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Four am. A low-income housing project on the outskirts of Medellín, Colombia. The whole neighborhood shook as military trucks rumbled into the barrio on the hunt for subversives. It was 1982; I was twenty-two years old. We were living under the Estatuto de Seguridad, a repressive law that looked on almost any opposition to the government as Communist-inspired. It was dangerous to talk politics. Sometimes even more dangerous to create art. Friends of mine from the university had been seized and disappeared only to reappear as cadavers found in a ditch, bodies covered with cuts and burns, toes and fingers broken, tongues missing, eyes gouged out.
It could happen to me. With my theater company, I performed plays that encouraged dissent by poking merciless fun at the military and the rich, at presidents and priests. I’d participated in protests and human rights demonstrations and had organized cultural events where we sang the protest songs of Victor Jara and Mercedes Sosa and showed our revolutionary sympathies by watching Cuban films.
It could happen to my younger brother. It might have already happened. Juan Fernando had left the house two days before to go camping with three other kids. Then my family got word he’d been arrested. My father and I went searching for him and were told he’d been turned over to the army, but we hadn’t been able to learn his whereabouts or anything about his case. I’d spent a restless night, my sleep troubled by fear for my brother.
Now I was instantly alert. I pulled on a T-shirt and warm-up pants and ran to look out through the blinds. One of the trucks stopped in front of our house directly beneath my window. Should I try to escape? A cold mist made everything indistinct but by the light of the streetlamp, I could see Juan Fernando surrounded by soldiers in the open back of the truck. So, at least he was alive. But there was no running for it now. I couldn’t try to save myself if the army had my brother.
“Open the door! This is a raid!” A platoon of ten soldiers and a sergeant burst in, pointing their weapons at my terrified parents. My father grabbed our little dog, his beloved Chihuahua, trying to keep her still. “All of you! Sit there!” There was my teenage sister Estela, scared and embarrassed to be seen in the old nightclothes she slept in. There were my brothers—Hernán Darío who was fighting demons of his own that had nothing to do with politics, and Ignacio, the steady, reliable one who worked as a delivery boy to help support the family.
“You!” One of the soldiers pointed his rifle at me. “What’s up there?”
“It’s where the boys sleep. Me and my brothers.”
I led them up the stairs. They overturned furniture, threw clothes and papers everywhere, tossed my mattress as they ransacked my room. I started to calm down as I watched them search. This meant they weren’t after me for anything I’d done. They expected to find something and I knew they wouldn’t. I always cleaned the house when a government crackdown was expected. Pamphlets that criticized the president, leaflets demanding social justice, anything that mentioned trade unions or socialism—including books assigned at school—I’d gotten rid of everything. That’s what I thought, and I was wrong.
When I was fourteen years old, I’d written a letter to Radio Havana Cuba asking for books and magazines about the Revolution. I was so proud of that letter, I’d kept a copy for myself. I’d forgotten all about it. Now it was in the hands of the soldiers. And worse. Among my school papers, they found a booklet from the ELN, the Ejército de Liberación Nacional, the second largest guerrilla group in the country. This little pamphlet could mean a death sentence. It had to be Juan Fernando’s. No one else in the family had any interest in the ELN. Was he hiding it? Or had he left it for me to find, a follow-up to our recent disagreement? Then they picked up the photos. As a psychology student, I’d been documenting the degrading treatment of mental patients at the charity hospital. According to the sergeant, these wretched looking human beings were hostages held by the guerrillas.
My mother cried and begged the soldiers to let me go, but I was handcuffed and pushed out to the street where a cold gray dawn was breaking. All the world’s colors seemed washed out, gone. And it was quiet, abnormally quiet. No shouts, no street vendors, no radios. But hundreds of neighbors had come out of their houses to see what was happening. They watched in silence and I remember thinking, Witnesses, hoping that would make a difference, that the army would not be able to just disappear us when so many people had seen us detained.
I was put in the back of the truck with my brother.
“Mono!” I called him by his nickname. Soldiers kicked us and struck us with their rifle butts and told us to shut up, but I had to talk to him. If we couldn’t explain away that ELN booklet, one or both of us might die. “I’m going to say you’ve been in the mental hospital, okay?” We could admit yeah, he might have picked up some guerrilla propaganda, but he wasn’t capable of understanding what it meant. My brother said nothing, but his eyes were full of pain.
We were driven to Batallón Bomboná, an army post in another part of town. We entered the compound followed by three more trucks, each carrying one of the boys who’d gone camping with Mono. Soldiers ordered us out and stood us facing a wall. It was cold as hell out there in the yard. I shivered until the sun came up at last, throwing shadows against the whitewashed adobe. I can still remember the brief touches of warmth, now on my shoulders, now my back.
Comunistas! Subversivos! Soldiers ran by in formation, hollering insults: Hijueputas! The firing squad stopped and aimed their rifles. Someone shouted: The one with the red shirt! Bang! The one with the long hair! My heart exploded in my throat. Long hair meant me. Bullets slammed into the wall again and again just above our head, but didn’t hit us.
What were they going to do to us? We stood under guard for hours at that wall. The morning went on and on and I waited.
“Don’t look!” But I looked, and saw a short fat man lead my brother’s friends away, one by one. They were so young, just kids. What would happen to them? At last the soldiers brought them back. “Don’t look!” But I saw the boys were soaking wet and trembling. “Shut up! Don’t talk!” But there were whispers. We were tortured. They were tortured. They were tortured.
The man took Juan Fernando. Minutes went by. Hours. He didn’t bring my brother back. Images roared through my mind: mutilated bodies, my brother’s face. Torture. When the man came back, he was alone.
The man came for me.
He led me up a hill to a cell at the end of a long, one-story building. He blindfolded me. He demanded information. “Where are you keeping the hostages?” He beat me. He kicked me. He forced my head underwater again and again, bringing me to the verge of drowning.
“Your brother has told us everything,” he said. “So have his little friends. We know you’re an urban guerrilla commander. You’re the one who’s training those kids.”
The son-of-a-bitch had to be lying. Juan Fernando would never have said such a thing.
“He’s crazy,” I said. “My brother has been hospitalized.” The worst pain was imagining what they might do to him. “Please don’t hurt him.”
I thought of Mono’s growing sympathy for the guerrilla movement. It was what we argued about. Maybe he was more involved than I’d realized or had wanted to know. So what? He was my brother and I would do what I could to protect him.
“He’s not responsible. He has mental problems.”
Soldiers attached electrodes to my testicles and sent jolts of electricity tearing through every nerve. They twisted my arms up behind my back and left me hanging until the pain and helplessness became so great, I was blown right out of my body and mind. Soldiers drove me around in a small jeep. One forced the barrel of his rifle into my mouth. “You’re going to die now,” he said. “Just like your brother.”
Instead, they forced me into an underground passage where I found Mono, alive, and his friends, all of us hidden from view—as we later learned—while a human rights delegation searched for us somewhere above our heads. The ceiling of our dungeon was so low we had to crawl. The air was hot, thick, and the stench unbearable from human waste and from the festering wounds of a black man from Chocó we found chained and shackled there, bleeding to death in the dark. He told us he had no idea why he’d been arrested and tortured. “Worse than a street animal,” he said. Nothing we could do could help him or ease his pain till it turned out another prisoner had bribed a guard for marijuana. “Here, brother.” The dying man filled his lungs and began to laugh and the smoke filled the dark and filthy crawlspace. We all filled our lungs and laughed and I believe I’ll hear our laughter echoing in that cave and in my nightmares for the rest of my life.
* * *
It must have been the witnesses and the human rights delegation that saved us. We could have been executed in secret. Instead we were brought before a judge. Our mental hospital story worked. The ELN booklet was deemed harmless, but my brother and the other boys went to prison for carrying a subversive weapon—a machete. He went in an idealistic young man. He came out a committed revolutionary, convinced no alternative existed to the armed struggle.
As for me, ten days after my arrest, the army let me go, but the ordeal marked me. It marks me still.
I’m marked as well by my self-inflicted wounds. Years later, in California, my life was a shambles. My marriage had collapsed and the identity I’d so painstakingly constructed in exile had shattered. I was overwhelmed by my history of loss: I’d lost my country and my language and so many people I loved to violent death. Then the photographs from Abu Ghraib seared themselves into the nation’s consciousness and I was galvanized back into action. I was asked to participate in an anti-torture event. When I improvised a few scenes about my experience, I saw immediately that I’d brought home to the audience the human reality of torture in a way no newspaper account or news broadcast could do. The pain I’d suffered was now a source of power—the blessing next to the wound. To carry the message further I asked my friends Diane Lefer, BJ Dodge, and Enzo Fina—a writer, a director, and a musician—to collaborate with me. We created the play Nightwind, which I’ve now performed all over the United States and around the world.
This work helped me heal from torture, but offstage I was still a mess. Some days, I felt myself disintegrating, plunging into the void, but I always knew for the sake of my two young children I had to regain my footing.
When I worked as a therapist, I often asked clients to tell me the story of their lives. I would then offer them narratives in which they could recognize not just themselves, but their strengths. I would invite them to discover what they’d learned and could make use of from the most difficult experiences. And so I began to tell Diane my story—all of it—and I asked her to write it.
I came of age in Medellín, Colombia, at the time considered the most dangerous city in the world. In the barrio where we lived, few jobs and little opportunity for education existed and so it was prime recruiting ground for Colombia’s four armies: the government military, the rightwing death squads, the revolutionary guerrilla groups, and the cocaine mafia. I buried most of the kids I played soccer with and I assumed that my life, too, would be short, and my death a violent one.
My generation was not the first to be plagued by violence and early death.
My father’s family were peasants, driven out of the mountains by the civil war that raged between the country’s Liberal and Conservative parties. In those days, the late 1940s, just as today, ideology wasn’t the only, or even primary motive for the killings. Armed factions sowed terror in order to take possession of fertile lands and wherever resources (gold, coal, oil) could be found to be exploited. And so the Aristizábals arrived in the city. My father, Pedro, a teenager without formal education, found work at Fabricato, the huge textile mill in the town of Bello, which made him one of those fortunate enough to be employed.
My parents met when my mother, Nidia, was taking a stroll (un paseo) with her married sisters. In Latin America, the paseo was a highly respectable form of cruising, a way for single people to meet. My parents liked each other right away, but their courtship lasted three years, as my father couldn’t afford to marry. He was supporting his entire family and was committed to putting his younger brother through school. My Uncle Marcos had his arm blown off as a child when he picked up a stick of dynamite that had been left near a gold mine. His stump limited his capacity for manual labor, but also opened up an opportunity. Thanks to my father’s hard work, he had the chance to become a teacher. I looked up to him as the one educated member of the family while I failed, as a child, to appreciate my father’s generous sacrifice. My father has always shown his deepest feelings through his actions rather than his words. When we kids were growing up, he never raised a hand or an angry voice to us, but it’s taken me many years to recognize his tenderness and the non-verbal language he uses to express love.
My mother’s family was more solidly working class: slightly, though significantly more prosperous. My mother was twenty-seven when she married, considered way past a woman’s prime for that time and place, and she was entirely ignorant of the facts of life. As far as she knew, babies came when a woman secluded herself in a room with her knitting and waited for the Virgin Mary to bring the newborn. Nidia was only nine when her mother bled to death behind such a closed door, miscarrying what would have been her twelfth child. Her father remarried, and her stepmother also died soon in childbirth, but these events remained mysterious and unexplained to Nidia. As she prepared for her wedding, no one—not even the married sisters who’d chaperoned her first meetings with Pedro—told her anything of the intimacies of married life. When my father tried to consummate the marriage, she was horrified. How could her respectful, gentle suitor even consider such a thing?!
For all her strict religious belief and clinging to respectability, my mother never seemed to accept the notion of sin. She retained an innocence that made her see everyone as God’s children, and she only saw the good in people. When a neighborhood man and reputed murderer, nicknamed Peligro, which means Danger, tried to befriend my youngest brother, my mother was moved by his kindly friendliness. My mother always blamed herself for what she learned years later about their relationship. As a teenager, I was cruel to my mother, dismissing her values in ways that tore at her heart. I demanded that she see life as it really was, or as I, at that time, believed it to be.
When Pedro and Nidia did marry at last, they had help from my mother’s father, who let them live at nominal rent in the big house he owned behind his workshop. So that’s where I was born, in 1960, in that big old house in Bello, and spent my early years fascinated by Grandpa Carlos and his skill at repairing cars and doing all sorts of things with hammers, drills, torches, and soldering irons.
On the other side of the garden wall, the neighbor’s mango tree held the sweetest fruit in the world, a constant temptation to my brothers and me. We would climb to the top of our own tree and then step onto the crumbling wall that divided our yards and brave the three vicious dogs that guarded the mangoes as though they were golden apples of the gods. An abandoned chicken coop became our submarine, our space ship, even the lamp from which a genie appeared to grant our every wish. We had never seen an actual computer, but we knew the power of computers from Star Trek, and when our games reached crisis point, we often asked our imaginary computer what to do.
I was the oldest: the instigator and clown. My mother says even in the cradle I made muecas (funny faces) to get her attention. Next came Ignacio, lover of almanacs. When we submerged, à la Jules Verne, to the bottom of the sea, he told us that Lake Titicaca lies 3,810 meters above sea level, covers 8,300 square kilometers, and reaches its greatest recorded depth at 280 meters. Juan Fernando, nicknamed Mono (Colombian slang for blond), came next. He was the biggest and tallest, and most likely strongest of us all, but he never used his strength to intimidate. Mono never spoke much. He rarely invented our games, but quietly took every heroic action. I admired his self-containment, which I saw even as a child as nobility of soul.
We didn’t always want to play with our youngest brother, Hernán Darío. He cried easily. He was afraid of falling, of getting hit when the games got rough, of getting hurt. When we needed someone, though, to play the poor widow woman who needed rescue, we chose Hernán Darío. We teased him and called him names: “pío pío,” the cheep cheep of a baby chick; “Nidio,” a play on my mother’s name as a way to call him “mama’s boy,” and other words—ugly words like “maricón,” or “faggot,” syllables that today taste like poison on my lips. The real girl in the family, Estela, was a baby, too young to join us. She was born sickly and spent her early months in an incubator and even required a full transfusion of blood. Estela was different from the rest of us, with a hot temper, quick to anger, something we attributed to the transfusion, saying, “Who knows whose blood she inherited?”
In those early days, I wanted to grow up to be a fireman or else a scientist. I had no idea what a scientist was or what one did, but I’d heard people speak with admiration about Albert Einstein and, since he was a scientist, I figured I would be one, too. I was even more excited when I heard he had invented a “theory”—whatever that was—even though he hadn’t done well in school.
One day my Uncle Marcos told me my name meant “entertainer” and my middle name, Augusto, meant “intelligent.” In Spanish, we don’t pronounce the “h” so “Hector” does sound very much like “actor.” But if you look me up in a dictionary of names, you’ll find that Hector means no such thing, but is the Latin version of the Greek for steadfast—very different from my own impulsive self. My uncle’s translation of Augusto wasn’t accurate either, but I liked being called intelligent, and took his words very much to heart. I excelled in school and grew up to be an actor.
* * *
When I was ten, Grandpa Carlos sold his property and my father was confronted with the challenge of paying real rent. In Medellín, the government was trying something new, building a whole neighborhood intended for low-income workers. For a lower mortgage than you could find anywhere else, a family could move into an unfinished adobe structure and then, with savings, bit by bit turn it into a completed house. During the nineteen years we lived there, we never had a spare penny for improvements and the building remained forever in a state of incompleteness and disrepair. When you showered, you had to be careful not to step in the hole in the bathroom floor. I used to say we lived in a house with leprosy, because the adobe was crumbling, chunks constantly falling from the walls. And it’s where our family itself began falling to pieces.
Life in the barrio was noisy, crowded, overflowing—the street vendors calling out their wares: plátanos, bananos, verduras, or offering to repair irons or sharpen knives. Voices carried from the houses nearby—arguments, sometimes violent ones. Early each morning, my mother would wake my brothers and me. The four of us slept on the second floor in what we called our rooms though they lacked doors. Music would erupt joyfully from the homes of the Afro-Colombians who’d fled the violence in Chocó. Cars honked on the narrow streets and on the nearby highway, and the trains whistled as they pulled into the station and then picked up speed along the dangerous tracks where we were forbidden to play and always did. Lalo was killed trying to jump onto a moving train. Beto lost both legs. The danger didn’t stop me. The chance to see the world, or at least ride to the next town, was irresistible, and good practice for the life-and-death challenge of going to high school. Though buses passed on the highway nearby, they were always full by the time they got to the barrio at rush hour. The only way to ride was to grab onto the outside of a window and try to hang on while the driver turned the bus into a bucking bronco.
Our house had electricity, but no hot water. To this day, I shower in cold water, not understanding how a person can feel clean after immersion in something the temperature of piss. We argued in the morning over who would get to shower first and use our shared towel while it was still dry. I was often the one sent off to the bakery to buy sweet rolls for breakfast, the fresh bread we dunked in hot chocolate. Going to the bakery wasn’t bad (the baker usually gave me an extra treat), but sometimes I would find something terribly important to do, something that absolutely couldn’t wait, and fight with my brothers until one of them agreed (or was compelled) to go.
The baker was a neighbor who put an extra large oven in his kitchen. Everybody had a sideline. Even with fulltime wages, it was impossible to make ends meet. The unfinished houses all remained just that way until some kids started dealing drugs or working as mafia hitmen and suddenly, their houses got done. Three doors down from us, Claudia’s mother sold socks and underwear out of the living room. I was at the age where I fell in love with almost every girl I saw, but Claudia, two years older than I, was special. I loved her from afar and imagined her initiating me into the mysteries of sex. In a way, that’s what would happen, but not how anyone would have wished.
Our family had sidelines, too. My father sold cheap perfumes on the street. At night, after his day job, he managed a bar. For a while, we tried selling ice cream. This meant investing in a freezer and traveling by bus to the distributor of Helados Alpina to bring the product home. But the vanilla covered in chocolate topping was so delicious, we kids ate up all the profits, and after a couple of years, my parents took the Alpina sign out of our window.
I missed the ice cream business. Too many meals consisted of salted water with a bit of potato floating in it, creating in me an eternal aversion to soup. We drank agua panela (water with brown sugar) the energy drink common to the army, the guerrillas, and the poor. Sometimes we took the bus back to Bello, to the cooperative store where we could buy staples like rice, beans, and soap in bulk, at discount prices. The problem was, at the co-op, you had to pay in cash, which is something my father rarely had. So like everyone else in the barrio, we bought on credit from the local store and paid when we could. The store was the sideline of a retired policeman and he routinely cheated his customers, adding all sorts of charges for things we didn’t buy. It enraged me that my father knew he was being cheated, but never challenged the man, as if to say beggars can’t be choosers.
For years I looked down on Pedro, my father, and considered him a peasant. I hated the sight of him at the dinner table sucking the marrow from a bone as a substitute for meat, little dreaming that one day I would be a prisoner, and grateful to the soldier who gave me a bone from his own meager rations.
* * *
In the barrio, I became street smart. Some streets were paved, some weren’t. Most of the streetlights were out; breaking them with rocks was a favorite pastime. We were all obsessed with soccer, playing for hours with balls made of crumpled newspaper tied up with twine. Some of us had shoes, some didn’t. Mafia guys scouted our games. Who was most aggressive? Who bullied the other kids? Who looked the most hungry? By the age of twelve, some of my friends had already been recruited into crime, but I’d discovered books. I preferred to sit up on the second-floor balcony, looking out over the games and arguments going on below, the air heavy with fumes from the chemical plant nearby. I’d read while holding my little transistor radio to my ear, the sound so faint it could hardly be heard over the noisy life happening around me. In those days, my greatest dream was to have a giant sound system with which I could flood the world with the magnificent music of Mozart and Pink Floyd.
Like most Colombian children, I was initiated early into the beliefs and rites of the Catholic Church. Though I have rejected much of what I was taught, I carry the imprint of mythic scenes of sacrifice and resurrection or rebirth. More problematic for me was what seemed the absolute split between good and evil, and the split between body and soul. There seemed no way to reconcile my carnal desires with the strictures of the Church, and the local priest bored me with his monotonous drone. Yes, the Latin American bishops met in Medellín in 1968 to affirm their commitment to Liberation Theology and to the poor, but I saw no evidence of this commitment around me. I harangued my devout relatives with speeches about the evils of the Inquisition, the extermination of the pre-Columbian peoples, and the wealth of the Vatican compared to the poverty of the faithful.
At the same time, I wanted to sacrifice myself to something larger, become larger through the expansion of the soul, and so I began a spiritual search. Mormon missionaries came to the barrio and I was briefly intrigued by rumors of multiple wives. I rejected the Hari Krishnas. Long hair was my sign of rebellion, and I wasn’t about to shave my head for any god.
At that time, I didn’t think to explore traditional cultures. I’d grown up with folklore: Madre Monte, the huge woman who represented Nature; La Llorona who roamed through the dark, wailing and seeking children to abduct and who we thought of when we heard cats yowling in the night; El Patatarro, the soldier with a tin leg; and El Sincabeza, the decapitated peasant who rode his horse through the countryside looking for people to behead.
Instead I turned to other ancient traditions and immersed myself in mysticism: Gnosis and Rosicrucianism, cabalistic knowledge, Egyptian and Greek mysteries about the Inner Order and the Outer Order. I devoured all the books on esoteric knowledge that I could find—Alpha & Omega, The Golden Dawn, Eastern philosophies, the seven chakras—finding magical theories that explained all the mysteries of life and death. I dreamed that some day I would be able to read and understand the Emerald Tablet of Hermes, or find access to the cabalistic Tree of Life and transform myself into a wizard of white magic. My task in life was to raise myself up to the highest possible state of consciousness, above plants, animals, and my less evolved fellow humans.
Some of our neighbors turned their rooms at night into centers for Gnostic meetings. It took me a while to see that my fellow believers were poor, uneducated people who had known nothing but misery. They fantasized about magical powers since they saw no other way to gain power in this world over their own lives. One day, an old lady suggested to me that I could become the “kalki avatara” of the Aquarius era, just as Jesus had been the “kalki avatara” of the Pisces era. Even given my moments of grandiosity, I don’t think I believed her, but instead of setting her straight, I swore her to secrecy.
In spite of my spiritual search, my blossoming sexual desires never stopped sabotaging my metaphysical efforts. I remember trying to transmute my sexual energy into fuel for my astral trips so I could travel in my dreams to any place in the world. En route to the ancient pyramids, my astral itinerary took detours in the hopes I’d get to see people having sex or, at the very least, watch the most attractive female neighbors I knew taking off their clothes. I tried esoteric breathing to gain longevity like Samael Aun Weor, the Gnostic writer, who was supposedly 230 years old. I used to meditate upside down like a bat until I hyperventilated. Then, my body shaking, I would come downstairs, convinced my family could see me levitating. My biggest spiritual struggles took place in the bathroom, the only place I could be totally alone to do my higher practice. As illustrated in the Gnostic books, I used my right hand to hold my nose while chanting a mantra and imagining my semen traveling like a snake from my sexual chakra, up my spinal cord, and into my third eye. In the meantime, however, I could not stop my left hand from playing with my penis. About ninety-nine percent of the time it was my left hand that won the battle, and my supreme energy ended up against the bathroom walls.
From my perch above the street, I read—no, devoured—books, sometimes two a day: Cervantes, Dostoevsky, García Márquez, Shakespeare, and any other author I could get my hands on. In the printed word, I sought social and spiritual truth, seeking the life models that were not to be seen in the physical world around me.
I read Marx and Engels and the booklets I received about the Cuban Revolution from Radio Havana. Now I could really be a pain-in-the-ass militant around my relatives, not only criticizing their beloved Church, but asserting the supreme scientific truth of dialectical materialism. Utopia was possible here and now if I could only convince them to participate in the insurrection needed to overthrow the government. All that happened was that my grandfather called me the Anti-Christ and threw me out of his house.
My grandfather surely thought my book-knowledge had ruined me. In truth, it may have made me obnoxious, but it also stimulated my mind and saved me, kept me from joining street gangs or guerrilla armies. I went into battle with words and ideas, with passionate beliefs, many of which I would repudiate as I grew.
When I discovered Wilhelm Reich, his work became my main inspiration. I was attracted to him as an eternal rebel. He’d been expelled from both the German Communist Party and from the Psychoanalytical International and his fate confirmed my worst suspicions about the United States, as he died incarcerated in this country. Reich explained that sexual repression of the people, especially the youth, was what allowed those in power to oppress the masses. What could be better? Through Reich we could have our revolution and orgasm, too.
At first, this was nothing but theory.
Chapter 2: The Womb As Tomb
A guttural wail tore through the air. I was fifteen, just dressed and ready to leave for school and this awful sound was coming from Claudia’s house, three doors down. She was the girl I loved and dreamed about, and so I ran as fast as I could to be by her side. I found her father trying to calm his wife who shrieked, distraught, while Claudia’s brother punched the wall, grunting like a wounded animal.
The door to her bedroom was open, the bedroom I’d entered so many times in my adolescent fantasies. Now, no one stopped me. Claudia lay in bed, her pretty brown face drained pale, her body floating in a pool of blood, her eyes fixed somewhere in eternity. She had bled to death after aborting a fetus that later that morning was found clogging the toilet.
She was seventeen years old.
* * *
When I was seventeen, I met Rocío. It was, in what would prove to be my usual way, love at first sight. Sometimes I think Rocío saved me, focusing all my urgency and violent energy into tenderness and passion. Certainly, she gave me what I now look back on as some of the happiest, most ecstatic days of my life. Rocío was generous and patient and while she didn’t always understand me, she understood how to be with me. I was different from the boys she was used to.
If a film moved me, I didn’t want to talk about it. Words would break the spell, when all I wanted was to stay inside its magic. We’d leave the theater in silence. I’d close my eyes to block out the real world around us and Rocío would take my arm and lead me safely home. I used to compare her to a flower growing in the middle of a train track, fresh and unspoiled no matter how much social garbage passed over her. Together, we explored and experienced all the joys of young, new sexuality.
Of course, we had no place to go. Even when it was possible for me to obtain condoms, somehow I never had them just at the rare moments when we had a chance to be alone. So we stole what intimacy we could, passionate and desperate for each other and usually unprepared. We took risks. There was too much bliss in giving ourselves to one another with everything we had. Being together, joining our bodies—that, not the possible consequences, was a matter of life and death.
When Rocío became pregnant, we were terrified. We were alone with our secret in a country where abortion is illegal, even when medically necessary to save a woman’s life. Somehow, I managed to find a doctor and, though we had no money, I convinced him to help us. That’s how we dealt with it. The first time.
I had more reason than ever to escape into a world of passion with Rocío as life wasn’t happy at home. My childish idea had been that my family would always be together. Since high school, I’d been writing and acting, and I’d had the chance to visit other towns and cities to perform. Theater was starting to open up the wider world to me and I wanted my brothers to have the same chances. I believed Hernán Darío had more talent than I did, so I decided we would start a theater company together. Or maybe we would found an important publishing house. Whatever we did, it would be creative and wonderful and we’d all live together in a huge house with wives and girlfriends and lots of children. I led my younger brothers to see films at the Goethe Institute, where people stared to see children in attendance, children obviously from the barrio. I wanted the boys to be stunned, as I was, by Werner Herzog’s Aguirre, the Wrath of God. I’d gone to a public college-prep high school, probably the best secondary education in Medellín, and I wanted them to do the same. But first Ignacio and then Juan Fernando—Mono—dropped out of school.
My dream wasn’t working out, though my mother said the boys followed in my footsteps all the same. “You brought all the plagues to this house!” she accused me. “Drugs! Sex! Communism! Atheism!”
Mono spent most of his time hanging out in the street. Ignacio, always the serious one, went to work, came home, and kept his head down and his thoughts to himself. I used to think he was the most intelligent of us all, but now he retreated from the turmoil at home and in the barrio into an unreflective life of survival. And almost from the time we’d left Bello, there had been problems in my parents’ marriage. Estela, la niña, now shared a bed with our mother and drowned every night in Nidia’s helplessness and tears while struggling with problems of her own that remained unspoken.
My father worked all day at the textile mill, mostly as a gomador, spending long shifts in a room filled with heavy steam as he operated the machinery that sprayed huge bobbins of filling yarn with the conditioner that set it and got out the kinks. He also worked weekends and nights to make ends meet or maybe to get away from an old-fashioned wife and five rowdy kids. Besides the venture of our short-lived ice cream business, he sold wicker chairs. He managed a series of bars, including Las Brisas, where he became involved with the waitress.
Hernán Darío took our mother’s side. Once, blocking the door, he told my father to go away and stay away. This was the only time I ever saw Juan Fernando get violent, as he grabbed our youngest brother, slammed him against the wall, and told him he needed to respect our father, no matter what. Estela, sadly, as she too often did, just blocked out everything happening around her and remained silent.
As far as I was concerned, if my father wanted to live with someone else, that was his choice and I said as much, a naïve know-it-all. After all, thanks to a purely ideological understanding of life, I’d rejected any notion of monogamy and marriage. I adored Rocío, and we would remain together for years, but once I entered the university, my world expanded and she didn’t grow along with me. I met lots of women who excited me and I seduced as many as I could. Rocío was always generous with me and I was deeply grateful, but I failed to see that sincere gratitude in the heart is no substitute for reciprocity.
I was essentially clueless about how complicated relationships, especially marriage, can be and Reich and Marx were not much help. I lost patience when Dad kept telling me what a wonderful woman my mother was: “the best.” I didn’t need to hear that while I watched “the best” become a river of sorrow. My mother made me her confidante. Instead of comforting her, I confronted her with her sexual hang-ups, and flaunted my own liberated sexuality.
Sex was delicious. Sex was great. The evidence all around me, however, was sex was also danger.
Rocío was pregnant again. She tried douching with detergent. She swallowed down all sorts of concoctions made of traditional herbs, but she was still pregnant and I was too ashamed and indebted to approach the doctor again. Instead, I found a nurse.
The nurse wanted to help, but she didn’t want to risk prison. So she agreed to let us use her apartment. She’d leave the instruments there, waiting for us, and she agreed to tell me what to do. “But I won’t be there. I have nothing to do with this if anything goes wrong.”
I knew very well what could go wrong. I’d seen how Claudia paid with her life, but I shut off those memories. I was terrified enough as Rocío and I entered the nurse’s unfamiliar room.
“Rocío, are you all right?”
Yes, she was ready to go through with it. I still ask myself why she was: because she trusted me, because she was desperate, because we were young and unable to recognize consequences? And me? I knew her body, I’d seen and loved every inch of it; but the way I was seeing it now was different.
The nurse had kept her word. There was the metal tool, the speculum. That’s what I had to put into her vagina so I could see inside. Then, at hand, the nurse had left me the tweezers and the sonda, the probe, just as she had promised.
“Rocío, are you all right?”
She was so scared, her voice hardly came out, but she said she was.
Use the tweezers to insert the probe in the cervix. It looks just like the behind of a chicken.
“Are you all right, Rocío?”
“It’s okay.” She was crying in pain, but she said, “Keep going.”
I slowly pushed the probe up to the cervix and then stopped. I couldn’t do this. I stood there frozen until Rocío said again, “Keep going.” Holding my breath, I pushed the probe through the cervix and into her uterus. Gone.
“Now what?”
Now we had to wait for her uterus to expel the foreign object, along with the fetus.
This is the hardest story for me to tell.
The next day we were with a group of friends when Rocío began to have painful contractions. She jumped up from her chair and rushed away. I followed. We found a bathroom and I stood with her as blood and mucus came pouring out. “Are you all right?” I kept asking, but she was in too much pain to answer. Then I saw the probe pushing its way out of her body. I reached for it and pulled it and as I did, a fetus came pumping out from the lips of her vagina and into my hands. “Don’t look!”
Neither one of us had known what to expect, and I wasn’t prepared for this. I found a plastic bag in the trash and placed the fetus inside. I made Rocío sit down and held her a moment, asking again if she was all right. I was desperate to know she was okay but also desperate to take the bag and be gone before she could see what it held.
“Don’t look!” But I looked and saw the small chest inflate in what was probably its last breath in this world. That’s when I understood what we had done. “Are you all right?” I asked once more and when Rocío said yes, I left her just long enough to carry the bag outside in the dark and hide it in the bushes. I imagined eyes watching me, condemning me, and I imagined wild animals feeding off the small mass of flesh that could have become our own baby.
We were lucky. My probing didn’t puncture Rocío’s womb. And the nurse had left pills for her to take to prevent infection.
I wish it had not happened. I believe I will never get over it. But if I had my life to live over again, I would make the same choice. It seemed like the only choice we had.
* * *
There was another nurse in Medellín. Her name was Carmen and she was estranged from her respectable family because they knew of her secret life. Carmen was not just an advocate for change; she risked prison every day by performing safe but illegal abortions. I became the go-between, putting desperate students from the university in touch with her.
For me, attending Antioquia University was like winning the lottery, as 3,500 students applied and only 250 could find places. Though it was a public institution and the fees were low, they were impossibly high for my family and so I took out loans and worked a variety of part-time jobs, which taught me as much as school did.
There were several entrances to campus where guards checked student IDs before letting you pass the wrought-iron gates. I always came onto the grounds from Avenida Barranquilla, which put the science, mathematics, and engineering buildings to the right, humanities and social sciences quite appropriately on the left. The intellectual discourse of the 1970s and 80s melded Marxism with psychoanalysis and so you couldn’t study psychology or literature or theater in those days without being exposed to leftist ideology.
France was the country we all dreamed of as we read Julia Kristeva and Jacques Lacan. We studied culture through the lens of structuralism and post-structuralism, building on the theories of linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. For all the radical activity on campus, no graffiti was painted on the buildings; we had too much love and respect for the places where we attended class. But slogans covered every other bare surface of concrete wall: ¡Venceremos! ¡Muerte al Imperialismo Yanqui! ¡Patria o Muerte! and the initials of the whole alphabet of leftist groups: FARC, ELN, EPL, PCMLN, MOIR, M-19. I spent a lot of my time in the theater department but my official course of study was psychology. The subject matter fascinated me, and I was also driven to seek help for my increasingly troubled family, especially for Hernán Darío, whose drug use had clearly progressed beyond experimentation to addiction.
The campus had shade trees and flowers (Hernán Darío would have known all their names). The buildings, dating back to 1803, had cantilevered red-tile roofs and, built of beautifully weathered brick rather than adobe, already seemed to promise initiation to a world far beyond the barrio. There was an athletic center with a swimming pool and running track and, perhaps of more interest, “the airport,” the adjoining secluded grove where students went to smoke marijuana and to make love, accounting for much of Carmen’s business.
The phone would ring at home. Another girl asking for me. My mother knew I had other girlfriends besides Rocío, but so many?
“I have a problem and I heard that you could help.”
“Who told you that?”
“Antonia.” Good. I’d helped Antonia a month earlier. It was less risky for Carmen when the referral came from someone who had herself violated the law.
“Okay. Can we meet? Tomorrow in the cafeteria at 10:00? I’m a skinny guy with long curly hair,” I told her. “I’ll be carrying a copy of [Lacan’s] Las formaciones del inconsciente.” In fact, I recognized her. I had experience at this game now, and pregnant girls were often easy to spot. It was the glazed look in Tita’s eyes and the stiff way she walked. Like so many others, from the moment she learned she was pregnant, she must have girdled her stomach tightly, terrified that anything would show.
In the cafeteria, I got her a cup of coffee. In those days, I was always broke and living on Coca-Cola (so much for my anti-imperialist rhetoric!) and guava-cheese pastry, but the girls were always scared and I felt it was my responsibility to treat them to at least some little thing. We found a small table in a corner.
I usually heard explanations like this:
“If my father finds out, he’ll kill me.”
“If I don’t end the pregnancy, my boyfriend will leave me.”
“My parents will blame the university. They always said higher education isn’t for girls.”
But what Tita said made me identify with her right away. She was desperate to finish school, receive a degree, and start to earn money. Her family, like mine, was counting on her to lift them out of poverty.
I explained the procedure and asked if she had a place. It was too risky for Carmen to let any patient know her name or address, and she didn’t dare do the work in her home.
“I live with my parents,” Tita said.
Of course: How would she have the money for a place of her own?
There was a place I sometimes had access to, and that’s where we went.
If Tita’s boyfriend was still in the picture, he had decided not to be involved, and so while Carmen worked, I was the one who held Tita’s hand.
While Carmen cleaned up, I tried to talk to Tita about what we’d just done, but she kept her eyes closed, and as soon as she felt well enough to leave, she was gone.
Every time I made an introduction, a fetus was aspirated away, but I told myself I was saving someone from Claudia’s fate. I kept reliving my own experience without ever facing it, at least not directly or consciously. But there I was, again and again, because I had something to learn even though I told myself I was there with something to teach. I imagined I could use my developing skills as a therapist and counselor to listen to the girls, talk with them about the experience. A wound won’t heal when it’s hidden, and no matter how necessary an abortion may be, no matter how right the decision, the mind and soul may need help coming to terms with the womb that is also a tomb.
Though I was incapable of recognizing these truths in my own life, I looked at these young women and knew that as long as they denied and ignored the consequences of their actions, they would remain caught up in behavior that would return them again and again to their wound. But most of the young women I brought to Carmen didn’t want to talk. The fear and shame were too great. As soon as the procedure was over, they wanted to be invisible, anonymous, gone. They resumed their daily lives with the pretense that nothing at all had happened.
I could not presume to know what went on in the hearts of the young women I brought to Carmen, but I knew the conflict inside of me. If Rocío and I were to have a baby, the only word I could think of for the situation was disaster. Abortion? Of course. But at the same time, I longed to be a father. I’d always wanted to bring life into the world, to raise children. Having a baby was out of the question. It was also what I wanted from very deep places in my soul. But we never talked about this. We remained trapped in our cycle of bliss and terror. So did the young couples on campus.
And so the phone would ring.
“Hi, it’s Tita. I need your help.”
“You have a friend?”
“No. It’s for me.”
Again.
* * *
Years later in the U.S., I faced young pregnant girls again and again. With my Masters degree in psychology earned in Medellín along with a Masters in marriage and family therapy earned in California, I offered my services as a therapist and counselor for pregnant teens and with kids coping with the powerful drives of sexuality. I wasn’t there to tell them what to do but rather, I hoped, to help them make sense of their lives. Most likely, I was trying to make sense of my own.
In California, I’ve met incarcerated girls who’ve given birth as many as three times without ever experiencing motherhood. The way the system works here, if a girl gives birth in a Youth Authority facility, she’s allowed only two days with the baby. If no relative is willing to take the child, it goes up for adoption right away.
This shocks me. When I led workshops in a women’s prison in Pune, India, children were everywhere, allowed to live with their mothers until age five. After that time, they could return to visit, but the moment of separation was of course a very difficult and traumatic one. Together, we designed a letting-go ritual for the mothers and children to acknowledge that rupture in their lives.
Two weeks after I returned to California from India, I met Jackie. She wasn’t a criminal, just a kid who became affiliated with a gang at age thirteen. Her parents weren’t looking out for her, gang activity was the norm in her neighborhood, and no one on earth seemed cooler than the gang member she fell in love with. He briefly made her feel cherished, like someone who mattered. Next thing she knew, she was pregnant, and locked up. Jackie never even saw the life she gave birth to. There was no time for attachment, or mourning, or even consciousness. She ended up feeling she’d never even had a baby.
Jackie got out on parole and almost immediately got pregnant again. Once again, she served just as a body. The baby came out and then the baby was gone.
For three years, I worked with students at the Los Angeles opportunity school that pregnant girls as young as twelve can choose to attend. These are kids who’ve been “abandoned” by parents who work all the time to keep a roof over their heads. They’ve grown up in the streets, educated by the influence of the media and then pressured into sexuality at a very early age. They end up getting pregnant in the first or second experience of having a penis inside of them. I was amazed to learn most of these girls did not know what a clitoris was. They’d never heard that females could experience orgasm. Even those who did have information about condoms and other ways of avoiding pregnancy didn’t think it could happen at age twelve or thirteen. They were children who had bodies capable of reproducing life, though their minds and souls didn’t yet know much about what life really is.
We live in a culture where kids are constantly sexualized: by rap music, television commercials, porn sites on the Internet, mainstream fashion and more. Yet the honest discussion is silenced. It seems nothing is as taboo in our society as sex.
When I facilitate groups, there’s a theater game I play in which I invite people to create a machine. One person begins making a mechanical, repetitive motion. Someone joins in onstage adding another action; someone joins and adds a third movement until an entire machine is working away before our eyes. I say “The machine is sad,” and everyone continues moving, but dejectedly now, and with sighs. “The machine is happy,” and the rhythm turns bouncy and fast. I turn the machine into a serial killer and people go along with it, vicious and menacing. But almost every time, especially if I’m working with adults, when I say, “the machine is horny,” everyone stops, embarrassed.
For some girls at the opportunity school, pregnancy made their whole world collapse. Others were thrilled to be having a baby to love, something to hold onto from the boyfriend who dumped them, or might be in prison, or might be dead tomorrow in gang violence or in Iraq or maybe was already dead.
Most of the students were immigrants or else the first generation born in the U.S. Some didn’t know abortion was legal here. Most were Catholic and were raised to see abortion as a sin. I know if my daughter were to become pregnant in middle school or high school, I hope she would choose abortion. But for young women who can’t, won’t, or don’t make that choice, this school offers a wonderful program that tries to keep teenage mothers on track so they can raise (or give up) their babies without foreclosing other possibilities in their lives. The curriculum includes parenting classes and support services. After the babies are born, nursing breaks are built right into the school schedule. This special treatment doesn’t make education easy for the girls, but does make it possible, without changing the reality they face, that one child out of every four in LA County lives below the federal poverty line.
Poet Fernando Castro has encouraged the students to write poems and tell the stories of their lives. I have gotten them to recite and perform their poetry, not necessarily to turn them into spoken-word artists, but to give them the experience of asserting themselves with dignity in front of an audience and experiencing the respect of being seen and being heard.
Not every person is an artist, but everyone can benefit from the experience of making art. These girls learned they were capable of reaching inside themselves to make something beautiful—and not just a baby.
I also work with boys, many of whom have fathered several children while still in their teens. It’s a strange experience to hear a gang member who has killed people say abortion is murder. But maybe we put the highest value on the unborn, and therefore “innocent,” when we ourselves feel guilty.
People ask how I teach sexual responsibility to boys like these. I don’t. We put behavior in categories all the time—responsible/irresponsible—and these labels don’t seem to me very useful. I’d rather talk to kids about what they can do instead of what they shouldn’t. I tell boys to refuse violence, not sex. Say yes to pleasure, no to disrespect. We talk about touching, mutual masturbation, and oral sex, and I present this as playful, pleasurable, affectionate, loving, and less risky, but every bit as “real” as penetration.
With Gisela Burquet, I co-lead a family group that brings together mothers, fathers, boys, and girls. She and I can offer female and male perspectives as we speak openly about the physical and emotional changes of puberty and beyond. To my surprise, many of the girls and women say they didn’t know it was possible for females to masturbate. Embarrassed and intrigued, they ask how. Girls who know they can masturbate achieve a certain degree of self-sufficiency in the expression of sexuality and its satisfaction. They may still choose to be a willing partner to a boy, but won’t be as quick to get into risky situations. Parents and children begin to have conversations about the body with knowledge, understanding, and without shame.
One day recently, a young man was being particularly disruptive and kept announcing he had a boner. I told him to go to the bathroom and take care of it. Kids aren’t used to hearing an adult say that openly, but what I saw was he needed to take care of himself and calm down. Then he could rejoin the group. To me, this approach is not so much permissive as pragmatic. Kids are lectured at and scolded all the time, to very little effect.
I love the story I’ve heard that among the Babemba people of Zambia, when a person is accused of irresponsible behavior, he’s made to sit in the center of the village, alone. Everyone gathers around him and each person speaks, not to cast blame, but to recall everything good the person has ever done. Mistakes are an opportunity for teaching, and the Babemba teach by reweaving the person back into their cultural values. He listens and hears about all his strengths, every act of kindness. Every positive incident the community can remember has to be told, even if the ceremony goes on for days.
Is this true? I don’t know, but I recognize the truth in the lesson. When I work with kids, I don’t offer blind praise for anything a kid does, but I do express sincere appreciation. I also try to help them recognize qualities inherent in behavior that’s been labeled as bad. Have they been punished or judged for masturbating in public or for touching a girl? I invite them to see and understand the awakening of sexuality. Shoplifting? I point out that stealing may show a capacity for survival. I invite them to see that these particular expressions of sexuality or survival skills can get you arrested and so we look at how these natural expressions can be channeled in a different way. I can help kids work out new values, but I can’t take a punitive or harshly judgmental stance. You can’t reach young people by humiliating them or by pretending you never did any of these things yourself when you were young.
* * *
An unplanned pregnancy is a crisis in a young woman’s life whether abortion is legal or illegal, and whether the woman lives in the barrio or in the suburbs. One of the most moving stories I’ve heard comes from Cheryl on the Philadelphia Mainline, and she agreed to let me share it.
Just like the girls in Medellín, Cheryl was silenced by her shame and her fear until she went through drug and alcohol rehab. At AA meetings, Cheryl began to speak up: I have had three abortions. She was surprised that many men responded, saying how upset they had been over an abortion and how they had never been able to talk about it, while women came up to her privately to say thank you.
She recalls her first abortion, the one where the decision was “obvious,” but still deeply troubling. She had always talked about being pro-choice, but assumed she would never herself terminate a pregnancy. “I thought it would never happen to me. When reality came and I instantly thought ‘end it,’ I felt like a failure as a person.” Cheryl never had the opportunity to process her decision and see that the act, though it felt out of character, did not mean the ruin of her character.
She remembers protesters screaming at her as she made her way to the front door of the clinic. She ignored them. “In the room I was put up on a table after removing the bottom half of my clothing. I lay down after noticing what looked like an industrial vacuum cleaner in the corner. The nurse was kind, patient with me. The doctor wouldn’t look at me. The machine was turned on after a tube was inserted and I cried out. Nobody had prepared me for how much it was going to hurt.”
Cheryl cried into the tissue paper that covered the table, sobbing as the doctor walked out.
She still can’t quite figure out when she started to hate herself and her life or why. Maybe as far back as high school or even earlier. “Mostly growing pains,” she says. “Too typical for words.” After falling in love and getting badly hurt, she decided sex was best without deep emotional ties. “I used sex to feel worthwhile, then felt worthless for having meaningless sex.” The abortion added to “the pile of shame.” To dull the pain, she turned to alcohol.
“Alcohol led me to do things I might not have normally done. Alcohol led me to dangerous situations in which I was sexually assaulted. Alcohol led me to three abortions.”
With each negative experience, her self-loathing grew.
For the second abortion she went to another clinic and asked for full anesthesia. The third time, she felt she couldn’t go through it again and decided to have the child, but her boyfriend had his say. “He reminded me of how worthless I was as a person: Who did I think I was that I could manage a baby?” She agreed to the abortion. “It was further along than the previous times, but still within the limits. I refused to be put to sleep for this; this would be my punishment. I was given Valium and a snide, cruel doctor. This was what I deserved.”
The boyfriend moved out, but not before introducing Cheryl to heroin. “It was the perfect thing to dull the pain I felt from being alive.”
When he showed up one night, she thought she could win him back. That night, she became pregnant. Then he told her it was over.
“After he left, anything I could put into a needle I tried . . . heroin, cocaine, Valium, ketamine. It didn’t matter. The needle quickly became my only friend. I was ready to die.
“One night my boyfriend climbed over the back wall and got inside the house. He shoved me and hit me in the stomach. I spent all my time in the bars crying over him, then. I spent all my time in my bedroom crying over him. I spent the rest of the time injecting pain management into my veins. Soon after, I called out to whatever God might be listening, ‘Take this decision from me!’ I remember one brief moment of clarity then: I thought if I miscarried due to the drugs, then it would somehow not be my fault (insane thinking, obviously), but that if the baby stayed, if the baby kept growing, then my life would be forced to change.
“That last night I spent walking from one ATM to another in the pouring rain, trying to get cash advances of any amount of money I could. I managed to get $30. I needed $50 to get the coke from my dealer. I gave him the money with promises and assurances that I’d have the rest the next day. In my room, I melted it down in the spoon, pulling up the liquid into the needle ever so slowly. I tied the tourniquet around my bicep and began my ritual. I shot it all that night, praying for an overdose.”
She didn’t have enough.
The next day she phoned her mother. “I need you to come get me.”
“I’ll be right there.”
In the emergency room, the doctor took her hands, stretching her forearms out into view so everyone could see the track marks. “There was no ultrasound machine and so they measured what was there of my stomach to try and give an estimate. They were far, far off the mark. I was six months pregnant. You could not tell by looking at me, because the way I was living had shed pounds from my body. I was a good twenty pounds underweight, my face a skeleton with bluish-grey skin stretched across it.
“We went to a clinic to find out about an abortion. The technician was like a robot; devoid of feelings of sympathy. He scoffed at me when he did the ultrasound and discovered how far along I was, telling me I had no option. A small part of me hoped and wondered that if the baby inside me continued to grow, perhaps my life would finally change.”
Cheryl went into rehab. The baby’s father visited several times, once to tell her he was going to bring a razor blade so she could kill herself.
In the past, Cheryl had lived through critical events without finding her identity in the crisis. She’d doped her emerging spirit, dulling it along with the pain as she clung to an identity that always felt wrong, one that she actually hated. Now she’d hit bottom. Like the initiate in a tribal ceremony, she was naked and vulnerable, removed to an unfamiliar place and unsure of the outcome. Cheryl had wanted to die. Now, instead, she was ready to have parts of her self undergo a symbolic death so that a new self, along with the baby, could be born.
“My daughter arrived in this world at 12:40 am on December 16th, 1995 at 7lbs, 11oz.” The baby was healthy and drug-free. Cheryl was twenty-seven years old. Today, she is married, running a business with her husband in the home where they are raising her child and his dogs. She says, “Getting pregnant with my daughter quite literally saved my life.”
Every pregnant girl—at age fourteen or twenty-seven, in the barrio or in the suburbs—must know that she has choices. She must understand that having an abortion doesn’t make her a bad or immoral person. She must understand that having a baby doesn’t mean her life is ruined.
Cheryl shows what is possible, though it’s unlikely she could have succeeded in changing her life all on her own. She had resources and loving parents she could count on. Most people I work with have been marginalized by society—whether because of race, gender, illness or disability, or sexuality—and have to fight to get past barriers and discrimination. An unplanned pregnancy, even at age thirteen, doesn’t mean a girl’s life is over, but she will have to work hard and she will need help if she’s going to achieve. This is a fight that the person in crisis can rarely undertake alone. And people rarely engage in that fight unless they believe in their own capacities and their own worth.
* * *
“Will you come with me?” said Carmen. “I’m scared.” Breast cancer had progressed in her body to the point where her doctors had pronounced the case desahusiado (one they’d given up on), and so she had decided to seek help from Dr. José Gregorio Hernández. He was a Venezuelan physician who had studied for the priesthood and was renowned both for his extensive medical expertise and for his charitable works treating the poor. The only catch was Dr. Hernández had died in 1919.
Patients and physicians in Venezuela often pray for his intercession and for a good outcome. Miracles have been attributed to him—so many in fact, that Dr. José Gregorio is well on the way to canonization as a saint in the Roman Catholic Church. He is also celebrated in Venezuela as a minor deity in the María Lionza cult, which includes Che Guevara in its pantheon. In the slums of Medellín, belief in his powers was at least as strong and his adherents claimed that his spirit could travel back to this earthly plane and perform healing surgery.
Carmen—a Marxist, rationalist, avowed atheist—had begun to fear that her family was right and that her cancer was punishment for her sins. Instead of thanking her, society had condemned her, and now, in her desperate state, every accusation that had ever been thrown in her face hit its mark. Her thinking had become so irrational, I wanted to shake her and remind her how much good she had done. She had saved many women from taking desperate measures and I knew she still felt there was no point in giving birth to children who would not or could not be nurtured. But now, Carmen feared not only death, but the afterlife. She was looking for a miracle and was ready to try anything. However, as an upper middle class woman who lived in a rich neighborhood, she was afraid to venture into the barrio without me.
In a better world, Carmen would not have had to dedicate herself to performing abortions. That would have been only one service, one aspect of her work. She would have provided prenatal care and she would have attended deliveries, bringing forth life, and only occasionally terminating a pregnancy. But no one else was willing to do it, and so her days revolved around abortion. She never had the chance to deliver a loved and wanted child but instead ended the possibility of life again and again and again. The wound near her heart became a spiritual one.
We found the address and entered a room lit by dozens of candles. A strong smell of cheap perfume and of patchouli and church incense filled the place. Like the other patients, Carmen had been instructed to dress all in white, and white-clothed people lay everywhere, on beds and cots, on the floor, and on rickety tables that had been pushed together. There were the blind, lame, and terminal patients carried in by family members. There were indigent people who couldn’t afford conventional medical care, and there were desperate people, like Carmen. She clutched my arm until an assistant in white took her to lie down and covered her with a sheet.
The room was quiet. Just coughs and moans from the very ill, the rustling of clothing as the white-robed assistants moved people around the room or draped them or led them away to where I wasn’t allowed to follow, where patients prayed as the spirit of Dr. José Gregorio performed invisible surgery.
O, my all-powerful Lord!
You have brought your beloved servant
José Gregorio to Your heart,
to whom, with Your great mercy,
You gave the power
to heal the sick of this world.
Give him now, Lord,
as my Spiritual Physician,
the grace to heal me,
both in body and soul. . .
I didn’t believe for a moment in invisible surgery and yet Carmen was so strong and so beautiful even as her body was ravaged, I was unprepared. It came as a terrible shock when she died.
Years before her death, I’d already stopped serving as her go-between.
One day in Medellín I staggered off a bus in such pain that I fell coughing and in spasms on the ground.
In the emergency room, the doctor said, “You ought to be dead.”
Next to me a man screamed as the machete wounds on his neck were stitched. “Your right lung is entirely collapsed,” the doctor said. “You have air trapped in the chest cavity.” The nurse arranged the instruments. “We’ll get rid of it.”
The doctor punctured my chest wall and inserted a tube, a sonda like the probe I’d pushed past Rocío’s cervix. The chest tube emptied into a jar where water bubbled away with released air. “It’s coming out. We’ll get rid of it,” the doctor said. My lung began to inflate; my chest rose and fell. Breathe. And I was back in that bathroom with Rocío seeing the last breath of the fetus, the little chest inflating for the last time.
“Are you all right?” the doctor asked.
There was a wound in my body and a tube probing me through the wound. I pulled the probe from Rocío’s body, out it came, and then the fetus pumping out, and we got rid of it.
The procedure was done.
I lay in a hospital bed, recovering. But the pictures played over and over again until they overwhelmed me. I couldn’t make them stop. The doctor’s hands, my hands, the wound, the probe, the breath. I saw Rocío. The sonda, the fetus. No, I thought, I’m not all right. Like Carmen, I’d participated too many times in cutting short the possibility of life. I still believed firmly in a woman’s right to choose, but someone else would have to do the work. I couldn’t do it any longer.
Chapter 3: Hidden in Plain Sight
Hernán Darío was a sissy. He was a Mama’s boy. When we played soccer in the street, he cried, afraid the ball might hit him. Was it my fault? my mother sometimes wondered. After three boys, I wanted a little girl so bad, is that why Hernán Darío came out like a girl?
I was also capable of crying like a girl. One night, I heard terrible whimpers and found a kitten in the yard. It had been horribly injured, its body half-crushed, and I looked on its suffering and had no idea what to do. Then along came Hernán Darío, incapable of hitting a ball or hurting a fly. Do something. I was crying. Someone has to do something. My brother picked up a rock. Do you want me to put it out of its misery? All I could do was cry. Do you want me to kill it? he said. Hector, please stop crying, and he smashed the little creature’s head. I should have realized then that when it came to killing pain, Hernán Darío wouldn’t falter.
He was a drug addict, a prostitute, and thief.
My brother’s homosexuality was an open secret that no one dared speak out loud. We thought we loved him. We didn’t know how. My other brothers and I taunted him, rejected him. When he didn’t want to go to school, afraid of a certain mean teacher, my father marched him to the classroom and announced, “Here is the Colombian Pinina,” giving him the name of a lonely female character from an Argentine soap opera. School was a nightmare. Some kids attacked him. The few that befriended him were told by their parents they mustn’t see him. The scary neighbor, Peligro, took him for walks and raped him. Another neighbor molested him regularly after inviting him in to watch TV. I don’t believe either of these men was gay. What they saw was a pretty little boy with big eyes and long lashes, a faggot who therefore had no rights. A boy like that deserved no respect. They could do with such a child whatever they wanted.
We knew nothing about those men at the time. As we grew older, I did know that Hernán Darío slipped out of the house sometimes secretly at night. Sometimes he tried on women’s clothes. I used him, too, in my own way. Rocío was my official girlfriend, but when I cheated on her, I’d send Hernán Darío to visit her and keep her distracted while I pursued Adriana or Tota. I knew he would be charming and entertaining but would pose no competition or threat. I couldn’t imagine my brother wanting a woman.
When Hernán Darío stayed home at night, he didn’t sleep. I’d awake at 2:00 or 3:00 am and smell the chemical odor that meant he was on the patio, smoking basuco, the marijuana laced with crack. The patio was lined with macetas full of plants, including the rare natural bonsai (the bonsai criollo) my brother found up in the mountains and brought home to tend. But I paid no attention to the plants he loved. Such an interest seemed to me effeminate, almost as bad as the romantic boleros he sang along with on the radio. In the family, we only paid attention to his drug use.
“Your eyes are red, you’re losing weight. Look at you, brother, you’re a drug addict. Let me help you. What can I do to help you?”
I went to work in a drug clinic; I studied alcoholism and addiction, looking for answers.
“Do you like this life, Hernán Darío?”
“Do I like my life?” he said. “What a stupid question.”
We borrowed money to take him to clinics. We sought out therapists and treatments. We tried throwing him out of the house after he stole and sold what few possessions we had that he could get his hands on: a radio, a tape-player, a wristwatch, loose change. We steeled ourselves against the sight of him in the street, hungry and dirty, begging my mother to let him come in. “You’ll stay outside until you’re ready to accept treatment,” I told him.
We were ready to try anything except to tell him it was okay to be gay, anything but to acknowledge and honor this most basic fact in his life.
Our silence sent the message that what he was was unspeakable. And so he didn’t speak of it either.
* * *
Every wound of my past has led me to my work. All the work I’ve done has helped weave the meaning of my life. My story makes no sense to me unless I bring these threads together: life and work.
In Los Angeles, as I lead a therapeutic group for kids, I hear the word “Faggot!”
When I work with middle school kids, “faggot” is the most common insult they fling at each other. It comes out casually when a boy shows vulnerability or emotion. It comes out automatically as the most demeaning word they know to say. Once it was a casual word to me, too. Now I recognize the damage that hate speech can do.
“Why did you call him ‘faggot?’” I ask.
“Because he is one!”
“But what does it mean?” No answer. “It’s a very insulting way to refer to someone who is attracted to people of the same sex. My brother was homosexual, or gay, and many of my friends are gay.”
“Then you’re a faggot, too.”
“Well, I could be, but I’m not. And the fact is, that many of you could be homosexual or bisexual, or some of your close friends. If you are calling each other ‘faggot’ in a despicable way, you are hurting the friends who may be having these feelings. You are telling them how unacceptable they are.” I give them the statistics, about the kids between the ages of fourteen and eighteen who commit suicide because they are gay, and are convinced there is no place for them in this world. I ask them to think about bigotry and the consequences of their words.
I wish I’d understood those consequences earlier.
Most of the time, though, rather than lecture at kids, I like to use the council circle, drawn from the Native American tradition, to open up difficult conversations. Sometimes the kids themselves ask for a circle when they’re upset about something or want it aired. We start with four invitations: speak from the heart, listen from the heart, be succinct, don’t prepare what you’re going to say. With some groups, I also start with an agreement: no violence. We pass a feather or some other natural object around the circle, and the person who holds the feather speaks. It’s not about convincing anyone of anything or arguing with anyone. It’s about speaking the truth that’s in you at that moment. And I present the questions: Why do you call someone a faggot? What do you feel inside when you say that? Where does it come from? How do you feel when someone pins that word on you? At the end of the circle, we each make a commitment or agreement about what we’re going to do in the future based on what we’ve heard.
At the arts-based therapeutic program I helped create, some of the gay teenagers have come out to the group and it changes the dynamic. Once it’s in the open, everyone becomes more comfortable. These are kids who’ve spent time together in our group every week for two or three years and so there’s enough cohesiveness and loyalty to make it a relatively safe space. The gay child discovers he is not rejected. The straight kids discover that a homosexual isn’t a faggot; he’s one of their friends.
Of course, some kids in any group just won’t like each other, but what has amazed me is that, even when the gay kid is in conflict with someone, once he’s come out I’ve never seen his homosexuality used as ammunition against him. Now the question remains whether he can take the risk and come out to his family, or in school, or in his neighborhood. The answer may be that he can’t, but at least there’s one place in his life where he can be himself and is not just accepted but seen and valued as a whole person by his peers. I wish my brother could have found such a place.
* * *
Homosexuality can often be kept hidden, but there are kinds of Otherness that are in plain view. Martin has a short, stocky body, strangely shaped jaw and skull, and deformed ears. Since birth, he’s undergone a series of surgeries on his skull to allow for optimal growth of his brain, and on his fingers to remove the webbing that stood in the way of functional use of his hands. Martin’s feet remain webbed as separating his toes is considered a cosmetic procedure and therefore not covered by the state’s Medi-Cal program. He most likely has some developmental challenges but at this point it’s hard to tell how much of his apparent slowness is due to cultural and social deprivation.
When I met him, Martin was eight years old and his mother had tried to protect him from humiliation by keeping him away from the outside world. Though he’d been socially isolated, both of his parents were very loving. Their support and affection had given him a strong foundation and an innocent self-confidence that made it easy to gain his trust. When they allowed him to participate in our group, he was open and enthusiastic, eager to paint and sing and play, the first to try anything I suggested, and very happy to be among other children. It’s true that when he first tried to make friends, some boys responded by rejecting him. Martin suffered and cried, but each time after I had the whole group process the incident together, he was so willing to forgive that the other kids were impressed by his big heart. He responded to any show of friendship with immediate warmth and, in our group, among boys many of whom were emotionally guarded, his cheerfulness and sheer enjoyment of life became contagious. Martin was soon an integral part of our small community. But when I organized a field trip to the beach, his mother said she couldn’t give him permission to go.
“People will make fun of him,” she said.
“Maybe some will,” I said. “That’s what will happen in his life. Some people will stare at him, some will tease him, but some will love him.”
“They’re going to look at him and say ‘What’s wrong with you?’”
Of course that was likely to happen, not because children are cruel, but because they haven’t yet learned to censor themselves when it comes to subjects that adults consider taboo. I wanted Martin to learn how to answer that question: “I have Carpenter syndrome. It’s very rare and even though I’m only eight, I’ve already had a lot of operations.” If he could learn, as a child, to treat his difference in a matter-of-fact way, he could satisfy the natural curiosity of other kids. By opening up conversation, he could also open up the possibility of friendship. This would be a good start to the developing social skills and confidence that would serve him well as an adult.
His mother was still nervous, but she finally agreed to let him go.
The others boys were used to Martin’s obvious difference by now, but they had never seen his feet. I talked to them individually. I didn’t tell them to be discreet and polite. I didn’t warn them, Don’t say this, don’t say that. I told them their curiosity was normal and that I was curious, too, but I was so glad that they all saw Martin as a friend, since we all knew what a great guy he was.
At the beach, Martin kept his feet covered with the sand. At first, all the kids were too excited and, some of them, scared by the ocean to notice him. These were kids who had lived all their lives in Los Angeles and had never had the chance to travel the fifteen miles from their homes to the beach. Eventually, all of them ran into the water with me, including Martin. By the end of the day, everyone had seen his webbed toes and no one seemed to care.
Martin’s mother had also taught him to deflect hostility by always being nice. In our group, as in any group of kids, arguments broke out. There were challenges and insults and, even after he was well-liked and accepted, Martin got his share. He never disagreed or argued. He placated people. Whatever happened, whatever anyone said to him, he kept smiling, except for when the hurt was so deep he had to withdraw and cry. The day he finally got angry, talked back, and stood up for himself like any other kid would do, I was so thrilled I gave him a kiss.
* * *
When I was growing up, I always stuck up for the underdog outside of home but at the same time, as the oldest son, I used to bully my brothers mercilessly—until they got big enough to fight back and stop me. I invite kids to look at ways in which we’ve all been the victim of bullies or have been bullies ourselves.
One recent summer, I took some of the low-income Catholic Latino kids I work with to an interfaith sleepaway camp at the invitation of Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb, who brought them together with middle class Jewish kids, wealthy Iraqi-American Muslims, and Native American members of the Chumash tribe. We started and ended each day with a council circle. One day, we talked about bullying and teasing. A Muslim boy told how his sister wanted to quit school after 9/11 because classmates either shunned her or called her a terrorist. A Jewish boy said he’d been mocked and called a girl because he likes to wear his hair long. Another child was ostracized for being fat. To an adult, the Muslim girl’s situation is clearly the most serious and most in need of adult intervention. But the kids seemed to understand that all kinds of cruelty hurt, and that pain was pain.
When I work with kids, it’s not about condemning the bullies. It’s about understanding that we all can be hurt and all have the capacity to use our power—whether it’s that of numbers, size, beauty, intelligence, or wit—to take advantage of others. I find most bullies are vulnerable, too. They are kids who are not very comfortable with who they are or who come from places where they’re not treated well. They’ve been bullied themselves by older brothers, cousins, their parents, or gang members in the neighborhood.
Most kids who are attacked, whether verbally or physically, don’t know what to do. They are given the message, Tell an adult; but not only does that turn a kid into a snitch, which can make matters much worse, but kids have learned that adults will rarely do anything to help. Teachers and guidance counselors will sometimes say, It’s a peer problem, you have to solve it yourself, but don’t offer any guidance on how that is to be done.
The traditional way of dealing with bullies is to fight them and gain their respect. I don’t encourage violent responses, especially when bullies today may carry firearms. But the dilemma inherent in using a nonviolent response is that you don’t want to be seen as cowardly or insultingly superior. If you turn the other cheek, will the other kids say, Who do you think you are? Jesus Christ? So, in my groups, we do a lot of role-playing, experimenting with ways to disarm a bully by using our wits. In improvisations, where kids know they won’t risk real injury, they often start by putting up a fight, which I point out isn’t very realistic in a situation if it’s four against one. We use theater as training for life as kids experiment, trying out their own ideas in their own individual styles. I encourage them to practice trickster behavior. Use your imagination, I tell them. We practice using jokes, stories, and intelligence to shift the energy and defuse the situation. We’ve found one of the most effective responses is for a kid who’s been cornered to “go crazy” and act so nutty that the oppressors don’t know what to do.
“Shift the energy,” I tell them. “Find a way to do that.”
I’ve also seen kids come right out and say, You’re hurting me and I wonder why. I haven’t done anything to you. When a boy becomes very emotional instead of hiding how he feels, he’s a person, not just a punching-bag, and it’s not so easy for the bully to dehumanize him. Of course, there’s no sure-fire formula that will always work, but what’s important is we train so that a kid won’t just freeze when confronted. When you’re frozen, you become an object. So I train kids to keep themselves as subjects and to find allies, to make eye contact. Get the message across: You are hurting me. I am here and I hurt. Or You’re calling me names and I don’t like it and I’m feeling very angry. Responses like these won’t reach the violent sociopaths who are staple fare on TV crime shows, but sadists of that sort aren’t encountered very often in real life.
Most bullies aren’t sadists, they’re children who’ve also been wounded. When you say, You are hurting me, it carries the assumption that the bully is also human, and this may mean a lot to a boy whose own humanity has gone unacknowledged.
All kids are “at-risk,” but services tend to be provided only to those who’ve been labeled so. At one LA middle school, this means I work with maybe fifty kids at a school of 4,000. I worry about the other 3,950, the ones who aren’t acting out or smoking marijuana or joining gangs. They’re in trouble, too, because no one sees them as trouble and therefore no one sees them at all. I’m as guilty in this regard as anyone. While I tell others to pay attention to the “ordinary” kids, the ones who hide their confusion behind façades of cheerful conformity, I myself have always been drawn to the outcasts.
While my brother Hernán Darío was sinking further into addiction, I was at the university, combining my study of psychology with my acting experience. I created the character of Xicotico, a street psychotic. It had always troubled me the way people like him were rendered invisible. Society doesn’t have to address a problem if no one sees it, and so Xicotico wandered around the city causing so much disruption he was impossible to ignore. In filthy clothing and with wild hair and crazy behavior, I spent days and nights in the street among the homeless.
I grew up poor, but I lived in a house with parents who loved me. Now I met los gamines, the street kids who had been born in the mountains on the outskirts of the city. Their parents were peasants forced out of the small towns and farms, and who’d come to Medellín looking for work. They would find a little space of ground somewhere and would build their little shacks with pieces of whatever they could find. That’s how shantytowns began to appear on all the hills. There was no food, no jobs, and lots of alcohol and domestic violence and despair. To survive, children would end up downtown, looking for something to steal. Drugs were everywhere, especially sacol, the glue the kids sniffed to relieve hunger pains and help them endure the rain and cold and pain of their abandonment. They shoplifted the stuff, and every boy kept a bottle of it hidden beneath his shirt.
Sacol, resistol: by any name and any brand, glue is abused by street kids all over the world. Some U.S. kids also huff glue fumes and risk permanent harm, but their occasional high is nowhere near as dangerous as the constant use you find among street kids, like the gamines I knew in Medellín. Sacol damaged their brains and central nervous system, their kidneys and other organs. It stunted growth so that the little boy I thought was seven years old turned out to be thirteen. These kids died young of organ failure or sometimes from being so high they walked in front of cars. Sacol’s effect on the cardiovascular system was so intense that if you startled a kid during the drug rush, you could see a ten-year-old die of heart attack. Death squads had just begun the practice of social cleansing—gunning down street kids, transvestites, whores—but during this era, the limpiezas were still rare enough that the odds of my surviving the street were good. It wasn’t so good for the kids. One way or another, they would die with no one knowing who they were or even their names.
We’d make our camp on the steps of the Metropolitan Cathedral. In the real cold weather, we ventured inside the vast and echoing church, hoping the priest wouldn’t kick us out. The luckiest or strongest kids would claim a space on the sidewalk outside an air-conditioned bank where the vents spewed out warm air. We slept in piles of newspaper or on pieces of scavenged cardboard.
The gamines got their clothes and shoes from the open air flea market that has since been closed down. They survived by begging, scavenging, and through prostitution, but mostly by stealing. Of course, to get money from this booty, kids had to rely on fences—adults who derived the greatest profit from the kids’ criminal work. The kids gave Medellín drivers a good reason to keep their windows rolled up and to ignore red lights. If a bus was stopped, the kids would jump up and reach in through any open window to grab wristwatches, bracelets, and necklaces torn right off a passenger’s neck. People in cars were even more vulnerable. A stopped car could be surrounded and the driver and passengers violently robbed. If I’d tried hanging out around them in my identity as a student, I could have been robbed or killed; but as Xicotico, I was one of them. Still, I must have given away some clues to my background: I once heard a boy explain to another that I was a university student who’d gone crazy for being too intelligent. A good guy, he said. Crazy but harmless.
During my student years, I had plenty of time to carry out my unconventional investigations, because the university was often shut down. During the 70s and 80s, students and workers often took to the streets to protest government policies or U.S. imperialism. One night, I had to hide in the bushes from the police after painting Kissinger Go Home on a cemetery wall. Demonstrations often turned violent. Soldiers would fire rubber bullets or lob tear gas to disperse us. They had all the gear; we had rocks. (These days, when I see news footage of Palestinian teens throwing stones, I see myself.) When soldiers used live ammunition, someone was bound to die. If a student was killed, protesters responded by overturning cars and buses and setting them on fire. Usually, what happened next was you’d show up at the university and find it closed for our own “protection.”
One day, a huge commotion broke out on campus. My classmate Martha Nieves Ochoa—we called her “Blanca Nieves” after the fairytale Snow White—was abducted by members of the guerrilla organization M-19. She was eventually released unharmed, but the militants had made a big mistake in targeting the sister of the three Ochoa brothers, bosses of the cocaine cartel. Her kidnapping unleashed still another wave of terror. The mafia joined with rightwing paramilitaries and official government forces to create MAS—Muerte a Secuestradores (Death to Kidnappers)—and set out to assassinate guerrilla leaders. This movement, which was violent and illegal to begin with, soon turned into a free-for-all when the various factions discovered that by massacring peasants they could lay claim to huge estates of the best productive land. By assassinating students, teachers, judges, journalists, artists, union representatives, and human rights leaders they could continue to act with impunity.
Yes, we all needed protection, but the university closures didn’t help. They sometimes lasted as long as three months, and so it took eight years to get my Masters degree. But I never stopped learning outside the classroom.
* * *
While some kids are marginalized or bullied for being different, I made myself as “different” as possible and turned my alienation into adventure. As Xicotico, I especially liked to go to Parque Berrío and cause a disturbance, darting around La Gorda, the huge woman sculpted by our world-renowned artist, Fernando Botero. Then Xicotico, turned religious fanatic, would invade one of the nearby churches: la Iglesia de la Veracruz, with its white façade and pointy spires; or the domed Cathedral of Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria, dedicated to Medellín’s patron saint. When I started speaking in tongues or rushed to the altar to beg God for a cure, the gamines would follow me inside and coax me to leave. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. You’re going to get in trouble.”
They were right. I was arrested twice, and one day Xicotico was carried off to the mental hospital (where the head of the unit knew me and was expecting me), and where I was able to experience firsthand how the patients were treated. Many had been locked up twenty years or more, and while some were schizophrenics who certainly needed or benefited from drug therapy, everyone was medicated, mostly overmedicated, turning them into zombie-like patients who’d undergone lobotomies or multiple sessions of 1970’s-style electroshock. Methods that would drive sane people mad, such as prolonged isolation and restraint with straitjackets, were used for control, when many patients could have been reintegrated into society if support had been available.
When I spoke afterwards in staff meetings and at conferences, what stood out to me from my experience as Xicotico was that so many of these people who were considered violent, anti-social, and beyond redemption were in fact deeply imbued with and respectful of social norms. I told how the gamines looked out for me and tried to make me behave. They were filthy, but I followed them as they sought out public baths and fountains, any place where they might wash and get clean. Boys would bring me mangoes they’d been able to scavenge or steal. They didn’t want me to go hungry. Similarly, when I acted out on the psych ward, the staff had been warned to leave me alone, but the patients tried to calm me down: the same people who were considered trash, locked up in a place the director himself referred to as a landfill for humans. These so-called pieces of garbage talked to me, took me to the isolation room, tried to get hold of medications to give me. They followed the exact same procedures they had endured from the nurses and staff.
I wanted the psychiatric establishment to accept that many “crazy” people had been broken by despair due to hopelessness and the social conditions they lived in. They displayed normal reactions to their abnormal situations. Many psychiatrists accepted this, but none was able to change those desperate conditions and so the primary beneficiary of my investigations turned out to be me. My experiments as Xicotico brought me to the attention of prominent professors, psychiatrists, and researchers, and that’s how, even before I finished school, I was offered a position at CENIT, renowned not only for the quality and effectiveness of its drug rehab treatment, but also for its research into addiction.
The clinic was private, exclusive, and very expensive—so costly, in fact, that most of the patients were members of the cocaine mafia who’d become addicted to their own product. Who else could afford it? Though I was on the staff, there was no way my family could send Hernán Darío to CENIT as a patient. However, I told myself I could at least learn more about addiction and how to help him.
CENIT was located in a bucolic area (which has since become very developed) in a historic old house on the outskirts of the city. (The hilltop nearby would briefly be home to drug cartel boss Pablo Escobar, who’d agreed to turn himself in to the police on the condition that he could build his own prison. From that luxurious retreat, he continued to run his drug operations, receive visitors, execute his enemies, and throw parties until the day he decided he’d had enough confinement and, without difficulty, arranged his own escape.)
At the clinic, patients stayed from one to three months. Their treatment was intensive and could be extremely individualized as we could accommodate only fifteen people at a time. Patients slept in dormitories, two rooms set aside for men, and one for women. Medical doctors helped them through withdrawal. Psychiatrists, social workers, and psychoanalyists, including me, worked on their psychological issues through individual and group therapy, as well as in an art therapy program. Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous held daily meetings, often led by former addicts who had gone through the CENIT program and had stayed clean. Conchita, the cook, sat in on staff meetings. Sometimes, she was the most valuable part of a treatment plan as she shared her warmth, showed her concern, tempted patients with their favorite meals, and fed them back to physical health. She even went to work on me: “Doctor, you don’t look like a doctor. You’re too skinny. I’m going to feed you and make you look right.”
CENIT remains my model for a treatment program based on true teamwork. We looked at addiction from all our different therapeutic perspectives and we shared what we knew about each client. Everyone’s point of view was valued because you never know who—doctor, nurse, social worker, Conchita—might have the most insight or be best at creating rapport and a connection with a client. This may sound obvious, but in my experience in the U.S., staff meetings are rarely about taking a comprehensive look at a client and discussing the best way to help. We sit for hours talking about productivity, the new computer system, and billing procedures. When we do consider a client’s case, it’s usually to figure out how to refer the person elsewhere and get rid of him.
In the U.S., staff also lack the emotional support that would, at least in some cases, prevent burnout. At CENIT, meetings gave us the chance to process our own emotions. I, for example, needed to handle my own rage after listening to a twenty-two-year-old who had consumed 20 million pesos (around $15,000 then) that year, when I still didn’t earn enough to get an apartment of my own away from my parents. It felt sometimes as though I’d never be able to move out, marry, start a family of my own, and lead an independent adult life. Or else, I’d end up like my father—different, in that I had an education and a profession, but still destined to raise a family in poverty. Again and again, some patient I was trying to help would look at me and offer help of his own. “Doctor, you have nothing. You don’t even have a car. Come work with us and you’ll be rich.”
Then, a year after I myself had been tortured, I found myself treating an addict who’d been an assassin and torturer for MAS. I had to deal with my feelings and listen calmly as he told me what he’d done to leftists and university students, how terrified they were, how they cried, and how he tortured and killed them. Getting high on cocaine was the only way he could do it, he said. He would go crazy from the killing and sometimes was so wasted on drugs and drink he didn’t care who his victims were or what they said. He just tortured them without thinking. Hector the therapist understood that this man was suffering. Hector the human being knew this man could easily have tortured him. It tore me up, and talking about it at staff meetings helped me through it. In the end, I think it was also helpful for me to have a human connection to this man, to see how circumstances had led him to do what he did and become what he became.
As staff members, we were all living on the edge. The nurses were always confiscating cocaine from incoming patients. I don’t know what became of all of it, but we did use some of it ourselves, as “research” at those staff meetings. When we learned lots of patients were coming in addicted to a new high, I offered myself as the guinea pig to test the effects. While doctors took notes, I injected myself with a mix of alcohol and cocaine. It was only after I worked in U.S. clinics that I realized how questionable our “research” methods were, to put it mildly. Now I see we weren’t being researchers, we were just acting out; but our treatment methods were, as far as I’m concerned, first-rate.
Acting is not the same as acting out. At the mental hospital, an Argentine psychologist named Diego Cordón taught me about psychodrama, how enacting a scene engages your body, your energies, and your emotions in a dynamic way, cutting through the rationalizations that come so easily when we hide behind words. Dr. Cordón used the methods with staff rather than with patients as he had us explore our own attitudes about authority, power, and madness in order to make us more effective and compassionate healers. I was impressed, and so I brought psychodrama to CENIT.
There, I did with strangers what I couldn’t with my brother: instead of addressing addiction directly, I focused on its underlying causes. In one psychodrama session, Beto, for example, chose one of the therapists to represent his father. The choice itself was revealing, as this was a therapist he had an intense love/hate relationship with. I hesitated a moment: Beto was volatile and we all knew he could get violent. It was a borderline call, but I thought I had a strong relationship with the kid and decided to let him proceed. Within minutes, he was hyperventilating and then suddenly grabbed a chair. “I hate you. I’m going to kill you!” My overconfidence had put my colleague at risk, as Beto swung the chair at him, then smashed it down with enough force to break the seat. Once it was clear no one was hurt, I figured we might as well go on and have Beto explore how these feelings about his father manifested themselves in his life. A simplified version goes like this: Beto was the son of a prostitute who’d become the mistress to the very wealthy owner of several successful bars. Although his father had a life with his wife and family, he did try to stay involved with Beto. He gave him a job; Beto robbed the place. His father sent him to drug treatment again and again. Beto would force his father to spend huge sums of money and make him face the fact that each attempt at rehab would fail. He was also struggling with his attraction to transvestites, with desires that both thrilled and terrified him. Was he a real man? he wanted to know. Or was he gay?
My brother didn’t ask himself such questions. He knew. But by then, he was in the streets.
“Let me in, Ma!”
Neighbors watched and gossiped, but I wouldn’t let my mother open the door to Hernán Darío.
“I’m hungry, Ma. Please. Just let me come in and wash up and change my clothes.”
I shouted to him out the window. “You can’t come in until you’re ready to go for help.” Then I pulled my mother away from the window and shut it. Of all the ordeals we put her through, this may have been the worst, when I made her lock her youngest son out. “It’s for his own good,” I told her. “He won’t go for help till he hits bottom.” Of all the lessons I was learning about addiction, this was the only one we could afford to put into practice.
Here in the U.S. I’ve seen the dangers of this approach. Locking one child out of the house may be the only way to protect the rest of the family, but it rarely turns out to be for “his own good,” when gang members and predators are waiting and ready to offer their own dangerous kind of family. When drastic measures must be taken, parents still need to get across the message: You are loved. The unconditional love a child needs doesn’t mean a parent can’t set limits. It simply means the child is loved, period, and not only if he conforms and not in spite of. He is simply loved. The child who knows this has at least some inoculation against self-destruction.
We thought we loved Hernán Darío unconditionally. But we weren’t giving the simple message of We love you. What he heard was that we loved him, even though he was unacceptably gay.
* * *
I don’t know how she got the number, but shortly after her discharge from CENIT, La Negra phoned me at home. “Pack your bathing trunks and a change of clothes. I’m taking you to the country club.”
La Negra had never been my patient, but the clinic was so small that everyone got to know everyone. We all took walks together in the countryside and played soccer in the yard near the gardens. I knew that she’d run base cocaine in Miami and been arrested, but that she’d somehow managed to avoid prison and was simply deported back to Colombia, where she continued working for the cocaine cartel, Rodríguez Gacha in particular. The other bosses thought the world of her, too. She was a favorite with the Ochoa brothers and even Pablo Escobar. Along the way, she’d become an addict and, hating what had become of her, she was determined to stay clean.
Though her nickname was La Negra, she wasn’t black. Her sister was blond and she was the dark one of the family. Same with me. At home, I was called El Negro. I didn’t really become “Hector” till I landed in the U.S. and people said, “but you’re not black.”
La Negra was smart and ambitious. She was also gorgeous. I packed my clothes.
She picked me up at home. Unlike other rich people, drug dealers didn’t hesitate to go into any neighborhood. She drove us to the club outside the city where the rich spent their weekends. She changed into a bikini that almost made my heart stop. I knew immediately I was on dangerous ground and didn’t mind it at all. Sitting by the pool while I drank aguardiente and she stuck to soft drinks, La Negra got to the point. Addiction was a horrible curse. CENIT was great but could treat very few sufferers. Her plan was to approach the Ochoa brothers and ask them to finance a big new treatment center that would bring CENIT’s methods to many more people who needed help. “I want you to work there,” she said.
That did it. I was seduced.
Carlos Lehder, one of the first major drug traffickers from Colombia, called cocaine the revenge on the Empire, the means by which South America would poison the gringos. The other mafia bosses didn’t take him and his ideas all that seriously. He was too crazy for the cartel, giving them such proof of insanity as his ties to the guerrilla movement and his deal with the U.S. to testify against Manuel Noriega, the Panamanian dictator who began working for the CIA in the early 1970s but was accused of drug trafficking, and eventually imprisoned in Florida after the U.S. invaded his country in 1989, under the first George Bush. In my view, where Lehder was truly deluded was that he failed to see what drugs would do to our own society.
In the 1980s, cocaine became the new export business boom, replacing high quality marijuana, Colombian gold. Cocaine was compact, easier to ship, and much more profitable. Drums full of the stuff entered the U.S. aboard ships and planes quite easily, till the DEA finally caught on that it was happening. By then, so much money was involved that traffickers came up with new routes and new smuggling schemes. Pablo Escobar was the most ingenious of them all.
At first, Colombians merely processed the cocaine and handled the marketing. The coca leaves were brought across the border from Bolivia and Peru, but soon we began to grow the stuff as well. The result: In the 1980s, while most Latin American economies struggled—in part because so much of the gross national product went to pay off interest on World Bank and IMF debt—cocaine kept money in circulation in Colombia. Cocaine turned some Colombians into the richest people in the world, virtually overnight. Cocaine served the U.S. economy, too, as traffickers spent their money here on luxury items. U.S. businesses and banks profited from money-laundering and huge cash deposits.
The strong economy on paper didn’t help the vast majority of Colombians. In small towns, millions lived without running water while the rivers they used to rely on now ran toxic with industrial waste. Peasants were massacred. Teachers sometimes worked for months without a paycheck. Prices for food and essentials kept rising while wages declined for those lucky enough to have a job. High rates of unemployment might have destroyed the country altogether but for the many people earning a living directly or indirectly thanks to the cartels.
Cocaine implicated us in U.S. politics. Long before the world heard of Oliver North and the Iran-contra scandal, a client at CENIT told me how he flew cocaine to an airstrip in Arkansas, unloaded the cargo, and took on a shipment of weapons that he delivered to the rightwing Nicaraguan contras waiting for him in Honduras. At the time, I didn’t know whether to believe him. His story sounded so unlikely, but dangerous for me to know about, if it were true.
Cocaine didn’t just change our economy and our politics. It changed our psyches. By reaching into every aspect of our lives and by consolidating so much power, the cartels affected how we saw the world. It affected our imaginations: what we could do and what we could see ourselves doing. It set limits to what we could imagine and left us often unaware we were living inside those limits.
In Colombia, the mafia routinely buys up our best land, as well as policemen, soldiers, judges, and politicians—sometimes by financing their campaigns and sometimes by making them rich. While Pablo Escobar showed no scruples as he enriched himself, he liked to call himself a man of the left. He used drug money to finance public housing and other social projects in Medellín, and figured he could buy votes as well to launch a political career. The Kennedy family made their fortune in bootlegging and then rose to the presidency, he said, so why couldn’t he do the same after trafficking in cocaine?
There are reports that on two occasions he and the cartel offered to pay off Colombia’s international bank debt, which would have been an extraordinary boon to the poor, but that the government, fearing a public relations disaster, turned him down. This left Escobar bitter over politicians who pretended not to know him, but who never hesitated to solicit cash from him to run their campaigns. When Escobar was elected to office in 1982, he was denounced as a criminal and removed. Resentment, in addition to the threat of extradition, fueled the carnage he unleashed.
Alvaro Uribe, now Colombia’s president, was also removed from office in 1982 when he was mayor of Medellín due to his close ties to Pablo. In later years, I saw Uribe riding horses with the Ochoa brothers on one of their estates. But how did I get to see that? I was there, too, so how can I pass judgment on someone else? Cocaine and the people who profited from it were everywhere. One way or another, we were all connected.
A shiver ran up my spine when my co-author Diane wrote that, as director of Civil Aviation, Uribe came under fire for granting a record number of pilots’ licenses and construction permits for landing strips, not to mention appointing as his assistant a man who was later sentenced to prison for his work for the Cali cartel. When he was Governor of Antioquia, his close associate and right-hand man illegally imported tons of potassium permanganate for which there was no other use in existing Colombian industry aside from the processing of cocaine.
“You can’t say that,” I warned.
“Hey,” she said, “it was in Newsweek. And he was named back in 1991 in a Defense Department intelligence report.”
Does my reluctance to repeat these charges come from fear or from fairness? I know too well how these things go. It could all be rumor. Or, to put it in North American terms, maybe they just made Uribe an offer he couldn’t refuse.
In Medellín, that offer most often took the form of a choice: plata o plomo, silver or lead. Take my bribe, or take a bullet. In the countryside, when a mafioso wanted to get some small farmer’s land for a pittance, the choice was Sell to me today or I’ll buy from your widow tomorrow.
Through my affair with La Negra, I was drawn closer and closer into the cocaine-trafficking world. She told me about Griselda Blanco (also called La Negra, which in her case was short for La Viuda Negra (the Black Widow), as she was reputed to have killed all three of her husbands). Griselda established Medellín’s drug business in Miami at a time when Cubans controlled that city’s organized crime. La Negra sent one of her people to Miami to run base, with orders to refuse any payoff to the Cubans. The Cubans cut off the guy’s hands and mailed them to her in Medellín with a message, “Pay up or we’ll send you something else.”
La Negra’s response was to travel to Miami and slaughter not just a few of her rivals but members of their families. Heads and other body parts were soon being delivered all over town in the mail while the leftover pieces were cut into little bits and fed into the garbage disposal units of apartments in Miami’s luxury high-rises. La Negra was ruthless, but her willingness to kill friend as well as foe left her surrounded by enemies. Finally convicted of ordering three murders, she spent twenty years in prison in the U.S. and was then deported home to Colombia in 2004. She wasn’t expected to survive.
“Can you get some time off?” La Negra (my girlfriend, not the killer) asked one day. “We’re taking a little trip.”
We boarded a regular commercial flight in Medellín like tourists headed for a romantic weekend in the rainforests of the Chocó. The only thing unusual was that La Negra checked so many cartons as luggage I didn’t think the small plane could carry them all. I didn’t want to know what the boxes contained, but she assured me it wasn’t drugs or weapons, just food and staple provisions she was delivering to the Ochoas, who were then in hiding. We landed in a small town where a car was waiting to drive us to the Pacific coast. Next came the scariest experience I’ve been through, several hours clinging for dear life in a small motorboat as we and all our cargo were thrown about by waves high as mountains. Only a skilled local pilot who really knew the tides and the dangers of the coastline could navigate safely to the Ochoas’ hideout.
The brothers themselves traveled by helicopter. During the time the law was after them, they flew regularly to their mother’s house in Medellín for lunch. Like any good paisa (as we people from Antioquia call ourselves) they were notorious for being unwilling to cut the umbilical cord. These visits were an open secret but never interrupted by a raid or any attempt to arrest them. I don’t know if this was due to fear or bribery, or the average paisa’s deep respect for motherhood.
When we arrived at the estate, the Ochoas weren’t there. It was a disappointment, as I was curious about them; but also a relief. We were free to play and enjoy ourselves in this secluded paradise. We tried out their jet skis. I saw a VCR for the first time and we looked through their collection of hundreds of films and their stockpile of video porn. I’d never driven a car in my life, but the three-wheel electric scooters they used to get around the estate looked simple. I jumped aboard one, turned it on, took off, and crashed. With reckless self-confidence, I decided okay, now I know how it works, got another, and crashed that one, too. It’s a good thing the Ochoas weren’t home.
I was also reckless about my reputation. Even some of my close friends began to assume I was trafficking. Certainly, I was happy to take advantage of some of the luxuries of life that my connection to La Negra afforded me, but I never considered getting involved in the business. I was too committed to my own path in life. Even doing one quick job to make a score made no sense to me. For one thing, my brother’s mess of an addict’s life was always in front of me.
Then, the stories of my patients were cautionary tales. Rubén was the most like me. He’d managed to attend the university and had a graduate degree. But even with a profession, he couldn’t earn enough to support the extended family that relied on him. He finally went to work as a cocaine cook. While you’ve probably heard of the cartel’s amazing processing sites—complete with housing, recreational facilities, and clinics for employee medical care—operations that big are hard to hide. So many cooks were simply left in deep rainforest, where they’d spend up to seven months living alone except for an armed guard in a cambuche, a makeshift shack where they would process coca leaves into paste ready for transport and sale. It was lonely work and dangerous. Cooks weren’t allowed to communicate with family or friends for fear their messages might be intercepted. The army was looking for them and so were the paramilitaries and guerrillas who might rob them of the product. Former cooks who knew where to find a cambuche were also known to put together a gang and rob and kill their replacements. So, while Rubén’s family was calling him their savior, he, like many other cooks, was going crazy in the jungle. Bored and growing every day and every night more paranoid, he started using his product. He was a good man and strong, and yet his involvement in the drug trade had broken him.
Most of all, the closer I got to the trafficking world, the more I learned of its horrific violence. Drug traffickers were behind the assassinations of some of my closest friends. How could I ever be part of that? One day at a funeral, the friend standing to the left of me and the friend standing to the right of me were both struck down by gunfire. Somehow, the bullets never hit me.
I put all the killing out of my mind when La Negra and I danced all night in the glamorous discotheques built by Pablo Escobar. The Ochoas laundered some of their money through a Brazilian-style steakhouse owned by their father. Another girlfriend of mine used to sing there. I’d go to hear Tota, and waitresses would pile my plate for free with the best beef from Don Fabio Ochoa’s ranch. I still didn’t have an apartment or a car, but between Conchita and the Ochoas, I was putting on weight and growing into the body of a “real doctor.”
* * *
Hernán Darío, however, was skinny. Instead of eating, he smoked more crack. As a last resort, we borrowed bus-fare and got him into a clinic in Bogotá. CENIT would never have approved of the treatment. The plan was to shatter and destroy his identity: You’re an addict, you’re nothing, you’re a piece of shit. You don’t love yourself, you don’t love your family. It didn’t bother him to have his addict-self attacked; there was nothing about that identity he cared about or wanted to hold onto. But what was left after all his armor was destroyed was a boy whose real identity was one that no one could accept, a boy who was gay.
Through my brother’s suffering, I began to see the limits of what therapy can do. It wasn’t till he was dying that I came to understand his pain and the beauty of his soul, a beauty that had been there all along though none of us had managed to see it. He hadn’t seen it either until, ironically, he found healing and a path to something better than drugs, while working for a boss of the cocaine cartel.
Chapter 4: Life from Barren Rock
from your work you will be able one day to gather yourself.
—Miguel de Unamuno, translated by Robert Bly
“Once, I thought a lot about God in heaven,” my brother said. “The staff in his hand shot lightning. He used it to strike people down and I dreamed of God and all his avenging angels taking revenge on everyone who ever hurt me. But now I dream of a God who comes down to earth and harvests everything that’s good. He gathers all the flowers up to heaven and that’s why you see flowering vines climb the wall. They want to leave the earth.”
Hernán Darío, thirty-one years old, was dying.
In 1995, I’d been in the U.S. for six years. I’d fled Colombia for my life, but I booked a flight as soon as I heard he’d been diagnosed with AIDS. The treatment available in Medellín was ten years behind the advances that were saving lives in the U.S. and so my brother’s deterioration was rapid. In health, he had been so handsome he’d turned heads, of both men and women, whenever he walked down the street. Now he looked like a cadaver.
I was a new father then and had recently acquired a video camera to record Gabo’s early years. This wasn’t premeditated, I hadn’t thought it out. But now I brought the camera to Hernán Darío. “When my son grows up, I want him to know his uncle. Will you tell us about yourself, on tape?”
He was so weak he could hardly sit up. He said he was always cold, that his body felt to him like ice. It was difficult for him to speak, but he immediately agreed. He hadn’t wanted anyone to see him with his beauty all gone, but now he roused himself and looked directly into the camera. I think the camera provided a buffer. He was speaking to himself and to Gabo and to the whole world, but he wasn’t self-conscious because only the lens was looking at him. His words sounded like poetry. As he spoke honestly and openly, I thought this chance to create a documentary about his life with the help of my friend Juan Devis was evidence to him that his life mattered.
I began by wanting my son to know his uncle, but during the taping, I finally got to know my brother.
* * *
The infamous CIA interrogation manual known as KUBARK notes that prisoners held in solitary confinement develop an intense love for all living things. According to his guards, Saddam Hussein while awaiting execution saved bread from his meals to feed the birds. A released prisoner tells Diane how the sight of a spider on the wall of his cell filled him with amazement and joy. In Chicago, my friend and fellow torture survivor Neris González awakens a love of life in children exposed to gang violence by giving them, of all things, earthworms to hold. And yet it seems to work. These simple pink worms inspire a sense of wonder at the mere fact of their existence. As for my brother, society tortured him and kept him in isolation and he too looked for love in the world of nature. Hernán Darío loved trees.
“They are so beautiful, and strong. People cut them down and burn them. People damage them, but look at them: they stay serene.” He had erotic dreams about trees, making love with them, being wrapped in their arms, penetrated in every orifice by their branches. According to our father, Aristizábal is a Basque word that means forest, or a grove of many trees. Hernán Darío said, “If I’d been born a tree, I would have been a good one.” And he asked me, “Do you think trees feel pain?”
He rarely mentioned his own pain. My brother was stoic and proud. In our videotaping sessions, he talked only of the destruction mankind has wrought on the earth, on its forests and rivers, the plants and flowers and trees. When he told me about the men who molested him, he was matter-of-fact and cast no blame: “I became friends with Rafael. He seemed intelligent. He used to touch me lightly all over my body and it felt good. And then he’d give me 100 pesos to buy things for school.” I thought about how vulnerable a gay child must be to predators when an invisible wall separates him from everybody else.
Like any lover worthy of the name, my brother was willing to brave danger for his beloved. I thought of the little boy who was a scaredy-cat, the one who cried in the street till the other kids taunted, Are you a boy or a girl? (Once Hernán Darío answered Soy las dos! I am both!—too young to even know what that might mean.) Now I learned that this same timid child would climb up to Monte Quitasol, traveling through territory controlled by vicious criminals and violent gangs. He could have been assaulted, raped, or killed, but he took the chance again and again because up there on the mountaintop is where he found the natural bonsai trees. They survived in places where no one would ever expect them to grow, he told me. High up, on barren rock, a seed would find just a little bit of earth to cling to. Growing small and stunted, the bonsai would cling to life. But as new shantytowns spread higher and higher up the mountainside, the trees were threatened, all the vegetation torn up to make way for the homes of the poor. My brother would explain to the trees that he only wanted to protect them. He would ask their permission before he dug them up to carry them home where he could take care of them and love them. These were the tenacious little bonsai trees that graced our patio and that we all ignored, and in ignoring them, ignored my brother’s loneliness and disrespected his great gift.
The Puerto Rican sociologist Manolo Guzmán coined the word sexilio for the plight of gay Latin Americans who’ve felt compelled to leave their nations of origin in search of a place where they could live freely (or comparatively so) as homosexuals. I met many sexual exiles when I returned to California. In my brother’s honor and driven by my own regret and guilt, I went to work for a grassroots nonprofit that offers medical and social services to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered Latina/os infected with or affected by HIV/AIDS.
For me, living in exile from my country has meant tearing up all roots and living with a pain that doesn’t quit. I began to understand Hernán Darío had always felt like an alien, a stranger in his own land. He set the macetas of bonsai trees close together on the patio. Up on Monte Quitasol, he said, they looked so lonely. When he talked of loneliness, he was, of course talking about himself. He had no native earth, just a place as inhospitable as barren rock. The way he saw it, humans created a toxic atmosphere for him. Plants were different: “So generous. They give us oxygen even while we sleep.”
Being born gay doesn’t mean being condemned to a tragic life. Gay men can be as happy and well-adjusted as anyone else. I’m heterosexual and hardly the model of an untroubled psyche. But during the eight years I worked as a bilingual psychotherapist for gay Latinos, men came to my group when they were in crisis or in pain and much of that pain was rooted in society’s rejection and condemnation.
My group sessions didn’t focus on AIDS and HIV. There were plenty of other support groups where people could talk about their T-cell counts, the latest cocktail, and problems with side effects. Instead, we talked about life and wounds and turning points and change: “It’s not a death sentence. Everybody dies of something. You didn’t ask for this horrible thing to happen to you. You don’t deserve it. But now that it’s happened, what strengths do you find in this moment? What opportunities?” For some of my clients, the diagnosis made them take stock of their lives and opened the question of whether to reconnect with the loved ones they’d left behind.
Toño was the oldest child of a traditional Mexican family. When he was sent to military school, his inability to be the young man everyone expected him to be proved so painful that he fled to the U.S. For seven years he’d had no contact whatsoever with his family. They had no idea where he was, even whether he was dead or alive. Far from home, he felt free to explore his sexuality. Because of the values that had been instilled in him, however, he hated himself for being gay. He turned to alcohol the way my brother had turned to crack. Toño ended up on the streets, had promiscuous sex with whomever he found there, and was near death several times because of alcohol poisoning.
One day in detox, he was told he was HIV+. He’d never heard of HIV and had no idea what it meant. His diagnosis led him to my therapy group. For the first time, he found acceptance in a community. We talked a lot about the ways in which his rejection of himself had affected every aspect of his life. While medication kept the virus in check, he stayed sober and started a small business selling belts and other leather goods at the Grand Central Market downtown. It’s not like he was a news-making success story in achieving the American Dream, but Toño—up on his feet now and building his life—finally contacted his family. “I’m alive and I’m in Los Angeles. I’m HIV+, but I’m earning a living and I’m okay.”
En familia (In the family) was the title of a group of short plays I directed in collaboration with Fernando Castro’s performance group, Ta’yer. We invited gay Latinos to write pieces drawn from their own experience. We produced the show at a local church to give the men a chance to perform in public and at the same time sensitize the community to the realities of their lives. One of my favorite short plays in the evening, La mamá de todos, honored the woman who, after her own son died, dedicated herself to visiting AIDS patients in the hospital. All the men called her “Mom.” She made note of everyone’s birthday. For many of these men, no one had celebrated the date since they left their countries of birth behind; but she did. She brought love and comfort to people who’d been abandoned by everyone else.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/23712 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!