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			To my sisters, Malena and Aysha, who have saved me more times than they could ever imagine.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			A small-town girl like me, with an uneventful life and just a few friends, who had everything: a father who was proud of me, a caring mother, two sisters, dreams... and then, all of a sudden, the pieces of my life began to collapse like dominoes. At what point did fate begin to hit me so hard that it changed my world beyond repair? How did I manage to stay on my feet? When do you stop being a teenager who only cares about herself, makes decisions like any other young person, to start taking care of three other people?

			The choices I had made were common ones, such as whether to drink from that glass or not, whether to take something that wasn’t mine or not, whether to smoke what was offered to me or not, whether to follow on the footsteps of my friends or not, whether to wear a skirt or trousers, tight or loose clothing, whether to walk or run, whether to eat sweet or savoury food, whether to smile or to cry. But there are situations that just happen and it’s not up to you to decide. Other situations don’t seem so simple, or maybe this is because those are really not simple at all. The choices of a seventeen-year-old girl, which seem easy and, in reality, shouldn’t be made at this age, because what’s interesting for us is what I said: clothes, friends, going out, boys. But, of course, we’re talking about me, and whenever we talk about me, it’s the opposite. I was never one to “follow the herd,” as they say where I come from. I’ve broken all the rules that a girl of “a certain age” should follow, because there are moments when life says: “now is the time, Jane.” After that, who knows...

			I remember that while my friends had already had boyfriends by the age of thirteen, I, for my part, had just had my first kiss at fifteen. Or when they got together to have some beers in the square, I sometimes went, but when they offered me some, I said no. And when my classmates lied about not having completed a task and made excuses so that it wouldn’t cause them any serious trouble at school... I loved telling the truth, even if it brought me down. In those cases, it made them hate me for not going along with them.

			If you had an important decision to make, which option would you choose? Is it really that easy to decide? Or does it depend on what it is? The truth is that I have rarely asked myself such a question, at least until now. I think there are issues that I decided on automatically and without thinking, I suppose. Although, when I think about it, nothing is automatic, as if we were programmable machines. The truth is that in just a few months, the course of my life changed so drastically that I was hardly aware of it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
I

			That peace that made me feel light, where I could be myself, vanished one day.

			I went from being the only child of my parents to having two sisters at the age of 17. Clarisse is seven years old and arrived when I turned ten. Emma came along to push my patience to the limit when I was twelve. She was always crying and screaming, but her smile has always been the best thing about her. Clarisse, on the other hand, is calmer, quieter and sweeter. My father, Jamie De Mattos, aged fifty, and my mother, Úrsula Flehing, five years younger, completed my family circle. Now there are only four of us, and I am the head of the family, ensuring things don’t go even further downhill than they already have. Úrsula cries in the corners, and my sisters, or as I call them: the velcro sisters—because they always follow me around—see her and do the same. The animals in the countryside need to be cared for, checked on, and cleaned up. The outlook is not very encouraging. I need to get organised. There is no time to cry or think about how my body and soul ache because I don’t have my dad to solve the problems that arise. Besides, I have no idea how to do it. He was always there to guide me.

			It is incredible that someone like my father, who only went to primary school up to third grade, managed to save money and build his own house, with a medium-sized family, not to mention that we come from a long line of lower-middle-class families. This achievement is due to his persistence and desire to get ahead, to work tirelessly, although it was not as consistent as he would have liked, because times were difficult and he went from one job to another.

			I understand Mrs. Úrsula’s pain; she lost her life partner, but she is forgetting that she has two more girls to care for and raise. We are all mourning, but she is supposed to be the adult here. Getting depressed is not a luxury we can afford when two other people depend on us. Although it seems that she has forgotten to be there for her daughters as she has been there for me. It’s not just about supporting them and providing comfort, but to find a way to move forward, to take up the oars and row. It seems she has forgotten what she taught me, it seems we are in a drifting boat and although she is in it, she will not be its captain. Perhaps it is her dark, difficult childhood, full of needs. She barely finished primary school, she does not have enough tools to face the hardships of life. But the point is that they are here and they need us. They are still here and they need our support and affection.

			Fortunately, I live in this town that I love so much. It is my place in the world. I have spent the best years of my life here, and it turns out the worst ones too. It is small, with about a thousand inhabitants. Most events take place at the social club: birthdays, horse shows, family gatherings, pension payments to retirees, among other things. There is a supermarket and several shops where you can stock up on essentials. To go to the bank, Antel, Redpagos or the hospital, you have to travel twenty kilometres to the nearest town or a hundred to Florida.

			In this rural area, livestock farming predominates, followed by agriculture. For horse lovers, there are horse races, which are very traditional in our town, as are criolla races, a country sport that consists of staying on a colt (a horse that has not been tamed by humans) for eight seconds while it bucks and jumps to throw off its rider. It is a skill and technique that only the gauchos who practise it in the countryside can perform, as there is no school to learn it. For decades it has been a male sport, but slowly women have begun to practise it. I remember the time my dad made me climb onto a heifer, and obviously I ended up face down on the ground. It requires strength, agility and dexterity, and on that occasion I showed none of those qualities.

			This town was everything that was right: I loved the peace I felt on summer evenings with the sound of crickets and birds, or in the afternoons after a rainy day when the frogs croaked and it seemed as if you could hear the grass rising to the surface. There was a peace that made me feel light, and I could be myself. But one day, that peace vanished, like a breeze swept away by the wind.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
II

			I was the light of his eyes, those eyes that gave me peace...

			Before this moment, before my life changed irrevocably, I felt that I lacked nothing. I had a devoted mother who listened to us and always had an advice to share. I had a hard-working, honest father who offered the right words when I needed them most. Two sisters who flitted around and made my daily life more entertaining—although sometimes unbearable; especially on those occasions when I had to stay with them, which was common, and couldn’t go out with my friends. But I couldn’t imagine my life any other way. However, one day, everything turned grey. Dad was diagnosed with cancer, and within five months, his light went out.

			At 17, I had to take over my old man’s job. I knew his routines and how he worked. Meanwhile, his wife, my mum, fell into such a deep depression that she “became a living dead.” His last months were terrible, so the rebellious one, as they called me at home, had to leave her studies and devote herself to his care and his work. Those were difficult days, going from hospital to hospital, arguing with doctors to get him the care he needed. Even so, he didn’t make it. My father was a cold man, he never showed his feelings, least of all affection, there was never an “I love you” and neither did I ever say “I love you,” as far as I can remember, until a couple of days before he died when we finally had that conversation between father and daughter. He was worried about what would happen to my sisters and my mother when he died. He was afraid that she would squander the few savings they had managed to accumulate and had invested in animals; so, in a sweet, sensitive and affectionate way, I told him not to worry, that I would take care of our well-being, and so I did.

			After the funeral arrangements were finalised, I faced the hardest part: telling my sisters, because Mrs. Úrsula was unable to even open her mouth. She passed all the responsibility on to me. Dad, our dad, the light of my eyes, had died. Those words and the pain pierced my chest, burning me so much that I could barely bear it. At that moment, I managed to suppress my feelings and embrace them. It was a blood pact. I knew that from that moment on, there would be nothing more important in my life than them, my sisters. I put the pain on hold and focused on what was to come. The last decision we had made with Dad was now behind us: where was he going to die, in the hospital where he was admitted or at home? If he died in the hospital, the cost of transporting him more than a hundred kilometres was unthinkable for us. On the other hand, if he died at home, at least we could afford it. I gave him the farewell he wanted, to die at home and not in a hospital where it seems that doctors forget their humanity after they graduate and treat patients as things to get rid of. I remember the day they told me that “there was no turning back,” that nothing more could be done. They took me to a small office and five doctors announced: he is going to die, he has a month at most. I remember the telephone battles to get the medication that would keep him as comfortable as possible. Something that is supposed to be rightfully yours, because you pay your taxes every month as a worker and pay into a mutual insurance company, seems to become a favour that is done for you.

			I went to Aunt Ana’s house. Úrsula had left a week earlier, and Dad didn’t even want to see her. She had taken my sisters with her. It was the best for the velcro sisters because we didn’t know when he would stop breathing, but I went to get them every day so they could share teatime with him. I don’t know where I found the strength to break the sad news to my divine blondes. “They had learned to turn on Dad’s oxygen when I wasn’t there,” I told Cande one afternoon as we sat by the creek.

			They hugged me and cried without really understanding much, or maybe they did. They asked me if they could go and see him one last time, and of course I agreed, even though my friends told me it was crazy, that two little girls shouldn’t see something so morbid. But I didn’t care what anyone else thought, especially at that moment. So they kissed him on the forehead and said goodbye. Emma said: “He’s very cold.”

			They knew the truth from the beginning, because if there’s one thing I hate, it’s searching for words in situations like these. Call a spade a spade. There were times when Dad was so ill that he didn’t want to see them, and other times when they didn’t want to see him, but their elder sister was there to remind them to go into his room, that they would see him today, but maybe tomorrow he was not going to be there. Cande looked at me with eyes clouded by tears. She had been an unconditional friend, but there were details that I was never able to share with her.

			“In any case, that was how it was,” I continued; “we didn’t know when he was going to leave. That’s why, while I slept beside him, I would wake up to listen to his breathing. I am grateful that every time I woke up, he was still breathing. I don’t know if I could have borne that memory; I prefer to think that he got up as he usually did every day and grew tired of breathing.” My friend cried silently. “But that wasn’t all, Cande. The day we buried him, the National Resource Fund called to say that they had approved the medication we had been waiting for so long for his treatment. It was very expensive, and they brought it from Cuba.” Our eyes met. “I had to explain to them that their response had taken too long, that it was too late.” My friend and I hugged each other. “I couldn’t contain my anguish, my helplessness. I wanted to scream at the health system not to be so inefficient, that lives can’t always wait, that time passes at an unimaginable speed for sick people, but it would have been pointless.” Cande wiped her tears with her fists, just like me.

			In this story, Mrs. Úrsula has very little to say. It was as if she was acting like a nuisance, because ever since we found out about Jamie’s illness, he didn’t want her around. She was quite unbearable, and it was undoubtedly better to have her far away, not to mention that she preferred depression to facing what was coming. I think I waited for her to act like an adult and be the one to deal with all the shit we were going through, but no. Sometimes I look at her and wonder: where did the attentive and loving mother go? I feel like we lost both parents, not just one. It’s as if she forgot that we exist, that we are also hurting, that we also want to die along with him, because nothing seems to make sense. But here we are, trying to move on, because life for us—even though it hurts—goes on.

			The day we said goodbye, I cried only once. It was as if a flame in my heart had been extinguished, as if it was my heart the one that had stopped beating. The next day, when I woke up, I felt lost, I couldn’t find myself anywhere, my mother was crying and my sisters, seeing her like that, were crying too. The first few weeks passed like this, until I got fed up and took control of the situation. I almost forbade my mother to cry and feel bad because my sisters were doing the same and couldn’t be sad every day. I started to take over my father’s work and take care of our animals on my own.

			As if that weren’t enough, my emotions began to play tricks on me. All those moments of worry, stress and more triggered a hairless spot on the right side of my head, almost on the centre line of my hair. One morning I looked in the mirror and I saw it. It was a circle about three centimetres in diameter that was going bald. Along with that, small white spots appeared on my legs, so that’s when I started going to the doctor.

			I tried to cover up the lack of hair, but it was quite obvious. It was a reaction of my body; my defences attacked the pigment in my skin, thinking it was something foreign—just like my hair in that area—and made it disappear. To soothe my defences, I started applying a cream, praying that it would work. But the very same dermatologist made it clear to me that until I was calm, there would be no major progress. But none of that happened. After a few months, my mother was going from job to job. Nothing worked for her, so the agreement we’d made to move forward fell through. Her eagerness to emerge from that sadness was greater than the well-being of my sisters. She got involved with a friend of mine who was twenty years old. Then others followed, also very young. By then I was eighteen. That birthday, on 9 April, was just as shitty as the previous one. It was very close to the date my father died, exactly one month, and that brought my spirits down to rock bottom. I remember that Julián, my boyfriend, told me more than once that my mother was with my friend, and I ignored him until I found her with Pedro. They were lying on the sofa like two teenagers, but of course, one of them was my mother. That day, I finally understood that I was the only one there for my sisters. I spent sleepless nights listening to the doors of their rooms. Sometimes I would get up and check on them to make sure they were okay, other times I would just lie there listening to the sounds in the dark. I didn’t know if someone had sneaked into my mother’s room or was molesting my little sisters. Mum had no shame, she didn’t even love herself, she had no scruples. In fact, I didn’t know if she ever had any or if she had lost them; it didn’t matter.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
III

			Those dirt roads in the village where I could walk alone as a child, where the square on summer nights became the perfect place to play hide and seek; those trips to the creek with neighbours who were almost like family—a family that is chosen not only given the proximity in space, but because it is chosen with the heart... At what point did all that become an empty, dark and sad place?

			All that remained were memories of escaping to María’s house, the neighbour across the street. When my parents’ arguments got ugly at home, the best place in the world was with her. María, with her sweet homemade bread, or her chips with fried eggs and breadcrumbs appeased those quarrels, even when I was involved in them because Mum and I didn’t get along. Not to mention that I was very fearless, rebellious, curious, cunning, with a temper to match. If Mum said white, for me it was black; that always led us to confrontation. My childhood and adolescence were not easy, and the fact that Dad was away for days at a time—sometimes for the entire month—did not help. His jobs included bricklaying, farm labouring, horse grooming, and any other activity that would bring money home. During my first ten years of life, it was just Mum, him and me, then Clarisse arrived and two years later, Emma. At first, it was father and daughter everywhere—I was his ‘little shadow’. I accompanied him to the pub, even though Dad didn’t like it. Reluctantly, he would tell me that it was no place for a girl. Perhaps that’s why, when I was little, I wished I were born a boy, so I wouldn’t have had so many obstacles and could have always been close to my Dad. We shared the same interests; we both loved horses, and racing was what we enjoyed most. One of the greatest joys I had was when he gave me the ‘Gringa’ as a gift—a purebred mare that played polo, and as she got injured, he was able to bring her as a broodmare for his future horses. She was beautiful, tanned, with a white face, elegant, gentle, but nervous: perfect.

			The relationship I had with Dad could not be defined in words... “You are the light of my eyes,” De Mattos always said, perhaps because having me had changed his life. He prioritised my needs at all times; I was his companion despite being just a child. I applied everything he taught me. When I was eight, he passed on his sacred recipe for honey sweets, at the time when his beekeeping was at its best. I would stay up until dawn to make them, because during the day, the bees would swarm into that small kitchen because of the smell. He said that his recipe was secret, that no one else knew it, that he had obtained it from a friend whom he promised to keep it a secret. It was almost like a state secret. When the day came, I would prepare them in rolls that I would then sell in the village shops. Later, production expanded to Sarandí del Yí and my income increased. And just like him, at the age of eight, I had my first business venture, although he, unlike me, had to work from ranch to ranch out of necessity. I never said it, but he was my beacon in the darkness—just by looking at each other we knew what we meant.

			As a little girl, I was privileged to have my parents very present in my life. They gave me values to help me navigate through life. Úrsula was always with me because she was a housewife, not by choice, but because my father did not like her working outside the home. Before she met him, at the age of eighteen, my mother worked, although if my father had met her earlier, he would have prevented it. That was one of the attitudes I hated about him, his machismo. But deep down, I am grateful that Úrsula had a lot of time for me.

			It cannot be said that we went hungry at home during that period, but we had to make do with what we had, and when Clarisse and Emma arrived, we had to adjust even more. There was no drinking water; the nearest public tap was five blocks away. We had to carry water for drinking, bathing, cleaning, cooking, etc. But that never stopped me from being happy.

			I remember that Clarisse’s arrival was eagerly awaited. I wanted a sister, someone to share games and pranks with, someone who would accompany me throughout my life so I wouldn’t feel so alone. Emma’s arrival, on the other hand, was different, because I realised what having a sister meant, and now I had two—everything changed. They changed because I had to look after them while Mum and Dad worked together in beekeeping: it was a lot.

			Adolescence was not so pleasant and happy; it is when you begin to forge your character, you start answering everything with a NO, and your body starts that attempt at change. It is not very nice, even less so when talking about “Miss Rebellion” herself.

			As I mentioned earlier, my parents always advised me to be honest, not to lie, to respect adults and men, and that “you shouldn’t mess with them because it can end very badly.” They also advised me not to take drugs, to be careful who I went out with, to pay attention to the kind of friendships I made—all that nagging advice your parents give you, if they are true parents, because those who love you care for you and advise you. But what they never prepared this heart for was taking care of itself and two others. I was always on a different wavelength; I never followed the crowd like my classmates did. I had personality and character, something that at times helped me and other times sank me. That’s why I suppose the advice had a positive effect. Mum was the one who said “No, you can’t hang out with... because she goes out with a different boy every night; you can’t hang out with... because he takes drugs; you can’t go dancing; because you’re too young, you can’t, you can’t...” It was almost as if they were contagious diseases transmitted through the air or proximity. However, Dad never said “no,” not because he spoiled the “apple of his eye,” but because he trusted me and my good judgement; deep down, he knew that being on a different wavelength meant I was on the right path. “It’s always your decision, it’s always you who chooses, so depending on what you choose, that’s how your life will be.” That’s what Jamie said. And “just because you hang out with one person or another doesn’t mean you’re the same as them.”

			I think I didn’t appreciate anything I had, probably because everything was handed to me on a silver platter. I didn’t have to make any effort, I didn’t have to lift a finger to get food on the table, I didn’t have to lift a finger to get dressed, I didn’t have to ask for affection, I had it all. And now?

			That’s how I spent part of my adolescence: with a small group of friends (four), dancing, lots of dancing, being teased for not going out with twenty-five lads like the others, laughter behind my back for not smoking like most people did, rejection for being different. And let’s agree that in a town where everyone knows each other, what people will say puts a lot of pressure on you, although it wasn’t like that for me, given my character.

			These experiences were accompanied by trips to the ranch where Dad worked full-time. Those trips to the countryside were rewarding for all four of us. We spent long hours walking in the pastures, treating calves infested with parasites. (For those unfamiliar with it, ‘bichera’ flies lay their eggs in open wounds, or even in the navels of newborn calves. From there, the maggots grow and begin to eat the animal alive—sorry for being so graphic, but that’s how it is.) We also removed lambs from their mothers’ wombs when they got stuck and couldn’t be born, bringing in and raising abandoned lambs, penning the cattle for cleaning, shearing them, and thousands of other activities. The little ones, aged five and seven, also did these tasks and enjoyed them. Jamie, like me, wanted me to become a veterinarian, which was very logical given the environment we lived in. That was probably what I was going to do after high school, or at least those were the plans.

			A flood of memories rushes through your mind, where, for a moment, you forget yourself and are dazzled by your childhood, so innocent. You see yourself there, on the other side, so serene, happy, spontaneous, tough, feeling capable of taking on the world itself, if they put it in front of you, but… what about now?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
IV

			Now, perhaps, would it not be the time to take the world by storm? Now is not the time to react and return to this side? A side that is not happy, or is it? The most precious thing is gone, the emptiness is inexplicable, her being has been broken into a thousand pieces and the fragments seem impossible to put back together. It would be like putting together the pieces of a puzzle that would remain incomplete. Who can live like that? Can one even live like that, in pieces?

			It happened so fast that I didn’t even have time to ask myself questions—as fast as light travels through glass. There was a moment when I tried to let myself fall into the deepest darkness, because I didn’t know how to go on with my life without someone to guide me, because I saw the bills coming in and there was no income, because of the chaos that was Mum. My life seemed like a game of dominoes, where one tile fell after another, and I felt that pain in my chest that took my breath away. In the midst of that storm, which seemed never-ending, there were two stars in front of me, almost imperceptible until now. When I looked at them sitting across from me at the table and saw their sad faces and their vacant stares, I smiled at them out of habit. Those four eyes lit up again, and then I realised that there were plenty of reasons to carry on, two reasons that would undoubtedly change my priorities forever. Two engines that would propel me in a way I could never have imagined, because they needed me, because they depended on me and I needed them without knowing it, but above all else, it was a law of life: “Siblings be united because that is the first law.” That’s what Dad taught us, and it was engraved in my mind. In that moment when I had lost myself, I remembered that my love for them was greater than any force of destiny, no matter how bad or painful it might be. It was a love that transcended boundaries, my own and those of these little women, where not even death could change that feeling.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
V

			There are loves that last forever, those are the loves for which you would give your life without hesitation.

			It was always Clarisse, Emma and Jane—we were inseparable, wherever I was, they were there, they were the perfect velcro sisters. If I went out with my friends, they were there, if I went to a birthday party, they were there, if I went to the countryside, they were there, always next to me and, of course, they loved it. The truth is that I felt they were part of me.

			I have learned to put my whims aside, and when I talk about my whims, I am not talking about wanting the latest mobile phone; if I wanted the latest mobile phone, I would have it. Those things never even crossed my mind. I barely have a pair of jeans, a single pair of jeans to go out in and a pair of trainers. I couldn’t buy those glamorous outfits that other girls wear because I had other priorities to take care of, like clothes for my sisters and money to make ends meet. Besides, I don’t care about those frills. Skirts aren’t my thing, and jewellery even less so. I usually wear baggy sports trousers, long T-shirts and a leather jacket that gives me that cool touch. If I had to describe my physique, I’d say it always left a lot to be desired. I admire my few suitors for their courage, because I’m a real broomstick, thin and tall, with long, skinny legs, almost no breasts and no bum. My hair, oh my God, my hair. It doesn’t look like... anything, really. Or maybe it’s like the hair of the Lion King! It’s not curly, it’s not wavy, and it’s certainly not straight. It’s a sponge. And if you add to that the hairless halo that’s almost in the middle of my head, where a few weak, whitish hairs peek out, which I try to hide…

			I don’t know how my boyfriend noticed me. I suppose he saw my green eyes, because they are beautiful and change their intensity depending on the light. On grey days, they turn a deep dark green, but when it’s sunny, they shift between light green and blue.

			The first year after my father had passed, I took a sabbatical. I couldn’t concentrate on my studies, especially with Úrsula going back and forth from one job to another. The following year, I decided to finish the subjects I had left outstanding from fifth year of secondary school, attending night school in Sarandí del Yi, which is twenty kilometres away. I travelled by motorbike. It was a tough year, and it was very cold coming home at midnight, but it was the only way I could finish secondary school and look after the velcro sisters and the animals. I remember that the end-of-year trip that year—which I almost didn’t go on because we were going to visit museums and universities—helped me discover my vocation. When they put us in front of an oil painting by Blanes and I saw the original up close, I knew that my life would be devoted to the arts. Not to painting, but to restoration. Perhaps that way I could repair something, and maybe, in that way, my life would recover a little. That was my first thought; it was almost like love at first sight, a feeling that pierced me and never left me.

			That year, between outings with friends, the countryside, and odd jobs with Mister Atanasio—my father’s friend whom we paid to herd our cattle along with those extra jobs that helped pay the bills—I finished secondary school challenging the courses. I still don’t know how I did it.

			Without realising it, I had started drinking at weekends. It was just a few drinks, not many, but for a girl who had never drunk anything in her life, who didn’t need anything extra to have a good time, and who didn’t need much to ‘become happy’, it was definitely out of character for me. It became a habit for me to laugh non-stop on weekend nights. Pachu’s pizza place was the meeting spot. Although it looked old and unhygienic, it had a pool table and a jukebox, which was enough to pass the time and forget. My little ones are with me most of the time. They love choosing songs, and my circle of friends has welcomed them as their own sisters.

			I discovered how delicious grappamiel and Martini tasted; they have become my weekly companions. Their sweet, cloying flavour erases any pain. I never end up drunk, but they cheer my soul. I know I have two little sisters who depend on me, so my radar and judgement are always on alert.

			Meanwhile, Mrs. Úrsula takes advantage of the situation to do her own thing. I rarely know where she is or who she is with, but it is enough for me that she is far away from my sisters: both her and those guys. It should be noted that she ceased to be ‘my mother’ the day she decided to threaten me that she would take them away with a bloke she’d met a week earlier, if I didn’t sell the animals and give her the money to squander as she pleased. Not to mention that a month later she brought home another bloke she met on Facebook and didn’t even tell us. Or the day my sisters saw her kissing some idiot at the back of the house. I still wonder when she stopped giving a toss about her daughters and even about herself, but at this point, I don’t care anymore. As long as she doesn’t ruin our lives, that’s enough.

			My relationship with my boyfriend didn’t last long. I didn’t have time for him because of my job, school, exams, my friends, and the weekends with my mates ‘Don Miel’ and ‘Tini’ (as I called my favourite drinks). He couldn’t take it anymore and one day he left. He told me he didn’t love me anymore. At first, I cried because he was my first love. He was sweet, funny, and liked to walk hand in hand with me. Anyway, although he liked the same things I did, I’m sure he got fed up with all the crap that was my life, and I had no idea until it happened.

			One night, at Pachu’s bar, I noticed a boy who looked a little older than me, maybe five years older. He was wearing expensive gaucho clothes, which also suggested that he was wealthy, not only because of the way he dressed, his huge Rolex, his latest-generation iPhone, but also because beneath those clothes, there was refinement that could be seen in his smooth manners, the way in which he expressed himself—I even heard him send an audio message in English. He surely went to a private school, one of those expensive ones that you can’t afford—at least people like us can’t; simple rural labourers, like my dad.

			Before Julián left me, I noticed that he was looking at me while Julián hugged me, but I didn’t even flinch. I began to notice his presence almost every weekend, his mischievous eyes fixed on me. It bothered me that he was so bold when I was with my boyfriend. “How unscrupulous and out of place he is,” I thought. But since cheating is not my forte, I stopped watching him even though he caught my attention. He kept coming. Sometimes he showed up on Saturdays and Sundays, other times only on Saturdays, although there were weekends when I didn’t see him. One day I asked my friend Cande who he was, and she told me he was the son of a local man, that he was twenty-five years old, that he had left years ago for the north of Río Negro, near Paysandú, but that because his mother had health issues, he had moved back to the village to take care of the land they owned there.

			He stayed for a few months and then I didn’t see him again.

			In between my “escapades,” I continued to accompany and support my little ones. They grow up very quickly, they are bright and intelligent and, luckily for me, they are excellent students. They are also loved in the village, they are well-behaved and respectful, which fills me with pride, I must say—though I shouldn’t say too much, coming from a sister who adores them.

			I still haven’t decided what to study, but in the meantime, I continue to look after our livestock, which has grown in number despite the drought. I continue to do odd jobs with Don Atanasio, so that helps me cover my personal and some of the household expenses. Úrsula finally found a job she likes and seems to be happy. When Emma and Clarisse are not in class, I am with them. The year is soon coming to an end, and I have to make a decision.

			Sitting in the dining room at home, eating an apple pancake and updating my social media feed, a message arrives.

			Jonathan:

			We’ll go dancing tomorrow, we’ll pick you up, brunette, so we can celebrate your birthday in style.

			It’s my birthday—a date that I really dislike—but the idea of being with my friends isn’t bad at all, plus the dance is at a beautiful farm just eighteen kilometres away. It has a front courtyard decorated with rustic elements: cart wheels, old milk jugs, wooden seats, lights that illuminate the flower beds from below. The hall is small and decorated in the same style; at the back, they’ve added a giant marquee with two bars, creating a huge dance floor. I definitely won’t miss it.

			Saturday arrives and my friends Jonathan, Cande, Morgann and Dan pick me up. When we arrive, a cumbia song comes on—the kind of music you dance to on “a single tile on the floor,” as the saying goes here. I no longer look like a broom; I think the ugly duckling has begun to mutate, for the better. At least I care a little more about my appearance. I feel better in skirts and tight-fitting blouses, and my hair has taken on big curls that, when you apply a little “effort” to it—that is, when combing it—I’m starting to like it too. Although I can’t say the same about the white streak on the right side of my head, something I try to hide... It used to be a bald spot, now it’s a white streak. No matter how hard I try to dye it, the white remains and doesn’t take on any colour. So now I’m trying to adapt to that streak that can be seen from afar, praying that just as it grew, it will eventually take on my brown colour.

			On the other hand, I use a little eyeliner under the contour of my eyes to highlight what I think are the most beautiful things about me.

			As expected, it’s packed with people. Long rounds of acquaintances to greet—which is something that annoys me because I don’t like smiling and putting on a happy face, but there’s no other choice. Besides, there’s little room to walk; in a word, it’s packed. As I cross the dance floor, someone almost dislocates my shoulder, it is a tall gaucho.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
VI

			Chemistry is like a current of energy flowing between two people, creating a feeling of attraction and understanding that is difficult to explain but clearly palpable. It’s that feeling of connection that occurs with a simple touch, when even a glance is enough...

			Others push us closer as they pass by, and we are left only millimetres from one another. He has fair skin and a slightly aquiline nose. He is about twenty-six years old, his arms barely graze the lower part of my waist, and his gaze meets mine. We are so astonished that our eyes seem to pop out of their sockets. His scent is exquisite, his perfume is sweet and cloying, intoxicating, perfect. I feel his fragrance slide into my nose and travel through my body, reaching every cell—wow, that’s a lot for someone I don’t know, or do I? I feel like I’ve seen him before—my thoughts overwhelm me and search for information somewhere hidden within me, they go so fast that I am unable to reason what is happening. When we realise it, and as a reflex, I put my hand on his chest and he puts his hands on my arms, I don’t know if to push me apart or to stay close. At that very moment, an electric shock runs through us, almost as if we had touched a live wire. In unison, we cry out, “Ouch!” and quickly separate, each of us running to opposite ends.

			My breathing is faster and I can’t control it, I can’t breathe, his scent is ingrained in me, my shoulder hurts and I’m quite hot and nervous. He gave me goosebumps. My head is spinning—it’s like a computer searching for the location of a saved file. Those eyes, that mouth, I’ve seen them before, but where? Morgann approaches and snaps me out of my trance. Without thinking, I point at him and ask: 



OEBPS/image/Portadilla.png
is the time

Micaela Alvarez





OEBPS/image/Now-is-the-timecubiertav11.jpg
Micaela Alvarez

PSR P-





OEBPS/image/UDL_escala_de_grises.jpg
L LETRAC DY





