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When they stole my name

I'was one [was hundreds [ was thousands
I was no one.

NN was my face stripped

of gesture of sight of voice.

My numbered nakedness walked
in line without eves without I's
with them alone

my alphabet bled dry

by guttural chains

by moans citizens of a country
without initials.

Eyelid and blindfold

my horizon

only silence and echo
iron bars and night

only a wall with no mirror
to give a wrinkle

a grimace a perhaps.

Nothing but dead end.



We shall not permit death to run rampant in Argentina.
—Admiral Emilio Massera, 1976

A certain perverse magic turns the key to the front door. Steps
rush in. Three pairs of shoes practice a disjointed stomp on the
floor, the clothes, the books, an arm, a hip, an ankle, a hand. My
body. I'm the trophy of the day. A hide with hollow head, eyes of
glass. The make-believe hunters step on me. Step on a crack,
break your mother's back.

This ritual exorcises my sins inside their temple: a green Ford
Falcon with no license plates speeding through red lights up the
wrong side of Corrientes Street. No one bats an eye. It's business
as usual.

But it's not every day (or is it?) that the laws of gravity are bro-
ken. It's not every day that vou open the door and four rooms are
ripped apart by a cyclone that shatters the past and yanks the
hands off the clock. It's not every day that mirrors crack and cos-
tumes unravel. It's not every day that you try to escape and the
clock has moved, the door is unhinged, the window stuck, and
cornered you cry through minutes that do not tick away. It's not
every day that you stumble and fall hands behind your back,
trapped in a night that tosses about shreds of daily life. Dizzy you
whirl in a vortex of scraps of yesterdays and nows crushed by or-
ders and decrees. You get lost amid chairs overturned, drawers
emptied, suitcases torn open, colors blanched out, maps slashed,
roads severed. You barely make out the echoes reverberating
“You thought you could escape, bitch!" as an enormous mouth
devours you. Familiar voices perhaps whisper, “She hasn't done
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anyvthing, neither has he.” But you are here, on this side, in this
precarious body: soles tattooed on your skin, boots on your back,
a gun at the nape of vour neck.

‘On your feet!" and you stand up, meek, confused, stunned,
defeated, and vou shriek, "They're taking me away, they're taking
me away!" as claws of steel dig into your flesh. Shoved with im-
punity into the elevator at two in the afternoon, dragged out of
the building, space vanishing under vour feet. On the sidewalk
you kick and scream against a nameless fate in some mass grave.

1 hurl my name with every last fiber—with lungs, with guts,
with legs, with arms, with rage. My name flails wildly on the edge
of defeat. The animal trainers order me to jump from the high
platform into the void. They push me. I land on the floor of a car.
Blows rain on me: “Take that for screaming in Jewish, and this
for kicking.” And this and this.

“You Yid piece of shit, we're gonna make soap out of you." I'm

a tov to be broken. Step on a crack, break your mother’s back.

Keep in mind that | have killed three or four people with my
own hands.—Admiral Emilio Massera

A B, C I,

Let's pray, playmates, agree.
E, F and G,

Well, so shall it be.

J K and L,

In peace we wish to dwell.

A chorus of voices against a background splotched with bril-
liant colors. Green, the hedge that separates my house from the
neighbors’; white, the garden flagstones on which the choo-choo
train keeps on rollin” and rollin’; red, the courtyard tiles, which
sway as | swing; brown, the floor that stretches across the bed-
rooms. In the kitchen a silver smudge, the kettle; in the bath-
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room a shimmering surface, the mirror for making faces; in my
parents’ bedroom the voile curtains, my party dresses; in our
room the lamp, a globe round as The Red Balloon, a film we saw
in school. The red balloon follows the boy everywhere, but mine
doesn’'t know how to fly and just waits for me on the ceiling. It's
well-behaved and very pretty, with leaves painted green and a
butterfly perched in the middle. I always fall asleep counting the
little leaves on my side. My brother has fewer because he doesn't
take care of them. Tonight the balloon appears even rounder be-
cause our beds have been pushed together. Mama and Papa have
gone out, leaving our mattresses side by side: our bed looks really
big, just like theirs. We also have permission to watch TV until
late if, and only if, we're good.

Gerardo has chosen the program. He always gets his way be-
cause I'm younger. He's watching a fight: mounds of tense mus-
cles tearing into each other, blows flving back and forth. I'm
scared, and he takes advantage of this to tease me. He stands
there making faces: he pulls out his cheek with one hand, pushes
up his nose with the other, sticks out his tongue, and leaps to the
chase. If 1 hide under the sheets, he turns out the lights and
lunges to devour me. If I try to escape, he blocks the way., 1 yell, 1
hit, I push until 1 break free and run. I run out the front door. 1
run away to anvwhere,

The dark, empty lots don't scare me. I get as far as the ceme-
tery without catching sight of any ghosts. I rush across the street
and knock on a door. A pair of arms lifts me up. When 1 realize
what I've just done my legs begin to quiver. The grown-ups fuss
over me, and 1 smile, safe, high up in their arms. 1 twirl round
and round, endlessly, like the butterfly on my globe lamp.

“I fooled you, 1 fooled you, nani nani boo boo." 1 left vou all
alone, and now it's you who's going to be scared to death. You're

gonna have an asthma attack. Good night / Sleep well / Thank vou /
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Same to vou / You're welcome / Good night. Tonight no one'’s
gonna answer because I get 10 sleep with them.

Gerardo bothering his little sister, Gerardito lifting her onto
his shoulders, Nora upset because he pulls her hair, Norita gig-
gling when he tickles her.

*shhhush! Be quiet or we'll get a scolding!”

Cat and dog chasing 'round the yard, hiding under the porch,
scuffling all over again.

Bring the knife / ring the bell / when you die / vou'll go to hell.

Twenty years later, in 1977, the country is different. Our house
has changed too. Black, the balcony railing, my mutilated garden;
gray, the half-closed shutters, shadows of imaginary trees; brown,
the floor that stretches across the apartment; white, the door-
frame, our final stage set.

‘Look out the window and check to see if I'm being followed,”
vou say, carefully holding the words by the edges to keep them
lighthearted.

‘What's the use? Here we're living under a dictatorship, and
you play hide-and-seek with the bogeyman.”

You get angry and leave. 1 look out 1o see if they're following

you. | see no one. Nor do 1 see you again.

In order for Argentina to achieve internal security, as many
people as necessary will have to die.—General Jorge Rafael
Viidela, head of the military junta, 10 October 1975

I saw her today at the Plaza Dorrego flea market, among pigeons,
tango dancers and accordions, little toy musicians forged out of
old forks and spoons, phonographs, antique coins, sheets em-
broidered by great-great-grandmothers, old stamps, and tourists.
Right next to the well covered with small picture frames contain-
ing advice for parents, she sits surrounded by her ever-present

paper flowers, wearing sandals and a hat adorned with petals in
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reds, lilacs, vellows, blues, and greens. The spectrum of her many
years settled at the very center of this Sunday.

“If you don't tell me they're pretty, you'll have to pay a toll”
she chides an audience that, eager for endearments, photo-
graphs her as if she were some kind of celebrity. “When 1 was a
teacher, I didn't give a hoot for principals, inspectors, report
cards, bells, anything institutional. 1 was always rebelling against
all the silly rules, against the whole system.” She flashes her
broad smile, rearranges wisps of hair, and adds, "Now I wear a
flowered hat and they accept me, even if I'm eccentric, which
only goes to show how stupid this society really is.”

During geography lessons she never hung up the maps. In-
stead, she spread them on the floor so the whole class could walk
on them. "We went to Europe together, we bundled up for the
South Pole, we lay in the Brazilian sun. Those kids got to know
the world with me.”

Teacher and sweet little old lady. Her flowers, she warns us,
are for seducing men. “Just give some to the one you like, sit
back, and wait. It never fails."

That's how she got herself a lover, since she's never been
married. The only ones who get to hear her story are the privi-
leged few who, like me, arrive at her house without paying the
toll. In her bedroom, framed by the curving branches of twining
floral arrangements, 1 spot the picture of her beloved, his aquiline
nose under the inevitable military cap. It is the ex-Commander-
in-Chief himself, General Jorge Rafael Videla.

"He offered me several positions, but I refused them all. I'm
not an opportunist, like those madwomen in the Plaza de Mayo,
those locas who go around making demands. They want to be-
come famous on account of a few missing agitators. There
weren't that many, yvou know, and besides they were all guerril-
las." She has it straight from the horse's mouth, General Videla,





















