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To Gloria Anzaldúa, mestiza extraordinaria: my role model, my hero.





Author’s Note
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The essays in this collection were written over the past seven years. Because the book is organized thematically rather than chronologically, the narrative perspective—the “now” of each piece—shifts throughout. Readers may notice that certain individuals, most notably my parents, are described using the present tense in early essays and the past tense in later ones. This reflects the passage of time, as I lost both my parents during the period in which these essays were written.
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I am an act of kneading, of uniting and joining that not only has produced both a creature of darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions the definitions of light and dark and gives them new meanings.

The answer to the problem between the white race and the colored, between males and females, lies in healing the split that originates in the very foundation of our lives, our culture, our languages, our thoughts. A massive uprooting of dualistic thinking in the individual and collective consciousness is the beginning of a long struggle, but one that could in our best hopes, bring us to the end of rape, of violence, of war.

Because the future depends on the breaking down of paradigms, it depends on the straddling of two or more cultures. By creating a new mythos—that is, a change in the way we perceive reality, the way we see ourselves, and the ways we behave—la mestiza creates a new consciousness.

—GLORIA ANZALDÚA







PROLOGUE:


Malinche’s Legacy

[image: ]
I LOOKED WITH SATISFACTION IN the mirror. It was 1978, the second year in my family’s four-year residence in Ecuador, a sojourn undertaken for my father to work for the international division of his engineering company. It was Halloween, and the students of my middle school in Quito were excited to go to classes in costumes. My own costume had been entirely my idea and I was proud of it. My eleven-year-old reflection gazed complacently back at me that day before the school bus stopped at our gate.

What I saw in the mirror was a young face divided in half. My mother, who must have been humoring me in what she thought was a quaint experiment, had drawn, with black eyebrow pencil, a thin dark line from the middle parting high on my forehead all the way down, as straight and undeviating as possible, to the bottom of my chin. My hair had been similarly divided and a long braid hung heavily over my left shoulder. This same side was bare, devoid of makeup and unadorned by jewelry. On the other side, my right side, my hair had been brushed and straightened so that it hung in a smooth curtain. On this side my face had been powdered white, the right half of my mouth lipsticked a sophisticated red, my right ear decorated with a gold hoop earring. There I stood—half Indigenous, half Spanish: una mestiza.

For my mother, mestiza was a dirty word.

MALINCHE, MALINALI, MALINTZÍN, Marina. She has been labeled La Malinche, the Mexican Eve, and Mother of the Mestizos. History categorizes her as an Aztec princess by birth and a slave by circumstance, as a talented interpreter on the one hand and a wife and concubine on the other. Was she victim or traitor, warrior or whore?

Like North America’s Pocahontas, Malinche acted as a bridge—culturally, sexually, and linguistically—between two alien cultures: the Old World and the New, the conquering and the conquered. But unlike Pocahontas, Malinche has been vilified as temptress and traitor. There isn’t a Disney cartoon depicting a beautiful-but-modest, strong-but-helpful Native woman who befriends the well-meaning European hero, himself manly and blond, to facilitate the safe settlement of the newcomers in the lush and fertile territory. Such depictions gloss over any betrayal of community, tribe, or culture on the part of Pocahontas, erasing uncomfortable histories of conquest and genocide, exploitation and treaty-breaking.

The internet is rife with images of La Malinche in paintings, murals, videos, and films. A bumpy-cover romance heroine with red lips, shiny hair, and Anglo features. An ethnic pulp-fiction sex symbol: voluptuous, clad in a scanty Native costume, legs and cleavage front and center. A more realistic depiction: brown skin, black hair, wide nose, thick lips, but still feminine, still sexualized. More recently: a warrior woman, a militarized mother, a historically recuperated leader of a colonized people.

To this day my mother and my Peruvian relatives, like most of their class, deny any Indigenous ancestry, embracing instead their Spanish heritage. If asked, my mother, my grandmother, my aunts and uncles and cousins, are quick to claim European ancestry: Mi bisabuela era Española or Mi bisabuelo vino de España. We traffic, like the biblical Peter, in denial. We deny our legacy, our heritage, our mothers. A son of one of my cousins came out dark and black-eyed; another cousin’s son, born the same year, came out blond and green-eyed. Until he reached adulthood, the dark boy’s nickname was el guardaespaldas; it was a joke in my family that the brown boy looked like the bodyguard of the fair one. When will the cock crow the third and final time? If it does, will it wake us at last from this denial that rejects our shared humanity? Will it jolt us from our entitlement so that we cease to live a cruel brand of racism? Will we, like the apostle, finally acknowledge our self-serving lies?

In the colonialist rhetoric of European purity that dominates South American countries today, white blood has been tainted by Native blood. The white identity, innately superior, has been corrupted by the brown. Los indios are dirty and ignorant. They don’t deserve big houses and imported cars, pools and vacations, or education and a viable income. They are good only for the servitude that they, since the days of the conquistadores, were born into. This prejudice is sustainable in part because class, despite the colonialist history of interracial coupling, remains visible in Peru. The poor tend to be darker and shorter, the rich taller and paler. The body dictates destiny.

My hair is unique, as a color expert once informed me, in tone, depth, and blackness, to only a few groups of people on the planet, one of them the Indigenous Peruvians. The color of my hair binds me directly to my mestiza heritage, to a thread of my DNA that leads back over the centuries to the first mestizos and thus, ultimately, to women like La Malinche herself. As mistress of, as well as interpreter for, the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés, Malinche bore his mestizo son, Martín. Is this thread a chain or a lifeline? My mother would see it as a chain, something imprisoning, something enslaving, because of what it shackles us to; she would see me, her daughter, darker-skinned and black-haired like her, forever chained to this identity, despised and repudiated: una mestiza.

My aunt shakes her head at me conspiratorially. I’ve just recounted the story of my conversation with the hair colorist. Visiting my family in Northern California, she sits with me by the lavender and bougainvillea on my flagstone patio one cool spring morning, the view of the green valley and glimpses of the San Francisco Bay stretching before us. Wearing blue silk, diamonds flashing in the sunlight, and a mink stole gleaming sleekly around her shoulders, my aunt speaks dismissively. “¿Qué estuvo pensando esa señora sonsa?” What was that silly woman thinking? “Tu pelo es negro porque eres italiana como tu abuelo, ¡no porque eres como las indias!” She tells me that my hair is black because I’m Italian like my grandfather. She refuses any link to the Indigenous, to the women exploited and raped by the Spanish men who came to conquer the New World, to las indias who were instruments in the colonization of entire cultures, Mayan and Aztec and Incan, mostly as the unwilling progenitors of a new race: the mestizos.

Along with fairy tales of sleeping princesses and rescuing princes, little girls in red capes and wolves hidden in forest shadows, or mermaid sacrifices and enchanted beasts, I was raised with stories of aristocratic ancestry, familial position, and inherited status. From my mother’s and my grandmother’s lips, I heard the legend of my great-grandfather’s hacienda and my great-grandmother’s Hispanicness. A grandfather’s Italianness. This same grand-father’s emigration from Piombino to Lima. His mica mines that—for a while, at least—reinforced my family’s class superiority by providing vast new wealth. My mother and aunt’s upbringing in the countryside, which included a governess who sat by her young charges for formal meals separate from the adults, a tall black horse called Moro my mother rode as he galloped through orchards of mangoes, and the beloved Great Dane who teased her and her sister on walks by abruptly and unexpectedly blocking their path with his massive girth.

In addition to fairy-tale illustrations of ogres and knights, I grew up entertained by the black-and-white photographs taken in the 1940s and ’50s of my mother’s family in Peru. In one series, my mother and aunt, perhaps five and eight years old, sit closely, heads touching gently, huge silk bows drooping over their black hair. This image dramatizes their whiteness and their affluence. There is a second photograph, one I consider the polar opposite of the first, in which my mother and her sister are outfitted in Native Andean dress. Wearing felt hats, embroidered capes, and full skirts topped with thick woolen jackets, they hold carved gourds and bamboo panpipes in their small hands. They stand in front of an artificial set depicting in miniature the jutting mountains and terraced hills of Machu Picchu. It’s clear to me that my grandmother, despite her flat cheekbones, wide nose, and almond eyes, was secure enough then to play with identity through costume and masquerade, to dress her girls in the Indigenous clothing of the Andes—a performance that, in its very enactment, rendered the possibility of Native ancestry preposterous while simultaneously reifying as fact her daughters’ pure white blood.

During the years we spent in Ecuador, my siblings and my mother and I gathered most evenings to watch telenovelas. “Hurry! It’s about to start!” we called to each other, loath to miss even one minute of the exciting plot. We three children then clambered onto my parents’ bed while my father read his newspaper alone in the living room, and snuggled together with my mother under the covers to watch Colorina or Los Ricos También Lloran or Andrea Celeste.

Obsessed with the limpid-eyed and glossy-haired beauty of the telenovelas’ protagonists, I tracked the heroines’ every move, took note of their every outfit, admired their jewelry and makeup and hairstyles. Even when playing mestizas, the actresses cast for these parts were invariably light-skinned and Anglo-featured. As a tween and teen navigating puberty, I fantasized about inhabiting the bodies of these young women, trying fruitlessly to mimic their mannerisms, to move and gesture in the ways they did, the ways I found admirably sophisticated. Nightly I stared at Colorina’s lustrous lips and perfectly waved red hair. I wished I had the pert nose and stick-straight ponytail of the actress who played the young orphan girl Andrea Celeste. I wanted for myself both the brunette beauty of the mother in Los Ricos También Lloran and the blonde perfection of her daughter.

But along with beauty tips, I, ever the enthusiastic student, also absorbed a culture in which white was superior to brown, European was better than Native, the upper class was more desirable and, ultimately, worthy than the lower class. The rich might also cry, I learned, but they did so in luxury and style.

I see now that when I dressed up for Halloween all those years ago by dividing my body in two, by demarcating the strict boundaries between the conflicting halves constituting the identity of the mestiza, I, like my grandmother, was playing with cultural signification, with brownness and whiteness, with power and objectification. It was not that I felt safe from, or untouched by, or above the disempowerment of the colonized, but that I didn’t know not to feel that way. Still an innocent, I unconsciously inhabited the cocoon of privilege granted me by my Anglo father, my US citizenship, my relatively fair skin, my youth. Yet, looking back, I see that on that Halloween I, too, performed race; I rehearsed, because I could afford to, a masquerade of mestizaje.

Later, in my twenties, when I became conscious of La Malinche as a historical figure and cultural icon, I still retained a vaguely negative impression of her. A Proustian experience in sound and syllable rather than tongue and taste, her name evokes, to my ear, negativity, even perversity. “Mal” in Spanish means bad, sick, or wrong. Even though I’ve discovered that “Malinche” is the Spanish pronunciation of the Aztec “Malintzín,” the name given to her at birth, and that the Catholic conquerors renamed her Marina—a derivation of María, the Mother of God in Christian lore—the sound of her name still conjures for me the damning labels of traitor, temptress, sellout, whore.

By now I’ve learned a new perspective, a politicized one, a recuperative one, one that counteracts any negative connotation to the sound of La Malinche’s name still lingering in my unconscious. Chicana scholar Gloria Anzaldúa theorized a mestizaje that empowers because it is stronger in its hybridity, embodying the potential in admixture versus the weakness in inbreeding. Instead of defining ourselves against the Other, we, las mestizas—the dark and the light, the brown and the white—hold within our raced and gendered identity the rejection of divisive binaries, of superior/inferior, us/them, colonizer/colonized, European/Indigenous, Spanish/Native, male/female. La mestiza promises an alternative consciousness, a third space, a new way of thinking—beyond binaries—that lies latent in our very DNA.

What does this mean for me?

I have become another kind of mestiza. On the one hand, I see La Malinche’s legacy in my own life. Her role as interpreter echoes and reverberates in all mestizas, including myself, who with our bodies and our experiences serve as bridges, as translators, between brown and white, between identities and communities and cultures. I value this heritage; I accept this responsibility. Yet the liberating potential in a mestiza consciousness, first embraced in my twenties, cannot erase the profound acculturation of my earlier years. I exist in a limbo that painfully negotiates between my identification with the culture of my mother, an identification difficult to separate from my love for her, and my allegiance to a philosophy of inclusion and equality rather than hierarchies and divisions. I try, through my actions and my words, in conversations and with my writing, to embody this alternative identity, to model this new ideal—the politicized mestiza. I have to acknowledge, however, that my attempts are flawed. Always, haunting my memories, shadowing my thoughts, and mediating my decisions is my mother—my first and longest love, I cannot abandon her. For me, la mestiza is a hybrid identity that forever contradicts itself, one that I inhabit, Janus-faced, every day, month after month, year after year. I do not know if I will ever be free. Perhaps this is the dark side of privilege for me—my pound of flesh, the price I must pay.

I DON’T RECALL—AT LEAST NOT with the precision I remember admiring the mirror’s reflection of my made-up face—the reaction at my middle school that Halloween morning. Certainly not the reactions of the other children. It may be that they didn’t understand the nuances of my costume. I wonder today how I came to have that idea: representing with makeup, jewelry, and hairstyle a biracial, bicultural identity. Did I pick it up during a class when we studied the history of the Americas? Because I know we studied not only Ecuador but also all the other countries, from Mexico to Argentina—including Peru, my mother’s homeland. It must have been in school then, in history or social studies. Where else could it have been, if my mother never pronounced—as if it were a curse—the word mestiza? I also wonder if I knew then that I was a mestiza, that I was biracial, that I embodied not only a white European side but also, although to a lesser extent, an Indigenous side. I’m not sure at this point. I did not write in a diary my impressions of this day; I never spoke about it as family history with my mother or father. But what I do remember, albeit vaguely, is my seventh-grade teacher’s smile of approval, and how I felt clever and original for the first and only time on Halloween.







Part One[image: ]
THE AGE OF INNOCENCE








The Dragon in the Garden
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WHEN I’M SEVEN, HOME IS A suburban mansion on the outskirts of Manila. It has a back garden encircled by a high stone wall covered with vines. Right next door, adjacent to our property but barricaded back by rough rock, is an empty lot left to the mercy of the local flora and fauna. This next-door lot is wild, entangled, its own impenetrable jungle. The rampant vegetation there feels like danger—the inscrutable and forbidden. But even my own more manicured garden holds mysterious dangers. Warned repeatedly by adults about disease-carrying insects, we children constantly watch for white-spotted mosquitoes whenever playing outside on the climbing structure or lawn. “Malaria mosquito! Malaria mosquito!” we shriek, fleeing to the house and the shelter of the indoors.

On one particular day, not unusually, it’s muggy and overcast, oppressively humid. My father is at the office, and I’m back home from first grade for the afternoon. My mother and my sister and I join my baby brother and his Filipina nanny upstairs in the nursery. While my mother plays with the baby and my sister and I draw, the nanny, in her starched white uniform, her hair a blunt black bob, folds laundry and entertains us with tales of the Japanese invasion. She tells of families fleeing massacre by walking deep into the rainforest and digging holes under bamboo trees to hide for weeks that turn into months. Of eating rodents and insects. Of capture, torture, devastation, and death. Although I listen, intrigued, and will remember the nanny’s words, I don’t quite understand them. I only know that I feel anxious. The sadness and the cruelty in these stories are new to me.

Later that afternoon, I run downstairs to fetch more drawing materials, and it is then, as I glance out the window, that I see it: Huge, at least a full meter long. Its clawed feet, its bowed legs, its tail and torso and throat, massive. It’s a snake, a lizard—a dragon. As I watch, paralyzed, paper and crayons clutched in my hands, the creature creeps up the shrine to the Virgin Mother, reaching first the bare feet and the carved folds of the gown, then the outstretched arms and the enigmatically smiling face, and finally the modestly veiled head. At last, still staring, transfixed by a sort of terrified fascination, I see the thick tail slide—slither—over the wall and disappear into the wilderness next door.

I can’t know it in this moment, but the dragon in the garden, the monster in my own backyard, will come to embody for me the ugly side of human nature that is ever-present—even in places supposed to be safe, even in relationships supposed to be innocent.

One night we have a guest over, a colleague of my father’s, who is American like us and working for a couple of years in Manila before returning home to the States. Our guest has arrived for the evening with his wife and two adopted boys, the older one around seven, my age. Contrary to what I’ll later be accustomed to seeing—US couples adopting children from all over the globe, Chile, China, Ethiopia, Haiti—these boys are American and, what really strikes me, white, whiter than their adoptive parents, flaxen blonds with see-through eyes and pale lashes.

I’m eager with anticipation because we rarely host dinner parties, even in the Philippines, where we have two live-in maids, as well as a baby nurse, chauffeur, and gardener for a house so gratuitously large that five of the rooms upstairs are left permanently closed off, cavernous and musty. Service is cheap, and the American company for which my father and his colleague work pays for all our expenses. To add to my excitement, my mother has given me a ring to wear for the night, a ring with a single perfect pearl, as precious in my eyes as treasure from a bygone era of sultanas and queens. The pearl is so white and lustrous, so completely sufficient in and of itself, so lucent and gleaming, that I can’t help but glance down every few minutes to admire its beauty on my stubby finger.

Downstairs, the adults gather in the living room for cocktails, hors d’oeuvres, and small talk. I approach the sofa where the wife sits with her legs properly crossed and her helmetlike hair, back-combed and smoothed over, sprayed into submission. Leaning against the side of the sofa, I place my hands on the arm, ostensibly to support my weight but in reality to display the pearl ring to the fullest advantage. I hover, my eyes fixed on the wife, willing the sophisticated adult to notice my ring.

Finally, my efforts pay off. “Oh my!” the guest exclaims. “That is a pretty ring!”

I beam at the nice lady, lifting my hand to allow her to admire the pearl more closely. Then, satisfied, I leave the adults in search of the boys.

AT ONE POINT IN THE YEARS my family spends in the Philippines, we embark on a road trip with my father’s colleague and his wife and sons. We leave the city of Manila in three cars and very soon, almost immediately, are driving on roads barely free of swamp and jungle, dark mountains threatening to close in on us from every side.

Early in the trip, I find myself a passenger in the wide sedan driven by the colleague, his wife next to him. I’m alone with the older son in the back seat. It’s exciting to drive with parents who are not my own. To be the lone representative of my family. To exchange information with a boy, a boy my own age, until recently unknown to me. I absorb his difference, his strangeness, his utter whiteness. I am brown, a mixture of Anglo and Latino—or, as was more commonly said then, Hispanic. My hair is long, a thick dark black, like the hair of the maids, of most of the girls in Manila. The boy sitting next to me in the car speeding down a road that cuts through dense tropical growth is, to me, different. Other. His crew cut looks bleached, his skin translucent, his eyes shallow pools rather than deep wells. At one point, we position our forearms side by side and compare the different shades. I’m curious about him, as he is about me. We talk about our birthdays, our favorite foods. I think I know what adoption means, but am too shy to ask. Inspired by the attention, by the complicity of sharing the private and the personal, the boy reaches into a bag at his feet and lifts out a glass bottle of pills. “Look! This’s my brother’s medicine. He has to take it every day.” His eyes search my face for confirmation of his contribution to our conversation, for appreciation of the insider knowledge he offers me.

Suddenly the mother’s hand flashes from the front seat and strikes her son across his face. The slap reverberates in the stunned pause that follows. Time slows, and I watch the boy hide his reddening cheek with one hand, tears in his clear, light eyes. I can still see him, even now, so many years later, looking at me—this time mortified, humiliated. I do nothing, can do nothing.

If I could go back in time, I’d wait until the mother’s attention returned to the road unfurling in front of the car, then take his free hand, his left hand, the one that had lain next to mine to be compared. At the very least I’d roll my eyes in the direction of the mother to signal my support. Instead I only stare, feeling his misery, scared and embarrassed myself.

Before turning around to face the front again, the mother hisses, “You never talk about your brother’s medicine with outsiders! Do you hear?”

Two days later we’ve reached a resort deep in the countryside, overlooking a lake. There is a pool, two restaurants, a playground with a squeaky metal seesaw and rusted swings. The architecture is all arches and courtyards, the décor heavy wood and white stucco: the aesthetic legacy of Spanish colonialism. Nature, however, lies just outside, close by, waiting to reclaim its territory with its green vines and drenching rain, not to mention humidity and mold. For a reason I don’t remember now, I’m in a deserted dining room with the younger brother. I haven’t spent that much time with him, because I consider him a little boy at five years old. Although I don’t know what leads up to the push, I do remember being shoved backward, my head hitting the sharp edge of a chair, and finally lying, stunned, among a thicket of wooden legs and table bases.

Soon enough, there are adults. I’m helped up—questions are asked, my head examined. I still see the blood on my fingers after I explore the throbbing spot on my scalp. I still see the mother leading her younger son away with her arm around him, protectively and comfortingly. I still feel the injustice in the lack of consequences for the younger son. In his getting away scot-free. In the difference between a slap in the face and an arm around the shoulder.

Decades later, when we are back in California, I learn from my father that the older son of his colleague in Manila all those years ago is estranged from his adoptive parents. I learn that we both graduated from the same large university, but I never saw him in the throngs of students on campus. I learn that he has broken ties with his family; they only hear of him from time to time, second- or thirdhand.

Still seeing the humiliation in his eyes and remembering his mother’s violent antipathy, I’m sad for him. I realize now, as an adult, that the mother favored his younger brother and I wonder why. Was it something about the older boy’s personality? Was it the inherent cuteness of the younger boy? Was it something unknown—a mysterious quality in the little one that the mother herself may never have acknowledged? Although I know that as a child the older son was neglected rather than treasured, I want to believe him liberated now. Actually, I want to believe him more than liberated, I want to believe him happy. But, instead, I’m afraid he might always feel forsaken—a flawed trinket rather than the pearly treasure of sultanas and queens.






Sizzler
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MY MOTHER IS AWAY AND MY FATHER, left for an evening with his three children at our house in Northern California, decides to take us on a rare restaurant outing. We are as excited as you would expect children would be who only go out to eat once in a great while, maybe only twice a year. As we prepare for our thrilling adventure of dining at Sizzler, one of us, maybe my brother, misbehaves in some way offensive to my father. He might have refused to tie his shoes properly or put away some toys; perhaps he didn’t help in the garden with a small chore when asked. In any case, my father puts his foot down. The offensive child, the one who misbehaved, let’s say my brother, will not accompany us to the restaurant in our secondhand sedan with the wide bench seats. He has to stay home, alone, as punishment.

This punishment of my father’s is horrifying to all of us. We’re used to always having my mother, so warm and affectionate, as a protective and forgiving buffer. A soft flannel blanket of comfort and soothing. Never any of this rough tone of voice, this angry, tough discipline. For us, his punishment feels as harsh as a blow, monumental in its finality, in its exclusion of a child, a sibling, a member of the family. We are aghast.

I don’t remember the details of the immediate aftermath, of our wide-eyed absorption of the paternal decree, of crying and begging my father to reconsider, to change his mind, to please, please take us all to Sizzler! What I do remember with certainty is my mother’s absence, and our joint decision—my sister’s and mine—to stay home, to forgo our rare and much-anticipated treat, to be loyal to our brother rather than leave him, alone and bewildered, behind.

Where was my mother? She hardly ever left us when we were children. I doubt she was on one of her trips to Peru to visit her relatives there—she always took us with her. Neither was she the type to belong to an organization like a book club or the PTA in the United States, a culture she felt was prejudiced against her as a “Hispanic” with darkish skin and accented English. I can only guess that she was at an anomalous adults-only evening event with her circle of similarly expat Peruvian friends. An event that for some reason was only for women and not for children, because we usually went with her to these kinds of gatherings as well. But her absence really was as rare as a restaurant outing. And looking back, I’m deeply grateful for her continuous presence throughout my childhood. Without her, I believe my father would have been a different father, a more severe father, perhaps what my mother would consider abusive in his behavior with his children.

I grew up with a story my mother told me, over and over, whenever she was reminded of it by situation or conversation. In this story I’m not yet two years old—the first and, at the time, only child of my parents. We sit, my father and mother and I, at a restaurant table in San Francisco, the city where I was born. In a high chair, and apparently full of one-year-old energy, I am very invested in throwing sugar cubes willy-nilly across the tabletop, onto the floor, at my parents. My father admonishes me to stop. I do not. He reaches across the table and slaps my face.

In my mother’s retelling, the restaurant becomes hushed. Did it? Or did it do so only when my mother stood and lifted me from the high chair where I was crying? When, hugging me tightly, she told my father that if he ever touched me again she would divorce him? When she, still holding me in her arms, left him in the restaurant alone at the table for three?

I don’t know. She might not even know, her story becoming more and more calcified with every time she told it, her memory beginning to build on its successive iterations as soon as the moment was over.

Regardless, I do know that my mother was the protective shield for me as I grew up in a family divided by personality and culture. The extrovert and the introvert, the generous and the frugal, the permissive and the authoritarian. The warm and social versus the cool homebody, the pop music dancer versus the classical music wallflower, the affectionate versus the disciplinary. Then also, always and simultaneously, the third world and the first, the colonized and the colonizer, the brown and the white.

As an adult, I often looked back at my upbringing and thought of it as only good. I had a happy childhood, and I thought having these two polar opposites as parents made me who I am: a normal, blended person. Now I see that yes, I am (at least in my opinion!) a normal, blended person, but also that living in la frontera that was my family—the borderlands where cultures continuously clash, where dwellers inhabit a destabilized, in-between space—must have been stressful. The constant negotiation of opposing personalities that were themselves shaped and informed by cultural differences. The siding with the warm, openly loving mother who had, unlike my father, a loose and carefree attitude about deadlines, homework, school attendance, properly cooked meals, and sparkling kitchens.

My mother was never touched in any way other than affectionately by her parents; she was never shouted at or spoken to harshly. She paid this gentle parenting style forward with her own children. So much so that after learning about my best friend’s experience with corporal punishment, I would look askance whenever in her house at the wooden spoon sitting in its container with the other kitchen utensils, thinking it bizarre and frightening—alien—to have a designated tool with which to hit a child, a supposedly beloved son or daughter, on a regular basis.

Although not a dedicated storyteller like my mother, my father did have a few stories he would recount to me once in a great while. One took place when he was about five and his brother three. They were playing, with their British mother nearby, on a blanket on the floor of their home. For some reason, probably because of a toy, my then five-year-old father shoved his brother. My grandmother wasted no time and immediately slapped her older son’s face. My father always wore the same expression when he told this story: a little bemused, a little ashamed, and a little proud. The confusion and the shame and the pride—together they tell their own story of a sensitive child, a vulnerable boy, an older brother to the younger sibling who is the favorite of his mother. It’s clear to me now, looking back at the different times I heard my father recall this memory, that this moment in his young childhood had great impact on him. It makes me sorry for my five-year-old father, the boy who had a mother perpetrating a callous and biased form of discipline so different from my own mother’s intensely protective love.

My father’s mother, my grandmother, was born and bred in Yorkshire, England. I was scared of her. She was acerbic, biting, sure of her own values and traditions. She told us off, her only grandchildren, with clipped, accented tones, cold and mean. I saw, too, how she disdained my Peruvian mother as a daughter-in-law, and it hurt me even before I had words for bias and racism and prejudice. Before I knew the history of British and then—the motherland giving birth to a mini-me in its colonizing tendencies—American imperialism, an imperialism that defined people like my mother, despite their mixed heritage, despite their elite status in their home country, despite their impeccable manners and bilingualism, as the conquered and the dark, as the interlopers.

My father himself had a strict hierarchy of race. In his ranking, Japanese people specifically (my father spent most of the Korean War stationed in Yokohama) and white people in general were near the top, with brown and immigrant people near the bottom. He stayed true to this hierarchy, so problematic to me, until his death, seemingly indifferent to his wife and children being, all four of us, part brown.

My life—my identity and experiences growing up—was bifurcated. Not like an exile’s life, not like my mother’s, which was split between past and present, between a beloved homeland and the attempted adoption of an alien culture, but between two vastly different, sometimes conflicting cultures—two contrasting ways of being, of thinking, of navigating daily existence.

My weekdays were spent with a mother who gave us everything we asked for that she possibly could. Trips to McDonald’s
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