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Chapter 1: The Red Light​​
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The caretaker opens the front door and steps aside. The hallway stretches long and bright, lit from above through skylights fitted with diffusing panels to protect the canvases. Paintings line every wall. Valentina has been to her grandparents’ house before, many times, but today they seem to have multiplied, as if in the years since her grandfather, the famous painter Ricardo, died and the paintings have crept from the formal rooms into the corridors, claiming the spaces between doors where no one would think to hang a landscape of the Bogotá savanna. The house was built for this — designed around the work of one man — and now that the man is gone the work has inherited the architecture completely, water filling a vessel when the stone inside it is removed.

Valentina carries a camcorder in a padded bag over one shoulder and a canvas tote on the other. Inside the tote: the things she has taken from the closets. Not stolen. Grandmother Julia Inés, whom everyone calls Tita, gave her the key weeks ago, waved her toward the back of the house with a vague gesture that meant both go ahead and don’t tell me what you find. She had gone through the storage rooms alone over three afternoons, kneeling on cold tile, choosing carefully. Photographs. A notebook in a hand she did not recognize. Share certificates from a flour mill, creased where they had been folded and unfolded and folded again. And the book. Juan Delgado Padilla’s typescript, bound in dark blue, the frontispiece portrait of a white-haired man in a formal suit holding a pocket watch, painted by the same artist whose landscapes line every wall of this hallway.

She finds the sitting room. It is small — the smallest room in the house, tucked beside the bedroom — and it is not a museum room. The museum rooms are elsewhere, behind the ropes and the brass plaques. This room has a sofa with a worn cushion, a coffee table, a standing lamp with a shade gone slightly yellow. One of Ricardo’s paintings on the wall, smaller than the others: a study of evening light on a courtyard wall, half-finished or deliberately spare. The brass plaque on the frame says Maestro Gómez Campuzano — the name Julia Inés uses in public. And in the chair beside the window, already waiting, already watching the door — Julia Inés.

She is eighty-four. She is small. Her hands rest in her lap, one over the other, and she does not get up. Her greeting comes in a voice that still carries the slow vowels of Pasto, not the crisp Bogotá cadence of the women Valentina knows from the university, but something rounder, warmer, held further back in the throat. Come in, come in. Sit. Do you need anything?

Valentina sets the camcorder on the coffee table and unzips the bag. She does not rush. She has waited more than two years for this afternoon — two years of asking, of being deflected with tea and conversation that circled the subject without arriving, of Julia Inés saying yes and then calling the next morning to say perhaps not yet, perhaps when the weather changes, perhaps next month. And now she has said yes again, and this time she has not called.

The camcorder is a Sony, compact enough to rest on its side on the table between them, the small lens pointed at Julia Inés’s chair. Valentina tilts it, checks the angle through the viewfinder. Julia Inés watches the equipment with the careful neutrality of someone who has made a decision and is not entirely sure of it.

“Whenever you’re ready, Tita.”

Julia Inés does not answer this directly. Her eyes move to the canvas tote, still closed on the sofa beside Valentina. She has not been told what is inside. This is the method — Valentina thinks it is her own invention, though she does not have a name for it yet: bring the past to the present, one object at a time, and let the object do the asking.

She reaches into the bag and places the first photograph on the table, face up, between them.

“Tell me what you remember when you see this photograph.”

Julia Inés looks at it for a long time. Her breathing does not change. Then her right hand comes forward and turns the photograph a quarter-turn, adjusting its angle on the table, straightening a picture on a wall. Her fingers rest on its edge.

The red light is on. The tape is running.

⁂

La Torrecilla del Peñol, Pasto — c. 1908

WHAT SHE REMEMBERS first is the cold.

Not the cold of Bogotá, which she will learn later — the thin, civil cold of the capital that slips through windowpanes and is defeated by a good coat. This is the cold of three thousand meters. The Andean cold that lives in stone and in the ground and rises through the soles of your shoes before the sun has cleared the ridge. It is the cold of La Torrecilla, the estate where her father was born and where she was born thirty-three years after him, though she does not know numbers yet, only that the house is old and that her father and the house belong to each other in a way she cannot name.

The house is stone and whitewash, thick-walled, with a courtyard open to the sky where frost collects on the flagstones before dawn. The tile roof is red — or was red, before years of Andean rain turned it the color of dried blood. The rooms are large and dark and smell of tallow and eucalyptus and something else underneath, the smell of walls that have absorbed a century of cooking fires and never released it. Her mother’s room is the warmest because her mother has claimed the one room with a fireplace, and the children gravitate there in the early mornings, all five of them arranging themselves on the bed and the floor and the single good chair.

Her father fills doorways. This is the first thing she knows about him — not his face, not his voice, but how a space changes when he stands in it. He is taller than anyone in the house. Broad across the shoulders, always arriving, always taking up more room than was there before he entered. When he crouches down to her level his knees crack and his hands — large, dry, warm — come to rest on her shoulders as if testing whether she is real. His eyes at her height are the color of the coffee her mother drinks in the mornings. He smells of wool and tobacco and the dust of the road from Pasto.

He is leaving again. She knows this not by announcement but by the quality of movement in the house. The trunks by the front door. Her mother’s silence at breakfast, different from her ordinary silence in the way that a held breath is different from a breath. Juan and Roberto are too old to cling and too young to help, so they stand in the corridor being useless, which is what boys do in the presence of departures they cannot prevent. Chava sits on a trunk and will not move until someone lifts her off it. Maruja holds Tita’s hand.

At the gate, her mother stands with both hands on the iron rail. She does not wave. She watches. Her mother is small — Tita will be small too, this is already known — but she stands at that gate as if she were the gate itself. Fixed. Upright. Certain that something will come back through it because she is there to receive it.

Papacito crouches one last time. His knee on the cold ground. His hand on the back of Tita’s head, cupping the skull like something that might break. He says something she will not remember, or will remember only as warmth — a vibration in his chest when she presses her face against the rough wool of his coat. Then he is standing and moving and the horse is brought around and the man who fills doorways is mounted on it, above her, enormous against the white sky. And then he is not.

Doña Isabel’s hand finds Tita’s. The gate does not close.

⁂

Pasto — 1909–1912

WHAT A CHILD KNOWS about absence is this: the shape it leaves.

The chair at the head of the table stays where it is. No one moves it. No one sits in it. No one mentions it. Tita eats her meals facing that chair and understands, without anyone explaining, that the empty place is not the same as no place. It is held. Her mother holds everything — the house, the haciendas, the money that comes and does not come, the letters that arrive and are taken to her mother’s room where the door closes and does not open for an hour.

They are in the Pasto house now, not La Torrecilla. The town house is smaller than the estate but closer to the markets, closer to the people Doña Isabel needs in order to do whatever it is she does all day with the ledgers and the men who come to the front room and leave with their hats in their hands.

Doña Isabel runs everything. No one uses this phrase. No one needs to say what is visible from every corner of the house. Before the children wake, she is already dressed, her hair already pinned, her back already straight. She is up. She speaks to the cook and the hacienda manager and the man from the notary’s office, and she speaks to each in a different register — not because she is dishonest but because she has understood, with five children and an absent husband, that different people hear different things.

One morning Tita watches through the crack in the door as the hacienda manager arrives. He is a large man, broad in the way her father is broad, and he carries account books under one arm. Her mother receives him in the front room. She does not sit. She stands with her back to the window, very straight, and she says: “The wheat harvest.”

“Below expectations, Doña Isabel.”

“How much below?”

He opens the ledger. He gives her numbers. She listens without moving, and when he is finished she says: “And the irrigation channel we discussed?”

“It would require—”

“I know what it would require. How much?”

He tells her. She is quiet for a moment, and in that silence Tita sees something she will recognize only later, when she is older: her mother doing mathematics in her head, balancing one cost against another, deciding which risk to take. Then Doña Isabel says: “We will do it. Begin in the dry season. I will speak to the bank.”

The manager nods. He takes his hat. He leaves. Her mother stands at the window for a long time after he is gone, looking at nothing Tita can see.

Other children ask where her father is.

In the street, coming back from Mass. In the courtyard of someone else’s house where the children play while the mothers visit. The question comes from a boy whose name she will forget, blunt without cruelty: Where is your papá?

Tita does not know what to say. Not because the answer is secret — though perhaps it is — but because she does not have the answer. She has only the shape. She looks at the boy. Her throat tightens. Her hands go cold. She wants to say something, anything, but the words are not there, and the boy is still looking at her, waiting, and the other children have stopped playing to watch.

She says nothing.

The boy shrugs and goes. The other children go with him. Tita stands alone in the courtyard, her face hot, her hands still cold, understanding for the first time that other children have fathers who are present, who come home at night, who do not leave shapes at empty tables.

She asks her mother that night. Where is Papá.

Her mother is brushing Maruja’s hair. The twins sit on the edge of the bed, Chava already done and braided, Maruja wincing at the tangles near her nape. The brush does not stop.

“He is away on business,” her mother says. The bristles catch a knot and Maruja flinches. “He will come back when his business is finished.”

Tita knows this is not a lie. It is not the truth either. It is what mothers say when truth and lies both fail.

Months pass. School, Mass, the courtyard, her mother’s closed door, the hacienda reports, the meals facing the empty chair. Then one evening she is in the corridor outside her mother’s room. Not listening at the door. Not yet. Just there, because children are drawn to closed doors like water is drawn downhill.

Through the door she hears her mother’s voice, speaking to someone — the man who brings letters, perhaps, or someone from Bogotá — and the voice is low and controlled and uses a word Tita has never heard.

Brazil.

She does not know what it means. She knows it is a place, like Bogotá is a place and Quito is a place, because of how her mother says it. Not as a word but as a location. Something with distance. Somewhere a person could be, and was.

She holds the word in her mouth like a communion wafer at Sunday Mass, letting it dissolve without chewing. She does not ask about it. Something in the quality of the silence after the door opens tells her this word is not hers yet.

Not yet.

⁂

Julia Inés has not touched the photograph again. It lies between them on the coffee table, angled as she left it, while she talks about something else — a street in Pasto, a neighbor’s garden, the particular green of moss in the rainy season. She circles. Valentina has learned, in the ninety minutes they have been sitting together, that the circles are not evasions. They are the architecture of how Tita thinks. Everything connects to everything, and the shortest path between two memories passes through a neighbor’s garden and a specific quality of light.

Valentina reaches into the tote again. This time she brings out a small photograph, sepia-toned, the edges soft with age. Three young girls in dark uniforms stand in front of a white building. The building is massive, blank-faced, institutional. A convent.

Julia Inés’s hand stops in mid-gesture. Her eyes go to the photograph and stay there.

“Quito,” she says. Just the word. The city’s name like a stone dropped into still water.

Valentina places the photograph on the table beside the first one. She says nothing. She waits.

Julia Inés picks up the photograph. Her thumb rests on one of the three girls — the smallest, at the left edge of the frame.

“The Colegio de la Providencia,” she says. Her voice has gone quieter, flatter, as if the air has been pressed out of it. “We were there for three years. Maruja, Chava, and I.”

She sets the photograph down but does not let go. Her index finger traces the outline of the white building.

“It smelled of soap,” she says. “Always. Everywhere.”

The tape runs. Outside, somewhere in the house, a clock marks the quarter hour.

⁂

Quito — c. 1910–1912

THE CONVENT IS WHITE and enormous and smells of soap.

Not the rough soap of Pasto, brown and grainy, that her mother buys from the woman at the market who wraps it in old newspaper. This is a different soap — pale, astringent, faintly chemical — and it is everywhere: in the stone corridors, in the refectory, in the sleeping hall where twenty iron beds stand in two rows beneath a ceiling so high that the candlelight never quite reaches it. The soap is Sister Anunciata’s signature. She believes in cleanliness as a form of order, and she believes in order like other people believe in God.

Tita is seven. Maruja and Chava are nine — twins, arriving together as they do everything. They are among the youngest girls in the Colegio de la Providencia, sent here from Pasto for reasons no one has explained to them in terms a child would accept. Their mother said: You will learn things there that we cannot teach you here. Their mother said: It is only for a time. Their mother’s hands, fastening the trunk, did not shake. This told Tita nothing except that her mother’s hands never shook, which she already knew.

There are three sisters who matter. Sister Anunciata runs the school. She is tall and dry, her habit moving around her like a pole inside it. She inspects fingernails before meals. She reads the girls’ letters home before they are sealed, crossing out lines with a ruler and black ink — not words, whole lines — so that what arrives in Pasto is a document with gaps, a letter that says Dear Mamá and then we are well and then a black stripe and then your loving daughters. What the stripes cover, Tita does not know. She has not yet learned the art of writing the real letter inside the permitted one.

Sister María teaches catechism and arithmetic. She is round where Sister Anunciata is narrow, and she smells of candle wax. She is not unkind. She is simply not interested in children as people — she is interested in children as vessels for instruction, which the children sense without being able to articulate it.

Sister Lucía is the youngest. She teaches geography and history, and she does something none of the other sisters do: she answers questions. Not all questions. Not the dangerous ones about why certain girls are punished and others are not, or why the letters home must pass through Sister Anunciata’s black ink. But the other kind — the kind that begins with why and reaches toward the world beyond the convent walls — these Sister Lucía treats as legitimate, which in this place is a radical act.

One afternoon Tita asks her a question.

They are in the classroom. Tita sits in the third row, by the window where she can see a corner of sky above the courtyard wall. The map on the wall shows the Americas in colors that have faded unevenly, so that Colombia is a pale rose and Ecuador is almost white and Brazil is still a vivid green, as if it alone has resisted the sun that comes through the high windows every afternoon. Sister Lucía has been talking about Columbus.

“Sister,” Tita says. “Did Columbus know he was in the wrong place?”

Sister Lucía pauses. The other girls look up. This is not the kind of question that is asked here — not because it is forbidden but because the habit of not asking has settled over the school like the soap smell, so pervasive it is no longer noticed.

“He believed he was in India,” Sister Lucía says carefully.

“But he wasn’t.”

“No.”

“And Bolívar,” Tita says — and she is not sure where this is going, only that something in her is reaching for it, a thread she can feel but not see. “Bolívar freed the countries. But whose stories do we hear about it? His. Do we hear the stories of the people who were already here?”

The classroom is quiet. Sister Lucía’s face does something complicated — not anger, not approval, something between the two that involves the corners of her mouth and the slight tilt of her head. She opens her mouth, and then she closes it, and then she opens it again.

“That,” she says, “is a very good question.”

She does not answer it. But she does not punish it either. And Tita carries that pause — the opened and closed mouth, the almost-answer — for seventy-five years.

⁂

The punishment comes on a different day, for a different offense.

Gravel in the courtyard. Bare knees. Bibles held at arm’s length, heavy as stones, heavier, because stones do not contain the word of God and therefore do not carry that additional weight of meaning. It is Sister Anunciata’s innovation: the girls kneel on the gravel with the open Bibles raised above their heads and hold them there until Sister Anunciata says they may put them down, which she does not say for a long time.

What was the offense? Tita will not remember. Or will remember only the gravel — each pebble distinct, pressing a separate point of pain into each knee, a constellation of small agonies that she maps in her mind because the mapping gives her something to do other than feel it.

Maruja kneels beside her. They are not the only ones — three other girls are here, spread across the courtyard like penitents at












Quito — the rescue
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