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PROLOGUE

Feminist or Not?


(California, 2013)

I scan the formal dining room. Twelve young faces look back at me, expectant. The group is all girls, all of them long-haired and most of them pony tailed, all but one white. This is a National Junior League meeting a friend of mine asked me to lead. Her daughter, blonde as well as long-haired and pony tailed, sits among the others at the polished mahogany table. I have two hours to teach them about media literacy.

What I’m desperate to teach these girls is how to read the “texts” surrounding them every day and everywhere: the advertisements, romance novels, billboards, songs, and music videos, the movies, television shows, fashion magazines, Super Bowl commercials, and makeup tutorials, the Barbies and dolls and mannequins that all contain coded and uncoded messages about them—how they, young women, should look and behave, what they should want, what they should put up with, why they should be ashamed. I want them to see the ever-present influences of our patriarchal culture, the ones working their spells, saturating every part of our social ecosystem like powerful dye tainting a bowl of water—or, even more fittingly I think, like toxic bacteria colonizing a host body.

I start by asking the question I used to ask my college classes at the beginning of each semester, “Who here is a feminist?”

Almost immediately, a hand shoots up. It belongs to the stocky, athletic girl at the table. After a moment’s hesitation, during which they see this first girl’s hand in the air, two more girls, still tentative, raise their hands.

My eyes scan the group of young women once again, hoping for another hand. No one else moves.

I sigh—but only on the inside, of course. I’d hoped that in the ten years that have passed since I taught undergraduate courses, the culture would have changed more than it has, much more than three raised hands, two of which are ambivalent.

Regardless, I do what I always do, I do the only thing I can think to do: I launch into the lesson.






Part One
[image: ]
SEEDS PLANTED







In the Beginning


(California, 1971)

Isit on the toilet seat in our Jack-and-Jill bathroom, writing as furiously as a five-year-old can write. I’m in a hurry—worried and sad. I clutch at the crayon, pressing hard on the unlined paper. It is a letter I’m writing. What heading do I give it? Dear Aunt Clara? Dear Tía Clara? Dear Clara? Probably the latter. Because I live in the US, speak English, and never learned to call my Peruvian aunt “tía”—despite my mother speaking only Spanish to me—it must be Dear Clara.

I’m halfway through the scrawled letter when my mother comes into the bathroom to find me.

My mother always knew, even if vaguely, where I was. She was attuned to me, just as I was attuned to her. Not quite at the same level, to be sure, for I was a vibrating antenna, always pointed in her direction, registering her whereabouts, her activities, her moods. And she, by that time, already had another child who needed her love and attention.

When she sees me on the toilet seat, writing instrument in hand, she gives a little exclamation of surprise and pulls the paper gently from my fingers. It only takes her a few seconds to get the gist of the contents, to understand that her young daughter has been writing to her sister who lives thousands of miles, a different hemisphere, and a three-hour time zone away to ask for money. I’m asking for money, she reads, because she, my mother, needs it. She needs it because my father won’t give her any.

Did I write Papá or Father or Daddy? Of course Daddy. At five, and speaking mostly English, why would I think to write anything else? That’s what I called him then. Although now, whenever I think of him in the past, I think of him as “my father,” and have called him “Dad” for years. When I look back at him as the father of my childhood, he is a tall, quiet presence in my life, serious and authoritarian, a man with whom rules are to be followed, chores to be done, orders to be obeyed.

“Daddy” won’t give “Mommy” the money she needs. I can hear them out in the kitchen, beyond the closed door of the bathroom. They are fighting. They always argue in Spanish, which is the language of their marriage. I’ll learn later that once my American father became engaged to my mother, he traveled to Peru to take a crash course in her native tongue, and always spoke it with her thereafter.

Although I choose not to speak Spanish most of the time, I can, and am fluent in understanding it. So I know my mother wants cash from my father, who controls the money and makes all the final decisions about finances. In this instance, he doesn’t feel she has a good case. She doesn’t need the money, only wants it. And they are on a budget. “The house” cannot afford it. It is clear to my mother, as she tries to convince my father to give her some, that she won’t get it.

I hear from the tone of her voice that she really needs it and Daddy won’t give it to her because . . . I don’t know why, but I think in my head that he is mean. He’s so mean. He’s mean to my mother and my mother is sad and she needs the money. But my aunt has money. I know because I’m familiar with her house in the suburbs of Lima. I’ve watched from the backseat as the guard runs to open the gate when he recognizes my aunt at the wheel. I’ve seen the cars and the servants and the fountain and the silver. I’ve looked on as she has sorted through her jewelry in the wide shallow drawers designed for easy access; I’ve watched her spray herself with the perfumes lined up on the bathroom shelf. She is rich. I’m sure she has extra money to give to my mother.

Could she send some right away? ¿Por favor?

My mother laughs a little laugh of shock and gratification as her eyes finish scanning the creased paper. “Ay, mi vida,” she says. “¿Qué estás pensando? Tenemos suficiente plata. No te preocupes.”

And she keeps the paper, my messy, half-written letter, and crumples it up, and throws it away.

My husband hears me talk about this long-ago event when I sat in the single bathroom of my family’s cottage, on the toilet seat, trying to craft a letter to an aunt I saw as a rescuing angel.

“That’s impressive,” he says. “You have such a good memory. How can you remember so far back?”

I think for a moment. “Because I was traumatized,” I finally say.

I was traumatized by watching my mother’s pain, by feeling responsible for alleviating it, for taking it away, for finding a solution. And the enemy, the source of the problem, always seemed to be my father. I saw it in the bickering and arguing and fighting, I felt it in their silences and dagger eyes and stony faces. I knew it for sure when my mother complained to me about him, her rigid and implacable Anglo husband, using me as a sounding board and best friend and confessor.

If Spanish was the language of my parents’ marriage, then in those days, when I was a young child, during the time of my earliest memories, the kitchen was the room of my parents’ relationship. The wooden table where we sat together for our meals as a family could have worked as a metaphor except that my parents’ marriage needed more space to manifest itself, to show how it functioned—its push and pull, friction and conflict. And in that kitchen I was the sponge that wiped up the mess and absorbed the tension and got squeezed into the sink to slide down the drain, and I was also a container that received the matter, the material, of my parents’ anger and held it, tight and safe, keeping it for my mother. My parents’ dissatisfaction with each other dripped and fell and spread over the surfaces, the wooden table, the laminated counters, the vinyl floor. Someone had to clean it up, and the task fell to me—or I accepted it, maybe even embraced it, grasping it to me and hugging it tight.

I was the oldest child, and so close to my mother that sometimes I didn’t know where I ended and she began. When her voice broke, my heart constricted. When she was sad, I cried. When she was in trouble, I wrote a letter to her sister, her older sister who was rich and powerful and loved my mother without bossing her around or denying her anything. I was the sponge, I was the sink, I was the drain, I was the container—the pitcher or the bucket or the tub—the final resting place of my mother’s frustration and powerlessness in the face of my father’s stubborn need to control.

For years I babysat for a young family with an only daughter, starting when she was a few months old and continuing into her tweens. Her mother, who for a while dabbled in Jungian psychology, commented often on my family’s dynamics.

“You and your sister are way too close to your mother,” she’d say. “You’re too old to be so enmeshed. You need to have more boundaries.”

I would look at her as she spoke, oh so confidently, about my family that, yes, she knew fairly well, but which she judged from an alien perspective, from the viewpoint of a diametrically opposed culture. Ha, I thought to myself, you don’t know what you’re talking about. Even though you were one of eight children, you spent your adolescence alone in boarding school on the East Coast. No one cared about you the way my mother, who is warm and loving and Peruvian, cares about us. And I was smug and satisfied in our lack of boundaries, in my closeness to my mother, in her vast, unconditional love for me and my sister and my brother.

I know now I am more like my father, in personality and even in looks, but my entire childhood was my mother’s. I belonged to her—body, mind, and soul. I was making myself into her image. Watching and waiting and wanting, observing and emulating. As the birthdays passed, numbers six-seven-eightnine, her tastes became mine, her values my own, her wishes always my commands.

My father was the Other. He was the opposite of my mother, her antithesis; all of their differences were polarized for me as a child. If, when I was young, I’d had to choose between my mother and my father in any scenario, from sleeping in the same bed or driving around with them on errands to divorce or a sinking ship, I would have chosen my mother. Every time. It took years into adulthood for me to see my father as an individual free from the mantle of my mother’s desires and disappointments.

I would say, if it were possible, that I was born a feminist. I feel it in my bones, in my core, in my very Self. Because mine is a feminism that cannot bear injustice, it was my defining identity growing up, in school, out clubbing, as a graduate student, dating and courting and marrying, as a wife and mother, an intellectual and scholar. Watching my parents interact, sensing the tension between the easygoing extrovert who felt comfortable in domestic chaos and rejuvenated by parties and music and dancing versus the introverted loner who needed everything neat and tidy and quiet regardless of his wife’s desires or children’s personalities, served to feed that feminism like fresh soil around a plant and sharpen it like a blade on a stone. Growing up, I felt as if I were watching a game, or a boxing match, and my mother was clearly the underdog. She didn’t hold the purse strings and therefore she didn’t hold the power. My father’s word was, without exception, the last; it was his way or the highway every time. I’d watch and root for my mother, demonizing my father as her opponent, especially when, as I grew into adolescence, I jumped into the ring to defend her—always to no avail.

The thing is, I was my mother’s second-in-command, her assistant coach, her Girl Friday. Also her therapist, priest, and close confidant. If early experiences shape a self, guide a growing, developing identity, then my mother, my parents, and, most of all, their relationship to each other, shaped me. Their marriage took my feminism, that innate sense of justice untempered by rationalizations, excuses, lies, or obfuscations, and shaped it through the template of their relationship, ultimately as witness for and defender of my mother.

Our skin sloughs off day by day and month by month until some time later we are totally different people: hair, skin, nails, all new—nothing left over from the past. Recently there has been scientific talk of our changing in more essential ways throughout our lives, not just surface characteristics but also outlook, values, sense of self—our very subject-ness. Like a snake we shed not only our skin but also our old selves, our former personas, including our ignorance, our biases, our humiliations, and our embarrassments. I resist this, however compelling it is to believe in continuous opportunities for renewal and redemption. I need to feel I have a core, an essence, indelible and unassailable. I hold on to this belief even if by doing so I condemn myself to the initial molding of my childhood, when my parents and their personalities, their interactions, and their marriage branded me in ways that will forever mark me—how I think, the nature of my feminism.

My mother, if asked, would have rejected outright the label of “Feminist.” She would have thought feminists in the seventies weird white women—American, loud, and unfeminine. She still calls opinionated women “sargentos” and protesting feminists who behaved “como hombres” fit this definition, shouting in the streets with their signs and their slogans. My mother had an aunt who advocated bra wearing rather than bra burning. She advised wearing a bra twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, even to bed, in order to keep the breasts high and perky in defiance of nursing and gravity. My mother followed this advice for many years, as did I, having also in my late teens received the lecture on the power of the brassiere.

Yet my mother did not remain passive in the face of my father’s dominance. She fought for control, trying to seize agency in the areas that mattered to her most. She wanted a say in the finances, for example, in the ways my father’s salary was budgeted for the household. With a keen eye for real estate, she wanted to invest in certain properties and loved the idea of the fixer-upper long before it became a trend. She wanted to buy herself and her daughters new, fashionable clothes more often. She wanted to spend money on airline tickets, to visit her sister. But my father allotted an allowance for himself and his wife, refusing her access to the bank account.

I, like many others, was fired in the clay oven of my nuclear family. It was because of them that I entered the world, finally, as an adult, the way I did. These true stories reflect that early molding, and also bear witness to the myriad other influences in the continuing evolution of the feminist I am today. I can never be sure how much of myself was modeled and framed, measured and cut by growing up in my particular family, observing my parents, loving my mother, and how much by the combination of other factors in life—a specific set of genes and a collection of experiences unique to me.

In trying to envision the ways my feminism developed, starting from my very earliest memories, there first comes to mind, sadly, the image of a gauntlet run: veering from, sometimes colliding with, unhappy moments and flagrant unfairness. But there are also the more pleasing, more satisfying images of the mosaic and the stones, the collage and the pictures, and, ultimately, the narrative and the words. Selecting the words, creating a narrative. This time with penned notes or typed documents rather than crayon on scratch paper, and at a desk or on a couch or in my bed rather than on the closed seat of a porcelain toilet. Writing for myself this time rather than on behalf of my mother.

Thinking about my past, pondering why I remember what I do, and examining those memories is a journey. The words, the paragraphs, the essays make up my path. Any answers, regardless of how incomplete or continuing or exploratory, to how my feminism developed, what is its complicated and shifting nature—the holy grail.






The Book and the Scarf


(United States, 1965)

Awoman sits, seat belt securely fastened, in an airplane. She is crying. Tears flow, almost uninterrupted, for hours on the flight from Peru to the United States. From Lima to New York. From Jorge Chavez to JFK on her way to SFO. Her nose swells, her eyes puff, her head aches.

Why does she weep? She cries because she is leaving her family forever. This is different from when she left Peru the first time, for what she assumed would be only a few years. Now she is marrying an American she met in the United States and committing to a life far away from her home. She is sad because she is already homesick, knowing she will speak to her mother and sister on the telephone only a few times a year, the connection unreliable and the cost prohibitive. Knowing she will visit her city, with its warm sociability and carefree lifestyle, at most once a year, the cost of flights astronomical. Knowing she has chosen a man different from her own Italian father and a culture opposite of her own Peruvian one—reserved rather than open, straitlaced rather than easygoing, more individualistic than familial.

Some years prior, a young man stands on the deck of a large ship that travels slowly west toward Japan, where he will be stationed as a military engineer for the duration of the Korean War. The ship passes San Francisco and continues under the Golden Gate Bridge—perhaps it is early morning and the pale mist wraps around the still-sleeping city, covering the bay, softening the angles of the handful of huddled skyscrapers; perhaps it’s high noon on a summer day and he sees the brightness of the blue sky highlighting the shifting green of the sea, the clean white of the cityscape, the rusty red of the bridge; or perhaps the sun is setting and rendering him privy to the city’s buildings, with Coit Tower the most distinguished, lit up by the sun as if from within, glowing bright and then softening to pinks and golds and oranges. Whichever the scenario, whatever the time of day, this man, my father, remembers looking out from the deck of the ship taking him toward the unknown, toward a yet undefined adventure, and thinking to himself, One day I will return.

The woman who wept, my mother, lived for several years before her marriage in the “Pink Palace,” an elegant residential hotel in Pacific Heights. She has pointed it out to me from the car innumerable times, a still-standing monument, a tangible testament, all pink stucco and wrought iron and marble, to her single life in San Francisco, where she claims to have lived in the best neighborhood, worn the most stylish clothes, and frequented the classiest venues. It is there that she met her future husband, my father. Because his residence, located nearby, did not provide breakfast, he made it a habit to eat at my mother’s hotel every morning. She claims he noticed her first, that he made the first move. I can believe that; although my father is an introvert, quiet and reserved, this was the early sixties after all, and both of them were more Mad Men than Summer of Love. My mother—pretty, foreign, glamorous—must have stood out to him as he drank his coffee and read the newspaper.

In his retirement, my father has been looking through his collection of old slides. This activity prompted a memory he tells me about: “The first time I saw your mother she was sitting in the basement under a giant hair dryer. She was reading Don Quixote in Spanish. That’s when I thought, she’s beautiful and smart!”

My mother married my father because he was good on paper—tall, dark, and handsome, an engineer—and unfailingly polite. Her mother, my grandmother, had sent her younger daughter to live in the United States when she decided it was time for her to find a husband. My mother told my grandmother she was happy to live with her in Lima for the rest of her life, but her arguments were to no avail. My grandmother remained convinced that a life as a single, childless woman was not one worth living, and refused to be responsible for my mother’s unmarried status. So she sent her daughter away to find a man outside Peru. And she did.

My father courted my mother. On one of their formal dates, they went to a performance of My Fair Lady. I can see them, my mother in a simple silk sheath, pointed heels, and pearls, my father in a dark suit, leather wingtips, and a thin tie. At the end of the night, my mother expressed her delight with the play. The next day she received a gorgeously wrapped copy of the text inscribed, “To G, with love B.”

My father grew up with a strict British mother from York-shire. He expected an efficient household, run with the minimum of fuss and the maximum of frugality. Dinner meant a salad, a starch, a vegetable, and a meat set on the table at seven in the evening, not before and not after. My mother was brought up with servants; my father had to show her how to boil an egg. In Peru, friends and family gathered spontaneously. Lima’s high society in the fifties and sixties was fluid when it came to punctuality, and being an hour or two late was negligible, not worth registering. My mother, a product of this culture, never served dinner on time. If, on a rare occasion, dinner was ready close to seven, the meat was tough and charred or raw and bloody. My father—the lover of ritual and routine who woke up at the same exact time, who did the same boot camp exercises every morning, who breakfasted on two perfectly soft-boiled eggs and two pieces of thickly buttered toast with a tall glass of orange juice and a mug of coffee every single day, made my mother—the lover of spontaneity, the impulsive shopper, the eschewer of timetables, the yo-yo dieter, the easy, natural, take-each-day-asit-comes personality—his wife.

On their honeymoon, the day after they arrive at the Bahamian island of St. John’s, my mother stops at a stall selling colorful silk scarves. “Oh!” she says, pointing one out to her brand-new husband, “I’d love to have this one!”

His answer? “Buy it with your allowance.”

It was as if, she always tells me, my father had thrown a glass of cold water in her face. The courtship was over.






At the Columbian Hotel


(Columbia, 1978)

What I remember about the resort hotel, besides its quiet modernity, its white walls and wide porch, its open dining hall with views of the watery green outside, is what I heard in the room I shared with my family, the five of us crowded onto two beds. It wasn’t sharing a bed with my mother or father or siblings that is memorable for me, as that was normal for us. Before we moved from California to Ecuador for my father’s job, our entire family slept in two beds and a crib pushed together, with the children, including my little brother (for whom the rejected crib was intended), bickering every night about who got to sleep next to our mother. In Quito, at ten years old, I finally graduated to my own room, but I didn’t always appreciate it, feeling sometimes lonely in my twin bed—the space around me too large, the night too quiet.

What I remember from that one night in the Columbian hotel, during the rainy season somewhere in the lush countryside north of the Ecuadorian border, are the moans I could hear from the adjoining room: rough, primal, and rhythmic, they permeated the hotel's thin walls. Female and pained, they penetrated the darkness, itself so deep and palpable, around us. Then they stopped and I heard instead the creak of bedsprings. A woman murmured in soft Spanish, “Come back . . . I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry. Let’s try again.” Then once more the silence punctured by the moans that emanated as reliably as the ticking of a long hand circling the face of a clock.

What I couldn’t imagine then, but can now: the adjacent hotel room, the king bed in the middle, the man—methodical, silent, selfish, and the woman—crying out but trying not to.






Innocence Lost


(Quito, 1980)

T here must have been a noise, a rustle or a snapping of twigs underfoot. Something that made me look to my left as we—my best friend Sarah, our young redheaded teacher, and I—hiked up the path through the forest. Like an animal in the wilderness, it was instinctual, the quick turn of head, the sudden attention to the unexpected. My eyes focused on the source of the sound until I registered a male figure, fuzzy in the background and, in the foreground . . . a penis. It dominated my vision like a snake, pallid underbelly framed by a bush of black hair.

I don’t remember reacting. Although from a bird’s-eye view I was the prey and the man the predator, the natural instincts telling me to run, scream, or warn the others receded and were replaced by the social ones I’d already begun to internalize as a young girl. So I looked away from the man leering at us through the leafy branches and, without a word, focused instead on the path before me.

The mountain is actually a volcano, a solid pyramid looking over Quito, a dependable constant in the landscape of the small Andean city. So familiar a sight was it to me, as I lived my life across the valley below, that I often forgot it was there. But that day, for the first time, I was hiking it. My friend and I, both in eighth grade, had earned a fun day out with a young teacher new to the missionary school we attended.

Thinking back, I wonder at the innocence with which we set forth—three young females, one in her twenties, white and freckled and obviously American, and two in their tweens, awkwardly transitioning through puberty. The teacher, the only adult, was young and naïve, a guaranteed virgin of the fervid Evangelical type, modest in her hiking pants, covered arms, and short haircut. There was nothing provocative about her, even her hair was more faded strawberry than fiery red. But it was her race and her gender together in one persona—single white female—that made our presence in the mountain forest of the Andes so strange. That day, even when I saw the man’s nakedness among the woody undergrowth, I had no conscious awareness of our vulnerability; the fear lay still, buried deep inside my psyche, a mute sense of foreboding rather than the sharp recognition of danger. Because I chose then to remain quiet, I don’t know if either of my companions saw what I did—it happened so suddenly, the moment over almost before it began.

Another day, walking from school through residential streets to my friend Julia’s house, I helped form another threesome, this time with Julia and her older sister, Fatima. Unlike Sarah, who was pale and blonde, Julia and Fatima were dark, darker than me. They favored their mother. With their matte-brown skin and heavy black hair, they looked more like the maid who cleaned their house than the father who paid for it, a wealthy American businessman working abroad. I was more familiar with this maid, who cracked eggs into bubbling oil for us to eat with salty white rice as a snack, than with their mother, similarly brown and Ecuadorian, who seemed always away, absent, in another room.

There were plenty of rooms to hide in at Julia and Fatima’s house; oversized for a family of four, it had a garden wall topped with the requisite shards of glass, a spiked gate guarding the long driveway, carved doors at the entrance, and an indoor/ outdoor pool, loosely S-shaped, winding its way outside from under sliding glass panes. I had never met the father, had only ever seen him once—at his house, during a school party that spilled over into the evening. He had stepped onto a balcony overlooking the pool that was lit from the inside, clear water shining in the inky night. A shadowy figure, cocktail in hand, he hesitated at the railing, swaying . . . was he about to say something? But he did not. He continued to gaze down at us instead, at our pubescent bodies undulating in the watery light and shivering in the evening air, thin wet suits clinging to barely there curves. After a while, mere seconds or whole minutes I will never know now, he retreated, with a slight stumble, to the darkness of his bedroom. Thinking back, it could be that the goose-bumped flesh that I, so young at the time, didn’t know could tantalize certain men, tantalized him. Or it could be that he was lonely and drank nightly to numb feelings of isolation and distance from his wife, his family, even his adopted culture. But my recollections of that evening pose him as a menacing figure—a man threatening us from above, master of his universe, the balcony his throne—and an untrustworthy adult, drunk and unstable, a father gone wrong.

That day after school, still blocks from the house, the older sister Fatima walked a few yards ahead of my friend Julia and me. Then, quite suddenly, she pivoted mid-stride to face the opposite sidewalk. Catching up to her, we saw what she saw: a man standing in an empty lot between residences, legs planted wide, ignoring the NO ORINE AQUÍ scrawled on a peeling wall as yellow liquid slid down the chipped concrete to disappear among weeds and emptied soda cans. A second later he must have sensed our presence, because he turned and saw that we were watching him. With his pants still crumpled around his knees, he thrust his groin forward, grinning. I stood silently while I looked, Julia quiet beside me, both of us stunned into a kind of paralysis.

Fatima, however, wasn’t stunned or silenced. Instead, with her younger sister and me helpless behind her, she pointed a cocky finger at the man and shouted at him in Spanish. She made fun of his penis, mocking him, humiliating him. Her words and her stance, her attitude—so different from my own—worked like a counterspell to block the man’s attempt to intimidate us. He turned away, yanking up his trousers, fumbling at his belt.

Fatima at that moment seemed to me a superhero, a woman warrior. She had conquered the foe, beaten the enemy. His sudden retreat gave all three of us an unfamiliar sense of power, and we raced the rest of the way home, laughing with exhilaration.

Decades after and thousands of miles away, back in the United States, I flick through a glossy National Geographic. I almost don’t recognize it. At the last minute, I flip back to a page I’ve just passed over in my casual perusal of the magazine. Something about the image of a volcano erupting pulls at my consciousness. The caption below the photograph verifies that it’s the mountain I hiked so many years ago, as a child. Here, however, the city is assaulted by a storm of thick smoke and black ash as hot clouds obliterate the sun. The mountain has transformed into a raging monster. In the foreground, a woman waits patiently for a bus in the valley beneath. This woman is indigenous: short and stocky, brown-skinned, face prematurely lined, wearing coarse stockings and shoes cracked from her splayed feet. One hand holds a plastic shopping bag straining against its heavy load, the other an open umbrella. Years from now, I will remember the umbrella as red. Perhaps it wasn’t red, it might have been blue or black. But my memory will insist on red, a bright red that becomes a steady beacon of color pushing back against the swirling ash, protecting the woman who holds it.

Why this connection in my memory between my coming-of-age in Ecuador and this mountain? Why the association of eroded innocence with the volcano, active after decades of quiet? If I think of this time in my life, the pubescence that is a limbo between childhood and adolescence, as a dark fairy tale replete with serpents, evil kings, hunters in the woods, and monstrous mountains, then I am Freud, analyst and decoder, attempting to make sense of the past and the innocence that was lost. A mountain—once dependable, firm, and stable, a benign presence, a benevolent god—turns villainous, threatening to overwhelm the woman, already burdened.

But is she, like I once was, wracked with insecurity, with fear? No. She stands instead, steadily holding the umbrella that protects her. An umbrella that is always red—the red of blood, and thus violence and gore and wounds, but also of menstruation, life, creation. This is the connection that speaks to me today: innocence lost, yes, and many times over, but also resistance and pushback, the promise of power gained.






The Kiss


(Quito, 1978)

In Quito, I took the bus to school. Our house was situated near the top of a hill, in a neighborhood appropriately named Bella Vista, for we could see from our windows across the city’s apartments and parks to the massive green volcano that is Pichincha. To get to our house near the top of this hill that forms the eastern side of the Andean valley, you had to drive far up a curving street. Our school bus driver was a short, lean man with weathered skin. He was also long-suffering. My siblings and I were invariably late getting ready for the day, and we often heard the roar of the old bus’s diesel engine for a good thirty seconds before it ground to a stop in front of our gate. “¡El bus! ¡El bus!” we yelled to each other as we scrambled to finish our toast while grabbing book bags and tying shoelaces. I don’t know why we said this in Spanish—we usually spoke to each other in English—but we did; it was probably part of our evolving Spanglish lexicon.

The bus driver always waited for us with a patient smile, knowing we would eventually come out at a run to clamber onto the bus. “Gracias, gracias,” we panted as we passed him, trying to catch our breath. Once we were all on the bus, my brother and sister and I immediately separated, finding our own friends and classmates and plopping down beside them with a sigh at having made it just in time once again.


The day of the kiss we’d already descended from my house on the hill into the urban valley as we picked up other students on our way to campus. That morning I was staring out the window rather than talking with a schoolmate. Perhaps my friends had stayed home sick from school that day, or had a parent chauffeur them instead of the bus driver. In any case, I was daydreaming as I leaned against the window and gazed at the changing landscape of traffic and shops, pedestrians, Chiclets vendors, and bus stops. It was next to one of the latter that my own bus idled at a red light. I looked, without really seeing, at the group of people gathered to wait for their ride. Suddenly my eyes focused on a particular movement, a specific gesture, perhaps a nod of the head. A man stood out from the crowd, holding the hand of a little girl. I noticed him because he was staring at me as I sat in my school bus with the other elementary and middle schoolers. When he saw that he’d caught my eye, his expression slipped into an easy and almost languid lasciviousness. Then, in what seemed to me slow motion, he pursed his lips into a long, and exaggerated, kiss.

I stared back. It was all I could do. I was mesmerized, caught in a spider’s sticky web, unable to move. I was just eleven or twelve, and my brain couldn’t make sense of a grown man taking note of me, selecting me, a young girl, in this way, especially while holding the hand of an even younger girl. Was this little girl, perhaps five years old, a daughter or a sister or a niece? Because I was so young, I was only dimly aware of Ecuador’s “national pastime,” the hounding and harassing of women on the streets—sometimes with simple compliments, sometimes with the predatory determination of the machista—and there on my school bus, with my books next to me and my classes to look forward to, I’d felt safe. It hadn’t occurred to me that I could be a target in that context, and at that age.

This memory is particularly distasteful—I still wince when I think about it—because I could see, even across a street full of cars and street hawkers, the white flecks of spittle on the man’s full lips as they extended toward me, fleshy and moist, his eyes above them knowing in their affront, deliberate in their insult. How many times did this man do this in a month? A week? A day? Looking back as an adult, it seemed automatic on his part and, on those bustling city streets, mundane. But to me then, twelve years old at most, it felt monstrous and perverse, illicit. As the memory plays out in slow motion—the busy morning stilled around me, all engines and voices and horns silenced—that act, that movement, that kiss, hits me like a blow. Yet I didn’t say anything to anyone. Only years later did I talk about it, when I’d shaped those few seconds into a funny narrative, a gross joke. That day I kept the sight of that man and his lips to myself, to mull over and ponder, to remember again and again, revolted yet questioning: Who was that? Why did he do that? Why did he choose me? I had many questions back then, but no answers—I was still pubescent, still naïve.

Could this have been my first kiss? Of course it wasn’t really, yet because of one person’s sense of entitlement over another’s perception, over the way she will feel and what she will think about and what she will fear during her day and her week and into her future, because of a man’s callous indifference to the texture and flavor of the memories that will shape a girl’s childhood, that man’s pursed mouth, the wet flecks, the dissonance of the obscene kiss juxtaposed against the little girl clutching his hand, will always be with me, for life. In a small way, clearly—yet it’s there, a presence forever, as long as my memory serves me, or even longer. For who can measure how one event, even among countless others, helps mold a person, their personality, their very essence?
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