!], and one that shouldn’t take longer than a couple of days to clear up.” In Miami, half the people you see in restaurants like the Versailles, or the Málaga, or the Centro Vasco, have mobile phones. There are scarcely any phones that work in Havana. And what will anyone be able to do, who will even find out what’s happened to me? The American interests section? That’s a joke. They have been largely powerless when such incidents have occurred. As the sign the Cuban authorities have put up across from their building on the Havana seawall, the Malecón, puts it, “Yankees, we are not in the least bit afraid of you!” And while of course they are—they would not have put up such a sign if they weren’t—this does not mean that a diplomatic protest on behalf of some Cuban-American silly enough to have returned home—Daniel going back into the lion’s den after he had been let out once—will be made with much conviction or listened to at the foreign ministry with much interest.


To undertake such a journey, then, is the biggest step that any exile can make. Small wonder that when the doors of the Haiti Trans Air Boeing actually are prized open after the bumpy landing at José Martí—the airport was known as Rancho Boyeros when most of the returning travelers last set foot there, in many cases to board the so-called Freedom Flights to their Miami exile—there is at first the predictable, impatient stampede toward the door, but then, as the travelers look down the old-fashioned metal gangway, down at the the armed policemen in their green forage caps and the man in the guayabera shirt with his clipboard, and, beyond them, at the battered British Leyland buses waiting to ferry them to the terminal, but, most crucially, down at Cuba, there is a noticeable pause, followed by a collective, audible intake of breath. And only a moment after that do the passengers begin to descend down the ramp and onto the soil of the country in which most were born and which many have neither seen for as much as thirty-three years nor forgotten for more than half a day during all the time that has intervened since.
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WHETHER OR NOT they actually chose to return to Cuba on a visit—and for the moment the vast majority did not—and whether most Miami Cubans imagined that they in fact ever would return to the island to live, even after Fidel Castro finally passed from the scene, their anguished longings for their own, defunct Havana, and, more comprehensively, for what was called in the exile la Cuba de ayer, “the Cuba of yesterday,” were the spiritual glue that bonded the Cubans of South Florida together. Such doleful coherence, though, had immensely complicated what had been, to begin with, a deeply ambivalent attitude toward the United States. For thirty-three years, these Cubans had lived lives of triumphant ambiguity. Unlike earlier successful immigrant groups in America, the Cubans had experienced little if any slackening off in their attachment to their island homeland. At the same time, they had been immensely successful in the United States, and if their hearts had not yet fused with it, their interests and, especially, their pocketbooks had.


Such contradictions were hardly surprising, however much the native-born in South Florida continued to be astonished by them. Those who had come to Miami from Havana were not the poorest but rather the most privileged portion of the Cuban population, and this alone was enough to set them apart from almost every other immigrant group to the United States since the time of the Quakers and the Unitarians. Moreover, these exiles had not crossed a wide ocean but a narrow strait, had not insinuated themselves in an already bustling metropolis like New York or Chicago but settled in a small, provincial city that was still on the cusp of the expansion that would make Miami one of the most important cities in the United States by the mid-nineteen-eighties. What was Miami and what was Havana were, in any case, not so easy to distinguish. The two cities enjoyed the same climate, the same vegetation, and, once the Cuban exiles had reached a critical mass of half a million people, the same population. The result was that, though Cubans had prospered in Miami—indeed, their success and that of the city were, as they were only too ready to point out to resentful native-born Floridians, all but inseparable—buried their parents in its cemeteries, and educated their children in its schools and universities, they continued to live, metaphorically at least, with their bags packed and a strong fantasy alive in their hearts of what they would do in Cuba and for Cuba when, at last, they were finally able to return.


The fact that such ideas were, for the moment at least, chimerical, and that just as with every passing year the Cuba of yesterday receded further so as the Miami Cubans became more and more vested in South Florida their prospects of pulling up stakes and going home was also diminishing with time, paradoxically had done little to lessen their authority. If anything, the opposition both of non-Cubans in South Florida and, more implacably, of the Castro regime itself had strengthened the Miami Cubans’ passionate allegiance to the idea of return in much the same way that lovers who hold themselves aloof tend to fan the flames of desire in those they have captivated. And such analogies with the travails of the personal life were hard to avoid in Miami, in part because over the decades the facts of exile had become in most people’s minds all but inseparable from the wound of exile.


Outsiders could only see the inconsistencies, and the elaboration of them was a frequent subject of conversation among Anglos and blacks if, but more usually when, the talk turned to Cuban Miami. “They want to have it both ways,” a Miami Beach philanthropist once remarked to me, with that bitterness that is such a commonplace when non-Cubans pause to contemplate el exilio. “You’re a writer, a professional outsider. To you, Miami is interesting. But we have to live here and the fact that the Cubans can’t seem to decide who or what they are is incredibly troubling.


“If you say to them,” he continued, “ ‘Look, you’re Americans now,’ they usually shake their heads condescendingly and reply, ‘No, no, no, no, no’—‘no’s’ seem to come in sets of five with them—‘we never chose to come here to the United States. Fidel Castro expelled us, and we were forced to go into exile, forced to go to Miami. We are many things, including pro-American, but we are not Americans, not yet anyway. We won’t even know what we are until things actually change in Cuba, until we have the possibility of going back. Once the exile is over, things will change, because we Cubans will finally have the freedom to make up our own minds about whether we want to be immigrants or go home.’ ”


As he spoke, this elderly Jewish businessman more and more seemed to incarnate the Cuban everyman, “Señor Fulano de Tal,” as he is known in Cuban Spanish, whom he was representing. Then he paused, shrugged, and, for a moment, became himself again. But after a short time, my acquaintance went back into character. His voice began to rise, first as an echo of his own frustration, but then in an all-too-accurate mimicking of the hectic speech patterns Cuban-Americans tend to adopt when talking about el tema, “the theme,” that catchall phrase that describes for Cuban Miami everything relating to the exile, to the possibility of change on the island, and to the role Cuban-Americans might play in it.


“So you say,” he went on, “ ‘Okay, I get it, you’re exiles. But in that case why don’t you stop complaining about not being accepted in American society, or dwelling on the way you have been slighted by this civic leader or misrepresented in that story in The Miami Herald, or complaining that one downtown law firm is prejudiced against Cubans or that corporation is too soft on Fidel Castro!’ ” He laughed derisively. “That’s the point when they usually climb even higher onto their soapboxes and retort: ‘You Americans talk as if we were interlopers. Remember, if you can, that Miami was a village before we Cubans arrived here. If this city is anything, it is thanks to our sweat, our energy. So don’t accuse us of meddling. We’ve earned the right to campaign for our interests, whether it’s in terms of set-asides for Cuban-American contractors and architects, representation on corporate boards, or, yes, U.S.-Cuba relations.’


“The truth is,” he concluded, “that my Cuban neighbors want to be like Russian émigrés in Paris in 1920 and like African-Americans or Jews in America today at the same time.”


And in a sense, he was right. Cuban Miami did want it both ways. But how could it have been otherwise! How could they not have had this curious, almost dialectical relationship with their own identity in this Miami, on this ground that was botanically identical to that of Havana, and in this place they could feel superior to culturally—as cosmopolites, even in exile, always feel superior to the provincial city to which history has consigned them. Before the Cuban revolution, Havana had been the paradigm, not sleepy Miami, and the rich of South Florida had looked forward to their trips there, not just for sexual high jinks, but for culture, glamour, and even high fashion. Mitchell Wolfson, one of the leading members of this Anglo Miami oligarchy, recalls that in the fifties his mother had her dresses made in a shop in Havana, when she didn’t go to Paris or New York, that is. During the same period, rich Cubans went to Key Biscayne or Miami Beach regularly, using these then fairly bucolic resorts like spas, places to go to recuperate from the rigors of the Havana social whirl. All one had to do was remember that the name of the ferry from Cuba to Key West had been the City of Havana, not the City of Miami, to understand the cultural pecking order that was in force in those days. Add to this the seemingly unquenchable fantasy of return, and the belief that, as long as Fidel Castro remained in power, the business between Cuba and its exile remained unfinished, and whatever distinctions it might have been rational to expect the Miami Cubans to draw among the wound, the wish, and the reality, or, for that matter, between what it was to be an exile and what it was to be an immigrant, drawing them came to seem the unlikeliest act of all for el exilio to perform. For to do so would have been, imaginatively at least, the grossest act of psychological self-mutilation. The contradictions were infinitely preferable.


And perhaps they were not quite so contradictory as they usually appeared to non-Cubans. Leaving aside the fact that the model of the successful immigrant group rapidly choosing to assimilate—give or take a few penumbral traces of discarded ethnicity, these being for the most part culinary—was one that no longer, in an age of multiculturalist pieties, particularly recommended itself to native-born Americans who were themselves busy recuperating the ethnic identities their parents or grandparents had discarded, assimilation and exile were ideas that simply did not mix. Exile and business success, yes, or exile and participation in the civic life of South Florida. But to assimilate was to accept that the exile was over, and, on a political level, that Fidel Castro had won. And this Cuban Miami gave no sign of being prepared to contemplate, let alone accept. For to have done so would have meant finally submitting to the proposition that the past thirty-three years in South Florida, the decades of wishing for return, of tasting it in one’s dreams, and of struggling to pass along these longings to one’s children, one’s ever more Americanized children, had all been for naught. It would have meant saying not just that the exile was over—that would have been painful enough—but that there had never really been an exile except in the mind of Miami.


By comparison, the price of living in a certain state of contradiction seemed cheap. Not that most Cuban Miamians were prepared to accept such an imputation. When called upon to reply to the accusations made by native-born Floridians, their response was less to deliver themselves of a Whitmanesque “Do I contradict myself? Very well then I contradict myself” than to counterattack. As a Cuban-American banker named Luis Botifoll, who was famous in el exilio not only for having run the first Cuban-owned bank in the U.S., the Republic National Bank, but for his cultural and political activism both in Havana, where he had edited the newspaper El Mundo, and in Miami, put it to me, “It will always be difficult for you Americans to understand the realities as we Cubans in Miami see them. Immigrants want to assimilate because, by and large, they have brought with them unhappy memories of their native countries. But we don’t have bad memories of Cuba. Before 1959, we did not think the U.S. was better. We thought Cuba was better. And most of us still do. It isn’t that I am not grateful to the United States, or that I don’t love the United States. I do. But even though this country has been very good to me, even after thirty-three years I don’t feel comfortable here. And the reason is simple. I would rather be in Cuba.”


Botifoll was not alone. Among people of his generation, the hunger to return was as strong as ever. One could hear it expressed over the Spanish-language radio stations in the voices—some still sturdy, others enfeebled and quavering—of the old men who called in regularly to reminisce about the way life had been in Cuba before they had left, or to muse over the chances that they would ever return home. What was heartrending about these voices was not what they were arguing—is it the disembodied quality of a call-in show that encourages the extreme rhetoric one so often hears there?—but their plan. Really, all the callers could have reduced their sentences to one word, “Cuba,” and have repeated it over and over again. The meaning would have been clear. And it was clear, anyway. “I’m seventy years old,” one man confided, “and all I want is to die in my country.” “My memories are like seed corn,” said another, “but after thirty-three years, I’ve eaten most of it, and the only question is whether I’ll get to die happy, in Cuba, or as a broken man here in Miami with Cuba in my heart.” “I can almost no longer bear it,” said a third. “Every year, I think, ‘This is the year we return,’ every New Year, I think, ‘This is the last one I shall have to spend in the United States,’ and yet the years roll around and at my age I don’t have many more left me.”
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