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Epigraph

I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN
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Foreword by Margaret Atwood

I’m Margaret Atwood, the author of The Handmaid’s Tale and its sequel, The Testaments. This novel’s live launch worked with Equality Now to inform a wider audience about the challenges facing women’s rights worldwide.

Equality Now is an international organization that labors to change restrictive, unfair, and sometimes lethal laws governing women and girls. Their Testaments-related campaign is titled “Gilead Is a Global Reality.” It outlines the many instances—from sexual violence to lack of reproductive rights and protections to exclusion from education—in which the practices and laws in the fictional Republic of Gilead mirror those in real states. This is not surprising, because the details in my two books featuring Gilead, as well as those in the television series, came from reality in the first place. 

As Equality Now knows too well, the story of Belén is not an isolated miscarriage of justice. Being jailed for having had an abortion when, in fact, you’ve had a miscarriage—this plotline could have come right out of the pages of Gilead. So could an incident that happened earlier in 2019, when a woman who lost her baby because another woman shot her in the stomach was then charged with manslaughter for endangering the baby by getting into a fight. Alabama thought better of this travesty, but the laws there enabled such a ridiculous charge. In some parts of the United States—a country viewed so long during the Cold War by many others as a bastion of freedom, democracy, and fairness—laws specific to women are hurtling backward as fast as the lawmakers can manage. Not incidentally, the removal or denial of women’s right to equality and fairness has been a feature of every totalitarian regime I can remember.

* * *

Here are a couple of things I’ve been pondering:

1. Democracy depends on the idea that government is based on the consent of the governed. But in the case of women and girls of reproductive age, this has never been the case. Why not? Because this population segment is always in the minority; it’s outnumbered by men and by women who are no longer of reproductive age. So the laws about women’s fertile bodies are always controlled by people who are not fertile women. If these laws were based on the consent of the governed, only those subject to them would be allowed to vote on them.

2. Restrictive reproductive laws that force women and girls to give birth unwillingly to infants they can’t afford, or to retain fetuses that may kill them, or to carry dead babies until they abort spontaneously, are instances of the state requisitioning citizens’ bodies for state purposes, whatever those purposes may be called. The equivalent for men is conscription into the army. But even though you may not wish to be in the army, once you are in, your food, clothing, lodging, and medical care are covered by the taxpayer. Has any state offered to supply similar goods and services to women and girls pregnant against their wills? Not to my knowledge. They want to force women to give birth and also to incur the expense of pre-natal and post-natal care. If states are serious about the ownership of women’s bodies and about forcing women to give birth against their wills, they ought to pay for this imposed service. Gilead does. 

3. Could it be that the criminalization of reproductive-rights practices is a profit-making scheme? In what places are there prisons-for-profit? Is there a correlation between this form of quasi slavery and restricted reproductive rights? I’d be interested to find out.

* * *

In Argentina—which provided some of the real-life practices embedded in The Handmaid’s Tale, notably the baby stealing carried out under the generals—Belén’s plight had a spotlight shone upon it, forcing a review and ultimately an acquittal. But this happened only after years of suffering on Belén’s part, and then only due to a massive protest against the denial of proper due process to this woman by a group of activists determined to reverse this instance of bad justice. (In this way, at least, Argentina is not Gilead: Gilead would not tolerate such a protest.) 

* * *

How many other Beléns are there in the world? How many women have died because they were afraid to go to a hospital while miscarrying, terrified that they would be charged with murder? How would we know? As so often when it comes to women, injustices are hidden from view, buried in silence and euphemism. We owe a debt of gratitude to those who uncovered this one injustice, at least. 
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Station Stories

In train stations, there are many people hiding stories we aren’t always prepared to hear.

A woman in her thirties is at a clothing stall in the Constitución neighborhood of Buenos Aires. She wears her long, straight hair tied back and a pink bandana around her neck. April sales have been slow because of the economic crisis, freeing her up to watch the congressional debate about legalizing abortion on her cell phone. When Soledad Deza starts talking about the Belén case, she turns up the volume.

“I live in Tucumán. I’m a lawyer and a feminist from the province where Belén was imprisoned for twenty-nine months for abortion after she miscarried in a hospital. Later, the women’s movement helped free her.” Marina, the salesperson in the next stall, is listening and says:

“I didn’t realize that had happened in your province. Poor girl. Did you know her?”

“No. Big place and all,” replies the young woman, who has started going by her real name again—the one she was arrested under about four years ago—after moving to Buenos Aires. Here in Buenos Aires, no one knows she is Belén.

The woman is waiting for her shift to end so she can meet her lawyer, Soledad, who has brought her a copy of the final disposition issued by the Supreme Court of Tucumán, exonerating her of the charges for which she spent two years in prison in the outskirts of San Miguel de Tucumán. Belén needs this document because, according to the National Registry of Recurrence, she still has a criminal record. If she doesn’t get it expunged, Belén may have a hard time finding a better job.

Around that time of the afternoon, in the same room in Congress where Soledad spoke earlier that day, abortion opponents now take the stand. The lawyer Máximo Fonrouge, president of the Buenos Aires bar association, underscores the rights of flora and fauna to be protected, extending to embryos the same rights as trees and animals. He also mentions hedonistic temptation.

Soledad is waiting for her on the corner of Avenida Callao and Avenida Rivadavia, outside the Congressional Palace. If there’s one thing Belén doesn’t like about this city, it’s crowds, but she enjoys seeing girls sporting green bandanas and glitter. When she meets Soledad, some women walking beside her stop to say hello.

“Did they recognize me? I’m not ready for people to know who I am yet.”

Soledad laughs and tells her to relax.

“No, sweetie. They’re saying hello to you because we’re all happy and we’re all saying hello.”

The other women congratulate Soledad for her presentation in Congress. They also mention the speech that the author Claudia Piñeiro gave before her. Belén stays quiet, listening. Several of them are talking about her case.

Soledad moves away from the group and says, with a big smile:

“Listen, sweetie, the reason abortion rights are on the table right now is in part thanks to you. Your case made it possible for abortion to be debated in Argentina.”

Then they immediately snap a selfie with the final disposition, a picture neither of them will upload to social media but that they both save to their cell phones.

Belén doesn’t stay long. She doesn’t want to miss her train to Lomas de Zamora, the Buenos Aires suburb where she’s been living for the past two years.

It’s getting chilly. On the platform, her phone dings with a message from her boyfriend:

“Let me know when you’re close and I’ll come meet you at the station. I made guiso de arroz.”

The date is April 12, 2018.
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An Ordinary Woman

The Supreme Court of Tucumán ordered Belén’s release in August 2016, almost three years into her prison term. This was only possible thanks to Soledad Deza, the Tucumán-based lawyer who took on her case after finding out by chance three months earlier that a woman had been imprisoned for a miscarriage. The woman had been sentenced to eight years for homicide aggravated by the closeness of the perpetrator’s relationship to the victim. Six months later, the same Supreme Court acquitted Belén.

Since Belén’s release, almost no one who followed her case knows where she is. She is cited in abortion debates, and a brief statement she made was featured in a documentary. But a part of her story remains unknown.

Belén has shared her whereabouts only with her family and a small group of people who supported her throughout her trial and subsequent release. One of these people is Soledad Deza.

There is a story here that needs to be told. I need to know what happened to Belén, what happened in the province where she was sentenced, and what happened to the women who helped set her free.

With this in mind, I begin to write about a case that only a handful of people who live in the very country where it unfolded still remember. Because no one was talking about abortion back in 2016, and because there was never a face for them to accuse or defend. Only a name: Belén. And a lot of questions.

Why does she insist on remaining anonymous? How did a miscarriage land her in pretrial detention for close to three years? Why did her case have greater impact internationally than in the country where it occurred? How did she go from a murder conviction to a full acquittal? Where is Belén?

In two of the handful of interviews Belén gave while in prison and following her exoneration, she mentioned wanting to write a book about her experiences.

“So that people will realize I’m just an ordinary woman, not a murderer, not the monster I’ve been made out to be.”
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Soledad

Like a story written in reverse, I remember the day Belén was released and her lawyer’s explanation for why she was unjustly imprisoned.

Unlike God, who is said to serve in the capital, Soledad Deza practices law in San Miguel de Tucumán. It isn’t easy to find a moment for the two of us to talk. When Soledad isn’t teaching or leading workshops, she’s counseling women on issues of gender-based violence or cases in which their reproductive rights were disrespected. It’s December when I decide to write this book, and my sense of urgency has to adjust to reality. Another woman has been unjustly detained, and for a week Soledad’s life is once more on hold. Her friend Larisa Moris, with whom she shares a teaching load and a law practice, has asked for Soledad’s help with one of her students’ mothers. The mother had hurt her partner in self-defense. Now she is under arrest while he is free. And Cecilia, Larisa’s student, wants her mother to be able to attend her graduation. There’s no time to lose.

Soledad doesn’t sleep. She sweeps the city for evidence and contacts. She files claims.

The woman is released a week later, and although she didn’t get to put on the dress they’d bought for her to wear at Cecilia’s graduation, at least her daughter was able to attend her own dinner.

This is what Soledad’s life, and that of the women around her, is like.

Fundación Mujeres x Mujeres (the Women for Women Foundation), of which Soledad is president, is located on the first floor of a low building in a central Tucumán neighborhood. The first thing you see when you step inside is the image of a woman bending her arm with her hand in a fist and the words WE CAN DO IT. The rest of the decor consists of regional artifacts, a lot of color, and framed news clippings and photos of protestors demanding Belén’s release. The mask Belén wore the day she was set free sits on Soledad’s desk.

Soledad is short and slender. The smile on her face telegraphs her kindness and a great sense of humor, which seems to be another one of her weapons.

I start by asking about her past. I want to know when she decided to become the keeper of justice for women. Was it in high school, maybe? Something in her family history? As if there were some magical moment when a person transforms into something else, as if some multicausal behavior or flash of epiphany could turn someone into a superhero or heroine. Soledad challenges my hypothesis. She tells me she went to a traditional school in Tucumán, “but see, I was in the rugby club. I was honestly a bit shallow.” She graduated in law from the National University of Tucumán and started a legal firm with a colleague.

Eventually, the two partners dissolved their legal practice due to disagreements over their views on gender issues.

And when did she begin advocating for women’s rights? “Nothing unusual there, either. I wanted to do a postdoc in Buenos Aires, so I started looking into my options. In the end, I had to choose between two master’s programs. I chose the one on gender studies at the Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences. But I could’ve gone for something else. That’s where my interest in gender issues began. And kept growing.”

I get the sense she’s holding back. Taking on a case like Belén’s the way she did, and in a province like Tucumán, can’t just be chalked up to a master’s program in Buenos Aires. Or maybe it can, but I keep pushing.

“Something happened, and it made me swear I would never let anyone else go through what I did. I had an illegal abortion. The whole thing took me by surprise. This can happen to any woman. My dad’s a well-known doctor, a university professor. He was traveling at the time. So I went to the kind of place where no one on earth would feel safe. You can imagine what it was like. Suddenly, I was experiencing illegality and its many consequences. The moment when you feel you’ve lost your autonomy, then all your rights, all of them, are suspended. I’ve never talked about it, you know? But my kids are all grown-up now. That experience was a huge motivator. Why are women put through that? If it was awful for me, then what must it be like for women who don’t have the resources? Something inside me woke up. I might never get any rest, but I would do something for women’s rights. No one deserves to be treated that way.”

She starts telling me how she found out about Belén’s case. I ask her to check if Belén would agree to see me.

A week later I get a WhatsApp message from Soledad.

“I spoke to Belén. She has your number. She’s going to get in touch in a few days. She’s happy to talk. Good luck with the book!”
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Hi, It’s Me, Belén

I finally set off to meet the protagonist of our story. Belén still uses a pseudonym to communicate with strangers. Although the people in her past and her present know her by her real name, they don’t always know she is Belén.

I receive a WhatsApp message that says: “Hi, Ana. It’s me, Belén.” I’d wanted to hug her for so long. Now I finally get to see her face. She’s beautiful. I don’t know how I’d imagined her looking before, but from then on I put a face to every minute Belén lived through until the moment she set foot in the hospital. I’m not sure how to add her to my contacts. Should I use her real name as a decoy or another pseudonym altogether? I do what feels most logical. I save her in WhatsApp as Belén. This is how she introduced herself to me. This is how we came to know her. This is how she still wants to be known.

We agree to meet at her workplace. When most people are on holiday for carnival, Belén is working twelve-hour shifts at the clothing stall. It’s sweltering. The twists and turns of life: I take the same bus line as I did the first time I left the house after recovering from abortion-induced PTSD. Number 12. And I get off at the same stop where I sent a text message that said: “I’m so happy. I managed to ride the bus. This is freedom.”

There are a ton of clothing stalls at the street corner Belén mentioned: men’s, women’s, and children’s apparel. I can’t see her. I shoot her a text, and she tells me there’s an orange dress hanging at the entrance.

I finally find the orange dress and her standing next to it. Even though we recognize each other by sight, I wait until I’m within arm’s reach before quietly asking if she is Belén. She says yes. We hug.

I’ve brought her a book as a present. I’d wanted to get her a copy of Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own but hadn’t been able to find it, so instead I give her Good Night Stories for Rebel Girls. Later I would learn she preferred novels and poetry.

She tells me about her past few months in Buenos Aires. About some of her disappointments. She doesn’t want to be pressured into revealing her real identity.

Soon after, I head out to get us a snack. Croissants and churros. She likes churros best.

“You have no idea how crazy I am about these things. The prison inspectors confiscated them because they were scared people would smuggle in drugs or weapons. By the end, they’d eased up a bit and started letting me eat a couple of churros. I was lucky. Some women were really nice to me in prison.

“Soledad mentioned you want to write a book. Tell me about it. I like the idea. I just don’t want anyone harassing my family. Can you believe they’re still being harassed? They’ve been through enough.”

I ask her about the book she’s writing.

“I filled four whole notebooks with everything I’ve lived through. One Sunday when I was alone at home I went into the backyard and burned them one by one. I wanted all the suffering I’d experienced throughout those three years in prison to go up in smoke. I hoped it would help me burn that past and move on.”
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Alfeñiques and Hamburgers

I had a job lined up when I moved here from Tucumán. At a textile-printing factory. I love design and used to make clothes for a living, both in prison and after I was released. But the factory closed a few months after I got here. Then I took every job under the sun at the train station. I was a waitress, a salesperson at a couple of clothing stalls. But then at one point I wound up needing health insurance, so when the manager of a cleaning business offered me a job I said yes. It wasn’t a great job, but at least I got paid every month. Then one of the other employees started disrespecting me. I won’t take abuse ever again. So I quit, and since everyone around here knows me, they offered me a job at this stall. I like the clothes, but they don’t sell. I don’t know what’s going to happen.

I really wanted to go to the National Women’s Conference last year, but it was too far away. This year I found out it’s taking place in La Plata, and I’d like to attend. Will you come with me? We could go with Soledad.

The thing I most miss about Tucumán is my family. I dream of getting to hug my mother again, my sister and nieces. I haven’t seen my mom since I left Tucumán. Another thing I miss are alfeñiques, those chewy sweets made with molasses, and molasses alfajores. If you ever go to Tucumán, you have to try a real milanesa sandwich. They’re nothing like the ones you get here. The sandwiches are huge and the lettuce is sliced really thin. They’re delicious.

The thing I don’t miss is people talking about things they know nothing about. Since moving here there have been dozens of times when I was convinced I wouldn’t get ahead, but whenever that happened my boyfriend would say, “You can do it, you’ve been through a lot worse, of course you can do it.”

I hadn’t seen him since high school. When he heard what happened to me, he reached out to my family and said he wanted to see me. I didn’t want him visiting me in prison. I didn’t like anyone visiting me in prison. Can you imagine? No one enjoys being locked up. Then, people who see you there might just think you’re a criminal. That’s why I didn’t want him to come visit.

My favorite thing about Buenos Aires? You’re going to laugh. The hamburgers. Sometimes I go all the way from my house [in Lomas de Zamora] to Constitución just to eat a delicious hamburger from this one restaurant. In prison we never got hamburgers.
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I’ll Help in Any Way I Can

“Did I tell you I was in a documentary? I just heard it’s going to be screened at Cannes. It was really hard to say yes, but I want to help in any way I can. The one thing I asked them was not to show my face or my name.”

It’s a freezing cold May day in Buenos Aires in 2019 when Juan Solanas’s Let It Be Law is screened at the Cannes festival. International media is talking about the Belén case again. Along with the story of Ana Acevedo—a young woman who died after being denied access to a legal abortion and therefore the chemotherapy she needed to treat her cancer—Belén’s is one of the most influential.

That same day, Belén decides she wants to buy a blanket because hers burned in a small fire at her house.

“See you tomorrow? Besides buying a blanket, I’d like to visit El Rosedal park.”

Belén is invited to a private screening of the film at the Library of Congress a month later. It’s being held for the representatives who helped draft the new bill, people involved in the National Campaign for Legal, Safe, and Free Abortion in Argentina (which we’ll call the National Campaign for Abortion), and anyone who took part in some way. Belén asks me to go with her. Just a few hours before the screening, she calls to say she isn’t feeling well and can’t make it. She wants me to attend and tell her about it.

It’s a good documentary. It shows a part of the story a lot of people are in denial about: the fact that illegal abortions primarily affect women who are poor. In the movie, Belén is in shadow and her face isn’t visible, per her request. All we get is her voice, which takes the form of a desperate cry.

Most of the women interviewed in the documentary, which delves into the underworld of clandestine abortions, appear again at the end of film when they say with a smile: “Let it be law.”

But Belén doesn’t. Her silhouette in the dark, her voice, her pain, and her story are all she agreed to share. And it’s plenty. But the bright side of her is missing. She’s more than her experiences, more than that cry. I mull it over, talk to her and then to Victoria Solanas, the film’s executive producer. Maybe that’s the first step: her saying on the big screen, “Don’t forget what I was put through.” The time for her to tell the whole story will eventually come. 
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The Real Story

It’s been five months since our first meeting. Across conversations in El Rosedal, on the phone, in the train station, and through numerous interviews and archival visits, we’ve reconstructed her story. It’s a holiday, just as it was the first time we met. I’m reminded of what Belén said to me that day, about how she burned everything she had written.

“Are you sure you want this book to be published?”

“Yes, I think I need help closing this chapter, so I can leave behind the worst thing that ever happened to me. I need someone to speak out about what actually happened. I left Tucumán because the press kept saying all kinds of things about me. Doing horrible things. They broadcast a picture of a dead fetus next to my file on TV. They said whatever popped into their minds. I didn’t want my name getting out, and they released it anyway. Are you going to publish my real name?”

“Of course not,” I reply.

“Some people called to look into me, wanting to know if I’d experienced gender-based violence, if my family was responsible for anything. I don’t know where they get these ideas from. Don’t they realize how awful it was for me? It’s like they want to make up news about me, as if what they’ve already made up isn’t enough.

“Yes, I want you to write the book. I want you to
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