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The Color of Blood

FIRS T  PL ACE

ADULT MEMOIR

Michael Reid, 69, Santa Fe 

“D on’t tell anyone you know me.”
Those were the last words Aunt 

Hazel spoke to a member of the 
family, as she lay with leukemia in a 

New York City hospital. At the time, my mother was 
a phlebotomist at Sloan Kettering. Every morning, 
after getting her list of assigned patients, she drew 
and analyzed their blood. Sometimes, her list con-
tained names she had come to know during previous 
hospitalizations. Most often, they were strangers, ill, 
and soon deceased.

One morning a name appeared with which she 
was quite familiar. “Hazel Reid.” She said, seeing 
the name startled her. She stared at the list and read 
it several times in disbelief. My father had an aunt 
named Hazel — one of his light-skinned relatives 
who, like my parents, immigrated from Jamaica, 
but with whom only my father could have contact. 
Aunt Hazel was passing as White.

Her name came up often in our Brooklyn house-
hold. Aunt Hazel was a source of both mystery 
and disquiet. From my room, I remember hearing 
my mother shout — “What do you mean we can’t 
go inside her apartment?” “Does she think her 
skin makes her better than me and the kids?” I 
hated the sound of her erasure, as if striking an 
unyielding wall, demanding to be seen. I shared 
her longing. It resided in me as well. My father 
remained silent, defiantly protecting his colonial 
pedigree. Unexplained and unchanging, his dis-
regard rendered in me deep sadness and feelings 
of inferiority. We were connected by blood but 
separated by the color of our skin. His relatives 
imposed geographic and emotional distance from 
us. He had married a brown-skinned woman who 
bore children with whom he seemed permanently 
stuck and perpetually disappointed. Unlike him, 
Hazel, and most of his family, my mother, brothers, 
and I were unmistakably Black.

Hazel and her sister travelled to America in 1945. 
When they boarded the vessel in Port Antonio, the 
registrar took a hasty look at them and considered 
one Black and the other White. Although carrying 
the same last name and traveling to the same des-
tination, this error of perception created entirely 
different futures. Hazel would be able to reap the 
benefits of housing, employment, and social status. 
Her sister would not. And so, they decided to remain 
separate and unequal; agreeing to live as strangers 
for the rest of their lives.

Not yet knowing if the assigned patient was in fact 
Aunt Hazel, my mother stood outside the hospital 
room and waited for physicians to complete their 
examination. How could she be certain? Mother 
had only seen Hazel once from a distance, while 
waiting in the car for my father to return. She had 
gone with him to Manhattan, bringing Hazel letters 
and packages from Jamaica which could never be 
mailed to her apartment. Fearing the landlord might 
see the return address and wonder why they came 
from Jamaica and not England — the country Hazel 
claimed was her home. For a moment, my mother 
saw Hazel step outside. But, except for having a light 
complexion, it was too far and too brief for her to 
see details of Hazel’s face.

After doctors exited her hospital room, the 
patient remained on her back with eyes closed. 
Mother said she went in and checked the medical 
chart beside the bed. It read, “Hazel Reid, female, 
White, British, Leukemia.” I can only imagine 
how my mother felt about possibly being so close 
to the woman who had rejected us, choosing a life 
severed from her family and culture, choosing to 
live in the exiled privilege of a lie. For me, Hazel 
came to symbolize a sort of freedom, power and 
the intangible chasm that kept my father a stranger. 
She represented a connection to him that I would 
never have.

“and I will always root 

for the brown chef / and 

I will never buy the white 

sob story / because the 

brown chef don’t need 

sob story / because what 

is the diasporic kitchen if 

not one bellowing sob”
Christopher Soto (b. 1991), an excerpt 
from Nepantla: An Anthology  
Dedicated to Queer Poets of Color
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My mother thought the patient seemed no taller 
than herself at 5 feet. Laying there, the patient was 
powerless, thin, pale, wrinkles at the corners of 
her eyes and parted etiolated lips. Her hair straight, 
auburn, gray at the roots and combed back. Mother 
described her as if she were a corpse. Nails man-
icured but unpainted. With blue veins visible 
through translucent skin, her hands were placed 
on the sheets, displaying no sign of physical labor.

Out of an eerie stillness, the patient opened her 
eyes, exposing the last piece of evidence confirming 
identity. Her eyes were emerald green. They were 
my father’s eyes. Unmistakable to Mother, piercing 
and intimate. There was no doubt. This was Aunt 
Hazel. Years later, with genealogical research, I 
discovered the origin of those eyes. They led to a 
Scottish plantation owner in Jamaica, and his coffle 
of slaves. Still yielding power and influence after 
several generations and many miles, his eyes were 
now staring back through time and space. DNA 
forever carved into our family tree.

Steeling herself, my mother asked, “Are you Hazel 
Reid?” “Yes, I am” the patient replied. “I’m Daphne,” 

my mother said, “Rupert’s wife, from Jamaica.“ 
Hazel’s eyes widened, displaying terror and panic. 
She turned her head from side to side, as if to make 
sure no one was witness to the interaction, nor 
could hear what she was about to say. Gripping the 
guard rails, she pulled herself up, and with a clear, 
stern Jamaican accent pleaded, “Don’t tell anyone 
you know me.”

My mother stood silently, trapped by Hazel’s 
eyes glaring at her with laser-like focus. Through 
lips now grimaced, exposing teeth, as if her life 
depended on it, Hazel snarled: “Don’t tell anyone 
you know me.” Hazel’s stale hot breath filled the 
space between them. Her voice fell into a deep 
register. The sound forced, guttural, and soon 
unrecognizable as her own. It became a sort of 
growl as she issued her demand for a final time, 
before collapsing backward, gasping for air, 
exhausted.

Stepping away from the bed, mother picked up her 
equipment, returned to the lab and exchanged the 
day’s assignments with a co-worker. A few weeks 
later, we learned that Aunt Hazel was dead.   ◀

SECOND PL ACE

We Only Got Go!
Pamela Christie, 76, Mineral Hill

Y um. Solitary in my country cabin. Dinner at 
the round, black kitchen table that used to 
be Mom’s. The book I’m reading held open 
by the weight of the salt and pepper shakers. 

A final swig of the melted-ice drink, then the clos-
ing-down ritual. 10 p.m. Dishes stacked in the sink. 
Lights off and the dog invited onto the foot of my bed.

I go outside in my nightgown to listen to the 
huge pine trees beside me breathe and rustle in the 
cooling evening, feel their sweet air rolling over me. 

I snap the porch lights off, go inside and slide one 
grateful foot between the sheets and then the other, 
start to settle in, then SMASH!

A blast of phone. My head’s blown open by my 
neighbor’s words. I mutter some sort of assent and 
put those nearly-warmed feet on the cold tile, head 
in hands, What? WHAT?

I turn on all the lights. The dog lifts his head, 
annoyed. Real shoes, I tell myself. Solid shoes for 
running through flames. Am I/ Am I really…?
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uillermo De Fazio and Giovanna Dan 
are directors, performers, partners, cho-
reographers, and teachers who live and 
breathe tango. Their touring production, 
Tango Argentina, will bring a cast of eight 
dancers and four musicians to the Lensic 
Performing Arts Center on Thursday,  
Jan. 20. In a world starved for human con-
nection — thanks, COVID — the sight 

of four couples literally dancing cheek-to-cheek may induce 
an emotional reaction in the audience. The feelings may be 
even stronger for the dozens of local dancers who recently lost 
their Tango Tuesdays, a weekly tradition since 2001, when 
the restaurant El Mesón closed after 25 years.

“It’s all about the embrace,” says Dan, who was raised in 
Los Angeles by Argentine American parents (a professional 
tango dancer and musician) and has been partnered with De 
Fazio since 2015. “Social dance is like therapy. In this digital 
age, we are losing a physical connection with other people.”

De Fazio says that the tango is different than dances like 
salsa, merengue, and swing. “Tango is intimate. It makes 
you calm.”

Raised in Buenos Aires, Argentina, De Fazio toured interna-
tionally for many years as part of an act with his brother. Los 
Hermanos Macana offered a very fast, complicated style, he 
says, not at all romantic. “Tango was originally a street dance, 
a challenge between men.” Rural Argentina has its own folk 
dances, its cowboy gauchos and tradition of ranching, but the 
story of tango is an urban one about European immigrants 
who arrived in Buenos Aires and Montevideo, Uruguay, en 
masse during the 1880s and early 20th century.

Tango, born in brothels, was considered less than respect-
able, was sometimes illegal, and evolved from an edgy, 
underground expression of sexual tension into a UNESCO-
approved cultural heritage art form — and a national pastime. 
“In the beginning of tango, Buenos Aires was 70 percent 
male,” De Fazio says. “The 30 percent who were women 
included 20 percent who were married and 10 percent who 
were prostitutes. The men danced with each other while they 
were waiting for women.”

Tango Argentina will offer a condensed history of the form 
— both musical and physical. “We’ll go through the different 
decades and eras of tango,” Dan says.

Music director Fabrizio Mocata, who will be at the piano, 
created original compositions in the spirit of these different 
ages of tango. “In the early days, with the immigration came 
musicians from Europe who brought different instruments 
and created a new sound,” De Fazio says. The early dances 
were quite simple. De Fazio calls it La Guardia Vieja (Old 
School). By the 1920s, the music had grown popular, but 
the dance was still considered risqué. “Tango then was like 
twerking. My grandmother was very conservative. She didn’t 
go for it at all,” he says. “But she loved the music.” At that time, 
as music first began to be recorded, the Guardia Nueva (New 
Wave) featured tango that was less improvisatory, worked 
with notated music, and had more dance structure.

Tango Argentina’s musical story will also pay tribute to 
Carlos Gardel, a singer who popularized tango music in the 
1920s and ‘30s. “He was the Frank Sinatra of tango,” De Fazio 
says. “He was a huge star. Everybody was listening to his 
music on the radio. Tango became more romantic.”

During the Golden Age of Tango (mid-1930s through the 
1940s), the dance became well-accepted socially. “Everybody 
was doing tango,” Dan says. The music was quicker, and the 
dance had more velocity. “You have to be chill to do it well,” 
De Fazio says. (“It was ‘happy’ tango,” Dan says.) In the ‘40s, a 

time of the Big Band in America, the tango orchestras became 
larger and were associated with different political parties. 
“There was one popular tango orchestra associated with 
the Peronistas, another with workers, and yet another was 
considered ‘high class,’” De Fazio says.

During the time of Argentina’s military dictatorship, 1976-
1983, tango was once again forbidden. “It was also that way 
during COVID,” De Fazio says. During lockdowns in Los 
Angeles and Buenos Aires, the milongas (tango gatherings) 
went underground. There would be hundreds of people 
dancing at secret parties, Dan says. “It never stopped.” Dan 
and De Fazio avoided these gatherings but continued to teach 
on Zoom and later began to offer lessons in person, wearing 
masks.

“One of our students is a rocket scientist. He spends so 
much time in his mind. He was looking for a physical con-
nection with his wife,” De Fazio says. 

“If I were to generalize, “ Dan says, “I would say that 
people are drawn to tango when they have done something 
completely different in their lives, and they are looking for 
a physical connection to others in a way they haven’t expe-
rienced before.”

She started a tango teaching career after earning a dance 
degree from University of California-Los Angeles and spending 
years in the wings as a little girl watching her mother perform. 
“I’m 5’8” and in 4-inch heels. ... People say I was too tall to 
ever find a partner,” she says. “One day I attended a workshop 
lead by Guillermo and his brother, and after five minutes, he 
says to me, ‘You’re going to be my partner.’”

He is 6’5” in socks. “I noticed right away that she had strong 
legs and booty,” he says. “That’s very important! In tango, the 
woman has to work in high heels and is often leaning way, 
way back. She has to be flexible but needs the support from 
her strong booty.”

As a duo, the real-life couple have performed in South 
America, Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. Known as GD 
Tango, they have also appeared at La Casa del Tango in Dubai, 
the United Arab Emirates, and performed at the Hollywood 
Bowl with the Los Angeles Philharmonic Symphony for a 
nationally broadcast PBS special. 

At 38, De Fazio says he no longer performs “like a break 
dancer,” but that’s OK.

“You can dance until you’re 100. When you have more 
experience, your dancing is more interesting. You’re more 
musical, more intellectual. Sometimes it’s not even the dance, 
it’s the pauses you take,” he says.

The music of Astor Piazzolla, which features a fusion of 
jazz and tango, revolutionized the form in the latter part 
of the 20th century. “It was faster, had more colors, more 
notes. It was richer,” De Fazio says. It was years before the 
dancers of the form caught up to the Italian composer’s quick 
rhythms. “In came lifts and tricks. Today there is a whole 
tango competition world.”

But for De Fazio, it’s about more than dancing pyrotechnics.
“I like to look back at the time of my grandparents,” De 

Fazio says. “The man offers his hand to the woman ...”   ◀

details
▼  Tango Argentina

▼  7:30 p.m. Thursday, Jan. 20

▼  Lensic Performing Arts Center, 211 W. San Francisco Street

▼  $25-$49; 505-988-1234, lensic.org

▼   Masks required. Must have proof of vaccination or negative test  
for 12 and older.

TANGO AND THE HUMAN 

CONNECTION

Michael Wade Simpson
For The New Mexican
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