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            Preface

         
 
         Much has been written about the Chilean political movement, the social  conflicts and the history of the people’s struggles that ultimately led to  the election of the popular socialist government in 1970. But little has  been written about the personal experience of people living in Chilean  society during the sixties and in particular the youth and university  students’ movement.   
 
         The media had reached the far corners of the country. At the beginning  of the sixties there was a campaign to make radios available to every  family in every town and every village in the country. This campaign was  not only a government plan to inform and educate, it was an economic  plan of the Christian Democrat government of Eduardo Frei.   
         
 
         When Frei was elected in 1964 he promised radical economic  reform, which was to boost heavy industry and the powers behind it. This  was the new rich investors fiercely competing with the old agricultural  economic powers. These new economic groups were dynamic entrepreneurs  who supported Frei’s campaign, which was mainly directed to  attract the middle classes and young professionals. The accelerated  development of heavy industry would bring several benefits to the  country as a whole. There was the potential for every household to own  a fridge, an electric or gas cooker, a heater, radio and television. For the  more affluent, there would be cars. Yes, cars would be cheaper because  Fiat, Renault, Citroën, Datsun and other car manufacturers had promised  to build assembly plants in Chile. This would bring even more benefits.  Many car parts would be manufactured in the country, bringing more  industry and more jobs. 
         
 
         These ambitious plans were widely and rapidly implemented during the first few years of the Frei government. More houses and roads were built. Labour reforms were introduced to protect worker’s rights. Attempts were made to unionise the campesinos (peasant farmers), and token land reforms were introduced.
         
 
         As a consequence, production increased and nearly every household in the country did have a radio and domestic appliances. But what would easy access to broadcast information for the country’s illiterate bring? Although Chilean-manufactured electro-domestic products reached Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Uruguay, Paraguay and other Latin American countries, the bubble could not last and it burst in a tragic way.
 
         In the socio-political arena, information flooded in about the Cuban revolution, the Cuban missile crisis, the war in the Middle East, the independence movement in the ex-colonies of Africa, the Algerian independence war, the Vietnamese independence war and the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia. All these events, in one way or another, gave a sense of solidarity with peasant workers in Vietnam or Algeria, for example. For the first time, perhaps, there was a sense that, even in the Andean mountains one was not alone, that there were brothers and sisters on the other side of the globe with similar interests to fight for.
 
         What was true for a peasant or a factory worker was also true for the youth and student movement: university reform was demanded, initially, from Argentina to Mexico, France, Italy and Chile. The wind of reform would reach almost every corner of the world. The students’ demands were for democracy, participation in the decision-making process and joint student–academic government. More importantly, to open the universities to the people and to make them accessible to the working classes.
 
         It started at the University of Cordoba in Argentina in 1967. The students occupied the university campus and soon, little by little, different sectors of society joined in the protest. White-collar workers followed manufacturing workers until there was a general strike. The students’ demands for university reforms were superseded by higher demands for the entire province, to the point of demanding independence from the central federal state. Soon the repression was unleashed. Cordoba was surrounded by armed forces and the beating, shooting, imprisonment and killing started. University reform was finally achieved, but the price Cordoba had to pay was high. 
         
 
         The students’ revolt continued in Mexico. The National Autonomous University of Mexico’s students gathered at the University of Tlatelolco. This time the government and its repressive forces were not caught by surprise and what became known as the massacre of Tlatelolco followed: the repressive government forces massacred the students, without mercy, in broad daylight for everyone to see. More than four hundred students were killed. It was March 1968.
 
         In May 1968 it was France’s turn to have its student’s revolt, but with one big difference. France was a developed country with a reputation for tolerating dissenting opinion – at least inside its own territory – and a developed culture and intelligentsia. The De Gaulle government understood that it could not afford to follow its underdeveloped counterparts in South America and so did not send troops to ‘persuade the students’. What started in Paris would eventually paralyse the entire country. ‘Everything was put into question’, even ‘the question’ itself. To a lesser extent, other universities of the developed world were affected by the aftershocks of the Paris ’68 revolt.
         
 
         These events would have an enormous impact on the generation of the late sixties and early seventies. The worldwide student revolt not only questioned the establishment and its political and economic power, it brought with it a sexual revolution and peace movement. These events, from what I witnessed and experienced as a member of that generation in my country, greatly influenced the way we acted.
 
         For a start, we genuinely believed that we were making history. It made us believe everything was possible. That there were people in other countries, in other parts of the world, who shared our feelings, our concerns, our aspirations and our dreams; that we were not alone in our pursuit. We believed that if we were erecting a barricade in the streets of Santiago, another barricade had been erected in a street of Chicago, Rome or Cairo. They would know our purpose as we would know theirs.
 
         This sense of oneness gave us a feeling of omnipotence. We were unstoppable, indestructible. What did it matter if one lost his or her life in the attempt to change the world if there were millions of people ready to take your place in the long battle? Millions of minds were tuned in to the same wavelength. In the meantime, the aspirations and dreams of the young generation of dreamers were being fuelled by the ordinary aspirations and dreams of the young everywhere. The instinctual desire to impress girls, parents and peers at an age of vulnerability found its theatre in the turbulent and, more often than not, bloodied confrontations with the status quo of the time. There was an element of bravado that sometimes developed into arrogance.
         
 
         I am not proposing that the things we did, the triumphs and the defeats, were wrong, or that I would not do them again. Nor am I suggesting that because you rebel, you deserve to be punished, tortured, made to ‘disappear’ or be killed. The students of Paris rebelled and none of them were killed for it. They, too, might have felt omnipotent and even arrogant; however, they achieved a momentous thing – a revolution. When I look back at our lives in those years I can only think of the frankness, the openness, the honesty, the nobility of everyone’s intentions. How much trust was given to the notion that ultimately everyone would understand that. Everyone would see the necessity and the inevitability of the changes to come. They were intense times – and our lives were intense too. Relationships were loaded with profound meaning. In retrospect it seems as though we reached maturity earlier than normal; that we had to take a social responsibility too early in our lives. Maybe that we were sensitised too profoundly by the injustice, inequality, abuse, discrimination, poverty and hunger around us.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         I remember the first time I visited Chile after twelve years in exile. It broke my heart to see little children, barefoot in the streets, selling sweets among the cars, running, trying to avoid being hit in the heavy traffic. I was with my eight-year-old daughter Diana having a drink, sitting outside a restaurant. I hadn’t seen her beautiful face for four years; four long years since her mother, Eugenia, took her back to Chile, and away from me. A little girl came to our table to offer her sweets and asked whether I would like to buy some for my little girl. I looked in my pocket for some change, with the intention of giving her some money. But I could only find a large bill and so told her that I did not have any change. At that moment a waiter arrived to hush her away and she ran off. My daughter was furious and asked me why I did not give the little girl any money. I explained to her that I had no change. ‘Why didn’t you give her the note then?’ she asked. Ashamed of myself I took my daughter’s hand and ran into the street after the little girl. She was not there but there were a few boys around. We asked them where the little girl had gone and  they pointed into the distance to the other side of the wide, dual-carriageway  called Providencia Avenue, which runs through one of the  richest neighbourhoods in the country. They shouted her name and, not  without difficulty, zigzagging in the traffic she crossed the avenue to  where we were. The other boys were asking why we wanted the little girl  and why we didn’t buy the sweets from them. Filled with emotions and  memories, I could barely talk. The little girl asked us what was wrong but  all I could say was ‘my daughter wants to give you this’, and I placed the  big bank note in her dirty little hand. She smiled sweetly, speechless.  I hid my tears.
         
 
         ‘What’s the matter papa?’
 
         ‘Nothing, I’m just a bit sad, and you?’
 
         ‘I’m happier now,’ she said.
 
         This was twelve years after I was ‘asked to leave’ Chile and seventeen  years after the Pinochet coup. Seventeen years after the Chicago School  economic policies had been implemented. There were hundreds of small,  barefoot children in the streets of Santiago begging, most of the time, not  for money but for some of the food people were eating or for the  leftovers. The look in those children’s eyes will never leave me.
 
         We had left our blood and flesh in the torture chambers. We had  generously given our lives, lost our most dearest and loved ones. All  because we did not want to see the heartbreaking scenes of children of  such a tender age begging for food in the streets. And here they were, in  their hundreds, during the day and in the middle of the night, sleeping in  the entrances to the big stores. How could I ever return to Chile, like  many exiles had done, to live in ‘peace and reconciliation’ when the  children of Chile were unable to sleep, abandoned on the streets of the  big cities, among lavish opulence, with empty stomachs?
 
         ‘I will come back some day my sweet darling,’ I told my daughter  when she asked me to stay in Chile with her. But you will not see me,  my precious, because I know I could not bear to see what I have seen  so far and adopt the ‘peace and reconciliation’ slogan. I could not forget  the past and declare myself blind to the present. This unbearable heartache  would probably drive me to pick up a cobblestone and throw it  at some unsuspecting soldier. Or I would paint a furious placard to  protest against injustice on behalf of the hungry people. Or I would try  to confiscate the food from the larders of the rich and arrogant people. Or I would go to the high mountains, to a remote place to live there on my own in order to avoid the faces and the stare of the sleepless, hungry little children of Chile. I’ll be of no use to you my love, and you will not see me.
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            1
            
 
            Coup

         
 
         8 a.m., September 11, 1973.
 
         Already dressed, Diana switches the radio on. The music on the station, on all radio stations, is military. What we have feared for so long has finally happened. There has been a coup. Every now and then there is an announcement, read by a military voice, advising people to stay at home: ‘The armed forces are in the process of taking control of the state structure and are dealing with some minor pockets of resistance.’ The Popular Government has been deposed.
 
         We look at each other and embrace for a long time. Time to wake up. ‘We have to go,’ we say simultaneously. No time for breakfast. We jump into the 2CV and head for the centre of Santiago. The streets are almost deserted and I leave Diana on a street corner where someone is already waiting for her. We look at each other not knowing when we are going to meet again, if at all. I head towards an apartment near the University Arts Faculty, in the centre of Santiago, to a pre-planned emergency rendezvous with other comrades in the event of a coup d’état. In the Plaza Italia there is a group of soldiers with a huge artillery piece pointing towards the San Cristobal hill. There are also several 50 mm machine guns placed in different corners of the square shooting at anything that moves. It seems so unreal, shooting everywhere, dozens of people lying dead in the streets, and I am still moving, as if my 2CV were invisible. The soldiers look at me and ignore me or direct me to continue. Suddenly a group of three soldiers direct their guns straight at me and order me to stop. I then realise that in the car there are a number of political books from Diana’s work. I stop and they ask me where I am going and what is in the car. They look at the books and then let me go, telling me to return home or I will be shot dead. It all seems like a bad dream.
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               Diana, aged twenty, while a university student at Santiago.

            

         
 
         It is still early in the morning and around the Arts Faculty the shooting is fierce. I see tanks for the first time and it looks as if the police are still loyal to the president because the army is shooting with heavy artillery at the police depot on Santa Lucia hill. I park the car on a deserted street and walk to the apartment trying to make myself invisible.
 
         There are two comrades in the apartment and the mood is sombre. My throat is dry and my chest heavy. Rapidly, some information and orders are given: ‘Not everything is lost; there is a column of special forces loyal to the president marching towards the centre of Santiago. We must meet them and give them instructions.’ I am entrusted with the mission.
         
 
         I decide that it will be safer to walk to the meeting point. It is about twenty minutes away and I have the feeling that the main avenue, La Alameda, will have more people and cars on it. As it happens, I am right. Again, as at Plaza Italia, it is like walking through a dream. I am able to pass, without hurrying, amongst the soldiers shelling the telecommunications tower and government buildings in Plaza Bulnes, the civic centre of Santiago. Further west there are more soldiers and officers shouting orders. I need to reach Plaza Brasil, towards the west, where I believe the troops still loyal to the president will assemble. I would later learn that the commander of these troops was captured before he could get out of his bed, savagely tortured and then hanged the same day at the barracks.
         
 
         I carry on walking slowly, observing the troop movements and actions as if I am indestructible. I arrive at Plaza Brasil and wait for about half an hour while the world around me falls apart. But there is no sign of the loyal troops. Where are they? There are more hostile troop carriers, tanks and other military vehicles travelling at high speed in different directions. Soldiers are running and shouting at people and to each other. I feel as if I do not exist, as if nobody can see me. I decide to take advantage of the situation and walk back from Plaza Brasil to where the car is parked near the Arts Faculty; a long walk in the middle of gunfire.
 
         The gunfire is persistent and there are many bodies on the ground; women and children are crying while other civilians are being marched away with their hands on their heads, followed by soldiers with machine guns; but everybody miraculously decides to ignore me. By the time I reach Plaza Bulnes again, planes are flying low overhead in the direction of the presidential palace. Huge explosions follow – smoke, flames and more bombs. There are people running everywhere in panic.
 
         I keep on walking fast now, turning around every now and then. There are still many people, mostly men, running in all directions, trying to find shelter from the bullets and grenades. Soldiers are running and shouting towards what seem like pre-arranged targets. The telecommunications tower is no longer under fire, as it was when I passed the first time. There are bodies everywhere now; passers-by painfully carry the wounded. There are no ambulances; the coup organisers do not care about wounded civilians. The presidential palace is in flames and still under fire from the tanks and artillery surrounding it. I am hurrying along with a group of civilians while soldiers pursue us, threatening us with their guns. I am without fear, living in semi-reality, as if I do not belong to the crumbling world around me. The day has grown warmer and there is hazy sunshine.
         
 
         I discover that walking on my own posesses less risk than in a group; I attract less attention from the soldiers and, taking a zigzag route, I manage to get to the car. I decide that the military are unlikely to exercise the same kind of ferocious attack against the population in the rich neighbourhoods that I have been witnessing in the centre of the city. So I make a mental map to get to a pre-arranged safe house in the western suburbs.
 
         Avenida Irarrázabal is quite busy, people hurrying, trying to reach safety. I stop at a traffic light and notice that a man is looking at me. I look back in disbelief as he starts to approach the car; it is my father. What is he doing in this place, at this time? He is the last person I would have expected to meet on the day of the coup, and almost at the hour of the curfew. He looks very sad and afraid. ‘Where are you going?’ he asks me. The child in me does not know what to answer. It is as if I am about to do something naughty and he has just discovered it. Do I have to tell him the truth, that I have just been through a battlefield trying to contact the troops loyal to the president? That I have just been stopped and searched twice, with safety-catches off the machine-guns and nervous fingers on triggers? That the presidential palace is in flames? That I left Diana early in the morning to join her comrades, to make who knows what desperate attempts to stop the coup, to resist, and that I will probably never see her again? That I am going to meet my closest comrades at a safe house and wait for weapons and orders? That nobody who is alive will sleep tonight?
         
 
         I want to tell him all these things, but I do not. He won’t understand but only disapprove and get angry. Again, more anxious this time:
 
         ‘Where are you going? There is nowhere to go, let’s go home.’
 
         ‘Do you need a lift?’ I say.
 
         ‘No.’
 
         I look into his eyes and I see something I do not remember seeing before: concern. He is sincerely worried about me, his son. ‘I have to go, dad,’ is all I can say. He steps away from the car, looking sad and lost. We both know; all those arguments, in my late teens, about change, justice, equality, dignity, revolution, and now the time has come, the historical time, the time to pay with our blood for the audacity to dream. Bye, dad. I extend my hand and he grabs it for a second, maybe two.
         
 
         Fifteen months later he would slowly walk towards what was left of me, a skeleton inside an oversized concentration camp blue fatigue, trousers tied up with rope, tufts of grey hair, at the age of twenty-six, and huge purple bags under my eyes. He avoids looking straight at me, as though I am too painful a sight for him, his son turned into a walking cadaver by monstrous treatment. He cannot bear it; he looks like a desperate man, and does a desperate thing. When he sees the opportunity, he comes closer to me and whispers in my ear: ‘Tell them that you did not do it, tell them that you would give up everything, that you were just a bit silly, and we will walk away from here, together, right now.’
         
 
         Poor dad. I do not know if he is prepared for my answer.
 
         ‘Who do you think I am? What do you take me for? Do not insult me! Do not make me feel ashamed of you! What do you think I have been doing here, imprisoned for three months? What do you think we are all doing here, dad? Negotiating our escape? What I have been doing, what Diana was doing, and all the others before us and after us, dad, is resisting, and all we have got is ourselves, our bodies, our lives to fight back with until we draw our last breath!’
 
         A friend of my father’s manages to visit me in the camp one day. ‘He got himself arrested a couple of times, your dad. After you disappeared, he used to go to the gates of the military barracks and shout: “You have taken my daughter-in-law and now you have taken my son, you bastards! Give them back to me! Give me my son back!” He was drunk and they beat him up.’ This revelation leaves me with a strange feeling. I am proud because I never expected my father to do anything like that, but I also feel terribly sad. Whenever he could, my father brought me little avocado and ham sandwiches and a few almonds. After his visits, I would watch his back as he walked away towards the camp’s gate, his long old overcoat dragging on the ground, a defeated man.
         
 
         I had watched the same back many times before. As a boy I used to follow him everywhere as he walked around the enormous fruit and vegetable wholesale market in Santiago. He was hoping for a bargain that would turn our fortunes. I would follow him for hours, my empty stomach beginning to ache, through the huge maze of the market, full of all kinds of people and voices, until everything else would disappear, the sounds, the stalls, the people, except for the back of my dad and his long coat and his feet. Suddenly I would wake up from my dreamlike wandering to find out that I had been following the wrong man. Not quite like him, this was an older man, but the coat was the same. In the distance, very small, visible only as a long coat, my father would be calling out my name and waving.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2
            
 
            Family

         
 
         My mother must have been nineteen when she married my father. She was not easily persuaded; he had to bring presents and serenade her in front of her bedroom window while my grandmother heaped abuse on him. She was extremely beautiful. There are a couple of photographs, taken by one of her admirers who was a photographer, which we still keep. I do not know which of my brothers has the original, but we all have copies because she looks so beautiful.
 
         It is difficult to put the pieces together and to know for certain my mother’s story from before she married because I guess she felt uneasy with what happened to her. After her death in 1995 I tried to put the pieces of her life together. Talking to my brothers and sisters did not help much because everyone has different accounts of the same events. Besides, everyone feels a bit ashamed and shy of sharing a piece of mother’s history and comparing it with a sibling who is bound to question it on the grounds that she told him or her a different story. There is a fear of being robbed of something one has been hanging on to as the only, privileged child, depository of the true story of mother.
 
         What has in any case emerged is quite sad. She was born in 1925. Here we are already faced with a discrepancy: was it September or October? There are two entries for the same person: one provided by her mother and another by her father, each giving a different year. Her mother came to Chile with her Spanish immigrant mother. Her father, Hipolito Eyraud, was a Frenchman who emigrated from France to Argentina and then to Chile. He was a university lecturer from Marseille who taught sculpture and painting at the University of Chile in Santiago. He had two sisters who were nuns and lived in a school and convent in Viña del Mar, near Valparaiso.
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               My mother, looking glamorous.

            

         
 
         It is not exactly clear what happened, but my mother ended up, as a small child, living with her father’s sisters in Viña del Mar until she was about eleven. At that time, her mother attempted to recover custody of her daughter and the matter ended up in court. My mother was left to decide which one of the parents she wanted to live with. She, having had enough of the nuns who spoke to her only in French and treated her like a servant, decided to try her fortunes with her mother, in the process ignoring her father’s pleas and promises of a life of glamour in Paris where she could study painting, dancing or singing and where they would live together happily. My mother did not budge. She chose a life of poverty and deprivation with her mother and grandmother. When she married my father she was working as a laboratory assistant.
 
         My father was eight years older than my mother and at the time they met he was working as a metal engineer for a British mining company. His father was a civil servant from a Spanish-Jewish background and his mother and family were so extraordinary as to really deserve a chapter of their own. Zoila Valdes Oyarzun, my father’s mother, was the eldest of eleven brothers and sisters. Their mother was a healer and shaman, the daughter of a Mapuche (native of Chile) and a Chilean-Spanish aristocrat whose three brothers and sister fought for Chilean independence against the Spanish with Simon Bolivar of Venezuela and Jose de San Martin of Argentina. They wanted a United States of South America. Zoila had red hair, dressed like a Victorian lady and had a very strong character. My father lived in fear of her. She had three boys and died giving birth to her fourth little boy when my father, the second son, was only ten years old. Following a Jewish custom, grandfather married Zoila’s sister Elena and had one daughter, Aunt Raquel.
         
 
         Before I was born, my father’s elder brother, Luis, a paramedic, died of tuberculosis after he had volunteered to help the victims of a devastating earthquake 400 kilometres south of Santiago.
         
 
         Soon after I was born, my grandfather died.
 
         My father, being the eldest surviving son, ended up supporting and living with his step-mother, Elena, his step-sister, Raquel, and his aunt Dominga, together with my mother and her two children: my sister Lucia and myself. His younger brother, Rene, had also married and had a son and a daughter. Uncle Rene was a metalworker who lived modestly with his family and came to visit us almost every weekend. So we were an extended family of seven children, five boys and two girls (Lucia, myself, Eduardo, Raul, Irene, Arturo and Fernando) and five adults (mother and father, grand-aunt Dominga, grandmother Elena and Aunt Raquel, in her late teens when we first lived together).
 
         I was born a few weeks prematurely, a weak baby. I had what the doctors called a ‘primary complex’, a combination of various illnesses and handicaps. These included weak lungs and a weak stomach. The story goes that the family doctor, who was half German and very fond of my mother, had a baby son born more or less at the same time with the same health problems. His baby did not make it and died a few weeks after it was born. The doctor became obsessed with my survival, but I was so poorly that after a time even Dr Moll gave up and told my mother to take her baby home to die. The ‘grannies’, Dominga and Elena, were not so easily defeated, however, and when the comatose baby landed in their hands, they set themselves to use all they could remember from the teachings of their healer mother, the shaman. They prepared potions and beverages, using carrots, red peppers, cow’s blood, donkey’s milk, lamb’s liver and dozens of herbs. They chanted, prayed and rubbed the baby, who would never cry. In his best moments, he would only stare at them with his huge eyes. It worked; centuries, or maybe even thousands of years, of healing came to fruition. But the grannies could not declare victory yet: at four years of age I contracted TB; this time, though, they had to allow antibiotics to help. With a weak immune system I could not run the risks of vaccination and I had to manage without, acquiring every childhood illness around – measles, chickenpox, mumps – every time scaring the elders stiff.
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               My family. From left to right: Eduardo, me, mum, Irene, Fernando, dad, Arturo, Raul and Lucia.

            

         
 
         It is no surprise that, when grand-aunt Dominga was dying at the age of ninety-five, completely lucid, her last breath was reserved to ask the remaining adults in the family to ‘please, look after Luisito.’ I was eight, looking out of the second floor window at the summer night sky, without understanding why she had to die. I was also a bit taken aback by her final words, because, as far as I knew, I was not her favourite child. I thought she preferred my brother Eduardo or sister Irene. I felt bothered somehow, as if she knew of something dangerous I was going to do in the future that I needed to be protected from or be prevented from doing. I started to cry in my silent way.
 
         My father’s wages, which could have comfortably provided for a couple or even three children, became insufficient for the number of people depending on them. So he then decided to leave his job with the British mining company and join his cousins in a small metal construction factory. We became more relaxed financially and were able to move to a bigger house with a big garden. It was not rented; dad bought it new in a development in the southern outskirts of the city. Everything smelled new and it was very quiet since beyond our house there was only a canal, fields and orchards. There was also a small swimming pool and a chicken pen.
         
 
         I remember being fascinated by the chicken pen, which was quite big and had special compartments for the hens to lay their eggs at the back, so one could slide open the little doors in the morning and get the warm eggs for breakfast. I would spend hours watching the chickens and the turkey, fascinated by the suddenness of their movements, as if they had been hit by a powerful kinetic force, their way of walking like marching soldiers, and how improbably they could balance their huge bodies on their disproportionately small legs and feet. I was four or five years old at the time.
 
         The house itself was big, with high ceilings, a bit dark, with no hot water and my dad was always trying to improve things by acquiring the latest invention to heat the house and bath-water cheaply. The heating devices were dad’s own inventions – different designs of paraffin-burning appliances which he built in the metal factory. For the shower, there was a more revolutionary alcohol-burning device that would go up in flames more often than not, leaving the water perfectly cold in the middle of a shower. ‘People should learn how to use it properly,’ he protested.
 
         Cooking, heating and hot water was supposed to be provided by an inefficient wood-burning stove in the kitchen. When dad decided that enough was enough he bought a huge electric cooker and boiler, banishing the wood-burning stove to the garden. Grandma then invited me to give it a good clean and asked me to chop some wood. ‘Only bad taste and unhealthy food can be had from such a huge box of white metal, my boy.’ And she was right. So whenever she could, and with the help of one of the children, she cooked outside on the old stove and bread, roast beef, chicken, corn or tortillas continued to have the lovely taste of eucalyptus firewood.
 
         Little by little, as I grew up, the grannies taught me the whys and the wherefores of the adult world. They would also talk about the mythology of the mountainous country where they came from and the stories of the elders. By touching, cuddling, embracing and caressing they taught the language of love and care. By the way they cooked and treated food they taught respect for nature and the earth; to accept the beauty, fragility and anger of the elements.
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               Me dressed as a pirate in Pirates of the Caribbean, the school play, aged five.
               

               
            

         
 
         In contrast, my father was an angry man and, for that reason, not a good father or husband. People used to say our family was so big because dad loved children. I felt confused when I heard this because I only knew love from my grannies and Aunt Raquel. Dad wasn’t a remotely loving father; in fact we were frightened of him most of the time. He dominated my mother. They were both non-believers and when they got married at a civil ceremony my father persuaded my mother not to use her maiden name, against custom, because it was a ‘foreign’, French, surname – Eyraud. So my mother became Mrs Gonzalez-Gonzalez, her mother’s surname twice. He also forbade her to visit her mother and half-sister.
         
 
         Due to the fact that I was physically weak and, at one time or another, developed this or that condition, our visits to the doctor or the hospital were quite frequent. Afterwards, there was always a cake and a soft drink for me. I remember the cake and the drink, bought at a kiosk inside the hospital gardens, because the mixture of the vanilla-flavoured cake and the cherry-flavoured drink melting in my mouth was delicious. It is something I have tried, in vain, to find and replicate ever since.
 
         I do not know for certain if all of these visits to the doctor were necessary or not, but it was certainly an excuse for my mother to get away from the house, to visit her mother or go to the cinema. I do remember, though, being blind for few months, suffering from heart murmurs another time, having my tonsils and appendix out and undergoing two operations to a splintered elbow. On one of those hospital visits my mother took me to the park where the Arts Faculty is situated. We were wandering around and there were people coming and going up and down the steps of the grand entrance to the university. Suddenly a man in his fifties appeared, walking down the steps; at that moment my mother said to me: ‘Look at that man, he is my father.’ From where we were, he looked like an ordinary middle-aged man, bold, slender and agile. At the time I did not think much of the situation but, looking back, my mother seemed sad, like a little girl wanting to make contact with her father but afraid at the same time, eager though for me, her own child, to recognise him.
         
 
         When I was eleven, my father fell out with his cousins and finished working with them. He decided to become self-employed and sold the house we were living in to move to another one he had bought some years before, which he had been renting out. This house was in a middle-class neighbourhood in the west of Santiago, at the foot of the Andes in the Macul district. The house was, and still is, a beautiful bungalow with a big garden and lots of trees. I loved the area and still do; it gives me a sense of stability, with the Andes within walking distance.
         
 
         My dad tried various small businesses that failed. His savings and the proceeds from the sale of our previous house ran out. In the end, almost in desperation, he bought an old pick-up truck and started buying and selling vegetables in the market. Without the knowledge and experience of the business, things did not go as planned and he continued to lose money.
         
 
         I remember the day, after a row over money with my mother, that he told my younger brother, Eduardo, and me that he could no longer support us and could not afford to pay for our schooling. If we wanted to continue with our studies we would have to work and pay for it ourselves. We were supposed to work with him in the fruit and vegetable business. I was thirteen and my brother was twelve. We decided to work in the morning before school, buying at the wholesale market from five thirty onwards and starting school at eight thirty. Very often we were late, the school gates were shut, and we had to try our luck gaining entry through one of the gaps pupils used to escape from school. I would often fall asleep in class. After school we took turns in going back to the market and helping my father there.
 
         Things went from bad to worse. It seemed that in a matter of a few months we went from a family that was financially comfortable to one living in complete misery. Soon there was not enough to pay the electricity and gas bills. Food, apart from fruit and vegetables of course, became scarce, as did shoes and clothing. We had to resort to using candles at night and kerosene for cooking and heating. The old truck kept breaking down and, with no money for repairs, I was unofficially appointed the truck’s mechanic and maintenance man. My father not only had no idea of how a motor vehicle worked, he also could not drive. He acquired his driving licence through a friend in the licence department. Thus I was also the co-pilot, in charge of the gear stick while father drove, since he was unable to coordinate all the operations at the same time. This state of affairs resulted in three road accidents, in one of which the vehicle turned over on its side. We ended up with minor injuries, shocked and with the entire cargo of fresh, free-range eggs plastered all over ourselves, the truck and the road. I felt completely humiliated, defeated and desolate; I assume that my brother and father felt the same way.
         
 
         One day the twenty-five-year-old truck’s gear box broke and my father ordered me to repair it. I borrowed tools from a neighbour and began to dismantle the transmission system and the gear box, marking with a piece of string and paper every single nut and bolt. I had never seen the inside of a gearbox before so, after taking the transmission shaft off, I lifted the back wheels and, with the gear box open, I ran the engine. Using my fingers I moved the pinions backwards and forwards and discovered first, second and third gears, forward and reverse. It was the second gear that was the problem because it was worn out. I introduced a thin ring of metal to tighten the second gear pinion and hold it in place when engaged. It worked and after a week or so all the children in the neighbourhood came out one afternoon to help the ‘mechanic’ push-start the truck down the road and then have a noisy and jubilant ride in celebration. But not even the encouragement and joy of the neighbourhood children could lift the deep sadness that had engulfed my family and me. My father never thanked me for my hard work and ingenuity.
         
 
         Childhood and teenage years ended abruptly for my siblings and me. No more hockey, no teenage parties, no holidays and, most disastrous of all, no more school for my brother and me. After a while, though, we managed to enrol at an evening school that finished at eleven at night.
 
         One day my father decided to rent a small grocery shop in a rich neighbourhood, selling quality produce at competitive prices. The rich neighbours were not interested, however. They bought in bulk from big suppliers and only sent their servants to our shop for things they had forgotten or for emergency supplies. The small grocery shop was yet another failure, so my two younger brothers and I had to work harder. It was not long before food started to become scarce even at home, something that had to be hidden from the neighbours in spite of the fact that they probably already knew; we had had no new clothes for three years and had outgrown our old ones many times. My father had started to drink heavily by now.
 
         The lack of proper food, the winter rains and the cold, together with long working hours, opened the way for illness to take hold on our young, developing bodies. As always, it was me who got the illness first, passing it on to my brother, sisters, mother and father. First I contracted mumps, then a succession of bad colds and bronchitis. Grandmother Elena died, in great pain, in one of those years.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         It was New Year’s Eve; father had to go to the city on business. He left precise instructions for me not to close the shop and leave before he returned. My younger brother was allowed to go home before me. We knew very well that when father said he was coming back to collect us after one of his business meetings that he would be back after midnight and completely drunk. This time, though, he took the pick-up; he would not drink much if he had to drive.
         
 
         I was left on my own in charge of the shop. Every now and then a customer would walk in to buy something they had forgotten. It was a hot, summery night; the shop looked attractive, well lit and clean, with the goods neatly displayed on the shelves. It was getting late, nearing midnight, and there was no sign of my father. I started to feel miserable, thinking about other families gathering for their ‘last supper’ of the year. After their meal there would be fireworks and drinks. At midnight people would embrace and wish each other a ‘Happy New Year’ and become emotional, forgiving each other all the grievances of the departing year. Then the neighbours would arrive, with embraces, good wishes and toasts going on into the night.
 
         It was a wonderful time for us, even more important than Christmas because the embracing, kissing, forgiving and good wishes were even more meaningful than Christmas presents. There was also a sense of family and community togetherness, and children were allowed to stay up all night if they wanted to. They would have had a long ‘siesta’ the previous afternoon so they could stay up after midnight. If somebody was asleep, or absent for another reason, there was a sense that that person, whether adult or child, would not be able to make it in the coming new year.
 
         It was an exciting time for children too. The New Year embrace was something special. It would have been a grave offence to refuse a greeting and embrace, even from a person you did not like or you were on unfriendly terms with. It was a time of forgiveness, peace and reconciliation. So, for boys and girls, this was an opportunity to embrace and kiss any pretty girl or boy regardless of whether you were liked or not.
         
 
         It was a wonderful experience to realise that the girls would respond to your embrace and kiss with the same eagerness, feeling their lovely perfumed cheeks and their pert young breasts pressed against one’s chest. All the girls in the neighbourhood and beyond! The best time was obviously New Year’s Eve because, although the embracing went on for nearly two weeks afterwards, enthusiasm and eagerness started to wane, making it more of an embarrassing experience.
 
         As it neared midnight, customers stopped coming to the shop and the streets became more and more deserted. I had a small radio for company, although the festive mood of the broadcasters made me feel more lonesome and miserable. People were already settled in their homes waiting for midnight. I longed for the old days, when our house would be full of people: Uncle Rene and his family, friends of mum and dad and their children, neighbours, plenty of delicious food, an assortment of drinks and fireworks, and a fun, festive mood. Everything would be beautifully arranged and there would be happiness in the year to come. Instead, the atmosphere at home now would be sombre, the same as last year and the year before. There would be no friends or relatives, little food, no drinks, and no desire to be up waiting for the New Year. The neighbours had already noticed that our family was out of sorts and would not visit us. Only their children, unprejudiced and compassionate, would come to greet us for a brief moment.
         
 
         It was forty-five minutes before midnight according to the shop’s small radio when a vision appeared at the shop’s entrance. There, framed by the door, stood the most beautiful girl in the world, dressed like a princess. I had seen her before, of course, several times a week; she would pass the shop on her way to school while I was unloading the pick-up in the morning. She was in her navy blue, Santiago College for Girls’ uniform. Sometimes she would come into the shop for an ice cream and be very polite, just like the other girls were from this part of Santiago where most of the country’s wealth was concentrated. I knew, through their maids, two or three things about these girls’ families. The maids were instructed not to reveal their masters’ family affairs, but hers had already told me that she was an only child, her name was Antonia, she was fourteen and her father often travelled abroad. Every time I saw her my heart would leap and my head spin, believing that a smile from her would cure my pain and my misery.
 
         ‘Hello,’ she said walking towards the counter very slowly.
 
         ‘Hello Antonia, what are you doing here? Why aren’t you at home with your family?’
 
         ‘It’s just adults … and I wanted to see you. When we drove past earlier on, I saw you and I guessed you would still be here.’ She was so confident, so in command of herself, unlike any ordinary girl, or myself for that matter; but she wasn’t an ordinary girl, was she?
 
         ‘You know, I like you,’ she said standing in the middle of the shop, looking at the shelves with her hands held at her back. My heart wanted to play tricks by thumping very fast and embarrassing me, but I decided to pay it no attention.
         
 
         ‘I like you too,’ I said in disbelief.
 
         She started to talk while pacing around the shop. ‘I always look forward to seeing you in the mornings when I walk past on the way to school, and I love the times when I come in with the other girls after school to get an ice cream and you serve us. I am a bit sad when you are not here. I also think about why you have to work so hard when most of us just go to school. Would you like to be my friend?’
 
         ‘Of course I would,’ I said. I told her that father had decided to sell the shop and that I would not be working there for long.
 
         ‘That is a pity,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I think we are going away for the summer holidays, so I won’t see you anyway.’
 
         Antonia became visibly sad, her eyes moving rapidly around the shop between glances at me.
 
         ‘Your family may be starting to miss you by now; soon they will be looking for you in the neighbourhood.’
 
         ‘I don’t think so; they do not care much about me. But, you are right, I had better go.’ She looked very sad now, and then she asked me straight: ‘Do you have a girlfriend?’
 
         ‘No,’ I replied, which was the truth. I had always wanted a girlfriend, or just a friend, but I thought nobody would be interested in me.
 
         Suddenly, I found myself saying: ‘Do you like that big box of biscuits on the top shelf?’ I pointed to a big, coloured metal box.
 
         ‘It looks pretty,’ she said.
 
         ‘I want you to have it,’ I told her.
 
         ‘No,’ she replied, ‘you are going to get in trouble.’
 
         ‘As a present from me; don’t you worry, I won’t get in trouble. We will leave while you are on holiday and we will probably never see each other again; you can keep the box and remember me sometimes.’
 
         ‘It would be better if I could see you; you are a nice person,’ she said. I climbed on the step ladder to reach the metal biscuit box and gave it to her. She took it, smiled at me, then hurried to kiss me and leave the shop quickly. She turned around and waved.
 
         I could not believe what had just happened. It was as though I had been dreaming, which wasn’t an uncommon experience for me. My brother would not believe me when I told him what had happened; he would surely think that I had been fantasising. I did not know what to do with this feeling, I knew I had to do something or my chest would burst; I could hardly bear the pressure.
         
 
         Suddenly I became conscious of the radio. There was shouting and loud music. Midnight had just passed; we were in a New Year. I wanted to run after Antonia and give her a big hug; that would ease my chest. She won’t be there, I told myself. She is gone, forever, most surely. Go and look, maybe she felt the same and is coming back! I ran outside. The street was deserted, not a soul around. Misery struck me then. This was my first New Year’s Eve on my own, and I had to be the only person on their own in the universe tonight. I burst into tears and cried for a long time. It is not fair, I thought.
 
         ‘This is not fair!’ I shouted.
 
         My father arrived at about one in the morning; he had been drinking. No one had come into the shop since Antonia. I never saw her again, but her vision lived on in me for years, giving me company and comfort, helping me to overcome the hardest of times. I hoped at the time that I did the same for her, being good company in bad times. Most probably she remained unaware of the effect her innocent act had on the heart of a miserable boy.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Father decided to sell the small shop because it made no money and we had to work in the big fruit and vegetable wholesale market, which at the time was a cruel place for adults to work in, never mind for a fifteen-year-old. I learnt many things about the miseries of life and people’s battle against hunger in that cursed place. The bonds between my younger brother and me were forged trying to adapt and survive in a place where, one day, we almost ended up in a knife fight over a piece of chorizo and bread.
         
 
         One day, while my brother and I were sitting on a kerb eating our bread and hot chorizo, a loner, nicknamed ‘Satan’, due to his devil-like face, came to us and asked for some of our food. ‘I haven’t been able to work today,’ he said. Without hesitation I gave him my half, not because I felt threatened by him, but because I saw frankness in his face and detected a plea in his voice. He had also said ‘please’. He thanked me and sat down to eat in silence, every now and then glancing at us. I felt a sort of friendship was sealed between the three of us. 
         
 
         Satan was feared among the outcasts that worked loading, unloading and stealing goods in that place and by the vagrants we shared the kerb with at eating times. It was said that he was the quickest with a knife. Satan became our protector. He threatened a man who made me drop two tomato boxes I was carrying by grabbing my backside; if he did it again he would face Satan’s knife. He would also steal from the merchants for us and so we would sell sacks full of lemons, oranges, green beans, peaches or whatever was available and in season. We would look for him in one of the wholesaler’s stands where he was working at the busiest time, around six in the morning. In the confusion he would half fill my sack with produce, then serve somebody else, then come back to me and shout: ‘What are you buying? If you are not buying move on please, we don’t need onlookers here, come on!’ I would leave the place without paying, with half a sackful of whatever; about ten kilos in weight. A few minutes later, my brother and I would go back to ‘buy’ something else. This method of thievery was never planned or talked about between Satan and me, and my brother never understood what was going on or how the system worked. On the contrary, he never moved fast enough and I always asked him to wait for me outside. You had to be able to read Satan’s eyes, the gestures of his face and his body language, sometimes to read his mind too, as he was not a man of many words. Actually, he would grunt rather than talk. He would decide when the moment was right, when the controller was not looking, the precise time of utmost confusion and shouting: ‘c’mon, make your mind up, they’re the best and cheapest in the market. How many? You! Pay over there! Take this man’s money! Please, move, move on!’ That was all. Done. Sack full.
 
         Later, at about midday, if you could find time for rest and refreshment, away from the eyes of the merchants, guards and police, among the outcasts, labourers and thieves, sitting on kerbs in the sun, Satan knew we would be waiting for him with hot chorizo and bread or fried fish with chilli sauce wrapped in newspaper. One day, my brother wondered: ‘Have you noticed Satan has no friends? That we are the only ones sitting and sharing with him? Don’t you think it looks bad that we are liked by him?’
 
         ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I don’t think that God, if he exists, has helped us in any way, and that could be one of the reasons we have ended up in this hellish place fighting to survive in the first place. Isn’t it then a good thing that we get a little help from Satan? It seems that Satan is more caring than God. And, after all, if you haven’t noticed, he is the boss in this place and as long as he is on our side, we are safe.’
         
 
         Looking back, the whole situation was quite ironic. Abandoned by God, as it were, my brother and I had allied ourselves with the Devil in order to survive. I do not know why that man, who, by all accounts, was a thief, an outcast, living at the very margins of society, working in a place where carrying a knife was a necessity, took pity on me and my brother. Or why he decided to ally himself with two kids. Maybe the advantages were obvious.
 
         In this huge wholesale fruit and vegetable market, where there were auctions before sunrise and tons of produce would change hands, sometimes many times in a matter of hours, there was not a day when at least one big fight, usually involving knives, took place. This was on top of street robberies, fist fights among men and women (also carrying knives) and muggings. It was a tough environment to be in, but one in which, once you had learned the rules and learned to swim in that sea where hunger mingled with an abundance of food from the earth, where failure and misery walked side by side with success and happiness, you could survive, as long as you kept yourself healthy. There were plenty of examples where the slightest disability would signify a certain premature death. Illness and disability were incompatible with life in that place.
         
 
         I learnt quickly: to select the still-edible fruit or vegetables from the vast waste piles left for collection by the municipal workers in the afternoon; to choose the most nutritious ones in every season; to find the cheapest places to eat, from people cooking on a brazier on the floor to the ones frying on an oil drum on wheels, to the stalls with seats and tables.
         
 
         Having failed as a merchant, my father decided to try and make a living by doing deliveries in the old truck and took me along. Most of the time I spent the long hours of the night in the freezing windowless truck waiting for my father to return. It did not take long for the truck to break down and I ended up working as a labourer in one of the factories we made deliveries for. I found that it was pretty hard work, especially for my young, weak body. At the end of my first week I was paid less than the other workers because, I was told, ‘You are under age and we cannot pay you the same.’ This infuriated me and I protested, but the owner warned me to take it or leave it. It was the time of the war of independence in Algeria; the French were withdrawing and burning everything in the process. The owner of the factory was very happy about this fact, telling the workers that the French were doing the right thing for if they found a deserted and barren land and transformed it into an agricultural paradise, then it was right to return a desert back to the ungrateful Algerians.
         
 
         On the long bus journey back home from the metal factory, where I had to turn an enormous and heavy wheel all day, I felt envious of the boys and girls in uniforms who filled the bus at that time. I longed to be like them, normal school teenagers, with normal mums and dads. Some boys and girls were holding hands, a sight that would make me feel the loneliest boy ever. I would get home, wash myself, eat a fried egg and a piece of bread and leave for evening school, finishing at eleven, home at about midnight, up again at six.
 
         I was desperate for friendship, to feel liked and to love a girl, to make life easier. Since I did not know how to approach a girl, I followed what I had seen other boys doing. If it worked for them, I thought, it will work for me. One evening, on the bus back from work I decided to ask a girl who was getting off the bus if I could walk her home. The bus was full and there were many pretty girls on it. I chose one girl with long dark hair and fine features. She was on her own. The bus was becoming emptier and the girl seemed unconcerned that we were nearing the end of the route. I started to panic, since I had no money to pay for an extra bus fare back home and we had already passed my stop. About two stops from the end of the route, the girl stood up from her seat and went to the back door, and I followed. When we got off the bus, she started to walk fairly quickly and I had to follow her almost at a trot. I found her even more beautiful now, walking in front of me with her bag on her shoulder and her long hair blowing in the evening breeze. I have to act quickly, I thought, before it is too late and she reaches her destination. I hurried my pace and when we were shoulder to shoulder I asked her, timidly and with my best smile, ‘Would you like me to walk you home?’ Without stopping or looking at me she said: ‘Leave me alone!’ I was shocked and stood there on the spot feeling rejected and hurt. It had not worked and I wanted to cry. I was miles away from home in a completely strange neighbourhood and I had to find my way home on foot.
 
         It was a two hour walk to get home and I had plenty of time to think. I had failed and I should not have done it. I now thought it to be an odd thing to do; not only embarrassing but somehow unfair on the girl too. I had offended her and she had reacted accordingly. Why did I think she was going to say yes anyway? I felt awful and decided that I would never approach a girl that way again. Another thought: what would I have done if she had said yes? I did not know but it would have been nice to have had the opportunity. She may have noticed that I was not well dressed. I do not know.
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            Love and politics

         
 
         When I was seventeen a neighbour whose husband worked at the Via Sur coach company approached me, gave me their address and advised me to go there early one morning and ask for her husband. She was sure he would see me, direct me to the right people, and I might get a job. This I did and was given a job in an office in the centre of the city, helping to coordinate passenger transport and parcel deliveries. The only problem, I was told, was that I needed my father’s consent because I was still a minor as far as the law was concerned. At that time in Chile one was recognised as an adult at the age of twenty-one. My father, seeing that if I no longer worked with him I could become independent, refused to give me his consent. I explained this at work and they told me they would make an exception for the time being.
 
         At work I met Oscar Haute. He was twenty-eight years old, eleven years older than me and a rebel, always complaining about work, pay and exploitation. We would work from six in the morning to four in the afternoon or from one to nine or ten in the evening, longer if a coach broke down and it was late. It was hard work, standing and loading or unloading all the time. Although the payment was the minimum for a white-collar employee, when I received my first salary at the end of the month I could not believe it. I had never had so much money before. Soon afterwards I noticed that the other workers, about ten others in their late twenties or early thirties, married and with children, were not very happy that a seventeen-year-old kid was earning the same wages as they were. In fact my father was by then in a deep depression, in bed most of the time, unable to get up and look for a job, and there were my six brothers and sisters and my mother to feed. 
         
 
         Although I was happy to continue with things as they were, after a few months Oscar persuaded me that I needed to spend some of my wages in purchasing decent white-collar worker’s clothing. He had already heard comments about my scruffy appearance. I had had my navy blue jacket since I was nine. My mother had altered my trousers from some old ones of my father’s many years before. I only had two decent shirts which had to be washed the night before I went to work.
 
         I became very close friends with Oscar. He took pity on me, whether on my naivety or innocence or my sadness or silent perseverance, I do not really know. Soon I met his wife and three children, and we were discussing politics, religion, art, theatre, music and poetry. He was a very knowledgeable man, the only son of a Chilean woman and a Frenchman. At the time he was an alcoholic.
 
         Oscar was one of those people who do not fit in with their own generation but are able to see what is coming, what is brewing in the heart of the young, especially students. He could not believe that a seventeen-year-old like me could have such a keen perception of the world or as he put it, ‘an innate revolutionary consciousness’. I did not tell him then that my ‘innate revolutionary consciousness’ had been acquired, not in the fashionable university education of the time, but during five or so years of struggle, practically on the streets, silently fighting hunger shoulder to shoulder with my younger brother and my father.
         
 
         I had no perception of my ‘innate revolutionary consciousness’ in those days. All I knew was that my mother, brothers and sisters desperately needed my earnings. I could not bear the sight of my younger brothers Fernando and Arturo and my sister Irene, then nine, eleven and thirteen, with their eyes sinking in their faces, cold, hungry and without understanding what was happening. Why, and so suddenly, was there no light, warmth or food in the house? I calculated my wages in the kilos of bread and packets of butter that it was possible to purchase every month. Every time I glanced in a shop window and saw some new clothes I would like for myself the same equation prevented me from wasting precious bread and butter. The real trouble for me started when the equation appeared, even when I needed to buy lunch for myself.
         
 
         I asked Oscar to come with me to a department store to buy, on credit, a suit, a shirt and a pair of shoes for myself. It was approaching Christmas, the busiest time of year for our company. Apart from the postal service, which was very inefficient, this was the company most people used for the transportation of letters and parcels. It was faster and more reliable than the national postal service, although more expensive. We were working overtime, often from six thirty in the morning until ten in the evening and the management had promised to pay us overtime and a bonus as reward for our efforts.
         
 
         When our wages arrived, just before Christmas, the overtime had not been paid and there was no bonus. About fifteen of us complained to our manager, who told us that he would make sure we received the money. Payment did not arrive. Two days before Christmas we decided to go on strike. There was no response from the management. One night after work a group of employees had arranged to meet at a restaurant to discuss our strike action. On the way to the restaurant I began to suffer unbearable back pain, to the point that I was almost unable to walk. Oscar and another two of my colleagues decided to take me to casualty.
 
         After examining me the doctor informed my colleagues that he suspected tuberculosis; he injected a powerful painkiller, probably containing morphine. He advised me to see a specialist and said X-rays of my lungs would be needed. There was nothing he could do at that time of the night and the treatment was likely to be expensive.
         
 
         The painkiller had made me feel a lot better, if a bit dozy, and so I insisted on going to the restaurant meeting, especially since I was very hungry. At the restaurant the waitress said that she would not serve me since I was clearly drunk. I had to show her the doctor’s certificate before I could convince her that my state was not alcohol related. With a lot of effort I put across my point of view and position on the strike action. Soon afterwards, Oscar went outside and called a taxi for me. ‘You need to go home and have a rest,’ he said, handing me a small collection he had made to help me with the taxi fare; it was past midnight.
 
         When I got home it was difficult for me to get into the house without making too much noise since I could not avoid stumbling, the effects of the drug still being very strong. It was dark and I did not want to wake everybody up by putting on the lights, but my mother woke up and came to the door as I was still struggling through the corridor. When she saw the state I was in, she told me that I should be ashamed of myself, wasting precious money on alcohol and who knows what else. I tried to explain to her about the meeting and that I was planning a strike, but she would not listen. ‘Just like your father, wasting your wages in getting drunk.’ I could not speak, my mouth was so dry and I felt so sad, sad that my mother could so easily mistrust me, that she should assume that I had been drinking too much when I had been in such excruciating pain, fighting for a little bit more money for Christmas, money I had worked so hard to earn but that the company wanted to keep.
         
 
         I did not want to tell her about the doctor’s diagnosis; that would alarm her, I thought. I did not want anyone at home to know; they would reject me and isolate me. Tuberculosis had such a stigma in those days and it was thought to be highly contagious. Hadn’t Uncle Luis died of tuberculosis? Didn’t I suffer from tuberculosis when I was four? I could not speak and showed my mother the certificate, which only stated that I had been injected with morphine derivate for severe back pain. Without much conviction, she led me to the room I shared with my brothers who were fast asleep.
 
         I do not remember how I managed to go back to work the next day, the day we closed down the shutters. Our manager read to us his letter of resignation in protest at the appalling behaviour of the company towards its employees.
 
         ‘I am not a slave driver,’ he said. ‘I asked the employees to work hard, promising them that they would be justly rewarded. I now feel ashamed and dishonoured in front of my employees. I have no alternative in the circumstances but to resign.’
 
         It was, by all accounts, an honourable act. We could not persuade this young, handsome man from a high social class not to resign. His name was Henrique Huerta y Corbalan. Nine years later this man would give his life, alongside President Allende, defending the presidential palace from the assault of the Chilean armed forces on 11 September 1973.
 
         Later that day, we closed the shutters to the public and refused to load the coaches. My back pain had come back by then, so I was persuaded by my colleagues that I was exempt from picketing duties and went home to rest. Panic started to set in: if I had tuberculosis, it would be necessary for me to take precautions so as not to infect members of my family. For this I would have to isolate, without the others noticing, cups, dishes and cutlery that could only be used by me. I would also quarantine the second toilet for my exclusive use. But first of all I had to get a prescription for antibiotics. This would not be easy, as I would have to pay for a doctor’s consultation as well as the prescription.
 
         A young doctor and his family had recently moved across the road from us. He had examined my younger brother when he had rheumatic fever and his charges were not that expensive. I went to see him. I was relieved when he told me that he was pretty sure my condition was a severe pleurisy, mainly affecting the right lung, and not tuberculosis. ‘This is not less serious,’ he said. ‘You could also die of pleurisy if it is not treated promptly.’ To be absolutely certain of my condition, a series of examinations, including X-rays was necessary. ‘You will have to go to hospital. Have you any medical insurance? In the meantime I’ll give you a prescription.’ The antibiotic he prescribed was chloramphenicol, banned ten years later for its damaging effect on the central nervous system. The prescription advised two capsules every eight hours. To accelerate recovery, I doubled the prescription and decided on two capsules every four hours and forgot about the hospital and the X-rays.
         
 
         My first act of public rebellion ended in triumph: we were paid the overtime and bonus before New Year’s Eve. Although I was happy and had prescribed myself a double dose of medicine, I was far from feeling better and developed a nasty cough. That New Year’s Eve was a sad one. I had to work late, but I managed to get home before midnight with a big roast chicken. My mother and my sisters had made salads, and there was a bottle of wine. My father, who was often in bed with depression, was up and in a good mood.
 
         My younger brother Eduardo was slowly recovering from the devastating effects of rheumatic fever, which had nearly killed him. A few months earlier, lying on a dirty bed in a hospital for the poor, I had seen him lifeless, dying, his heart pumping at twenty or less beats per minute. The nurse had told me that they expected him to die any moment. He was sixteen and I felt an incredible anger and frustration at the unfairness of the situation. I knew that it was a question of money. If I had had the money I would have been able to take my brother to a good hospital, give him the best treatment and save his life. I remembered the hard times we had shared, how I had looked after him. Maybe I should have protected him better from the cold, I thought. I could have got a thick coat for him.
         
 
         Absorbed in my thoughts, just outside the room, with tears running down my cheeks, I had not noticed the nurse calling me back. Eduardo’s heart rate had gone to one hundred and twenty per minute and he was bleeding heavily from his nose and ears. His heart was out of control and his temperature had risen to fatal levels. 
         
 
         ‘There is no point keeping him here,’ the nurse had said, ‘he will die regardless; you had better take him home.’
 
         ‘But at least you can give him oxygen here.’
 
         ‘It will make no difference.’
 
         That night, in the back garden of our house, eyes fixed on the stars, I cried out to my dead grandmother and great Aunt Dominga. I told them I was desperate but that I knew they could do it. They had cured me and they could cure him now. I told them that life would be so empty, so terrible, without my brother; told them that he did not deserve to die, that he was so good, so innocent, so young.
 
         I asked them to caress him with their sacred hands and to hum the way they used to when I was ill; to give his body the power to fight back, to win this time, to live and carry on being my companion in the harder times to come. I promised them I would look after him. I would buy him the best coat to protect him from the winter cold.
 
         He did not die. We went for long walks in the Andes and trips to the desert over the years. He became a sculptor first, then a restorer and archaeologist. He is now a university lecturer.
 
         Shortly after New Year I began to find it very difficult to keep my eyes focused and started to lose the ability to do so. Next, my speech slowed and I had a strong desire to lie down and sleep, although I would be unable to do so during the night. Of course I did not associate any of this with an overdose. I thought I was just tired from working ten hours during the day and then going to college in the evening.
 
         Not sleeping and talking all night worried my elder sister who contacted a childhood friend of ours who was a nurse in a military clinic. Her father had been a Welsh immigrant who worked for the army. Glenda English, for that was her improbable name, persuaded me to see a doctor at her clinic. The doctor, who was a psychiatrist, began by asking me why I had tried to commit suicide by taking an overdose of antibiotics. I explained to him what had happened, about the pleurisy, my panic and all the rest. He found the whole thing very strange, but referred me to a hospital for tests and X-rays.
 
         I thought that the hospital was beautiful and welcoming, although I did not know how I was going to pay for their services. After a while the doctor called me in to give me the result of the X-rays and tests.
 
         ‘Good news and bad news,’ he announced. ‘Due to your intensive antibiotic treatment, the infection and the inflammation are almost gone. We still have to extract some fluid from the right lung though. The bad news is that there is a big scar of membrane surrounding the right lung. Now, this is the same membrane enveloping the heart; during the healing process the membrane has stretched itself to the right, bringing the heart with it in the process. The result is that your heart has shifted to the right in your chest and is under lot of pressure. It is what we call a ‘retractile’ process. This explains the noise when you breathe and the pain. More tests and X-rays are needed to accurately assess the effects of this process. Book an appointment with the nurse.’
         
 
         The nurse indicated that in order to book more appointments, I had to pay for the X-rays already taken and the doctor’s consultation. The total amount was the equivalent of one month’s wages, which I could certainly not afford. Fortunately for me the payment counter was in front of the hospital’s exit. I left the hospital without paying, never to return. What happened to my lungs and heart is anybody’s guess. What is certain is that it did not affect my politics: my heart remained firmly on the left. Time healed my lungs.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         When I was six the family had moved to a new house in a development on the south-west of the city. To the south of our house, two or three blocks away, there was open countryside. There was a river nearby where we would go with my grandmother, often to collect medicinal herbs. There was fennel, good for the heart, and silver herb, good for the stomach. There were also different kinds of mint and many other plants whose names I do not remember.
 
         To the west, beyond the river and about fifteen minutes walk away, was the southbound railway line. Since the country is so long and thin, the railway lines in Chile run north–south, apart from the line to the port of Valparaiso. As children we used to go and play on the lines, placing nails and other small metal objects on the rails to collect them after the wheels of the train had run over them, leaving them flat, shiny and hot. Like most children, trains were an incredible source of fantasy for us. This was the mysteriousness of the far south, where the world ended, near Antarctica. Looking at the northbound trains, nearing their last station in central Santiago, they seemed covered in a cold and icy cloud that we thought had accompanied them from the South Pole. In later years I learned that the trains never went further than the mainland, over 1,500 kilometres to the south of the capital, to Puerto Mont. After that, there are hundreds of small islands.
         
 
         My older sister and I went to a private school that was far from our house, so we used the school bus. On the bus I noticed a girl of my own age who lived nearby. She was very pretty and I was fascinated by her, mostly because of the way her father treated her: carrying her in his arms, kissing and hugging her, laughing, as if she was the only love of his life. Well, she was an only child and I was envious of her being the sole object of her parents’ attention.
 
         Soon she came to our house to play. I must have been obsessed because my mother and my aunt started to make comments about this girl being ‘my girlfriend’. I felt embarrassed and hurt. Although I did not know the meaning of ‘girlfriend’, I wanted her to be my friend. We became quite fond of each other and I loved her.
 
         When we were nine, her father, who was an army officer, was posted to the south and the family moved. I was heartbroken; I watched from our gate as the removal van drove off and they left, I thought, forever. I cried and cried; she didn’t even turn around to wave goodbye. Later I would wonder about this part of my life: falling in love with a girl so young and feeling heartbroken for the loss of her, all at nine years of age.
 
         Later, when I was eighteen, working at the transport company and attending college in the evening, my sister told me that she had met Delfina – that was the girl’s name – while shopping in the city centre. They had talked and Delfina was very interested in seeing me again. I had seen her once, briefly, after we had moved to our new house, when I had caught sight of her riding her bike. Unknown to me, her family had moved back to Santiago, and by coincidence was living nearby. It was a painful experience for me because I was a small boy for thirteen and she seemed to me to be grown up. She was taller, with developed breasts, and was, disgustingly as I thought, interested in older boys. Accompanying my sister to her birthday party – since I was not invited – resulted in the most unbearable embarrassment for me. There she was, the most beautiful girl around, dancing with boys that were probably sixteen or seventeen. I remained seated in the same chair the whole time, unable to move or talk to anyone. She laughed at me with the other boys for not knowing how to dance. At the end of the evening, she sat at her piano and played a piece of a piano sonata; everybody clapped. She was the star, the princess, the queen, and not the slightest bit interested in me.
         
 
         It was different now: we were eighteen. I pretended not to be interested when my sister told me of her eagerness to meet me.
         
 
         ‘I invited her on Saturday. Will you be around?’
 
         ‘I don’t know; I may have a meeting after work,’ I said.
 
         Of course, on Saturday I was very excited, thinking non-stop. Will she be taller? Will she like me? Does she have a boyfriend? We are poor now and the house does not look nice, will she still like our family?
 
         After work I went straight home and arrived at about two in the afternoon. It was a sunny day. She was sitting on the sofa facing the big window, a stunningly beautiful woman. She smiled and stood up; I immediately noticed that I had grown taller than her. At least that would make me less insignificant, I thought. She came towards me; we kissed on the cheeks and I could smell the sweetness of her and felt her breasts against my chest. She looked very elegant too, in a dark top and a short, dark, skirt.
 
         While we talked people came in and out of the living room and exchanged conversation with ‘Delfi’, as everybody called her now. She was supposed to be my sister’s friend. These interruptions were quite useful in fact, since it allowed us a glance at each other without embarrassment and to study each other, to try to read each other’s minds.
         
 
         ‘Hasn’t she changed? Doesn’t she look gorgeous?’ they would comment, looking at me. I had no choice but to agree; I was stunned.
         
 
         Nevertheless, I kept my distance. She is so beautiful, she must have a boyfriend, I thought. She won’t be interested in me; they live in the city centre, in an expensive area. Her father, being a colonel now, must have introduced his daughter to the young cadets of the military academy. With their beautiful, Prussian-style uniforms, and their short swords hanging at their sides, they are irresistible to every teenage girl. There is no question about it; she will eventually marry a cadet.
 
         Nevertheless, summer was approaching and Delfina started to visit us more often, spending a lot of time with my sister. I could not avoid finding her more and more attractive. One day Delfi announced that she had to attend the annual officer’s party at the exclusive Officer’s Club; my sister and I were invited. It was a formal occasion, a ball, with a band. Her parents were not attending, and as she was not allowed to go by herself, we had to go with her. When my sister told me, my heart sank. 
         
 
         ‘I am not going,’ I declared.
 
         ‘But, why not?’ my sister complained.
 
         ‘It is not our world. It is for rich, well-dressed people. Besides, military officers are arrogant. How are we going to come back from there anyway? It is too far.’
         
 
         Although the reasons I gave my sister were all true, the main problem was that I knew I could not compete with the hundreds of handsomely dressed and well-groomed cadets, all wanting to dance with Delfi. After some hard persuasion from Delfi herself I agreed to go with my sister and our cousin, Elena, a girl the same age as my sister.
 
         I realised that I had no clothes for this sort of occasion, or for any other kind for that matter. One of the boys in the neighbourhood came to my rescue, with a beautiful brown sport’s jacket and trousers. It was not a formal outfit, I thought, but it was nice. To my horror, on arriving at the ball, I noticed that I was the only one wearing a sport’s outfit; all the other men were in cadets’ uniforms or wearing formal dark suits. I felt terrible; I wanted to disappear, to be invisible. What was I doing there? This was not only humiliating, it was insulting. The banquet, all that food, the luxury, the arrogance.
 
         Of course, Delfi was too busy to give us much attention. She knew quite a few of the cadets and the other girls present; she was popular and offers to dance came one after the other. My only relief was that my sister, who was very pretty and looked even more so in her lovely dress, received a lot of attention from the cadets too, making me feel a bit less marginal. Of course my sister could not be infatuated with any of these conceited cadets, I thought. I did not move from my chair, not even when Elena asked me to dance with her.
 
         After a couple of hours and a few drinks, everybody was more relaxed. Delfi came to sit at our table for a while and a few cadets approached us, mainly to flirt with my sister and cousin. Eventually, Delfi sat next to me asking me if everything was all right. I just smiled at her without answering. She persisted, so I said that it was OK, but that it just wasn’t my style. The music had started again and she asked me if I would like to dance with her. I stood up in disbelief. I felt completely exposed, as though we were the only couple dancing on the floor. I decided to ignore the fact that I felt as if I was dancing naked and concentrated on her beautiful face and on how much she had meant to me since I was a little boy.
         
 
         ‘It is so nice to dance with you,’ she said. 
         
 
         ‘You have danced plenty with the cadets,’ I replied rather churlishly.
 
         ‘Yes, I know, but it is different with you,’ she responded
 
         I could not believe it. ‘She has had too much to drink,’ I thought. We left the place after midnight. One of the cadets, wanting to chat my sister up, offered us a lift home. The nightmare was over.
 
         A few weeks later, Delfi was at our house one Saturday when I arrived back home from the coach company. She was reading in the lounge and there was nobody in the house apart from my father. While I had something to eat, she explained that she was killing time, that she did not want to go back home yet because there was nobody there. When I finished eating I asked her if she wanted to go for a walk. It was a beautiful, calm, late spring afternoon; our street was deserted. It was one of those afternoons I loved so much, with a gentle breeze blowing in the acacia trees, bright sunshine on the flower-filled gardens and the pretty houses with their large porches.
 
         We sat on a wall talking about friends, about our lives and about what we were doing. She had just got a place at university to study French. I spoke briefly about what I had done in the past four years. It seemed like decades. She told me she had no real friends and suddenly asked me if I wanted to be her close friend.
 
         ‘What about the cadets?’ I asked her.
 
         ‘They mean nothing to me; my mum and dad like them, but I do not; I do not trust them.’
 
         I nearly exploded with joy.
 
         ‘Yes, of course I would like to be your close friend.’
 
         ‘Is that true?’ she asked.
 
         ‘I promise,’ I said. Still, I was not absolutely certain what it meant to be her close friend and was a bit disappointed she did not say boyfriend. But then she held my hand and after a while came closer to me and we kissed. She seemed so happy and we laughed and hugged. In the evening she asked me to accompany her home – it was one of the happiest moments of my life.
 
         But although I had been waiting for this moment since I was six, it had arrived too late. I was already spending a lot of time with Oscar and other work colleagues at our regular study meetings, where we would read and discuss Marx, Engels’ The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, Gramci, Russell, dialectics, materialism and almost anything that came across our path. 
         
 
         There was not much time for my girlfriend, who was very ‘conventional’. She was more interested in going to the cinema, spending long hours with my sister and my family. Soon she gave up her university studies for secretarial ones and our relationship became more intense and physical.
         
 
         Her parents became worried that their only daughter could become pregnant out of wedlock. A year after we started our relationship, her parents invited me to a meeting to ‘discuss the future’. But our relationship was already on the rocks, and was full of contradictions. While my politics became more and more radical, it became more and more difficult for Delfi to understand my weekend absences and my desire for a socialist revolution in Chile. Poor Delfi, her face became sombre. She loved me, she said, and that was the most important thing in her life for her, and that I love her in return. The rest of the people came second.
         
 
         Delfi’s mother and father did not like me at all, the main reason for their dislike being that our family had fallen into financial catastrophe. I was a worker when I should have been a student. I was the only financial support for my big family, so what would be left for their daughter and an eventual baby? Did I not understand that I was ‘less’ than their dearest daughter? Was I not the cause of their daughter’s rejection of wonderful and promising military cadets as suitors? Consequently, I was never invited into their house except on one occasion when Delfi had contracted typhus and, after long telephone negotiations, I was allowed a few minutes visit. Every time we went out I had to bring her back her by eleven o’clock. I then had a two hour journey back home.
         
 
         Delfina was not present at our meeting, though she was in the house. ‘We came to the conclusion that she really loves you and that you love her. We want the best for her, but you have to understand that she is our only child and we would not like to lose her. We also realise that your relationship is a serious one; it has been going on for a long time now. We think that you should get married and live here in a part of the house. We would not interfere in your affairs; we would only like her close to us.’
 
         I felt insulted and was determined to speak my mind.
 
         ‘I love your daughter dearly, have no doubt. But I believe we are too young for marriage. We are just beginning our lives. Besides, I still have financial responsibilities towards my family. We don’t have much experience of relationships anyway; anything can still happen you know: she could meet somebody else, more to your liking.’
         
 
         They were clearly taken aback. This was not what they were expecting. Their beautiful precious daughter surely deserved somebody better, a more mature, financially solvent man, a secure man, a military man. This young pauper! I could see them thinking. Any other man would be honoured to have been chosen by our daughter and be grateful for our offer. On the other hand, they were delighted. They were visibly embarrassed, not knowing how to continue with the meeting, feeling that they shouldn’t have interfered in the first place. They did not know what to do with me, or what to do with their daughter, who was surely going to be hurt.
 
         I realised that the meeting must have been discussed with Delfi beforehand. She must have told them of her feelings towards me and the direction she wished the relationship to take. But she had decided not to tell me, preferring her parents to do the job, as it were, of sealing the destiny of our relationship.
 
         There was a sad goodbye from Delfi at the door. We did not talk about the meeting, but I felt confused. Here was a beautiful, ordinary young woman in pursuit of happiness in the most conventional and normal way, and there was nothing wrong with that. There was also the external pressure: my family just adored her, especially my sister, to whom I was very close. They thought that she was marvellous, that we were so well suited, it being quite obvious that we had loved each other since childhood; and so on. They could not imagine us apart. But my grandmothers’ influence, the years of hunger, hard work, injustice and illness, added to my strong political beliefs and the influence of the Cuban revolution to seal my fate and that of my relationship with Delfi.
         
 
         I would not have a conventional relationship, nor a conventional marriage, nor a conventional life. My relationships would be revolutionary ones, I had promised myself. I cannot bring my children into this unjust world without trying first to make it a better place to live in. I will not be like my parents, carelessly having seven children and then falling victims to the system. My children and my happiness will have to wait until, and if, I come back alive from the long and hard revolutionary struggle for justice. I definitely could not settle, and if that was Delfi’s main objective, I would have to let her go. Painful as that might be.
         
 
         The next time I met Delfi we went for tea and then had a long walk in the park. Summer was approaching, the weather was already warm and the park by the river looked marvellous. It was a sad occasion though, Delfi asking me why I had said what I had said to her parents. Had I stopped loving her? Weren’t our wishes the same? And so on. No, they weren’t. No, I have not stopped loving you. No, we did not talk about this before the meeting; we did not talk about our wishes and intentions. We do not have the same views towards the state of the country, poverty, injustice and the need for radical change.
         
 
         ‘I want to have a baby,’ she answered with gravitas in her voice and the conviction of an ancient desire. ‘I do not mind if you do not stay with me, I want to have your baby, I will take care of it,’ she said with tears in her eyes.
 
         ‘I cannot, my love; it would still be my child and I would not be able to do what I have to do,’ I answered with a degree of irritation. She did not understand, and she seemed selfish, thinking only about her own happiness. We were worlds apart and I felt sure that she would never change.
 
         In the following months, two unrelated incidents would precipitate my decision to end my relationship with the girl who was the cause of my childhood heartbreak, my teenage suffering and longing, and then for a time my prospective companion for life. As my best friend and confidant, I decided to tell her what I thought about Che Guevara in Bolivia and the need for Latin American revolutionaries to join him in his struggle. I frightened her; she told my sister about my ideas and my sister panicked, having visions of me lying dead in the Bolivian jungle. My sister told our father, who threatened to denounce me and my friends to the police and Interpol. This in turn scared me, since a group of about five of us from work had already bought, on credit of course, ‘basic equipment’ consisting of no more than a rucksack and a pair of boots each, so that we could join Che in Bolivia. Of course, I cruelly used the incident to prove that Delfi was not a trustworthy person and that she had betrayed me in the most horrible way.
         
 
         The other incident, occurring a month or so later, had, I was told, a chance in a million of happening. It was midday on a Saturday and I was in the office. Delfi and I usually met on Saturday afternoons and spent the rest of the weekend together, although this had become rather a rare event, since I often had meetings or training. It was about one o’clock when I decided to phone her at home. I picked up the receiver and asked the telephonist to give me a free line, which she did. I dialled the number and, after a short ring, her mother answered. I said hello, but my voice was quieter than a young woman’s voice that said hello at the same time; I had a crossed line. Confused, I stayed silent. The woman asked for Delfi and identified herself; she was an old friend of Delfi’s who I had heard of but never met. Delfi’s mother replied that her daughter was unavailable; she was still asleep because she had been to a party with a man from work and they had come back at five in the morning.
         
 
         ‘He is a very nice man, you know. An executive in a company. No, he is not married. He picked her up in a lovely car in the afternoon and brought her back at five, like the last time. The only problem is that he is from Ecuador. Can you believe it? Isn’t it great! Why don’t you ring her later.’
 
         They hung up and I looked at the receiver in disbelief. I rang the operator who was a very nice woman and I told her about the two calls being accepted at the same time. She said to me that it was almost impossible for this to happen, but that Delfi’s friend and I must have dialled the number in absolute synchronicity.
 
         I had mixed feelings. I had an unsolicited golden opportunity to end the relationship without feeling guilty, but I also felt betrayed. Why hadn’t she told me about this man? Why was she allowed to return home in the early hours with this man, while when she went out with me she had to be back by eleven? Was it because I did not have a car? Was it because I was poor? Was she tired of me, tired of waiting? Had her love for me run out? Most probably all these reasons together. I felt hurt and sad but I was also determined.
 
         I decided not to pursue the matter and waited for Delfi to contact me instead. It wasn’t until the Monday that she telephoned me at work. She was angry because I hadn’t phoned her on Saturday or Sunday when she had been waiting for my call to arrange to be together for the weekend. I listened patiently in silence while resentment started to build up inside me. When she demanded an answer, I calmly unleashed what I had developed by then as my speciality: the use of words and voice to inflict the most damage possible when necessary.
 
         ‘I did not phone you because I realised that, without a car, I could not possibly collect you early in the evening, take you to a nice place to “dance” all night and take you back home at five in the morning.’
 
         A long silence and then, ‘What are you talking about, Luis?’ 
         
 
         ‘You heard me,’ was my answer.
 
         Silence …
 
         ‘Who told you?’
 
         ‘Did you have a nice time?’
 
         Silence …
 
         ‘Who told you?’
 
         ‘It couldn’t have been your mother. She hates me and she likes your new guy.’
 
         ‘There isn’t a new guy, Luis. I love you; you are the only one and you must know it.’
 
         ‘Explain then.’
 
         ‘There is nothing to explain, Luis.’
 
         ‘We have got nothing to talk about then, Delfi.’
 
         ‘Who told you, Luis? It is not true; let’s meet and talk.’
 
         ‘How I found out is beside the point, isn’t it? The point is that it is the truth. I haven’t been told. How long has it been going on without me knowing? The other point is that you don’t have to explain yourself if you do not want to; I am a bit tired myself.’ She was crying when I put the phone down.
 
         She was waiting for me outside the office in the evening, with her eyes red from crying. We walked and walked holding hands, most of the time in silence. The man was an executive in the company she had been temping in. It was an office party. He was an economist; yes he was from Ecuador; yes he had a beautiful car; yes he really liked her; yes her mother was mad about him, except for the fact that he was from Ecuador. She believed that Ecuador was a jungle.
 
         ‘But, tell me,’ she said. ‘Who told you? How did you find out?’
 
         Poor Delfi: I was to keep my secret forever. She probably grilled her mother on her death bed to find out if she had told me. Being so unhappy about her daughter’s relationship with me, she could have very well told me in order to break us up. Since I had no loyalty towards her mother, I would have, eventually, revealed my source. If Delfi is still alive, she probably sometimes wonders. Or maybe not.
 
         She did ask me to forgive her. It was just an innocent office party. The man was very keen on her, but she was not on him. I told her that we were worlds apart, that I could not offer her the life she wanted. I did not have the means and, besides, I was going to pursue my ideals and dreams for Chilean society. 
         
 
         My father, mother, sisters, brothers, everyone in my family, if they were not angry at me, looked as though they could not comprehend. My sister just cried. In spite of all the pressure, I held my ground and refused to give explanations for my actions. I left home a few months later.
 
         Delfi and the man from Ecuador married a few months after I left home. One sunny afternoon, almost a year later, I was walking down my childhood street to visit my brother and sister. I noticed a young woman on a bicycle approaching me in the middle of the road. I was shocked to see that it was Delfi and that the bicycle was my bicycle. She stopped and in her beautiful, soft voice said:
 
         ‘I remember that you taught me to ride a bicycle when I was little.’
 
         It took me off guard. She looked so young, so calm and serene. I could see her, when we were seven, and I was holding the bicycle for her. I felt a strong desire to embrace her, but I kept my pride, looked away and started towards the house.
 
         ‘I have had a baby,’ said the familiar soft voice behind me, hitting me like a brick.
 
         ‘That’s nice,’ I said with a half-smile. I went straight for a cold drink in the kitchen and heard my sister shouting.
 
         ‘Come and see Delfi’s baby!’ I had a look at the baby but I could not take in what was happening. We only exchanged few words before I left. I never saw Delfi again.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         My sister did not last long in her job as a clinical assistant. She broke a medical instrument by accident, was told off, treated rudely and asked to pay for the replacement of the expensive instrument. I found her crying at home one day. I could not stand the sight. I told her to give up her job and go to university. I would support her. She went to study sociology.
 
         In her desperate attempts to keep me ‘safe’ in Chile, my sister inadvertently introduced me to the most radical students in her faculty who, in turn, introduced me to members of the Movimiento de Izquierda Revolocionario [Movement of the Revolutionary Left] (MIR), which I joined together with a handful of friends from work in 1967. One of these students was a girl called Evelyn. She was the opposite of Delfi, sharing the same ideals and politics as I did, which was a revelation to me. Almost at the same time, I had started to see a young woman from work, Anita. These two women were attractive to me for different reasons.
         
 
         Anita, a telephonist at work, was a very beautiful girl who enjoyed the attention of most of the male staff, especially since there were only two women workers out of about two hundred men. She was very formal and proud, always looking dignified in her blue uniform. She had light brown long hair that she kept in a pony tail. Her eyes were a striking shade of green. She had fair skin and was slender and tall.
 
         There was never anything between us, apart from the usual formal greetings exchanged between colleagues, until the day when a group of us had to travel to a meeting. On the coach, everyone wanted to share a seat with her and I noticed that she felt a bit harassed. As I was probably the only one who did not ask, she declared to the rather large male audience: ‘I would like to sit with this little boy.’ And she placed her arm in mine as she said it. So, we shared the coach seat both ways, under a barrage of suggestive comments from the others.
 
         I liked her courage and show of self-confidence, although I did not like her rather maternal way of addressing me as ‘this little boy’ and the attention it generated. Soon after this encounter, I learned through the other telephonist that Anita was going through a bad patch. Her relationship with her boyfriend, a married man, had gone from bad to worse. Her mother and younger sister were ill in hospital; they had apparently been involved in an accident.
         
 
         After two or three days absence Anita came back to work a different woman. She looked pale, exhausted and seemed to have aged. I phoned her at the operator’s room to see how she was and if she needed to talk. She thanked me and suggested we meet at lunchtime. This we did and went for a walk. She looked very serious, grave, unsmiling.
 
         She asked me what I wanted to know, holding back her tears. I responded that I did not want anything in particular; I just wanted to know how she was and if I could be of any help. She put her arm through mine.
 
         ‘I don’t know how to say this,’ she said. ‘Or if I should talk to you about it.’
 
         She looked deeply troubled inside. We carried on walking in silence for a long while. I did not dare to speak, allowing her to gather whatever strength she needed to. After a while, she said: 
         
 
         ‘I do not know exactly why, but I find you different from other men and I have decided to trust you. My father went berserk the other night and stabbed my mother and my younger sister. They are both alive, but my mother only just. He is in prison at the moment.’ She burst into tears while I held her tight against my chest.
 
         She composed herself, as if regretting what she had just done, glancing at me every now and then, assessing my reaction.
 
         I did not know what to say, I just held her hand tightly.
 
         ‘He has became quite strange lately, with terrible attacks of jealousy, like paranoia, and violent. But nobody thought he would do any thing like this.’
 
         Her father had come back from work one evening and taken a small, sharp knife from the kitchen, gone in to the living room where Anita’s mother and sister were, and attacked them. He had slashed the girl’s face cutting through her upper cheek to the left ear. The mother had not been so lucky: she had been stabbed deep in her left eye, the forehead and one of her hands and arms while trying to protect herself. The youngest son, who was thirteen, was in another room. When he realised what was going on, the young boy ran into the street for help. He found his two older brothers who, while the neighbours called the ambulance and the police, gave chase to their, by then, fugitive father. They caught up with him soon after and handed him over to the police, unable to get an answer from him to their frantic ‘whys?’
 
         Anita’s life was typical of a lower middle-class family who had fallen into bad fortune. There were five children, two girls and three boys. Anita was the eldest. She had been a nurse but had had to find a different job because of the miserable pay. Her sister and brothers were still at school.
 
         This incident angered me immensely. Her situation and the circumstances leading to her father’s violence were quite similar to what I and my family had been through. Unemployment and ensuing financial disaster had driven this man to desperation and eventually to madness. He felt a failure, devalued, with no respect from his family. We all know this happens from time to time, but it seems to be worse for families that have previously been comfortable, who have had a place in their communities that they can no longer hold.
         
 
         The other girl, Evelyn, was from a middle-class family of four. She was full of the revolutionary ideas that were developing at the time, especially in the universities. She was reading Simone De Beauvoir and her ideas about women had taken a strong hold on her which, in turn, influenced me.
         
 
         Evelyn was for me the ideal intellectual revolutionary companion. In contrast to Delfi, we never ran out of conversation, and it seemed that we never would. She was as interested in my life as a worker from the age of thirteen as I was in her idealism and her awareness of the complexities of life in our society. I was also fascinated by her family dynamics. Her parents, her father more than her mother, were more like friends than parents. They were supportive and understanding, participating in the discussions in a constructive way. They were up to date with what was going on in Chilean society at that time.
         
 
         Among other things, what I appreciated most was that Evelyn introduced me to the university students’ life and culture of the time, which included the renaissance of Chilean folklore and protest music, art and theatre. There was one problem: the prevalent ‘revolutionary’ notion among the emerging movement that in order to be able to ‘make’ the revolution, you had to break with the establishment. And this break included your family and your parents.
 
         For me it sounded too much like a generational battle and I found it very difficult to sympathise with her, and others like her, in their efforts to antagonise their parents with almost everything, just for the sake of it. Because ‘they were a produce of the bourgeois, capitalist system’, they were therefore innate reactionaries incapable of seeing the situation for themselves. Many times I found myself in a difficult position, where my loyalties were tested. I could only see these loving parents, proud of their children, understanding, cooperative, and most of all willing to support and finance their ungrateful children. In my view, it was easy for these students to preach the ‘unavoidable breaking and rejection of the family’, knowing that at the end of the day they could go back home, have a hot shower, a hot meal and a comfortable bed to sleep in; in most cases all prepared by a house maid. It was not easy for them to understand a situation like mine, for example. A father permanently unemployed due to bankruptcy and depression, and me, having to support a family of nine on low wages. Or Anita’s situation for that matter. There was a need for the students to come out of their comfortable homes in the suburbs and university campuses to visit the shantytowns and the factories surrounding Santiago, as well as their house maids’ environments. ‘We have to “create” the revolution with fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters who cannot leave their families; with workers who cannot leave their factories; because, if they did, there would be no proletariat to create the revolution with.’
         
 
         At that point it seemed that I had hit the nail on the head (and I was not alone). The prevailing line of thought at the time was the notion that the revolution had to be ‘created’ by the revolutionaries, for the people. A small group of revolutionaries might achieve this, like in Cuba. The example of a small group challenging a mighty system had to be followed by the poor of both town and country until final victory was achieved. For, it appeared that a revolutionary was a different kind of human being, beyond the distinctions of social class. It did not matter, therefore, if he or she came from a bourgeois background or had never worked for a salary in his or her life. But this would prove disastrous for many young revolutionary organisations in South America, mainly composed of university students who generously gave their lives for their ideals.
 
         The Manual of the Urban Guerrilla, written by the Brazilian revolutionary Maringhela, advocated that family life, including having children, was to be denied by revolutionaries, at least until victory was achieved. A clandestine life and the ever-present risk of capture and torture was incompatible with children and family life. As would prove to be true – sometimes fatally – children or other relatives of fugitives or the captured could be kept for ransom or used for extortion.
         
 
         But the university students of Chile had the Popular Government of Allende as a proving ground. The mass movement generated by the hopes of the Allende programme would force the students to closer links with the working class and the poor of the country and the cities. In the most traditional and conservative faculties, workers made their way into the universities to hear lectures given by famous lawyers, economists and philosophers. So it would be true to say that the gap between the intellectuals and the workers was, to a great extent, breached in Chile during the Allende government. The proof of this was shown when, after the coup, university students were massacred in their thousands alongside their worker comrades.
 
         Feeling idealistic, moralistic and with a good dose of omnipotence, I decided that I would be more useful, and was more needed, at Anita’s side than at Evelyn’s. It was not easy. It took me a week in the High Andes to decide, sleeping in caves with only Oscar and few political books as company. To reach the right decision as well as the highest peak was my goal. The mountains, the noble and loyal peaks, are always there when you need them. In times of trouble, to be on your own, to cry, to contemplate, to reflect: go to the mountains. You will always find the answer. Anita would be my companion; a worker like me; a breadwinner, like me, but with this terrible tragedy to bear. I’ll be there for her, I thought, she needs me.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The university reforms of the time allowed students to be involved in choosing guest lecturers. These were usually world-renowned authorities in their fields. In this way many sociologists, economists, philosophers, psychologists and other social scientists made their way to the main universities in Chile, particularly to the southern University of Concepcion, to give lectures, answer questions and ignite heated debates to crowded and eager audiences.
         
 
         Soon the students abandoned their campuses to spread the word to factory workers, shantytown dwellers and peasants. The Christian Democrat government, in its quest to include the working classes of the cities and the country in the consumerism of the newly developed electronic and metal mechanic industries, passed labour laws that made it almost compulsory for workers to join a union. This included rights of assembly inside factories, and employers were made to facilitate the meetings by creating areas and rooms for that purpose inside the premises, and by allocating time for assemblies. It was also compulsory for employers with more than a certain number of female workers to create crèches inside the workplace staffed by professionally qualified child carers. More importantly, it created an employment law, which meant that after six months of employment a worker could not be sacked without a very good reason and in cases of gross misconduct, the case should be assessed by a labour tribunal. It also gave guidance for the protection against dismissal of union leaders.
 
         It was, therefore, relatively easy to gain access to the factories and meet with the workers and their union leaders to discuss politics and hold public meetings. I personally liked to go to the factories to teach, after working hours. This was not always easy, as, more often than not, the workers were too tired to pay attention and would fall asleep. I could sympathise with their tiredness – I was also working long hours doing masonry work, as well as studying and visiting factories. However, this made me devise ever more ingenious forms of delivery to keep my audience awake. I would take a portable record player and play folk songs of protest to the workers. I learned to effectively use a blackboard and different forms of participation. In short, I think I made the learning process a fun time for the tired workers. They stayed after working hours in increasing numbers.
         
 
         The workers were taught about the process of production and their place in it, about the meaning of ‘surplus value’ and exploitation, about labour relations, about management, accountancy, economics, history, international relations, principles of philosophy, etc. All this was delivered in a way they could understand and relate to, using their own experience and real situations. Soon the workers, in their traditional sense of humour, would address each other as Fuerza de trabajo (work force), and the machinery as medio de produccion (means of production).
         
 
         These were happy times for me. I enjoyed relating to the workers and developing friendships. I also learned enormously from them, their way of thinking, of relating to one another, their families, loved ones and the world at large, their simplicity and logic when facing and solving problems or coping with adversity. There was a factory making uniforms for the police force where the majority of the workers were women. Consequently there was a fair number of small children to be looked after during working hours. The building was totally inadequate in every sense and a health hazard. Nevertheless, the owner had accommodated a crèche and a rest room, where the boilers were, on the first floor of the old building. At lunchtime, when I used to go to help with feeding the children, their food had to be heated on a metal tray through which rusty metal pipes ran. The tray was filled with water, the food containers were placed on the tray, and then the valves were opened to let hot steam from the pipes heat the water to boiling point. It was a huge bain-marie where the mothers cooked their own food as well. The first time I was there I was shocked by the hazardous situation. Bare steam pipes running and leaking everywhere, the all-wooden construction perilously holding the huge boilers, among all the babies and toddlers. The heat and humidity were intense, which was probably OK in winter, but in summer it was unbearable, besides, everything got rusty and mouldy. Still, the workers put on a brave face and were happy to have the facilities and me helping, as this employer could not ‘afford’ everyday child care. Ironically, the demand for police uniforms was increasing, as more police were needed to beat up vociferous students and striking workers in the streets up and down the country. If there was ever a secure industry in the country, it was this one.
         
 
         Teaching and helping women workers was strange for me. Due to my upbringing, with two grandmothers, an aunt, a mother and two sisters, I have always felt at ease in the company of women. At the police uniform factory I got used to their compliments and I learned to acknowledge most of them without going red in the face. I tried to create an atmosphere of ‘the right of a woman to make a compliment to a man without the risk of being subjected to harassment’. I always felt in good company and I like to believe that in spite of their mistrust of the world of politics, they learned something from me as they came to trust me. I do not know what happened to them after the coup, or to the factory, for that matter, I have never seen any of the women workers of that factory. I don’t believe that I will ever see any of them again. If some of them are still alive, it would be nice to meet again, to know about their lives after this chunk of history.
         
 
         I also enjoyed visiting a small metal factory making parts for the automotive assembling industry. They also manufactured hardened metal alloys for the oil extracting industry. They were highly skilled workers, about seventy of them, but they were not well paid. During our work in the factory, I learned that the company was running out of contracts, was not making much profit and badly needed to work on health and safety issues. Some of the workers had to work in the process of protecting metals destined for drilling in rock. This process involves placing the piece inside a sealed small chamber, and bombarding it with silica sand at extremely high pressure. The makeshift chamber in the workshop had no door and the operatives worked with no protection apart from goggles. Some of the workers had already contracted pulmonary diseases from inhaling silica dust.
 
         We approached the owner of the factory and arranged a meeting with all the workers, to discuss the health and safety issues as well as contracts for the factory and its future. At first the owner was reluctant, but when I mentioned that I could talk to people in high places to ensure that his company got more contracts from the state-owned oil extracting industry, he became more reasonable. After he became enthusiastic about the plans, I made the most daring proposition, already agreed to by the union: ‘The workers want access to the account books, and a say in the decision-making process of the company’. In other words: co-management of the company. We were surprised when the owner agreed, but then the workers, after examining the accounts books, went a step further. ‘In order to invest in safety and save the company from bankruptcy, it will be necessary to sell some of the company’s assets’. These included two of the owner’s private cars and a second house. The workers explained to him why he did not need two extra luxury cars and another property, all in the name of the company. Again, we were surprised: the owner stated that the proposals were reasonable, that he understood and that he would try his best for the future success of the company. In a fully attended general meeting, an overwhelming majority appointed the owner of the company manager director and he was assigned a salary that he was happy with, but he was no longer the sole beneficiary of the company’s profit. I personally learned to like him and enjoyed a good relationship with him.
         
 
         Affected by my time spent with the factory workers, I decided to leave the MIR. It was 1968 and the Party seemed to be ignoring the trade unions and other workers’ organisations. Where was the democracy? Where were the debates? The Manuel Rodriguez Movimento Revolucionaria (MR2) offered a credible alternative, and seemed to be more in tune with the workers’ organisations. I and many other ex-MIR members joined them immediately.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         By the end of 1968 I had reluctantly come to the conclusion that political solutions were no longer enough and because of increasing violence we had to be able to defend ourselves. The turning point came on March 9, 1969, when the Minister for the Interior, Perez Zujovic, ordered 250 police to surround a shantytown on the outskirts of the southern town of Puerto Montt. They tried to remove more than a hundred poor and homeless villagers. The villagers tried to defend themselves with simple weapons but the police responded with tear gas and brutal force. They finally burned the villagers’ small huts and left fifteen of them dead. I realised then there was no turning back.
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