 Distance is something like a blemish.
To me it’s like a scar.

I told my Dad it’s like an open wound you’re stuck with.

The moment when the sense of distance hits you, the wound hurts most:
it bleeds and throbs the whole time – you can’t touch it for fear it’ll worsen.
As time passes, it seems to get better – and then you’re left with the scar.
Then every time look at the scar, it reminds you of your original pain

and remembering that hurts just as much, but it’s like a memory trace of the pain.

Distances

I’m back. At last I’m in Cuba

-Oh, Aurora, why are you back? – You never know why, but as you can see, here I am.

This morning life was really getting me down.  I couldn’t wait to see you in the flesh.
-No… Shall we play? –‘Shall we play’ has to come in immediately

 –Shall we play? -I don’t know.
-Course you do, come on. –A sad game?
-Ok, if that’s what you want. –Ok then.

-You were Aurora coming back from a trip. I was Magdalena and I was alone.

-It was the first time that everyone forgot my birthday. 
It was December and I was afraid I didn’t matter to anyone.
I have a letter I wrote my father where I say “I’m a typical Cuban girl…

…traumatized like all of us”.
A young village girl from an ordinary, nice, supportive family 
who has gone through more or less the same things as every other Cuban girl.

It all seems the same old story…
-Any news? –Your granddaughter’s more and more outspoken.

-The post’s arrived, good job.  –She’s written you an epic.
-Is it from her?..Oh goodness!

-“Hi Avilio, first things first, lots of kisses. Here’s a short note I sent for my sister, kisses.
-Tata, congratulations. Dad says you graduated, at long last!

I suppose with the best mark, as always, ha ha.

This is just to wish you all the best. Give a big kiss to Mima, and lots for you too’”
My God, she couldn’t have been more….?

Your father’s not sent a letter? Well, that’s that then.

Do you want to write a letter to Mum and Dad?

I’ve brought you some paper and pens so that you can write it and send it with mine.
-I’ll see if I can. –Of course you can, what do you mean you can’t?
I can’t. Not with this finger, I can’t.

Well, you can try. If you can’t, I’ll write it for you.

-This finger won’t let me. – I can write it for you and at the end I’ll put:

“I wrote this for Mima because it’s too hard for her”.
Oh, for the love of God!

Yesterday, Thursday, we got up early. 

In fact we hardly slept for worrying that the alarm wouldn’t go off…

On my planet there are so many obstacles and so much paperwork 
you have to present for anything you need,
especially if the thing you need could actually improve your life.

Yesterday, when I was visiting some friends, I had to laugh.

They were astonished that one of our neighbours had just become a Haitian citizen 
because she’d registered her old relatives’ documents. 
Here, what’s euphemistically called a ‘white card’ is a document the immigration office issues,

without which, you’re not allowed to leave the country.

Some days ago, I was so delighted because my eldest son, who’s living outside Cuba,

sent me some comments to my blog, 
which I still haven’t been able to read yet, as I don’t have the Internet. 

Let’s sing the anthem. –One, two, three…
 Hasten to battle, men of Bayamo, For the homeland looks proudly to you. 
You do not fear a glorious death, Because to die for the country is to live. 
To live in chains Is to live in dishonour and ignominy. 
Hear the clarion call, Hasten, brave ones, to battle!   
I hope you all have a lovely holiday, you all deserve it, 

after a long school year of ten months. You all know that the year goes…
…from September until…? – October- 

Until June, until the end of June…

The summer holidays are about to start. Lots of kids are really happy about it,

But not me because I really like school.
Well, that’s ok because this summer’s going to be really special.

-Marlon.  I’m coming over now.

On 26th August I turn eight and this birthday I’m going to spend with my mum.

I’m coming over there.

It’s been more than a year since my mum left Cuba and she’s coming to visit next month.

I live with my granny and my auntie Susana.

We’re fixing the house at the moment, painting the doors and the walls,

 so that when my mum arrives, it’ll all look much nicer.

-You’ll see when we’re together. He’s here, hang on…

-Christian, come talk to your mum.

Mum… How are you?

 The teacher gave us our marks. I got an ‘excellent’ in mathematics…
Tell her I’ll go and see the teacher tomorrow
I’m playing football and thinking of you, do you know why? 
Remember the times we played football with my friend Naim? 

Yeah, yeah…
Come on, just write a short letter, it doesn’t have to be very long.
I wrote and never knew if the letter arrived or not, 

And it took me over a week to be able to write it.

I never got a reply, nor heard anything, I don’t even know if he received it.
- It took me a week to write that letter. –So it’s not because of your hand. 
It’s my hand and everything.

I know, I know. - Oh, Massiel…
The letter I wrote to my sister, at the end I said: “Hi from Mima”

I spoke to her about you, but as if it were me, not as if it were you.

Ok, say something from me. Tell her, from what I’ve been told,
if one day I ever do see her, I won’t recognize her.
It was really difficult for my grandmother.

First my cousin left, then my dad, then my sister.

She’s got 3 granddaughters and I’m the only one still here.
My mum left when I was thirteen and dad left four years ago and took my little sister.
Since they left I’ve not seen them at all.

-I’m off now as I’m running late, see you…
I’ll call you and tell you which day it is… I’ll call you tomorrow, anyway.
-Love you- -Ok-
I could have gone too, but I didn’t because all my family were here in Cuba.

When my mum said that I could go to her she was doing really well in Spain.
I would have been able to study in Spain; not work, just study.

But at that time I said to my mum that I couldn’t go.

I couldn’t leave my dad here to go off and study, or leave Mima.

And Amanda! My sister was so small then and she always worshipped me:
If I put a necklace on, so did she; we were together all day.
So, I just couldn’t go and do that to them.

Let’s do the first part: the arrival

From the beginning?

Take it from the last part: “I won’t be seeing you for a while…”
I bumped into my old 1st year drama teacher in the street four years after 
and he said ‘I’ve got the perfect part for you.  It is you’.

Please, come in.

I hope this play starts something, that people see it and maybe…

…it leads to other things.

Sweet orange, sliced lemon too…

We go on in two weeks.

<Give me a hug, I’m begging you>.

-I came back! 

You always leave “the revolution” over there with the suitcase.
In the sixties…in the early sixties, my whole family left.
All my friends went too- it was the largest exodus from Cuba after the revolution.
I had a fiancée I was going to marry. We had everything ready for the wedding. 

But, at that time they said that if you left Cuba, it was forever…

…and you could never come back.

I thought about it and said, ‘I can’t go. I can’t move away from Cuba and never return’.

We believed in ‘the project’ and in part we wanted to stay to participate,

but the main reason I stayed in Cuba was so I wouldn’t be separated from my family;

I couldn’t leave my mother and my grandmother at that time.

I wasn’t prepared to say goodbye to them forever.

Come on, hurry before it gets cold.

What shall I take through?

-Mmm, not bad. – But it’s got…basil.
I feel I belong heart and soul to La Havana city.

It’s as if Cuba were La Habana. Well, I’d be called biased or something like that,
but I was born in La Habana and I’ve adored this city all my life.

I really like the Old Square. It reminds me of my childhood and adolescence.

And I love ‘El Malecon’…
La Habana has always been like a magnet drawing me in.
In an interview once, I said that for families, a revolution is like an erupting volcano.

With an eruption, fragments of rock are flung all over, some further than others;

each one follows its own trajectory. 

All the people I love most are scattered around the globe.

If there’s ever a problem in Madrid I’m always afraid that my youngest son is nearby.

If there’s a heavy snowstorm in France I pray that it’s not where my other son’s family live.

If anything happens in Rio de Janeiro I beg God that my eldest granddaughter isn’t nearby.
That’s how I spend my life, praying to God to keep them safe and to let me see them again.

My mum says that where she lives in Africa, there’s a big bridge with steps, a beach and they speak French.

-What’s your name? – My name is Christian

-Christian, can you tell me what she is wearing, please?

 – He’s wearing… -He or she?

- She’s wearing…sandals…a dress…I’m not sure how to…

-Look closely, think hard. What is she wearing? – A t-shirt.

- Very good, you can go. Thank you… The exam is over, goodbye. –Goodbye.
18.40
But there’s no pictures or anything…

Look, here’s the other one. It’s a book of poems. 
This book is full of beautiful poems.
I want you to read it well, choose one, and when your mum arrives, you can read it to her. 

She’ll really like that.

- Would anyone else like some water? - Thank you so much.

Anyone else for water? – Great…

I’m wilting from the heat.

- Do you know what the young women told me…the ones who arrived from Spain on Tuesday?

I was in the airport, fanning myself like mad as there was no air conditioning. 
When they saw me, they said that no one uses fans in Spain, neither young nor old women,
because they say it’s a sign of the menopause.

- Oh, the ‘minor’ pause…It’s not the menopause, but the ‘minor pause’.

I take refuge at home and I keep the house as neat and clean as I can.

My friends call by to visit and we have a good time, talking, it’s really nice.

What I hate is what I see around me in the city: it’s falling apart and I hate it.

- Have you seen how lovely it is? It’s got photos as well. –Lovely.
- You’ll have one too…How long?... when you’ve been in Spain for a year.

- Here you have your…  –My passport

-That’s your ticket to freedom!

For a Cuban to leave the country they first have to be invited by someone.

But all the official steps have to be paid for in convertible pesos, in CUC.

No Cuban has any CUC, so no one can go travelling whenever they like.

Someone has to invite them and pay for everything, absolutely everything.

You also have to get permits, and you have to pay for the permits.

It’s not a simple procedure because you need permission to be able to leave the country. 

-He’s Spanish: ‘the forceful bullfighter’. He’s a Spaniard from here, not a Spaniard from Spain.
- That’s got nothing to with it. –It’s got nothing to do with it, so what if he’s becoming Spanish.

- You’re wrong. - If you’re married to Fernando, you have the right to…

-Of course it’s got something to do with it... 

– No, when I went to Spain all the Cubans were getting married to Spaniards …

- you’d be in his family book. –Of course, the family book…
But I haven’t got a passport. I can’t do anything.

I’ve hit a dead end with all the paperwork I need to get Spanish nationality.

There are people like me who want one so they can go and visit their family…

and then come back here to live; there’s lots of us.

There are many people who want one to go and live in Spain,

or to use Spain as a springboard to get to the USA.

- Centre, behind…that’s it…

We’ve been dragging around this desperation. Kids of fifteen now want to leave the country. 

Kids of twenty have no plans here: “Why should I study, why should I work…

…if I’m not going to make any money? My students want to leave.

Everyone wants to leave!

-Now rotate your body… from the torso.
No, it’s not like that….not Cuban style…it’s from here and above…

My friends…all my friends have gone. All of them.

I’m only 24, so you can imagine how much time I’ve spent watching my friends leave.
It’s incredible…I’ve had to make new friends; the longest friendship has only been 3 years.

My childhood friends don’t exist.

- Do you like it? It costs 20 or 21 dollars in the bookshop…crazy, huh?

I’m really happy doing what I do.

I don’t know if I could be as happy: with my job, with what I enjoy; if I were anywhere else.

Or if I had to survive like they’ve all done, like my dad has: a talented and intelligent man,

who’s had to work on a building site and do jobs totally unrelated to his status.

Not me. I’m not leaving this country so that I can go and wash dishes in a bar, no way.
Here, it may be good, bad; you may fail or succeed, but when you’re on stage…

…and the show ends, everyone applauds.

You walk off stage and feel satisfied with what you do.

- Go and present yourself at the Consulate and get a permit to go and visit Magdalena.

-Rome… - One day will I be able? -Of course.

-Miami… - When you have grandchildren.

-Bogota…
- Open your eyes, girl. - Barcelona…

- The 20th Century is over. - Caracas…

- If I send you a guy it’s so that you marry him, not just have kids with him. - Faking it?

-Bogota, Rome, Madrid, Barcelona…

My dad means everything to me, absolutely everything.

It’s from him I learned the big things, the important things.

I want my kids to love me as much as I love my dad….

He’s given me the strongest foundation.

Everything I’ve learned, both intellectually and on a human level, I’ve got from him.
He was all that to me… all of it.

He writes me emails.

One of my neighbours has email at work. I write a letter and give it to him…
…and he sends it on, and when I get a reply, he prints it out for me.

That way I can keep all the emails, which is what I do.

We speak twice a year, and it’s always hard, it’s still difficult.

As soon as I hear his voice on the other end, I start to cry, even now.

It’s like he’s suddenly alive…imagine, when there’s such a distance…

… you see, I talk about them more and more in the past..

…and you end up feeling they’re not part of your life.

It’s like a good, strong rope, which is securely tied in a knot,
which suddenly comes undone and is impossible to tie again.

It’s so difficult to tie it as strongly as before.

- Oh, what a lovely surprise!

This is my youngest boy.
This is my other son.

Here we’re at work, when they had a portrait done. My friends…

The photos on my wall are my memories. If I kept them shut away, it’d be so much worse.

I take them out and put them on the walls and they soothe me.

I look and say, ‘How lovely! How beautiful I was. How gorgeous is my granddaughter…
How well my sister could paint’ 
I love to see them and it’s not depressing for me, not at all.

They fill the spaces of the people who have gone. -Look at all my darlings-

And I don’t keep them locked away, hidden. They’re there for me to see, for all to see.

That’s the way I enjoy them.

- If you find shelter, welcome. - Did you see that it starts from the first word? 
- Today are there 22 days left to wait? - This is not correct, there are 35 days left.

- 35??  - Yes, 35 days.

- But Susi, you don’t count the 35th day. - If your mum’s coming on the 13th and today’s the 8th…

-…how many days does that leave? - She told me she was coming the 12th.

- Well, she leaves the 12th and arrives the 13th, so we start counting after July…
… 1st August, then the 2nd, 3rd, that’s why it’s 35.

Do you see? July and August are 31 days long.

Do you think your mum will have changed when you see her? –I think that probably, yes.

She may have changed physically or mentally. By mentally, I mean the way a person thinks.

Do you think your mum will have changed how she thinks about you?

Or maybe that country has changed how she is as a person?
When you talk to her on the phone, does she seem the same or different to you?

-The same. - So, when she comes you think she’ll be the same person…

But she says she’s put on weight…

-Well, she’s still my mum. Of course, that’s the most important thing.

You said it, because you’re always telling me that I’m fat.

Anyway, we’re going to have a wonderful holiday.

- Are you off? - Yeah.

- Lovely. We open at the weekend and I want Mima to be there.

- Great. - See you.

I’m using the fact that Pepe’s returned to write you a letter, old style.

I would have loved to send you a present for your graduation –you deserve it,

but as money’s short, I’m sending you a piece of my dreams. 
There’s not much to say about me:

 Things are still tricky for me, with sporadic jobs and nothing definite on the horizon.

The good thing is that your sister got loads of A’s in many subjects.

I know you feel it, but the news about Cuba is anything but calm. 
You can’t tell kids what they should or shouldn’t do when they grow up;

each person is guided by their own heart.
But I’m worried that your honesty and fiery temper will get you into trouble.

Please stay far away from all politics, we’ve got enough problems.

Say Hi to everyone there, and kisses for you, and especially Mima.

I miss you more every day and can’t see a way to visit for a long time yet.
Do you believe me when I say ‘I love you’? Signed, your dad.

Ok… Ok?...Ok.

They say that there’s only one great dad in the world and every little girl has one,

but that’s not true; my dad is the greatest.

He’ll always be great, despite the fact that it’s very difficult for me….

…to forgive inside.

You can understand the reasons here in your head.

You understand, believe, support and accept it.

I helped him right up to the last moment with everything he needed for his trip.
And I never told him I didn’t want him to go because I couldn’t do that to him.

You know it here, but not here.

I would never have left him. 

That’s one thing I know for sure. Whatever happened, I would never have left him.

I would have done what I did with my grandmother:

I would have faced whatever there was…and I would have stayed.
Or else, we would have all left together…with my grandmother and everybody.

He knows, that without my grandmother, there’s no possibility.

The thing is, if 4 years ago my grandmother couldn’t go, now it’s completely impossible.

If he said tomorrow, ‘Come, both you and Mima’ I’d say ‘No’.

To uproot Mima from all that is hers,…

… from her place, from the village kids that love her. I just couldn’t do it.
Mima doesn’t want to leave. She’s never wanted to leave, and I respect that.

- Massi’s really nervous, you can tell. - Well, I’ve felt it for some days now.

Today I feel it a bit more, but it’s been with me awhile now.

When I’m actually on stage is when I know that it’ll end well and I’ll be good…

…but I always get stage fright.

Family is the most important thing and that’s why I’m here.

I’m the last stronghold of this family.
If I left and didn’t preserve the family treasure, as I do,…

…nothing would be left of my family in Cuba.

So I’ve promised to be the trustee of all those heirlooms,…

…of the few things that are left of my family which I keep around me.

I want to travel. Of course I want to travel.

In the play, there’s a line that goes, ‘I want to travel...’

-...I want to leave,…

…and know, visit. But as the person I am, not like a package or a bag.
Because in the end, Magdala… -You can’t say this is the real Magdala inside.

- So what if it’s the one inside and not outside? 

- Hey, 10 years ago you wouldn’t have talked like that. 

- Ten years ago I wouldn’t have said a lot of things. Miami, Rome, Barcelona, Paris…

I want to be able to see my family; to visit them for 2 months….

…and know that I could take a plane to simply spend 2 months with them.  

- You’re obsessed. I work. –What do you want me to do? Give it back to you?

- You’re not the one who remembers. If you’d been the one that left,…

I would love there to be absolute freedom for all people to have the life they want,

exactly as they deem adequate and without any outside interference.

If you want to stay, you stay; if you want to go, you go,…

…and if you want to go and come back, then you go and come back.

If all the talented, intelligent people leave here, the country will never change.

People have to stay, and be strong and resilient, but all the young people leave.

All the talented, intelligent people are going too…all of them.

How are we going to create the mass resistance necessary to change things? 

<…asking for this investigation. Scientists have said this revolutionary discovery…
…from existing theories about the evolution of species…>
Mum, no tears…

No tears mum, we’re being filmed.
