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Magic first entered Pilars life on the day of her grandmothers funeral.

Ashes to ashes, dust to dustfor from dust you came, and to dust you shall return.

Pilar slowly crossed herself, powerless as she watched those last few seconds slip by irretrievably.

The archbishop made the blessing of the cross and scattered a handful of earth over the body of Gabriela Grenales, Pilars beloved nana.

When the time came for the coffin to be nailed shut, the stupor induced by all funerals gave way, if only momentarily, to a fearful buzzing from the onlookers: a collective realization that under the rule of death, everything that had gone unsaid would now remain forever so.

As the coffin was slowly lowered into the grave, a few damp clods of soil broke free and fell, with thumps and echoes, onto the lid. The sound was haunting, unforgettable; the deafening sound of death.

Across from her, a man dressed in black emerged from the knot of mourners, grasped one of the gardenia wreaths in his large hands, and stepped to the edge of the grave, then leaned over it as if intending to speak to the deceased. Instead, he gently tossed the wreath and watched it fall onto the coffin. At a glance, the offering could have been taken for a mere gesture of respect, but there was something in the mans measured manner in which a careful observer could read Bible-long volumes of grief; that, unlike the grave beside which he stood, could never be contained. Pilar saw a flash as he unfolded the handkerchief he was clutching and plucked out a tiny object that caught a glimmer of sunlight. He flicked the charm into the grave, to be buried for all time in darkness.

As soon as he turned to walk away, Pilar heard her mother, Cristina, say to no one in particular, Well, that has to be a first.

Pilar struggled back, if only momentarily, from the labyrinth of incoherent thoughts in which she had been lost.

What has to be a first, Mam?

Seeing a stranger at ones own mothers funeral.

All Pilar could manage in reply was a barely audible I see. Her mother seemed not to have noticed the shiny milagro that now adorned Gabrielas grave. Pilar wondered who the man was, and she knew Cristina was wondering, too.

In the distance, on the other side of the city, as if echoing the last words of Archbishop Mariano Fermn del ToroMay her soul rest in peacethe bells of the Caracas Cathedral began ringing for High Mass. It was April 15,2001, Easter Sunday.

Even from here Pilar could see, atop the balconies of the citys whitewashed houses, where terra-cotta materos hung brimming with red geraniums and emerald-green helechos, that perfect succession of scarlet-redbrick roof tiles, which gave Caracas both its picturesque colonial look and its quaint nickname, La Ciudad de los Techos Rojos. Distracted for a moment, she imagined some graceful seorita with lustrous black hair and vibrant red lips making her way slowly onto one of those balconies, where she would lean against a hand-carved column and gaze out at the sunset that bathed the valley in pink and red brushstrokes as the sun reluctantly commenced its daily descent behind vila Mountain.

This was where, twenty-six years before, Pilar Castillo had been born.


Her onyx eyes, a common trait in Venezuelan womena legacy of the centuries-old thankless Spanish rulewere painted on her face at an angle, and had she chosen to veil her face that day as some of the other women mourners had done in honor of tradition, she might easily have passed for a snake charmer. When Pilar was flustered, which was not often, her tentative gaze was what gave her away.

As she and her mother were preparing to leave the graveside, Pilar saw a handsome young man walking toward them. With his usual grace and polish, Rafael Uslar Mancera greeted both women and then turned to the younger, whose eyes tried hard to avoid his. He kissed her gently on the cheek and whispered to her, Lo siento mucho cario I know how much she meant to you.

When she heard his voice, Pilar thought of the saying Donde hubo fuego cenizas quedanFor where once there was fire, embers continue to burn.

Holding back tears and too overcome to speak, Pilar simply nodded in reply. Rafaels words had brought back so many feelings, even as they reminded her that the only person in the world who could have helped her sort them out was really and truly gone. Pilar had never felt more vulnerable.

Although her love for the woman whose wisdom had so often guided her life reached deeper than the roots of a ceiba tree, Pilar was self-conscious and rarely given to outward displays of emotion. In the end, she bade her last farewell to her grandmother from behind a mask of false serenity. In the pit of her stomach there stirred a bilious brew of helplessness of having to give in, once again, to the intransigence of death.

As they left the cemetery, Pilar fought to stay on her feet in her uncomfortably high heels, which in spite of her careful steps kept getting caught in the cracks of the rough cobblestones. It was then that she realized what an otherworldly departure this Sunday was from her usual Sundays in Chicago, and immediately she began to miss the routine of her life in that city shed never believed she would call home. Still, the image of the man with the shiny milagro stuck in her mind, as did the thought of the exhausting hours that lay ahead.


After the funeral, they went to Gabrielas house in the residential district of Los Rosales, which now seemed, like everything else Pilar had seen and felt over the past two days, to exist in another time. Upon entering the house, she was struck by an even stronger feeling, a sense that time never touched Venezuela at all, much less her family.

Hoping to avoid well-wishers, she crossed to the outside terrace, where she was met by an intoxicating mixture of scents: eucalyptus, orange blossoms, birds of paradise, and wine-red bougainvillea, denizens of the garden she had so often visited but so little appreciated when she was younger. Now, after her three years away amid the bustle of an American city, the sight and scent inspired in her an almost supernatural awe. Standing in the shadow of the mango tree, Pilar felt as if she were breathing in all the memories from her grandmothers past and thought that nothing smelled quite like nostalgia.

When she finally forced herself to go back inside, she felt a sliver of a smile unexpectedly play over her lips as she saw the black and white checkerboard floor on which, despite her nanas protestations, she had so loved to sit as a child. Such floors were a common feature in houses built in the early twentieth century by craftsmen who had left Spain for the New World; evocative of centuries-old homes in Barcelona and other Spanish cities, these expanses of marble were the only surfaces in the household not at the mercy of Venezuelas oftentimes infernal heat.

With her typical shynesssometimes mistaken, unfairly, for aloofnessPilar stood at the edge of the foyer by the main entrance and observed in silence as one person after another spoke to her mother, Cristina Knowles de Castillo. Cristina was Gabrielas only daughter, so everyone lined up to offer their condolences.


As visitors signed the guest book, Pilar considered for the first time how odd it was that her grandmother, who had always been at such pains to observe tradition, had never taken her husbands name. Rather than becoming Gabriela Grenales de Knowles, she had remained Gabriela Grenales. Pilar wondered how her grandfather Jonathan had felt about his wifes blatant and unusual refusal to assume his name and thus belong to him.

The deluge of callers persisted. There was the president of the art museum, whom Pilar overheard telling her mother that the museums board could never hope to have another member so dedicated as Doa Gabriela. Then came the ladies from the school of fine arts, followed by a small, well-behaved group of children of various ages who had had piano lessons with Pilars nana once a week. A distinguished-looking man and his wife identified themselves to Pilars mother as Seor Marcos Santoro and Seora Mara Antonieta Colmenares de Santoro; Seor Santoro recalled how Doa Gabriela had once promised to do whatever she could to help with the restoration of the then dilapidated national theater of Caracas. Through her many connections and her boundless determination, Gabriela Grenales had coaxed and prodded potential benefactors until the refurbishmenta project that everyone had thought nearly impossible not so many years beforewas complete and the restored theater spectacularly reopened. Pilar continued to eavesdrop as the effusive man recounted to the always aloof Cristina how Doa Gabriela, not content to stop there, had then worked with the Childrens Foundation on a campaign to encourage theatergoers to donate a portion of their ticket price to sponsor free performances for poor youngsters. Without her involvement, our Teatro Nacional would not be standing todayI can attest to that, Doa Cristina. We are going to miss her. These were Seor Santoros final words before he moved on, ceding his place to the long line of guests who stood behind him, all equally anxious to tell similar stories.

In the midst of so many strangers, Pilar was grateful for the presence of Ana Carla. Her older sister was charming and confident and, unlike Pilar, utterly extroverted. Having received inordinate amounts of attention from the day she was born, the young Ana Carla, like most children over whom everyone makes a fuss, was extraordinarily adept at performing before an audience. The result was a lifelong, almost preconditioned need to please others at all costs. Today, wearing a smile that lay somewhere between invitation and resignation, Ana Carla seemed to be the only one of them able to manage both the right manner and the right tone, speaking the precise words that would most touch each guest and make him or her feel as if it were his or her family, not Ana Carlas, that had suffered such a great loss.

Acknowledging her younger sisters presence near the door, Ana Carla lifted her head and smiled warmly in Pilars direction. Hugging guest after guest, she looked like a dancer performing movements that had been tirelessly rehearsed. Pilar returned the smile and once more admired the choreographed fluidity with which Ana Carla seemed always to move through the world around her.

From this vantage point, everything in her nanas house was just as she remembered it, except that the very high ceilings now appeared even higheralmost infinitein comparison with those in her apartment back in Chicago. Pilar thought about the apartment and wondered if her grandmother would have liked it. Her mother certainly did not approve.

When most of the visitors had left, Pilar at last entered the house, where the traditional ritual resumed with the beginning of the novena, nine straight days of solemn prayer aimed at ensuring that the soul of the deceased would enter Heaven in Gods good graces.

The living room and dining room were separated by an enormous arch that made both seem more grandiose than they really were. Each room was illuminated by an imposing teardrop crystal chandelier, the cleaning of which had been Nanas only self-assigned house chore: if anyone was to break these precious crystals, she used to say, she wanted it to be her. Before she commenced the meticulous cleaning of each and every teardrop, she would have Pilar obediently count, on her instructions, as she poured three drops of white vinegar into a small bowl of water.

Every month, Pilar would look forward to this little ritual, not for what it was the mere cleaning, after all, of two ceiling lampsbut for what it meant: to her, handling those small crystals was like being allowed to play with the queens jewels. Of course, that wasnt how her nana saw it. Over the years, Pilar had learned to appreciate her grandmothers trust in her. Whereas Gabriela delegated all the rest of the chores to her housemaids, her younger granddaughter was the only other person permitted to touch the delicate crystals whose reflection made her living and dining rooms shine like a palace. Remembering that now, staring at the chandeliers, Pilar smiled.

Shaking herself free of the memory, she continued on to her favorite room. No room in the house exuded greater propriety and respectability than the library. It was isolated from the rest of the house by a pair of elaborate frosted-glass doors with brass handles. The formality of the library was, like Pilars grandfather, undeniably English. With its built-in mahogany shelves holding hundreds of carefully arranged volumes, it had been Grandpa Jonathans sanctuary. Pilar noted the pendulum that still rested on the desk and fondly recalled the monotonous tick-tack that its polished lead marbles made from the moment they were touched to the instant the hypnotizing swaying stopped. She kept walking, avoiding everyone around her.

Suddenly, as if some border had been crossed, on leaving the library, the elegant European decor gave way, at the back of the house, to an almost mystical melange of colonial furniture, handmade Moorish rugs, and native paintings. Two of the most intriguing works hanging here were copies of the celebrated Gauguin paintings Nevermore and The Dream, which Nana had brought home with her from the Gauguin Museum in Tahiti after she and Grandpa vacationed on that island. Pilar remembered that when Ana Carla turned seventeen, Nana, just back from her trip, decided to throw her a big birthday party. But the star of the evening turned out to be Nana herself, who spent most of the party talking to anyone who would listen about her new paintings and the wonders of French Polynesia. How typical of her grandmother to have to share her bursting joy with everyone!

Even though Pilar had listened to her stories, the fuss Nana made over the two unframed pictures from Tahiti meant nothing to her at the time. But now, as she studied them, it occurred to her that just like some Latin American folk art, the two Gauguin replicas made an irresistible symbolic reference to native superstition. The background of Nevermore seemed to portray the ominous thoughts of the girl on the couch, rendering the painting much more than a simple nude. Even to the untrained eye, the work conveyed a sense of barbarian luxury overlaid by haunting fantasies of acts that were commonly considered sins.

The other picture, labeled Te Rerioa on a tiny gold plaque affixed to its frame, was no less intriguing. Pilar recalled Nanas remarking how strange it seemed that Gauguin should have chosen that title to mean The Dream, when in the native Polynesian a rerioa was really a nightmare. She felt certain, knowing how Nana had loved symbolism, that the names of these two paintings and their adjacent placement were no mere coincidence.

If all of the paintings in this part of the house departed from tradition, they nevertheless united a diverse array of elements that, when joined, created a uniquely graceful and dignified whole. This was also the impression given, at least to the casual observer, by Nanas two-houses-in-one. But the artworks emphasis on color had more than a decorative effect. By and large, the paintings offered philosophical reflections on the mysteries of life and the untamed fervor of emotional expression.

And just as art always revealed something about the soul of the artist, thought Pilar, this part of Nanas house seemed to harbor some unspoken secret. Like the shimmering colors on the canvases, these rooms held the traces of a mysterious life lived here. She thought of something Nana had once told her: Mi amor, people say a lot of things, but in the end, it is what they do that gives them away.

So it was, she suspected, with this house. While it was immediately apparent that the owner had had both good taste and a good sense for what things went well together, it was also obvious that stuffy English pieces and wild shrill-red paintings hanging above airy wicker chairs could never, no matter how skilled the hand of the decorator, truly blend.

The jarring contrast explained, at least in part, the person that Pilars mother had become. Pilar now felt sureor as sure as one can ever be about a parentthat at some point during her childhood, unable to reconcile her mothers and fathers two worlds, Cristina had decided that she must choose one over the other. Cristina, who always wore the same strand of pearls and always pinned her auburn hair tightly in a bun, who always selected her clothes according to both the weather and the occasion, did not resemble, in either manner or appearance, the rare mixture she might have been. Instead she had adopted her fathers austerity, thus distinguishing herself from both her mother and her younger daughter.

Before returning to the front of the house, Pilar regarded, one last time, the painted world of Nevermore, with all its bright surface and its hidden depths, its metaphorical yet real connection to the grandmother she had loved so dearly and now missed so much.

Just beyond the library, Pilar was met by the spectacle of a live gallery of older women, rosaries in hand, who now sat inside Nanas great room, piously repeating unending scores of prayers: nine Misterios Dolorosos composed of ten Ave Maras and one Gloria each. The leader chanted, Dale Seor el descanso eterno, and the others replied in the same monotonous murmur, almost on cue: Y brille para ella la luz perpetua. And perpetual light it would be, Pilar thought, for everyone who had ever met Gabriela Grenales knew that there was only one possible memory of her: life.

Pilar, where have you been? Arent you joining us for the novena?

Startled by the prying voice seemingly coming out of nowhere, she turned to see her mother standing behind her, just outside the library door. Not wanting to call attention to herself, Pilar had avoided actually entering the great room.

Id rather watch from here, Mam.

Every word spoken to her by her mother was like a spark charged with static, every conversation like a simmering pot of water that might come to a boil if not carefully watched.

After her fathers unexpected death when Pilar was twelve, no one was left to temper her mothers scalding anger. Pilar recalled the last time she saw him: she was still half asleep, and he kissed and hugged her and whispered softly in her ear, Hey, ladybug, dont forget how much I love you.

That night, he was taken to the hospital; she never saw him alive again. She had wept for days then, and now that she was again in the presence of death, her grief had been resurrected. She was surprised to find herself, after so long, once more mourning the absence of the man who had so brightened the early years of her life.

And here, still, was her mother. By her very presence, Pilar seemed always to be infringing on any number of her mothers countless personal rules, and to each trespass Cristina reacted as if it were the Original Sin.

With the wariness of one who has been scolded too often, Pilar crept past her mothers searing gaze and obediently joined the others in the great room.

But as she tried to negotiate her way through the group to join in the prayers, Pilar felt immediately and irreparably out of place. Even though she was dressed in a sober black pantsuit, she stood out in stark contrast to the women around her, all of whom were in full mourning. Some of them wore floor-length, wimple-style black dresses, their faces drawn with grief and covered by lace mantillas, the whisper-thin, ornate black veils that are traditionally worn as a sign of respect for the deceased.


The prayers did not end until late that night. Afterward, Pilar went back to her mothers house to sleep once more in her old room. It remained eerily unchanged, a reminder that she was expected in the near future to move back to Venezuela from Chicago.

She reached inside her suitcase and pulled out a cream-colored lace baby-doll nightgown she had bought in a lingerie store on Michigan Avenue. She smiled as she thought of Patrick making fun of her for wearing lace even in the middle of winter.

I cant help myself, shed told him.

I guess I cant complain, and besidesits gonna come off anyway, hed replied, laughing.

Its likeI see my mother watching me through the window to make sure I look feminine all the time.

Raising both his hands, Patrick had gazed up at the ceiling and ended the discussion with a mischievous, Its all your fault, Mrs. Castillo. I cant help myself, either. More laughter had followed.

It was hot and humid in her bedroom, so Pilar took off her black pantsuit and underwear and went to throw open the double windows. Because few houses have air-conditioning in Venezuela, windows are generally closed during the day to keep the heat out, then opened in the evening to admit the cooler night air.

Freed from their silver latches, the colonial windows revealed the backyard. The scents of the pomarosa and guava trees, baked all day by the equatorial heat, began to waft slowly into Pilars room, carried on the breeze.

Standing there, fully undressed, Pilar noticed her body for the first time in days. She thought about how Patrick would touch her if he were here. Before slipping her nightie over her head she traced, for a few seconds, ever so lightly, the contour of her breasts.

Finally she shook her long, thick black hair and tied it back in a ponytail. She didnt like putting her hair up, but she knew if she didnt shed have to fight with it all night.

Still too restless to sleep, she sat on her bed and picked up the phone. She wanted to call Patrick. Whats the code for the States again? she asked herself. She hadnt done this since she applied to graduate school at Northwestern and had to spend hours on the phone with the admissions counselor. She tried to remember: 0 for International; 01 for the U.S.; 312 for Chicago. As she was about to dial, a thought broke in: Not from here. She put down the receiver and tried to put Patrick out of her mind.

Looking around this room she had grown up in, she was struck by the incongruity of the enormous hand-carved mahogany bed that she had slept in for years. The very week Pilar turned fifteen, her mother had bought the bed, complete with Spanish lace-trimmed white bed linens, and informed her young daughter that this is where a seorita should sleep. Like most Latin mothers decisions, the purchase of the bed on which Pilar was now preparing to sleep had been a unilateral action about which there could be no discussion. In the end, Pilar had had no choice but to learn to like it. But on moving to Chicago, she had chosen a completely different style for herself. The decor in her small apartment was as modern and simple as this room at home was colonial and elaborate. Shopping for her own things had felt like being let loose inside a pastry shop filled with sweet temptations.

During her visit to Chicago the year before, Cristina had remarked sarcastically on the sparsely arranged modular furniture that her daughter had selected: Hija, is there anyplace I can sit, other than on this flat chair with no arms? And her opinions didnt stop there: she was similarly unimpressed with Patrick.


Unlike most people, Patrick Russo was exactly who he seemed to be. He was a naturally funny, attractive photographer who would eat a cheeseburger in two bites and then lick his fingers with pleasure. But he was not the kind of man Cristina wanted for her daughter, and she made that sufficiently clear to Pilar.

Pilar, por Dios, cant you see theres nothing more to him?

Even after her mother went back to Caracas, Pilar could still hear her saying, Why cant you be more like your sister?

Ana Carla was married and had two rambunctious boys, aged three and five. Their ta Pilar cared for them and spoiled them as if they were her own. Perhaps it was as close as she would ever get; sometimes, especially after visits such as this, she wondered if she would die a spinster. Would Patrick ask her to marry him someday? Or should she listen to her mother and come back to Rafael?

More confused than ever, Pilar decided to call Patrick after all. Just to hear his voice, she told herself.

She picked up the phone, dialed, and listened to it ring. No answer. He was probably in his darkroom, developing prints.

Then, finally, a click. Even though she knew it was just his voice mail, she got lost in his jovial greeting: Patrick herewell, not really, but if you wanna talk, just leave a number, and Ill catch you later. Hearing Patricks electronic self made Pilar realize how different he and Rafael were. Wouldnt it be great if I could blend the best of each of them into one perfect whole? she thought.

She didnt usually leave messages because she was too self-conscious about the sound of her own voice. This time, though, she opted for a brief Hey, its meI miss you before putting the receiver down. The instant she said the words, she felt insecure and began to wish shed just hung up instead. Oh, well.

Alone in her bed, she imagined herself in Patricks welcoming arms. She hugged her pillow and smiled. He always made her smile. She had never met anyone quite like himso unconventional, so charming but at the same time so real. His charm, unlike Rafaels, was never contrived; in fact, there was nothing contrived about him. She thought about how, almost the moment they met, he had started calling her Dimples, in honor of the delicate, nearly imperceptible little tucks that warmed the corners of her mouth whenever she smiled. Dimples, huh? she had asked, feeling a bit embarrassed by his attentions. She had liked him instantly. Yeah! Dimplesto remind you to keep smiling, he had told her, laughing that contagious laugh of his that began with a low peal in his throat and got louder and louder until she had no choice but to laugh with him.

But still Pilars mind would not rest. Thoughts of Rafael crept in, and she began to contemplate what life might be like with him. She remembered the long conversations they used to have, that feeling that she could talk to him forever. Then, too, Rafael was a promising young lawyer, and had always been her mothers choice. Without a doubt, life with Rafael would be very comfortable. But was that love? She wondered if she would ever be able to sort all this out. It seemed to her that the questions that most worried and confused her had grown even more complicated over the last couple of days.

She had already tried every trick she could think of to clear her doubt-ridden mindtiresome unpacking, reading, saying her prayersbut nothing seemed to erase the incoherent, choppy notions that floated in and out of her head, jumbled fragments of thought that could not be strung into a sentence but that nevertheless made her feel as restless as if they had been fully formed. Then she felt a sudden, stabbing pain, and images of her grandmothers funeral started flashing in her mind.

Emotionally, mentally, and physically exhausted (she had, after all, flown overnight to make it to the ceremony), she decided to force herself to sleep. But just as she was about to turn off the lamp on her nightstand, there was a knock on her bedroom door. It was her mother.


Pilar, before I forget, your nana wanted you to have this. Im sorry I did not give it to you earlier.

Cristina presented her with a heavy, handmade white brocaded box.

Do you know whats inside, Mam?

I have no idea. You know how Nana loved secrets. God knows what it could be.

Gracias, Mam. Then, Buenas noches.

Buenas noches, Pilar. Try to get some rest. Ive never seen you looking so pale.

Pilar regarded the box for a few minutes before opening it. How like Nana it was to prepare surprise gifts for others, even after she was gone. But why her? she wondered. Had Ana Carla gotten a box as well?

When at last she lifted the lid, Pilar was nearly overcome by the scent of Nanas sweet perfume, bringing a rush of warm childhood memories. She brushed her forehead with her fingers and began carefully to untie the red silk ribbon that bound the boxs contents: three books. With black leather covers and beveled spines gilt-stamped with Roman numerals and the initials GG, they seemed to her a treasure, relics in their own right.

Seeing her own name on an envelope at the bottom of the box made Pilar gasp and for a fleeting instant gave her the peculiar feeling that her grandmother was still alive. She ran her index finger across the writing and tried to imagine how and when her grandmothers graceful hand had held the calligraphy pen and formed the letters: Pilar. When she turned the envelope over, she saw that it had been sealed with red wax. The envelope, and the box itself, were meant for her and her alone.

Nana, she knew, had always had a reason for everything she did. Pilar suspected that she was about to embark on an unexpected journey for which she was in no way prepared. With uncharacteristic urgency, she tore open the envelope and began to read the letter inside, inscribed in her grandmothers beautiful handwriting.


September 9,1987

Mi querida nieta:

It has taken me years to begin.

The fact that you are reading this means that I have passed away. After my death, your mother has instructions to give you these books.

To your sister, Ana Carla, I have left the contents of my jewelry box. To you, my dearest granddaughter, I leave my diaries, the treasures of my heart.

When you have finished reading them, I know that you will have many questions. This is my intent, for it is only by asking yourself such questions and carefully considering the information you have that you will come to form your own opinions. Because they spring from the depths of the soul, difficult questions often possess a greater power than their actual answers.

I will do my best to satisfy your curiosity, to answer your unasked questions and share with you the meaning of our costumbres, those special ways of doing things that are so long established that they often carry the weight of law. This will help you understand why I did what I did and why I am choosing to tell you of it now.

You will want to know if your mother has any knowledge of what happened. She was only ten years old when these events occurred, and you may well imagine that the late discovery of the truth would be almost impossible for her to comprehend, much less accept, even with the benefit of time. I am sure it has not escaped your notice that your mother and I are two very different women. There is a reason for that difference.

Moreover, I am quite convinced that as my grandchild, by virtue of the position you occupy in my lifebeing removed by a generationyou will be better able to cope with certain kinds of information than your mother, who was directly affected by the events I will share with you.

Please do not let the less-than-admirable nature of some of these lessons dissuade you from further reading. Back then I was able to see the picture quite clearly, but not my own hand in creating it. For years I waited for a clue, a revelation that would impart to me the meaning of it all. And in fact, as I wrote the story down for you, I finally began to make some sense of it myself.

I am an old woman now and have nothing more to lose. I have resolved to share my story with you in the hope that you will choose to live a life of no regrets, because in the end it is you, no one else, who must live your own life.

Even if you are paralyzed by fear, even if you are reluctant to hurt others feelings, when you find your orchard of truth, you must find a way to enter it because if you dont, you will regret it for the rest of your days.

Con cario,
 Tu nana


When Pilar had finished reading, her eyes filled with tears. Nana was gone, but the letter had somehow brought her to life again and made the young woman feel as if she had one more chance to speak with the only person in the world who had ever really understood her. This thought gave her some peace.

She reread the letter several times and then, with trembling hands, folded it, tucked it back into its envelope, and placed both the envelope and the leather-bound volumes in the brocade box, which she hid, after a moments thought, under the ruffle of the bed. Curious though she was about the diaries, she had decided to put off reading them for now. She had a sense that whatever was in them might very well change her life forever.

And then, at last, she turned off the lamp and went to sleep in her oversized bed fit for a seorita.


Friday evening found Pilar getting ready for a small dinner party at the Uslars.

The invitation to dine with Rafaels family had been extended earlier in the week, after he and Pilar saw each other at Gabrielas funeral. It was accompanied by Rafaels requisite seductive disclaimers: he would, of course, understand if she could not find the time to come, but would be enchanted to see her if she could; he did not want to be selfish or to impose on her when she was here for such a short visit and when so many other friends surely wanted to express their condolences on her nanas death. But por favor, try, he added.

He had invited her mother and her sister as well: Ana Carla and her husband are welcome to join us, of course, he told her.

Pilar marveled at how easily and how rapidly, in her country, the simplest dinner invitation could expand into a fiesta. Even after living for several years in the States, where such formalities played little part in her life, she still felt inexplicably bound by them here.

She had confided to Rafael that with the stress of the funeral and her having to return to Chicago in a few days, it would be best if they could have a not-too-formal dinner limited to the Uslar family, herself, and her mother. In accepting his invitation, she was swayed once again by charm and protocol, only to realize, later, that she should have trusted her instincts in the first place and offered her regrets.

Ana Carla appreciated being included, but she said, Really, hermana, theres no need to put Doa Carolina to all that trouble. Much as Ana Carla loved to be involved whenever there was even the slightest hint of intrigue, she was also one of the most considerate people in the world. Pilar was grateful that her sister had declined, for she wanted to keep her visit to the Uslars as uncomplicated as possible. Ever since her arrival in Caracas for Nanas funeral, she had been spending most of her time trying to manage everyones expectations about her supposed return to Venezuela.

As she inspected her appearance one last time in the mirror, a voice in Pilars head told her to change out of her pants, which were both practical and very American, and put on a dress: What were you thinking? Showing up for a dinner party in pants! She scolded herself, while she changed, for giving in once again to Rafaels charm. Oh, well, its just for a couple of hours, she finally told herself, trying to settle her thoughts. She could hardly wait to get back to Chicago on Sunday, even though it meant returning to the dizzying frenzy of the newsroom at the Chicago Tribune, where she worked as a business reporter.

When they were about to leave the house, Cristina looked at Pilar, reproachfully shook her head, and said, Do you really intend to go out without wearing lipstick? Are you deliberately trying to ruin your chances with Rafael?

Not wanting to antagonize her mother, and confused about her own feelings for her former fianc, Pilar took a deep breath, went back up to her room and put on some lipstick, and came back downstairs to the front door. At that point, had she been able, she would have kept walking all the way to Chicago.

On the drive to the Uslars, Pilar had to admit to herself that she had accepted Rafaels invitation because, despite the fact that it was she who a few years back had broken their engagement, she still found him attractive and was disarmed by the ease with which he always seemed to insinuate himself into her life. She had to acknowledge, too, that deep down, she was afraid of disappointing her mother by making the wrong choice.

Pilar also thought about all the ties that bound their two families. Don Fernando Uslar had been her fathers dearest friend, and as the editor and publisher of El Nacional, one of Venezuelas leading daily newspapers, he had given her her first job as a reporter. Cristina and Rafaels mother, Carolina, were also good friends. Both women sat on the board of the Teresa Carreo Foundation for the Arts, one of the richest such endowments in Latin America.

It was when Pilar was in her second year at the Andrs Bello Catholic University that Rafael had embarked on a serious courtship of her that would culminate, a couple of years later, in a formal engagement. But long before that, their families had had an unspoken understanding that one day the two of them would be married.

Tonight, the moment she and her mother entered the Uslars house, Pilar was welcomed with open arms, hugs, and kisses by Rafaels amiable and beautiful sisters, Paulina and Mara Celeste. So happy to see you! said Mara Celeste, the younger of the two. How have you been, Pilar? Paulina asked fondly. I have heard great things about you from Doa Cristina. Pilar returned their kisses and hellos and prepared herself to greet the lady of the house.

Elegant as it undeniably was, Carolinas house barely escaped being ostentatious. Complementing the carefully chosen period furniture were oil portraits of every member of the owners immediate family, tastefully hung in prominent locations. Had any of them been even one square centimeter larger, Carolina could have been accused of being pompous.

Gracefully authoritative and always the perfect hostess, Carolina herself now emerged from the living room to greet her guests. If they had been anyone else, she would have waited for a servant to usher them in, but Pilar was, after all, Juan Carlos Castillos daughter, and to her, Carolina paid due respect.

By her manner alone, the matriarch made it clear that in the Uslar household, everything ran according to her seemingly benevolent directives, which must be unquestioningly obeyed. Rebellion was a word unfamiliar to any of her children. If she never seemed less than congenial, it was only because neither her daughters nor her son had ever given her any reason to be otherwise. For as long as Pilar could recall, everyone in this family, especially Rafael, had always done what Carolina said. Even her husband had no say in domestic matters: he and every other Latin man had learned early on, either instinctively or through painful experience, that there was no use in arguing with their women.

And so it was for all the family. Pilar knewshe remembered all too wellthat the other Uslars might as well be puppets, ready to be manipulated through the evenings elaborate choreography by Carolinas deft and commanding hands. Shed had ample proof, a few years back, that this woman would do anything within her power to ensure that her only son always got what he wanted. For this reason, Pilar, rather than feeling the feigned warmth that Carolina made a show of exuding when she came to greet her at the door, sensed instead the chill of the seoras shrewd appraisal.

But disguising her own reaction, in keeping with the etiquette of the occasion, Pilar said, So happy to see you, Doa Carolina, and returned her hostesss welcoming smile.

I am so glad you could come, Pilar. You look wonderful.

Muchas gracias, Doa Carolina. You look very well, too.

Pilar now wished that Ana Carla had accompanied them to divert attention from her. She was already tired of all these tedious pleasantries, and the evening had hardly begun.

Once they were all in the living room, Pilar noticed for the first time how much Rafael had come to resemble his father. Both men had an almost polished complexion the color of nutmeg, and slicked-back, blue-black hair. Like his father, Rafael was tall enough to be called handsome, though not so tall that he could pass for distinguished. From his mother, he had inherited an appreciation for elegantly tailored, impeccable clothes.

But it was not only Rafaels appearance that made people take notice; he also had a magnetic personality that drew others to him. And his every movement suggested that he was not unaware of his appeal.

In observing Rafaels father, Pilar immediately identified the source of all his sons charm. Nana used to say that superficial charm could be tested, and Pilar was about to see that firsthand.

Seor Uslar had a reputation for marital infidelities, which everyone in their circle knew about but no one ever mentioned. Hearing the sweet nothings that flowed so effortlessly from his lips, Pilar wondered why perfectly accomplished women of her mothers generation put up with such insolent behavior from their childlike husbands. If you want to have a lasting marriage, you need to learn to pass lightly over things like that: this was Cristinas answer when Pilar once asked her why.

She could tell by the way her mother looked at Rafael that
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