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      To my brothers who are still held hostage.
      

      
      To my companions in captivity.
      

      
      To those who fought for our freedom.

      
      To Melanie and Lorenzo.


      To my mother.
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      ESCAPING THE CAGE

      
      December 2002. I had made my decision to escape. It wasn’t the first time. This was my fourth attempt, but after my last one
         the conditions of our captivity had become even more terrible. They had put us in a cage made of wooden boards, with a tin
         roof. Summer was coming, and for over a month now we had not had any storms at night. And a storm was absolutely necessary.
         I spotted a half-rotten board in a corner of our cage. By pushing hard with my foot, I split it enough to make an opening.
         I did this one afternoon after lunch, when the guard was dozing on his feet, balanced on his rifle. But it made a dreadful
         noise. The guard, edgy, walked all around the cage slowly, like a pacing animal. I followed him, peering through the slits
         between the boards, holding my breath. He stopped twice, put his eye up to a hole, and for a split second our eyes met. He
         jumped back, terrified. Then, to regain his composure, he planted himself at the entrance to the cage; this was his revenge.
         He would not take his eyes off me.
      

      
      I avoided his gaze and thought carefully. Could someone squeeze through that opening? In principle, if you could get your
         skull through, your body would follow. In my childhood games, I squeezed through the bars of the fence at Parc Monceau, headfirst.
         It was always your head that blocked everything. But I was no longer so sure. It worked for the body of a child, but for an
         adult were the proportions the same? I was all the more worried because although we, Clara and I, were terribly thin, I had noticed over the last few weeks a sort of swelling of
         our bodies, probably liquid retention from enforced immobility. In my companion it was very visible. It was harder for me
         to judge my own condition, because we didn’t have a mirror.
      

      
      I had talked to her about this, and it had irritated her no end. We’d made two previous escape attempts, and the subject sowed
         tension between us. We didn’t talk much. She was touchy, and I was prey to my own obsession. All I could think of was freedom,
         finding a way to escape from the hands of the FARC.
      

      
      So I spent the entire day plotting, preparing in detail the equipment for our expedition, giving importance to stupid things.
         For example, I could not conceive of leaving without my jacket. I had forgotten that the jacket was not waterproof, and once
         it got wet, it would weigh a ton. I also thought we ought to take the mosquito net along.
      

      
      I’ll have to figure out what to do about the boots. At night we always leave them in the same place, at the entrance to the
            cage. I’ll have to start bringing them inside, so they get used to not seeing them when we’re asleep . . . And we’ll have
            to get hold of a machete. To protect ourselves from wild beasts and to clear our way through the vegetation. It will be almost
            impossible. They’re on their guard. They haven’t forgotten that we already managed to steal one when they were setting up
            the old camp . . . Take scissors – they lend them to us from time to time. I have to think about food, too. We have to stock up without their realizing. And
            it all has to be wrapped up in plastic, because we’ll have to swim. It can’t be too heavy, or we’ll have difficulty making
            headway. We have to be as light as possible. And I must take my treasures: I can’t possibly leave behind the photos of my
            children and the keys to my apartment. I spent the day turning such questions over and over in my mind. Twenty times or more, I thought about our route once we
         were out of the cage. I tried to calculate all sorts of things: where the river must be, how many days it would take us until
         we could get help. I imagined the horror of an anaconda attacking us in the water, or an enormous cayman like the one whose
         red and shining eyes I had seen in the guard’s flashlight when we were coming down the river. I saw myself wrestling with
         a jaguar; the guards had regaled us with a ferocious description. I thought of everything that might possibly frighten me,
         to prepare myself psychologically and be ready to respond. I had to know how to control my emotions. I’d decided that this time nothing would stop me.
      

      
      I could think of nothing else. I no longer slept, because I understood that my brain worked better in the quiet of the evening.
         I observed, and I took note of everything: what time the guards changed watch, where each one stood, who stayed awake, who
         fell asleep, who would report to his replacement on the number of times we’d got up to pee . . .
      

      
      I also tried to continue communicating with my companion, to prepare her for the effort the escape would require, the precautions
         to take, the noises we must avoid making. She listened to me in silence, exasperated, and would only answer to refuse or disagree.
         We had to prepare decoys to leave where we slept, to give the impression of a body curled up on the bed. I was not allowed
         outside the cage, except to go to the chontos* when nature called. This was an opportunity to rummage through the garbage dump in the hope of discovering some precious
         item.
      

      
      I came back one evening with some bits of cardboard and an old sack that had been soaked in decomposing food: ideal to build
         our decoys. My behaviour annoyed the guard. Because he didn’t know whether he ought to forbid me from taking things, he shouted
         at me to get a move on, reinforcing his invective with a wave of his gun. As for Clara, my booty disgusted her, because she
         couldn’t understand what possible use it might be.
      

      
      I realized the gulf between us. Stuck together, reduced to a regime of Siamese twins who have nothing in common, we lived
         in opposite worlds: She was trying to adapt, I could only think of escape.
      

      
      After a particularly hot day, the wind rose. The jungle went silent for a few moments. Not a single peep from a bird or rustling
         of a wing. We all turned toward the wind, to breathe in the weather – a storm was approaching rapidly.
      

      
      Activity in the camp became feverish. Everyone hurried to his task. Some checked the ropes on their tents, others set off
         at a run to pick up laundry drying in a patch of sunlight, others with greater foresight went to the chontos, in case the storm lasted longer than they could hold out. I watched all this agitation, my stomach twisted in anxiety, and
         I prayed to God to give me the strength to go through with it. Tonight I shall be free. I repeated this sentence over and over, to ward off the fear that was contracting my muscles and draining my blood, while
         I struggled to make the gestures I had planned a thousand times during my sleepless nights: I waited until nighttime to build
         my decoy, folded the big black plastic sheet and slipped it inside my boot, unfolded the little grey plastic bag that would
         serve as a waterproof poncho, and checked to see if my companion was ready. I waited for the storm to break.
      

      
      From my previous attempts, I had learned that the best moment to slip away was at dusk, the hour when wolves look like dogs.
         In the jungle this meant precisely 6.15 P.M. During the few minutes while our eyes adjusted to the darkness and before night
         fell completely, we were all blind.
      

      
      I prayed for the storm to break at that time. If we fled the camp just before night took possession of the forests, the guards
         would change watch without noticing and the alarm would be sounded only the next morning at dawn. That gave us enough time
         to get away and hide during the day. The teams sent out to look for us would go much faster than we could, because they were
         much fitter and they had the daylight in their favour. But if we covered our tracks, the farther we got, the greater the area
         they would have to search. To cover the search area, they would need more men than they had available in the camp. I thought
         it would be possible to move at night, knowing that they wouldn’t look for us in the dark, and if they did, we would see the
         beams of their flashlights and hide before they could locate us. After three days, if we walked all night, we would be about
         twelve miles from the camp, and it would be impossible for them to find us. Then we could start walking during the day, near
         the river – but not too close, because that would probably be where they would continue their search – to reach a place where,
         at last, we could find help. It was feasible, yes, and I believed we could do it. But we had to leave early, to gain enough
         time the first night to maximize the distance from the camp.
      

      
      That night, though, the opportune moment had come and gone and the storm had still not broken. The wind was blowing incessantly, but the thunder rumbled far away, and a certain tranquillity
         had returned to the camp. The guard had wrapped himself up in a big black plastic sheet, which made him look like some ancient
         warrior braving the elements with his cape whipping in the gusts. And everyone waited for the storm with the serenity of the
         old sailor who thinks he has already secured his cargo.
      

      
      The minutes passed with infinite slowness. From a radio somewhere in the distance, we could hear strains of happy music. The
         wind continued to blow, but there was no more thunder. From time to time, a bolt of lightning pierced the cathedral of vegetation,
         and my retina caught the negative print of the camp. It was cool, almost cold. I could feel the electricity charging the air,
         making my skin crawl. And then gradually my eyes swelled from trying to see in the dark, and my eyelids grew heavy. It’s not going to rain tonight. My head throbbed. Clara had curled up in her corner, overcome by drowsiness. And I, too, was drawn by the wait into a deep
         sleep.
      

      
      A drizzle spraying through the boards awoke me. The hair on my arms started bristling. The sound of the first drops of rain
         on the tin roof finally wrenched me from my torpor. I touched Clara’s arm; it was time to go. With each passing moment, the
         drops were getting heavier, thicker, closer together. But the night was still too light. The moon was doing its job well.
         I peered outside through the planks: It was as if it were broad daylight.
      

      
      We would have to run straight out of the cage in the hope that no one in the neighbouring tents would think to look over at
         our prison just then. I stopped to think. I had no watch; I was counting on my companion’s. She usually got annoyed when I
         asked her the time. I was reluctant to ask even now, then went ahead. “It’s nine o’clock,” she answered, aware that this was
         not the moment to create unnecessary tension. The camp was already asleep, which was one good thing. But for us the night
         was getting shorter and shorter.
      

      
      The guard was struggling to protect himself from the torrents of water, and the thud of the rain on the tin roof drowned the
         sound of my feet kicking the rotten boards. By the third kick, the board shattered to bits. But the opening that appeared
         was not as wide as I had hoped.
      

      
      I shoved my little backpack through and left it outside. My hands were drenched when I brought them back in. I knew we would
         have to spend entire days soaked to the bone, and just the thought of it was repugnant. I was furious with myself for thinking
         that some notion of comfort might interfere with my struggle for freedom. It seemed ridiculous to waste so much time trying
         to convince myself that I would not get sick, that my skin would not shrivel up at the end of three days of bad weather. I
         told myself that I’d had life too easy, conditioned by an upbringing where fear of change was disguised as caution. I had
         observed the young people who held me prisoner, and I could not help but admire them. They didn’t get hot, they didn’t get
         cold, nothing stung them, they displayed remarkable skill in any activity requiring strength and flexibility, and they moved
         around the jungle at three times my own pace. The fear I had to overcome was made up of all sorts of prejudices. My first
         attempt to escape had failed because I was afraid I would die of thirst, because I could not bring myself to drink the brown
         water in the puddles on the ground. So for months now I had practised drinking the muddy river water, to prove to myself that
         I could survive the parasites that must already have colonized my stomach.
      

      
      Moreover, I suspected the commander of the front who had captured me, “El Mocho” Cesar, of having ordered the guerrillas to
         “boil the prisoners’ water” in front of me so that I would remain mentally dependent upon this antiseptic measure and be afraid
         to escape into the jungle.
      

      
      To instil terror they ordered us to the riverbank to watch the killing of an immense snake they’d caught just as it was about
         to attack a swimming guerrillera. The creature was truly a monster, I measured it by counting my steps, it was 25 feet long and 20 inches round – the same
         diameter as my waist. Three men were needed to pull it out of the water. They called it a guío, I thought it was an anaconda. They had wanted me to see it with my own eyes. For months I could not get it out of my nightmares.
      

      
      I saw these young people who were so at ease in the jungle and I felt clumsy, handicapped, worn out. I was beginning to get
         the impression that it was the idea I had of myself that was in crisis. In a world where I inspired neither respect nor admiration,
         without the tenderness and love of my family, I felt I was ageing without reprieve and, worse still, that I’d been made to despise what I had become – so dependent, so stupid, and utterly useless at resolving even the most trivial everyday
         problems.
      

      
      For a few more minutes, through the narrow opening and beyond, I observed the wall of rain that awaited us. Clara was crouching
         next to me. I turned back to the door of the cage. The guard had disappeared into the storm. Everything was frozen, except
         the water mercilessly streaming down. Our gazes met. We reached out and clung to each other so tightly it was painful.
      

      
      We had to go. I pulled away, smoothed my clothes, and lay down next to the hole. I put my head through the boards with encouraging
         ease, and then my shoulders. I twisted to get my body through, felt stuck, then wriggled nervously to get one of my arms out.
         Once my arm was clear, I pushed. With the strength of my free hand, digging my nails into the ground, I managed to get my
         entire upper body out. I edged forward, painfully contorting my hips, so that the rest of my body would slide sideways through
         the opening. I could tell that the end of my struggle was near, and I began to wiggle my feet, with a dread that I might not
         be able to free myself. At last I was out and I jumped to my feet. I took two steps to the side so that my companion could
         get out more easily.
      

      
      But there was no movement near the hole. What was she doing? Why wasn’t she already outside? I got down on all fours to have
         a look inside. Nothing; except for the forbidding womblike darkness of the cage. I ventured to whisper her name. No answer.
         I slipped one hand inside and groped about. Nothing. Nausea was choking me. I stayed crouching by the hole, scanning every
         millimetre of my field of vision, sure that at any moment the guards would spring at me. I tried to calculate how much time
         had gone by since I’d come out. Five minutes? Ten? I could not tell. I was thinking at full speed, undecided, listening for
         the slightest noise, watching for the faintest light. In despair I bent down by the opening, calling to Clara so loudly this
         time that she must hear me on the far side of the cage, but somehow I already knew that there would be no reply.
      

      
      I stood up. I was facing the dense jungle and the torrential rain, which had come to answer all my prayers of the previous
         days. I was outside, there was no going back. I would be alone. I had to be quick, leave right away, not try to understand. I checked to see if the rubber band holding my hair was still in place. I didn’t want the guerrillas
         to find even the tiniest clue of the path I would take. I counted slowly: one . . . two . . . At the count of three, I dashed
         straight ahead, into the forest.
      

      
      I ran and ran, driven by an uncontrollable panic, avoiding trees instinctively, unable to see or hear or think, forging straight
         ahead until I was exhausted.
      

      
      At last I stopped and looked behind me. I could still see the clearing in the forest, like a phosphorescent light through
         the trees. When my brain began to work again, I realized that I was automatically retracing my steps, incapable of resigning
         myself to leaving without her. Carefully I went back, reviewing all our conversations one by one, reexamining all the instructions
         we had agreed on. There was one in particular that I remembered, and I seized upon it: If we got lost on the way out, we would
         meet up at the chontos. We had mentioned it once, fleetingly, without really believing it.
      

      
      Fortunately, my sense of direction seemed to be working in the jungle. In the grid of a big city, I could easily get lost,
         but in the jungle I could find my way. I emerged exactly level with the chontos. Of course there was no one. The place was deserted. I looked around, disgusted by the swarms of insects above the holes,
         and my dirty hands, and my fingernails black with mud, and this incessant rain. I did not know what to do. I was ready to
         sink into despair.
      

      
      I heard voices and quickly went back to hide in the thick of the jungle. I tried to see what was going on over by the camp,
         and I circled it to get nearer the cage, taking cover at the very spot where I’d come out. The storm had given way to a biting
         and persistent drizzle, and now you could hear other sounds. The commander’s loud voice reached my ears. It was impossible
         to understand what he was saying, but his tone was threatening. A flashlight lit up the inside of the cage, and its beam shone
         harshly through the hole in the board and then swept over the clearing from left to right, only inches from my hiding place.
         I stepped backward, sweating abundantly in my clothes; I had a terrible urge to throw up, and my heart was racing. That’s
         when I heard Clara’s voice. The suffocating heat now instantly gave way to a mortal chill. My entire body began to tremble. I could not understand what might have happened. Why
         had she been caught? Other lights appeared, other orders were given, a group of men carrying flashlights scattered; some of
         them were inspecting the area around the cage, the corners, the roof. They took their time over the hole, then shone their
         beams toward the edge of the jungle. I could see them talking among themselves.
      

      
      The rain stopped completely, and darkness fell like a lead curtain. I thought I could see my companion’s silhouette inside
         the cage, thirty yards or so from my hiding place. She had just lit a candle, a very rare privilege; as prisoners we were
         not allowed to have light. She was talking with someone, but it wasn’t the commander. Their voices were calm, as if restrained.
      

      
      As I looked at this inaccessible world, I found myself almost regretting the fact that I was alone and drenched and shivering.
         It would have been so easy, so comfortable, so tempting to admit defeat and return to that warm, dry place. I contemplated
         the patch of lights and told myself that I couldn’t afford any self-pity, and I said over and over, You have to go, you have to go, you have to go!

      
      Painfully I tore myself away from the light and plunged into the thick, matted darkness. It had begun to rain again. I had
         my hands out in front of me to avoid obstacles. I hadn’t managed to get hold of a machete, but I did have a flashlight. The
         risk of using it was as great as the fear of doing so. I went slowly into this threatening space and told myself I would switch
         it on only when I couldn’t take the darkness any longer. My hands collided with wet, rough, sticky surfaces, and at any moment
         expected to feel the burn of some lethal poison.
      

      
      The storm was raging again. I could hear the thundering of the rain pounding on the canopy of vegetation that for a few more
         minutes would protect me. I expected the fragile roof of leaves to yield at any moment and open under the weight of water.
         The prospect of the flood that would soon submerge me was overwhelming. I no longer knew whether it was raindrops or my own
         tears that were flowing down my cheeks, and I hated to have to drag along this relic of a snivelling child.
      

      
      I had already made considerable headway. A bolt of lightning tore through the forest, landing a few yards from me. In a burst
         of light, the space around me was revealed in all its horror. I was surrounded by gigantic trees and was only two steps from
         falling into a ravine. I stopped short, totally blinded. I squatted to catch my breath among the roots of the tree just there
         before me. I was on the verge of finally taking out my flashlight when I noticed intermittent flashes of light in the distance,
         headed my way. I could hear their voices now. They must be very near, because I heard one of them shout that he had already
         seen me. I camouflaged myself among the roots of the old tree while praying to the Lord to make me invisible.
      

      
      I followed their progress from the swinging of their beams of light. One of them aimed his beam at me and dazzled me. I closed
         my eyes, unmoving, waiting for their shouts of victory before they seized me. But the light left me, strayed, came back for
         an instant, then went away for good, leaving me in silence and darkness.
      

      
      I got up, scarcely daring to believe it, still trembling, leaning against the hundred-year-old tree to recover my wits. I
         stayed like that for minutes on end. Another bolt of lightning lit up the forest. From memory I cleared a path where I thought
         I’d seen a passage between two trees, while I waited for the next flash of lightning to free me from my blindness. The guards
         were gone.
      

      
      My relationship with the night world began to evolve. It was easier to move ahead, my hands reacted faster, and my body was
         learning to anticipate the lay of the land. The sensation of horror was beginning to fade. My surroundings were no longer
         totally hostile. I began to think of these trees, these palms, these ferns, this intrusive undergrowth, as a possible refuge.
         The fact of being soaked, bleeding from my hands and fingers, covered with mud and not knowing where to go – all of this lost
         its importance. I could survive. I had to walk, keep moving, get away. At dawn they would resume the chase. But with each
         step I kept repeating, I am free, and my voice kept me company.
      

      
      Imperceptibly the jungle became more familiar, changing from the flat, dark world of the blind to a land in monochromatic relief. Shapes became more
         distinct, and finally the universe took possession of its colours: It was dawn. I had to locate a good hiding place.
      

      
      I hurried my step, imagining their reaction, trying to guess their thoughts. I wanted to find some dip in the terrain where
         I could roll myself in my black plastic sheet and cover myself with leaves. The forest changed from grey-blue to green in
         the space of a few minutes. It must already be five o’clock in the morning, and I knew they’d be upon me at any moment. And
         yet the forest seemed so isolated. Not a sound, not a movement; time seemed to stand still. Deceptively reassured by the tranquillity
         of daylight, I found it difficult to maintain a heightened state of alert. I continued on my way, cautiously all the same.
         Suddenly, without warning, the space ahead of me filled with light. Intrigued, I looked around. Behind me the forest remained
         just as opaque. I then realized what it meant. A few feet away, the trees were thinning to make room for sky and water. The
         river was there. I could see how it flowed in fits and starts, angrily sweeping along entire trees that seemed to be calling
         for help. The roiling water frightened me. And yet there lay my salvation.
      

      
      I stood motionless. The absence of imminent danger repressed my survival instincts, and I listened to the voice of caution
         that told me not to jump in. Cowardice was taking shape. Those tree trunks swirling on the water, disappearing under the surface
         only to bounce back up farther down, their branches reaching to the sky – that was me. I saw myself drowning in that liquid
         mud. My cowardice invented pretexts to postpone my diving in. With my companion I probably would not have hesitated; I would
         have recognized those trunks carried along by the current as perfect lifebuoys. But I was afraid. My fear consisted of a series
         of pathetic little fears. Fear of being soaked again, now that I had managed to get warm by walking. Fear of losing my backpack
         and the meagre supplies it contained. Fear of being carried away by the stream. Fear of being alone. Fear of dying carelessly.
      

      
      These thoughts shamefully exposed to me who I was. I understood that I was still such an ordinary, second-rate human being.
         I had not suffered enough to find the rage in my guts I needed to struggle to the death for my freedom. I was a dog who, no matter how beaten up, would still wait for a bone. I looked around anxiously for a hole
         to hide in. The guards would come to the river, too, and search here more thoroughly than elsewhere. Of course I could go
         back into the thick of the jungle. But they were already on my heels, and I risked running into them.
      

      
      Near the river there were mangroves and old rotting trunks, relics of long-ago storms. One tree in particular, difficult to
         get to, had a sizeable recess on one entire side. The mangrove roots created a barrier all around it, and it seemed to provide
         the best hiding place. On all fours, then crawling and wriggling, I managed to make my way inside the hollow. I carefully
         unfolded the big plastic sheet that had been tucked within my boot since my escape. My socks were full of water, as was the
         plastic. I shook it out without thinking and frightened myself with the noise it made. I stopped everything and held my breath,
         alert to the slightest movement. The forest was already waking, the buzzing of insects getting louder. Reassured, I went back
         to my task of making the cavity of the trunk a safe haven, wrapped in my plastic sheet.
      

      
      That is when I saw her. Yiseth.

      
      She had her back to me. She had arrived at a trot, without her rifle, but with a revolver in her fist. She was wearing a sleeveless
         vest in camouflage material, and its femininity made her seem harmless. She turned around very slowly, and her eyes found
         mine instantly. She closed them for a second as if to thank the heavens and then walked toward me warily.
      

      
      Her smile was sad as she extended her hand to help me crawl out of my hiding place. I no longer had the choice. I did as I
         was told. She was the one who carefully folded up my plastic sheet and flattened it lengthwise so that I could put it back
         in my boot. She nodded, and then, satisfied, she addressed me as if I were a child. Her words were strange. She did not use
         the self-conscious speech of the guards, who were always worried that a comrade might tell on them. At one point she looked
         at the river and, as if she were talking to herself out loud, her words filled with regret as she confessed that she, too,
         more than once, had thought of running away. I talked to her then about my children, my need to be with them, how urgent it was for me to go home. She told me about the little baby that she had left with her mother, although he was only
         a few months old. She was biting her lip, and her black eyes welled with tears. “Leave with me,” I said. She took my hands,
         and her expression turned cold again. “They would find us and kill us.” I begged her, squeezing her hands even harder, obliging
         her to look at me. She refused outright, took up her weapon, and stared at me. “If they see me talking to you, they will kill
         me. They’re not far. Walk ahead of me and listen carefully to what I have to say to you.” I obeyed, picking up my things,
         putting my backpack over my shoulder. She stuck right behind me and whispered, her lips against my ear. “The commander has
         ordered the men to abuse you. When they get here, they will scream at you, insult you, shove you around. Above all don’t react.
         Don’t say anything. They want to punish you. They’re going to take you away . . . Only the men will stay with you. We women
         have to go back to the camp. Do you get it?”
      

      
      Her words echoed in my brain, empty shells, as if I had lost my Spanish. I was making a great effort to concentrate, trying
         to go beyond the sounds, but fear had paralysed my brain. I was walking without knowing that I was walking, I was looking
         at the world from the inside, like a fish in an aquarium. The young woman’s voice came to me distorted, alternately very loud,
         then inaudible. My head felt very heavy, as though it were being squeezed in a vice. My tongue was covered with a dry paste,
         stuck to my palate, and my breathing had become deep and heavy. As I was walking, the world was rising and falling to the
         rhythm of my steps. The resonant beating of my heart filled my inner space, causing my skull to vibrate. I did not see them
         arrive. One of them circled me, his face red like a little pig’s, his blond hair bristling. He held his rifle above his head,
         arms outstretched, and he was jumping and gesticulating, indulging in a ridiculous, violent war dance.
      

      
      A blow to the ribs made me realize that there was a second man, a short, dark man with powerful shoulders and bowed legs.
         He had just thrust the barrel of his rifle into the flesh above my hips, and he pretended he was restraining himself from
         doing it again. He was shouting and spitting, insulting me with crude, absurd words.
      

      
      I could not see the third man. He pushed me from behind. His laugh was nasty, and his presence seemed to excite the other
         two. He grabbed my bag and emptied it on the ground, poking through things he knew were precious to me with the toe of his
         boot. He laughed and crushed them in the mud with his heel, then forced me to pick them up and put them back in my bag. I
         was on my knees when I saw the flash of a metal object in his hands. That is when I heard the clank of the chain, and I leaped
         up to face him. The young girl had stayed there beside me, holding me firmly by the arm and pushing me forward to walk. The
         guy who was laughing motioned to her to leave. She shrugged her shoulders, accepted defeat, avoided my gaze, and left me there.
      

      
      I was tense and absent, my heart pounding between my temples. We went forward a few yards. The storm had caused the water
         to rise, which had transformed the place. It was now a pond littered with trees that stubbornly refused to go elsewhere. Farther
         away, beyond the stagnant water, you could sense the violence of the current from the persistent quivering of the shrubs.
      

      
      The men were circling me, barking. The clank of the chain became insistent. The guy was playing with it as if to bring it
         to life, as if it were a snake. I would not let myself make any eye contact. I tried to rise above all this agitation, but
         my peripheral vision apprehended gestures and movements that made my blood run cold.
      

      
      I was taller than they were, I held my head straight and high, and my entire body was tense with anger. I knew there was nothing
         I could do against them, but they were not sure of that. They were the ones who were afraid, more afraid than I was – I could
         feel it. However, they had hatred on their side, and group pressure. All it would take was one gesture to destroy the equilibrium
         in which I still had the upper hand.
      

      
      I heard the man with the chain speak to me. He said my name, over and over, with a familiarity that was meant to be insulting.
         I had decided that they would not hurt me. Whatever happened, they would not touch the essence of who I was. I had to cling
         to this fundamental truth. If I could remain inaccessible, I might avoid the worst.
      

      
      My father’s voice spoke to me from very far away, and a single word came to mind, in capital letters. But I discovered with
         horror that the word had been completely stripped of its meaning. It referred to no concrete notion, only to the image of
         my father standing there, his lips set, his gaze uncompromising. I repeated it again and again, like a prayer, like a magical
         incantation that might, perhaps, break the evil spell. DIGNITY. It no longer meant a thing, but to say it repeatedly sufficed to make me adopt my father’s attitude, like a child who copies
         the expression on an adult’s face, smiling or weeping not because he feels joy or pain but because by miming the expressions
         he sees, he triggers in himself the emotions they are meant to represent.
      

      
      And through this game of mirrors, without my thoughts having anything to do with it, I understood that I had gone beyond fear,
         and I murmured, “There are things that are more important than life.”
      

      
      My rage had left me, giving way to an extreme coldness. The alchemy taking place inside me, imperceptible from the outside,
         substituted the rigidity of my muscles with a bodily strength that would prepare me to ward off the blows of adversity. This
         was not resignation, far from it, nor was it a headlong flight. I observed myself from within, measuring my strength and resistance
         not according to my ability to fight back but rather to submit to those blows, like a ship that is battered by the tides yet
         will not sink.
      

      
      He came very close to me and tried to loop the chain quickly around my neck. Instinctively I dodged him and took a step to
         the side, out of reach. The other two did not dare come forward, but they shouted abuse to encourage him to try again. His
         pride wounded, he held himself back, gauging the precise moment to attack again. We glanced at each other, and he must have
         read in my eyes my determination to avoid violence. He must have taken it for insolence. He leaped forward and struck me with
         the chain, landing a blow to my skull. I collapsed on my knees, the world spinning around me. After the initial blackness,
         I held my head between my hands and stars appeared in flashes before my eyes, until gradually my eyesight returned to normal.
         I felt intense pain, compounded by a great sadness that washed over me in successive waves as I registered what had just happened. How could he have done this? It wasn’t so much indignation that I felt, but something far worse: a loss of
         innocence. I opened my eyes again upon the world, and again my gaze met his. His eyes were bloodshot, his lips distorted by
         a snarl. He could not bear for me to look at him – he was stripped naked before me. I had caught him looking at me with the
         horror that his own gestures inspired in him.
      

      
      He regained his composure and, as if to eradicate all trace of guilt, redoubled his efforts to fasten the chain around my
         neck. I stubbornly fought off his gestures, each time avoiding physical contact as much as possible. He took hold of himself
         and, gathering momentum, came at me yet again with the chain, making hoarse grunts to multiply the strength of his blow. I
         fell down in the darkness, senseless, losing all notion of time. I knew that my body was the object of their violence. I could
         hear their voices around me echoing loudly.
      

      
      I could feel I was being assaulted, driven to convulsions, as if borne away by a high-speed train. I don’t think I lost consciousness,
         but although I suppose I had my eyes open wide, the blows I’d received no longer allowed me to see. My body and my heart were
         frozen during the short span of an eternity.
      

      
      When I finally managed to sit up, I had the chain around my neck and the man was pulling on it, jerkily, to oblige me to follow
         him. He was foaming at the mouth as he shouted at me. The way back to the camp seemed very long, under the weight of my humiliation
         and their sarcasm. One in front of me, two others behind, they were loudly exulting in their victory. I did not feel like
         crying. It wasn’t pride. It was just the scorn required to ensure that the cruelty of these men and the pleasure they derived
         from it had not reached my soul.
      

      
      During the suspended time of that endless march, I felt myself becoming stronger with each step, because I had become more
         aware of my extreme vulnerability. Subjected to every humiliation, obliged to walk on a leash like an animal, paraded through
         the entire camp to the victory cries of the rest of the troops, arousing the basest instincts of abuse and domination – I
         had just witnessed, and been victim of, the worst.
      

      
      But I was surviving, with a newly acquired lucidity. I knew that in a way I had gained more than I’d lost. They had not managed
         to transform me into a monster thirsting for revenge. I expected the physical pain to hit when I was at rest, and I prepared
         myself for the onset of my mental torment. But I already knew that I had the ability to free myself from hatred, and I viewed
         this as my most significant conquest.
      

      
      I arrived back at the cage and decided to isolate myself, to hide my emotions. Clara was sitting facing the wall with her
         back to me, by a wooden board that served as a table. She turned around. I found her expression disconcerting; I sensed a
         surge of satisfaction, which hurt me. I brushed by her, aware of the gulf that separated us. I sought out my little corner,
         to find refuge under my mosquito net, on my mat, trying not to think too much, because I was not in a state to make clearheaded
         judgements. For the time being, I was relieved that they had not found it necessary to attach the other end of my chain to
         the cage with a padlock. I knew that later they would. My companion did not ask me any questions, and I was grateful for that.
         After a long silence, she said, simply, “I won’t have a chain around my neck.”
      

      
      I lapsed into a deep sleep, curled up on myself like an animal. The nightmares had returned, but they were different. It was
         no longer Papa whom I encountered when I fell asleep, it was myself, drowning in deep and stagnant waters. I saw the trees
         looking at me, their branches yearning toward the shuddering surface. I felt the water trembling as if it were alive, and
         then I lost the trees and their branches from view. I was submerged in the briny liquid that was drawing me down, each time
         deeper and deeper, my body straining painfully toward that light, toward that inaccessible sky, despite my struggle to free
         my feet and rise up to the surface for air.
      

      
      I awoke exhausted and bathed in sweat. I opened my eyes on my companion, who was looking at me attentively. When she saw I
         was awake, she went back to her business.
      

      
      “Why didn’t you follow me?”

      
      “The girl put on a light just as I was about to go out. She must have heard a noise . . . And I hadn’t prepared my decoy very well. She saw right away that I wasn’t in my bed.”
      

      
      “Who was it?”

      
      “Betty.”

      
      I didn’t want to probe further. In a way I was angry at her for not trying to find out what had happened to me. But on the
         other hand, I was relieved I didn’t have to talk about things that hurt too much. Sitting on the ground, with that chain around
         my neck, I went back over the entire course of the past twenty-four hours. Why had I failed? Why was I back in this cage again,
         whereas I had been free, totally free, all through that fantastic night?
      

      
      I forced myself to think of the ordeal I had just lived through in the swamp. I made an extreme effort to make myself recognize
         the bestiality of those men. I wanted to give myself the right to name it, to be able to cauterize my wounds and clean myself.
      

      
      My body rebelled: I was overcome by spasms. Quickly picking up the lengths of metal coiled at my feet, I jumped up, and in
         a panic I asked the guard for permission to go to the chontos. He didn’t bother to reply since he saw I was already on my way there, taking great strides to cover the distance to the
         makeshift latrines. My body knew the distance by heart – and also knew that I would not make it. The inevitable occurred three
         feet too soon. I squatted at the foot of a young tree and vomited my guts out. I stayed there, my stomach empty, still racked
         by dry, painful contractions that brought nothing more to the surface. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and looked
         up at an absent sky. There was nothing but green. Foliage covered the space like a dome. Faced with the vastness of nature,
         I felt even smaller, and my eyes were moist with effort and sorrow.
      

      
      “I have to wash.”

      
      The wait for the appointed bathing time seemed to take forever, far too long for someone who had nothing better to do than
         ruminate on her own repugnant state. In addition, my clothes were soaked from the night before, and I stank. I wanted to talk
         with the commander, but I knew he would refuse to receive me. And yet the idea of disturbing the guard with my request gave me the energy to emerge from my apathy and formulate my request. At the very least, he would be so annoyed
         at having to respond to me that he was bound to do something.
      

      
      The guard looked at me warily and waited for me to speak. As a precaution he had straightened his rifle, and now he held it
         vertically across his stomach, one hand on the barrel, the other on the butt, at attention.
      

      
      “I threw up.”

      
      He didn’t answer.

      
      “I need a shovel, to cover it up.”

      
      He still said nothing.

      
      “Tell the commander I need to speak to him.”

      
      “Go back to your cage. You’re not allowed out.”

      
      I did as I was told. I saw him thinking, rapidly, warily, making sure I was far enough away from the guard station. Then,
         with an authoritarian air and a boorish gesture, he shouted to the nearest guerrilla, who sauntered over. I saw them whispering
         as they looked at me, and then the second guerrilla went off. I followed him with my eyes, unmoving. He came back with an
         object hidden in his hand.
      

      
      Once he was near the entrance to the cage, he hopped nimbly inside. He grabbed the free end of my chain, looped it around
         a beam, and locked it all with a huge padlock.
      

      
      It was clear that this chain was more than just a burden and a constant source of discomfort; it was also a confession of
         their weakness: They were afraid I might escape. To me they were pathetic, with their guns, their chains, so many men just
         to take care of two defenceless women. Their violence was cowardly, their cruelty was spineless. They knew it was something
         they could get away with, because they practised it with impunity and without witnesses. The words of the young guerrillera came back to me. I had not forgotten. What she had wanted to warn me about was that it had really been an order. She had
         told me so.
      

      
      How could someone give such an order? What went on in a man’s head that he would require such a thing of his subordinates?
         I felt very dumb in this jungle. In this environment that was so hostile to me I had lost a large part of my faculties. Now it was vital for me to open a door that would help put me back in my place in the world or,
         better still, put the world back in its place in me.
      

      
      I was a grown woman. I had a solid head on my shoulders. Would it be a relief to understand? No, probably not. There are orders
         that must be contravened, no matter what. Of course, peer pressure was considerable. Not only that of the three men among
         themselves, who had all received the order to bring me back and punish me and who had tried to outdo each other in their brutality,
         but also the pressure of the rest of the troops, who would hail them for acting ruthlessly. It wasn’t the men but the image
         of themselves that had proved fatal for me.
      

      
      Someone called my name, and I was startled. The guard was standing before me. I hadn’t heard him coming. He unfastened the
         padlock, and I still did not understand what was happening. I saw him kneel down and run the chain in a figure eight around
         my feet, then lock me up again with the same huge padlock. Disappointed, I began to sit back down, which annoyed him. He condescended
         to inform me that the commander wanted to see me. I looked at him with my eyes open wide, asking him how he thought I could
         possibly walk with all this scrap iron between my legs. He grasped me by the arm to make me stand and shoved me out of the
         cage. The entire camp had taken a front-row seat to watch the spectacle.
      

      
      I looked at my feet, careful to coordinate my steps and avoid meeting anyone’s gaze. The guard waved to me to hurry up, showing
         off in front of his comrades. I didn’t respond, and when I didn’t even pretend to obey, he got truly upset, worried he might
         look like an idiot.
      

      
      I arrived at the opposite end of the camp, where the commander, Andres, had his tent, and I tried to anticipate what sort
         of tone he might adopt for this private audience.
      

      
      Andres was a man who was just reaching maturity, with the fine features of a Spaniard and copper-coloured skin. I had never
         found him truly dislikeable, even though from the day he took command of this mission he had made a point of being as inaccessible
         as he could. I sensed that he had a strong inferiority complex. He managed to emerge from his pathological mistrust when the conversation turned to everyday life. He was madly in love with a pretty young thing who hungered
         for power, and she had him wrapped around her little finger. She was obviously bored with him, but being the commander’s woman
         gave her access to some of the luxuries of the jungle. She reigned over the others, and as if somehow it went with being queen,
         she was putting on weight before our very eyes. Perhaps he thought I might be of use to him in decoding the secrets of this
         female heart he coveted more than anything. On several occasions he would stop by to talk with me, beating around the bush,
         lacking the courage to come straight out with his thoughts. I helped him to relax, to talk about his life, to share his personal
         thoughts. In a way it made me feel useful.
      

      
      Andres was above all a peasant. His greatest pride was that he had learned how to adapt to the demands of life as a guerrilla.
         Small but sturdy, he was better than anyone at doing what he required his men to do. He earned respect by fixing his subordinates’
         slapdash work himself. His leadership resided in the admiration he galvanized in his troops. But he had two weak spots: alcohol
         and women.
      

      
      I found him sprawled on his camp bed, indulging in a tickling session with Jessica, his partner; her squeals of pleasure carried
         beyond the river. He knew I was there, but he hadn’t the slightest intention of allowing me to think they might interrupt
         their game for my sake. I waited. Eventually Andres turned, gave me a disdainful look, and asked what I wanted.
      

      
      “I’d like to talk to you, but I think it would be better if we were alone.”

      
      He sat down, ran his hands through his hair, and asked his girlfriend to leave, which she did, pouting and dragging her feet.
         After a few minutes, he asked the guard who had come with me to leave as well. Finally he looked at me.
      

      
      The hostility and harshness he displayed signalled that he was not the least bit sensitive to the sight of this ravaged creature
         in chains who stood before him. We were sizing each other up. It was odd for me to be this pivotal in a scene where all the
         workings of human machinery were becoming so patently obvious. I knew there were far too many things at stake, things that, like the jagged cogs of a clock, depended upon one another to be set in motion. First of all, I was
         a woman. Faced with a man, he might have been indulgent; it would have revealed his nobility of heart and thereby increased
         his prestige. But in this case he knew he was surrounded, that dozens of pairs of eyes were watching him all the more eagerly
         since they could not hear him, so his body language had to be flawless. He must treat me fiercely, to avoid any risk of appearing
         weak. Still, what they had done was hateful. The written codes to which they were supposed to abide left no room for doubt.
         So they had to seek refuge in grey zones, justifying themselves with what they called the casualties of war: I was the enemy,
         I had tried to escape. The punishment they had inflicted upon me could not be considered an error that they might have to
         explain, or even a blunder they could try to hide. They pretended that what had happened was the price I must pay for the
         affront I had made them suffer. There would therefore be no sanctions against his men, let alone any consideration for me.
      

      
      I was an educated woman and consequently terribly dangerous. I might be tempted to manipulate him, to bamboozle him and cause
         his undoing. As a result he was more than ever on his guard, stiff with all his prejudice and guilt.
      

      
      I stood before him, filled with the serenity of detachment. I had nothing to prove. I was defeated, mortified beyond bounds, there was no place left in me for pride. I could live with
         my conscience, but I wanted to understand how he could live with his.
      

      
      The silence that came between us was the fruit of my determination. He wanted to get it over with, while I wanted to observe
         him at leisure. He was looking me up and down, while I was examining him. The minutes went by one by one. “Well, what do you
         have to say to me?” He was defying me; he could not stand my presence, my obstinate silence. Then I heard myself continue
         out loud, very slowly, a conversation I had been carrying on in my head ever since I’d returned to my cage. He was transported
         imperceptibly into the secret place of my pain, and as I gradually revealed to him the depth of my wounds, as if he were a
         doctor to whom I could exhibit the full horror of my suppurating gash, I saw him turn pale, incapable of interrupting, both fascinated and disgusted. I no longer needed to talk to free myself from what I had
         experienced. That is why I was able to describe it to him with precision.
      

      
      He let me finish. But as soon as I raised my eyes, which betrayed my secret desire to hear what he had to say, he regained
         his composure and delivered the blow he had meticulously prepared before I’d even got there: “That’s what you say. But my
         men tell me otherwise . . .” He was lying on his side, leaning on his elbow, casually fiddling with a twig he had in his mouth.
         He raised his eyes and looked straight out at the other tents in a semicircle around his own, where his troops had settled
         in to watch our conversation. He paused, then continued, “. . . And I believe what my men tell me.”
      

      
      I began to weep, uncontrollably, unable to staunch the flood of tears – a reaction that was all the more unexpected given
         that I was unable to identify the feeling that had triggered it. I tried to contain the onslaught of tears with my sleeves,
         which smelled of vomit, and by brushing aside the strands of hair that stuck to my streaming cheeks as if deliberately increasing
         my confusion, but I hated my lack of restraint. My anger left me pitiful, and the knowledge that I was being observed only
         intensified my clumsiness. The idea of leaving, of heading back across the camp, enchained as I was, obliged me to concentrate
         on the simple mechanics of movement and helped me to lock up my emotions.
      

      
      When Andres felt he was no longer under scrutiny, he relaxed, giving free rein to his malice. “I have a sensitive heart .
         . . I don’t like to see a woman cry, still less a prisoner. Our regulations stipulate that we must show consideration for
         our prisoners.” He grinned, aware that he was delighting his audience. With one finger he beckoned to the man who had brutalized
         me. “Take her chains off. We’re going to prove to her that the FARC knows how to show consideration.”
      

      
      It was unbearable to endure the touch of that man’s hands, brushing my skin as he put the key into the padlock hanging from
         my neck.
      

      
      He was smart enough not to make too much of it. Then he knelt down, not looking at me, and removed the chains that hobbled
         my feet.
      

      
      Relieved of the weight, I wondered what I should do. Should I leave without asking for anything more or thank the commander for this gesture of mercy? His indulgence was a move in a pernicious
         game. The aim was to go one better in snubbing me, by means of an ingenious stunt that left me indebted to my torturer. He
         had planned it all, enrolling his subordinates as his henchmen. He had gone from being the instigator of his villainy to pretending
         to be its judge.
      

      
      I chose a way out that would once have cost me so dearly. I thanked him, in the proper manner. I needed to cloak myself in
         rituals, to regain whatever it was that made me a civilized human being, shaped by an upbringing that was part of a culture,
         a tradition, a history. More than ever, I felt the need to mark my distance from the barbarity. He looked at me with astonishment,
         uncertain whether I was making fun of him or whether I had capitulated.
      

      
      I headed back to my cage, aware of all the mocking gazes of disgust that, in spite of everything, I had got off lightly. They
         all must have concluded that the old crying trick had finally got the better of their commander’s obstinacy. I was a dangerous
         woman. Surreptitiously, the roles had been reversed – no longer a victim, I was now feared: I was a politician.
      

      
      Politician. It was a word that contained all the class hatred with which they were brainwashed daily. Indoctrination was one
         of the commander’s responsibilities. Each camp was built on the same model, and each featured a classroom where the commander
         communicated and explained his orders, where everyone was expected to denounce any non-revolutionary attitude displayed by
         their comrades. They risked, if they failed to do so, being considered an accomplice, being brought before a court-martial
         for sentencing and being shot.
      

      
      They’d been told that I had run for president of Colombia. I belonged, therefore, to the group of political hostages whose
         crime, according to the FARC, was that they voted to fund the war against the FARC. As such, we politicians had an appalling
         reputation. We were all parasites, prolonging the war in order to profit from it. Most of these young people did not really
         understand the meaning of the word “political.” They were taught that politics was an activity for those who managed to deceive
         and then amass wealth by stealing taxes.
      

      
      For me the problem with their explanation was that to a large degree I shared it. Moreover, I’d gone into politics in the
         hope, if not of changing things, at least of being able to denounce injustice.
      

      
      But, for them, anyone who wasn’t on the side of the FARC was scum. It would be pointless for me to wear myself out explaining
         my struggle and my ideas to them.Theyweren’t interested. When I told them that I had gone into politics in order to fight
         against everything I hated – corruption, social injustice, and war – their argument was irrefutable: “You all say the same
         thing.”
      

      
      I headed back to the cage, freed from my chains but burdened with this hostility mounting against me. It was then that I heard
         for the first time that FARC song, set to a childish little tune:
      

      
      
         Esos oligarcas hijueputas que se roban la plata de los pobres,

         Esos burgueses malnacidos, los vamos a acabar, los vamos a acabar.*

      

      
      In the beginning it was a humming sound, coming very quietly from one of the tents; then it began to move around with me wherever
         I went. I was so lost in my ramblings that I didn’t even react. Only when the men’s voices began to chant the verses, deliberately
         articulating very loudly, did I raise my head. Initially I did not grasp the meaning of the words, since their regional accent
         often distorted them, but they were raising such a fuss about this little ditty that it ended up making everyone laugh, and
         the change of mood brought me back to reality.
      

      
      The man singing was the very same one who had removed my chains. He was singing with a sneer on his face, very noisily, as
         if to set the rhythm for his gestures, pretending the whole time to be putting his things away inside his backpack. The other
         one singing, who had come all the way from his tent on the far side, was a puny, bald, pathetic sort, in the habit of closing
         his eyes every two seconds as if to ward off a blow. One of the girls was sitting on the guy’s mat ogling me and clearly thought
         it was great fun to accompany her stare with this tune that, visibly, they knew by heart. I hesitated, wearied by everything I’d been through; I told myself that in the end I did not need to feel targeted by the words
         of the song. Their attitude conveyed the meanness of a playground at recess. I knew that the best thing would be to turn a
         deaf ear, but I did the opposite and stopped. The guard who was glued to my heels nearly collided clumsily with me, which
         made him mad. He yelled at me to keep moving, enjoying the fact that he had an entire audience he’d won over effortlessly.
      

      
      I turned to the girl who was singing to herself. I heard myself say, “Don’t sing that song around me any more. You have guns,
         and the day you want to kill me, you can just go ahead.”
      

      
      She continued singing with her companions, but her heart wasn’t in it. They could not make a nursery rhyme out of death. At
         least not in front of their victims.
      

      
      The order to bathe arrived soon enough. The afternoon was nearly over, and they informed me that the time allowed would be
         very short. They knew that bathing was the best moment of the day for me. To have it curtailed was an indication of the regime
         that I should come to expect.
      

      
      I said nothing. Escorted by two guards, I went to the river and jumped into the grey water. The current was still very strong,
         and the water level had not stopped rising. I clung to a protruding root by the riverbank and kept my head underwater: I opened
         my eyes wide, hoping to wash away everything I’d witnessed. The water was icy. It awoke every painful spot in my body, and
         it hurt to the very roots of my hair.
      

      
      The meal arrived as I got back to the cage. Flour, water, and sugar. That evening I huddled in my corner, with dry, clean
         clothes, and I drank my colada* not because it was good but because it was hot. “I will not have the strength to face any more days like this one,” I said.
         I had to protect myself, even against myself, because it was clear that I did not have the strength to endure for much longer
         the treatment to which they were subjecting me. I closed my eyes before night fell, hardly breathing, while I waited for it
         all to subside: my suffering and anxiety, my solitude and despair. During the hours of that night without sleep, and during the days that followed, my entire being undertook a curious path that led to the hibernation of my body and soul, waiting
         for freedom like the coming of spring.
      

      
      The next day dawned, as on all the mornings of all the years of my entire life. But I was dead. I tried to fill the endless
         hours, occupying my mind with anything that could distract me from my own self. But the world no longer interested me.
      

      
      I saw them coming from the other end of the camp. They had crossed it silently, one behind the other, or rather one pushed
         by the other. When they had drawn level with the guard station, Yiseth spoke in the guard’s ear. He motioned with his chin
         for them to go through. She whispered something that seemed to bother him and pushed him forward.
      

      
      “We would like to speak to you,” she said to me, while I tried my best to not seem concerned.

      
      She was wearing the same sleeveless camouflage shirt as the night before. And had the same hard, secretive air, which aged
         her.
      

      
      I looked up at her, my eyes heavy with bitterness. Her companion was one of the three men who had brutalized me in the swamp.
         His presence alone gave me a shiver of repulsion. She realized and nudged her companion with her shoulder. “Go ahead, tell
         her.”
      

      
      “We are . . . I came to say that . . . I’m sorry. Please forgive me for what I said to you yesterday. Yo no pienso que usted sea una vieja hijueputa. Quiero pedirle perdón. ¡Yo sé que usted es una persona buena!”*

      
      The scene was surreal. This man had come to apologize, like some kid scolded by a strict mother. Yes, they had called me every
         vile name. But that was nothing compared to the horror they’d put me through. It was all absurd. Except for the fact that
         they had come. I was listening. I thought I was indifferent.
      

      
      It took me time to understand that these words, and the way in which they’d been said, had actually soothed me.
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      FAREWEL

      
      February 23, 2009. It is exactly seven years to the day that I was abducted. On every anniversary, as soon as I wake up, I
         wince when I realize what day it is, even though I’ve known for weeks that it is getting closer. I consciously count backward,
         wanting to mark this day so that I never forget it, so that I can dissect and ruminate over every hour, over every second
         of the chain of events that led to the prolonged horror of that interminable captivity.
      

      
      I awoke this morning, as I have every morning, giving thanks to God. And also as I do every morning since I was freed, I take
         a few moments, just seconds, to realize where I’ve been sleeping. On a mattress, without a mosquito net, and under a white
         ceiling instead of a sky of green camouflage. I awake naturally. Happiness is no longer a dream.
      

      
      But on this particular day, February 23, a split second after waking I feel remorseful for forgetting. My guilt and anxiety
         drive my memory to distraction, causing such a flood of recollections that I have to leap out of bed to escape my sheets,
         as if mere contact with them could cast some irreversible evil spell upon me and engulf me once again in the depths of the
         jungle.
      

      
      Once out of danger, my heart still pounding yet anchored in reality, I realize that the relief that comes from recovering
         my freedom cannot in any way be compared to the intensity of the suffering I have known.
      

      
      I’m reminded of a Bible passage that had struck me while I was in captivity, a hymn in the book of Psalms that described the
         harshness of crossing the desert. The conclusion had come as a surprise to me. It said that the compensation for the effort,
         courage, tenacity, and endurance displayed during that journey was not happiness. Nor glory. What God offered as a reward
         was only rest.
      

      
      You need to grow old to appreciate peace. I had always lived in a whirlwind of activity. I felt alive. I was a cyclone. I
         had married young, my children, Melanie and Lorenzo, fulfilled all my dreams, and I undertook to transform my country with
         the strength and stubbornness of a bull. I believed in my lucky star, and I worked hard and could do thousands of things at
         once, because I was sure I would succeed.
      

      
      January 2002. I was on a short trip to the United States, accumulating sleepless nights and back-to-back meetings while seeking
         support from the Colombian community for my party, Oxígeno Verde, and my presidential campaign. My mother was travelling with
         me and we were together when I received a call from my sister, Astrid. Papa was unwell, although it was nothing serious. My
         parents had separated many years earlier, but they had stayed close friends. When my sister explained that Papa was tired
         and had lost his appetite, we immediately thought of my uncles and aunts, who had all died suddenly after feeling a little
         unwell. Two days later Astrid called: Papa had suffered a heart attack. We had to return immediately.
      

      
      The journey home to Bogotá was a nightmare. I adored my father. Time spent with him was always interesting. I could only imagine
         life without him as a desert of boredom.
      

      
      I arrived at the hospital to find him hooked up to a frightening-looking machine. He awoke, recognized me, and his face lit
         up. “You’re here!” he exclaimed before falling back into a deep, barbiturate-induced sleep, only to open his eyes ten minutes
         later and exclaim once again, “You’re here!”
      

      
      The doctors told us to prepare for the worst. The parish priest came to administer a blessing. In a moment of lucidity, Papa
         beckoned all of us to his bed. He had chosen his words of farewell and lavished blessings on each of us with the precision of the sage who can peer into people’s hearts. Then my sister and I were left alone with him.
         I realized that it was time for him to go, and I was not prepared. I broke down in sobs, desperately clinging to his hand.
         The hand that had always been there for me, that had warded off danger, had consoled me, had held on to me when I crossed
         the street, had strengthened me at those difficult times in my life, and had led me into the world. This was the hand I took
         whenever I was near him, as if it belonged to me.
      

      
      My sister turned to me. “Stop it!” she said sharply. “We are in a logic to fight for life. Papa is not going to die.” Taking
         his other hand, she assured me that everything would turn out fine. She was holding him tight. In the midst of my sobs, I
         felt that something extraordinary was happening. A wave of electricity was running from my arm and flowing through my fingers
         into his arteries. The tingling left me in no doubt. I looked at my sister. “Do you feel it?” Without a trace of surprise,
         she replied, “Of course I feel it!” We probably spent the entire night in that position, shrouded in silence, feeling the
         circuit of energy that had formed among the three of us, fascinated by an experience that had no explanation except that of
         love.
      

      
      My children also came from Santo Domingo, where they were living with their father Fabrice, to see Papa. Fabrice was still
         very close to him, even though he and I were no longer married. Papa considered him to be like his own son. When I was with
         Melanie and Papa alone, she also experienced the strange wave of electricity when holding his hand. My father opened his eyes
         when Lorenzo kissed him; Astrid’s young children, Anastasia and Stanislas, were there too, wanting to be cuddled by him. Papa
         was so happy to have his family reunited by his bedside that he started getting better.
      

      
      My mother and I stayed with Papa throughout his two-week recovery, living with him at the hospital. I knew that I would not
         have the strength to carry on if he were no longer by my side.
      

      
      I’d been in the middle of a very important campaign time for our party. Oxígeno, the Green Party, was still young – created
         four years earlier, it brought together a collection of passionate independent citizens who were fighting against years of
         political and military corruption crippling Colombia. We were putting forward an alternative ecological and pacifist platform. We were “green,” we were about social reform, we were clean, in a country where politics too often went, as far
         as we were concerned, hand in hand with the drug kingpins and the paramilitaries.
      

      
      Papa’s illness had suddenly halted all my political activities. When I disappeared from the public spotlight, my poll numbers
         plummeted. Some of my colleagues deserted my campaign in panic to swell the ranks of rival candidates. After I left the hospital,
         I found myself with a much smaller team to prepare for the final sprint. The presidential elections were to be held in May.
         We had only three months left.
      

      
      During the first meeting with the entire team, we set out the agenda for the remaining months. The discussion was heated.
         The majority wanted to go ahead with a long-planned visit to San Vicente del Caguán. My campaign managers were eager for us
         to help out the mayor of San Vicente, who was the country’s only elected mayor to bear the colours of Oxígeno Verde. Our staff
         wanted me to make an extra effort to compensate for the weeks I’d been at Papa’s bedside and to put all my energy into the
         campaign. I felt I owed it to them, so I reluctantly agreed to go to San Vicente. We announced the trip at a press conference
         during which we explained our peace plan for Colombia.
      

      
      In the 1940s, Colombia was plunged into a civil war between the conservative party and the liberal party, a conflict so merciless
         that those years were called la violencia – “the violence.” It was a power struggle that spread from the capital of Bogotá and brought bloodshed to the countryside.
         Peasants identified as liberals were massacred by conservative partisans and vice versa. The FARC* was born spontaneously as the peasants’ effort to protect themselves against that violence and to safeguard their land from
         being confiscated by the liberal or conservative landlords. The two parties reached an agreement to share power in government
         and end the civil war, but the FARC was not a part of it. During the Cold War of the 1950s and beyond, the movement shifted
         from being a rural, defensive organization to being a communist, Stalinist guerrilla group seeking to take power. They built a military hierarchy in their ranks and opened fronts in different parts of the country, attacking
         the military and the police and carrying out indiscriminate kidnappings. During the 1980s the Colombian government offered
         a peace agreement to the FARC, and a truce was signed and political reforms were voted in Congress to support the agreement.
         But with the rise of drug trafficking, the FARC found a way to finance its war and the peace agreement collapsed. The FARC
         brought terror to the countryside, killing peasants and rural workers who would not accept their rule. A rivalry between the
         drug traffickers and the FARC, vying for control of the drugs trade, gave rise to a new surge of violence. The paramilitaries
         emerged as an alliance between the political far right – in particular the landlords – and the drug traffickers, striving
         to confront the FARC and expel them from their regions. President Andres Pastrana, a member of the Conservative Party, had
         won the elections on a platform offering a new peace process with the FARC.
      

      
      Oxígeno Verde’s aim was to establish dialogue simultaneously with everyone involved in the conflict, while maintaining strong
         military pressure to ensure that the illegal factions had an incentive to sit at the negotiating table. To better convey our
         message at the press conference, I had sat in the middle of a long table between life-size cardboard cutouts of Manuel Marulanda,
         the supreme leader of the FARC (which was now the oldest communist guerrilla group in South America); Carlos Castaño, his
         fiercest adversary, the head of the paramilitaries; and the generals of the Colombian army that fought both.
      

      
      A few weeks earlier, on February 14, a televised meeting had taken place at San Vicente del Caguán between all the presidential
         candidates and members of the FARC secretariat. That meeting had been organized by the outgoing government, and we’d been
         allowed to use the presidential plane for the round trip. The government was seeking support for its peace process with the
         FARC. It had been the object of increasingly harsh criticism for handing over to FARC the control of a demilitarized zone
         of sixteen thousand square miles – an area more or less the size of Switzerland – in exchange for a guarantee that they would
         turn up at the negotiating table. San Vicente del Caguán was located at the heart of this zone.
      

      
      We had gathered around a table, members of the FARC on one side and the candidates and government officials on the other.
         The meeting turned into an indictment of the guerrilla movement, which was accused of stalling the negotiations.
      

      
      When it was my turn to take the floor, I asked the FARC representatives to prove they were serious about peace. The country
         had just witnessed with horror the death of Andres Felipe Pérez, a twelve-year-old boy in the final stages of terminal cancer,
         who had begged the FARC to allow him to talk to his father through a radio link-up before he died. His father, a soldier in
         the Colombian army, had been held hostage by the FARC for several years. The FARC had refused. I expressed the bitterness
         we all felt over this and our utter dismay at the lack of humanity from a group that claimed to be defending human rights.
         I concluded my speech with a declaration that peace in Colombia had to begin with the release of all the hostages – more than
         a thousand – being held by the FARC.
      

      
      The following week, the FARC hijacked a plane in the south and captured the region’s most important senator, Jorge Eduardo
         Géchem. The president abruptly ended the peace process. In a televised address, he announced that within forty-eight hours
         the Colombian army would regain control of the demilitarized zone and evict the FARC.
      

      
      In the ensuing hours, the government informed us that the FARC had left the San Vicente region and that everything had returned
         to normal. As proof, the press announced that President Pastrana would travel to San Vicente the following day, precisely
         when we had planned to go.
      

      
      The telephones at our headquarters were ringing off the hook. If the president was going to San Vicente, then surely we would
         be going, too! My campaign team made contact with the president’s office to ask if we could fly with the president’s retinue,
         but the request was refused. After many long hours of discussion, it appeared that we could fly to Florencia – a city 230
         miles south of Bogotá – and complete the rest of the journey by car. San Vicente’s airport was under military control and
         closed to civilian flights. The security services confirmed we would have a solid escort: Two armoured cars would meet us
         when we disembarked from the aircraft, and motorcycles would be at the head and rear of the convoy.
      

      
      I spoke on the telephone with the mayor of San Vicente. He, too, was very insistent that I come. Military helicopters had
         been flying over the village all night long, and the population was afraid. People feared reprisals, as much from the paramilitaries
         as from the guerrillas, since the village of San Vicente had supported the peace process.
      

      
      The mayor was counting on the media exposure I would get as a presidential candidate to highlight the risks being run by his
         people. My presence would help shield them from violence. In a final effort to convince me, he said that the bishop of San
         Vicente had taken the road that morning and reached his destination without a problem. The trip was not dangerous.
      

      
      So I agreed to go to San Vicente, provided that security measures on the ground be confirmed before our departure, scheduled
         for five o’clock the following morning.
      

      
      That night when I left our HQ I was exhausted. But my evening was only just beginning. I had a meeting with friends of the
         Colombian left who were seriously committed to a peace settlement. In the face of the renewed hostilities, our goal was to
         draft a joint strategy. I left the meeting to attend a dinner at the home of a campaign worker who had gathered together the
         hard-core members of the group. We all felt the need to be together, to discuss the recent turn of events.
      

      
      Midway through the evening, I received a call from one of the newcomers to my campaign, Clara. She was on the team and had
         replaced the administrator who had recently left our campaign to support one of our competitors. She wanted to join us on
         the trip to San Vicente. I told her that she didn’t need to, there was plenty to be done during the days ahead, and I repeated
         to her a number of times that she could better spend the weekend preparing for what was coming up. She insisted. As a new
         member of the campaign, she wanted to become more involved and get to know our San Vicente team. So we agreed that I would
         pick her up in the car at dawn.
      

      
      I left the meeting at ten. I was desperate to be in Papa’s arms again. He would not have eaten because he was waiting for
         me, and I wanted to put him to bed before going home. Ever since he left the hospital, I’d made it a rule to end my working
         day by dropping in to give him a kiss. It was always a relief to share all the latest minor crises with him. He looked at the world from above. Where I saw threatening waves,
         he saw tranquil water.
      

      
      I always arrived with chilled cheeks and frozen hands. He would lift his oxygen mask and pretend to be disagreeably surprised.
         “Ha! You’re like a toad,” he would say, as if he were angry with me for bringing in the cold with my hugs. It was all a game,
         and then he would laugh and shower me with kisses.
      

      
      Yet when I arrived that particular evening, the face behind the oxygen mask was serious. He asked me to sit down on the arm
         of the chair, and I complied, intrigued. Then he said, “Your mother is very worried about your trip tomorrow.”
      

      
      “Mom worries about everything,” I replied, feeling unconcerned. Then, after thinking about it a little longer, I added, “What
         about you? Are you worried?”
      

      
      “No, not really.”

      
      “You know, if you don’t want me to go, I will cancel.”

      
      He said nothing.

      
      “Papa, it doesn’t matter if I don’t go. Besides, I don’t really want to go. I would much rather stay with you.”

      
      At that point, the overriding priority in my life was my father. The day he had been discharged from hospital, his physician
         took my sister and me aside and led us into a small room full of computers to show us a beating heart on one of the monitors.
         He pointed to an erratic-looking line on the screen. “That’s the vein that is keeping your father alive. It is going to stop
         working. When? Only God knows. It could be tomorrow, the day after, in two months, or in two years. You need to be prepared.”
      

      
      “Papa, tell me that you want me to stay and I’ll stay.”

      
      “No, my darling, do what you have to do. You gave your word. The people of San Vicente are expecting you. You have to go.”

      
      I was holding his hand, as always. We looked into each other’s eyes in silence. Papa always based his decisions on principles.
         I had frequently rebelled against this; as a child I found it strict and stupid. Then, as it came time for me to make my own
         decisions, I understood that when I was in doubt, his course was always the best one. I had devised my own motto from his example, and it had stood me in good stead. That evening I, too, saw that the trip to San Vicente was a matter of
         principle.
      

      
      Suddenly, in a kind of irrational outburst, I heard myself say to him, “Papa, wait for me! If anything should happen to me,
         you wait for me! You are not going to die!”
      

      
      Still shaken, his eyes widened in surprise, he replied, “Of course I will wait. I am not going to die.” I immediately regretted
         letting myself go like that.
      

      
      Then his face relaxed, and he took a deep breath and added, “Yes, I will wait for you, my darling. God willing.”

      
      And he turned toward the picture of Christ that had pride of place in his room. His expression was so intense that I, too,
         turned toward it. I had never really looked at that picture before, even though it had been there for as long as I could remember.
         In fact, viewed with my adult eyes, it looked very kitsch. Yet it was Christ resurrected, full of brightness, his arms open
         and his heart vibrant. Papa made me stand in front of him, beneath the saintly picture.
      

      
      “My good Jesus,” he said, “take care of this child for me.”

      
      Mi buen Jesús, cuídame esta niña.
      

      
      He patted my hand to indicate that it was me he was talking about, as if his request might have been misconstrued.

      
      I was startled, just as he had been a few minutes earlier. His words seemed strange. Why did he say “this child” and not “my
         child”? But why even give it a second thought? It was of no importance whatsoever. Papa often came out with old-fashioned
         expressions. He was born before the streetcar, in the era of horse-drawn carriages and candles. I remained motionless, scrutinizing
         the expression on his face.
      

      
      “Cuídame esta niña.” He repeated it, and it permeated my entire being, as if water had been poured over my head.
      

      
      I knelt before him, hugging his legs, my cheek pressed against them.

      
      “Don’t worry,” I said. “Everything will be fine.”

      
      It was more for my own reassurance that I uttered these words. I helped him back into bed, taking care to place the bottle
         of oxygen next to him.
      

      
      He switched on the television, which was airing the last news bulletin of the day. I curled up against him, my ear against his chest listening to the beating of his heart, and dozed off in his arms,
         unafraid.
      

      
      Toward midnight I got up, put out the lights, and kissed him good night, making sure he was well covered up. He held out his
         hand to give me a blessing and was asleep before I even reached the door. That evening, as on all previous evenings, I turned
         to look at him one more time before I left.
      

      
      I didn’t know that it would be the last time I would ever see him.
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      THE ABDUCTION

      
      February 23, 2002. The security escort arrived as planned, a little before four in the morning. It was dark, and I was wearing
         my campaign uniform: a T-shirt printed with our campaign slogan – FOR A NEW COLOMBIA – jeans, and hiking boots. I put on my
         fleece jacket and just before leaving, on an impulse, removed my watch.
      

      
      No one in the house except Pom, my dog, was awake. I kissed her between the ears and left with a small bag containing only
         what I would need for one night away.
      

      
      Once I arrived at the airport, I checked that all the security arrangements were in place. The captain in charge of coordinating
         the security team pulled a fax from his pocket and showed it to me. “Everything is in order. The authorities have provided
         you with armoured vehicles.” He smiled at me, satisfied that he had done his job.
      

      
      The rest of the group was already there. The plane took off at dawn. We were stopping first at Neiva, a town 150 miles from
         Bogotá, before crossing over the Andes to land in Florencia, the capital of the Caquetá department in the Llanos Orientales,
         a stretch of lush, flat grassland between the Amazon rainforest and the Andes. After that we would go by car to San Vicente.
      

      
      The stopover was expected to be half an hour but ended up lasting just over two hours. I barely noticed, as my mobile phone
         did not stop ringing; a vicious article in the local press was reporting the split that had occurred within our campaign team. The journalist quoted
         only the biting comments of those who had deserted our ranks to endorse my competitors. My team was outraged and wanted to
         get out our side of the story as quickly as possible. I spent most of the time on the telephone going back and forth between
         my HQ and the editor of the newspaper in question to have our version of the facts published.
      

      
      We got back on the plane in sweltering heat, and by the time we reached Florencia, we were already behind schedule. However,
         we could still make the sixty-mile drive to San Vicente in less than two hours.
      

      
      Florencia Airport had been taken over by the military. A dozen Black Hawk helicopters were lined up on the tarmac, blades
         rotating, waiting for the order to lift off. As soon as I disembarked from the aircraft, I was met by a colonel in charge
         of local operations, who led me into an air-conditioned office while my security team contacted those responsible for our
         journey on the ground and prepared the final details of the next leg.
      

      
      The colonel was respectful, and with great courtesy and deference he offered to fly us by helicopter to San Vicente.

      
      “They leave every half hour. You can be on the next one.”

      
      “That’s very kind, but there are fifteen of us.”

      
      “Let me see what I can do.”

      
      He left the room, returning ten minutes later looking frustrated, and announced, “We can only take five people on board.”

      
      The captain in charge of my security escort was the first to react. “Some of the security team can remain behind.”

      
      I asked if the chopper could accommodate seven. The colonel nodded. “That’s no problem.” He asked us to wait in his office
         for the next helicopter.
      

      
      We expected a half-hour wait. My security team was conferring among themselves, probably deciding who would go with me. One
         of the escorts began to clean his pistol and put back the bullets that had been removed for the plane journey. While he was
         handling the gun, he accidentally pulled the trigger, and a shot rang out, thankfully with no consequences. The bullet landed right next to me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin, suddenly aware of how edgy I was.
      

      
      I hated these small incidents, not because of the incidents themselves but because of the conflicting thoughts that entered
         my head immediately afterward. Bad omen, resonated a monotone voice within me. The other voice retorted, What a stupid thing to say. On the contrary, it’s good luck! My team was on the alert, watching for my reaction, and the poor guy who’d fired the shot was now scarlet with embarrassment,
         apologizing profusely.
      

      
      “Please, don’t worry. But let’s be careful. We’re all tired,” I said, bringing the incident to a close.

      
      My thoughts turned to Papa, but I remembered that phone coverage was sketchy in this region. The wait continued. Some of my
         group wandered off to the restrooms or to get drinks. I had already seen at least three helicopters depart, and it still wasn’t
         our turn. I didn’t want to appear impatient, especially since the offer seemed very generous. Finally I went to see what was
         happening.
      

      
      The colonel was outside talking to my security officers. When he saw me, he cut short his conversation.

      
      “I’m very sorry, madam, but I have just received instructions not to take you by helicopter. It’s an order from the top, and
         there’s nothing I can do about it.”
      

      
      “Well, in that case, we must revert to Plan A. Gentlemen, can we leave right away?”

      
      The silence of my escort team was palpable. Then the colonel stepped forward with the suggestion that I should appeal to his
         general, who was on the tarmac. “If anyone can give you authorization, it’s him.”
      

      
      I spotted a large, surly guy issuing orders from the landing strip. Before I had a chance to ask, the colonel nodded; he was
         indeed the general.
      

      
      The general’s aggressive tone was disconcerting. “There’s nothing I can do for you. Please leave the runway!” For a moment
         I thought he had not recognized me, and I tried to explain why I was there. But he knew very well who I was and what I wanted.
         He was irritated; he kept talking to his subordinates, handing out orders, ignoring me, letting me talk to myself. He surely
         was prejudiced against me, probably because of the debates in Congress during which I had exposed incidents of corruption among high-ranking officials. Without realizing it, I had raised
         the tone of my voice. Cameras appeared out of nowhere, and suddenly we were surrounded by a group of journalists.
      

      
      The general put an arm around my shoulders and steered me toward the terminal to get me off the runway and away from the cameras.
         He explained that he was acting on an order, that the president would be arriving shortly, that he had a hundred journalists
         with him, and that they needed the helicopters to transport them to San Vicente. He added, “If you want to wait here, he’ll
         walk past. You will be able to speak to him. It’s the best I can do.” I stood there, my arms dangling, wondering if I really
         ought to go along with this whole charade. A pack of journalists rushed over to film the landing of the presidential plane.
         Leaving was no longer an option. It would be interpreted as discourteous.
      

      
      The situation was all the more embarrassing because the previous day we had asked to travel with the group of journalists
         going to San Vicente, and the president himself had refused. For the last twenty-four hours, the television news had been
         repeating incessantly that the region had been liberated and that the FARC had completely withdrawn. The president’s trip
         to San Vicente was planned to prove it. The government had to show the world that the peace process had not been a huge mistake,
         that it had not led to the loss of control to the guerrillas of a sizeable portion of national territory. From what I could
         see, the zone was under military control; helicopters belonging to the armed forces had not stopped taking off for San Vicente
         since our arrival. If Pastrana were to refuse again, we simply needed to go by road as originally planned and not waste any
         more time.
      

      
      The president’s plane landed, a red carpet was unfurled on the tarmac, and the staircase was placed at the aircraft door.
         But the door remained closed. Faces appeared at the windows, then quickly withdrew. I stood there, stuck between the row of
         soldiers on guard and the horde of journalists behind me. I had only one desire: to slip away.
      

      
      Relations between President Pastrana and Oxígeno Verde hadn’t been easy. I had supported him during his campaign on the condition
         that he implement major reforms against political corruption, in particular by amending the electoral system. But he’d broken his
         word, and I had crossed over to the opposition. He turned against my team and managed to fracture it by luring away two of
         my senators.
      

      
      Nevertheless, I always supported him in his peace process. We had met up again earlier that month at a cocktail party at the
         French embassy, and he thanked me for my unfailing support of the peace negotiations.
      

      
      Finally the aircraft door opened. It was not the president who stepped out first, but his secretary. I suddenly remembered
         an incident that had slipped my mind until this moment. During the televised meeting with the FARC commanders nine days earlier,
         I had supported the theory that both parties needed to show consistency between their words and actions to establish trust
         between the government and the FARC. There was no doubt that my criticisms of the FARC had been sharp, but no more so than
         those aimed at the government. In particular, I had explained that a government complacent about corruption lacked credibility
         in the peace process. And I mentioned a scandal in which the president’s secretary had been accused of manipulating to his
         own benefit a contract for the supply of uniforms to the security forces, and said he should resign. But the two men were
         close friends. To make his secretary disembark first was a clear message to me from the president: He was furious with me
         for what I’d said. He made his secretary go first so that I would know that he had his full support.
      

      
      What happened next confirmed my suspicions. The president brushed past me, not even stopping to shake my hand. Taking the
         snub without a word, I spun around, biting my lip. More fool me. I shouldn’t have waited.
      

      
      I walked over to my group, who were waiting for me, perplexed.

      
      “We need to get going. We’re already really late!”

      
      My captain was as red as a lobster. He was sweating miserably in his uniform. I was about to cheer him up with a kind word,
         when he said, “Madam, forgive me, I have just received a peremptory command from Bogotá. My assignment has been cancelled.
         I can’t go with you to San Vicente.”
      

      
      I stared at him, incredulous.

      
      “Wait. I don’t understand. What order? From whom? What are you talking about?”
      

      
      He stepped forward stiffly and handed me the paper he was nervously crumpling in his hands. It was indeed signed by his superior.
         He explained that he had just spent twenty minutes on the telephone with Bogotá, that he had tried his best, but that the
         order came “from the top.” I asked him what he meant by that, and letting out a long, almost laboured sigh, he said, “From
         the president’s office, madam.”
      

      
      I was flabbergasted as I began to grasp the implications. If I went to San Vicente it would once again be without protection.
         It had happened before, when the government had refused to increase my one-man escort while we were crossing the Magdalena
         Medio, the banned territory of the paramilitaries. I looked around. The runway was now almost deserted, the last journalists
         of the presidential committee were boarding a half-empty helicopter, and three other helicopters, blades rotating, remained
         on the ground with no passengers to transport.
      

      
      The general came up to me and in a loud, patronizing voice said, “I told you!”

      
      “Okay, so what do you suggest?” I asked him, irritated. After all, if I hadn’t been offered transport in one of those choppers,
         I would have left for San Vicente long before and would already be there by now!
      

      
      “Do as you originally planned! Go by road!” he retorted, and I watched him and all his military stripes disappear inside the
         terminal.
      

      
      It wasn’t that simple. We still needed armoured vehicles. I walked over to my security personnel to find out what the local
         team had arranged for our transport. They all faltered, not knowing what to say. One of them had been sent to find out what
         was happening and came back looking contrite. “The guys of the local team have gone, too. They were ordered to abort the mission.”
      

      
      Everything had been orchestrated to prevent my going to San Vicente. The president probably feared that my appearance in San
         Vicente might reflect badly on him. I sat down for a moment to think things over. The heat, the commotion, my emotions – my
         mind was a blur. I wanted to do what was best.
      

      
      What would become of our democracy if we, the presidential candidates, were forced to change our campaign strategy because
         of the government’s withdrawl of our security teams? If we agreed not to go to San Vicente, it would mean accepting suicidal
         censorship. We would lose the freedom to express ourselves on war and on peace, lose our ability to act in the name of the
         marginalized populations who did not have a voice. Whoever held power could quite simply appoint his successor.
      

      
      One of the security men had managed to establish a good relationship with officials from the airport’s security division.
         There was an official vehicle at the airport that might be made available to us for the trip to San Vicente. He went off to
         obtain more details and came back with the authorization.
      

      
      It was a small, four-by-four pickup truck. There was room for only five people; it was a far cry from the armoured car we’d
         been counting on. I turned to the group. Some laughed, others shrugged. My logistics manager, Adair, stepped forward, offering
         to drive. Without hesitating, Clara said she would come too. Our press officer declined. He wanted to leave room for our cameraman
         and one of the French journalists covering the campaign. Two French journalists were deep in discussion. Finally the young
         female reporter decided not to come. She did not feel safe and preferred for her older colleague to go with us, since he would
         be able to take some good photos.
      

      
      A member of my security team took me by the arm and asked if he could speak to me in private for a few minutes. He was the
         longest-serving member on the team and had been protecting me for more than three years.
      

      
      “I want to come with you.” He looked nervous and uncomfortable. “I don’t like what they’re doing to you.”

      
      “Have you spoken to your superior?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “If you come with me, won’t you risk losing your job?”

      
      “It’s bound to cause problems.”

      
      “No, listen. This is not the time for more difficulties.”

      
      Then, seeking his advice, I asked, “What do you think about the road? Do you think it could be dangerous?”

      
      He smiled sadly. And, with a resigned look on his face, replied, “No more than anywhere else.”
      

      
      Then, as if to tell me what he was really thinking, he added, “There are soldiers everywhere. It’s almost certainly less dangerous
         than when we crossed the Magdalena! Call me as soon as you get to San Vicente. I will do whatever is necessary to ensure that
         the return goes more smoothly.”
      

      
      My team had plastered the vehicle with improvised signs spelling out my name and the word “Peace.” We were about to leave
         when the man from the security division who had secured the pickup for us rushed back over, visibly agitated. He was brandishing
         a set of papers and panting as he said, “You can’t leave until you have signed a discharge form! It’s a government vehicle,
         you understand, and if you have an accident, you’ll have to cover the costs!”
      

      
      I closed my eyes. I felt as if I were in a slapstick Mexican movie. Clearly they wanted to do their utmost to delay our departure.
         I smiled, mustering some patience. “Where do I sign?”
      

      
      Clara took the form. “I’ll take care of it,” she said kindly. “Hopefully, my years in law will serve some purpose!”

      
      I laughed and let her handle things. It was already noon. The heat was becoming suffocating, and we couldn’t wait any longer.

      
      We hit the road, the air-conditioning on full blast. Just the prospect of spending two hours in this small metal oven breathing
         artificial air was excruciating.
      

      
      “There’s a military checkpoint at the exit to Florencia. It’s purely routine, to check our ID papers,” I said.

      
      I had made this journey many times. The military cordon was always a rather tense moment. We reached it very quickly. Cars
         were lined up one behind the other, waiting patiently. Everyone would be searched. We pulled over, parked the truck, and got
         out.
      

      
      At that moment my phone rang. I rummaged in my bag to retrieve it. It was Mom. I was astonished that her call had got through
         to me. Usually there was no network once you left Florencia. I brought her up to date with all the details of our journey.
         “My escort received an order not to accompany me. It seems it came from the president himself. I still have to go, though. I gave my word. I wish I were with Papa. Tell him I send my love.”
      

      
      Mom had been a senator and knew well how demanding an electoral campaign could be. “Don’t worry, darling, I’ll tell him. And
         I’ll be with you every second. Every step of the way, I’ll be with you. Be careful.”
      

      
      While I was talking to Mom, the soldiers had taken our vehicle and were meticulously examining the carpets, the glove compartment,
         and our bags. When I hung up, I refrained from calling Papa. Instead I walked over to the officer who was standing a short
         distance from all the activity and who seemed to be in charge of operations, to inquire about the traffic situation.
      

      
      “Everything is normal. Up to now we haven’t had any problems.”

      
      “What is your opinion?”

      
      “I have no opinion to give you, madam.”

      
      “Very well. Thank you anyway.”

      
      We took to the road behind a bus and alongside a small motorcycle being ridden at top speed by a young woman, her arms bare,
         her hair flowing in the wind, her eyes glued to the asphalt. She was in full throttle but having a hard time keeping up with
         us; she looked like she wanted to race us. The scene was rather comical, and we laughed. But the noise of her engine was unbearable.
         We picked up a little more speed to get ahead of her and arrive more quickly at the fuel station at Montañitas, an unavoidable
         stop-off point. Every time I’d been along this road, I would stop here to fill up with gas, get a drink of cold water, and
         chat with the owner.
      

      
      As usual, she was at her post. I greeted her, happy to see a friendly face.

      
      “I’m so relieved they’ve gone!” she confessed. “Those guerrillas moved into the region as if it belonged to them. They gave
         me a lot of problems. Now the army has cleared the zone. They have done a good job.”
      

      
      “What about the control posts the guerrillas set up along the road? Are they still there?”

      
      “No, no. The road is completely clear. I am the first to know, because any car that is forced to return stops here to give
         the alert.”
      

      
      I got back into the car, feeling satisfied, and shared with my companions what the owner had to say, before confiding bitterly,
         “I’m convinced they don’t want us to go to San Vicente. Too bad. We’ll get there late, but we’ll get there all the same.”
      

      
      We headed off, and fifteen minutes later we noticed some people up ahead, sitting in the middle of the road. When we got closer,
         we saw that a bridge was being repaired. On the previous trip, we’d had exactly the same problem on the way back from San
         Vicente. That was during the rainy season; the river had burst its banks, and the force of the water had weakened the bridge’s
         structure. Then, as now, we’d had to bypass the bridge and drive through the river. Today the water was no more than a trickle,
         and it would mean just a small detour from our route. Two people stood up to show us which way to go. We veered left and drove
         down the embankment.
      

      
      In front of us, a Red Cross vehicle was heading down toward the water on the same course we were about to take. Once it reached
         the top of the opposite bank to rejoin the road, it disappeared from view. We followed suit.
      

      
      As soon as we crested the embankment, I saw them. They were dressed in military garb, rifles slung across their shoulders,
         and they had gathered around the Red Cross vehicle. Instinctively I looked down at their shoes. They were black boots, the
         sort often worn by peasants in the swamps. I’d been taught how to identify boots. If they were leather, it was the army; if
         they were rubber, it was the FARC. These were rubber.
      

      
      One of the guerrillas, carrying a rifle, noticed our arrival and jogged over.

      
      “Turn around!” he ordered. “The road is closed.”

      
      Our impromptu driver looked at me, not knowing what to do. I hesitated for a moment, two seconds too many that would prove
         fatal. I’d been stopped at FARC checkpoints before. You talked to the group commander, he radioed for authorization, and you
         were allowed to pass. But that was during the era of the “demilitarized zone,” when peace negotiations were taking place in
         San Vicente. Everything had changed in the last twenty-four hours.
      

      
      “Turn around, quickly!” I ordered Adair. It was not an easy manoeuvre. We were stuck between the Red Cross vehicle and the
         embankment. He began to make the turn; the pressure on him was intense.
      

      
      “Quick, quick!” I shouted. I had already spotted the gun barrels trained in our direction. The guerrillas’ leader issued a
         command and yelled to us from a distance. One of his men came running over, looking menacing. We had completed three-quarters
         of the manoeuvre when he caught up with us and put his hand on the door, motioning at Adair to lower the window.
      

      
      “Stop right there! The commander wants to talk to you. Don’t make any fast moves.”

      
      I had not reacted fast enough. We should have turned around and retraced our path without hesitating. I was angry with myself.
         I looked behind me. My companions were white with fear.
      

      
      “Don’t worry,” I told them, to force myself to believe. “Everything will be all right.”

      
      The commander put his head through the driver’s window and looked intently at each of us, one at a time. He stopped when he
         got to me and asked, “Are you Ingrid Betancourt?”
      

      
      “Yes, I am.”

      
      It was hard to deny it with my name emblazoned all over the car.

      
      “Good. Follow me. Park the car on the side of the road. You’ll have to pass between the two buses.”

      
      He kept hold of the door, forcing us to drive slowly. It was then that I noticed a strong smell of gasoline. A man with a
         yellow drum in his hand was splashing the contents over the two buses. I heard the sound of an engine and turned around. The
         young girl on the motorcycle had, like us, stumbled into the trap. One of the guerrillas made her get down from her bike and
         took it from her, signalling for her to leave. She stood there, arms dangling, not knowing what to do. Her motorcycle was
         also doused with gasoline. She understood and hurried away toward the bridge.
      

      
      A heavyset man with copper-coloured skin and a large black moustache, sweating profusely, was pacing up and down across the
         road, nervously fanning himself with a red handkerchief and wringing his hands until his knuckles were white. His features
         were distorted in anguish. He had to be the driver of the bus.
      

      
      After passing between the two buses, we momentarily lost sight of the Red Cross vehicle’s passengers, who were still held on the shoulder of the road, a gun trained on them. They did not take
         their eyes off us.
      

      
      The commander stopped our truck after a few yards. On the order of the commander, the man who had doused the girl’s motorcycle
         with gasoline left it at the base of the bus and ran toward us. Just as he was crossing the verge about ten yards away, an
         explosion made us all jump with fright. I saw the man hurled into the air and fall to the ground in a crumpled heap. He lay
         in a huge pool of blood, his shocked gaze locked on mine as he stared at me, bewildered, not understanding what had just happened
         to him.
      

      
      The commander was shouting, yelling abuse and cursing at the top of his voice. At that moment the wounded man began screaming
         in horror as he reached behind him and picked up his boot – containing the bloody flesh and exposed bone of a piece of leg
         that no longer belonged to him.
      

      
      “I’m going to die, I’m going to die!” he howled. He was covered in blood that had spurted in every direction. Strips of dripping
         flesh had been blasted all over, splattering the body of our vehicle and the wind-screen. Bits were stuck to people’s clothes,
         their hair, their faces. The smell of burned flesh, combined with the smell of blood and gasoline, was nauseating.
      

      
      I heard myself say, “We can drive him to the hospital. We can help you!”

      
      I was talking to the group leader in the same way I might have addressed a road-accident victim.

      
      “You will go where I tell you to go,” he said.

      
      Then, turning back, he ordered the wounded man to shut up, which he did at once, whimpering softly like a dog caught between
         pain and fear. The commander appeared satisfied. He then ordered his men to put the injured guerrilla onto the back of the
         pickup.
      

      
      “Go ahead,” he ordered our driver. “Keep it steady, but make it quick!”

      
      Without hesitating, Adair pulled away as the last members of the group were jumping onto the bed of the truck. One pushed
         my friends onto the rear bench with the enormous barrel of his rifle and sat inside the vehicle, placing the rifle upright between his legs. He apologized for the inconvenience and smiled as he looked straight ahead. They
         were all wedged against one another, elbow to elbow, trying to avoid contact with the latest arrival.
      

      
      To the journalist accompanying us, I said in French, “Don’t worry. I’m the one they want. Nothing is going to happen to you.”

      
      He nodded, not at all reassured. Beads of sweat were forming on his brow. As I looked through the rear window, I watched a
         terrifying scene unfolding on the bed of the truck. The wounded man was crying as he held the stump of his leg in both hands.
         His comrades had tried to make some semblance of a tourniquet with one of their shirts, but the blood kept flowing, seeping
         up through the already soaked fabric. The car was jerking every two seconds, making it virtually impossible to apply a new
         tourniquet. The commander tapped the side of the vehicle and shouted something incomprehensible, and the vehicle slowed down.
         The wounded man’s head was lolling back; he had purple shadows under his eyes and was already half unconscious.
      

      
      We drove along a small, bumpy, dusty road for twenty minutes in the diabolical heat before the leader gave the order to halt,
         just ahead of a bend that curved around a promontory.
      

      
      A group of young people in uniform appeared from all sides. There were women, their hair braided into buns, smiling broadly,
         strangers to the drama, all teenagers. Several helped carry the wounded man from the truck toward a semi-secluded area where
         we could just make out the roof of a house.
      

      
      “It’s our hospital,” the youth sitting with us in the cab declared proudly. “He’ll pull through. We’re used to this.”

      
      We had been there less than a minute when the leader ordered us to leave. Other armed men jumped onto the bed in the back,
         standing up in spite of the jolts and speed of the vehicle.
      

      
      After ten minutes the vehicle stopped again. One of the recent arrivals jumped out and opened the doors. “All of you, out!
         Quickly!” He pointed his gun at us and grabbed me by the arm. “Give me your phone. Show me what you’ve got in there!” He searched
         my bag and pushed me forward, pressing the barrel of his gun into my back.
      

      
      From the beginning I had held on to the hope that they were taking us to a place where they would care for the wounded man
         and that we would then be permitted to turn around and leave.
      

      
      Now I had to face what was happening to me. I had just been taken hostage.
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      “EL MOCHO” CESAR

      
      I had shaken the hands of the FARC leader, Marulanda, and his men, Mono Jojoy, Raúl Reyes, and Joaquín Gómez – the last time
         being just two weeks earlier – and this led me to believe that we had established a dialogue, protecting me from their terrorist
         actions. We had discussed politics for hours, we had shared a meal. How could these affable individuals be the same men who
         had ordered our abduction?
      

      
      And yet their subordinates were threatening to kill me as they forced me to follow them. I tried to retrieve my travel bag
         from the vehicle, but the person shoving me with his gun yelled at me not to touch it. He ordered hysterically that I be separated
         from the others, and I saw my companions in misfortune line up pitifully on the other side of the road, each held at close
         range by an armed man.
      

      
      I prayed with all my strength that nothing would happen to them, already accepting the fate I believed to be mine. My mind
         was operating in a thick fog, and I registered sounds and movements only after they happened. I had a sense of déjà vu. Or
         maybe I had just imagined it. I remembered a photo in the newspaper that had filled me with horror. In it, a car was parked
         beside this very road, or perhaps a road just like it, the way ours had been. Corpses were lying face down, scattered around
         the vehicle with its doors still open. The woman who had been shot along with her escorts was the mother of a member of Congress.
         When looking at the photo, I had imagined everything – her terror at the immediacy of death, her resignation to the inevitable, and then
         the end of life, the gunshot, the nothingness. Now I understood why it had obsessed me. It was a mirror of what awaited me,
         a reflection of my future. I thought of all the people I loved, and I thought it was so stupid to die like this. I was in
         a bubble, curled up within myself. So I did not hear the engine, and when he pulled up beside me in his huge, latest-model
         Toyota pickup truck and lowered the automatic window to speak to me, I was unable to look at his face or understand his words.
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