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PART I












I


Bearing Witness





Boston, 1990


The longest and hottest August drought ever recorded in Boston had seared the summer leaves from the trees, giving the city an eerie, bombed-out feeling. As Eugenia made her way up the stairs of the newly renovated journalism building at Carmichael College, she mopped the sweat streaming down both sides of her face. Looking down at the tissue in her hand, she saw thick streaks of mascara. She could only imagine what her face looked like, so she swung by the bathroom to repair the damage.


She gazed at herself in the mirror and wiped the remaining smudges off her face. Her light brown curls, combed into even ringlets little more than an hour ago, were now a mass of sweaty frizz. She took a wide-toothed comb from her bag, wetted it under the faucet, and began disentangling the thicket piece by piece. After repairing the curls, careful to tuck the occasional silvery corkscrew underneath the brown ones, out of sight if not out of mind, she put away her comb.


Then her eyes focused on her pinstriped blouse with the long sleeves, its even pattern smeared with sweat. Why couldn’t she just wear a different top, at least until the weather cooled off? But the minute she unbuttoned the sleeves and pulled them up above her elbows, the same old shudder went through her and she knew she could not. Purple scars went up both arms like malevolent snakes. Over the years she had gotten to know them by heart, their distinct textures and shades, each of them a different length and height. But she had never been able to share their presence with anyone, or explain why they would forever mark her. And then that Chilean lawyer from the new Truth Commission had called, intensifying the old memories that had already been stirred up in the dust storm of transition and media attention as the dictatorship was ending in her native land. She had gone backwards, as if no time had passed since her arrest. She started waking up in the middle of the night with a huge weight pushing down on her chest, making it hard to breathe. Still dreaming, she felt men attach prods to her arms, nipples, and toes, then shoot her body full of electricity. She relived the burning sensation for a few seconds, but then she felt herself lifted out of her body, as if she were flying. Looking down, she saw faceless figures holding her down, forcing her down. Then she would always wake up. She began pulling palmfuls of hair out of the drain every time she took a shower.


Eugenia brought her sleeves back down, buttoned them securely at the wrists, and walked out into the hallway. Her sandals chirped softly on the newly renovated stone floor, and the old-world elegance of the walnut paneling on the walls contrasted starkly with the acrid smell of new paint. So much of the building was like this now, Eugenia thought. In her own office, the tall windows and old-fashioned high ceilings made the new linoleum floor with the fake parquet design seem garish. But she was definitely grateful for the recently installed central air conditioning. Bad with the good, I suppose, she mused to herself.


She opened the heavy oak door of the Journalism department. Mary Jean, the secretary, looked up from her computer at the front desk and smiled. An older woman with a helmet of grey hair, Mary Jean had developed an almost maternal attachment to Eugenia over the past several years. At least once a week she’d put a clipping in Eugenia’s mailbox from a women’s magazine containing a recipe for a new casserole or an article on the mothering of teenagers.


“Hello, Eugenia,” Mary Jean said. She pronounced it “Ewe-gee-neea.” “There’s a foreign airmail envelope in your box that arrived yesterday.”


At first Eugenia had considered getting Mary Jean to pronounce her name in a more recognizable Spanish-language way. If I see this person every day, she’d thought, and she keeps track of my mail and gives me advice on cooking and childrearing, then at least she can pronounce my name right. “Eh like in ‘best’,” she heard herself say. “Then ooh, heh (the E is like ‘best’ again), neeah. Eh-ooh-heh-neeah.” But then she’d remember her struggles with her journalism students, who couldn’t pronounce her last name, Aldunate, to save their skins. Finally she’d just accepted being called “Professor A.” And so, she decided, “Ewegeeneea” it would remain, even though she cringed a bit inside every time she heard it.


It was more than just an issue of pronunciation, however. This had been the story of the whole five years since she had moved to the United States from her original exile in Mexico. Every time someone addressed her by this strange sounding name, a chasm opened between her experience, her culture, her life, and the world around her. When people commented that, with her light brown curly hair and blue eyes, she certainly didn’t look latin, at first she had tried to explain that not all Latins looked alike, that color was a question of social class, and that most Latins in the United States were economic refugees rather than political refugees like her. When she repeatedly received confused and disinterested looks in return, she finally gave up. After every interaction that involved her name or her coloring, a wave of longing would come over her, and for a moment she was sure she would die if she didn’t see the sun set over the Pacific Ocean, the brilliant blue of the Chilean sky, or the alabaster majesty of the Andes on a winter morning. But she also knew that she lived in a way that would have been impossible in Chile. Her sister Irene, who had been in Boston a lot longer than she had, lived openly with her girlfriend Amanda. Neither sister felt the pressure to find a man (with the right last name, of course) and have the abundant grandchildren that would have sealed their mother’s prestige among her friends.


Yet they were still bound to their world of origin with invisible strings. Irene returned to Chile every year to spend her Christmas break, which was during the Chilean summer, at their family’s country house. Last year, Amanda had complained about being left alone over the holidays once again. Every year when Irene got back, she reported to Eugenia that although their mother knew that, as a political exile, her other daughter could not return, she still complained bitterly about being abandoned. And even though Eugenia knew it was silly, she always felt guilty.


She tried to raise her daughter differently. She wanted to give Laura enough room to develop freely, without the burden of constant judgment. So she let her stay out late and go to parties at a much earlier age than she had ever done herself. Then she saw bruises on her daughter’s neck. Only fifteen, and already making out with boys! But when she remembered her mother’s clinging, spying, and wheedling, she bit her tongue. Still, she was never sure she was doing the right thing. She felt that chasm again, between how she and her sister had grown up and what seemed normal in her daughter’s world.


Eugenia opened her mailbox and took out the thick envelope with red and white stripes along the edges. Across the front was her name and university address in a spiky, self-assured script that was unfamiliar to her. Looking up at the return address she saw, in official-looking cursive, the name and address of the new Truth Commission in Santiago. Above it, almost on the fold of the envelope itself, was written in the same unusual script of the address: I. Pérez. Ah, yes. Ignacio Pérez. That was the name of the lawyer who had called her the other day. Ripping open the envelope with trembling hands, she found a series of documents which she presumed were sent to all potential witnesses. A small handwritten note was attached in identical spiky handwriting. “These are the basic rules of testifying,” it said. “Look them over carefully, and if you feel you cannot follow the guidelines, please write to me at the Commission. Otherwise, I suggest you begin trying to remember things in systematic order, perhaps through a journal. We have found with other witnesses we have contacted that this helps a lot. Unless I hear from you otherwise, I will see you in about three months—Ignacio.”


Eugenia knew it would be hard to understand the bureaucratic language in the rules, but Irene had worked in the human rights movement and could help her figure it out. She put the sheets back in the envelope, returned it to her mailbox, and retraced her steps out of the building. She took the brick pathway diagonally across the quadrangle to the student grocery store, where she picked out a blank book with lined pages, a pack of Gauloises cigarettes, and a large, fresh orange. Then she went back to her office, locked the door behind her, and sat down at her desk. She lit a black tobacco cigarette, peeled the orange, and closed her eyes. Manuel’s scent surrounded her, and for a moment he was in the room. With all the lights off in her office except the desk lamp and no classes or office hours to get in the way, she opened her new journal and allowed herself to remember.


Santiago, 1971


She careened off the bus at the Plaza Baquedano, trying unsuccessfully to straighten her brown leather jacket in the crush of college students. Once the herd had stampeded by, she stood for a moment on her own, facing the statue, and wondered how in the world she would find Sergio in this crowd. Already the tide of humanity swelled in all directions. Jostled back and forth by a new wave of dark-haired demonstrators, she felt her right ankle give way as the thin heel of her boot caught the edge of a cobblestone, pushing her down on one knee. Another young woman stopped to help her up, then strode off on sturdy hiking boots, hands free of bags or packages.


As she watched the other girl disappear into the crowd, Eugenia realized she was overdressed yet again. She was trying so hard to fit in. She’d found her bomber-style jacket at one of the secondhand stores that were sprouting up all over the neighborhood near her university, filling the demand among her classmates for more worn-in, hippie styles. With the slightly faded jeans and black turtleneck she was sure she’d hit the right note. But the boots were still too fancy, and they weren’t good on the uneven cobblestones.


She wished for the hundredth time that Sergio had been willing to agree on a place to meet. It’ll be easy, he’d assured her vaguely. Not that many people will show up before the afternoon. She had to admit he’d been more and more evasive lately. She’d lost count of the number of times he had kept her waiting for more than an hour. True, it was barely ten in the morning and they’d agreed to meet at ten thirty, but it was an unusually hot fall day and the place was overflowing. She could already feel a thin rivulet of sweat dripping down the middle of her back. All around her the scent of young, unwashed bodies—musky underarms combined with the stench of days-old socks—mingled with cheap black tobacco and the occasional forbidden sweetness of marijuana.


From the corner of her eye she caught the fluttering of a red and black revolutionary flag hanging from the nose of the Baquedano statue’s horse. Ironic, she thought, that General Manuel Baquedano, whom she knew from her history textbooks as yet another generic nineteenth-century military hero from the War of the Pacific, should have his horse insulted in this way. This brought her attention more fully to the center of the plaza and to the three young men who seemed to be leading the chants. As she looked, two of them, sporting Che Guevara–like berets, descended the stairs of the monument and fanned out among the masses, holding bundles above their heads that looked like leaflets to give out. The single figure left at the top of the stairs held a megaphone in his right hand while his left fist waved in the air with each chant. As he climbed further up to the base of the statue, the crowd roared with approval. He turned his back on her to whip up enthusiasm on the other side of the plaza, and a blaze of light hurtled through his red curls. Ricocheting through the crowd, it shone directly in her eyes.


She stood waiting near the statue, shifting her weight from right to left, feeling the edge of her left boot rub sharply against her instep, hoping Sergio would show up quickly and end her humiliation. Instead, a group of folk singers in black ponchos moved forward and set up their microphones against the side of the statue. As they took out their bombos and guitars and began their first set, the red-haired student put down his megaphone and limped slowly down the stairs. He collapsed against the wrought-iron fence at the bottom, supporting his weight on his lower back. Eugenia moved closer.


“Excuse me,” she said. “Compañero.”


He pushed his shoulders back as he straightened up. “Compañera.”


She shifted her weight back from left to right, trying to take the pressure off her left instep. She cleared her throat. “I couldn’t help noticing, you were leading the crowd from up there, so I thought I …”


He leaned slightly sideways, right elbow resting casually on the fence.


“It’s just that … I was supposed to … Do you know Sergio Undurraga?” she finally blurted out.


He sat down on the ledge of the closest flower bed, shoulders hunched forward once again. “Look, compañera, everyone knows Sergio. But he’s not here yet.”


She held out her right hand. “Eugenia Aldunate. It’s just that he was supposed to meet me here at ten-thirty.”


“Manuel Bronstein,” he answered, standing up once again. He took Eugenia’s hand in his much larger one. “No offense, compañera, but anyone who knows Sergio knows he won’t be here until at least one o’clock, longer if he runs into a cute pair of legs along the way.”


She jerked her hand from his grasp and turned to go.


“Wait! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean …”


She stopped, her back still toward him. “Oh yes you did. Do I look that stupid?”


He hurried after her and grabbed her shoulder. “No, I’m sorry, I really am. Look, truth is … well, we’re from different groups, different campuses … you know … opposite sides of the river …”


She turned to look at him, and his hand fell slowly to his side.


“Okay, look. I’m just angry because me and the guys from the University of Chile, we’re always the ones left holding the bag. The guys from the Socialist Youth at the Catholic University claim to be such radicals, but they can’t get up before noon.”


They were standing about fifty feet from the plaza’s southern edge. The crowd had thinned out around them as people pressed in to try and get a glimpse of the singers. Eugenia felt the full weight of the sun bearing down on her head. As she reached up a hand to wipe the sweat gathering at the top of her eyebrows, she noticed a line of smaller, coiled-up ringlets along Manuel’s forehead. His abundant red hair and beard would not have been unusual at the Catholic University, where many of the upper-class students were light-skinned, even blond, but they did stand out in the more working-class crowd at the University of Chile. And his eyes, she noticed, were a stormy shade of grey. Still, his hair was slightly ragged along the edges, a clear sign he didn’t have the money for a professional haircut. She brought her hand down and looked away.


“It’s kinda hot, isn’t it,” he said, looking down at his watch. “I don’t come back on for another hour and a half or so. You want to find a cold drink somewhere?”


Without waiting for an answer, he put his hand under her elbow and led her off toward the line of juice shops that hugged the sidewalk along Providencia Avenue. Eugenia let herself be carried along. He stopped at the third one down from the corner and claimed a table under the red awning. After pulling out a chair for her, he went inside. When he emerged a few minutes later, he sat down next to her, stretched his long legs under the table so that his boots peeked out the other side, and smiled.


“I hope you don’t mind, but I went ahead and ordered for both of us. I know the guy behind the counter, and he makes a mean grape juice. It’s fresh, and don’t worry, he boils the water.” He laughed. “I learned the hard way, believe me. Several cases of the runs before I figured out that a lot of the guys around here must use sewer water in their drinks.”


A young man in a white waiter’s jacket stained with what looked like the remains of strawberry juice put two tall glasses down in front of them, thick white straws floating diagonally across their rims. Eugenia’s mother had always warned her about drinking water at restaurants closer to downtown, fearing that the water supply outside the more upscale neighborhoods could not be trusted. She was grateful for the reassurance and took a sip of the cold liquid. It was delicious.


“So how is it you know Sergio, anyway?” Manuel asked. “Is he your boyfriend?”


She allowed herself to focus on his unkempt hair and beard, the smells of sweat and unwashed clothes mixing with black tobacco and, under it all, a surprising aroma of oranges. Although he acted so cocky and sure of himself, there was a vulnerability to him that gathered in his grey eyes, the set of his shoulders, even the angle of his dirty beret. So this was what a revolutionary student was supposed to look like, she thought. Not like Sergio, with his expensive haircut, custom-made clothes, and imported cigarettes.


“You’re awfully nosy for someone I barely know,” she said, bristling a little in spite of herself.


He chuckled. “Could be.” The loud slurping of his straw against the bottom of the glass made clear he had finished his juice in less than a minute.


“You were pretty thirsty, too. How could you finish it so quickly when you talk so much?”


Manuel leaned back in his chair. “Okay. Look, Eugenia. It’s just that Sergio isn’t a very nice guy, in my opinion. And he’s not dependable. You seem like a nice enough person, but I just don’t think he’s being square with you, especially if he said to meet you at ten thirty and …” he looked at his watch. “It’s already twelve, which by the way means I need to pay up and go.”


He bolted up from his seat and disappeared back into the shop. When he reemerged a couple of minutes later, he threw some coins on the table and put out a hand to help Eugenia up, surprising her with the gentlemanly gesture.


“Thanks, but I’m not done yet. Let me just sit here and finish my juice. When you’re done up there, I’ll find you near the statue if I’m still around. You’re easy to spot with your red hair. And Manuel”—she added as he turned to go—“thanks for the drink.” He turned back and nodded slightly in her direction, then turned again and disappeared into the crowd. Minutes later, she could see the blaze of his hair as he began to climb the stairs, megaphone in hand.


Eugenia sat at the table alone, nursing her sore left foot. She finished her drink slowly, enjoying the coolness of the liquid and the shade. Her foot felt a lot better after a while, though she came to realize how foolish she’d been to wear these boots to a demonstration. She got up from the table and began to walk back toward the plaza. She jumped when she felt a hand grab her arm, and for an instant she thought she was being robbed.


“Hey! Where’ve you been? I’ve been looking all over!” It was Sergio. He leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Man, what a crowd. Stinks to high heaven around here.”


“You really must’ve been held up.” Eugenia looked at her watch. “I got so hot waiting around that I decided to have a drink.”


“Have to be careful around here, babe. The hygiene isn’t quite what you’re used to in your neighborhood, you know.”


“It’s okay. I had a good guide. He knows the places around here.” She met Sergio’s quizzical gaze and continued. “It’s that guy up there with the megaphone.”


“Manuel Bronstein from the University of Chile?” Sergio spluttered. “You know who he is? He’s one of the top guys in the Revolutionary Left! He’s from the south, Temuco I think. Word is that he had to come up here because the cops were after him. Not the kind of guy you want to invite to your house for dinner, little girl! Family’s been in the country one, maybe two generations, no land to speak of. Man, I can just see your mama’s face when he gets to the door, red beard and all, reeking of black tobacco and garlic, nicotine stains on his broken fingernails. Believe me, doña Isabel would faint at the sight.”


Eugenia straightened up to her full height and wrenched her elbow free. “You can say whatever you want, but there’s a few things I know for sure, without your help. He was here early. He and his friends did all the work to get things going. He was thoughtful enough to see I was hot. He offered me a juice, making sure we went to the place that boiled its water. By the time you showed up, you were two hours late, as usual. And even if your imported Marlboros smell a lot better than his black tobacco, the stench of your patronizing attitude makes me want to throw up!” She turned and headed for the plaza, surprised at her own assertiveness and at how happy she felt that it was finally over with Sergio. It had been a long time in coming, but it took that drink with Manuel for her to finally realize it for herself.


The minute Eugenia stepped off the curb onto the cobblestones of the roundabout, she felt herself swept up and carried off by the whirlpool of humanity that now filled the whole area from the plaza to the river. As long as she relaxed into the current, she discovered, everything was fine. She felt herself carried along in the general direction of the statue. At one point she managed to look back and saw Sergio’s well-groomed head bobbing along.


The ebb and flow of the crowd carried her closer to the statue, then further away. After several tries she found herself at the very edge of the swell as it reached the wrought-iron gate, and somehow pulled herself free by holding on to the rail. Sergio, still a good ten feet behind, was carried off into the center of the eddy once again. She saw him turn to look at her, and then he disappeared into the mass of berets, bandanas, and tousled locks. She sat down by a bed of sad petunias and considered her next move.


“Well. I didn’t expect to see you here again so soon.” Manuel was standing next to her, trying to wipe the streams of sweat with a grimy handkerchief. His face was haggard, and he walked with a slight limp. He managed a crooked smile. Her eyes filled with tears.


“What’s the matter?” he asked. He fumbled through the pockets of his jeans and pulled out another handkerchief, slightly cleaner than the first one. He sat down next to her and pressed it into her hand. “What happened? Are you hurt?”


She shook her head and opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. After taking a few deep breaths she tried again. “I … I’m all right. It’s just that Sergio …”


“I saw him in the crowd, but he was being carried in the other direction. Did he find you?”


Eugenia nodded, blowing her nose into his handkerchief. “Yeah, he found me. Acted like everything was my fault. Said some pretty mean things. So I told him to get lost.”


He put his arm around her shoulders for a moment. “It isn’t like I didn’t warn you.”


“Yeah, I guess now I can see better what you meant.” She turned toward him. He took his arm off her shoulders and stood up, still looking down at her.


“I’m sorry he was such an asshole. I have a last shift now before the folk singers come back up for their final set. Will you be all right here by yourself for a while? After that we can go if you want, maybe get a sandwich and some coffee.”


She nodded, surprised at how very much she actually wanted to wait for him. After putting a hand on her shoulder for a second, he grabbed the megaphone and left. Sitting by herself, she wondered for a moment if it was a good idea to go out with him. After all, at least according to Sergio, Manuel was from the provinces, the son of immigrants, and a member of the most radical and dangerous leftist organization. Even she, who didn’t follow politics that much, knew that they supported armed revolution and did not form a part of Salvador Allende’s leftist government. Yet there was something about him. Was it his gentlemanly ways, paying for her drink, offering to help her up? Was it the contradiction between his arrogant attitude and the vulnerable glimmer she’d detected in his grey eyes? Or it could be a lot simpler. Maybe she’d finally had it with being the good daughter, especially since her mother’s meddlesome matchmaking had gotten her involved with Sergio.


The first few hours of the demonstration had been more political, a generally supportive celebration of Allende’s first six months in office. Speakers had praised the speeding up of land distribution to the poor in the countryside and his generally pro-worker policies. The rest of the day turned into a youth festival, with folk music and dancing. When the folk singers began their last set with a ballad, Eugenia found herself humming along, reaching down deep inside her memories for a familiar melody and harmony. Next they played several of Violeta Parra’s more well-known protest songs, including “Long Live the Students,” which still brought cheers and clapping from the tired, thinning crowd. Her favorite, though, was “Volver a los 17,” a song she knew by heart. It was an ode to love and how it could make anyone young and happy again. Sergio said it was sappy, but it always made her cry. And from the reaction of the crowd she wasn’t the only one. They finished up with a long medley of Víctor Jara songs, anchored by “I Remember You, Amanda,” another sappy one, according to Sergio. But she loved this one, too, especially the part where Amanda waits at the gate of the factory for her lover, an idealistic guerrilla leader, only to learn he had been killed in the mountains. And that last line, it somehow always punched her in the stomach: “Many did not return, including Manuel …” Now that last line had a new meaning.


“Hi. Sorry it took so long.” Even though the folk singers had ended their set, she had been so deep into the mood of the music that she jumped, and it took her a minute to return to the present. He was sitting next to her. “So I guess I made a liar out of Víctor Jara, huh?”


“What?”


“Well, you know, the part about many of them not returning, including Manuel. But I did return. Manuel is back.”


“It’s not really a joke in the song, you know. It’s really sad. She’s waiting at the gate, and he doesn’t come back, because …”


“I’ve heard the song before. It isn’t as if … Is something wrong?” he asked upon seeing her clouded expression.


She was silent for a moment, looking out over the few remaining people, mostly couples holding hands or hugging in the slanting afternoon light. “I don’t know,” she sighed, trying to get a grip on herself. “Sergio always made fun of me for liking that song. He said it was mushy.”


Manuel leaned his elbow on her shoulder and left it there, a surprisingly intimate gesture, considering that they had just met. They sat for a while, watching the weeping willows in the parque forestal take on the apricot hues of the approaching dusk. To their right the traces of snow on the Andes mountains glowed against the fading sky. Manuel took his arm down and let his hand rest for a moment on hers.


“Are you hungry? We can go back to that same place. They make a mean steak-and-avocado sandwich. And their espresso isn’t half bad.” He didn’t wait for an answer, but pulled her up to a standing position, took her hand in his, and began walking. Once again she was caught off guard by his dominant manner, so soon after he had seemed so gentle and nurturing, but decided not to resist.


They sat at their same table. The young man who had served them before came out, carrying a pad and pencil. He’d changed his stained jacket and was wearing a navy blue one. “What’ll it be, compadre?” he asked.


“Bring us a couple of your steak-and-avocado sandwiches, no mayo, and a couple of espressos. Make the lady’s a cortado, you know, the way you add just a touch of steamed milk …”


“Coming right up, compañero.” The waiter gave Manuel a mock salute.


“What made you think I wanted a cortado?”


“Didn’t you?”


“Well, yeah, but …”


“So then?”


“Well, you can’t always make assumptions about people.”


“Why not, if I’m right?”


Eugenia sat back in her chair and snorted. “How can you know you’re right if you don’t listen to the other person?”


Manuel chuckled. “Now you’re right, little one,” he answered, reaching for her hand.


“Don’t call me ‘little one.’” She yanked her hand away. “It’s so patronizing.” And it was what Sergio always called her. She was done with that, now.


The waiter arrived with the sandwiches and the coffee. Napkins, silverware, and sugar materialized from the neighboring table. Manuel piled four teaspoons into his small cup.


“Let me just hazard a guess,” he said after he’d taken a bite of his sandwich and washed it down with the sweet black liquid. “This isn’t really about me.”


She was silent, chewing on the slightly stringy steak, savoring the combination of flavors with the salted avocado. The espresso’s slightly burnt undertaste was heightened by the frothy milk. “Let’s just forget it, okay?”


“Fine with me, but only if you’re willing to share a bottle of red wine. These guys have a really good Santa Rita, and they sell it cheap.” He motioned over the waiter. “The Santa Rita Tres Medallas, please, garzón,” he joked.


The thick, cherry-toned Cabernet was like a soft blanket against the evening chill. Manuel ordered another bottle when they finished the first one, and pretty soon they were sitting very close together, her head on his shoulder, both smoking black tobacco cigarettes.


“I don’t know what I’m going to do when I get home,” she said, the unfamiliar roughness of the cigarette stinging her tongue slightly. “My mother will smell the black tobacco a mile away.” She took another puff anyway, savoring the peppery aftertaste.


“One possible solution is that you don’t go home till it wears off.” He was now running his free hand through her soft ringlets.


“Somehow, I think not going home at all isn’t going to solve the problem,” she said, nudging him away playfully.


“You can’t blame a guy for trying.” He let go of her hair and his hand dropped slightly to her jaw line, gently bringing her head closer. They kissed. The hairs of his beard were surprisingly soft, and he tasted of burnt oranges. Her cigarette lay abandoned in the ashtray.


“So what do you think we should do?” he asked finally, his voice hoarse.


“I don’t know. But one thing is clear: Sergio is going to find a way to tell her.”


Manuel sighed and his chair scraped loudly as he pulled back, fumbling in the crushed pack for another cigarette. “What do you mean?”


“Well, he’s my mama’s favorite. From ‘a good family.’ They have land right next to ours. He’s not very happy right now, I’m sure of it, and he’s going to find a way to get back at me. What better way than to tell my mother about you?”


Removing the cigarette from the pack and scrabbling around in the matchbox helped him regain his composure. She wasn’t exactly sure what had upset him most, her suggestion that he wasn’t from a good family, or her bringing up Sergio. After lighting it and blowing out a cloud of smoke, his voice had recovered its ironic tinge. “No offense, but what were you doing with him anyway?”


“Our families saw each other every summer vacation since I can remember; he was the handsome older boy next door. When I started at the Catholic University this year, his mama said to watch out for me. It felt like everything was already decided, you know? He’s a big-time leader, all my girlfriends were jealous. I don’t know.”


“Tell me the truth. Did you know he was running around on you?”


“It’s not like I thought about it consciously, but when you said that before, I wasn’t surprised, just offended that you’d said it to me. I guess I didn’t want to admit it to myself, and hearing it from someone else set me off.”


“You’re right, I was acting like …”


“It’s okay. Never mind.”


Manuel stubbed out his cigarette and stood up, pulling her up and into his arms. His kiss was deeper, longer. She felt the tingle on the inside of her lips move down her body until it became a weakness in her knees. When it was over, she leaned into him, resting her head against the middle of his chest.


“I live right here, just on the other side of the river,” he whispered. “Come back with me for a few minutes, then I’ll find you a taxi.”


They walked across the plaza and through the park, stopping to kiss again under a weeping willow. As they strolled across the bridge, their arms around each other, the Mapocho River caught the reflection of the rising moon.


On the other side of the river, Manuel put a key in the lock of a tiny door next to a dry cleaning shop. They climbed up a flight of dark, narrow stairs. Inside the apartment, he turned and crushed her in his arms, not even bothering to close the door at first. His lips left a line of fire along the curve of her right breast, fire spreading, gathering, knotting. Soon they were lying on his unmade bed, his large hands hot on her bare skin, not able finally to get close enough, soon enough, they were still too far apart, and then the pain. She gasped and drew back.


“What in the hell …?” His voice was suddenly very far away. And then so was he. She sat up. “You hadn’t … he hadn’t … why in hell didn’t you say something?” He’d bolted up from the bed and was already zipping up his pants. Then he began pacing back and forth. She was silent at first.


“What’s the matter?” she finally asked.


“Why in hell didn’t you say something?”


“You mean because I’m a virgin?”


“Well, yeah …”


“Why wouldn’t I be?”


“It’s 1971! Come on!”


She began picking up her clothes. No matter how hard she tried, she’d never be part of this radical crowd. Her eyes filled with tears, and she wasn’t sure if it was from anger or from shame. What was the point, anyway? But then he sat down on the bed next to her.


“Wait a minute, stop.” He took both of her hands in his. “Look at me. Just a moment.” She refused to look up, not wanting him to see the tears. She focused on trying to zip up her boots.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “To be honest, it was quite a surprise.”


“I know, I should have said something, but … well, it happened kind of fast, I’d never let Sergio go that far. I don’t know, I didn’t want to stop, I …” She stood up and walked to the window, finally able to zip up her jeans and put her jacket back on. She stood by the window looking out at the moonlit street, the leaves of early fall swirling in eddies across the abandoned cobblestones. She rested her forehead on the pane.


“I didn’t want to stop, either.” He was standing right behind her, running a hand along her neck. She melted back into him, then turned into his embrace. He drew away first. “But it won’t be like this. Not the first time. Let’s find you a taxi.”


Boston, 1990


Had she fallen in love with Manuel because he hadn’t been willing to take advantage of her virginity? The more she wrote in her journal, the more Eugenia realized that her love for Manuel had also been a way to escape the grip of her mother’s neediness and smothering ideas about social class and codes of behavior. She’d forgotten how tied up Sergio had been in her own family’s drama, and to her mother’s desire to hold on to her after Irene had left.


Her parents had fought all the time when she was younger. She awakened sometimes in the middle of the night to hear muffled arguments. Afterwards, her mother’s sobbing could go on for hours. Somehow she’d felt responsible, she realized now. She tried so hard to be the good daughter who didn’t cause her mother more problems than she already had, especially since Irene had always gotten along better with Papa. At the very least she could be her mother’s favorite. On the farm in the summer or on vacation, it was always her sister who volunteered to go out with Papa on horseback, the two of them galloping off in the early morning and not heard from again until after dark, when they returned covered with dirt, several recently killed rabbits dangling from their saddles. When the really difficult times began in the marriage, Irene usually sided with Papa, leaving Eugenia to defend Mama.


She’d pieced the story together bit by bit. Her mother’s family, from the Chilean landowning elite, had come into hard times while Mama was growing up, a product, she now knew, of the falling prices for agricultural goods. Her papa, a chemical engineer, was from a family that had made a lot of money in the textile industry and, after they got married, he used his own money to bring Mama’s family’s farm back from the brink of bankruptcy. For a while things seemed to go well, and she remembered golden summers and family vacations as she was growing up, long, lazy afternoons spent at the river that ran through their property, picnics full of laughter and playfulness in which Mama and Papa seemed only to have eyes for each other.


But no amount of profit or prosperity could make up for Papa’s inferior pedigree in the eyes of Mama’s kin, despite all he had done for them. His family tree just wasn’t as prestigious as theirs, and money made in industry, no matter how long it had been in his family, was considered boorish. That such vulgar wealth had saved them from ruin only added to their resentment. With time, even she, still a young girl, had begun to detect the edge in her grandparents’ comments. When she was entering adolescence—or was it simply that she noticed it then for the first time?—Papa reached his breaking point. He began coming home late almost every night, missing dinner. Sometimes he didn’t come home at all. She knew now that he had begun seeing other women, though at the time what she noticed most was Mama’s tears at the dinner table, or the late-night arguments. Of course, at the time she could not have understood that, in addition to being angry that he was being unfaithful, Mama was also upset because she was unable to choose her husband over her family.


When Papa finally fell in love with someone else, he packed up his bags and left. It seemed the woman really loved him, too, since she accepted him with nothing, no hope for a new marriage or a legitimate family. There would be no formal separation; Mama’s family simply would not hear of it. So after pumping a great deal of his own resources into her family’s farm, he left with nothing more than his clothes and his engineering connections. The moment he shut the front gate on his way out of the house, Mama retreated into the bedroom and closed the door. Aside from trips to the bathroom, she stayed in the room, blinds drawn, for six months. She opened the door to accept the tray of food their maid Teresa put there, on the floor, three times a day. Shortly afterward, the tray would be back outside the door, plates empty, ready for Teresa to pick up and return to the kitchen.


As Irene spent more and more time out with her friends, Eugenia had nowhere else to go. She would help Teresa in the kitchen, or read books in the living room. She knew that Irene also talked to Papa almost every day, since she heard the phone ring and occasionally picked up the other receiver in time to overhear snatches of their whispered conversations. Irene was more like their father in so many ways, from horseback riding to her stellar grades in chemistry. Eugenia, on the other hand, had no one to turn to, her father having abandoned her and Mama barricaded in her room. She became obsessed with the short stories of Borges, and devoured García Márquez’s Cien años de soledad when it first came out. Although she knew she could not write fiction, she began to dream about becoming a journalist.


By the time Mama emerged from her room, her hair had turned completely white. Her friends urged her to dye it back to its original color, but she refused, wearing it proudly, it seemed, as a badge of her suffering. Upon her reentry into the world, she spent most of her time keeping track of her daughters’ movements, at precisely the moment in their lives when they needed more independence. When they got home from school, she had tea with sandwiches waiting for them at the table, and then required that they sit down and tell her every detail of their day.


“Where are you going now, Irene?” she asked every afternoon when Irene would get up from the table to change out of her uniform, substituting the pleated plaid skirt, white blouse with tie, navy blue sweater, and beige knee socks for the blue jeans that were becoming more popular among the girls their age.


“I’m meeting some friends downtown, Mamita,” her older sister answered, in that excessively patient tone so typical of late adolescence.


“What about your homework? You can’t let your studies slide now, you know, less than a year before the academic aptitude test.”


“I don’t have any.”


“That’s not possible, hijita, you’re in eleventh grade now, there’s always homework in eleventh grade.”


“Mamita.” Irene’s tone would become tight. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a hundred times. I’m in the advanced science program. I have time in the early mornings, when I’m watching the experiments in the lab. Why do you think I’m out of the house by seven, usually before you even come out of your room?”


“Don’t use that tone of voice with me, young lady. I only have your best interests in mind. God knows how hard it’s been for me, and you just don’t …”


That was always the moment when Irene would slam out of the dining room, and Eugenia would hear her steps going up the stairs. And that would be the cue for Mama to turn her attention to the younger daughter, who sat there wishing she were on her way out the door just like Irene.


“Chenyita,” she wheedled, using her pet name for Eugenia, “are you going to change into more comfortable clothes and begin your homework? I can have Teresa bring you a cup of hot tea with milk in a little while, when you’re ready to take a break.” Eugenia would trudge up the stairs, ever the dutiful daughter, unable to slam the door and follow in Irene’s footsteps.


It was a year later, about halfway through her last year in high school, that Irene dropped a bomb at the dinner table.


“Mamita,” she said casually during dessert one evening, “I’ve decided to apply to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, in the United States, for their degree program in chemistry. My teacher this year, Mr. Roberts, thinks I’m talented enough to get in.”


Mama choked on her baked apple. “What? Hijita, what in heaven’s name are you talking about?”


“Just what I said. I’m applying to MIT.”


“But … but … isn’t that very expensive? With your papa gone now, we don’t have that kind of money, especially not in dollars, why …”


“I talked to Papa about it last week. He knows some people in the chemical industry who are looking to train new scientists. He thinks they’re offering scholarships. The best ones pay for everything, and maybe I can …”


“You talked to your father? Before you talked to me?”


“Mama, the point is that I can get my education paid for, and …”


Mama got up from the table and slammed out of the dining room. Although Eugenia knew that Irene continued to speak with Papa on the phone several times a week, she also knew that her sister had been careful to do so when Mama was not home.


Things moved quickly in Irene’s life after that. She put in all the application papers in September, and graduated with high honors in December when the school year ended in the southern hemisphere. By April of the following year she had her acceptance and she boarded the plane for Boston in late June. Though Mama had given her a special goodbye gift, an expensive Spanish–English dictionary for scientists, she refused to go to the airport. “What for,” she sighed. “Her father’s been behind this all the way, I know it. He wants to take my daughter away from me.” So Eugenia, Papa, and his new wife went instead. Eugenia still remembered the last-minute flash of panic in her sister’s eyes, the slightly too tight hug before she hefted her knapsack onto her back at the gate.


Left alone with Mama in her last two years of high school, Eugenia was placed under the microscope. Mama wouldn’t make the same mistakes and lose her, too. “You need to find a nice young man, Chenyita,” Mama repeated over and over, “someone from our own circle who will understand you, a young man who’s been brought up right and who will know how to respect and appreciate you.” Three months after Irene’s departure, during their stay at the farm over the national independence holiday, her mother announced she had found the solution to their problem.


“Of course, hijita, I don’t know how I didn’t think of it before. I just had tea over at our neighbors’. Their son Sergio is home from the Catholic University, where he’s studying sociology. He’s such a handsome, polite young man. You know him, don’t you, Chenyita?”


Eugenia had often seen Sergio, several years older than she, during summer vacations. He wore his blond hair a bit long and was constantly brushing it out of his eyes. He paraded around with a pack of boys his age that came with him for the summer. They spent their days hunting, fishing, and riding horseback through the valley, and she’d see them ride past her family’s house in the afternoons when they returned from the day’s excursion. On weekends they rode their horses into town and got drunk at the local tavern. The girl who came in on weekends to help in the kitchen told Eugenia that they spent their time putting the moves on the local girls, and that Sergio always scored with one of them. “It’s his green eyes,” she insisted. Eugenia knew that Sergio’s blond hair and green eyes marked him as upper-class. The younger local girls, brought up on pulp novels and soap operas, always dreamed about falling in love with and marrying a rich young landowner. And the fact that he wore his hair long, almost hippie-like, only made him more attractive in a vaguely exotic sort of way.


“Oh, come on, Mamita,” Eugenia answered uneasily. “He’s at least three years older than I am. Besides, why would he be interested in me? He has friends his own age.”


“That may be, hijita, but he’s come alone this vacation. I just invited them to dinner for tonight. They’ll be over in an hour, so why don’t you take a bath and put on something nice.”


They were there at eight, and for the first time in a long time her mother made her signature pisco sours. There was something about Sergio, Eugenia thought, and it didn’t only affect the local girls. She, too, found his long blond hair and green eyes quite arousing. He’d obviously been brought up to speed on their mothers’ plotting, because he spent the cocktail hour looking her over even as the conversation was mainly between the older adults. When they sat at the table her mother put the two of them next to each other. By the time dessert came Sergio had placed his leg up against hers and was rubbing back and forth very lightly. She had found it hard to concentrate on the conversation, but maybe it was the three glasses of wine she had drunk on top of the pisco sour.


They didn’t become a couple, not really. They lived too far away from each other in the city and Sergio was already in college. But whenever they were at the farm at the same time, he came over and took her out horseback riding. They always ended up in the forest. After they kissed for a while among the eucalyptus trees, the crushed leaves under their bodies filling the air with their pungent sharpness, she would suddenly sit up and call an end to the session. Sergio seemed willing to accept this, perhaps because their families knew each other. She wasn’t like the little country girls he could have behind the bushes any Saturday night. In fact, Eugenia grew convinced that he found her especially interesting precisely because she would not accept his advances. She began to look forward to their outings.


When she got to the university, things changed. They were all hippies in those days, no matter what their social class, confronting the system, going to demonstrations, smoking marijuana. She was pretty sure he’d told all his friends they were having sex, and he started pressuring her to finally prove her love for him, as he put it. It was after one particularly ugly scene at a party, when he’d been drunk and had tried to force her upstairs, that he began arriving hours late for their dates. Her refusal had been public that time, she now realized, and that had been unforgivable because it made a fool out of him in front of his friends. But when she went to the demonstration that morning, she thought she still wanted to reconcile.


As she wrote in her journal on a daily basis in the peace and quiet of the summer break, Eugenia thought back to an especially warm afternoon at her family’s farm, when she and Sergio had gone riding after a large barbecue punctuated by red wine. The head servants had killed and cut up a steer and a sheep, and placed the pieces on the old grill over a pit of hot coals. Gathered under the weeping willow tree in the back, the two families had feasted on the juicy, smoky meat with potatoes also roasted on the grill, and a salad made of tomatoes, onion, and cilantro. After several bottles of Chilean Cabernet, they had also savored a meringue cake with wild strawberries her mother had made. Then the stable hand had prepared two horses, one for Sergio and one for Eugenia. They rode off, Eugenia having to hold on more carefully because of her tipsy state.


When they were hidden away in their usual spot in the forest, he began to undress her. She could tell he had been with lots of girls. He knew just where to touch her. Inside her blouse, moving lightly over her nipples, then down her belly. She felt an urgent warmth and opened her legs, wishing his hand in, pushing hard against him. But then he unzipped his fly. She tried to get up but he pinned her down. After struggling for a few minutes, she managed to bring her knee up and score a direct hit between his legs. He doubled over in pain, and she was able to stand up and rearrange her clothes, even get back on her horse before he recovered.


“Quite the tiger,” he said when he was finally able to get up. “But it’s all show, little one. You’re as frigid as the Andes in winter.”


At the university, surrounded by girls in faded jeans who wore tight blouses with no bras and thought nothing of making the first move, she’d begun to fear he was right. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she, too, be a modern girl? When she hadn’t wanted to stop with Manuel, she felt immense relief. But, she realized, in order to be absolutely sure, she actually had to sleep with someone. Even more important to her, however, was the fact that someone had to desire her enough to try again. By the time Manuel called, almost a week after they’d said good-bye, she could barely breathe from waiting.


Santiago, 1971


She had the chauffeur drop her off on the other side of the plaza, closer to the river. She waved good-bye and walked in the opposite direction, toward downtown, until she saw him turn and drive back up Providencia Avenue toward the mountains. Then she walked southeast across the plaza toward the line of sandwich shops. Almost immediately she saw him, sitting under the awning at the same table.


“Hello.”


He looked up from his book at the sound of her voice. “Well. That was quick.”


“Mama was in a good mood and sent Jacinto in the car to drop me off.”


“A chauffeur and everything. I didn’t realize I’d made it into the jet set.” He stood up and came around the table, taking her in his arms. He was so full of bravado, trying to be cool. His familiar scent, burnt oranges with a touch of black tobacco, enveloped her, but she pulled away before he kissed her and sat down.


“I know you resent Sergio and the other guys from the Catholic University, but I’m not part of their group,” she said, smarting a bit from his remark about the chauffeur.


“I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way; it was a lame attempt at a joke. It’s just that … it’s like I’m onstage and the script in my hand is for a different play.” He walked back to his chair and sat down. When he looked at her, his grey eyes dared her to leave and begged her to stay, all at the same time.


“I have no idea what comes next, either,” she said.


“Okay, let’s just worry about right now. Are you hungry? Do you want some wine?”


He ordered steak-and-avocado sandwiches and a bottle of Santa Rita Cabernet. “The phone book had five whole pages of Aldunates,” he said. “I didn’t know what I was going to do if I got to the end and hadn’t found you.” He reached out and covered her hand with one of his. With his other hand he took out a pack of cigarettes and offered her one. When she said no, he shook one free for himself, and then had to use both hands to strike the match.


Their sandwiches came, warm juicy steaks with freshly mashed and salted avocado. He put out his cigarette and they ate in silence. They were well into their second glass of wine before she spoke again.


“It’s official now, me and Sergio broke up. Mama’s really shaken up about it.”


He took another swallow of wine, and it ended in a cough. “How’s that?”


“Well, the two days after, you know … well, Sergio called, I forget, maybe a total of eight times. Each time my mother tried to get me to pick up. He was so sorry, she said, all that kind of stuff. But I said no. I guess by the time I’d refused to pick up for two days running, he decided there was nothing to lose. He told Mama he’d gotten angry because you were trying to pick me up.”


“And?”


“I denied it. But his calls stopped then. So I guess it’s official.”


They ate for a while, and then Manuel put down his knife and fork. “My chauffeur comment, I—”


“Forget it. You don’t have to explain.”


“But I want to. The thing is—”


“I know exactly what you’re going to say and …”


“No you don’t! My family had one in Temuco, and—”


“What?”


“There, you see? You didn’t know. After my father made a lot of money in the baking business and we moved into this fancy house, they put me in a horrible private school and kept sending their new chauffeur to pick me up, and—”


“Wait a minute, you’re going awfully fast. So you come from the south, and your father has a bakery.”


“Okay,” he said, after taking another sip of wine. “I was born in Temuco, you know, in the south. My dad had immigrated from Germany around World War II, first to Argentina and then to Temuco where he opened a bakery business. It kept him really busy, I hardly ever saw him, but he made a lot of money. They still live in Temuco, although I came north to Santiago to the university.”


“It’s funny,” she said. “When Sergio told me you were from Temuco, and your family hadn’t been in Chile long, I just assumed …”


“I get that a lot. People here in Santiago assume I must be poor. But there’s a lot of rich immigrants in the south, especially Germans, you know. A lot of them came at the beginning of the century, when the Chilean army took the land away from the Mapuche Indians and gave it to the German colonists.”


“But why are you angry at your dad? Did he take land away from the Indians?”


“Well, no. But he was never home. My mom raised me, basically, and I spent a lot of time with her mom and dad, Grandma Myriam and Grandpa David, who were immigrants from Russia. They had a tailor shop, and they lived very simply. My grandpa had been a socialist back in Odessa, before the Russian Revolution, and I looked up to him, I guess, as a father figure. The longer we lived in the big house, and they had me in that awful school … I don’t know. Sometimes I wished I was poor.”


She stood for a moment and dragged her chair closer to his, pulling her place mat, food, and wine along with her. After sitting back down she put her right arm through his left, leaning into his side. “I’m getting cold,” she said. He leaned over, put his right hand under her chin, and brought her face up to kiss her.


“So your grandpa David made you a socialist,” she said after she caught her breath.


His right index finger traced a corkscrew in the hair along her left temple. “Well, maybe. Not exactly. It was more the times, what everyone else was doing, wanting to fit in at first. But when so many homeless families began invading municipal lands on the outskirts of the city, guys not much older than me, with kids, their wives already missing teeth, without a roof over their heads, I really woke up to the reality of poverty. Somehow, helping them under cover of night, building shacks before the sun came up, getting the government to agree to build them houses, it seemed like I could make a difference. It seemed so much more important than the stupid classes I had in school, or the disgusting amount of money my father made.”


“Sergio said you came to Santiago running from the police.”


He poured them each a last glass of wine and called the waiter over. “Another bottle, please, compadre. Surprisingly, he’s almost right. I got into a disagreement with the socialists over the land invasions and joined the Revolutionary Left organization. Then me and one of my buddies ended up running from the cops and actually got shot at. So technically, it’s true. After that point, my organization pulled me out, then I got a high score on the university aptitude test, and here I am.”


The waiter appeared with the new bottle, uncorked it, and left it on the table. Eugenia ran her hand along the side of Manuel’s face, rubbing her thumb back and forth across his cheek right above the line of his beard. “So you’re a member of the Revolutionary Left,” she said. “Does that mean you carry a gun?”


Manuel laughed softly and caressed the side of her neck, then pushed lower past the neckline of her denim shirt until he heard her sharp intake of breath. “No,” he said softly. “The Revolutionary Left fights with actions, not with guns.” Their kiss deepened, and they were unable to find a way to get close enough with the chairs in the way. He stood up, fumbling in his pocket for some bills, tossed enough on the table and picked up the recently opened wine bottle.


“I have two glasses in my room,” he said, offering his free hand to help her up.


They walked across the bridge in the glimmer of the late-afternoon sun. The two blocks took a long time because they kept stopping. Once inside his room, he closed the door, put the bottle down on the table near the makeshift kitchen, and began rummaging through the cupboard for the glasses. He took out a couple of candles, lighting them and using their own wax to set them in two ashtrays. Then he put out two glasses and filled them with wine. They sat down together in the candlelight.


“Looks like you’re more prepared for romance now,” she said.


He stood up, refilled their glasses and carried them over to the night table. He placed the candles next to the glasses. They cast a warm blush across the wall and onto the pillows of the bed. He came back one last time, pulling her up and folding her into his arms.


“Yes,” he whispered into her ear. “This is much better.”


They lay down together in the reflected glow of flame and sunset. He peeled back her clothes, revealing golden highlights along the curves of her breasts. By the time he entered her and she felt the pain, she was no longer afraid; and he stopped and waited, lips grazing her ears and neck, until she began to move. Then they moved together, and she felt his sharp release but he kept moving, and she tried to wait, not to let it come, but it did. For a long time they lay side by side in the flickering dusk.


As darkness began to gather around them, he sat up, reaching to the night stand for a cigarette. “It’s after eight,” he said as he blew out the first mouthful of smoke and offered her a puff.


She inhaled deeply, letting the fragrant black tobacco smoke out through her nose before handing it back. “What happens now?” she asked.


“Well, you could take a shower, and then we could find a taxi.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


“What, then?”


“I’ve never done this before. But it feels like we should know what comes next.”


“It depends.”


“On what?”


“On what you want.”


“I don’t know what I want.”


“Well, then we don’t know what happens next. The old problem of the script,” he said.


She turned over with her back to him. “Don’t make jokes.” Her voice was muffled by the pillow.


“It’s not a joke,” he said, putting out the cigarette. He ran an arm under her neck and shoulders and pulled her gently back toward him so that her head was on his chest. “It’s kind of new for me, too.”


“Come on. Even I know that’s not true.”


“No, no, I’m serious. For one thing, I’ve never been anyone’s first before. All the other girls … well, mainly they’ve been older, but … I don’t know, it was different this time.”


“How so?”


“Well, one way to put it might be that I’ve never made love before. Until now what I’ve done is have sex.”


“I might be inexperienced, but I’m not stupid,” she said into the hair on his chest. “We did have sex.”


His laughter had a rich rumble to it, a tremor from deep inside that came up slowly to the surface. Her head bobbed up and down slightly. “Who’s joking now?” he asked. “Give me a break, Eugenia. What I’m trying to tell you is … well … it’s possible that I could end up falling in love with you.”


“That settles it, then,” she said. “What happens now is that we fall in love.”


Boston, 1990


Several weeks after she had begun writing in her journal, she accepted an appointment with a student who wanted to talk to her. Though Eugenia wasn’t teaching, the student had been in her class the previous semester, was the daughter of Guatemalan exiles, and spoke Spanish. She had introduced herself as Elena Manríquez and emphasized she was interested in learning more about culturally sensitive reporting. Her eyes sparkled as she sat in Eugenia’s office, and she seemed ready to write down anything Eugenia said.


“I’ve been doing research in Mexican newspapers,” Elena said. “I ran across your article on the leader of the human rights group in Mexico, and then some of your portraits of survivors of the 1985 earthquake. I must confess, Professor Aldunate, I just don’t know how you do it.”


The first thing that crossed Eugenia’s mind was that this student, a native Spanish speaker, was the only one who had known how to pronounce her name. But the young woman was looking at her expectantly, waiting for an answer.


“I’m sorry, Elena,” she said, “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”


Elena looked puzzled for a moment. “You know,” she finally answered, “how it is you get these women to talk to you so openly, from the heart. I’ve been reading a lot of politically committed journalism from the early-to-mid eighties. But there’s something different about your work, a spark, like empathy, or maybe vision. I don’t know. Somehow, you get women to talk to you like a friend instead of a journalist or interrogator. Do you have a particular strategy, a method, that you can share with me?”


Eugenia leaned back in her chair. Elena’s long dark hair was pulled into a ponytail on her neck, showing off large silver earrings. She was dressed in jeans and a Guatemalan textile shirt, and wore no makeup. Eugenia felt a tightness in her chest as she realized she did not know what to say. She had to clear her throat several times before she felt she could answer.


“I must confess, Elena, that I’m really not sure,” she began, her voice sticking slightly along her tongue. “I’ve never asked myself this question. Excuse me just a second.” She picked up the earthenware mug she kept filled with water on her desk and took a long swallow. “Once or twice I’ve wondered about the connection, though,” she continued in what felt like a more normal tone. “I have to say that the only thing that occurs to me might seem a bit obvious. I’m sure you know that I was arrested in Chile after the coup and spent some time in jail. My daughter’s father was disappeared by the military. Perhaps it’s just this commonality of experience that generates a natural empathy.”


For a while Elena just sat there looking at Eugenia, a puzzled, vaguely disappointed look on her face. “But Professor Aldunate,” she said, almost apologetically, “in class you always tell us that being a good cross-cultural reporter doesn’t require that you have the same experience as the people you write about. Why, last semester you said that if this were necessary, there would be no point in communicating beyond our own culture. You said that—”


“I’m sorry, Elena.” Eugenia cut her off, standing up and looking at her watch. “I have another appointment right now that I can’t miss. This is really fascinating, and I hope we can continue the conversation another day. My apologies.”


After she closed the door behind the retreating student, Eugenia returned to her chair and sat down. Her mouth felt very dry. She reached for her water and found that her hands were trembling as she brought the mug to her mouth. After taking a couple of shaky swallows she put it back on her desk, stood up, and walked across the room. She turned off the lights, locked the door, and went back to her chair.


Santiago, 1971


After they made love, Eugenia began spending more and more time at Manuel’s apartment. The new socialist government was in its honeymoon period, and so were they. She no longer felt like such an impostor in the radical crowd. Not that she really understood the politics, and she didn’t join a student organization. But the fact that they were a couple somehow made everything better. When she saw those radical hippie girls with the see-through blouses and no bra, she no longer felt inferior, because everyone could see Manuel had chosen her.
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