





THE CRITICS ON CECILE PINEDA

Cecile Pineda is a writer of the utmost artistic integrity.

 J. M. Coetzee

An author of powerful imagination and intellect, Cecile Pineda has already been compared to Cortazar, Borges, Marquez, Camus, Lagerquvist and Kafka. She has become one of the most discussed up-and-coming American novelists around.

 San Antonio Light

Critical Praise for Face:

The author reveals the immense power of human will and obsession . . . an original, complex portrait of survival.

 New York Times Book Review

A poetic, hallucinatory work, finely and sparely written, the debut of a very talented writer indeed. May we see more?

 Newsday

Written with sparse prose, stark drama and pointed symbolism, the novel is an intensely moving tale of catastrophe and redemption, of the fall and unyielding will of the human spirit. The prose of this novel cuts like a surgeons scalpel; not a word is wasted or out of place.

 Nashville Banner

There is an immediacy to her narrative, combined with images that startle our senses, that leave us haunted.

 San Francisco Chronicle

Speaks in the spare voice of mans spirit at its final reach.

 The Tribune (San Diego)

Pinedas haunted story, with its bold symbolism, will remind readers of Camus and Kafka.

 People

Critical praise for Frieze:

Elegant form and vigorous detail give Frieze its mesmerizing power.

 Josephine Humphreys in The Nation

A Singular, absorbing book.

 The New Yorker

As delicately phrased as a prose poem. ... A parable that opposes the pride and power of the state to the slow resistance of human life.

 Richard Eder in The Los Angeles Times Book Review

Critical Praise for The Love Queen of the Amazon:

The passionate backdrop of South America has produced some of modern literatures most remarkable female characters. ... In her third novel, The Love Queen of the Amazon, Cecile Pineda enhances this roster with a brilliantly drawn portrait of a Peruvian bawd, Ana Magdalena Figueroa. She is one of the few great Latin heroines not created by the male imagination, and Ana Magdalenas amorous history provides a unique vehicle for the U.S.-born Pineda to look with a satirically feminine eye at the manners, mores, and literature of all the Americas, to which Love Queen is a noteworthy addition.

 Richard Martins in The Chicago Tribune

Ana Magdalena Arzate de Figueroa stars in Cecile Pinedas terrific new novel, The Love Queen of the Amazon. . .. Her story has a soft, erotic feel, with a cast of characters who persist in making theatrical fools of themselves and others throughout. . . .

 Tom Miller in The New York Times Book Review

Critical Praise for Fishlight: A Dream of Childhood:

Fishlight is a gentle, beautiful book, a rare and poetic song from an exquisitely melancholy childhood, written with heartbreaking innocence and a great love of life. It is original, poignant, profoundly simple and unforgettable. Cecile Pineda creates wonderful magic.

 John Nichols, author of The Milagro Beanfield War

Fishlight is a long-awaited treat . . . full of pulsing, beautiful language from a gifted storyteller . . . writing at the peak of her craft.

 Virgil Suarez, editor of Iguana Dreams
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Many years later, when there was little doubt left, people still marveled how Ana Magdalena as a young girl at least had possessed all the qualities you would expect in a young girl of good but impoverished family. Who could have imagined, they said, that one day she would become known as a succubus? And they remembered that she came at once when summoned, she spoke only when addressed (and then only just above a whisper). Her braids hung in two straight undeviating lines; she curtseyed gracefully without a touch of flamboyance, and cast down her eyes with befitting and appealing modesty.

Her mother, Andreina, a thin, depressive woman who suffered always from the cold, was inordinately proud of her. To any who would listen, and the many who would have preferred to do otherwise, she was always quick to extol the virtues of her daughter. True, she had no other standards of comparison: all her other children had died mysteriously in infancy.

Ana Magdalenas father, Hercules Figueroa da Cunha, came from a well-heeled family known for its prowess in the field, although later his wife would muse out loud, why anyone armed to the teeth with such an illustrious pedigree would want to comport himself like some kind of low-life drifter. Their opulent nuptials fueled the town gossips for a number of seasons. Already early in their union Hercules came and went exactly as he pleased, in keeping with the local custom. It was said that on those rare occasions when he returned home to Andreina it was to give her yet another painful pregnancyor to change his shirt. Once when she was pregnant with Ana Magdalena, she caught sight of him riding by in a stylish Victoria, whores to either side of him, turned out in colors of unspeakable vulgarityreds, purples, heaven knows whathaving fun. She came close to miscarrying.

Her physician, who in the course of a long career had perfected a morticians smile displaying teeth yellow as piano keys, recognized in Andreina the signs of an incipient and fatal melancholia. Alarmed, he prescribed hot baths. But because bathtubs were still a rarity in Malyerba, Andreina was obliged to order a galvanized metal tub of gigantic proportions, which had to be transported by muleback from Lima and over the Andes at great cost, and almost insurmountable personal hardship for the muleteer, an Andean Indian of resilient strength and Inca descent. Because the passes were still snowed in much of that spring, the tub could be delivered only in the ninth month of Andreinas pregnancy. Every afternoon, following the siesta, she would have her servant heat water to scalding temperatures. This she would mix with cold water from the well until it was exactly the temperature and consistency of her own blood, and, sighing with resignation, she would remove her shift and lower her swollen body until she was entirely immersed in water up to her chin.

On the particular afternoon of Ana Magdalenas birth, Andreina experienced the severe lassitude that comes of unrelieved depression. She sank gratefully into the warm and dreamy water of the bath, and almost instantly, feeling the great weight and mass of her body eased by the waters buoyancy, allowed herself the folly of falling fast asleep.

When she opened her eyes, however, she realized almost at once that she was no longer alone. Swimming vigorously in water tinged a delirious aquamarine by her ruptured amniotic fluids was a sturdy female infant whose back was entirely covered with downy black hair. Although at first she found her daughters hairiness somewhat disconcerting, it never came to her attention that the condition, admittedly rare in newborns, augured a future that, whatever can be said of it, was going to be singularly free of virginal modesty or unnecessary chastity. She christened her daughter not ten days later with the name Ana (after her maternal grandmother) and Magdalena, the name of a deceased maiden aunt.

Embittered by her husbands neglect, Andreina had become so chronically neurotic that by the time her daughter was six years of age, she had abjured smiling altogether and her face had assumed the sour, pinched expression that prompted the people of Malyerba to shun her in the streets.

Mira Ia salmuera. Look, here comes The Pickle, they would say as they crossed quickly to the other side.

But to a child, even one whose birth was as mythic as Ana Magdalenas, a mother is a mother. And by extension it must follow that all mothers have forsaken smiling, all mothers must be hopelessly pinched and neurotic. Gossip had it that at a tender age, Ana Magdalena must have read her mothers heart. And it was perhaps for this reason that she came at once when summoned, lowered her eyes with appealing modesty, and spoke only when addressed.

And, too, there were other influences, influences that must be mentioned here. Because at an early age, Ana Magdalenas education was entrusted to the nuns who kept a local learning institution, a convent for young ladies. It was there Ana Magdalena learned the feminine arts: music, dancing, embroidery, watercolor, sewing, lace making, washing, sweeping, and keeping accountsin sum, all the qualities that make a woman a womanand not a man. Ana Magdalena did not exactly take to these arts as a fish does to water, but perhaps the metaphor is not altogether misplaced, because if she paled in the face of the household arts, Ana Magdalena displayed not the slightest fear of water.

Once a week the sisters took their charges to the river to bathe, there being no plumbing facilities in the convent at that time. One must remember that where the convent was situated was then at the outskirts of Malyerba, where the river meandered just beyond the towns outer limits. Bathing was an event heralded by preparation bordering on the ritualistic. Early the preceding week, the younger girls crowded into the convent kitchen to make soap from lye and suet under the watchful eyes of the kitchen sisters. Garbed in white pinafores designed to preserve the spotlessness of their pastel clothing and to emblemize the spotlessness of their thoughts as well, the young initiates allowed themselves to be shown by the kitchen sisters how to stoke the wood-burning stoves: first with newspapers, which they were not allowed to read, then kindling, and finally with great logs of wood, a process guaranteeing that with the application of a single match, the strategic blaze would leap to life. Then the great, gaping vats of suet were placed on the open flames to melt, and the youngest girls had to perch on lovely pinewood stools to stir them with enormous wooden paddles.

It was a grueling apprenticeship, and the young participants fulfilled their part of the bargain with exemplary dedication. But it must be said here that, although lengthy and exacting, it was an apprenticeship appallingly ill suited to a class of young ladies whose mission in life was prescribed from the first. They would aspire to marry well, to enter the somber mansions of their class, and to allow themselves to be washed, perfumed, and dressed by the dark-skinned and silent servants who would bring them tea in the endless afternoons, dress their hair, and throw out their slops.

It must be pointed out that this very unsuitability was not their fault. And perhaps not even the fault of the reverend mother and her devoted little band of sisters. Perhaps, at best, it can be assigned to a failure of the religious imagination, the question being: How better to prepare for a life of indolence, boredom, and indifference?

Somewhere there must have lurked the assumption that things like the making of soap instilled character. There was, for one thing, a rigidly established sequence involved, and, at last, when the molten mess was poured into the cooling trays, there were all the dos and donts that guarantee the formation of a perfect cake of brown, foul-smelling saponifacient, abrasive, and sufficiently unpleasant to the touch to discourage the remotest hint of sensuality.

Nor was that all. On Wednesdays, the girls were marched to the riverbank, their soiled linen piled high in baskets, each one of them armed with a cake of the evil-smelling soap, there to squat over the river stones, rubbing and beating their laundry the prescribed number of strokes. And as they rubbed and beat and wrung, nothing stopped them from watching the river traffic. It was there Ana Magdalena first laid eyes on the young dockhand who was later to lend a hand shaping her destiny. Sergio Ballado had shining brown skin, and as he worked stripped to the waist, the writhing of his muscles began to trouble her.

My God, she whispered to Aurora Constancia, the young lady who squatted next to her, just look at him!

Dont get overwrought, replied her friend. Thats Sergio Ballado. Everyone knows about him. Remember: you didnt see him first.

That doesnt mean a thing.

Anyway, hes bad news.

How come?

Aurora Constancia leaned close enough to whisper something in her ear.

Oh, my God!

Whether Ana Magdalenas exclamation came from shock or some other more complex emotion need not concern us here, but Aurora Constancia could see she had made a deep impression on her friend.

No talking, now, admonished the good sister as she passed them. Keep your mind on your work and dont forget to count your strokes.

On Sundays the girls were lined up in the convent courtyard, and once they had been counted by the porter sister to make sure each one was present, the great carriage entrance doors swung open. They marched out in double file, wound along the alleyways and streets, crossed the boulevards at a furious clip to arrive at church just as the procession of priests and acolytes and altar boys made its way to the altar to celebrate High Mass.

The good sisters had arranged this down-to-the-wire entrance with some premeditation, because in order to take their seats, the girls had to pass the rows of already-seated boys from the local Jesuit academy, and it was thought that rushing them down the aisle just in time to reach their pews would discourage any kind of contactalthough on one particular occasion, despite such extreme vigilance, there took place a hurried exchange of hymnals between Aurora Constancia and one of the more enterprising Jesuit boys.

Whats going on? Ana Magdalena whispered to her walking partner.

Oh, nothing, replied Aurora Constancia nonchalantly. Ill tell you later if you promise not to spill the beans. Silently and piously both girls took their seats.

The morning of the bathalways a Saturday, regardless of the temperature or inclemency of the weatherthe girls returned after breakfast to their dormitories to dress. Dressing for the bath may seem a contradiction. But in that golden age of progress it was nothing of the sort. Stockings, corsets, petticoats, and ruffled pastel dresses were cast off with abandon.

A flock of thin white arms threaded themselves into the great and massive tents of the bathing tunics, as their young and virginal charges prepared for the bath under the sisters watchful supervision. Then, armed with the very same towels that earlier in the week the young ladies themselves had beaten into immaculate submission, they lined up, cakes of brown soap in hand. The procession wended its way through the courtyard, out the gate, and along the rows of fruit trees in the orchard, until it reached the wall. There, before she could unlock the gate, the porter sister counted her charges to make sure all were present and accounted for.

No sooner had the wooden door squealed open than a remarkable and astonishing transformation took place: pandemonium, which had been carefully held in check all week, broke loose. Laughing and screaming, the girls poured through the gate and raced each other down the slope to collapse in a breathless heap on the sandy riverbank. Indeed, their abandon was of chronic concern to the mother superior and her entire staff. Such deportment, the reverend mother would repeatedly remind them, resembled nothing more than the stampede of biblical pigs, squealing and snorting, that followed the Divine Lords each and every casting out of devils.

But once the gate was open, repeated evidence seemed to indicate there was no longer any way of civilizing them. Once in the water, they seemed to quiet down, particularly if the river was glacial, which it not infrequently was, being fed from its source in the very high Andes. But once they became accustomed to its bite, the girls frolicked as before, splashing one another with huge fans of icy water, shrieking and howling with terror and delight.

The chaperon nun had to beat strenuously on a frying pan to bring the proceedings to some kind of order. When decorum was restored at last, each girl found a shallow place in the stream where she could squat and reach under the massive folds of her bathing smock to soap the dark and exquisite repositories of her female sex.

It was from their vantage point concealed in the bushes on the opposite shore that the town boys from the Jesuit Academy would wait for just this silent moment to contemplate in solemn and collective lubricity the fate of the happily straying fish who might, with better luck than theirs, be able to eye his piscine fill.

One has only to imagine the spectacle for a momenta flock of white-clad innocents hard at work, rubbing their fragile and concealed flesh with cakes of soap more abrasive than sandpaper, the theater of spectators giggling and sniggering in the bushes, and the lone force for order sitting far up on the river bank, blinkered in her wimple, armed with nothing more substantial than her frying panto marvel that utter chaos took as long to break out as it did.

One must not for a moment imagine thatin this respect at leastyoung ladies are more backward than their male counterparts. In the endless stretch of hours after their meager evening collation and before the curfew bell, what more fervid subject for furtive conversation than courtship and marriage, whispered in corners, in corridors, in the shelter of their curtained dormitory beds. In proliferating variety, heated discussions raged defining the subtle and various conditions of virginity, true virginity as opposed to false virginity, measures to restore virginity should it haplessly be lost.

Poor little innocents. Aurora Constancia took on a condescending tone. What do you poor things know about it? Virginity comes in many shapes and sizes, everyone knows that. Everyone knows the one about the pregnant lady pretending she swallowed an olive pit, but with real virginity you know the signs. It has to be as bouncy as a trampoline.

The bed...?

The bed?! Oh, thats a good one! Your cherry, silly. It has to be so resilient you can spin a gold piece on it.

One of the girls began to cry. Dios mio, whatll I tell my mother? I dont have anything like that.

How do you know? Ana Magdalena challenged her.

I just know, she wailed.

Dont cry pobrecita! You can always have it fixed. Did you hear the one about the Paris cocotte who was so old and tired, she had to have an operation? All eyes turned to Aurora Constancia. They had to take her eardrum and graft it to her...? By now the girls were squealing with delight.

Aurora Constancia nodded. Everything was perfect, but she became so hard of hearing, she took to reading lips.

Bathing in the river, the older girls at least knew from the start that they were being watched. And they knew very well that, basking in the protection of the frying pan sisters gaze, tantalizing as they might wish to be, they were assured of nothing more forward than those heated schoolboy glances. They were aware of just how provocative is the soaping of a nubile, pear-shaped breast, and how, once wetted, the clumsy bathing smock could be carelessly arranged to show a lovely nipple to titillating advantage. And, even as they splashed water and laughed at one another, in the toss of their dark manes, in the rosy flush of their bright faces, in the luster of their beautiful white teeth, they were already hard at work ruthlessly scoring the points that later would assure them entry into those gleaming white mansions that, unbeknownst to such unsuspecting innocents, were to become their mausoleums.

It was on one such occasion that Ana Magdalena first set herself apart. Spring had been prematurely at work, warming the chilled earth, teasing open the reluctant young buds of forsythia and mountain laurel; stimulated by this already lush abundance, small birds set about preparing their nests in a Babel of warbling.

These were not the only signs of stimulation, as we shall see. On the appointed Saturday, equipped with soap and towel, the little procession of smock-clad future womanhood proceeded quietly through the orchard. Everywhere, fruit blossoms had erupted with breath-stopping violence, forced by the unseasonably balmy temperatures. Bees hummed, droned, and buzzed in a drunken frenzy, hauling their fat and furry bodies over petals edge into the receiving hearts of flowers, and in the bushes on the riverbank, the entire Jesuit school waited in spring-heightened eagerness.

The porteress nun fumbled with the keysa lapse untypical of her. Then, having forgotten the count, she turned back to her pressing crush of charges to count them once again, but already they had broken ranks, and it was only by dint of repeated pounding on her frying pan that she was able to re-establish some semblance of order. Laboriously the porteress re-counted, adding up the numbers under her breath with fierce and uncompromising sibilance. And then, at last, the enormous key was reinserted in the shaft, and the door creaked open on its rusting pins. Shouting and tumbling down the riverbank, sixty-three young female savages headed whooping for the water. It was a savagery born of being constantly reprimanded for the least infraction: at five A.M. Mass; at their sparse breakfast of stale rolls and tea; at their drawing and painting lessons; over their embroidery frames; under the stiff and punishing baton of the music mastera man who would finally reach the apogee of his career as an army executioner in suppression of the miners strike; under the mincing and emaciated effeminacy of the dancing master; over the great wooden paddles of the kitchen sisters; by the stentorian and raucous pounding of the frying pan sister; in short, by all the dismal oppressions scheduled in a day that began with Matins and moved in stately and unyielding procession through all the canonical hours, ending with Compline.

All sixty-three hit the water with the grace and fragility of a herd of water buffalo. In the ensuing chaos it was not at first apparent that one of the sixty-three had in mind a purpose far removed from the ritual rubbing of abrasive soap on tender maiden flesh. Screaming and shouting punctuated great sprays of water as the girls tried to submerge and drown one another. The frying pan sister, out of her depth altogether, was powerless to restore the least semblance of civilized decorum. She smacked and rang and pounded in red-faced abandon, to no avail. Exhausted at last, she loosened her wimple and surrendered to the spring. Assured that no one saw her, she lay winded and perspiring on the riverbank, and soon fell fast asleep.

Far from subsiding, the water games grew in frenzy and momentum. The river rang with shouts. It was under the cover of such unseemly distractions that Aurora Constancia quietly separated herself from the group and began wading gingerly toward the opposite bank and the bushes.

Among the Jesuit boys, suppressed giggles reached fever pitch. A violent discussion broke out as to whether or not to send out a rescue party. Because of their ferocious altercation they failed to see what happened next: Aurora Constancias delicate white foot missed its purchase, tumbling its owner into the fast and dangerous current of the river. Like anyone about to drown, she surrendered all semblance of dignity. Her arms flailing, trying to remain above water, screaming for help, she began to churn about in circles, because the flailing of her right arm far overbalanced the more restrained and ladylike floundering of her left. Help! she cried again and again as she took in mouthfuls of icy water.

It was then that Ana Magdalena, who had been quietly washing herself somewhat apart from all the activity, caught sight of a sodden smock, churning round and round in the river, presumably with her friend in tow. She did not think or hesitate; she struck out into the rapid current of the river. The initial shock of finding herself swimming in such subarctic waters nearly caused her to founder, but almost at once her surprise gave way to a surge of rising ecstasy. Kicking and stroking, she reached the gasping Aurora Constancia. Grasping her under the chin like a sack of drowning kittens, she hauled her, spluttering and struggling, toward the shore. By then, all the fun had stopped. Sixty-one girls looked on in horrified fascination. Not at the drowning girl, who lay at last, choking and gasping, on the riverbank, but at the one who, singlehandedly, had brought her inbecause Ana Magdalena was naked.

Shouts gave way to a great collective gasp. The frying pan sister woke in time to feel a bottle fly start from her nose. She sat up in alarm. What her eyes told her, her mind refused to accept. Cover yourself, she screamed, cover yourself at once! And she leaped to her feet and raced down the riverbank. Her skirts actually rose an inch above her knees. The girls marveled at the flash of her severe black stockings. Cover yourself at once, she huffed. But there was no need to urge Ana Magdalena. She was already swathed like a mummy in her oversized bath towel. Her teeth were chattering, her skin nearly blue. The good sister was therefore able to turn her attention to the gasping, choking Aurora Constancia. Dont stand there like a gaggle of geese. Help me hold her upside down.

At once a crush of the older girls grasped Aurora Constancia by the ankles. They groaned and heaved. The frying pan sister squatted close to Aurora Constancias face. Rivulets of river water eased out of the victims nose, and when her mouth fell open, a small fingerling dropped out and thrashed about on the puddled ground. At once, color began returning to her cheeks.

Lay her down gently, commanded the frying pan sister.

Nothing happened.

Lay her down!

Still nothing happened. When the good sister looked up to see what was amiss, she noticed that the unfortunate position in which Aurora Constancia found herself had caused her smock to slide down about her chin, revealing the waterlogged contours of a black lace undergarment of astonishing design, engineered to reduce an already wasp waist to near extinction, and aggressively to display even the most indifferent of breasts.

Cover her at once, the frying pan sister shrieked.

But alas, the harm had been done. Sixty-two young ladies, all of them vigorously straining to see, had had revealed to them in all its questionable splendor the tricky intricacies of Aurora Constancias undergarment, its now-sodden red velvet ribbons cunningly threaded at hip and bosom. The lives of Aurora Constancia and, for that matter, Ana Magdalena Arzate de Figueroa would never be the same.

Back at once to the orchard, shrilled the good sister, and for reasons known to none but herself, she began thumping on the frying pan till the inhabitants at the edge of Malyerba poured out of their houses convinced someone had sounded the tocsin.

All sixty-three girls obediently formed ranks. And, but for the racket and Ana Magdalenas provisional towel, no one viewing the procession could have sensed anything amiss. But the Jesuit boys knew. That morning, on the pretext of embarking on a birdwatching expedition, they had clustered like foreign agents in the bushes. Armed with binoculars, they had waited in breathless anticipation for the glorious moment when Aurora Constancia, for the briefest instant, would raise her smock to confirm the troubling realities of what had been until then (at least for most of them) only the subject of their adolescent fancy.

That the event had been prearranged became glaringly apparent when the nuns, gathering evidence preparatory to Aurora Constancias summary dismissal from graceand from the conventconfiscated all her effects except the shirt on her back, in order to submit them to careful examination.

To forestall any possible further moral contamination in any of their charges, the good sisters sequestered both Aurora Constancia and Ana Magdalena in separate cells. Hoping to ensure a return of their detainees senses, they prescribed a three-day menu of bread and water, and a similar diet of reading, which included the lives of the martyrs and saints, and Meditations and Homilies on the Four Nails, a step-by-step replay of the agony and crucifixion of Our Lord Jesus Christ. But happily, the young ladies had sufficient resources in the persons of friends who were willing to slip them the latest bodice-ripping romances through the barred windows of their cells. Meanwhile, one by one, the sisters examined the guimpes, petticoats, bustles, garters, stockings, shoes, sachets, lace-edged nighties, and bloomers belonging to Aurora Constancia. Concealed in her lowest bureau drawer they discovered a hollowed-out hymnal, and in a corner where they least expected, hidden between her holy pictures, they discovered letters from one of the more precocious students of the Jesuit Academy, one of them encouraging her to model, albeit in the river, the latest trend in ladies lingerie. There was no longer any doubt. Word spread like wildfire that Aurora Constancia was about to be dismissed. The whole school waited in anticipation but there was no sign of her.

On the morning of her release from solitary confinement, Ana Magdalena was feeling slightly out of sorts. For this reason when the schoolrooms emptied and the student body repaired to the refectory for the midday meal, Ana Magdalena was not among them. She lay in her little dormitory cubicle with the curtains drawn. To her great surprise, no sooner had the hallways emptied than she heard the sound of hurried footsteps. Aurora Constancia in the company of a chaperon sister entered the room.

You have fifteen minutes to pack, the sister reminded her.

Ana Magdalena leapt off her bed. Try as she might, the chaperon sister could not prevent the friends distressed embrace.

What happened? Ana Magdalena wanted to know.

Nothing. I got expelled.

What for?

 Unbecoming moral influence. Something like that. I didnt really catch it.

How awful! What are you going to do?

Ten minutes left to pack, interrupted the chaperon sister.

Pack, I suppose. Sister Watchdog isnt leaving me much choice.

The two friends set about emptying Aurora Constancias bureau drawers.

Hell and damnation! whispered Aurora Constancia, they must have found it.

Found what?

The hymnal, dummy.

What hymnal?

The dummy hymnal with the merry widow in it.

It was in there?

Oh God! They must have found his letter, too!

You mean he helped you plan it?

Thats the idea.

No wonder theyre giving you the sack.

Its not the tragedy youre making out. Who needs this musty old nunnery anyway? Im going to have fun.

At home?

Sure. My family is probably going to marry me off.

Marry you? To whom?

How do I know?

Oh, God, thats terrible.

Whats so terrible about it?

Marry someone you dont even know? How do you know youre even going to like him?

Aurora Constancia took her friends hands in hers. They sat on the edge of her dormitory bed. Cheer up, darling, its not the tragedy you think. Just because you marry someone doesnt mean you have to like him, silly. You dont even have to know him! All you have to do is go through the motions. After youre married, thats when the fun begins. You have money to spend, a carriage. You can go out, visit friends, see the opera, take lovers. Once youre married, you can do anything you 

Yes, but whatll I do after youre gone? This place is going to be a dungeon. Ana Magdalena began to cry. Cheer up! They may expel you, too.

Times up, barked the chaperon sister. Hurry or well miss the train. And she hustled Aurora Constancia down the corridor toward the street, where the carriage was waiting to take her to the depot.

Write, called a tear-streaked Ana Magdalena. Oh, I will. I will, I promise.

Relieved of the troubling responsibility of harboring a hellion in their midst, the sisters now turned their attention to Ana Magdalena. Search her affairs as they might, they found nothing of the slightest interest. Her underwear was mended, of a plainness verging on the monastic: cotton drawers, and stockings. Unadorned chemises and petticoats; shoes with no evidence whatsoever of frivolity; and two dresses of a severity bordering on the oppressive. Having served her requisite three days of bread and water, she was summoned to appear in the library.

And in the river, what became of your smock, dear child? asked the mother superior sweetly.

I dont know, Reverend Mother.

It didnt vanish by magic.

No, Your Reverence, I took it off.

The gasp of the assembled sisters was unequivocally damning.

Were you aware of the gravity of your actions?

With the smock on, I could never have managed to save her.

Nonetheless, you might at least have tried.

There was no time to try, Reverend Mother; she was drowning.

Through her own fault, the mother superior was quick to point out.

Reverend Mother, will I be allowed to stay?

That is what we are about to deliberate, my child. And the porteress sister showed her outside.

Sitting on the visitors bench, Ana Magdalena gave way to a momentary surge of panic. She remembered when she was six years old. Andreina had wanted to take her to see a traveling carnival.

Well only circle the tent a little, Andreina had coaxed. We dont have to go inside if you dont want.

But, as was her wont, Andreina had not kept her promise and now the presence of those dark rooms leapt out at her once again. She remembered the dead things in them, skeletons of small, defenseless animals, the vertebrae of snakes strung on animated wires, fusty dead herbs and flowers, votive candles, and a row of women dressed in angel costumes, their eyes sewn up with darning needles. It was a house of horrors from which her mother had had to carry her, nearly lifeless and paralyzed with fright, and from which it had taken her three weeks to recover; weeks in which she refused to sleep without bright lights washing out the shadows, even the ones that lurked reluctantly in corners, and then only if Andreina agreed to sit soundlessly next to her as she closed her eyes and in a prayer whose fervency bordered on the incantatory, commended her soul, the soul of Hortensia, her doll, and the soul of all three of her imaginary playmates, including Armando, her toothless crocodile, to God the Mother, God the Father, and God the Baby Jesus.

Now, she barely managed to regain her grip. She tried to review her situation calmly. On the one hand, her life in the young ladies seminary was not an unmixed delight; but on the other, she did not want to be a disappointment to her mother. From what she could tell, the communitys attitude seemed to be uncompromisingly severe.

Without any question Ana Magdalena had appeared on the riverbank, for a brief moment at least, as naked as the day she was born. And what she had concealed under her straight and disciplined braids and the genteel poverty of her clothes, the force of the river current had exposed: She was young, she was beautiful. Her body had begun that process of generous endowment which was to culminate many years later in a singular fame that made her celebrated from the Andes all the way to the mouth of the Amazonbecause aside from her physical attributes, Ana Magdalena knew how to swim.

The good sisters remained in camera deliberating for the better part of a week, while the kitchen sisters, exempt from the weightier concerns of the community, racked their brains to know how to marshal the girls. There is a limit to how much soap can be made, how many towels can be assaulted on the stones of the riverbed before they are shredded to ribbons, how much soup can be concocted from bones the town butcher would otherwise discard. In desperation, they called in the music master, the drawing master, and the dancing master, who busied and badgered the girls from morning to night. It was because of this unprecedented crisis that Ana Magdalena was allowed to remain with the other girls to learn from the emaciated and mincing dancing master the shocking new steps that made good society act like pimps and whores, and perfectly good whores act like society.

While the girls learned to tango, the ethical discussion raged. Indeed the good nuns had time for almost nothing else. They sat in the chapel with the reverend mother presiding. Among the first called to give testimony was the frying pan sister herself, who in religious life was known as Sister Annunciata.

The defendant was naked! When I looked up...

...just a moment, sister. You say, When I looked up. Was your nose in your missal?

In her heart of hearts, Sister Annunciata knew she had been asleep. She had loosened her wimple. She had allowed the soft spring breezes to lull her, to whisper their startling promises in her unbridled ears.

No, Reverend Mother.

What then, my daughter?

The congregation was waiting. The moment of truth had arrived. She would have to admit that she had slept, that she had in a moment of dizzying sweetness relaxed her vigilance, allowed her frying pan to slide into the dewy and receiving grass. She had not counted on the effect of immediate recognition her silent hesitation was to occasion. It occurred to all of them (but not to her) that she had simply had to answer a call of nature, and was occupied wiping herself with a leaf.

And when you were done, offered the reverend mother kindly, what did you see?

When I looked up again? The terrifying moment had passed. I made my way as quickly as our habit would allow to the site of the disaster.

What did you do?

I urged the young lady in question to cover herself.

And did she do so?

At once. With her bathing towel. I then turned my attention to the other young lady, who lay on the riverbank wetter and more bedraggled than a toad.

Were you of the belief that the victim had drowned?

Mercy, God save us, no, Reverend Mother. I told them to help me lift her upside down by the ankles.

A curious measure, surely.

But no, Reverend Mother, because I read somewhere on the matter of drowning that if you dangle the victim like an anglers trophy, it forces the water to come out of the lungs.

And did it so?

Praise God, Reverend Mother, I am relieved to say. The entire river seemed to take leave of her mouth, and at once the young lady began to take on a more healthful complexion. But in the excitement I noticed her smock had become bunched up at the chin, revealing a most unseemly attire.

And what was your reaction?

I maintained the strictest decorum, Reverend Mother, and made every effort to cover the proceedings with some semblance of decency. But with all due respect, I hope you will excuse me from further testimony. I am not in my normal state of mind. Besides, the matter before us now is the second young lady, who was without any garment at all.

And Sister Annunciata slumped down exhausted, overcome by the weight of her own testimony.

Thank you, sister. And now, said the reverend mother, we must decide what to do. If we have summarily dismissed the young lady who modeled the garment in question, what even sterner measures ought we to bring to bear on someone who modeled nothing but skin?

Sister Immaculata stood up. On the one hand, it must be said the young lady in question freely admitted to the deliberate shedding of her smock... 

Yes, Sister, interrupted the reverend mother. We heard her reply there was no time to wait and see. Presumably, the first young lady had already taken in several gulps of river. Is it true, as she claims, that a bathing smock could impede a swimmers progress?

There was a perplexed silence. None of the good sisters knew how to swim. It was consensually determined, therefore, that the question at issue was whether or not to give Ana Magdalena the benefit of the doubt. Some argued that throughout her time in the convent, their young charge had proved irreproachably truthful. Others impugned her judgment on the grounds of her youth. Put to the vote at last, the assembly found her to be trustworthy.

But what about her nakedness? insisted Sister Simplicitas.

A groan escaped all those assembled. Hadnt they already spent nearly a week debating the issues? Wasnt adjournment the only possible course?

I move to expel her at once for letting the other girls see, thereby providing a fresh occasion of sin, said Sister Purissima.

And, eager to be dismissed, the assembly voted for immediate expulsion, but with mitigating circumstances.

It was for this reason that when the convent gate swung shut behind her, Ana Magdalena was wearing a hastily improvised medal for heroism; in addition to the reticule she carried crammed to bursting with her meager belongings, she also clutched a diploma, although it was hardly even spring.
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In those days, progress had yet to visit Malyerba. Potholes had not yet been invented. Ruts, on the other hand, were still in plentiful supply. Rains could reduce the roadbeds to sorry stretches of mud. But with spring, footmen began to dust and polish the carriages that the great houses still chose to affect, as the good families once again took to the road. The prestige of each house could be gauged by the volume of dust raised by a vehicle, and none could surpass in grandeur the passage of the vehicle of the house of Orgaz, the most illustriousand dustyfamily of all.

Besides the carriages of the great, there were few other even remotely imposing vehicles to be seen in the streets. Now and again, a carter offered a shabby wagon for hire, but as a general rule, the wheel has always exhibited a certain bashfulness making its appearance in the New World, its relative merits being still in dispute. The most common vehicle of transport is still Man, Man in the general sense; because although women are also known to carry, it is Man in all his glory, that resides in common use. And that particular spring morning, as Ana Magdalena began her long trek home, Man could be observed dogtrotting through the streets of Malyerba, carrying seventy-five-pound loads of firewood on his back, one-hundred-pound bales of straw, eighty-pound loads of terracotta water jugs, and ninety-pound loads of papayas and avocados, all neatly bundled in nets woven of hemp. It was entirely too early for any of the great families to be about, although here and there a footman had been sent out on the double to fetch a morning paper or to haul a sack of newly roasted coffee from the mill. Serving girls already crowded the vegetable stalls in the market, baskets in hand, laying in supplies for lunch. Of course the common people were about, but they are always about in any case, and deserve no great attention here.

It was into these streets that Ana Magdalena found herself untimely thrust. Her situation, as she was well aware, was not unclouded. There was the matter of her mothers shock and disappointment when she discovered her daughter freshly cast out from her young ladies institution. But even more criticaland here Ana Magdalenas assessment already showed her uncanny analytical abilitythere was the matter of the neighbors. If Ana Magdalena already showed a marked indifference to outside opinion, she knew her mother held equally strong opposing views. Andreinas home was situated in what was still Malyerbas most prestigious district, where only servants ever went about on foot. No unaccompanied young woman of good standing ever allowed her foot to touch a roadbed. Such presumption was tantamount to an immediate and catastrophic loss of virginity. Ana Magdalena pondered how best to arrive at her mothers house in a manner befitting the social position of the Figueroas, a position her mother had made heroic efforts to maintain. Almost at once she hit upon what that manner might be. She paused in the roadway just long enough to plait a handy set of braids, which disguised not only her appearance but her race and caste as well. From her reticule she extracted a pinafore and tied it tightly about her waist. It was therefore in the guise of a servant that she knocked at her mothers kitchen door. Because that worthy lady was given to frequenting the kitchen as little as possible, and then only to give orders, it did not surprise Ana Magdalena that Andreina was a long time answering. After a while, she knocked again. Still there was no answer. Although Ana Magdalena had not been home in some time, she knew it was not her mothers habit to go out in the mornings. Andreina liked to sleep till noon. Ana Magdalena thought it best therefore to sit on the back steps. She knew sooner or later the servant would return from her trip to the morning market. She was not long waiting. She heard Bertas bare feet brush against the flagstones of the alley. When the Indian girl saw her, she immediately dropped her shopping basket and ran to embrace her young mistress.

Nia, she murmured, nia, what brings you home?

Dios! Berta, dont tell my mother. I got expelled!

Expelled? By the sisters?

Yes! They sent us home.

Us, who?

Me and Aurora Constancia!

For good? Berta was getting excited.

No. For swimming!

Berta broke into laughter. She clapped her hands. But thats wonderful! Oh, thats just wonderful! Wait and see! The seora, your mother, will be delighted! I cant wait till she finds out. Come on! Come on inside!

Oh, God, Berta,please dont tell her.

Of course we wont tell her. What an idea! We dont have to tell her. Shell be delighted anyway.

Berta picked up her basket and unlocked the door. They passed through the kitchen and through the courtyard until they came to the doorway of the vast and airless parlor with its tufted Victorian sofas and black lacquer Regency sideboards, all inlaid in mother-of-pearl.

There sat Andreina surrounded by enormous piles of linen. It lay every which way, on the sofas, on the piano, piled in corners, some stacked nearly to the ceiling. There were sheets, pillowcases, chemises, tablecloths, napkins, towels, serviettes. Ana Magdalena was aghast. What?

Shhh, whispered Berta, pressing a finger to her lips. She hates to be disturbed when shes monogramming.

Monogramming?

Andreina was bent over a piece of linen that she had fastened to an embroidery frame. She must have become aware that someone stood in the parlor doorway. Berta, please get me some tea, she ordered without looking up.

Yes, seora. Berta left Ana Magdalena standing on the threshold.

After some time, still without taking her eyes off her embroidery frame, Andreina asked, Why are you still standing there? Didnt I just send you for tea?

Ana Magdalena entered the parlor as silently as her buttonhook shoes would allow. She crossed to where Andreina sat working. Andreina did not look up.

Put it on the table here. Then, thinking better of it, There isnt any room! Put it next to me, here on the floor.

Ana Magdalena stood without moving.

Dont just stand there, ninny, Andreina wailed, you know how I hate it when you spook me. Put it down.

Mother...

Andreina was thunderstruck. She let her embroidery slide to the floor. Oh, my child, my darling! And abashed at having mistaken her only daughter for a servant, she threw herself sobbing into Ana Magdalenas arms. Her joy seemed to be so great, she barely heard when Ana Magdalena told her of Aurora Constancias near-drowning and her heroism, she hardly noticed when Ana Magdalena presented her with her diploma, let alone that it was postdated.

Dont trouble yourself, my darling, she said, waving a careless hand, well have it framed as soon as there is any money. Youre just in time to help me monogram.

Andreina had taken to embroidering initials on the trousseau linens of young ladies, but only young ladies of the finest families. In those days, it was the custom at baptism to assign to female children as many names as possible, in the hope that each of the corresponding saints would see to it their virtue did not go unprotected. It was not unheard of for a monogram to include up to ten initials: eight for a young ladys given names, one for the illustrious name of her family of origin, and one for what, it was hoped, would be the even more illustrious name of the groom. None of this fevered attention to pedigree made Andreinas occupational choice any easier.

It has been said earlier that Ana Magdalena showed little enthusiasm for the household arts, but what has not been explicitly said is that of all these arts, needlework of any kindin particular embroiderywas pure unadulterated anguish, nothing less. Now, late into the night, she sat with Andreina under the oil lamp, straining to see. Repeatedly her needle found its mark not in the painstakingly outlined rebus of the bride-to-bes initials, but in the rosy cushion of her own fingertips.

Aiee! she would exclaim with a sharp intake of breath, as the hapless finger found its way to her full and blushing lips, there to be sucked of its offending bloodburst.

Andreina, who was already of a nervous disposition, would fret and fume. Youre going to ruin the linen. Remember, bloodstains have no antidote. We cant afford replacements. Keep your needle low, out of the way of your adorable fingers, child. And on and on she would go about what malevolent fate had allowed her to be born into the world to suffer one misfortune after another, how she had lost or misplaced so many children, how she came to be married to such a spendthrift good-for-nothing who never gave her any money and how her own family had disowned her for marrying such a scoundrel just when she needed help the most.

Ana Magdalena bore these jeremiads of her mothers in silence. She renewed her efforts, only to redouble her pinpricks. Patiently, she rethreaded her needle when time after time the thread pulled out because she had cut it too short, but no matter how hard she tried, her efforts produced a monogram so bunched up it looked like the hallmark of a leaf curl. Clearly, she was not the best recruit for Andreinas enterprise.

There were, of course, further complications. In order to market her work, Andreina had had to resort to a subterfuge. Her customers were all from the best houses, the very people she least wanted to know that she, Andreina, had fallen on times hard enough to require her to stoop to any kind of labor, even labor at its most genteel. And so she pretended that it was Berta, her Indian servant, whose skill at embroidery had been acquired from the good missionary sisters, who was embroidering the monograms in her spare time. Didnt a house as imposing as hers require the work of a full-time servant at least, they wanted to know? Oh, yes, indeed it did, she assured them, but Berta did it only at night, and she worked very fast.

The Mendosa and Garcia and Martinez ladies were only too happy to accept her explanation because they themselves had a surprise in store for her. When Andreina presented the finished work, they took her into their sumptuous parlors.

Voy a ver, voy a verthey would say, lets see, lets see, and one by one the great ladies would raise a critical lorgnette to each monogram, looking for any possible flaws. Well, what can you expect from an Indian? they would say. We cant pay for this anything close to what we initially discussed. Anyway, we didnt sign a contract, did we? And without batting an eyelash, they would press a mere twenty-five escudos into Andreinas hand. Here. To help your poor dear little Indian. Its too generous, really.

Caught in her own trap, there was nothing Andreina could do or say. She knew that a monogram was, in some ways at least, as chancy as a lottery ticket, and like the numbers, initials were not interchangeable.

Many times as she bent over her embroidery frame, Ana Magdalena thought of Aurora Constancia. She pictured her at home, caught up in La Pazs breathless social whirl, polishing her manners and her repartee, dazzling every handsome admirer with her charm. She wondered why she never wrote. But when at last a communication arrived postmarked La Paz, in her excitement she nearly destroyed the contents as she tore the envelope apart. It was an elaborately engraved wedding invitation. Ana Magdalenas presence was requested at the ceremony. A hastily scrawled note further suggested that she must not even think of refusing Auroras invitation for the entire preceding weektherell be preparations, showers, stag parties and balls. Come quickly! Aurora Constancia had scrawled in her schoolgirl hand. She had dotted all her is with cunning little globes.

From that moment, Ana Magdalena neglected her monogramming. Her eyes took on a dreamy look and her embroidery frame slipped periodically from her hand and slid to the parlor floor. La Paz, she whispered to herself like a prayer. She imagined endless evenings of candlelight, pink satin ball gowns whispering their silken promises in the corridors, secret messages delivered at midnight by liveried footmen, love notes, invitations to an endless round of balls, glittering soires where the napery was shining white, and the finest porcelain platters rested on genuine gold trenchers, and crystal goblets were filled with wine the necromantic red of rubies. And through it all, she, Ana Magdalena, would preside, her luxuriant hair coiled in dark and abundant waves about her alabaster shoulders, her decolletage relentlessly provocative, her lovely jeweled hand raised to drink a toast, her waistline encircled in the fever of the dance, and, as she spun, her stockinged leg flashing up high above her knee. The tango! She could hardly wait.

Mother, Ive nothing to wear but these brown things. She wrinkled her nose in disgust.

Darling child, her mother reminded her, lets not get ahead of ourselves. There are some things we have to discuss.

They were bent over their embroidery frames. Ana Magdalenas heart pounded with misgivings.

How can you travel without a chaperon, dear child? Just think, I cant take a minute away from my monograms and I cant spare Berta for a second. I dont see how I can allow itunless other girls are going, too.

From the convent? Ana Magdalena could just imagine asking the reverend mother, Are any of the girls going to attend Auroras wedding? They would be standing on the thick plush rug of the convent parlor, where it always smelled of wax.

Aurora Constancia, my child, is doing the work of the devil. We have cast her out for moral unresolve, turpitude of the nth degree. Its a wonder the devil hasnt yet collected his due. And you dream of traveling to La Paz? Perdition! Perdition awaits you there, ravening for your immaculate, virginal soul.

Ugh! said Ana Magdalena aloud.

Did you say something, dear child?

I said I would find out tomorrow.

Ana Magdalena rehearsed her performance several times under Bertas tutelage, so that before Andreina her delivery was flawless. She was so excited she could barely contain herself. All the girls in Auroras class had received invitations! Patricia was going, and Claudia, and Maria de Lourdes, and possibly, besides these, four others would be allowed to go as well. Of course, she had had to recruit Berta, who claimed she was only chaperoning Ana Magdalena through the streets on her way to and from the convent, whereas in fact they had both been employed going to the railroad station to buy Ana Magdalena her round-trip ticket with money Berta had had to lend her young mistress from her meager savings. But Berta could be counted on to keep any kind of secret, no matter how much she was owed.

Even Andreina succumbed to a stunning attack of generosity. All her fine dresses came out of storage. She laid them out on the vast canopied bed.

But first, she said, youre a young lady now. You have no business wearing sensible cotton homespun anymore. Take those bloomers off. What horrid things. Ill tell Berta to burn them at once. Only silk should be worn close to the skin. She unveiled a store of carefully folded lace-edged silk chemises, and provocative silk drawers that hung down to midthigh.

Ana Magdalena slipped into the step-ins. They fitted her perfectly.

My, my, youre quite the young lady. Look how theyre made for you. Now try the chemise.

One by one they tried the dresses, luxurious peignoirs, middy blouses, tennis dresses, and pleated skirts, until a weeks wardrobe had been assembled. There was even a vamp dress whose deliberately bedraggled hem made it admirably suited for dancing the tango. Andreina actually took the time away from her monogramming to make the small alterations necessarya tuck here, a hem there.

The only obstacle was the inability of the household to produce an appropriate traveling bag. The storage room was crammed to bursting with relics of their decayed affluence: minuscule reticules, antique suitcases with frozen locks or sprung hinges. But to transport a wardrobe of such elegance, they could find nothing suitable.

Why dont you settle for a market hamper? said the helpful Berta.

You mean the kind of basket you indios use? Andreina wrinkled her nose.

No. A hamper, specified Berta, lending what she had in mind a certain minimal air of distinction. And because there was a dearth of money at the time, Andreina accepted the solution as a sensible one.

On the appointed morning, ticket in hand, Ana Magdalena was ready to leave for the station far earlier than necessary. Berta prepared to accompany her. To Ana Magdalenas stupefaction, however, the door to Andreinas bedroom opened. Quickly, Ana Magdalena concealed her ticket in the hollow of her sleeve. Her mother, who was wont to sleep till noon, stood there fully dressed.

Ill just have a little sip of coffee, and then well see you off, she promised her daughter. Behind her back, Berta and Ana Magdalena exchanged troubled looks. Berta cast about for some solution. Seoras very thoughtful, said she. If I dont need to go, I can set about my morning chores.

What do you mean, dont need to go? Wholl carry the hamper? You dont expect me to, I hope. And you know I cant walk back alone.

They waited in silence. Andreina sipped her coffee. At last she was ready.

On the way to the station, she was full of maternal advice. Ana Magdalena, however, was more than usually silent. She was puzzling what to do. She didnt want Andreina to find out she was traveling alone. Simply boarding the train, as she had originally intended, was out of the question. By the time they reached the station, they could hear the engine whistle. A great plume of steam shot up in the far distance, and hovered against the backdrop of the distant cordillera. The train rumbled and hissed and snorted into the station. Before Andreina could make her way to the ticket window, Ana Magdalena stopped her.

No, Mother. You buy the ticket on the train.

Andreina did not appear to be convinced. Suddenly, Ana Magdalena detached herself from her companions and began to run along the entire length of the platform, seeming to search for someone or something from wagon to wagon.

In the very far distance she momentarily disappeared. When she reemerged she was waving, running back toward where Berta and Andreina stood waiting with the hamper. When she came abreast of them she was entirely out of breath. I cant find them anywhere, she pretended dismay, but Maria de Lourdes mother is in the first carriage. She says I can ride with her.

They began to walk the vast length of the platform at the fastest clip the heavy hamper would allow. The trains departure was imminent. The boarding whistle sounded.

Run, run, urged Ana Magdalena, theres still far to go! But she knew that Andreina had forgotten how to run. At best she could take only little hobbled hopping steps.

Wait! Wait! Youre going to need some money!

Ana Magdalena stopped just long enough to accept her mothers carefully rolled-up wad of bills.

Faster! Faster! Its starting to move! urged Ana Magdalena.

And indeed, the wheels began a very slow grinding.

Berta, panted Ana Magdalena, vaulting onto the metal boarding stair. Toss me the hamper. Berta began to run alongside her, raising the basket as she ran. Ana Magdalena reached for it. Her hand fastened firmly on the handle. With a great heave, Berta lifted it toward the corrugated-steel boarding platform of the now rapidly moving train.

The last glimpse Andreina had of her daughter, Ana Magdalena was waving and blowing kisses, standing on the open platform of the carriage next to her vast hamper. Andreina wondered how she would manage to haul it clear to the very front wagon to join Maria de Lourdes mother. And she wondered even more when she discovered later that the first carriage is usually reserved for carrying the mail.

Long before Ana Magdalena attained the summit of her not inconsiderable career, she was to place this first trip of hers to La Paz in some kind of perspective. She was to decide that it was to be the very last big disappointment of her life. Because from the moment Aurora Constancias maid and her footman met Ana Magdalena at the railroad station until the time she boarded the train exactly one week later for her return to Peru and her mothers house, with the exception of the magnificent wine-red silk velvet dress which she wore to Aurora Constancias high nuptial mass, of the entire sumptuous ward-robe, Ana Magdalena was to wear only one nightgown and the pleated skirt and matching middy blouse. Most outings were out of the question, there being almost never an available chaperon to accompany the young ladies to the many brilliant soires, dance parties, and balls Aurora Constancia had promised; and no festivities were conducted in the house itself because everyone seemed to be caught up in the frenzy of last-minute wedding preparations. Even the tennis courts were off limits, and the girls were forced to miss a Charlie Chaplin movie because at the last minute the overworked duea slipped accidentally and sprained her coccyx.

The eve of the wedding day, Aurora Constancias family tried to arrange a small informal reception where intimate friends could meet the groom.

I cant wait to see what he looks like, Ana Magdalena told Aurora Constancia.

Oh, hes got all the parts, Aurora replied nonchalantly. Then you must know him really well.

Sure! We held hands at the cinema.

Thats all?

Dont be funny. My parents want a proper match for me.

But the reception was conducted more in the style of a wake: the guests were present, but the groom was not. He was said to be attending a prenuptial stag celebration.

Oh, you know Alejandro, enthused his mother (who was there), he just loves his schoolboy pranks! She threw her well-coiffed head back and issued one of her stunning pearly laughs from between heavily rouged lips.

Ana Magdalena kept trying to have a private word with her friend behind a convenient potted palm, but Aurora Constancia was busy being charming to her guests. From time to time she threw Ana Magdalena a pained look of discouragement.

When the last guest had departed, Aurora Constancia was permitted to retire to the bedroom she shared with her friend.

Where was he?

Who?

Your groom.

Darling, said Aurora Constancia, taking her friends hands in hers, youre such a funny little sentimentalist! Thats just not how its done.

Then how is it done? I want to know.

Listen. Right now, Alejandro is probably on his way to some cat-house or other with several of his sporting friends. Theyve stuffed themselves with an enormous dinner, and over every course theyve exchanged remarks of the rudest sort, the kind men really enjoy, having to do with that funny thing they have, where its taken them, and how many times, and where they intend to drag it, not just now but in the future.

Thats terrible!

But its discreet. They will respect my family, they will respect our name, and I will not even be so much as alluded to, neither by my fingernail nor a hair of my head. None of this will have to do with me, or any other decent woman. And they dont even mention the other kind by name.

Isnt that thoughtful....

Anytime they want to refer directly to a woman like that, they just allude to a body part.

Then you dont know him very well.

But dont you see, darling, he doesnt know much about me either! And thats the wonderful part of the bargain. Because she lowered her voice to way below even a whisperhes not exactly getting fresh goods either.

Ana Magdalena gasped. You mean you did it?

What do you suppose? Dont you think I had fun with my yummy Jesuit boy?

Ana Magdalena saw her friend in a new and even more admiring light. Oh God! She let herself sink onto the soft mattress. Oh, God!

Didnt you?

Not ever, she said with a voice full of wonder and regret. Not yet. What was it like?

Oh, it was okay....

Okay? Did he?

He put his finger...

His finger!

You know. So later it wouldnt hurt, dummy! And they both laughed uproariously.

You see, darling, the best part of it is you dont have to like someone just because he happens to be your husband; all you have to do is marry him. Once youre married, you dont need any miserable dueas anymore. They just take it for granted that youre not fresh goods. So you get to go around anywhere you like. You have money and a carriage, you can even go on foot! And you can take any lover that catches your eye, provided you have a way of catching his. And they just love it because while theyre busy seducing you, they just know their wife is safe at home in bed!

Holy Mother! Both girls began to giggle wickedly.

Oh, God, I wishif only we could have danced the tango. Even once.

But we can.

We can?

Of course.

Youve got to see this dress. My mother lent it to me.

Lets see.

Ana Magdalena took the vamp dress from the hamper. It was diaphanous silk, and its tatters whirled tantalizingly when she spun. Holy Mother, breathed Aurora Constancia, thats awfully provocative. Wait! And she rummaged in her wardrobe until she extracted a swishy black taffeta number, tighter than glue through the torso, flaring out just below the thighs. Hook me up, darling, will you? Now, watch this, she said. She went through a fiery and complicated sequence of steps.

Oooh, I love it! Ana Magdalena joined her. The two locked arms and began to dance. Ta rump, ta rump, ta rump, pump pump, they sang. Ta rump, ta rump, ta rump pump pump, ta rump pump pump dee dump!

At last they fell on the bed, breathless with exhaustion, laughing in each others arms.

Oh God, whispered Ana Magdalena, that was heaven!

Ummm, said Aurora Constancia, gently stroking her friends flushed cheeks. She began to brush Ana Magdalenas lips with the faintest of kisses. I just love kissing, dont you? she whispered.

Ana Magdalena thought of Sergio Ballado. Umm, she murmured, transported. And she let her lovely pink tongue escape between her rosy lips.

As she rode the train home from La Paz, Ana Magdalena had ample time to reflect. She watched the splendor of the passing countryside through a fog of reminiscence and regret. Reminiscence of the enchanting night in Aurora Constancias bed, the whispered conversation, the excitement of their kisses, and then the lovely feeling as the warmth rose up in her, and she wanted, wanted more than any-thing...and when Aurora Constancia...and how good it felt...and how she would never forget it; and how, smack in the middle of the ceremony, when Alejandro was about to place the gold ring on Aurora Constancias finger, her friend had turned and deliberately sought her out, and fixed her with a look, a look so wonderful, so piercing, that it said everything.

And regret, because she would probably never see her friend again. La Paz was so far away, and the train ticket was more expensive than she had ever imagined, even second class. But she felt a kind of puzzlement, too, a troubling kind of confusion. Why was it that Aurora Constancia knew so much, laughed so much, had so many secrets, but her life in La Paz had turned into a humdrum round of disappointments? All week they had been trapped in the big house with nothing to do, and nowhere to go, and on the night of the reception, the night Alejandro was supposed to be introduced to all her friends, he never showed up because he evidently had more interesting things to do. And even on the wedding night....Ana Magdalena had to stay over, because the train didnt run till the next day. She excused herself early to brush her teeth, put on her nightgown, and slipped into bed. She lay in the dark, unable to sleep, her eyes open wide, staring at the ceiling, letting her mind wander, imagining Aurora in the arms of Alejandro, wondering...wishing.... She must have fallen asleep because all of a sudden there was someone shaking her gently by the elbow, and when she opened her eyes, there was Aurora, eyes shining in the dark. Shhh. She put her finger to her lips. Dont say anything.

Ana Magdalena couldnt imagine what she was doing in her own room on her wedding night. What?

Shhh. Aurora Constancia covered her mouth with the most delicious of kisses. She shut her eyes. She didnt want to talk anymore; she forgot all her questions. She let herself float on the delicious bed of love.

When she woke up, Aurora Constancia already had her eyes wide open. She lay with her magnificent dark hair spread like a halo on the pillow.

Ill never forget you, she whispered to Ana Magdalena. Youll be my special friend.

For life. Ana Magdalena nodded. Then she remembered. What happened?

He went out. Aurora shrugged. I dont know where.

Ana Magdalena returned from her visit to La Paz a changed woman. But she found Andreina in worse straits than ever. There was no money left even for lamp oil, their credit with the oil merchant having long ago been exhausted, because Andreina had taken to embroidering only at night.

Why cant you embroider in the daylight? urged Ana Magdalena.

Because I dont want them to see me.

Who?

The clientele.

So what if they see you? Andreina gasped.

Say youre working for pleasure, Ana Magdalena went on.

What! And risk losing half my customers? There is no work for pleasure, my girl! You call this monogramming pleasure? Its shit!

Then lets be done with it now and for good, Ana Magdalena replied without batting an eyelash.

Sure, and how do you expect to feed your greedy little maw?

We could find something to do with a lower overhead.

Andreina had never heard of overhead. Ana Magdalena explained it to her. Her mother was impressed. Dear child, what a quaint idea. Why didnt we think of it before?

Ana Magdalena and her mother set about listing the various kinds of services whose performance they might be able to attribute to the industry of their remarkable Indian servant, Berta. They decided to approach her.

Berta, what kind of work would you do if you had to take in work?

Dont I have enough work already?

Yes, but theoretically, what kinds of things would you choose?

You ladies know very well. I would do exactly what I do already. Fifteen hours a day. And sometimes even more.

Yes, but just imagine if you could.

Seora knows I dont have time to imagine anything.

Seeing that Berta was not willing to lend herself to their scheme, they imagined what Berta would imagine if she had had the time. There was taking in wash (not sufficiently genteel); cooking takeout casseroles (too-high overhead); baking bread (too hard work for too little gain); knitting (Ana Magdalena shuddered); making sachets and pomanders (Ana Magdalena wrinkled her nose); and making soap.

So it was that by default they settled on making soap. They would have to use their very last escudos to order suet from the butcher and lye in vats from the dry-goods man. The household was already possessed of the vast cauldrons necessary, and there were innumerable bake trays that could be pressed into immediate service.

All we need now is firewood. Go at once to the market, Andreina ordered Berta, and see to it we get a weeks supply. Get them to give us credit.

But seora 

No buts. Go at once! Do I have to belt your feckless hide?

Berta wrapped her shawl tightly about her shoulders against the morning chill before setting out on what she knew must be a futile errand. She already knew that what little credit, what scant goodwill there was for the Figueroas, had long ago run out.

She was gone little over an hour. When she returned without her load, Andreina was beside herself.

Ive a good mind to kick you out.

Please, seora

All I do is feed you!

But seora

You never do a lick of work.

But Berta was accustomed to her mistresss tirades and she knew she had an ally in Ana Magdalena. She knew that sooner or later she could count on her to interrupt the scene.

Mother, dont waste time getting so upset. Just fire her, chimed in Ana Magdalena right on cue.

What?

I thought we needed to trim our expenses.

Dont tell me what to do.

But everyone knows. You dont think for a minute no one realizes whos been doing the monograms, do you? Dont you think everyone can see you squirming? Why keep up the pretense?

But the Figueroas would never think of being without their servants, Andreina protested.

Servant, corrected Ana Magdalena, and now maybe its time to let her go.

This was the moment Berta habitually fell to her knees, burlesquing sobs as if her heart would break. Seora, please! Please let me stay. I have nowhere else to go. They canceled my village. The Brol plantation ran over it!

Andreina felt abashed. She shot a guilty glance at Ana Magdalena.

Seora knows I know how to cut wood. Just give me an axeor a machete, pleaded Berta through her sobs.

Ana Magdalena gave her mother an approving nod.

Andreina broke down. Very well. But just remember, we cant afford to pay you extra.

Seora hasnt paid me anything at all in over fifteen months.

First have breakfast before you leave, suggested Ana Magdalena.

It was the first time since the start of her employ that Berta had ever eaten breakfast. She was nineteen, and the kindness was not lost on her. When she returned at sundown, she carried seventy-five pounds of firewood strapped to her back.

Now, she said, triumphantly dropping her load, stoke the stoves! Nothing can stop us!

Andreina had to admit to Ana Magdalena that she found Bertas enthusiasm catching.

Because they had never approached the suet butcher and the dry-goods man for credit, they found to their great relief that their initial capital outlay could be deferred. They sent Berta to pick up the merchandise, concerning themselves, as was only proper, with the organization of the project. Ana Magdalena even unearthed an old decommissioned oar which was to serve Berta as a stirring paddle. The Figueroa saponifying enterprise was underway.

The gentlewomen had not foreseen what a stir the smell of melting suet would create in the refined nostrils of their neighborhood. One by one the householders sent their servants to inquire what might be the source of the curious aroma. Were the Figueroas making sausage? Their persistent inquiries threw Andreina into a perilously evil humor.

Theyre all such pathetic snobs, she railed at Ana Magdalena. I have a devilish headache already and the mornings only just begun. And, although it was already noon, she took to her vast canopied bed.

For this reason when Doa Eduviges made her first inquiries as to the eligibility of Andreinas daughter, it was Ana Magdalena herself, and not Andreina as would have been more proper, who answered the pull of the bell rope.

Already, just after sunrise, the day had proved unusually promising for the making of soap, and by one a vast number of bake trays lay cooling in the courtyard, their gray and viscous substance slowly hardening under the merciless summer sun. The clangor of the bell resounded in the patio, and Ana Magdalena, sleeves rolled up, in her saponifying pinafore, her magnificent dark hair spread about her shoulders, went to answer. She pulled the porters door open. Doa Eduviges stood on the threshold of the carriage entrance solemnly clad all in black lace as for a funeral.

Well, my dear, and arent you going to ask me in? Wheres your mistress? And she handed Ana Magdalena her beautifully engraved card. Amid the whorls and curlicues, Ana Magdalena deciphered the name with some difficulty.

Of course! she said, recognizing at last the identity of her caller. Please have the kindness to step inside. And she led Doa Eduviges into the musty parlor. Have a seat, she said. She pulled open the heavy velvet drapes to allow the sunlight in, releasing a cloud of dust into the air. Ill go at once to call my mother.

Doa Eduviges had ample time to contemplate the motes of dust as they slowly returned to settle on the surfaces of the ponderous velvet-upholstered furniture and the rosewood grand piano, which had long fallen into disuse, and to reflect at the same time that the girl she had mistaken for a serving wench was in reality the prize she had come to seek.

In future years, Andreina would perversely remember the arrival of Doa Eduviges, not as the answer to all their woes, but as a towering inconvenience. Mummified in her flannel nightgown, cold compresses glued to her temples, she responded with less than enthusiasm to Ana Magdalenas tapping at her door.

What the devil do you want, for the love of God? she finally bellowed from beneath the bedclothes, where she lay in a sulk.

Mother. Its Doa Eduviges. Shes come to call.

The matchmaker? And recognizing the name of the person whose presence more than any other struck fear and trembling into the hearts of respectable families with eligible daughters, Andreina sat bolt upright in bed, her migraine miraculously cured.

Close the door, you idiot! she shrilled. Dont stand there gawking. Get me my stays. Andreina struggled out of her night clothes and into her most respectable peignoir.

Quick, my hair! She made Ana Magdalena comb it out and pin it up and arrange a row of fetching little spit curls ringing her forehead and temples to disguise her wrinkles. After daubing the last bit of powder on her patrician nose, she swept into the parlor every bit the grande dame, although much of her elegance was improvised with the help of safety pins.

Doa Eduviges, what an unmixed delight, she purred. And what brings you here this morning, may I ask?

Doa Eduviges failed to be taken in by such a fabricated display of innocence. She had a way of pausing for effect, of charging the silence around her with distress and uncertainty, just enough to throw everyone off guard. She removed her tiny gold-rimmed eyeglasses and made a great show of polishing them, though they already gleamed with the deadly luster of lead crystal. She brought her fine pointed tongue to the tip of her nose. She was about to speak.

Nothing of importance, my dear Andreina. It just seemed an afternoon entirely too splendid not to be given over to a little social visit.

She was much too much the mistress of her trade to come directly to the point. Under the guise of apparently innocuous social chatter, she went about the business of gauging a familys true material position with the consuming thoroughness of a barracuda. One by one, she went through the leading economic indicators. Had the year been a good one, dear Andreina? Was dear Ana Magdalena already home on holiday? Was it true she had been awarded her diploma somewhat ahead of time? Had the rumor been well founded that she had saved a young lady of dubious virtue from drowning? And so on. At last, she was able to come to the matter at hand. How fortunate for Seora Arzate de Figueroa that the scion of Malyerbas most illustrious family, a world-renowned fabulist who, rumor had it, was soon to be nominated for an internationally prestigious literary prize; an extraordinary man of letters, the first from the New World to achieve an international reputation on a par with that of the many very superior writers of Western Europe; a man so illustrious, in short, that she must keep his name confidential until the negotiations were virtually complete (although in due time, she was willing to arrange a meeting,) how fortunate for the poor Figueroas that such a man had expressed more than a passing interest in Andreinas only daughter.

Andreina was on the verge of bursting her stays. Never in her wildest imaginings had she projected the possibility of such a manifestly brilliant match, even for her only jewel of a daughter.

Well. She huffed with an elaborate show of indifference. It will have to depend on Ana Magdalena entirely, I have so little to say in the matter. Marriage has never entered her head, as far as I know.

The gentleman would require no dowry. In fact, in light of your daughters bravery hes willing to settle a small sum on the family by way of a reward.

Although she refrained from mentioning it to Andreina, Doa Eduviges had informed her client of the familys penury, an especially persuasive selling point, given his middle age and his tendency to corpulence.

Especially in his works of fiction, my client is much taken with heroism, she went on, even in members of the female sex. Although between us, I believe he looks for endurance more than actual bravery in a wife.

What kind of endurance, may I ask?

My client has the sad misfortune of being a widower three times over.

Then hes not exactly fresh!

My client is a man in the full glory of his prime, Doa Eduviges asserted with a rapier dart of her tongue. He is a man whom better-situated women would give their very reputations to attract. It is a very great honor that he has delegated me to negotiate for the hand of your daughter. But hadnt we perhaps better call the young lady herself to place the matter squarely before her attention?

Andreina stood up to ring the servants bell. Berta came running, wiping her suet-greased hands on her apron.

Bring Ana Magdalena here this instant.

But shes stirring the soap, blurted Berta. The stormy expression clouding her mistress face immediately signalled to her that she had been guilty of an appalling faux pas.

Tell her to get out of the kitchen at once. And bring us some tea while youre at it.

Andreina grinned sheepishly. The things they teach them in the convent! And she threw up her hands in mock dismay.

When she entered the parlor at last, Ana Magdalena found the geometrical center of the moth-eaten rug to go down in a deep and becoming curtsey.

Oh, no need to put on the dog with me, my dear. Get up at once. Your mother and I have a fabulous proposition to discuss with you. How would you like to marry the foremost writer of his generation, the man who...

Marry? She appealed to Andreina. You want me to marry? I can hardly think of a single reason why I should. Can you?

Just listen, my darling, to what Doa Eduviges has to say.

Later, when they were alone, Andreina wasted no time pointing out the distinct advantage of the match. What other suitor would require no dowry? she wanted to know.

Thats because hes probably morticians bait. Ana Magdalena broke into tears. I dont want to marry some fat, moribund old tyrant. I want the Ballado boy, someone with round strong arms, small, hard, perky little hips, and a stomach sleek and furrowed like an animals. I want a man who wont look like a calamity dancing the tango!

The tango is a dance for riffraff, my dear, and the poor Ballados are one step up from scum. Besides, theres something Doa Eduviges didnt tell you. She lowered her voice for effect. Hes willing to settle a small sum on the family. Andreina saw no compelling reason to let Ana Magdalena know that the settlement was to be awarded explicitly for her daughters bravery, nor did she think it relevant to mention that it amounted to the considerable sum of fifty thousand escudos.

Ana Magdalena eyed her mother in a completely new and comprehending light. You mean...?

Our troubles are over, breathed Andreina, clapping her hands.

And it was a good thing, too. Because when it was finally ready, Berta took the soap to market, and no one bought a single cake.

Andreina never stopped marveling at how she preserved her calm in the face of Ana Magdalenas startling revelations. Somewhere goodness knew howher daughter must have learned about things like overhead. And somehow she had picked up the intricacies of the tango, that infernal dance that His Excellency the archbishop of Lima and the Vatican itself had strictly condemned as the dance of Satan.

It seemed to her she actually saw her daughters lips curl in a hellish smile, revealing white and perfect and predatory teeth between lips that glowed a diabolical shade of scarlet; and in the toss of her daughters willful head, Andreina actually believed she saw the perverse and dyed ringlets of a flappers bob.

But it was the mention of the Ballados that most put the fear of scandal into Andreinas heart. How could it possibly have happened that her daughter, carefully sheltered from the slightest exposure to any questionable influences, supervised day and night by the unflagging vigilance of the convent sisters, could have come into even the slightest contact with anyone of the Ballado clan, let alone the sole surviving son?

There was no way she could have known of the weekly laundering expeditions organized by the good sisters themselves, who delivered their charges to the riverbank, there to slap their linens on the river stones and watch the river traffic as they slapped.

There was no way she could have followed Ana Magdalenas eyes as she first observed Sergio Ballado cast off in his peeling boat; or listened with Ana Magdalenas ears, as week after week she learned to distinguish the sound of Sergio Ballados outboard long before his skiff hove into view; or felt Ana Magdalenas heat as the blood suffused her cheeks with a rosy, incandescent glow, a glow that was not lost on Sergio Ballado.

But there was one thing that stood out very clearly: Ana Magdalena must marry, and she must marry quickly to avert any further contamination. And, now that opportunity had miraculously offered itself, she would marry well.
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