














Praise for Love in Any Language


“This is a most fascinating book. LaTorre’s excellent descriptive power, looking back on her youth, is refreshing with its innocence, courageous faith, and passionate energy as she follows her heart and builds a life for herself and Antonio back in the US. Her opening sentence says it all: ‘I loved Peru.’ Readers will love her candid story.”


—Kenneth Kelzer, LCSW, author of The Sun and the Shadow: My Experiment with Lucid Dreaming


“The memoir includes all the challenges involved in merging two marvelous cultures and two individual lives. Evelyn manages her marriage while raising two children and pursuing career goals that include a doctorate. The reader experiences her amazing journey to become a successful career woman who has maximized her potential. A fascinating read.”


—Dr. Jackie M. Allen, MFT, associate professor of education at the University of LaVerne and coauthor of A Pathway to PDS Partnership: Using the PDSEA Protocol


“Compelling and highly readable, this book gently tells of a cross-cultural marriage that might well have gone wrong—but instead lasted for five decades. Resolving clashes of ambition, personality, and values, the author and her Peruvian husband found a balance that worked. In an era of divorce and heartbreak, Love in Any Language offers hope.”


—Dori Jones Yang, author of When the Red Gates Opened: A Memoir of China’s Reawakening
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Map by Tim LaTorre


This book has been recreated from memorabilia, letters, and journal entries saved by the author for over fifty years. For the sake of readability and brevity, some separate incidents have sometimes been combined or presented in slightly altered timeframes. In some instances, the names of individuals have been changed, either at their request or the author’s discretion.


When the author lived in Peru from 1964 to 1966, Cuzco was spelled with a z. City officials now spell Cusco with an s. The author has chosen to also use the Cusco spelling.




For my husband who left all he knew to journey with me through this adventure called life
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Rising from the Ruins


I loved Peru—the terrain, the cuisine, the artistry, and the people. I lived there for two years in my early twenties. The country captured my mind, body, and soul in 1965. And then there was Antonio, the university student who claimed my heart. Love and life in my Shangri-La was magical. Why would I ever leave?


The Andes mountains won me before Antonio ever did. Between my Peace Corps home in Abancay and the Incan capital of Cusco stood a string of seventeen-thousand-foot snow-capped peaks. Their white tops sparkled, too eye-watering to look at for long in the bright high-altitude sunshine. In the moonlight, the peaks gave off a mysterious, fascinating glow. Thoroughfares twisted through valleys that skirted the base of the expansive mountains and continued between Abancay and Cusco for 125 miles. My stomach fluttered each time I crossed the Apurimac River that flowed three thousand feet below a narrow bridge. The enormity and beauty of the soaring and plummeting natural forms made my body tingle, especially when I traveled the winding dirt roads with my dark-haired novio.


Scenery nourished my soul while Peruvian food filled my stomach. Peruvians flavored their meals with just the right amount of cumin, garlic, hot pepper, and other condiments to make any fare delicious. The spicy smells of the exotic traditional dishes of anticuchos (beef heart) and cuy (guinea pig), roasting over hot coals on Cusco’s street corners and in its high-class restaurants, made my mouth water. I ate with gusto any dish made with one of the region’s three thousand types of potatoes. Papas a la huancayina, potatoes smothered in a velvety cheese sauce, counted as both an appetizer and a main dish. I ordered the simpler lomo saltado, beef strips with potatoes and tomatoes, whenever available. The black, yellow, and red shades of the dish were as mouthwatering as the colors woven into the crafts I bought.


Intriguing Inca-design fabrics in sunflower yellow with sea-wave turquoise or tomato reds that faded into rosy pinks lured me into Lima’s fabric stores the few times I visited the capital. A meter of the pink cotton material would make a size-ten sleeveless dress for me to wear in Abancay’s warm summers. The muted color brought out my blue-gray eyes. The turquoise and yellow yardage went into my Peace Corps trunk for a future use. Blankets, sweaters, hats, and slippers made from alpaca wool exchanged trunk space with the dresses I’d sewn in California and brought to Peru in the fall of 1964. Local women asked to buy my homemade dresses when I departed Abancay for the States twenty months later. To the four trunks destined for California, I added a fluffy white stuffed alpaca and a baby-sized poncho, hat, and pair of socks. I wished I’d had room for more of the women’s hats that I’d seen in the Cusco area. The varying types of headwear defined which village a woman came from. Unfortunately, I had room for only the montera style I liked best.


Ollantaytambo women wore bowler hats. In Chinchero women sported bright-red and indigo-blue flat monteras. Maras ladies wore tall, white stovepipe hats perched above thick, black braids that twisted down their backs. Bright multicolored outfits clothed the women, but not the men, who dressed in drab gray and brown knicker-type pants and regular shirts. Only their hand-woven alpaca ponchos displayed color. Stripes that ranged from orange to red brightened these capes that protected them from sudden downpours. Our neighbor in Abancay wove the blanket-sized wraps across upright sticks in our shared side yard.


The residents of Abancay and its outlying areas treated my roommate Marie and me like their own. Local ranchers and a friendly clergyman performed magic tricks for our entertainment. Physicians at the local hospital taught us basic medical procedures to provide first aid for residents in the isolated countryside we hoped to serve. Zoila and Zulma, unmarried sisters, made certain we had what we needed for our tiny storeroom house—a pot for cooking, a sewing machine, an iron. They helped us fit into our adopted town with invitations to movies and festival dances. Members of our girls’ clubs taught us how to cook quinoa. And thanks were offered at every turn.


Our PE students expressed gratitude for training them to compete in Abancay’s annual gymnastics drill competition. The local agricultural agency showered us with praise when our 4-H club president won the regional competition by demonstrating how to make potato pancakes with the secret ingredient of beer. Life in Peru had been good.


Much as I loved my Peruvian world, I couldn’t live in the Andes forever. Antonio had asked me if I would, several times during the sixteen months we were falling in love. I always said no. One reason was that he had no plans for supporting a family.


Antonio was in his third year studying economics at the university. At the last minute, as I prepared to leave his glorious country, I agreed to marriage because I didn’t want to leave him—and I was pregnant with his child. Because I couldn’t see our future in Peru whenever I looked at the practical side of life and love, I suggested an alternate path—come with me to the US.


The same qualities I loved about the Andes made living there for the rest of my life impossible. Cusco’s twelve-thousand-foot altitude hampered my digestion and breathing. Cold winters in the thin air felt even colder than the frigid seasons I’d survived as a child in Montana. The different holidays and the special foods made me homesick for the traditions and dishes of my country. I’d been away from California for two years and missed the climate and my family—especially now that I would soon have a baby to consider.


Life in the States would give my new husband and me a more secure future. Work and educational opportunities existed in greater abundance there. Though I hated to rob Peru of one of its intelligent youths, I believed we could have a better life together only if Antonio exchanged his country for mine.


All he knew of the US was from me and the movies. He spoke no English. He had little work experience. He had to finish college. My country demanded hard work, fluency in English, and an employable skill in order to earn a living wage. Nevertheless, he’d chosen to leave his home country for me. But love couldn’t guarantee the life of security, excitement, and learning I wanted. I approached our future with trepidation. Could our love survive the pressures and faster pace in the US? Would I wonder if we should have remained in the land of the Incas where there had been adventure, passion, and love?





Leaving Peru


The wedding had been arranged in eight days. I strode down the center aisle of the sixteenth-century Spanish chapel in the Church of La Compañia on Antonio’s arm that June 19, 1966. The Baroque-style church and the chapel stood atop Inca walls made of two-hundred-ton granite boulders that fit so tightly together they needed no mortar. The massive structures had withstood seven-point earthquakes since the fourteenth century. I hoped my marriage would be as indestructible as the church’s foundation.


The invading Spaniards had rebuilt the church above the Inca walls more than once. Our courtship had been like La Compañia church—destroyed and rebuilt several times. Now we began married life on shaky grounds—no money and a child on the way. And we hadn’t always seen eye to eye. I couldn’t recall how many times we’d given up on a life together and broken off ties. But we could never stay apart for long. We were drawn together like two opposing magnets—even when we repelled one another. Something inside me said I needed this gentle and caring man as my husband. His thoughtfulness and facility to demonstrate affection made Antonio special—unique in my experience.


Our nuptials occurred the day after Antonio’s twenty-third birthday and five months before my twenty-fourth. I thought I loved him, and he said he loved me. Throughout the time we’d been together, he’d demonstrated profound dedication to my wellbeing. I’d never before experienced such deep and sincere caring. No one had ever loved me as much as Antonio.


My body had slimmed the past month from bouts of morning sickness, but my heart beat strong. I committed to a life with Antonio, despite my doubts. Our future held responsibilities. How would we live? But on my wedding day, I pushed those doubts aside and walked arm in arm with him toward the altar.


Twenty of Antonio’s assorted aunts, uncles, cousins, and university friends watched us kneel before the youthful priest. The parents and three younger siblings of my husband-to-be hadn’t made the trip to Cusco from their home in Abancay. The valley’s provincial capital was a day’s bus ride west of Cusco, too far for his ill mother to travel and too costly for his stepfather to pay for. The presence of his extended family and friends was enough.


Antonio’s youngest cousin took photos of us with my Instamatic camera. Our wedding pictures show a pale, blue-eyed, young American woman holding the hand of a light-complexioned, brown-eyed Peruvian youth in front of an ancient altar. The contrasts between us melted away in the solemnity of the occasion. I looked the part of a modern bride in my short-sleeved, knee-length, white taffeta dress and dainty net veil. Antonio wore a new black suit that matched his thick shock of wavy black hair. He stood a head taller than my five foot two inches in my two-inch heels, even with my light brown hair arranged on top of my head.


Padre Gálvez, Antonio’s close friend from the university, officiated at our wedding mass. I stood in front of the prelate, pregnant—a condition I’d been cautioned to avoid both by priests who had taught my catechism classes and by my own father. Fortunately, I hadn’t gone to confession with Father Gálvez, so this kindly priest didn’t know I was with child. My flat stomach didn’t betray me.


Over the past two years, I’d become fluent in Spanish. So I promised to love, honor, and obey in that language. We exchanged the wedding rings purchased by Antonio’s stepfather. The priest pronounced us husband and wife. In an hour, we were an officially married couple.
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Evelyn in her wedding dress





After the mass, and with the photo-taking in the church concluded, we emerged laughing from the chapel. Hand in hand we ran down the centuries-old cobblestone street past sturdy granite Inca walls. Antonio’s relatives threw handfuls of rice as we raced to a waiting Volkswagen Beetle. I was a stranger in a foreign dream world, now with a handsome husband. I thought I knew what I was doing, but a sudden bolt of surrealism hit me. Was this real? It didn’t feel like reality.
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Later that afternoon, I stood in the living room of the small Cusco apartment of Antonio’s cousin Elsa, staring at my wedding cake. The torta, in a rectangular pan, sat flat, bumpy, and rutted like the dirt streets outside the rundown housing complex. Thoughtful Elsa had baked the confection for our wedding reception forgetting that cakes sometimes didn’t rise in Cusco’s twelve-thousand-foot altitude. I hoped the unpalatable mess wasn’t an omen for my future.


Then Elsa brought out boxes of cream-filled waffle wafers. The cookies tasted fine with the champagne. She had solved the cake dilemma. Elsa’s solution mirrored my philosophy—when things don’t go as planned, find another way. Now eating for two, I gobbled up everything offered me.


No North American attended our wedding ceremony or reception. None of my family came. Not even Marie, my Peace Corps roommate and confidant. All were too far away. Most of my Peace Corps colleagues, like Marie, were traveling the world or had returned to the States. My parents and five younger siblings in California hadn’t yet received the letter I’d sent two weeks earlier telling them I would be marrying the young man I’d written them about.


I didn’t consider calling them. Phone calls, even between Peruvian cities, rarely connected. In my nearly two years living in Peru, I’d only phoned outside the country a few times. I’d called my mother at her Newark, California, police clerk job a few times over the shortwave radio of the American clerics in the town next to mine. But she’d been too preoccupied with her duties to talk about my life in Peru. Everyone in California was too busy with their own lives to consider mine.


My family couldn’t have come to my wedding, even if I’d been able to call them. The trip was too expensive for my lower-middle-class parents. I had written them about a certain considerate university student who corrected my Spanish. But I didn’t tell them I’d fallen in love with him. My father would be suspicious of any guy I married. Practical, devout Catholic Mom would be disappointed but work to make the best of the situation. My three sisters would be delighted and my two brothers curious.


The small number of attendees was just right. No one gave us any wedding gifts—just best wishes and hugs. Antonio’s stepfather, Adolfo, paid for our gold wedding bands. My heart burst with gratitude that he’d found the money for our expensive jewelry. The cost must have been a financial hardship for him. Other than Adolfo’s generous gesture, I didn’t need relatives, friends, or gifts. I had much of what I needed in Antonio—someone who loved me enough to leave everything he’d known and settle in the States.
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After the last handful of guests had left Elsa’s apartment, I melted into one of her family’s few wooden chairs. My taffeta wedding dress made a soft crunching sound as it wrinkled under me. I kicked off my scuffed white heels. Fatigue and peace swept over me after the previous busy week. Antonio’s family had handled the wedding details just fine.


I leaned against the wall and watched Elsa and Antonio put away the leftover cookies and champagne. His slightly older cousin had the thick, wavy, black hair and smallish brown eyes characteristic of Antonio’s maternal side of the family. Elsa was even the same height as Antonio, five foot eight, but with a more delicate frame. I hadn’t gotten to know her well, but she seemed anything but delicate. She’d arranged our wedding reception in her family’s small apartment with only a few days’ notice. Antonio’s family had been gracious and supportive, not critical and judgmental like my parents sounded in their letters to me.


Elsa lived in the modest three-bedroom apartment with her husband and two elementary-school-aged children. But there was little evidence of who lived here, just who cooked here. The kitchen–dining area had been cleared of everything save the table, to make standing room for the twenty chatting guests. Now, with the day’s celebrations over, the invitees had all departed.


Antonio finished tidying up his cousin’s sparse kitchen as I watched with interest. Maybe he’d make a helpful husband after all. Then he surprised me further with a plan. He had seldom planned anything.


My new husband ushered me into a taxi and told the driver to take us to the newest Cusco tourist hotel, the Savoy. I fretted at the cost. Antonio had no money. His stepfather, Adolfo, had arranged and paid for the room. Once again Adolfo had come to the rescue.


Antonio carried me across the threshold of our honeymoon suite. Not a typical Peruvian gesture. He must have seen the custom in American movies and wanted to please me. And please me he did. I was giddy with happiness knowing we’d have a lifetime in which to express our love. That night I had little need for the filmy powder blue negligee I’d purchased because it matched my eyes. My body quivered with joy and apprehension when I imagined being with Antonio forever. Guilt I’d felt for having had premarital sex with him vanished. Our officially married state now made our intimacy legal—and church-approved.


Our first night as a married couple concluded, we went to stay with Elsa’s family. Our hosts slept in one bedroom, and the two children had the second. Elsa put us in Antonio’s former small room—a stark contrast to the new, luxurious Savoy, but more affordable. Our suitcases covered the water stains on the wooden desk. We didn’t mind accommodating ourselves in his twin-sized bed.


A few evenings at dinnertime, we joined Elsa and her husband after their workdays. Their son and daughter joined us if they weren’t off at a soccer game with friends. The kitchen had returned to its original post-reception function. I marveled at how Elsa could serve such delicious dinners using two primus kerosene burners, a small refrigerator, and only cold running water. We bought a few groceries to help the family defray the added expenses of our stay. Most of the day we vacated the apartment, readying for our departure from the Incan capital.


I enjoyed Cusco during the city’s annual major Incan ceremony of Inti Raymi, the Festival of the Sun. Antonio and I had attended the celebration together in 1965 when we were enamorados, committed to one another. A year later, we attended as husband and wife. I shivered with delight at the hope that we would view many future celebrations together.


The first day of the festival, proud indigenous residents came into Cusco from scores of outlying towns to parade around the capital’s main plaza. They wore multicolored fire-red, jungle-green, and sun-yellow native costumes. Their pointy-nosed white masks were designed to ridicule the facial features of the Spaniards who’d conquered Peru in the 1500s. Their playful derision poked fun of the straitlaced Spaniards who’d replaced the more colorful Incan religion with serious Catholicism.




[image: Images]


Inti Raymi Parade





Revelers swayed in rhythm to five-note scale of the traditional marching music played on wooden flutes, dented trumpets, and stringed harps. The haunting flutes with their melancholy echoes permeated my soul. The trumpets made my feet move in time to the beat. The harps transported me to the heavens. I loved the music, bright colors, and my companion even more this year.


The next day, we walked a mile up a steep, dirt road outside Cusco, accompanying thousands of tourists from around the world. I heard snatches of German, French, and what I guessed was Italian. My head turned searching for the speakers when I heard English, but those pale revelers were never anyone I knew.


We followed the tourists and Peruvians up to the ceremony in the ancient Incan Sacsayhuamán fortress. There, two-hundred-ton granite boulders, like those under the plaza churches and along Cusco’s streets, formed a quarter mile of imposing walls nineteen feet high. We witnessed selected locals dressed as Incan nobles, priests, and virgins of the sun replicate the ancient Incan ritual of sacrificing llamas. In these modern times, chicha, a corn beer, flowed in excess, but not the blood of llamas.
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Antonio announced that he had to return to Abancay to say good-bye to his family, who hadn’t been able to attend our wedding. I hadn’t expected that and tried to understand. He didn’t speak much about his family, but I knew how much he loved his mother. He’d soon fly far away to live with me in California. Who knew when he’d ever see any of his family again?


I thought it my duty to go with him but didn’t want to return to my former Peruvian home. I’d already bid a sad farewell to the many friends living in Abancay whom I cared about. A repeat of the heartache and tears would only add to my current state of unease. Traveling the curvy, mountainous road for eight hours would make my nausea worse. Antonio appeared fine with my choice. A week into our marriage, and we’d already made a decision that separated us. Though Antonio and I were officially a couple, we didn’t act like we knew how to be partners. He went his way to take care of his business. And I didn’t accompany him because my comfort came first.
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At the end of June, after spending our mini-honeymoon among Inca ruins, my new husband boarded the bus in Cusco for the 125-mile trip to Abancay. I flew to the Lima home of Antonio’s paternal grandparents, Francisco and Rosa LaTorre.


Antonio had revealed a bit about his origins during our courtship. Months before his birth, my husband’s paternal grandparents had whisked Frank, Antonio’s twenty-one-year-old biological father, away to Lima. They left behind Frank’s sixteen-year-old pregnant girlfriend, Antonio’s mother, Livia. I assume they didn’t want their upper-class son to marry the farmer-class sixteen-year-old “Miss Cusco” beauty. So Livia and her family raised Antonio with sporadic financial contributions from Frank. Still, the LaTorres had acknowledged Antonio as their grandson from the beginning.


He had seen his biological father three times in his young life: at ages two, twelve, and seventeen. The second time had been in 1955 when he and his mother had traveled to see his father, visiting from the US, in Lima. Three years before, Frank had immigrated to the US and settled in Ohio. In 1965, when Antonio and I yearned to be together forever, we had each written to Frank imploring his assistance. Would he help Antonio immigrate to the States? But his father set impossible conditions—fluency in English, an employable skill, and a job. Antonio couldn’t begin to meet his father’s demands while living in Peru. The message seemed clear to me. His father didn’t wish to be a part of his son’s life.


Antonio or his mother must have arranged my stay with the LaTorres in Lima. He expected to soon join me there. Upon his arrival, he would apply for his green card as the spouse of an American. I brought our marriage certificate to submit to the US embassy.
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Surprise registered on tiny Grandma Rosa’s wrinkled face when she opened the door at her house on Avenida Arequipa in Lima and saw me. Then she frowned with disapproval at not having been told earlier about her grandson’s courtship or our wedding. More eyes widened when I introduced myself to two of the home’s other residents, Antonio’s Aunt Haydee and her twenty-year-old daughter, Patricia. Despite their astonishment, the family welcomed me with warm embraces. Grandma Rosa said they looked forward to greeting Antonio, whom they’d not seen in six years.


My concerns of rejection melted away, replaced by other discomforts. On a couple of evenings, Antonio’s cousin invited me to lavish dinners at the country club where she introduced me to well-dressed young tennis players. Patricia seemed bent on either showing me off or finding me a mate—which she apparently forgot I already had.


The adults in the family instructed me not to use more gas or electricity than they deemed necessary. I suspected they weren’t as well off as they wanted others to believe. The LaTorres’ high-society charade outside the home clashed with what I observed inside. I’d just come from the poorer mountainous countryside with neither in-house plumbing nor consistent electricity, so I couldn’t enjoy their faux lavish lifestyle.


“Turn off the gas,” Grandma Rosa said as I fried an egg for breakfast. “And do it before you’re finished cooking so you can use the last bit of heat from the stove.”


“Switch off the iron before you finish pressing the last garment,” Aunt Haydee cautioned when she saw me flattening the wrinkles of my only dining-out dress, “so you use all the heat.”


These new coastal relatives pinched soles in their house as if they were poverty stricken, while appearing wealthy out in society. Antonio’s family in Abancay was poor, but they didn’t limit the use of the utilities they had. My family, too, had pinched pennies when we lived in southeastern Montana and again in California. But we’d never put on airs to seem richer than we were.


The frugality practiced within the grandparents’ home contrasted with the expensive country club dinners. This Lima family placed value on status and material wealth, masquerading as well-to-do. And I wasn’t used to their directives and didn’t like being watched. Nevertheless, they cared about Antonio and extended that warmth to me.


I traveled daily to the American Embassy to complete my portion of the paperwork that Antonio needed to apply for his green card. But it was taking him too long to get to Lima. The Abancay to Lima trip normally took two days by land. Had his bus fallen off one of the high mountain cliffs? My worries increased at receiving no word of his whereabouts. Why didn’t he call me?


Antonio had never phoned me in Abancay when we were dating. Neither of us had phones. Now, the telephone lines between Lima and Abancay often didn’t function when I tried to call him. The two times I reached him, he said he’d been delayed but didn’t say why or for how long. I awaited his arrival, eager to reunite. My pregnancy made me feel more vulnerable than ever before. My husband should be with me.


After a week, I became impatient with wasting time in Lima. I should be in California arranging our future. Besides, I could no longer tolerate the weirdness of my hosts’ household restrictions. I was out of place and lived in fear that my morning sickness would reveal my pregnancy. I’d hidden my secret well, not wanting these members of Lima society to judge me. Now I’d had enough.


On July 6, 1966, I stuffed $500 in soles into an envelope, addressed it to Antonio, and left it on the desk in my room. The amount would be sufficient for him to purchase his airfare to California. I wrote a note that explained my reason for leaving and enclosed a copy of the “Guarantee of Sustainability,” that the US embassy required for Antonio’s US visa. It read:


I will assume support of my husband, Antonio, in the US. The cash on hand, in the form of a US government check, is for $536.20, part of a $1,638.20 total readjustment allowance earned as a Peace Corps volunteer. I will receive the balance upon my return to the US. This should be sufficient to live on for six months. My husband plans to begin work upon his arrival in California. I will also work. I have no other obligations or expenses.
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Then, I said good-bye to the LaTorres and boarded a Pan Am plane bound for San Francisco, California. I didn’t weep as the plane lifted off like I often did when departing from a beloved Latin American country. This time, I needed to be strong in order to forge ahead and begin the life I wanted for us.





Home Again


On the afternoon of July 7, my family—mother, father, three sisters, and two brothers—showered me with hugs at the San Francisco Airport. For nearly two years, they’d known about my life in a distant third-world country only through my letters. I hadn’t been physically present to reassure them, answer their questions, or share my experiences. Now they expressed relief that I seemed healthy. Mom could stop worrying about my safety. My arrival confirmed that their prodigal daughter had returned intact.


I was also eager to resume my favorite sister status with my six-year-old brother, Randy. He had sent me sticks of gum and kisses marked with Xs in his letters to Peru. Now he looked at me and smiled, then withdrew. Randy wasn’t certain who I was. Though disappointed, I tolerated losing my importance to him. Soon I’d have my own child.


Once more back in my former bedroom, I tackled emptying my suitcases and four trunks of the Peruvian articles I’d brought back—alpaca rugs, unique crafts, and the baby socks, hat, and poncho, bought before I knew I’d have use for them. My body warmed with anticipation, knowing that a more treasured part of Peru, Antonio, would soon join me. I cooked up some of the quinoa the Abancay 4-H girls’ club had gifted me and served it mixed with cheese. The dish didn’t have the same nut flavor as when I’d had it in Peru. My family hesitated to eat this strange foreign protein.
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Baby clothes from the Cusco Market





In the land of plenty, I set about eating the things I’d missed for the past two years—pasteurized milk with Cheerios, Mom’s buttermilk biscuits, and real hamburgers and hot dogs. The mellow taste of café con leche (coffee with milk), which I’d enjoyed in Peru, faded when I ate my dessert of apple crisp topped with whipped cream. This, after I’d downed my favorite home-cooked meal of fried chicken with mashed potatoes and “Evelyn gravy.” No one seemed surprised that my stomach protruded a bit.


Neither of my parents thought my decision to marry had been a wise one, but they said little to me. My sisters told me that Dad had hit the ceiling when he’d read my letter from Peru saying I was marrying Antonio. He had remarked in front of them, “That guy just wants a green card.” He didn’t say that to me, now that I’d wed “that guy.” I suspected they wanted more than an unemployed foreigner who spoke no English as their first son-in-law. My parents hadn’t yet met Antonio, so they couldn’t appreciate his qualities. They’d come to love him as I had—I hoped.


The man I’d known the longest had been my father. During my formative years in Ismay, Montana, he had earned $200 a month as a signal maintainer for the Milwaukee Railroad and hadn’t been particularly ambitious. With the produce from our acre-sized summer garden, we five children didn’t go hungry. However, the linoleum floor in our kitchen had had holes in it, and we sewed most of our own clothes, sometimes using the cloth from the twenty-five-pound sacks of flour we purchased. And Dad didn’t allow us to buy sandals for summer. He would only purchase ugly, sturdy oxfords for our growing feet. He said it made no sense to pay for the open “holes” sandals had. But he’d always helped me make my special school projects, so I couldn’t complain.


Mom often disapproved of my decisions when she thought them risky, like travel and relationships with foreign guys. But she always helped support the consequences. This time she had a pile of applications waiting to assist me with my job search. Mom had encouraged all her children to take written government tests for practice, even when we weren’t looking for work. Before entering the Peace Corps, I’d spent days sitting in dingy gray exam rooms on uncomfortable chairs answering hundreds of multiple-choice questions for jobs I didn’t want. My scores had ranked me high on lists for clerk, secretary, and juvenile hall worker. My name had remained frozen on county employment lists while I was in Peru. Now I notified the county to reactivate my name. I was available to work.


Mom’s forethought paid off. My first week home, she presented me with a list of open positions in county agencies. I took a deep breath. I was employable.


Writing my name as “Mrs. Evelyn LaTorre” for the first time on the job applications jolted me into reality. My name had changed, but I hadn’t. I felt like the same headstrong, determined woman I’d always been. Still, losing the last name I’d been born with felt like a familiar part of me had disappeared. Who was I now? How would I incorporate the man whose name I carried into my life in the US?


Being married and responsible for bringing Antonio from Peru to California brought out the social worker in me. I’d help him develop his potential. But having another adult depend on me made me uneasy and less free to do what I wished. This union would be another of my adventures.
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Within two weeks of my return to the US, Alameda County called to offer me the night clerk position on the women’s burn ward at Highland Hospital in Oakland—an ideal job for me. A month in a Montana hospital at age twelve with possible rheumatic fever and four months’ training in Abancay’s municipal hospital had left me with a deep admiration for the medical profession. But, after the freedom of the past two years, the thought of working a regular nine-to-five day made me shudder. The four-to-midnight shift, though still eight hours, seemed less confining. I smiled into the phone and accepted the evening position. However, I had to pass a physical examination before being hired.
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A medical intern performed the assessment at Highland Hospital. I lay supine on the cold exam table feeling exposed in the white cotton hospital gown I’d tied in the front as instructed. The tall young physician-in-training slowly loosened the ties of my gown, bent over me with his stethoscope, and moved it over the bump in my abdomen. His eyebrows knit together with a look of concern. The exam over, he signaled me to sit up. I suspected what was wrong.


“You must realize,” the young doctor said, “that you are around four months pregnant.”


“I know,” I said looking at the floor. Heat rose in my cheeks.


“How badly do you need this job?” he said softly.


“I really need this job,” I said, worried I could lose this work opportunity.


The administration could deny employment to a woman who was pregnant. He knew that but hesitated. Perhaps someone close to him had been in that situation, or like me, he thought the rule absurd. Either way, he seemed to have the courage and empathy the moment called for.


“Okay, I’ll pass you,” he said. “But be sure to see an obstetrician soon.”


I thanked him and floated out of the examining room, relieved this compassionate intern hadn’t written on my record that I’d be having a baby in five months and shouldn’t be hired. I’d squeaked by.
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Antonio wrote that he’d arrived at his grandparents’ home in Lima the week after I flew to California. He was heartbroken to find me gone. Every few days I received one of the prepaid aerogramme mailers I’d left him. He wrote that he missed me but understood why I hadn’t remained longer with his grandparents. Their quirkiness irked him too. He was eager to join me. He tried to reschedule his required interview with US embassy personnel for an earlier date, but they wouldn’t budge from his August 1 appointment.


I missed Antonio. We both longed to be together again soon. Between hunting for an apartment and a job, I wrote to him as often as time permitted. The week before I started my new job, I finally reached him by phone. I was thrilled to hear his strong, tenor voice again when he greeted me. Then I went straight to the reason I’d called.


“I need to buy a car to drive to work,” I said.


“Don’t buy one yet,” he said. “We’ll make that decision when I get to California.”


“But I need to get to my new job in Oakland,” I said, realizing he didn’t yet have any idea of how transportation worked in my country.


“Can’t you take the bus?”


“It’s not as easy here as in Peru,” I said, loving that he was interested in figuring this out. “It would take hours, and I work nights.”


Antonio wanted to take some ownership of family decisions. But making those major choices together would delay the arrangements I needed to make immediately. Besides, I felt as independent as before my marriage. I preferred to do what I saw necessary. I didn’t see a reason to cease resolving my own problems. I couldn’t always honor his directives. Following my instincts shouldn’t diminish Antonio’s importance in our partnership. I listened to his idea about the car on the phone call with the same interest that I read Antonio’s opinion in his letters of where I should go for graduate school.
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The University of Wisconsin had accepted my application while I was still in Peru and instructed me to enroll in their graduate school of social work before September. Antonio wrote that I should take their offer. He was unfamiliar with US geography and didn’t know how cold the northern states could be in winter. I calculated that a move to Wisconsin, so close to our baby’s January birthdate, would be impractical. Graduate school wouldn’t fit in with the added pressures of adjusting to life with a new husband and baby. I needed the support of my family in familiar surroundings. When the University of Wisconsin added a stipend to the offer of free tuition, I still turned them down. I needed to stay close to my parents. Exchanging warm California for cold Wisconsin didn’t seem like a good move for me or for us.


Even though I’d declined grad school in Wisconsin, I still wished to begin studies for a master’s degree in social work. The nearby University of California at Berkeley had yet to act on my application for the 1966 fall semester. If admitted, classes would begin four months from the baby’s due date—not an ideal time. Nevertheless, when I received a rejection letter from UCB’s school of social welfare, I was crushed. I wanted to know why I’d been refused entry, even if I might not attend in my pregnant condition.


I met with the school’s dean. The fifty-something administrator sat ready for me in his Haviland Hall office on the UC campus in Berkeley. After introductions, I plowed straight ahead.


“Why was I denied entrance for this coming semester?” I asked, waving my rejection notice at his diminutive figure.


“The number of qualified applicants far surpassed the openings the school has for first-year students,” he explained in a soft voice meant to calm me.


“But I don’t understand,” I said, trying to hold back tears, “My undergraduate grades qualify me, don’t they?”


“Yes, and so does your Peace Corps experience,” the balding man explained, looking almost as pained as I felt. “But you can reapply next year.”


Disappointment and surging hormones overruled my usual strong composure. I broke down sobbing in the dean’s office. He still didn’t admit me.
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I needed a vehicle to get to appointments and commute to my new job. Antonio’s delay meant I’d have to overrule his request to participate in the decision of which car to purchase. I headed for the Volkswagen dealership to buy the latest model of the same car I’d owned and sold before I joined the Peace Corps. I felt confident I was making the best choice for our family and me.


Java-green, sea-blue, and ruby-red tops, like colorful round domes marching in from outer space, lined the lot at the VW dealership. Inside, the array of shiny compact cars reflected on the showroom’s linoleum floor. For the past two years in Peru, I’d seen only rusty, dented, and pockmarked VWs chug up Avenida Sol in Cusco. Seeing so many brand-new cars made me marvel at my country’s prosperity.


A dark-green VW called to me. It was the same color as the car I’d purchased to commute to college in 1963. The vinyl seat gave me a familiar hug as I slipped in behind the steering wheel. An enthusiastic salesman in an ill-fitting suit saw me and entered on the passenger side.


“This is just the car you should have,” the middle-aged man offered.


“It looks a lot like the car I bought here three years ago,” I said, longing for the economical auto that had transported me around the Bay area and California my senior year of college.


“Are there any features in particular you’d like me to demonstrate?” he said sweeping his hand in a grand gesture from the stick shift to the radio.


“Does the cigarette lighter work?” I asked, because Antonio smoked.


“Yes,” the salesman said.


He pushed in a small knob on the dashboard. As soon as it popped out, he pressed the fiery-hot lighter to his thumb. The car filled with the smell of the salesman’s burning flesh. I cringed. I couldn’t believe the pain the salesman endured for a sale. I bought the car.
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The hospital job gave me money for car payments and an apartment. I’d also have health insurance on July 19, a month after I began work. Before that, however, I’d have to pay for my first pregnancy checkup myself.


The only obstetrician I knew was Dr. Thelma Brown. She had been my mother’s doctor when she was pregnant with my brother Randy six years before. I hesitated before I dialed her office. My family didn’t need to know I’d be visiting Mom’s obstetrician. But I’d promised the Highland Hospital intern I’d get a checkup, so I followed through. I drove my new green Volkswagen to the obstetrician’s office.


“You and the baby are fine,” Dr. Brown said with a smile after examining me. “Are your parents pleased?”


“They don’t know,” I said, my eyes downcast. “They wouldn’t approve.”


“Why is that?” the doctor asked, giving me a quizzical look.


“Because,” I stammered, “I’m due sooner than nine months after my wedding. Please don’t say anything to them. I’ll pay for the appointment myself.”


The doctor didn’t ask more questions. She suggested I take vitamins and folic acid. I didn’t make another appointment. Her $70 fee was too steep for my dwindling bank account. I shrugged my shoulders feeling relieved. I was grateful that health insurance from work would cover future wellness checks.
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My mother said we should have wedding announcements printed and sent out. That would conform to the US custom she believed in and legitimize my marriage in the eyes of her friends and our relatives. Mom offered to pay for the official notices, so I agreed. She might have had second thoughts about advertising my marriage had she known I was pregnant.


What a welcome surprise to receive wedding gifts after the announcements went out. Congratulations cards that contained money helped with my mounting expenses. Everything coming together so fast facilitated my adjustment to being back in the organized US. But then, I had to face my mother’s intrusion.


One morning Mom heard me vomiting in the bathroom. When I left, she pulled me into her bedroom to explain how to avoid pregnancy using the rhythm method—the Catholic Church’s only approved measure of birth control. I wanted to shout, I could have used some information about birth control earlier in my life! Instead, I chuckled to myself recognizing that having intercourse only during “infertile times” hadn’t worked for my parents. They’d had six children using the method.


I longed to celebrate the new life that stirred within me. But there’d be no shouting about the joyous event here. My religious mother would judge me for my sin. I told myself that I’d just have to throw up more quietly from now on. I dreaded the day I’d have to tell her the truth. I’d wait until the baby came for that.


Mom and I looked for housing in Hayward, equidistant from my job in Oakland and my parents’ home in Newark. After days of searching, we found an affordable place. The only drawback—it was in an “adults only” apartment complex. What could I do? If I told my mother that Antonio and I would have to leave the apartment in five months because of the baby, she’d reprimand me. So I paid the deposit and moved in the wedding gifts and my parents’ discarded furniture.
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I loved working in a hospital again. The year before, I’d trained in Abancay’s regional hospital, hoping to provide basic medical aid to a nearby Peruvian indigenous community. There, I’d given injections and bandaged wounds. Now at Alameda County’s public hospital, I worked on the women’s burn ward answering the phone, requesting supplies, and transcribing doctors’ written instructions. I also ordered medicines for patients in great pain, the result of accidents like falling asleep with a lit cigarette. From my desk in the hall, I could hear patients’ moans and screams as the nurses scrubbed the scabs off charred skin. I vowed never to let fire touch my tender skin.


Hospital work was the perfect job for me as I assimilated back into American life. The care and work I’d had in hospitals gave me reverence for physicians and nurses. I admired how they calmed agitated patients with attention to their physical and mental suffering. And I found another bonus at Highland Hospital. I could relax in the medical setting feeling I’d be cared for if I went into premature labor. Unfortunately, Antonio wasn’t experiencing the same contentment.


“You can’t believe my disappointment,” Antonio moaned on his August 1 phone call. “I’ve been counting the days, hours, and minutes, dreaming of being with you and never being separated again.”


“What’s the problem?” I asked.


“My interview at the embassy progressed well,” he said, anguish in his voice, “but the consul left out a required document. Now I can’t leave until August 4.”


On August 4, I received another call from Lima. Over the scratchy telephone line, I heard Antonio’s exasperation.


“I’ve postponed my flight until Monday, August 8. I can’t get a seat on a plane until then. I’ll telegraph you at the stopover in Mexico City to let you know what time I’ll arrive in San Francisco.”


Antonio getting to me anytime soon seemed doomed. Monday’s telegram read: “Arriving in San Francisco at 12:00 a.m.” What else could go wrong?


I’d accepted my position at the hospital with the proviso I might need to leave work to pick up my husband at the airport when he arrived. On Monday, August 8, I entered the women’s burn ward at four o’clock expecting to leave at ten, drive to the San Francisco International Airport, and retrieve Antonio at midnight. I imagined running to him—or waddling, my current gait—and throwing myself into his arms.


The phone on the ward rang at five o’clock. I answered, expecting a question from one of the patients’ families. Instead, I heard a concerned woman’s voice on the other end. She had a question for me.


“We have your husband with us here in Redwood City,” the woman said. “Would you like to come and get him?”


“But Antonio is scheduled to arrive at midnight tonight,” I sputtered and heard Antonio’s voice respond.


“I arrived at noon, and you weren’t at the airport,” Antonio said. “I met this couple who spoke Spanish on the plane. When they saw no one was meeting me, they invited me to their home.”


Embarrassed, but thankful for the couple’s generosity, I explained the misunderstanding about the time to the woman, checked with my supervisor, and took off for Redwood City. The drive took forever. The traffic across the Bay Bridge and the freeway going south moved at a crawl. It was rush hour on the bridges. The shirt I wore dripped with perspiration. If I got to throw myself into Antonio’s waiting arms as I’d imagined, I’d smell of sweat. This had been a comedy of errors that wasn’t funny.


I arrived in front of the address I’d been given. The faces of Antonio and the couple lit up to see me as they approached my VW. I rolled down the window and thanked them for rescuing Antonio and opened the door for my long-lost husband. The pair hugged Antonio good-bye, then glared at one another.


The lost traveler greeted me with a quick peck on my cheek and whispered that the couple had been arguing since he’d met them. I heard them quarreling as we drove away. What a way to begin life in the US—being left at the airport, then caught in the middle of a fighting couple.


“Whose car is this?” Antonio asked once inside.


“Ours,” I replied, aware of the surprised look that spread across his face.


Our marriage wasn’t beginning much better than the Redwood City couple’s. For starters, Antonio had given me the wrong time of his arrival in the telegram he’d sent from Mexico City, so I’d left him stranded. We were starting our married life together in my country, whose language my husband didn’t speak, with a car I’d purchased, and in an apartment I’d selected—all supported by my earnings and without his participation. Could our marriage survive more communication trip-ups and power imbalances? It would have to.





New Life Begins


Antonio came bearing gifts. He brought my father an alpaca blanket and my mother a wooden jewelry box carved with Peruvian figures. At first, communication between Antonio and my family consisted of hand gestures mixed with my translations. His English was as limited as my family’s Spanish. Despite the constraints, Antonio’s warm smile and affectionate hugs won over my three sisters and two brothers—and even my usually emotionally undemonstrative parents. The family females remarked what a kind, handsome man I’d married. Everyone noticed his gentle and thoughtful ways. I let out a long exhale. My parents had succumbed to Antonio’s charms much as I had.
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Mary, a friend from high school and college, threw a wedding shower for me. She and Dave, to whom I’d introduced her, had married days after our graduation from Holy Names College. Good Catholics that they were, Mary and Dave now had a year-old son. My child’s birth wouldn’t meet their Catholic-approved timing. In six months, I, too, would be a parent—though no one at my wedding shower knew it.


Attendees included friends from high school and college. Most of the Amigos Anonymous group, with whom I’d performed volunteer work in Mexico the summer of 1963, came too. The gifts of colanders, mixing bowls, and towels, when added to my parents’ cast-off furniture, were greatly appreciated and gave us the basics for our home.
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