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PART ONE




DURING HER LAST YEAR my mother grew obsessive about the emblems of empire: the Union Jack, the Tower of London, the Queen and Mrs Thatcher. As the light in her eyes began to fade, she plastered the apartment with tourist posters of Buckingham Palace and the changing of the guard and magazine photographs of the royal family; her accent became posher and her face took on the guise of an elderly duchess who had suffered a long exile. She was lonely and sad and distant as the end came close.

I am living once more in her apartment. I am sleeping in her bed, and I am using, with particular relish, the heavy cotton sheets that she was saving for some special occasion. In all the years since she died I have never opened the curtains in this room. The window, which must be very dirty now, looks on to Lavalle, and if I open it I imagine there is a strong possibility that some residual part of my mother that flits around in the shadows of this room will fly out over the city, and I do not want that. I am not ready for it.

She died the year before the war and thus I was spared her mad patriotism and foolishness. I know that she would have waved a Union Jack out of the window, that she would have shouted slogans at whoever would listen, that she would have been overjoyed at the prospect of a flotilla coming down from England, all the way across the world in the name of righteousness and civilization, to expel the barbarians from the Falkland Islands. The war would have been her shrill revenge on everybody, on my father and his family, and on the life she had been forced to live down here so far away from home. I can hear her screeching now about the war and the empire, her voice triumphant. I can imagine trying to silence her, trying to escape her.

Her brittle old bones are firmly locked in the family vault, with my father’s middle-aged bones, and my grandparents’ bones, and the bones of one uncle and the small, soft, delicate bones of a cousin who died when she was a baby. Recently, I have felt unwilling to join all the rest of them in that dank underworld beneath the ornate angel and the stone cross. I can imagine the vague stench of ancestors still lingering, despite everything, despite all the time they have been dead. If I have enough money left, I will find my own place of rest.

I was the little English boy holding my mother’s hand on the way out of the Church of England service on Calle Rubicon on a Sunday morning, my mother smiling at the members of the British colony, my mother wearing her good clothes and too much make-up and putting on her best accent and the weird, crooked smile she used on these occasions. She loved my name, Richard, the Englishness of it, and she hated it when anybody used the Spanish version, Ricardo. As I grew older, she loved me sitting quietly in some corner of the apartment away from her reading a book. She liked the bookish part of me, she drooled over the English tweed suit which I had specially made by a tailor on Corrientes. She mistook my reserve and my distance from her. She thought that it was real, and she never understood that it was fear. She liked my teaching at the university, even if it was only two hours a week in what passed for a language laboratory. And when I lost those hours and worked solely in Instituto San Martín, teaching repetitious English, she never mentioned it again, but saved it up to contemplate in her hours alone in her study, another bitter aspect of the way things had declined. She was disappointed.

Maybe that is what lingers in her bedroom, her disappointment and all the time she had alone to savour it and go over it in detail. Some of that dull energy is left there, and I can feel it when I go into the room and I still call it Mother.

She wanted me to have friends, to move around in groups, but in some deeper manner which I have never understood she taught me to distrust people, to want to slip away and spend time alone. She hated me going to the movies on my own. Do you not have a friend, she would ask. In my first year at university I did have a friend, who was studying economics, and who approached me one day and asked me to teach him English. His parents would pay, he said. I met him three times a week for lessons. His name was Jorge Canetto and he became important for me then because I fell in love with him and thought about him all the time. I loved how tall and strong he was, and how strangely blue his eyes were against the darkness of his hair and his skin. I loved the slow ease with which he smiled, the softness in him.

My mother noticed that I was happier, and asked me if I had a girlfriend. I told her that I did not. She laughed, as though the possibility caused her infinite mirth, and said I had, I had, she knew I had, and she would find out soon, someone would tell her the girl’s name. Soon, she would know, she said. I told her again that I did not.

At five o’clock three days a week in an empty classroom in the university I taught Jorge English. A few times he came to the apartment and I gave him the lesson in the dining room, my mother hovering in the hallway. I taught him how to ask questions in the present tense, I made him learn vocabulary. And I listened for some clue that he might understand. That is the word they use here. Entender. To understand. There are other words too, but this one is still common. Entendés? you could ask and this would mean Do you? Are you? Will you?

Sometimes I became tense with worry that I might blurt it out, summon up the courage to ask him on the way out of a lesson. It would just take one moment to say it. ‘There’s something I want to ask you. I’ve noticed that you never mention girls the way most men here do, and you never look behind at a woman who passes on the street, and there’s something I’ve wanted to ask you, you may guess what it is . . . Do you understand. Entendes?’ And if he had said yes, perhaps I would not have wanted him as much as I did in this twilight time when I taught him English and did not know about him. Maybe I wanted whatever part of him was unavailable. Maybe if he had understood I would have despised him. Maybe I am being too hard.

The generals were in power then, and nobody stayed out late, even though the cafés and bars in the streets around us remained open, eerily waiting for the lone customer who had missed his train to finish up and go, or for time to pass, or for something to happen. But nothing happened. Or, as we later learned, a great deal happened, but I never witnessed any of it. It was as though the famous disappearances we hear so much about now took place in a ghost city, a shadowy version of our own, and in the small hours when no sounds were made or traces left. I knew – or thought that I knew – no one in those years who disappeared, no one who was detained, no one who was threatened with detention. I knew no one at that time who told me that they knew anyone who was a victim. And there are others who have written about this and come to the conclusion that the disappearances did not occur, or occurred on a lesser scale than we have been led to believe. But that is not my conclusion.

My conclusion centres on the strange lack of contact we have with each other here. It is not simply my problem, it is a crucial part of this faraway place to which our ancestors – my mother’s father, my father’s great-grandfather – came in search of vast tracts of land: we have never trusted each other here, or mixed with each other. There is no society here, just a terrible loneliness which bears down on us all, and bears down on me now. Maybe it is possible that I could watch someone being dragged away in front of my eyes and not recognize it. I would somehow miss the point, and maybe that is what I did, and others like me did, during those years. We saw nothing, not because there was nothing, but because we had trained ourselves not to see.

I do not remember when precisely I began to go directly home after my day at the university. In those years you moved carefully; without knowing why, you watched out. It was something in the atmosphere, something unsaid and all-pervasive, rather than anything printed in the papers or broadcast over the radio. You did not want to be the lone figure in the street at night. But I often went for coffee with Jorge after the lesson, nonetheless. And I waited for some sign from him. I expected him to mention a girlfriend. I observed him when girls passed for some sign of desire or interest, but there was nothing. His clothes in those years were old-fashioned and formal. I liked that about him. I imagined him in one of those old-fashioned bathing costumes that covered the torso as well, and I thought of the shape of him, and that was exciting.

A few times I found pleasure in the city. It would always begin in the same way: a sharp glance at a stranger as he walked by, a turn of the head, and then the watching and waiting as he stopped to look into a shop window and I moved nonchalantly towards him. And then the approach, the discovering if he had a place to go to, and then the setting out, conspirators laden down with desire. Often, because I am tall and fair-skinned and blond with blue eyes, they would want to know where I was from, and I would say that I was half-English, and that would be a subject we could discuss as we made our way home.

I remember one such encounter not for the sex we had, but because of a sound that came into the room as we made love, the sound of car engines revving over and over. I asked my partner – I remember a dark-haired man in his thirties with white skin – what the noise was. He brought me to the window to show me the police station opposite and the cars outside, driverless, but still revving, with wires going from the engines to the basement of the building. They need power, he said, but I still did not understand. They need extra power for the cattle prods, he said. I still do not know if what he said was true, if that was one of the centres in the city to which people were taken, and if we fondled each other and came to orgasm within moments of each other to the sound of the revving of cars which gave power to the instruments of torture. It made no difference then, because I did not pay much attention to what he said, and I remember the pleasure of standing at the window with him, my hands running down his back, more than anything else.

It is only now years later that it seems significant, perhaps the only sign I was ever given of what was happening all around me. I cannot remember the name of my companion that evening, the man I stood with at the window, but I have often wondered how he knew or thought he knew, or if he imagined, what the revving of the cars’ engines meant in our city at that time.

*

ONE FRIDAY WHEN we had finished our class, Jorge walked into the centre with me. We went into a bar together and had a beer. He asked me if I had been to England, and I said that I had not, but I had often thought about it. I would like to live there, I said, at least I think I would, even though I have no relatives there. I think that you could be free there, I said. I think people are more relaxed about things, about sex, for example. I noticed him looking up from the table at me as I spoke. I could feel my heart thumping. I was going to do it. I was ready now. Everything is easier, I said. I mean if you wanted to go to bed with another man, to have an affair with him, no one would care very much. You could do that. It would be hard to do that in Argentina. He nodded and looked away and then took a sip of his beer. He said nothing. I waited.

I mean, I said, do you know anyone here who prefers men to women, I mean a man who prefers men to women? I almost ran out of the bar as soon as I had said it. I was trying to sound casual, but I had not succeeded. I wanted him to say yes he did, and then make clear that it was himself he was talking about. Or maybe I wanted him to leave silence, leave everything suspended. You mean queers, he asked. No, he said, he did not know anybody like that. He sounded sure of himself. Most men liked women, he said, in England as much as in Argentina. And did I like women, too, he asked. I felt a terrible weight in my chest. I wanted to find some dark corner and curl up. No, I said, no, I did not.

Does anyone else know that, he asked. Does your mother know? Have you never told her? I needed to tell him how much I had wanted him, how much I had dreamed about him, how my hopes had depended on him and now things would change. But he wanted to talk about my mother. I wanted him to go and leave me there.

I don’t think that your mother has had things easy, he said. He looked like a parody of a responsible teenager as he sat and tried to discuss my mother with me. And maybe I looked like a parody of something too: a homosexual foolish enough to believe that a man he fancies is homosexual too. You should tell her, he said, and maybe there is something that could be done. I did not ask him if he meant that if I talked enough about it, or sought medical help, I might start watching girls as they passed on the street instead of making embarrassing propositions to fellow students. I was going to tell him that when I was a baby I was homosexual, and I laughed to myself at this vision of myself in a pram.

He asked me what I was laughing at, and I said that everybody always felt sorry for my mother, but they were usually older people. I had never expected him to join the chorus, and I found it funny that he had done so. I told him that maybe he could tell her himself and perhaps he could listen to her every day and he could live with her and I could go home to his house, to his rich parents in the suburbs.

We continued our English lessons; I was glad of the money. More and more he came to the apartment to learn English. My mother often made him tea. I often wondered if he took a secret interest in me, but could not admit this to himself or to me. But, as I later discovered, I was deluding myself. I told him how easy it was to pick up a man in the street. I asked him to check out the toilets in the railway station for himself some day if he did not believe me and see if he noticed anything. He became worried about me. What if I was caught? If I went home with the wrong type? If it was a policeman just checking me out? It would kill her, he said. It would kill your mother. What would it do to me, I asked him. He shook his head and told me that I must be careful.

My mother’s health was beginning to give. She was mellow and quiet for much of the time, sitting in an armchair in the square tiled hallway of the apartment, and, much as I do now, examining the sky and the backs of buildings and the cats manoeuvring their way along the ledges and rooftops. When she looked at me sometimes she seemed old and frightened.

The hallway looked like a porch with its huge window which gave light to the living room during the day through a glass partition. My mother enjoyed being sandwiched between these two pieces of glass; often, we turned on a lamp in the evening until everything seemed all shadow and reflection. One evening as we sat there, she asked me about Jorge, she said that she liked him and wondered if I enjoyed teaching him English. I said that I did. Did I know much about him, she asked. Had I been in his house, for example, or met his family? I said I had not been to his house, but I knew that his family were rich, that they had their own tennis court and swimming pool and that his father had been involved with Perón.

Had it ever occurred to me, she asked, that he was homosexual? I had never heard her say the word before, and she pronounced it as though she had recently learned it. She looked at me sharply. I looked straight into the glass of the window and saw her shape in the armchair. No, I said to the glass, no, it had not occurred to me. Well, I think he is, she said, and I think it is something you should consider before you become too friendly with him.

I stood up and walked through to the bathroom. I closed the door behind me as though someone were following me. I wet my hands and my face and I stared into the mirror. I stood up straight. I was breathing heavily. I looked at my own eyes and then turned and opened the door. I did not stop walking as I began to speak; she watched me, her expression defiant, unafraid, her duchess look, and that made things easier. I was tired of her acting high and mighty.

Jorge is not homosexual, I mimicked her accent as I spoke. I am the one who is homosexual and I always have been. She did not flinch; she held my gaze. I stood still.

Like you, I said, I thought he was too, indeed I hoped he was. But we were both wrong, weren’t we? By this time I was standing in front of her, shaking. I felt like kneeling and burying my face in her lap but I could not do that. She smiled and then shook her head in wry amusement. Somewhere in her expression there was utter contempt. She sighed and closed her eyes and smiled again. It has been so difficult for me, she said, and now this, now this, now this. She stared at herself stoically in the polished glass of the window. I stood there in silence.

So tell me about it, she said. Sit down here, she patted the chair beside her, and tell me all about it. Maybe we should stay up late tonight.

There were things I could not say, things which were too intimate, details which were too explicit. She wanted to know if there was anything she could have done, if there was anything we could do now. I said no, it was always there and it would not go away. And when did it start, she asked.

I looked at her in the glass as I spoke, I told her what I could, and sometimes she asked a question. What I said became distant from us, as though I were reading from a book, or reciting a story I had been told. We were actors that night in the old hallway of the apartment, me talking and my mother listening to the lurid tales of a wayward son, my mother infinitely patient, but not reacting, making clear that she wished to know everything before she could pass judgement.

*

I HAVE A MEMORY of a dark evening in Buenos Aires when I must have been five or six. I was with my father in the street, I was catching his hand. He had come with me to the dentist. I remember that I had been lying back with my mouth open crying with pain and fear; everything the dentist did seemed to make things worse, and my father trying to calm me, standing there holding me, telling me that it would be all right, it would be over soon, the dentist just needed to do a little bit more. I think I remember this because it was the first time anyone had used Spanish to soothe me and calm me down. Usually, if I was sick or afraid or crying about something, it was my mother who spoke to me and she always spoke in English. I have a feeling also it was the first time that my father really noticed me, the first time that he believed that I cried or wanted attention for a good reason. I remember that I tried not to cry because I did not want to alarm him, and then I could not stop myself, and he held my hand and tried to distract my attention.

I remember us both in the streets leading up to our street; I must have sensed his relief that the drama of the dentist’s surgery was over. He bought me plums. I could not eat them because my mouth was sore, but I liked having them. I must have asked for them, and even still I love the smooth purple texture of plum-skin, and the tight soggy flesh inside.

They had been married for ten years when I was born. My mother had suffered two or three miscarriages in the early years of their marriage, and then nothing. She was forty-three, nearly forty-four, when I was born, and he was fifty. His family, the Garays, owned a small shipping business, which was slowly declining, and he was the third son. My mother was the English secretary in the firm, and I think his family saw the marriage as another example of my father’s lack of imagination and enterprising spirit. They were not, as far as I know, hostile or outraged, but they did not pay her much attention.

My parents treated me as a small adult in the household from as early as I can remember. If I was frightened in the dark, or if I was sick, or if I woke in the night, I could move quietly, without crying, into their bed, either in between them or beside my mother, and fall back asleep. My father would complain that I woke too early in the morning and wanted to sing or have a story read while he tried to sleep. I do not know what language I used when I spoke to them both. I suppose it must have been Spanish. I know in later years it was Spanish. But my mother always spoke to me directly in English, and in school I spoke in English, and because of my colouring I always believed I was English.

My mother had come to Argentina with her father and her sister, Matilda, in the early 1920s just after her own mother died. When I was a small boy I always wanted her to tell me the story of the voyage one more time. Days and days at sea, without a single sight of land, the sea flat and monotonous, going on for ever. The story of the man who died and whose body was thrown overboard. And the storm that blew up. And the moment when they passed the equator, and the seasickness, and the terrible food. And the ship rocking and rocking, and the first-class passengers. And then the port of Buenos Aires, the long wait to disembark, and this new language, how they did not understand a single word anybody said. I knew this story as though its details were more real and absolute than anything that happened in our apartment, or in school, or in our lives during those years of childhood.

And even then I knew that things had been disappointing for her. The story created expectations of future wealth and romance and excitement. The story should have been the beginning of something, but it was not. I was not yet born when her father died, but I heard her telling the story of his last days, when he could talk only in English, how he had never really learned to understand Spanish, and how she and her sister had buried him in a new graveyard at the edge of the city, and how she felt that from the moment he arrived in the new country he wanted to go home, and now he was trapped in Argentina for ever.

I do not know at what point I began to feel separate from my parents, when I stopped feeling comfortable about touching them and being close to them, when I was prepared to lie in the dark on my own rather than walk into their room and get into their bed. It would be easy if I could connect this with puberty and sexual awareness, but it has to do with something else. It has to do with how at a certain age I began to see the world as separate from myself, I began to feel that I had nothing to do with anything around me. I stood back and watched as my parents moved about the apartment, or the teacher drew on the blackboard, and I felt apart. Maybe I began to feel then that nobody loved me, maybe that is what I am talking about, and maybe everything that happened afterwards was a way of making people want to include me. I have always been surprised by anyone liking me, or approving of me, and I have always been ready to do what is necessary to stay close to them.

I began to notice how old my parents were compared to other parents, how slowly they walked, how much they disliked noise, how their clothes seemed dowdy and my mother’s straight grey hair seemed strange. I have a memory of walking into their bedroom, I don’t know what age I was, and seeing my father standing with his back to me naked. I felt then in a way that I can remember sharply how separate he was from everybody else, how he was alone too with his hairy body and his flesh, just as I was alone observing him, and we had nothing to do with anybody else, we were all separate in our bodies, all nobody to each other and everything to ourselves.

And this may explain how I felt when he first began to stay in bed and found that he could not eat and then went to hospital and then came home. I felt that this was not happening to me. I sat in his room sometimes because my mother told me to, and I realized that he was in pain, but I stood back from it. Perhaps that is the only way you can deal with watching your father dying, and perhaps it takes an effort, although it did not feel like an effort, and the results may stay with you, and they may shape how you behave. But I do not know if any of this is true.

We did not see my father’s two brothers or his sister very much in all those years. I remember that we met his sister on the street one day and I did not recognize her. But now they appeared in the house in all their gravity, and they spoke in whispers.

I went into my parents’ bedroom a few times in those days; the room was darkened because the curtains were drawn, but I could still see that the figure in the bed had grown thin, and his face now was like the face of an old man. I did not want to touch him or go too close to him, and I was glad when I was told by my mother that I was not to go into the room again. A doctor came and went, and then a nurse arrived and sat in the room and came out and whispered something. I watched her but I did not hear what she said. I remember it as a time when there were hardly any sounds: light footfalls, soft voices, doors being noiselessly opened and closed. I did not go to school for days on end, but drifted around the apartment or stayed in my room. I was not allowed to listen to the radio. I did not think that my father was really alive in there. He did not talk, and he could not eat. Sometimes, they said, he slept, but I did not know what he did when he was awake. He was part of a world I could not imagine, his body fading away in a darkened room, his family keeping vigil. I did not think about him then at all.

He must have died in the night. My aunt came and whispered the news to me in the morning, and told me not to cry or make any noise. Just to get up quietly and put on my clothes. I was not surprised. I hoped that they would bury him and then we could come home. I pictured us coming back up the stairs without him, into the empty apartment, and opening up the curtains in the bedroom, and making dinner, and turning on the radio, and continuing as though he had never existed.

But I wanted these days to be over. I wanted the apartment to myself again. I hated the hushed voices. I tried to imagine what they would do now. Would they take all his clothes off? How would he get from here to the church to the grave? How soon would his body rot and his teeth fall out? I was just past my twelfth birthday and I was growing all the time. My uncle took me out of the apartment to buy me a new set of clothes. I passed my mother in the hallway, but she was surrounded by people and had a handkerchief to her nose. My uncle and I sneaked by her, tiptoed our way out of the apartment.

It is strange how quick and easy certain actions are. I saw the coffin being carried into the apartment, and then I went into the kitchen with my aunt and uncle and when I came out my father was in the coffin and they were carrying him out the door. In two or three minutes they had carried the coffin down the stairs, and, except for his clothes and some books and papers, it was as though my father had never been in the apartment. I thought that it would be fine without him; soon, I expected, we would be used to it.

In the days after the funeral my mother grew distant from the household. I watched her type out letters on an old machine that suddenly appeared on the dining room table and then tear them up. I don’t think she slept at all and we did not have proper meals. I do not think she understood that my father’s family were in debt, and my father’s share of the business was worthless. She was sure that there was money but there was none. There was the lease on this apartment which guaranteed a low rent. She could not be evicted, but she had no income. Maybe my uncles and my aunt had money invested. She was sure that they did, and she began to write to them and scream at them to demand her share, if not for her sake, then for mine.

I sat in on the final meeting she had with them. Two unsmiling uncles and a frowning aunt, and the chairs set out in the hallway, as though she would allow them to go no further. She asked them if they were going to leave her destitute, if that’s what they were going to do. If the company could pay my father his salary, then they could pay her a pension. Did they want her to wash floors? Did they want her to beg on the street? There will be no need for that, my aunt said. How dare you tell me what there will be no need for, my mother said. I will stand outside your offices with Richard and I will beg. She leaned over and grabbed my arm. I will shame you all, she said.

A small amount of money would be set aside, my uncle said, for my school fees and my university fees, and the lease of the apartment would be put in my mother’s name, although the lease technically belonged to the family and was potentially valuable. But there was no other money available; even the cost of my father’s last days and his funeral would make a difference to the family. It might not have occurred to my mother, he said, but shipping between Argentina and England had declined and the company was running at a loss, and when the ships were sold, as they would be in the near future, the money would be used to pay off debts. If she thought she was marrying money, my aunt said, then she had married the wrong man. But we do have friends in Buenos Aires, my uncle said, and we could help find you work, and maybe you could talk to some of the English community in the city, they might know of work.

I will talk to lawyers, my mother said, and I will see you all in the courts. I will prove that you owe us money, and your name will be a disgrace all over the city. And that will be the next time you will see me. She stood up then and asked them to leave. She had not offered them tea or coffee or a drink. They sat there and said nothing, and then she walked over and opened the door. Quietly, one by one, they left and went down the stairs. She closed the door and stood with her back to it, as though she expected them to return and wanted to bar the way.

Within half an hour she had her typewriter on the table and she was typing a letter to her sister, Matilda, who lived on an estate in a place called Molino in La Pampa. I had seen photographs of the huge house which the owners lived in. I knew that Aunt Matilda and her husband lived in a smaller house and I knew that they had two boys, who were older than me, but I had never met them. I don’t think that my mother had seen her sister for more than ten years. She wrote to her, outlining what had happened, and she asked her for help, or for shelter, or for advice. I am not sure what she asked for, but she waited with great impatience and nervousness for the reply.

I had gone back to school by this time, and I remember coming in one afternoon and my mother telling me that we were leaving the city, at least for the moment. It might be easier to find work in Molino – she did not say what type of work – and it would be cheaper to live and we could stay with Matilda. I said nothing. I was sure that she meant more than she said, and I listened for any sign that we were going to give up the apartment and pack up everything. I noticed one day when I came back from school that she had cleared out all of my father’s clothes, and some of her own clothes, and some of my old clothes. There were boxes of clothes outside the apartment door waiting to be collected. I did not know if she was selling them or giving them away. On one of those evenings, as she spoke about packing and what we would take and what we would leave behind, I reminded her that my uncles and aunt had agreed to pay for my education. What school would I go to in Molino? If I left my English school for too long I would lose my place. I knew that there was no English school in Molino so what school would I go to, I asked her, and how would I get used to school in Spanish?

Maybe if she were alive now and could give her version of this, these remarks of mine would not figure. It is possible that she thought about me all the time, that every decision was made because of me. But I think not. I think my father’s death shocked her and left her forlorn to the extent that she noticed nothing around her, and she did not know what to do. She was intensely wrapped up in herself. I spoke carefully that day, I prepared what I was going to say. And I remember that within a few minutes she came down to my bedroom and stood at the door.

‘Are you saying that you don’t want to go to Molino, that you want to stay here? There’s nothing for us here.’

‘I don’t want to go to a Spanish school.’

‘Why don’t we go and try it? Why don’t we tell the school that we are going away for a short time?’

‘How long?’

‘I don’t know how long.’

‘And will we leave our things here? I mean everything we own.’

‘Yes, we can do that.’

‘Like we’re going on a holiday?’

*

WE TOOK THE BUS from the city to Santa Rosa and there we waited in the bus station for a late bus to Molino. I loved the bus journey from the minute it started, the seat was comfortable and the air was warm. I soon fell asleep, and when I woke I lay back and closed my eyes and hoped that the bus would never stop, that I could dream and doze and wake again, and take a drink from the flask my mother had and stare out of the window and then doze once more, and that nothing would have any consequences, and that time would stand still. It was cold on the second bus, and I was tired now and wanted to be in my bedroom with the main light off but the door open so I could see the light from the hall. My mother was silent. Now I realize that she was fifty-six and penniless in a country which she did not understand, sitting beside a son old enough to work out strategies, hiding his erection from her as the bus thundered on towards Molino.

Aunt Matilda met us at the bus station. She was with the younger of her two sons, Pedro, who was a tall skinny boy who did not smile. Aunt Matilda spoke in Spanish to us, although my mother addressed her and Pedro in English. We had to wait at the side of the road until a truck came. My mother and I and our bags were hoisted on to the back of the truck. Then Pedro lifted his mother on and jumped on himself and told us gruffly to hold on tight. I had not realized, and my mother had not realized, that Aunt Matilda was poor.

We drove out into the dark countryside and then up a long tree-lined drive to a big house. As we grew nearer I turned and watched my mother look at the house suspiciously as though she were moving forward in water step by step, testing the bottom each time. The truck drove around to the back of the house and stopped. Pedro and the driver helped us off. We each carried a bag as we set off in the darkness across a field towards a cluster of small lights in the distance. My mother had to watch each step because of her shoes. She spoke English all the time, but Matilda spoke only Spanish; Pedro did not speak at all.

Eventually, we came to the door of a small wooden cottage with a tin roof. We walked straight into a kind of kitchen. There was a tall unshaven man, Aunt Matilda’s husband, sitting on a chair. He spoke to his wife without acknowledging our presence. I noticed my mother’s clothes, how fancy they seemed now, and her make-up and the comb in her hair. My uncle stood up and nodded at us. He took a lantern from over the door and lit it. I looked around the room, wondering if there was another kitchen. I could see no fridge, and no sink with taps, although there was a small, old-fashioned range in the corner. My uncle told us to follow him out with our bags. We walked around the back of the house until we came to a shed with a door and a window. He pushed open the door; there was no handle or lock. Inside there was an old iron bed made up and ready for someone to sleep in, and a smaller camp bed beside it. The floor was plain concrete. There was a table with a basin on it and some soap beside the basin. My uncle showed my mother where the toilet was, handed her the lantern, and then left us there, closing the door behind him.

‘We’ll talk about this in the morning,’ my mother said. ‘It might be better if we went to sleep now.’

She handed me my pyjamas from the top of a bag and then brought me outside by the light of the lantern and showed me the small shed where the toilet was. I said nothing. I knew that there was no need for me to speak.

When I woke in the morning her bed was empty. I closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep, but I wanted to go to the toilet and knew that I would have to get up and dress myself. I did not know what time it was. In the dusty light of the room, things looked even shabbier than they had looked the night before.

My mother was drinking coffee and eating bread in the kitchen. I sat down and was given a mug of cocoa and some bread. Aunt Matilda was there and my other cousin, Paco, who was tall and skinny like his brother. His mother said that he was fifteen, but he looked older. I wondered what it would be like to be so tall and skinny. Aunt Matilda said that I should wear older clothes, that everything would get dirty here, but my mother said in English that these clothes would do for the moment. I did not understand why we had come here, and I wished that my mother would explain to Aunt Matilda that in Buenos Aires we lived in a big apartment in a nice building and we were not used to this, but I imagined that Aunt Matilda might have guessed this from the way we dressed and sat at the table.

On the second day, Paco took me with him to the yard at the back of the farm buildings and then down through the fields to where a large number of boys were gathered. Most of them were about fourteen or fifteen, but a few were younger. Some of them had very dark skin. They divided up into two teams to play football on a piece of waste ground. Paco picked me to be on his team. I did not explain to him that in my school, sport was optional, and I had always chosen to go home in the afternoon rather than stay behind to play football. Also, I was wearing the wrong shoes.

As soon as the game started they realized that I was useless. I tried a few times to tackle a player from the opposing side, but he sidestepped me without any difficulty and left me standing there. A few times I ran to get the ball and tried to work out which way to kick it, but it was taken from me almost immediately. Once, a fight broke out between two players; I watched how fierce and strong they were, and I stayed back. I could not wait for the game to be over. Even though I had hardly taken part, I was hot and sweaty; I realized that no one was timing the game, that they were going to play on and on until they were too exhausted to go any further.

Afterwards, we lay down on a patch of soft grass. It was late spring, but the weather had still not turned. Some of the boys drifted home, a few continued to kick the ball back and forth, and then a few of us went down to the river, which was four or five fields away. One of the boys, stockier than the others and a few years older than me, explained that all their fathers worked on the estate, which was one of the biggest in the area, thousands and thousands of hectares. The owner often used a helicopter to travel over his land. He owned all the houses, he even owned the school in the village and he controlled everything.

At the river some of the boys took off their shoes and socks and paddled in the water, but it was too cold for me. I sat on the grass and watched them. A few days later, when it was sunny, I went down to the water again with Juan, the stocky boy, and two other boys with whom I had played football. We paddled in the water and splashed each other, and then walked over to a big wooden barn across the fields. It began as a game; and maybe it began because I was blond and had freckles on my face and they wanted to see what I looked like with no clothes on. I was nervous at first and refused. I wanted to go home. I promised I would not tell anybody what they were doing. Juan asked me to stay, it was all right, he said, they did this quite often.

The two other boys were young and soft-skinned and only half-formed; they had a wiry strength which did not interest me – even at that age I must have had preferences. It was agreed that we would all strip at the same time, but the two boys were much slower, so that Juan and I were down to our underpants while they were still fumbling with their shoes. I still did not want to do it, and I stood there watching them. One of them was not wearing underpants, so he was the first to appear naked. Come on, you, Juan said to me, but I did nothing. The other boy took his underpants down; he had a small erection. Let’s do it at exactly the same time, Juan said. Now, let’s do it now. He had white cotton underpants and I could see that he had an erection. He pulled them down, but still I did nothing. His penis was much larger than I had expected, longer with a huge crown at the top. I realized as I looked at him that I had no choice: I pulled my shorts down, and all three of them looked at me, approached and touched my pubic hair and pulled back my foreskin.

I put my hand on Juan’s buttocks, I could sense how strong he was. I put my hands between his legs and felt his balls. I knew that I could not pay him too much attention. One of the other boys began to masturbate me; I did not know what this was, but I let him do it. I put my hand on Juan’s penis and felt the tight, smooth skin on his stomach. Suddenly, I began to come. I did not understand what was happening. I closed my eyes and put my arms around Juan and lay against him. One of the boys was too young for all this, but the other boy and Juan began feverishly to masturbate. By the time they came off I was putting my clothes on.

*

MY MOTHER SAT AT the kitchen table in Aunt Matilda’s house and went over everything that had happened while Aunt Matilda moved around the kitchen. Every time I entered the house my mother was in exactly the same chair, telling the story of my father’s death, and his funeral, and the doctor and the nurse, and his brothers and sister. Sometimes she would remember that she had left out a detail from an earlier part of the story and she would go back to that, but my aunt would then become mixed up and would fail to understand that this was in the week before my father died and not the day after the funeral. My mother spoke as though telling the whole story, going over every moment of what had happened, might suddenly lift her out of her current plight into some bright new future. She acted out her rows with my uncles and aunt while her sister still moved around the kitchen. Not once, in the time we were there, did I see Matilda sitting down.

At mealtimes, my mother switched into Spanish and told my uncle and my cousins what she had been telling Matilda. I listened to her some of the time. I liked the story, because I knew what was coming next; I had been there while some of it happened. My mother left nothing out and made nothing up. My uncle paid her no attention, interrupted her in mid-sentence to ask for more food, or to ask some mundane question, and stood up at the end of the meal and went out. My cousins kept their heads down and left the table as soon as they had eaten. My mother sat at the table without offering to help in the preparation of meals or in cleaning up afterwards. She made it seem natural, part of the deal she had with her sister, and thus neither she nor I noticed the resentment building up against us.

The day after the episode in the barn I looked around for Juan, but he did not appear, and I did not know where he lived, and did not want to ask my cousins. But the following day I met him as I crossed the field. He had a small handball with him; we played with that for a while and then moved down towards the river. We sat down on the dry grass and talked. He told me that he would be leaving school soon and he would probably start working on the estate. At first, his job would be to round up cattle. He would like to learn to drive a lorry, he said. I told him about Buenos Aires, and about my English school. He asked me how to say various things in English and I told him and he smiled. As we stood up to walk back, I asked him if we were going to the barn. He looked puzzled and asked me what I meant. I did not know what to say, but as we walked on I referred to what we had done the previous day, and he said that we would go back some other day. I had presumed that our meeting and walking towards the river and our playing and talking were all preliminaries to our going to the barn.

The next day as I was walking by the river with my cousin Pedro, I found Juan sitting there with one of the other boys who had been in the barn. We sat and talked and then Pedro wanted to go. I said that I would stay by the river for a while. I knew as soon as Pedro left that the other two would come to the barn. We walked in that direction without saying why we were going there. This time we did not strip, but took our trousers down. I played with the other boy and pretended that I was interested in him, while knowing that I would soon be able to turn and pay attention to Juan. He held up his shirt and let us both play with his dick and balls. I buried my face in his neck as I ran my hands over his body. When I brought my lips close to his he turned away. I paid more attention to the other boy, and then turned towards Juan again, but he did not want me to touch his body, and when I suggested that we lie down, he refused. He said that I was acting as if I were a queer. None of us spoke as we walked home across the fields.

I had learned the rules. He had to have somebody else present, but not one of my cousins, or anyone older, and I could not lean against him, or lie down with him, or seem too interested. He liked me touching him, and he preferred me to any of the others, though we never discussed it, or even mentioned it. In the meantime, I began to sense that my mother was causing tension in Aunt Matilda’s kitchen, and often when I went in and out of the house, I noticed silence. But my mother still did not move from the chair. When she came into the room we shared at night I pretended I was asleep. I knew that something was going to happen, but I did not know what it was going to be.

One day I came in and found a new atmosphere in the kitchen. My mother had stopped talking about herself and was talking about something else. She was angry about something; over and over again she said that something could not possibly happen. Aunt Matilda moved around the kitchen with her mouth closed and her jaw rigidly set. I sat on a stool in the corner and listened. It seemed that my uncle had found my mother a job as a servant in the owner’s house. She would serve at the table and wear a uniform; she would be in charge of keeping the dining room clean. When my uncle came in, my mother stopped talking. No one spoke. My cousins came in. Still no one spoke. It seemed clear to me that they had been talking about us, or that something had happened earlier which I had missed.

As soon as the food was on the table my uncle asked my mother if she was ready to start work. My mother said that she had no experience serving people at table and she had never worn a uniform. How are you going to make a living if you don’t take this job, my uncle asked her. My cousins kept their heads down. I am not a servant, my mother said. I suppose Matilda is a servant, waiting on you day and night, my uncle said. Can Matilda not talk for herself, my mother asked. No, I’ll talk for her, my uncle said. And I’ve told the house manager that you will take the job, and there is a possibility now that you will get a small house of your own, and that might be easier for everybody.

You mean, my mother said, that I would live in one of these houses and work as a servant? Yes, my uncle said, and I can’t see what else you can do. What did you mean, my mother went on, when you said that it might be easier for everyone if I had my own house? I meant, my uncle said, that I am tired listening to you and looking at you. Nobody spoke then. I thought that my mother might cry or leave the table. Instead, she ate her food and drank some water. Matilda’s jaw was even more rigid than it had been before my uncle came in. My uncle kept his head up and looked around the table. He caught my eye for a second, but I looked down. I knew this meant that we would be going back to Buenos Aires, but I understood that we would have to wait until the morning.

My sister, my mother said, is the only person I have in the world, and I thought she might help me. No one spoke. I looked at Matilda but she was busy eating. I hoped that my mother was not going to cry. I wondered if my mother had expected to sit for the rest of her life in that chair in that dingy kitchen while her sister washed clothes and cooked and stored things away. But I do not think that my mother put any thought into anything she did during that time.

She sat for the rest of the evening without speaking, and then when it came to bedtime she asked Matilda if she would lend her the bus fare back to Buenos Aires. And then I learned something which I had not known before – my mother had no money at all, not a penny. Aunt Matilda said that she would ask her husband and she would let my mother know in the morning. I went to bed and buried my face in the pillow when my mother came into the room with the lantern. I wondered how we would eat if we went back to Buenos Aires. I thought of the jars and tins that were in the kitchen. But I did not think it would be enough.

My uncle came and woke us early in the morning. He said that there was a lorry going into the town, and if we packed up now, we could have some breakfast and then get a lift. We would be there in time to get the bus, he said. When he left, my mother said that she was disgusted at him coming into the room like that while she was in bed. He was a pig, she said, just a pig, and he lived in a pigsty. I made a grunting sound from the bed, and suddenly the two of us began to laugh. He has piggy eyes, my mother said, and we laughed more. I grunted as I lay there with my hands behind my head. A fat pig, my mother said.

It occurred to me as we walked along the dirt track to where the lorry was waiting that my mother had not changed her clothes in the three or four weeks we had been there. Perhaps she had changed her underclothes and her stockings, but not her blouse or her skirt or her cardigan or her shoes. Pedro and my aunt came with us to carry the bags, and as we were helped up into the lorry I noticed that my aunt and my mother had the same pursed lips and long-suffering look. I knew that my mother must have been given enough money to pay the bus fares, she also had a bag of food, but I hoped that she had some extra money for when we arrived in the city. And I hoped that she had a plan. As soon as the bus started on the way to Santa Rosa, I began to grunt like a pig, and my mother put her arm around me and shook with laughter. He was smelly, like a pig, too, wasn’t he, I said. My mother nodded. Yes, smelly, she said, he certainly was.

*

WE HESITATED as we opened the door of the apartment. Once I stepped inside, I found that I could not hold back the tears. For the first time I felt all the grief about my father’s body lying in the dark earth, and fright at the idea that his eyes were closed and his body was slowly rotting. I ran into my mother’s bedroom and put my arms around her. I was sobbing now. She held me and said that she would make cocoa and then I would go to bed and she would sit with me until I was asleep.

In the morning, she came into my room and whispered that she had to go out, but she would be back soon, and I could stay in bed, or I could get up, and there were things for breakfast on the dining room table. I did not ask her where she was going, and I did not find out until later that day when the Anglican clergyman Mr Walters, whom I had seen at Sunday school and at church, came to the apartment and sat with us. He was a thin, grey-haired man with a large bottom lip. We should have consulted him much earlier, he said, and of course he and his congregation would be only too willing to help. It was a small community, he said, and something could be arranged. He left my mother an envelope full of money.

Soon, I went back to school, and when we attended church on Sunday now, people came up and spoke to us and smiled at us. Faded old ladies and men with moustaches shook our hands and asked us if everything was all right. Mr Walters found my mother a job in a small English hotel called The Home Counties Hotel in San Telmo. Her job was to take charge of reservations and to sit at reception and give people their keys and make up their bills. It was, Mr Walters said, a very refined hotel, and my mother liked the job and did not have very much to do. The pay was not good, but if she was prudent, Mr Walters said, she would be able to get by. And if she needed extra money for clothes or schoolbooks or some emergency then the English community in Buenos Aires would be prepared to help out. He was sure of that.

When I came home from school my mother would still be at work. I put my school texts and my copybooks on the dining room table. I was alone there, except for some ghostly remnants of my father that hovered in corners, except for some aspects of myself which I did not understand, desires and longings which did not seem part of the everyday world, which would not have been understood by the Church of England congregation as they greeted us on the way out of Sunday service. Sometimes, when I wandered around those empty rooms, I dreamed that I was a woman, not a girl, but a woman like my mother. I opened her wardrobe, and touched her clothes, found that most of her things would fit me. I imagined I was her. I bolted the door of the apartment so that if she came back early she would not surprise me as I put on her clothes. I stripped and pretended that I was a woman; I put on her underclothes, her brassiere, and then her dark skirt and blouse and jacket. I put one of her hats on my head and I moved about the apartment.

There was an old Life magazine which someone had given her with page after page of photographs of Kennedy’s funeral, of world leaders following the cortège, but, more importantly, photographs of Jackie Kennedy dressed all in black, wearing a mantilla, tearfully walking behind the coffin. I dreamed that I was her, I found a mantilla in a dusty old trunk in my mother’s bedroom and I walked slowly around the apartment as though I were following my husband’s coffin. I looked at myself in the mirror, my shape, and tried to imagine what it would be like to be married, to take my clothes off in front of my husband, to go to bed with him, to be
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