IF YOU
TOUCHED
MY HEART




AMADEO Peralta was
raised in the midst of his father’s gang and, like all the
men of his family, grew up to be a ruffian. His father
believed that school was for sissies; you don't need
books to get ahead in life, he always said, just balls and
quick wits, and that was why he trained his boys to be
rough and ready. With time, nevertheless, he realized
that the world was changing very rapidly and that his
business affairs needed to be more firmly anchored.
The era of undisguised plunder had been replaced by
one of corruption and bribery; it was time to administer
his wealth by using modern criteria, and to improve his
image. He called his sons together and assigned them
the task of establishing friendships with influential per-
sons and of learning the legal tricks that would allow
them to continue to prosper without danger of losing
their impunity. He also encouraged them to find sweet-
hearts among the old-line families and in this way see
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whether they could cleanse the Peralta name of all its
stains of mud and blood. By then Amadeo was thirty-
two years old; the habit of seducing girls and then
abandoning them was ‘deeply ingrained; the idea of
marriage was not at all to his liking but he did not dare
disobey his father. He began to court the daughter of a
wealthy landowner whose family had lived in the same
place for six generations. Despite her suitor's murky
reputation, the girl accepted, for she was not very
attractive and was afraid of ending up an old maid. Then
began one of those tedious provincial engagements.
Wretched in a white linen suit and polished boots,
Amadeo came every day to visit his fiancée beneath the
hawklike eye of his future mother-in-law or some aunt,
and while the young lady served coffee and guava
sweets he would peek at his watch, calculating the
earliest moment to make his departure.

A few weeks before the wedding, Amadeo Peralta
had to make a business trip through the provinces and
found himself in Agua Santa, one of those towns where
nobody stays and whose name travelers rarely recall,
He was walking down a narrow street at the hour of the
siesta, cursing the heat and the oppressive, cloying
odor of mango marmalade in the air, when he heard 2
crystalline sound like water purling between stones; it
was coming from a modest house with paint flaked by
the sun and rain like most of the houses in that town.
Through the ornamental iron grille he glimpsed an
entryway of dark paving stones and whitewashed walls,
then a patio and, beyond, the surprising vision of a
young girl sitting cross-legged on the ground and cra-
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dling a blond wood psaltery on her knees. For a while
he stood and watched her.

“Come here, sweet thing,” he called finally. She
looked up, and despite the distance he could see the
startled eyes and uncertain smile in a still childish face.
“Come with me,” Amadeo ﬁéked—implored—dn a
hoarse voice,

She hesitated. The last notes lingered like a question
in the air of the patio. Peralta called again. The girl
stood up and walked toward him; he slipped his hand
through the iron grille, shot the bolt, opened the gate,
and seized her hand, all the while reciting his entire
repertoire of seduction: he swore that he had seen her
in his dreams, that he had been looking for her all his
life, that he could not let her go, and that she was the
woman fate had meant for him—all of which he could
have omitted because the girl was simple and even
though she may have been enchanted by the tone of his
voice she did not understand the meaning of his words.
Hortensia was her name, and she had just turned
fifteen; her body was tuned for its first embrace, though
she was unable to put a name to the restlessness and
temblors that shook it. It was so easy for Peralta to
lead her to his car and drive to a nearby clearing that an
hour later he had completely forgotten her. He did not
recognize her even when a week later she suddenly
appeared at his house, one hundred and forty kilome-
ters away, wearing a simple yellow cotton dress and
canvas espadrilles, her psaltery under her arm, and
inflamed with the fever of love.

Forty-seven years later, when Hortensia was rescued
from the pit in which she had been entombed, and
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newspapermen traveled from every corner of the nation
to photograph her, not even she could remember her
name or how she had got there.

The reporters accosted Amadeo Peralta: “Why did
you keep her locked up like a miserable beast?”

“Because I felt like it,” he replied calmly. By then he
was eighty, and as lucid as ever; he could not under-
stand this belated outcry over something that had hap-
pened so long ago.

He was not inclined to offer explanations. He was a
man of authority, a patriarch, a great-grandfather; no
one dared look him in the eye; even priests greeted
him with bowed head. During the course of his long life
he had multiplied the fortune he inherited from his
father; he had become owner of all the land from the
ruins of the Spanish fort to the state line, and then had
launched himself on a political career that made him the
most powerful cacique in the territory. He had married
the landowner’s ugly daughter and sired nine legitimate
descendants with her and an indefinite number of bas-
tards with other women, none of whom he remembered
since he had a heart hardened to love. The only woman
he could not entirely discard was Hortensia; she stuck
in his consciousness like a persistent nightmare. After
the brief encounter in the tall grass of an empty lot, he
had returned to his home, his work, and his insipid,
well-bred fiancée. It was Hortensia who had searched
until she found Aim, it was she who had planted herself
before him and clung to his shirt with the terrifying
submission of a slave. This is a fine kettle of fish, he
had thought; here 1 am about to get married with all
this hoopla and to-do, and now this idiot girl turns up on
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my doorstep. He wanted to be rid of her, and yet when
he saw her in her yellow dress, with those entreating
eyes, it seemed a waste not to take advantage of the
opportunity, and he decided to hide her while he found
a solution.

And so, by carelessness, really, Hortensia ended up
in the cellar of an old sugar mill that belonged to the
Peraltas, where she was to remain for a lifetime. It was
a large room, dank and dark, suffocating in summer and
in the dry season often cold at night, furnished with a
few sticks of furniture and a straw pallet. Amadeo
Peralta never took time to make her more comfortable,
despite his occasionally feeding a fantasy of making the
girl a concubine from an Oriental tale, clad in gauzy
robes and surrounded with peacock feathers, brocade
tented ceilings, stained-glass lamps, gilded furniture
with spiral feet, and thick rugs where he could walk
barefoot. He might actually have done it had Hortensia
reminded him of his promises, but she was like a wild
bird, one of those blind guacharos that live in the depths
of caves: all she needed was a little food and water.
The yellow dress rotted away and she was left naked.

“He loves me; he has always loved me,” she declared
when she was rescued by neighbors. After being locked
up for so many years she had lost the use of words and
her voice came out in spurts like the croak of a woman
on her deathbed.

For a few weeks Amadeo had spent a lot of time in
the cellar with her, satisfying an appetite he thought
insatiable. Fearing that she would be discovered, and
jealous even of his own eyes, he did not want to expose
her to daylight and allowed only a pale ray to enter
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through the tiny hole that provided ventilation. In the
darkness, they coupled frenziedly, their skin burning
and their hearts impatient as carnivorous crabs. In that
cavern all odors and tastes were heightened to the
extreme. When they touched, each entered the other’s
being and sank into the other’s most secret desires.
There, voices resounded in repeated echoes; the walls
returmed amplified murmurs and kisses. The cellar
became a sealed flask in which they wallowed like playful
twins swimming in amniotic fluid, two swollen, stupefied
fetuses. For days they were lost in an absolute intimacy
they confused with love.

When Hortensia fell asleep, her lover went out to
look for food and before she awakened returned with
renewed energy to resume the cycle of caresses. They
should have made love to each other until they died of
desire; they should have devoured one another or
flamed like mirrored torches, but that was not to be.
What happened instead was more predictable and ordi-
nary, much less grandiose. Before a month had passed,
Amadeo Peralta tired of the games, which they were
beginning to repeat; he sensed the dampness eating
into his joints, and he began to feel the attraction of
things outside the walls of that grotto. It was time to
return to the world of the living and to pick up the reins
of his destiny.

“You wait for me here. I'm going out and get very
rich. I'll bring you gifts and dresses and jewels fit for a
queen,” he told her as he said goodbye.

“I want children,” said Hortensia.

“Children, no; but you shall have dolls.”

In the months that followed, Peralta forgot about the
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dresses, the jewels, and the dolls. He visited Hortensia
when he thought of her, not always to make love,
sometimes merely to hear her play some old melody on
her psaltery; he liked to watch her bent over the
instrument, strumming chords. Sometimes he was in
such a rush that he did not even speak; he filled her
water jugs, left her a sack filled with provisions, and
departed. Once he forgot about her for nine days, and
found her on the verge of death; he realized then the
need to find someone to help care for his prisoner,
because his family, his travels, his business, and his
social engagements occupied all his time. He chose a
tight-mouthed Indian woman to fill that role. She kept
the key to the padlock, and regularly came to clean the
cell and scrape away the lichens growing on Hortensia's
body like pale delicate flowers almost invisible to the
naked eye and redolent of tilled soil and neglected
things.

“Weren't you ever sorry for that poor woman?” they
asked when they arrested her as well, charging her
with complicity in the kidnapping. She refused to an-
swer but stared straight ahead with expressionless
eyes and spat a black stream of tobacco.

No, she had felt no pity for her; she believed the
woman had a calling to be a slave and was happy being
one, or else had been born an idiot and like others in
her situation was better locked up then exposed to the
jeers and perils of the street. Hortensia had done
nothing to change her jailer’s opinion; she never exhib-
ited any curiosity about the world, she made no attempt
to go outside for fresh air, and she complained about
nothing. She never seemed bored; her mind had
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stopped at some moment in her childhood, and solitude
in no way disturbed her. She was, in fact, turning into a
subterranean creature. There in her tomb her senses
grew sharp and she learned to see the invisible; she
was surrounded by hallucinatory spirits who led her by
the hand to other universes. She left behind a body .
huddled in a corner and traveled through starry space
like a messenger particle, living in a dark land beyond
reason. Had she had a mirror, she would have been
terrified by her appearance; as she could not see
herself, however, she was not witness to her deterio-
ration: she was unaware of the scales sprouting from
her skin, or the silkworms that had spun a nest in her
long, tangled hair, or the lead-colored clouds covering
eyes already dead from peering into shadows. She did
not feel her ears growing to capture external sounds,

even the faintest and most distant, liks the laughter of
children at school recess, the ice-cream vendor’s bell,

birds in flight, or the murmuring river. Nor did she
realize that her legs, once graceful and firm, were
growing twisted as they adjusted to moving in that
confined space, to crawling, nor that her toenails were
thickening like an animal’s hooves, her bones changing
into tubes of glass, her belly caving in, and a hump
forming on her back. Only her hands, forever occupied
with the psaltery, maintained their shape and size,

although her fingers had forgotten the melodies they
had once known and now extracted from the instrument
the unvoiced sob trapped in her breast. From a dis-
tance, Hortensia resembled a tragic circus monkey; on
closer view, she inspired infinite pity. She was totally
ignorant of the malignant transformations taking place;
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in her mind she held intact the image of herself as the
young girl she had last seen reflected in the window of
Amadeo Peralta’s automobile the day he had driven her
to this lair. She believed she was as pretty as ever, and
continued to act as if she were; the memory of beauty
crouched deep inside her and only if someone ap-
proached very close would he have glimpsed it beneath
the external facade of a prehistoric dwarf.

All the while, Amadeo Peralta, rich and feared, cast
the net of his power across the region. Every Sunday
he sat at the head of a long table occupied by his sons
and nephews, cronies and accomplices, and special
guests such as politicians and generals whom he treated
with a hearty cordiality tinged with sufficient arrogance
to remind everyone who was master here. Behind his
back, people whispered about his victims, about how
many he had ruined or caused to disappear, about
bribes to authorities: there was talk that he had made
half his fortune from smuggling, but no one was dis-
posed to seek the proof of his transgressions. It was
also rumored that Peralta kept a woman prisoner in a
cellar. That aspect of his black deeds was repeated with
more conviction even than stories of his crooked deal-
ings; in fact, many people knew about it, and with time
it became an open secret.

One afternoon on a very hot day, three young boys
played hooky from school to swim in the river. They
spent a couple of hours splashing around on the muddy
bank and then wandered off toward the old Peralta sugar
mill that had been closed two generations earlier when
cane ceased to be a profitable crop. The mill had the
reputation of being haunted; people said you could hear
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sounds of devils, and many had seen a disheveled old
witch invoking the spirits of dead slaves. Excited by
their adventure, the boys crept onto the property and
approached the mill. Soon they were daring enough to
enter the ruins; they ran through large rooms with thick
adobe walls and termite-riddled beams; they picked
their way through weeds growing from the floor,
mounds of rubbish and dog shit, rotted roof tiles, and
snake nests. Making jokes to work up their courage,
egging each other on, they came to the huge roofless
room that contained the ruined sugar presses; here rain
and sun had created an impossible garden, and the boys
thought they could detect a lingering scent of sugar and
sweat. Just as they were growing bolder they heard,
clear as a bell, the notes of a monstrous song. Trem-
bling, they almost retreated, but the lure of horror was
stronger than their fear, and they huddled there, listen-
ing, as the last note drilled into their foreheads. Grad-
ually, they were released from their paralysis; their
fear evaporated and they began looking for the source
of those weird sounds so different from any music they
had ever known. They discovered a small trapdoor in
the floor, closed with a lock they could not open. They
rattled the wood planks that sealed the entrance and
were struck in the face by an indescribable odor that
reminded them of a caged beast. They called but no
one answered; they heard only a hoarse panting on the
other side. Finally they ran home to shout the news
that they had discovered the door to hell.

The children’s uproar could not be stilled, and thus
the neighbors finally proved what they had suspected
for decades. First the boys’ mothers came to peer

98




If You Touched My Heart

through the cracks in the trapdoor; they, too, heard
the terrible notes of the psaltery, so different from the
banal melody that had attracted Amadeo Peralta the day
he had paused in a small alley in Agua Santa to dry
sweat from his forehead. The mothers were followed
by throngs of curicus and, last of all, after a crowd had
already gathered, came the police and firemen, who
chopped open the door and descended into the hole
with their lamps and equipment. In the cave they found
a naked creature with flaccid skin hanging in pallid folds;
this apparition had tangled gray hair that dragged the
floor, and moaned in terror of the noise and light. It
was Hortensia, glowing with a mother-of-pearl phospho-
rescence under the steady beams of the fire fighters’
lanterns; she was nearly blind, her teeth had rotted
away, and her legs were so weak she could barely
stand. They only sign of her human origins was the
ancient psaltery clasped to her breast.

The news stirred indignation throughout the country.
Television screens and newspapers displayed pictures
of the woman rescued from the hole where she had
spent her life, now, at least, half clothed in a cloak
someone had tossed around her shoulders. In only a
few hours, the indifference that had swrounded the

-prisoner for almost half a century was converted into a

passion to avenge and succor her. Neighbors impro-
vised lynch parties for Amadeo Peralta; they stormed
his house, dragged him out, and had the guardia not
arrived in time, would have torn him limb from limb in
the plaza. To assuage their guilt for having ignored
Hortensia for so many years, everyone wanted to do
something for her. They collected money to provide
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her a pension, they gathered tons of clothing and
medicine she did not need, and several welfare organi-
zations were given the task of scraping the filth from
her body, cutting her hair, and outfitting her from head
to toe, so she looked like an ordinary old lady. The
nuns offered her a bed in a shelter for indigents, and
for several months kept her tied up to prevent her from
running back to her cellar, until finally she grew accus-
tomed to daylight and resigned to living with other
human beings. o '

Taking advantage of the public furor fanned by the
press, Amadeo Peralta’s numerous enemies finally
gathered courage to launch an attack against him. Au-
thorities who for years had overlooked his abuses fell
upon him with the full fury of the law. The story
occupied everyone's attention long enough to see the
former caudillo in prison, and then faded and died away.
Rejected by family and friends, a symbol of all that is
abominable and abject, harassed by both jailers and
companions-in-misfortune, Peralta spent the rest of his
days in prison. He remained in his cell, never venturing
into the courtyard with the other inmates. From there,
he could hear the sounds from the street.

Every day at ten in the morning, Hortensia, with the
faltering step of a madwoman, tottered down to the
prison where she handed the guard at the gate a warm
saucepan for the prisoner.

“He almost never left me hungry,” she would tell the
guard in an apologetic tone. Then she would sit in the
street to play her psaltery, wresting from it moans of
agony impossible to bear. In the hope of distracting her
or silencing her, some passersby gave her money.
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Crouched on the other side of the wall, Amadeo
Peralta heard those sounds that seemed to issue from
the depths of the earth and course through every nerve
in his body. This daily castigation must mean some-
thing, but he could not remember what. From time to
time he felt something like a stab of guilt, but immedi-
ately his memory failed and images of the past evapo-
rated in a dense mist. He did not know why he was in
that tomb, and gradually he forgot the world of light and
lost himself in his misfortiune.
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