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~ a novel of domestic violence 
inspired by true events

CLARISSA 
The flight of a monarch butterfly

María Elena Lavaud





It’s a natural history epic. It’s a compelling detective story. It’s 

a scientific adventure at its best. It took Dr. Fred Urquhart al-

most 40 years to discover the monarch butterflies’ se-

cret hideaway and prove the most incredible migration on 

Earth. Following the year-long annual migration cycle of 

the butterflies, the award-winning production team filmed 

hundreds of millions of monarchs in their remote overwin-

tering sanctuaries in Mexico in 2011 and again in 2012 and 

also along their migratory routes from Canada, across the 

U.S. and into Mexico. The technology of IMAX® immerses 

you in the astounding migration experience as two genera-

tions of the butterflies migrate north and then a Super Gen-

eration miraculously finds its way from Canada to a few iso-

lated mountaintops in Mexico – to a place it has never been! 

This is the butterfly that Clarissa has tattooed in the area of 

her groin and over her heart.





Woe to the generation whose judges 

deserve to be judged!

Talmud





To female victims…. in honor of the Monarch butterfly.

May they have the courage to not be afraid.

To Vito, the true one, in the name of St. Teresa de Jesús.

To my teachers.

  To my daughter Ivanna Rosalie. For her, always.
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• • •

The mall had just opened. I had thought about not showing 

up, but that thought caused me more panic than the fear I felt 

when I heard his voice on the cell phone giving me orders 

where to park—in C-2; to leave the car there, take the escala-

tor next to the supermarket, go down two levels, go through 

the door and walk to the white SUV with tinted windows. It 

was early enough that he would be the only one parked there. 

I walked firmly, trying to control the fear that I invariably 

felt, but which no longer paralyzed me. At first I was sur-

prised getting that call, with him talking to me in a civ-

il tone. Then I hesitated and again had my doubts about 

the reason for the encounter, but I did not doubt the con-

sequences of what would happen to me if I decided not to 

show up. 

I got into the SUV on the passenger side, but no sooner had I 

closed the door than the sudden sight of a hooded man com-

ing at me from behind made me wet my pants. He quick-

ly covered my mouth and pinned me down with his fore-

arm against my neck; then, another hooded guy, also there 

in the empty space in the back where the seat had been re-

moved, was pointing a revolver at me. He was there behind 

the steering wheel with a sheet of paper and a recorder that 

looked even more threatening to me than the possibility of 

being shot. 

Amid the insults and the inevitable ultimatums, he de-

manded that I use the recorder to confess to wrongdoings 
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that I did not commit . He also insisted that I sign the paper 

detailing acts of infidelity I had never perpetrated. I refused 

and vehemently rejected his demands despite my frailty 

and terrible vulnerability. My whole body trembled, exud-

ing terror, but I refused. Over and over I refused, knowing I 

could not get out of this situation unscathed. 

While the hooded brute continued to obey his order to keep 

a gun trained on me, his mood changed in direct propor-

tion to my refusal to obey. He gritted his teeth each time he 

uttered a new threat, and his ears became blood-red from 

the pressures assaulting his head in his rage and bafflement. 

With one hand he took a pill for his pressure and with the 

other he squeezed my neck, practically crushing my lips 

against the recorder. Again, I refused. 

Bitch. You’re gonna starve to death. You’re nothing but a piece of garbage. Look at 

yourself, asshole. What a worthless piece of trash. Ugly, wrinkled, despicable. 

A fuckup. Totally useless. Who gave you permission to get your hair cut, you 

imbecile? You’re gonna be eating shit for the rest of your life, poor thing. Who 

do you think you are? You’re not gonna to fuck with me, bitch, I swear. I re-

fused. Over and over, I refused to refuse myself as a woman. 

It wasn’t necessary for them to tie me up and try to make me 

submit. Over the last two years my will was the only thing 

that had developed strong muscles. I weighed barely 98 

pounds. With a gesture, he ordered one of the masked men 

to drag me into the back of the vehicle, which he did, all the 

while pointing his gun at me. He too, climbed inside. The 

other hooded guy got out of the car to stand guard a few me-

ters distant.
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Now you’re gonna see what’s good for you. He ripped my blouse open. 

You’re asking for it! The hooded guy continued to point his 

gun at me. Damn you, Clarissa! Damn you! He unzipped me and 

pulled my pants down in one rough stroke. Just look how easy it 

was for you to sign that paper, bitch! I glared at him as tears ran si-

lently down my face; I had gotten used to crying without 

making a sound. Stop staring at me, idiot! He slapped me. You’re 

never gonna get rid of me; you still don’t get that? He pushed his thing 

inside me. Now it’s your turn, Joaquin, to show this idiot woman that I’m 

just a baby compared to you—as he ceded his place to the hooded 

guy. And make it quick!.

I closed my tear-drenched eyes again and gave myself over 

to some kind of infinite pressure as if finding myself at the 

bottom of the sea. My membranes adjusted to counteract 

the intensity of the shrill, penetrating whistling I heard as I 

fell, inch by inch, into my own dark, searing depths. When 

I opened my eyes again, I found myself back in court, fac-

ing a shrieking judge calling for an ambulance. To my left, 

with my distorted peripheral vision, I saw him on the floor, 

gasping for air. He was staring at me from between the sher-

iff’s legs, past the security guards who were trying to help 

him. His breathing stopped in a matter of seconds; he could 

no longer inhale. He was looking at me, trying to yell some-

thing but could not. Now it was he who was going on a jour-

ney, this time never coming back, to the depths of his own 

misery. Some paradox. Of all the women I have been, I have 

no idea what I might have seemed to him at that moment, 

but, for sure, my face was the last thing he saw before he died.
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• • •

My full name is Clarissa Amador López de Obregón. I was 

born in Caracas in the late sixties. One day, I don’t remember 

how or why I decided that I cared more about others than I 

did about myself. I was so very young, so innocent. 

I am the daughter of Rigoberto López de Obregón and Sara 

Lucinda Amador Suárez. I was the oldest of four children, 

and that has been a real test in my life; always having to lead 

by example; always being perfect; never making mistakes. 

Obey, do the right thing; follow through; lead by example 

over and over again. So little space for me, and I accepted 

these things from the very beginning! How stupid!

My parents are practicing Catholics, believers; they’re fanat-

ics. That’s it. Period. Yes, fanatics. What good does it do to 

kneel for hours, pray fervently with one’s mouth and not 

practice what’s preached? What good are Christian study 

groups, joining the congregation or going on the evange-

lizing missions? What good are lengthy cloistered retreats 

and vows of silence every year? Are they possibly just a way 

of asking me to shut up about my own misery? Such silence 

is useless. Those years of silence are what got me into a pris-

on, a cell. But now I do hear that silence. I hear it. Yes I do 

hear it now. 

Some people say that one is master of our own destiny, that 

one chooses the parents and family we will have even before 

being born; and those who believe in reincarnation and kar-

ma say that we are nothing but pure spirit before we become 
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mortal flesh. I cannot imagine why I would ever choose to 

be where I have ended up. Who would choose suffering, 

derision and pain as the reason for living life? It makes no 

sense. I prefer to believe that destiny is in the stars, that there 

are clear nights and dark nights—it all depends on the light 

you have inside yourself. I have learned to see in the dark-

ness. I know how to do that. At least I have that advantage.

I had a privileged childhood as did my siblings and cousins. 

I had the love of my family, a good academic education, for-

eign travel and vacation holidays on the two farms my par-

ents owned. I had practically everything, it’s true. My father 

is the oldest of eight siblings. While still very young, he be-

came a father figure to his seven brothers and sisters after his 

grandfather died of cancer. He was a pillar of strength to my 

grandmother as she raised my aunts and uncles, and that’s 

why we grew up as a close-knit family. My father was the au-

thority, the point of reference and our home was the family 

gathering place. Even to this day he does evangelizing work 

on weekends and holidays when not tending to his business 

activities and family. Mom too.

I grew up in an environment of strictness and compliance: 

get up at six o’clock, eat breakfast, go to school, return home, 

do my homework, shower, eat supper, go to bed. Very little 

time for play or recreation. Well, I could play, yes, but the re-

sponsibility of being “the oldest and leading by example” 

had more weight, not just with regard to my siblings but also 

my cousins. That obligation was on the daily menu, hand-

ed to me at breakfast time and at dinner. “Your father’s most 

cherished aspiration is to accompany you to the altar, you 
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veiled and crowned, all dressed in white—a fit vestal virgin 

ready for home and children.” That was mom’s persistent 

prayer, day after day. 

She always insisted that I must never tell my friends at school 

if ever there were any squabbles at home, because “dirty laun-

dry” must be washed at home, not outside the family. It was 

hard for me to understand this because, in truth, I never wit-

nessed arguments or fights at home. But, years later I under-

stood the meaning of this warning. It had to do with uncle 

Antonio. His marriage was not going well—something that 

we cousins never found out about   until the divorce. Uncle An-

tonio was the first to put a black mark on the centuries-old his-

tory of the López Obregón family. Now I can’t help but think 

about how many things my own mother might have had to 

put up with in order to proudly strut her 52 years of marriage. 

I received no sex education whats o ever at home—noth-

ing—not even elementary notions. It just wasn’t an issue for 

the family. It was as though the subject didn’t even exist and, 

well, I was weighed down with so many duties and obliga-

tions that I had little room for curiosity. Hence the term “vir-

gin at marriage” had no real importance or meaning for me. 

I thought it was about the integral perfection that had always 

been asked of me. It was too late when I finally understood 

its meaning, and when I was a 16-year-old adolescent, I be-

gan to pay the price for vanished chastity. 

I had grown up in a bubble: Study  hard, go on vacations 

at the farm in the mountains or at  the beach house, or go 
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skiing. Come back, study hard, return from vacation with 

the family. Good God! What a metaphor just came to mind! 

Bubble? Does that mean that I grew up in an enclosure, 

that I went from one to another? God almighty! Now I see 

it! That’s it! How could I not see it before? But how could I 

have seen it? What could I have compared it to? That was all I 

knew until that day, when everything that I didn’t know hit 

me all at once. 

• • •

Getting the prosecutor for the victim to hear my grievance 

turned out to be more painful than the bruises and scars on 

my body. I was finally able to get a settlement hearing be-

fore a judge at which each party could present its allegations. 

I was determined to go all the way with this, and in this pro-

cess Toto played a major role. At the time, he was only 15 

years old and, although he was still not physically mature, 

he had done his best to protect me from the attacks that inev-

itably caused me to end up in the hospital. This time I near-

ly lost an eye and my peripheral vision was really messed up.

I was taken to the emergency room and, after a preliminary 

examination, the female doctor on call made her diagnosis: 

traumatic brain injury with damage to the left eye; a broken 

nose; two broken teeth; a triple fracture of the lower jaw; a 

fracture of the lower left rib cage; three broken toes on the 

left foot smashed with a hammer. My condition was defi-

nitely aggravated by my being underweight and my slight 

build; I was just 5 feet 4 inches tall and weighed only 86 

pounds. I also had what is known as “wasting syndrome.” 
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It was Toto who found me locked in the closet. Marco had left 

half an hour earlier banging the door and screaming just like 

he does every time we fight. Dear Patty, my youngest, again 

turned the TV on full blast as she does every time the yelling 

begins. Juan Marco, my oldest, had left earlier to check out 

the new present his father had given him: it was the keys to a 

SUV that a company clerk left parked across the street. 

Toto started counting the minutes when he heard the door 

slam and heard the sound of the engine of Marco’s tint-

ed-window white SUV. Upon hearing my first screams and 

the cold, dry sound of my body being battered, he ran to his 

usual hiding place behind the old wardrobe in Juan Marco’s 

bedroom next to ours. It was there that he had spent his first 

few months in our home. At first the kids, out of pure mis-

chief and also to keep Toto out of Marco’s way—and whose 

presence he didn’t completely tolerate at home—improvised 

a comfortable loft which they made on top of the furniture 

which they piled with cushions there, so Toto felt even more 

comfortable than a Bedouin would ensconced in his tent. 

At this point he had his own room, but it was small and 

downstairs, out of Marco’s sight, who only tolerated him to 

please the other kids; so whenever Toto perceived signs of 

another domestic episode, he preferred to hide in his loft so 

he could be closer to my room. This time he tried to come 

between Marco and me, but suddenly he got pushed aside 

and found himself outside the room. “If you keep meddling 

I’m gonna kick your ass outa the house!” yelled Marco, to-

tally out of control. 
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Toto waited a tolerable amount of time trying to listen 

through the door for any kind of signal. He emerged from 

his loft, knocked on my door, then opened it. To his surprise 

it wasn’t locked this time. Then he checked out the room, 

stifling his horror at seeing my perfume bottles shattered 

and scattered on the floor; the bed in total disarray, sheets 

stained with blood as were some of my torn dresses, strewn 

and lying on the floor next to the closet. When he emerged 

from the room to look around the rest of the house, he heard 

my moans from inside the closet on the left-side wall of the 

vestier. He approached and listened intently. 

“Mamá Clarissa, you in there?” He tried to open the door but 

it was locked.

“Rip open my pillow, Toto, and look for a copy of the key in 

there,” I sputtered. 

We arrived at the clinic just in time for them to treat my in-

ternal bleeding. The neighbors had responded quickly to 

Toto’s yelling and my trip to the clinic took place with no 

time to spare. During my several days in intensive care, he 

was there at the foot of the bed, making sure I was OK and 

breathing. When he saw that I opened my eyes, he came 

running to the head of the bed and, holding my left hand, 

unknowingly infused into me a powerful burst of energy 

that enabled me to make my decision. “Mamá Clarissa, I love 

you and I will always be at your side, but you have to do 

something to put a stop to this! If you don’t, then I will,” he 

said, tears streaming from his eyes. 
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Months earlier I had timidly begun an active continent-wide 

cyber campaign against gender violence, sponsored by a 

non-governmental organization. Gradually, from the re-

stricted state in which I found myself, Toto, undetected, col-

laborated with me and helped me create codes and pass-

words, and I found a way to be in contact with the outside 

world using one of the boys’ computers while he was away 

at school. One day I asked Toto to help me in my plan, and 

without saying a word, as if knowing what I wanted to do, he 

showed me how to proceed. I didn’t know where to begin. I 

was dealing with a host of fears that often didn’t allow me to 

see my own situation clearly. Even if I would eat just a small 

amount of food, my fears and anguish would give me per-

sistent insomnia. My mother tormented me with her views 

on married life, even though I would always despairingly lis-

ten to her: “Dirty laundry is to be washed at home. He’s the 

man that you chose and, remember, marriage is for life.” 

“No one’s here. You are a nobody; just a heap of ashes and a broom; a dull knife 

and a feather duster; skin hanging on bones; a dry bunch of grapes; a black 

hole, and in the bottom of the hole, the eyes of a girl who drowned a thousand 

years ago; eyes buried in a pit; eyes that have seen us from the very beginning; 

eyes of a young girl in an old mother who in her grown son sees a young father; 

the look of a mother in the only girl child who in her father sees a young son; 

eyes that look at us from the depths of life and yet are death traps. Or is it the 

other way around? To fall into those eyes is to return to real life. Fall, return, I 

dream my dream and may others dream of other future eyes, of another life, of 

other clouds; me, I die a different death.”

Octavio Paz remained a distant figure and the literature I 

dreamed of studying in college remained that—just a dream. 
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So, I couldn’t do that either. I had to work really hard which 
enabled me to receive the honor summa cum laude in business 
administration, but it was by doing assignments and taking 
exams for Marco as well, so that he could also obtain the title 
that his family expected of him, under the threat of remov-
ing him from his position as general manager of the com-
pany they had granted him at the young age of 19. He con-
stantly threatened me with revealing all to my family, which 
would cause me to panic immediately. 

Marco entered the waiting room at the clinic screaming 
piercingly that he was my husband. “Where is she?” he de-
manded haughtily of the nurse. Before she could answer 
him my father, Rigoberto, tried to reason with him. 

“This is the emergency room, Marco, please.” 

“Where is she?” he yelled. “I’m taking her home immedi-
ately! Nothing’s wrong with her!” 

“For God’s sake, Marco! Clarissa’s in bad shape! How dare 
you?” Dad implored in a low voice, quietly trying to induce 
him to adopt a more discreet tone. 

“She’s gotten what she deserves for being such a tramp! 

“Marco! For the love of Jesus!” he insisted, “the boys are in 
the next room!” 

“They’re no sons of mine! Your daughter is a tramp and I’m 
taking her home now! There’s nothing wrong with her; this 
is just another of her tricks!” 

The female doctor on duty told him she needed authoriza-
tion to further examine me and to complete her diagnostics 
in order to provide the most appropriate treatment. 



22

MARÍA ELENA LAVAUD

“Doctor, what am I supposed to do?” asked my father 

insistently.

“No way!” interrupted Marco. “I’m the husband and I’m the 

one who decides! There will be no further examinations. 

I’m taking her home now! Hand her over.” 

“I’m afraid that for the moment that is impossible” respond-

ed the doctor. “We must carry out further tests on her to 

complete the diagnosis. Her condition is serious. 

“I will not sign off on that! I’m taking her home!” 

“What is your first and last name, sir?”

“Marco Lizardi.” I am her husband and I do not authorize 

further examinations. 

“Mr. Lizardi, a few minutes ago we moved this patient to the 

intensive care unit. She has internal bleeding and multiple 

injuries. Her condition is serious. We have sedated her. Un-

der such circumstances we will not discharge her. I’m sor-

ry. We will keep you informed. In a few minutes I will come 

back to see if you have reconsidered your position. It is for 

the good of the patient.” 

I was in IC for two weeks before I was finally, discharged, with 

the recommendation to go back in two weeks for an overall 

checkup. Meanwhile, absolute bed rest, good nutrition, anal-

gesics, anti-inflammatories and sleeping pills, if necessary. 

Every evening Mom came to the house to be with me and to 

help me with the most difficult of the daily chores. Night-

time hours had their own ghosts—that time of day when 

fears flare up and anxiety gains ground. 
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She never imagined things could get this bad. She always 

downplayed my problems and even the assaults I endured. 

But this time it was just too much. “You have nothing to dis-

cuss with that man. You must avoid provoking him to avoid 

more ‘accidents,’ she told me. Despite the condition I was in, 

she preferred to believe it was all an accident, even though 

I had told her a thousand times that Marco’s actions toward 

me were nothing but domestic violence. “The thing is, you 

provoke him,” she would say. 

In my Mom’s view of things, I had to accept all Marco’s pro-

nouncements as if they were holy scripture. It was precise-

ly because I contradicted him that our bitter argument end-

ed in the clinic. 

I was opposed to Juan Marco’s being given an SUV. He was 

not doing well in school, and such a gift was an undeserved 

reward. “I give my children whatever the hell I feel like giv-

ing them; you have no say in these matters; you’re a bad 

mother, just garbage. And you claim to love your children; 

you’re just a self-seeking nobody. So, shut up, woman. I’m 

not going to listen to more crap from you. So go to the room 

and do what I say; I mean now!” 

That was the beginning of the quarrel. Patty, who knew ex-

actly what was coming each time I was ordered to go to the 

bedroom, immediately ran to her own room to escape and  

turned on the TV, the volume blaring. At first she hid un-

der the bed, but even from there she could hear the sounds 

of violence, the shouting and the banging, but for a week 

she would say nothing, with me wearing my dark glasses 
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and only long-sleeved and high-necked blouses. She knew 

what had gone on. She wouldn’t talk about it even with her 

brothers, but there was sadness on her face. Every evening I 

would help her with her homework, and in silence I would 

always get those grateful hugs of understanding. That was 

all I needed. We both knew exactly what was going on. 

That afternoon, Juan Marco came home pleased at having 

boasted to his friends about his new SUV, at the very mo-

ment the neighbors were getting me out of the house to take 

me to the clinic. He immediately called his father to tell him 

what was going on. 

My recovery was slow and was seasoned with a good mea-

sure of harassment and cruelty. I was getting no fewer than 

20 phone calls a day, either to my cell or to the house phone. 

He would show up at unexpected times, like that morning 

when he found me outdoors in the garden in front of the 

house. “I won’t pay for even one more of your whims; not 

your Tampax, not your cigarettes or any other damn thing. 

You’re just a slut. What you’re after is someone to maintain 

you while you’re out working the streets.” 

In spite of my frail physical condition, a powerful inner force 

enabled me to get myself up from the rocker and confront 

him as I had never done before. I told him things I hadn’t 

even dared to think of before. “You know what? It’s true, 

and you’re right! I’ve been unfaithful. I’ve been unfaithful to 

you many times— a hundred thousand times—in spite of 

your assaults, your bullying, your paranoia and your bestial 

friends! And, you know how? Right here, Marco, right here; 
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take a good look, right here in my head, in my mind, in my 

thoughts. So, what do you think of that? How are you go-

ing to control that, huh? Now, just finish me off once and for 

all! Well, go on! What is it that you want? Why do you even 

come near me? So, kill me once and for all! Show me you 

have guts and kill me, you contemptable criminal, because 

I’ve stopped being afraid of you!”

Marco was uncharacteristically silent for the first time, then 

turned around and departed. As I watched the white SUV 

with tinted windows disappear at the end of the street, I be-

gan to tremble and, once again, I had peed my pants.

• • •

The settlement hearing was a complete waste of time. I spent 

weeks working with my lawyers and the prosecutor to set in 

motion a criminal complaint of domestic violence. Despite 

my presenting prodigious evidence, the prosecutor’s indict-

ment was rejected, and the decision in a summary proce-

dure only involved alimony payments which Marco was or-

dered to begin making from that day on, as well as paying 

for the children’s schooling, medical insurance and extra-

curricular activities. Additionally, the court laid down in-

terim protection measures by which Marco was to stay away 

from us. He was ordered to hand over the house keys and 

to respect the visitation requirements, which would be ac-

cording to the children’s wishes. With this ruling, the pos-

sibility of having the first criminal prosecution for domestic 

violence in Venezuela had vanished.
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To me it felt as if the world was coming to an end. After 

weeks of being subjected to forensic examinations, to inter-

rogations during which I invariably had to re-live the vio-

lence and fear; after being obliged to have my children testi-

fy—each one of being subjected to long psychological tests; 

after enduring a settlement hearing where, once again, 

Marco harassed and offended me in front of everyone, in 

the end we were not able to press charges that would lead to 

a criminal trial.

When I left the courtroom, head down and feeling the earth 

opening up beneath me with every step, a woman came up 

to me as I neared the exit. “Clarissa, they call me ‘TT’; I’m 

Taimar Torres, a legal affairs reporter. Are you going to ap-

peal this decision?” I told her I would rather not talk about 

the matter just then. She handed me her card in case at some 

point I would like to contact her, then congratulated me for 

my attempt to take legal action, but not before letting me 

know that gender violence had also affected her personal-

ly. Her own mother had died victim of her spousal violence.

When the day arrived that I was finally able to gather enough 

strength to press charges at the nearest police station, I had 

memorized every letter of the law. To do this was the first 

recommendation of the human rights activist with whom 

I had been in contact via covert emails. My body had been  

traumatized, but even more-so my self-esteem; but in spite 

of this, I was now filled with new courage just thinking of 

my children and about an explanation I was never able to 

give them to justify the kind of life we were leading.
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Upon arriving at the police station, the attending officer, 
even after noticing the fresh bruises on my face and arms, 
told me to wait in the reception area. A middle-aged wom-
an was reporting the theft of her car to another disinter-
ested officer who was looking at her out of the corner of 
his eye, making no effort to expedite the daily reporting 
of another stolen vehicle. After half an hour, during which 
time I thought a thousand times about running out of there, 
it was finally my turn to present my detailed accusation, 
show them my wounds and try to seek justice. The officer, 
who was listening intently, began questioning me in a flir-
tatious manner:

“You sure you want to press charges, love?

“What?” I said, feeling a new wave of panic.

“I think you ought to think this through, don’t you? Be-
cause in the end you’ll just end up losing the one who pro-
vides for you.”

“Officer, I’m showing you these bruises because I want to 
press charges. I want protection for myself and for my chil-
dren,” I said with firm determination.

“If he hit you it was because you did something,” he said 
menacingly. “And some women like to be punched, am I 
right or not?

“So, as far as you’re concerned, I’m not a human being and 

not deserving of respect.” I said as I opened my bag to take 

out the printout of the law I had been carrying around with 

me everywhere for months. “How is it that you are not 

aware of this law—just why is that? Would you like for me to 
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read from this article where it states that you must allow me 

to press charges, or would you rather not waste your time 

and finish with me now?”

That was the first step. Now, even with this adverse ruling, 

which for the moment eliminated the possibility of any 

criminal prosecution, I was more convinced than ever that 

I must persist, whatever the cost. I had already endured the 

unbearable for deciding to fight for my freedom, for my dig-

nity and for my most basic rights. I would appeal and contin-

ue to prepare.

I kept the reporter’s business card in a safe place and—still 

overflowing with disappointment and anguish—I imme-

diately started with two lawyers to plan my next steps—a fa-

ther-and-son team—old acquaintances of my parents’ fam-

ily. At times I was fearful of my own resolve and strength 

which so many times I had enabled me to arise from my ash-

es and carry on. There were times when I didn’t know just 

how far I could go; as I worked to achieve my goal, I be-

came infused with such incredible strength that at times I 

was afraid myself.

With this court ruling, I had now received two bad piec-

es of news. The first was finding out that Marco had sold a 

property in Miami that we had bought with money given 

to us as a wedding gift; the second was the sale of an apart-

ment which I had bought with inheritance money given me 

by my godmother, Lucía . According to the legal pertinent 

documents, these properties were deeded ‘either/or’—i.e. 

either me or Marco, which made it easy for him to quickly 
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pull off the sales transaction. However, there was another 

allegation that we had put forward regarding the sham sale 

of yet another piece of property. My lawyers told me that the 

case would be impossible to lose, that evidence of fraud was 

clear: Marco had had a woman pose as my person at the reg-

istry and made a bogus sale to company that turned out to 

be fictitious— the shareholders of which were two of his 

cousins by marriage. Clearly, two felonies, made possible 

only by having the upper hand in the judiciary and a lot of 

money in the mix.

Marco came and went to and from the house whenever he 

felt like it. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or worried. 

Sometimes I couldn’t tell whether it was better for him to 

be there or if the harassment was worse by his not being 

there. I didn’t have a job; he never allowed me to. He had a 

need to control my every movement, all my activities, even 

my breathing. Nor was it an easy decision to file for divorce. 

I was with the children in Miami. I had managed to have 

him sign the travel permit by threatening him for the first 

time, telling and showing his parents what he had done to 

me. I had a broken nasal septum and a cracked right cheek-

bone. Marco signed. After that, he only saw the kids every 

two weeks. He would on a Friday morning and on Sunday 

head back to Caracas. So it went a little over a year.

Patty and Juan Marco missed him. They were always ask-

ing for him. “Why doesn’t Dad live with us? Why can’t he 

work here like our friends’ dads, so we can all be togeth-

er?” I tried to explain that Marco was in charge of the family 

business and that he was making sure to not neglect it so that 
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we could have everything we needed. I always promised the 

children to consider the idea of his coming back, but in my 

heart it was the last thing I wanted. I felt trapped, not know-

ing how to extract myself from that whole state of affairs.

Then one day Marco showed up in Miami, and once again 

was able to convince me. The children, overjoyed, ended 

up next to him and crying; then they kneeled in front of me 

begging me to come back home and carry on as the kind 

of family we deserved to be. “You are my life, Clarissa. You 

know that. I can’t live without you; I need all of you,” he 

sobbed, hugging children on his lap.

A few short months after his return, it did not prove difficult 

to substantiate Marco’s double life. The truth of the matter is 

he made little or no effort to hide his relationship with his 

lover. First, I went to the police to pressed charges and to ini-

tiate a criminal complaint based on physical and psycho-

logical violence. Then, I started the divorce proceedings for 

which I paid dearly, including an attempt at extortion and 

being raped by my own husband and his bodyguard—a 

scene that comes to me without warning and which I can 

only avert by contemplating the monarch butterfly, a tat-

too of which is there on my groin, quite close to my caesar-

ean incision. 

• • •

Within seconds the courtroom was in total chaos. My chil-

dren, seeing Marco on the floor struggling desperately to 

take in what would be his last breath of air, rushed to his side 
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while the security guards were frantically trying to help him. 

Without warning, he had collapsed in front of everybody.

Again, Toto was at my side, giving me strength, squeez-

ing my arm and assuring me in the midst of this bewilder-

ing scene. I couldn’t keep my eyes off Marco. Once again, I 

couldn’t help the panic that overcame me. There he was, ly-

ing on the floor, eyes open wide, and clearly, he was try-

ing to mumble something, his eyes fixed on me. Juan Mar-

co saw all this and immediately started yelling at me. “It 

was you! It’s your fault, Mom!” he cried in desperation as 

he watched his father convulsing on the floor. “I told you 

this court case wasn’t necessary, that things could be worked 

out by talking! If something happens to Dad, I’ll never for-

give you!” Patty tried to calm Juan Marco and get more help. 

Again, I felt the cold flowing tears running down my cheeks.

Marco was rushed to the clinic, showing no vital signs. The 

initial diagnosis was death due to respiratory arrest. The 

journalists who were covering the memorable trial alerted 

their respective newsrooms, and when the corpse reached 

the clinic several of them were there to follow up on the sto-

ry. The coroner’s report was quickly circulated among them 

and the two-pronged news became public in seconds: “Re-

spiratory arrest causes the death of the first man to be convict-

ed of domestic violence in Venezuela just minutes after being 

sentenced.” Toto and I heard the news clip on our way back 

home. We looked at each other without saying a word in a 

complicit silence that was only broken long afterwards.
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In the courtroom, after the coroner’s report had been re-

leased, the female judge ordered everyone to vacate. As a 

precautionary measure, she had forbidden anyone from 

leaving or entering the courtroom until the fate of the ac-

cused, or rather the verdict had been revealed. In any case, 

before she closed the proceedings, she had ordered a foren-

sic autopsy, which was the correct and proper decision from 

a medical and legal standpoint. As soon as she received the 

coroner’s report, it would become part of the record and the 

case would be closed. This was what my lawyers told me be-

fore advising me to go back home.

On the way home, on hearing the news clip about Marco’s 

death, silent tears once again ran down along the famil-

iar paths of my cheeks, flooding my lips with the salty taste 

of pain. “No one deserves to die, but surely there are those 

who do not deserve to carry on living. It’s all over, Mom Cla-

rissa. Take it easy now; you don’t have to be afraid any more. 

I’m here to look after you. It’s all over,” Toto said, once again 

trying to calm my sobs.

Toto belonged to a family whose fortunes had grown over the 

generations, owners of a group of companies engaged in the 

manufacture of cement. The increased wealth and the fami-

ly heritage were, until his father and he came along, inverse-

ly proportional as regards the male children—called upon to 

perpetuate the family’s last name as well as its prosperity.

He was an only child, as was his father, and far from aban-

doning a sense of self-importance, having money and the 

status of being an “only child”, a pathway to a rich inner life 
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had opened up for him. As a small child he played only with 

tools and equipment. He improvised a counter where he 

screwed in screws, nailed nails, taped up electrical projects 

and worked on anything else he could find in his father’s 

treasured toolshed, just for the pleasure of fiddling with 

them. He wore a pair of pants that Grandma Lucia had sewn 

especially for him, and he would spend hours attending to 

an imaginary client who would ask him about everything 

he would need for home repairs. After a while he would 

change clothes and, looking like a knowledgeable consum-

er, would walk around the makeshift counter and go back to 

his former position to talk to the hardware store clerk.

When he was a bit older, he would entertain himself for 

hours in a make-believe laboratory that he had begged his 

father to set up for him. He would read instructions over and 

over and would start fashioning mixtures and substances, 

imagining that he had discovered some wonderful formulas 

that would revolutionize the entire world.

He was among the top students in his class, and during re-

cess he truly enjoyed playing with his peers, especially with 

Juan Marco, with whom he shared classes until each decid-

ed to take different paths when the academic schedule be-

came more specialized; but their friendship continued to 

thrive just as before.

Two or three times a week Toto would come home from 

school with Juan Marco to do their homework and to study 

together, but most of the time they ended up playing soccer 

and catching up on the latest video games. Still, Toto never 
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failed to hand in his homework, and frequently helped Juan 

Marco to make sure he didn’t get any failing grades. In fact, 

he felt completely at ease in our home. More than just shar-

ing with his friend and classmate, it was because of the un-

conditional love I always gave him, as if he were another of 

my own children. He shared in our snacks, knew the dates 

of all the swimming competitions, knew about Marco’s 

grades and everything else. He always used to tell me I made 

him feel important and loved— something missing from 

his own mother who was always dry and aloof toward him.

Toto’s grandfather, Hector Segovia Montenegro, owned a 

farm adjacent to one of our own properties. Both families, 

true to their Spanish and Catholic roots, had a small church 

built on the outskirts of the properties. In that church which 

was inspired by the basilica of San Millán in Segovia, with 

its four apses plus another one added to the sacristy later on, 

these families carried out their religious activities together 

with inhabitants from the neighboring villages with whom 

they joined together in Sunday morning Mass during vaca-

tion time.

I spent a good part of my childhood vacations on Toto’s fa-

ther’s farm, just as our own children would do years later. At 

first, Toto would stay at our place two or three times a week. 

That was when the boys got the idea of building the little gar-

ret atop the wardrobe. It was all a lot of fun and they even 

shared it with Patty who was barely a year younger. Then it 

was four days a week; then five or six during which his moth-

er just made her presence known with sporadic phone calls. 
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One day Toto’s father, Hector, formally asked for an appoint-

ment to meet with me because he wanted to request an im-

mense favor—something which he had hinted at earlier. 

We met at a clinic specializing in detoxification treatment 

for addicts, where he had decided to register that very day.

“Toto’s mother has left us, Clarissa. She has abandoned us. 

For many months now our family has not been well. I know 

I haven’t been the best father, that I have not been a good 

husband and have neglected my family. And that is why she 

went looking for another man. This new adventure has her 

in a kind of daze.”

 “I suspected as much, Hector, by the way she has been ig-

noring Toto. But you—what are you doing here at this place?

“I have been an addict for many years, Clarissa. I always 

thought I could control it, but the truth is it hasn’t worked 

out that way. I’m frightened and extremely worried about 

Toto. In my situation I’m not able to take care of him, and 

since his mother has left us, the best thing for him to is stay 

with you until I can resolve my situation. I’m asking this of 

you from the bottom of my heart—for you to give me some 

time and for you to give him the love you’ve always given 

him—the love he never got at home. And don’t worry about 

expenses. Toto will have all the money that he, his children 

and grandchildren will need for life. I will set up a month-

ly deposit into your account so that his needs will be covered 

and so that you won’t have any additional financial burden; 

although I know that with everything you have given him, I 

will never be able to repay you.”
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“Don’t worry, Hector. Toto already practically lives at home, 

in spite of Marco’s rudeness; you know how he is. Don’t 

worry. Just work on your situation. I’ll care for him and with 

all the love in the world.”

• • •

Why didn’t I realize it in time? Why didn’t I know how to in-

terpret all the signs indicating that something wasn’t right? 

How come I didn’t realize what it meant when I saw that 

most of the doors in Marco’s house had been smashed? I 

was only 16 years old and was living in my bubble but, deep 

down, I longed get to get outside of it.

When I was 11 years old I observed a parade of my school’s 

marching band. I was immediately fascinated, and start-

ed a campaign that lasted three years until—finally—my 

parents signed the permission paper enabling me to join. 

I would have to report to practice every Friday afternoon 

after school and on Saturdays from 8:00 A.M. until noon. 

Of course I also had to be in all the parades to which the 

band was invited. I begged my parents to allow me to join, 

and they finally accepted. For me, it was also the perfect op-

portunity to socialize with friends and buddies from oth-

er schools by participating in the famous marching band 

sporting events—”escabeches” (marinades), as we called 

them—which would have been more difficult for me had 

my parents not allowed me to join.

Soon I learned the meaning of “attention” and “at ease”; I 

also learned the meaning of “subaltern”, “distinguished” 
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and “cadet”. I became a member of what was called “com-

pany four” as a baton twirler, and soon ascended in the hier-

archy and discovered for the first time that I liked a boy. By 

that time many other boys were flirting with me, but none 

of them attracted me. My female friends bitterly accused me 

of seeking their attention. “Oh yeah, the prettiest one in the 

band, the tallest one, oh, yeah!” they taunted.

I had been appointed chief deputy of the marching band 

and, with the rank of brigadier; they invited us to participate 

in a big parade along with other bands from different insti-

tutes and schools. The mayor of Caracas and the town hall 

planned to celebrate the Fire Department’s 50th anniversary 

and planned for a parade that would practically cross the city 

end-to-end. This was a great personal challenge for me and 

for the entire band.

The parade lasted about six hours and, as each band com-

pleted the entire length of the march, we ended up in the 

Parque del Este’s parking lot. More than 40 bands were gathered 

there together in the parking lot, the participants sharing 

impressions and drinking refreshments, very excited and 

proud, enjoying snacks the city had brought for us. Gradu-

ally the bands left the area, and a bit later the only ones still 

there were my school band and that of San Augustín del Oeste, 

precisely the bands that had been furthest away from where 

the parade ended. At least that was what we were told when 

our chiefs of staff and those of the other school met up. It was 

there that I first saw the guy who years later would become 

my husband. After several furtive glances, he approached me 

and told me in my face: “Write down my phone number.” 
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I didn’t have a notebook or a notepad at the time, so I marked 

it on the sole of his left boot. He did the same on mine.

Two weeks later he called me, and we went out together for 

the first time—one month after meeting in the parade. Also, 

for the first time I lied to my parents. Otherwise, I would not 

have been able to go out alone with him. I was just 16.

One afternoon when we decided to go for ice cream, we had 

to go to his place first because he had left his wallet there. Just 

as we entered the apartment, his mother’s shouting greet-

ed us unceremoniously. “Marco, I told you not to go out this 

afternoon! I need you to go to the drugstore to get my mi-

graine medication! Hurry up! I can’t stand it any longer!” He 

went looking for money while motioning me to remain si-

lent. With dismay, I noticed that the inside doors were badly 

damaged. I asked him about that and he told me to lower my 

voice, that it was her habit to unleash her fury on the doors 

when arguing with his father or when her headaches were 

real bad. He told me not to take her medication request too se-

riously, because most of the time she made such requests just 

to pester him and not really because her head was hurting.

Good God! I was so in love! It was my first flight of fancy and 

I was completely lost in it, to the extent of defying my par-

ents’ strict standards and lying to them over and over just 

to get out of the house when I could, to be with him. When 

Marco felt like it, he was a lovely person, with a great sense 

of humor, very mischievous and above all, very popular and 

good-looking.
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However, things began to change when we started having 

sex. I think about it now and I can hardly believe what hap-

pened. I can barely realize how uninformed and unpre-

pared I was to get involved in all this, which was the just be-

ginning of an enduring nightmare.

• • •

The divorce proceedings ran parallel. Juan Marco, who 

was never in agreement with the separation, refused to ap-

pear in court. Inwardly, even though he didn’t approve of 

his father’s violence against me, he nevertheless identified 

with him. He liked Marco’s business savvy; his sagacity as 

he watched him negotiate with suppliers and wholesalers. 

Even as a child, he took advantage of the slightest opportuni-

ty to ask to go with him to the factory. 

When quarrels broke out at home, he would run away as 

quickly as his legs would allow. He would go out into the 

garden or to the house of some neighbor or school friend. 

He preferred not to witness, not to hear, and to wait for it 

all to end. His plate was already full enough with his own 

problems, but in spite of that, he continued to identify with 

his father. However, the arguments between them became 

more and more violent. 

Juan Marco became so rebellious that it became necessary 

for me to meet with school authorities at least three times 

a month. His grades were those of an average student, but 

when problems at home got worse, he started getting fail-

ing grades. He exerted negative leadership among his peers 
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which worsened with every new transgression. One day 

when they were having some school activities on “food 

day” he threw an entire cake into the schoolroom fan after 

setting fire to several wastebaskets in different classrooms. 

Marco would not let him leave the house if his room was a 

mess; but Juan Marco would disobey him at every turn. His 

father would lose patience and slap him around and a fist-

fight would ensue. There was nothing I could do, much less 

Toto or Patty. Still, when given the choice, Juan Marco chose 

to go live with the father; but sometimes he would charge 

him with a kind of protective responsibility over both me 

and Patty, which really meant surveilling us when he was 

not at home. This is what went on when Marco decided not 

to attend the wedding of one of my nephews, claiming ur-

gent work issues. He asked Juan Marco to stay with us and 

not leave us to ourselves. 

In the middle of the party, when I lost sight of Juan Marco for 

around fifteen minutes, I called his cell phone. “Take it easy, 

Mom, I’m outside the house with some friends; I’m head-

ing over there now,” he assured me. After still not seeing 

him there, I called again. “I’m getting to know some girls; 

take it easy; we’re down in the garden by the pool; I’m head-

ing over your way, Mom.” This continued through most of 

the evening until, finally, I scolded him and gave him five 

minutes to come to where Patty and I were. Then he told 

me that we should meet him at the front door and we could 

leave for home immediately. We did just that, but I noticed 

that my car was parked on the opposite side of the street, 

which immediately troubled me because we had parked it 
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in a different spot. As we approached the car, Juan Marco, 

who was obviously drunk, lowered the window and asked 

us to get in so we could go back home. I noticed that the knot 

on his tie had come undone and, even though he was wear-

ing the sane suit he had gone to the party in, his shoes had 

been exchanged for a pair of house sandals. Pablo, one of his 

friends, was in the car with him. They had removed the car 

keys from my purse and taken a bottle of whiskey from the 

party and they had been drinking at home. When Marcos 

found out about this, it led to another violent argument be-

tween them. But Juan Marco did not let up. A few days later, 

taking advantage of the fact that the family next door had left 

home, he inserted a garden hose which they used for water-

ing the bushes in their front yard into one of the front win-

dows of their house, opened the faucet and ran off. Some-

times, despite his father’s reprimands, I got the impression 

that deep down he took pride in his son’s wrongdoings. 

Once the divorce proceedings had started, Marco showed 

up at the house and gave the boys an ultimatum: “You can 

either stay here with your mother in poverty, or come and 

live with me in plenty.” Juan Marco had been asking for a 

new phone and computer. “I’m Sorry, I’m going with Dad,” 

he said, and went upstairs to gather up his things. 

With my heart once again feeling like it would burst out of 

my mouth, I followed him upstairs in an attempt to reason 

with him. “Mom, you know very well that any kid my age 

wants to be free, to have money so he can go out with girls 

and be able to drive a car without having to meet so many 

conditions.” All I had asked of him was that he get passing 
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grades in the subjects he had failed, at which point I would 

let him have the car keys. His only obligation was to study. 

“Mom, I’m leaving. Dad is never at home. With him I can live 

at ease and in comfort, without so many requirements and 

“must-dos”. Also, I don’t forgive you for bringing charges 

against him.”

Not even in such a situation, when I felt I was going to lose 

him did I have the courage to tell him of the cause of the 

malformation of his legs or, the reason for all rehabilitation 

to which he had been subjected until he reached puberty, fi-

nally in a stable condition. I simply told him it was a con-

genital condition without giving him any other details. But 

the truth is, from the very beginning, the doctors made it 

clear that that was not it, nor was it due to any disease or ill-

ness. The specialists who examined him concluded that the 

malformations in his legs and ankles were the direct result 

of blows I had received in my mid-section during pregnan-

cy. For years I have blamed myself for having feelings of fear.

Everything was brutal and difficult. The doctors decided to 

fracture his ankles and put casts on his legs from feet to thigh, 

in an attempt to put the joints back into place. For months, 

with the help of my Mom and godmother, we devoted our-

selves to caring for him. Once a week I would place him be-

tween my legs with his tiny back against my lap as they im-

mersed his tiny legs in a mix of water and vinegar to soften 

and remove the casts; and when the therapy was over they 

put new ones on him. We removed those casts 29 times until 

finally the doctors decided to begin the next phase of the re-

habilitation. Marco did not witness even one of these therapy 
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sessions, claiming that he could not stand to witness such a 

situation; his parents were the same. I don’t know if it was a 

mistake to hush all that, or if it might have somehow changed 

Juan Marco’s attitude. But I don’t think so. 

By the time Marco had issued that ultimatum, I had already 

gone twice to the Civil Police headquarters to bring charges 

against my own son for physical and verbal abuse. Each time 

I made one of these allegations some of what little had been 

whole inside me, broke. At the same I time, I felt as if a huge 

ring of concrete had encased my heart and, once again, I be-

gan to fear for myself. We were increasingly vulnerable. 

My prayers went unanswered that afternoon. I tried to make 

him see that all of us were in real danger. Yes, for the very first 

time I told him that his father had threatened me and used 

gunmen to monitor me and follow my every movement. But 

he did not believe me. He even dared to tell me that I was ly-

ing. In a final attempt to convince him, I told him of a re-

cent episode that took place when we went horseback riding 

which I had agreed to do after Marco made new threats. 

We went to a small plantation southeast of the city. Juan 

Marco, Toto and Patty had a great time horseback riding. 

At the end of the ride, a couple of what looked like farm-

hands received them and helped them to dismount. At that 

moment, Marco informed me that they were gunmen an-

swerable to him. “Now they’ve seen you. They can identify 

you and the kids; so, no false moves because all I have to do 

is give the order and in less than a minute, you’re finished. 

Also, any of your children can suddenly disappear. I don’t 

know. It’s your decision.”
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Telling him this was of no avail. Again, Juan Marco did not 

believe me. He had made up his mind. In a rage, he hurriedly 

and awkwardly gathered up his things. “You just want to be 

free to do whatever!” he screamed. “I’m not going to starve 

to death with you!”

Patty and Toto, who were waiting in the room across from 

where Marco was, not daring to utter a word, ran upstairs 

when they overheard Juan Marco’s execrations. They want-

ed to avoid confronting him and told him to get out once 

and for all. 

“What the hell are you doing, Juan Marco?”—screamed 

Toto. “She’s your mother and you need to respect her!”

“Don’t stick your nose in this! You’re a nobody. Just get out 

of here!”

“That’s enough, please! You’re all out of control and you’re 

making me go insane!”—cried Patty, near hysteria. 

“Shut up yourself! Don’t be an idiot and come with me!”—

ordered Juan Marco. 

“You’re a degenerate just like our Dad!”—yelled Patty. I’ve sat 

on the edge of my bed every night for years waiting for the 

blessed day when Dad would come home early to ask how 

my day went at school or so I could simply ask him for his 

blessing and a kiss. But it never happened! And do you know 

why? Because almost every day Dad comes home at the break 

of dawn, all drunk. Is that the wonderland you want to live 

in? For what? So you can be like him and become the prized 

jewel he is; so that in the future your kids will have to suffer 
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what I have had to suffer? The only memories I have of being 

a normal child are from when we lived in Miami and Dad 

was not there! Get out now, you ungrateful jerk !

You’re an idiot, just like our Mom!”—he blurted as he is pre-

pared to leave. 

This time it was Toto who became furious. He managed to 

grab Juan Marcos by the collar, and shouted at him to apolo-

gize to me. They almost went to blows before I managed to 

come in between them. They desisted. Juan Marco wiped 

the sweat of his brow, and before leaving, with brutal force 

pushed hard against my breast with his open hand throw-

ing me against the wall. I lay there on the floor with the wind 

knocked out of me. Then Patty dealt her brother a powerful 

slap in the face. 

“You pervert! Listen to me! Things have been going on here 

for years and all of us have made idiots of ourselves. Mom 

has spent days in intensive care in a hospital, nearly dying 

after being beaten up and you’re going to go live with Dad 

so he can give you a car, a cell phone and a computer? What 

in God’s name is wrong with you? What kind of monster 

are you? The next time Dad attacks Mom like that she will 

be gone, don’t you see that? Don’t you understand that all 

of us here are in danger, that Dad has lost his mind? Think, 

please! We have to join forces and support Mom and get past 

this horror! I’m also tired of living in fear, of turning up the 

volume on my TV to block out the slamming doors and the 

screaming. I have already accepted that Dad will never arrive 

on time to give me a goodnight kiss or give me his blessing.  
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I realize that we are all in danger, Juan, that Mom has been 

so very brave and that she needs us; that we must stand to-

gether and try to get out of this mess. Please, think about 

what you’re doing!

“Don’t be ridiculous and stop exaggerating!”—he said, as he 

straightened his shirt collar. “Just come with me; that’s what 

you have to do.” He took his things and went downstairs. 

After that we hardly saw him again. 

• • •

I spent several weeks, day and night, working with my law-

yers. We tried not to leave any detail to chance, no loose 

ends. Finally, we appealed—and won! Marco went from be-

ing accused to being charged. He barely complied with the 

precautionary conditions that had been set for him during 

the conciliation hearing. He did not hand over the keys to 

the house and, whenever he felt like it, he simply showed 

up inevitably triggering a new episode. He didn’t allow me 

to handle any money even for the simplest of things like 

the managing of the household. He took over everything, 

whenever he pleased. At the supermarket, he did this by 

means of a phone call to the manager. He would arrange for 

me to make purchases only for a specified amount. On more 

than one occasion, after I had filled up the grocery cart, I 

would have to return everything and leave the store emp-

ty-handed, because he had not authorized my shopping. 

One day, despairing and in a state of helplessness, I resort-

ed to selling a set of old silversmith cutlery which I had kept 
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since the day of our wedding. They bore the renowned Cris-

tofle mark, so at least I could get a few hundred dollars to be 

able to purchase the most pressing items.

I had asked our housemaid to go with me to where I could 

sell them—coincidentally at the Tamanaco City Mall—a 

place which held painful memories for me. When I got out 

of the car, I was assailed by a pair of masked men point-

ing handguns at me, who immediately proceeded to grab 

the luxurious velvet box containing the silverware. Lat-

er, during the trial, I found out that the maid had informed 

Marco of my every move. “What was I supposed to do, 

ma’am? Mr. Lizardi is the one who pays my salary, and I owe 

my allegiance to him. He always needed to know if you had 

left or if you were at home, if anybody had showed up at the 

house, if you had put on makeup and left, or left anyway; 

if someone had been calling you a lot on the phone, if you 

slept long, or didn’t; if your mom had come to visit and how 

long she stayed. Please understand me, ma’am. I also have 

children to support, and by answering those questions my 

salary got a little boost.” However, at the second court ses-

sion the woman declined to participate as a defense witness.

• • •

It felt as though time had stood still while I was in jail. Just 

another stint on the inside. It had happened so many times 

throughout my entire life and each time it was different. At 

least in there reality was explicit, hard and merciless. But on 

the outside—what would await me on the outside if I could 

go there? Sometimes I stopped caring. I had lost so much!
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At times there has been no room in my body even for pain. 

Only cold. And only a speck of light. There was hardness on 

my back when lying down and my widest view was that of 

the short expanse of ceiling above me in that narrow, icy 

cell. But this one was the best of my incarcerations. How ab-

surd. I had never felt so free. How illogical, but very real. The 

bars of that cell were there to protect me, even from myself. 

On the outside my destiny was being talked about. What did 

they know? How could they know when I barely even rec-

ognized myself?

I had changed drastically. Again I lost weight. Toto nev-

er failed to visit me every day. Again he was appalled at my 

appearance. I wasn’t even the shadow of that blonde wom-

an with the insinuating curves and green eyes that would 

arouse glances wherever, even when I wasn’t allowed to put 

on makeup, or let my hair grow, or do my nails, while try-

ing to avoid a new round of beatings or senseless accusa-

tions. The defined muscles of my abdomen, back and arms 

had lost the tonicity of those years of workouts three or four 

times a week. I was now desiccated inside and out. I would 

not look myself in the mirror in that women’s jail. When 

would this infamous stage of presenting evidence finally 

end? I just wanted them to sentence me to put an end to all 

this. After all, life had determined long ago that I was guilty 

of something; so, what did it matter?

Toto tried to control himself every time he came to visit me, 

and he always ended up promising to get me out of there. 

With him, I never lost hope, poor guy. It grieves me to think 

about all he went through because of me.
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A year ago I got a call from a Nursing Home where Toto’s fa-

ther Hector was being cared for, to tell me that his health had 

deteriorated and that they had set up an emergency court for 

minors under the provisions of the Basic Law for the protec-

tion children and adolescents. 

In a brief hearing, Héctor had granted me custody of Toto. 

He also gave me a copy of the will which left to Toto his en-

tire fortune to be his when he turned 21. Meanwhile, an ex-

ecutor would ensure his support and approve or deny spe-

cial or out-of-budget requests from age 17. 

Toto’s grandmother—his only close relative —was also 

housed at a health center suffering from acute Alzheimers. 

Héctor once told me that Toto’s mother had ended up in 

Cuba after the man she ran away with from the home took 

her there under false pretenses and abandoned her there 

with no money, making it impossible for her to return. And 

Héctor would do nothing for her either. He could not for-

give her for abandoning and neglecting her own home and 

her very own son. He could never forgive her. Shortly there-

after, that pain—and an overdose—ended his life and took 

him to his grave. That’s why Toto came to stay with us—

very much in spite of Marco’s rejection—and I was always 

looking after him, even more so than my own children. 

I remember the first time Marco punched me. We were in 

the driveway. He had a Jeep convertible in which he had in-

stalled first-class airplane-style seats. It was also equipped 

with a broad-band radio and a megaphone which he used 

for calling out to me a block from home so I would come out 
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quickly and not make him have to wait. That’s precisely why 

he got upset that day. When I got inside the Jeep, suddenly, 

with a clenched fist, he struck me on my left arm and shoul-

der with inexplicable ferocity. I remember how I was howl-

ing as I tried to get out of the Jeep; but he was pulling me by 

the hair, yelling at me to shut up or I would regret it. I kept on 

screaming while trying to get out; then, suddenly, he pulled 

out a gun—I don’t know which kind—and pointed it at my 

head. “Just shut up!” —he blurted—”because if someone 

comes out because of your screams, they will see the whore 

you really are.”

That time he overpowered through the fear and horror I felt 

at the thought of my parents’ finding out that I was no longer 

a virgin and that I had been having sex with him. Now, my 

reaction seems like the essence of stupidity. Since that time 

I have been terrified of him. But fearing him was a terrible 

mistake, because knowing that he could control me, that is 

exactly what he continued to do, increasingly. 

After we started having a sexual relationship, he became in-

creasingly aggressive and domineering. He would not toler-

ate my going with my mother to the supermarket; he didn’t 

want me to go with anyone anywhere, and every time I 

threatened to leave him, he would attack me and threaten 

to disgrace me in front of people. Just thinking about this 

brought the world crashing down on me. I never had been 

so ruthlessly oppressed in such a way—much less beaten 

and humiliated as he was doing to me. What would my fam-

ily have done if they thought I was betraying him? I nev-

er dared to find out because I didn’t have the courage. I just 
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didn’t know. I was a 16-year-old girl who, after consulting a 

book about adolescence stolen from my high school library, 

I understood that I had lost my virginity, that I had betrayed 

my parents, my entire family and myself. All I could think 

of then was that one way or another I had to undo what I 

had done. That’s why I waited patiently for seven years and 

ten months until the day of my wedding, convinced that 

things would change. Those seven-plus years turned out to 

be years of harassment, violence, blackmail and abuse. But, 

in any case, I was convinced that our being married would 

placate Marco’s antagonism and jealousy. 

The approach of our wedding day filled me with an angst I 

cannot describe. The night before I couldn’t sleep even for 

one second in anticipation of the moment when I could re-

pair my mistake and end all this blackmail once and for all. 

I also thought that now, as his wife, with papers and all, his 

anger and insecurities would be appeased. 

Unconsciously, little by little I was becoming deferential 

and submissive. Marco never allowed me to take birth con-

trol pills or use any other method to avoid pregnancy. He 

said that as my husband he would be the one to decide when 

and when not to avoid any pregnancies. In spite of that, I 

tried birth control, full of fear, but I tried. I asked my life-

long friend, Adriana, to buy pills for me. For a few days I hid 

them above the bathroom mirror; others I ensconced in my 

underwear. Sometimes I would forget where I had hidden 

them. Then, one day, Marco was the one who found them. 

That day, once again, I ended up covered with bruises and he 

locked me up in the closet so that Juan Marco, who was then 
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already two years old, could not hear my cries. But I don’t 

know how to cry! Good God, I don’t know how to cry! I just 

know that my eyes fill up with tears, and that I am able to sti-

fle my sighs and to breathe soundlessly in short intakes of air. 

Soon I adopted a new litany, like that of being a virgin before 

marriage and dresses in white for the wedding. Now I had to 

do my wifely duty and please my husband, never complain-

ing, which also meant that I couldn’t even decide which 

doctor to go to. The one designated for me was my moth-

er in law’s gynecologist—someone who would keep him 

well-informed about all my health issues. One day I found 

myself submissively acquiescent to go to bed with him, 

thinking that by assenting I could prevent sexual abuse. You 

let yourself go without thinking, without talking, without 

feeling, without looking; all you do is imagine that soon it 

will finally be over and you can get into the shower and re-

lease the tears along with the flowing water as you cleanse 

your body almost tearing off your skin. 

After presenting strong evidence, including recordings of 

telephone calls containing death threats, obvious harass-

ment and psychological abuse, the second chamber of the 

Court of Appeals admitted the motion presented by the 

Prosecutor. In accordance with several articles of the Con-

stitution and the Organic Law of Public Prosecutions, he fi-

nally ordered a criminal investigation against Marco Ange-

lo Lizardi Salas. Then I turned to the female journalist who 

had offered her support on the day of the settlement hear-

ing. I would need all the power of the media to create an ar-

ray of favorable opinion, now that I had managed to activate 



CLARISSA

53

an effective prosecution. I continued to believe that justice 

would be served, but at times I wondered what I would do 

if this time he weren’t sentenced. The mere thought of this 

produced deep waves of panic within me, but I went ahead. 

I would persist to the very end, whatever the consequences. 

My goal was clear. I would not be a victim for the rest of my 

life. This was for me and my children.

• • •

The street was congested as usual. The slowness of the traf-

fic allowed me to nostalgically look at the advertisements of 

the many wholesalers of beauty products in the area. Huge 

billboards with photographs of beautiful women with their 

hair shining in a way almost impossible to imagine was 

a sight that brought back fond memories. I had lost count 

of the times I had cut my hair to prevent his yanking on it, 

which irritated my scalp and caused scabs to form from the 

resulting wounds. On seeing all that, I wondered if I would 

ever again revel in my femininity. 

In an attempt to evade the “vultures” that always shadowed 

me, I took my brother’s car and departed with a renewed 

rush of courage. I was driving with extreme care, every sec-

ond checking the images reflecting me in all the car’s mir-

rors—lateral and rearview. Everything seemed to be go-

ing well. I couldn’t see any trace of any motorcycles without 

plates being ridden by men in black suits wearing sunglass-

es and caps, who would invariably pull up to my window 

and with a neck-high gesture wag their index fingers left to 

right—the eternal reminder of the power they had to cut off 
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my head any time they received the order. “I’m watching 

you, Clarissa. One word from me and you’re dead”—was 

Marco’s permanent threat—“and if you slip up, I’ll remove 

the children.” 

Without realizing it, I had learned to survive under great pres-

sure and uncertainty, to have a recorder on the home phone 

without a voice message, just a tone, so that whoever called 

could leave a message. I got used to never going out alone, 

to never going into basements or spaces without two sepa-

rate doorways, to always be near people I trusted, to never go 

anywhere on a whim. I learned to live with fear and when I 

got into a car to always say, “Please lock the doors and roll up 

the windows”; to never sit in the passenger seat, but in the 

rear seat and, when possible, in the middle. I learned to nev-

er go into a public restroom alone or to retrieve the newspa-

per at the front door. I learned to eat whatever was available. 

I learned that wetting my pants out of fear is not a bad thing. 

My left eyelid began to twitch like whenever I felt threat-

ened. I took a deep breath, remembering the therapy I had 

been able to attend thanks to an order issued by the Council 

for the Protection Children and Adolescents, which includ-

ed making my children eligible for outpatient psychological 

counseling. 

Having so many traffic lights along the main Santa Moni-

ca thoroughfare made it seem endless to me. Every time fear 

and doubt were about to paralyze me, I would try to think 

of an explanation that would work with my children, a rea-

sonable or coherent response to explain why they would 
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have to resign themselves to living in a hostile environment. 

For a long time, I had refused to allow the question to rule 

my thoughts. But not anymore. 

After about 15 minutes, I managed to reach the end of the av-

enue. I got out of the car and on seeing the old signs with the 

list of Crema Paraíso ice cream flavors, I couldn’t help but think 

back to my adolescence—to the giant hamburgers with that 

German sauce I loved so much, to the peanut-filled vanil-

la pods or the peach melba that I used to enjoy on Saturday 

afternoons after marching band practice. Suddenly I asked 

myself why I had chosen this place to meet up with the jour-

nalist. It was as if my unconscious had taken me to revisit the 

scenarios of my adolescence, now in the body of this bat-

tered woman, but this time filled with a courage and confi-

dence that I didn’t have then. Taimar was waiting for me at 

one of the tables lined up against the right-side wall. 

“Thanks for coming,” I told her, and sat down on one of the 

orange chairs facing away from the street. 

“I’m here to help you; that’s why I gave you my card the oth-

er day in court.” 

“I’m so glad you’ve taken an interest my case. I want to let 

you know that we appealed the sentence and the court fi-

nally ordered the beginning of criminal proceedings which 

you will be covering. You should know that this is the first 

criminal trial to be held in Venezuela for gender violence.” 

“I know and I congratulate you on that. I know this is not 

easy. Let me know what I can do to help.” 
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“The first hearing will be held within the next ten days. 

“I wasn’t aware of that.” 

“The summons just arrived today. I want to let you know 

that from this moment on, I am ready to give you all the 

information I can to ensure the best possible media cover-

age of our case. This is essential for me. I am getting death 

threats, Taimar. Marco has all the power that money can 

give him as well as connections with people in power. 

“Please give me more details.” 

“Apart from his family’s main business, Marco is involved 

with several companies with priority status that import 

food products. 

In the currency exchange controls imposed by the govern-

ment, Marco has gained access to preferential dollars for his 

operations. As you can imagine, he does business transac-

tion involving juicy commissions in which officials from 

various government agencies have a hand.” 

”I see.” 

“That was another factor that led to his violent behavior. 

Every time I have attempted to ask questions or get details 

about his business, the conversations have ended in physical 

violence. I am very afraid for myself and for my children. He 

already succeeded in taking away my oldest son whom he 

manipulates by satisfying all his likings and whims. The en-

tire time before the trial he has tormented us pitilessly. For 

an entire month he left the electricity bill unpaid causing 



CLARISSA

57

our food to rot. The following month the phone line was 

cut. At the boys’ school I was able to get subsidies for them 

by appealing to the good will of the administrators. This is 

just the beginning, Taimar. I beg of you to investigate these 

matters thoroughly, to disseminate whatever is necessary 

and to please help me win the case and get past all this.” 

“You can count on me, Clarissa. It’s my job. Furthermore, I 

have personal reasons to join with you in this battle to en-

sure that justice is done and that a first legal precedent be es-

tablished. It will motivate many women who haven’t even 

dared to press charges. Give me your husband’s full name 

and the names of those companies you mentioned.” 

“Marco Angelo Lizardi Salas, but in the business he is known 

as ‘the Italian’. 

That same day Taimar told me her story. Then I understood 

why mine touched every fiber in her. She was the only one 

in her family that been able to escape the aggression. But her 

pleasant voice and her slow and serene way of speaking be-

lied her strong character and ability to withstand almost 

anything. 

In her neighborhood, they used to say: “There goes T.T., the 

toughest woman in all of La Vega and the only university 

graduate from these parts.” It was no secret that on sever-

al occasions Taimar threatened her sister’s husband—a bik-

er from another neighborhood with whom she had a stormy 

and violent relationship. 

“I love him, sis! Don’t be like that!”
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“How can you love someone who slaps you across the face 
whenever he feels like it? You must be crazy! For God’s sake, 
do something!

“Sis, you’ll see. When my baby is born the violence will stop. 
You’ll see.” 

“That’s exactly why I don’t want you to be with him. That 
guy is capable of messing up your mid-section and harming 
the unborn baby. If he hits you ever again, both of us are go-
ing to the police station to file charges. You’ve been advised 
and I’m not kidding. 

She never forgot her childhood years in a huge house where 
her mother worked as a servant. The owners —a childless 
young couple who had inherited worldly goods—had ad-
opted her as one of their own. She ate breakfast and lunch in 
the dining room with them while her mother did the cook-
ing and housework. One of the man’s bodyguards tried for 
months to entice her mother, until she finally agreed to go 
with him, but on the condition that he provide her with a 
home. He agreed and, without saying a word, the mother 
took off, leaving Taimar with the young couple. 

Taimar knew nothing about her mother for months, un-
til one day, the bodyguard, who also walked away from the 
family, showed up to take the little girl home to her mother. 
She couldn’t believe what she found there. Her mother was 
there locked up in the house, a victim of unremitting acts of 
violence at the hands of the bodyguard who did not cohabit 
with her. However, he did watch over her daily, controlling 
her every move. Turns out, he was a married man, unwill-
ing to leave his own wife and children. 
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Whenever the shouting began, Taimar would hide under 
the bed, bursting with rage, without shedding a single tear 
and thinking how she would never allow such a thing to 
happen to her. When she was barely13, she escaped from 
that house and was able to find her way to her maternal 
grandfather on the outskirts of the capital.

She enrolled in a public high school and started ironing 
clothes to earn a little money in an effort to not be a burden 
to others. 

Just months after graduating from high school, she got the 
news. Her mother had died of a heart attack as the result 
of a severe beating. A neighbor notified the police, but by 
the time they arrived, the beating was over. After attack-
ing Taimar’s mother, the bodyguard, who was all drunk 
and drugged up, abused his own infant daughter, just five 
years of age. 

After that terrible day, Taimar assumed the care of her 
half-sister, took charge of the household and continued 
with her studies, finally graduating as a certified journalist. 
Throughout the retelling of this account, she looked at me 
with the deep and eloquent expression of one who seldom 
shares these things with anybody. She was filled with indig-
nation as she talked about how her mother had ended up 
buried six feet in the ground because of her fear of defend-
ing herself from attack. Now she feared for her sister. 

“You must not give up as my mother did. It’s incredibly im-
portant that we have this case law for matters of gender vio-
lence. I will do everything I can to help you. You can count 
on me. 
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• • •

Marco was just over age fifty. Although in his youth he had 

practiced several different sports, the recreation to which he 

had become addicted was undermining his health, little by 

little. He had high blood pressure and was allergic —a con-

dition that his doctors attributed more to emotional causes 

than to clearly physical ones. But he never accepted these di-

agnoses. What the hell is this, doctor? I’m allergic, and that’s 

it; and now you’re gonna come at me with this? He had got-

ten used to his anti-stress and anti-allergy pills, although all 

too often he was also risking taking Viagra, and it wasn’t be-

cause of snobbery; he really needed it. 

In any case, he still looked attractive, always with an envi-

able tan —a by-product of his frequent trips to the wonder-

ful beaches at the Los Roques archipelago and even at La Orch-

ila, —a military camp and naval base accessible only to the 

president of the Republic, his relatives and associates, mil-

itary personnel and senior government officials. The flying 

over of civilian aircraft was also forbidden there, but he ar-

ranged things to be able to fly there in his own plane, always 

offering to provide transportation for some military friend; 

he also had the special permission of the Venezuelan Navy. 

He always wanted to be in the military. Right after he grad-

uated from high school, he made a trip to the School of Avi-

ation, then located in Maracay, about one and a half hour 

from the capital. He called me from there after several days 

of hard tests and testing. He had previously been rejected be-

cause of his scoliosis and his poor eyesight didn’t help either; 
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he lacked distance vision. However, he has since cultivated 

friendships in military circles, to whom he always remained 

close —first of all because of the simple pleasure of getting 

close to the centers of power and all they stood for; then for 

all the business deals he pulled off with the top echelon. 

He still had something of his back and arms which had been 

well formed over years of the swimming he had engaged 

in in an effort to counteract his scoliosis. That, along with 

being taller than average and having several bank accounts 

with many zeros on the right, made him feel immensely 

powerful and even indestructible. Those are the things he 

used all the time to blackmail me. 

He had a sharp eye for business. He knew how to spot op-

portunities and to take advantage of any and every situation 

with astonishing speed. He spoke briskly and his agile mind 

barely gave him any rest. Many times the intensity of his 

thoughts would interrupt his sleep and he would wake up all 

restless repeating names or numbers that made no sense at 

all. It was as if even in his sleep his mind wouldn’t give him 

any rest. Sometimes he would gladly accept from me a cup 

of tea or some herbal water; at others, he would only calm 

down after assailing me sexually, not caring how torn up it 

made me feel inside.

Ever since I have known him, he has also had a recurring 

dream that mercilessly interrupts his sleep while having 

an attack of tachycardia making it very difficult for him to 

breathe. He used to go riding on the plains in Santa Rosa de 

Capanaparo in Apure on one of the foals belonging to his 
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grandfather’s herd —a place where he would spend most of 

his vacations. There he would have another dream in which 

he couldn’t avoid falling off his horse and would wake up as 

it was rearing up on its hind legs and about to fall on him. He 

would wake up panic stricken at feeling imminent death. 

He was all alone and no one came to his aid, causing even 

more fear.

Marco associated this dream about the horse with the death 

of his grandfather —the only figure in his memory as one of 

affection and warmth. When he was only seven years old, 

he found him dead at the foot of the merecure tree where he 

used to wait for him in the afternoon hours, and where they 

shared wonderful stories about his great=grandfather’s life 

in Catania, a flat area on the east coast of Sicily from where 

he had come just prior to his grandfather’s birth. His grand-

father’s childhood there on the plain, which he never left, 

was an inexhaustible source of the most fascinating stories 

about livestock breeding, milking and many daring adven-

tures involving his grandfather, which included not a few 

episodes with many different criminals who wanted to take 

advantage of their work and labors. Occasionally, there was 

also a tale about some dead man or one back from the dead 

which always made Marco laugh; although at night would 

be one more cause of sleeplessness. 

That day took he took longer than usual on his ride with the 

foal. Realizing the lateness of the hour, he hurried to get the 

animal back to the stable and galloped toward the merecure 

tree; he was able to see his grandfather sitting in the shade 

of the tree as he did every afternoon. As he approached, he 
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shouted out to his grandfather to let him know he was close 

by, but he didn’t even move. 

With each forward gait, the image before his eyes grew 

more clear; at the same time, the earth that he trod with each 

forward step felt soft, muddy, shifting. Grandpa’s chin was 

resting on his chest and his hat had fallen on the ground, 

so Marco chose to believe he was asleep. “A real man of the 

plains never takes off his hat,” the old man always used to 

say, “only to eat, to salute a lady, or to take a nap,” but instinc-

tively he knew this wasn’t the case. Grandfather only took 

his naps on his hammock. That was not negotiable; it never 

was and Marco knew that for sure. Slowly he diminished his 

pace, no longer wanting to reach the tree; not now. 

He lost count of the time he was there with his dead grandfa-

ther. Late that evening, the foreman of the estate found them 

—the dead grandfather, Marco asleep on his lap, hugging 

his mid-section as he did every time he listened to his stories. 

His parents took three days to come to the farm. Neither 

Marco nor his grandfather was a priority for them. They 

could never understand the immense pain it caused Marcos 

to lose his only source of true affection. Both his parents, 

bent on making money and bickering, hitting each oth-

er and persistently showing lack of respect for each other, 

did not have time for such nonsense. For them, affection was 

shown by filling his toy room with the most expensive ones, 

by indulging all his whims and demanding very little of him 

at school. I learned to distinguish the nature of his dreams. 

When they were about his grandfather’s death, he would cry 
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like a child. He would awake and drink something, then fall 

back into bed exhausted from sobbing and crying. 

Marco was an only child and, strangely, he cared little about 

toys; he was more excited about seeing the envy that his 

simply having so many of them provoked in his friends and 

classmates. So he would traffic with them. He had learned to 

take good advantage of his privileges. He would offer to lend 

out his Scalextric gadgetry or his professional baseball equip-

ment in exchange for their doing his homework. His mind 

worked at full speed, studying every situation to take advan-

tage of obtaining favors with the least effort on his part. It 

was a personal challenge to himself which got him more 

and more benefits. 

Socially, he was a jovial and friendly sort who captivated ev-

erybody after just a couple of minutes of conversation while 

exuding his abundant sense of humor. He was generous 

with his employees and was also a womanizer. 

It took me a long time to understand the reason for his anger 

and hostility towards Toto.

• • •

The days prior to the first oral hearing passed by swiftly 

Taimar had begun publishing a series of reports about cor-

ruption in the judicial branch. By making connections here 

and there, and interviewing several contacts inside the Pal-

ace of Justice, she uncovered fraudulence. By then we had 

developed a kind of camaraderie—an honest friendship 

based on bitter but common experiences. “They’re having 



CLARISSA

65

some specials at the Hatillo pharmacy. I’ll meet you there in 

half an hour,” she texted me one day. I had learned to trust 

her. She was one of the few people I felt close to, and who 

was supportive. His strong character and her mastery of her 

field of work assured me. 

I went into the store but left the car unlocked in the park-

ing lot so that Taimar could get in without a problem. Af-

ter a few minutes, I returned to the car, started it and head-

ed for La Lagunita Avenue —the thoroughfare leading to the 

most prestigious housing development in southeast Caracas 

where I spent a good part of the day at my parents’ place. 

Once we got past the private guardhouse that gives access to 

the development, we continued non-stop about seven times 

the four-kilometer stretch of the main avenue. Taimar was 

talking non-stop, agitated and indignant; I was listening at-

tentively; I noticed, however, that my legs were trembling, 

all the while making a superhuman effort to keep my foot 

firmly on the pedal at a constant speed. This time I had bor-

rowed a car belonging to one of Dad’s associates who was 

visiting him that morning, but not before making sure it 

had tinted windows.

“Your husband paid off the judge to find him not guilty. 

“Are you sure about that? How did you find out?”

“Please, don’t interrupt me. We don’t have much time. A 

judge friend of mine, my informant, told me several months 

ago that she found out that in a gender violence trial one 

of the government’s protected “children” had been paid 
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$500,000 to be proven innocent and not guilty at the first 

hearing. He said that the last name of the woman in ques-

tion was López, that they would not let her or her lawyers go 

to trial; that they would dismiss all the evidence and all the 

witnesses, and would hold the hearing late at night.” 

My silent tears and trembling body didn’t move Taimar at all. 

“Listen to me! You have already gone quite far with this. You 

must continue and take it all the way. Think of your chil-

dren, think of yourself and your future! Stop crying, for 

God’s sake! The hearing takes place in two days. You must be 

prepared. Listen to me. Wilmer, my partner and a police of-

ficer, was the one who gave money to the judge. Soon I will 

have proof of this and I will make it public. And I don’t care 

who it affects.” 

“Taimar, you don’t know Marco. You’re in danger too, just 

as much as I am. If you make this public, you’ll be cannon 

fodder just like me. He’s your partner and you’re going to file 

charges against him? I just don’t get it!”

So, what do you want me to do? Just go home and see how 

a degenerate, corrupt and ill-bred person goes free to con-

tinue assaulting other women? Pardon me; I know he’s still 

your husband, but I simply can’t accept such a relationship. 

I refuse to accept that the thousands of female victims and 

who have been reading my columns simply end up dying 

and think that to escape from gender violence is like try-

ing to resign from the mafia. No, Clarissa! I continue to bat-

tle this thing, and you must too! So, get ready. Talk to your 

lawyers, and we’ll see you in court. I don’t give a damn about 
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Wilmer! Let him pay up! That’s why this country is the way 

it is. Let him go belly up for his stupidities, for believing he 

knows it all! We’ll see you in court. 

That day, again I came home having wet my pants. But I did 

call my lawyers. The lawyer father, an ex-magistrate of the 

criminal section of the former Supreme Court, did not ac-

knowledge the information I gave him. Santiago, his son, a 

former public criminal prosecutor—the only person I had 

dared tell about the rape in the mall—told me to never give 

up. “Let’s hope it’s only speculation; but just in case, we’ll be 

prepared—you and me.” 

I had memorized the definition of a recusal and how and 

when to apply for it. I had learned word for word the article 

in the Constitution referring to the right to a self-defense as 

well as the Articles of the Code of Criminal Procedure refer-

ring to effective judicial protections and due process—even 

to a binding decision affecting all the courts in the coun-

try and explaining the procedure to follow when a victim 

of domestic violence stands by the prosecution and doesn’t 

file a private grievance. I learned all this by heart in the days 

leading up to the criminal hearing.

The subpoena was scheduled for eight o’clock in the morn-

ing in my effort to safeguard the best interests of my minor 

children who would appear as witnesses. Hence, they were 

taken to a special room in the courthouse. The one assigned 

to accompany them at all times was Patty’s godmother, my 

uncle Manuel’s wife, who was also to be one of my witness-

es at the trial. 
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Mamá, Patty, Toto and Manuel appeared before the judge, 

after which the court secretary led us to a room labeled 

“professionals and witnesses.” I protested immediately. As 

a plaintiff at the trial, by law I had to be in the courtroom. 

“Just be calm, ma’am. It’s a security measure,” said the bai-

liff. Before the process began, my lawyers, to avoid prob-

lems, recommended that I accept the situation and remain 

calm. Surely they would call me when everything was ready 

in the chamber. 

The female judge entered the courtroom after half an hour, 

as did the secretary, the defendant, his lawyers and his rela-

tives. Time passed by mercilessly and the children were get-

ting nervous. I was too. One hour, two hours, three, four. I 

went to protest to the bailiffs guarding the damn “profes-

sional and witness” room. “It’s the judge’s order, ma’am, 

that you remain here so that you do not change your tes-

timony.” Five, six, seven, eight hours passed. The children 

were without any snacks; they were getting tired and fall-

ing asleep. There was a changing of the guard for the bai-

liffs. Again I protested. “It is my constitutional right! I must 

be admitted into the chamber. I am an active participant in 

the trial!” A different bailiff tried to calm me and invited me 

again to have a seat, then he told me quietly, “I have never 

seen it like this, ma’am. I’m sorry. But it’s better for you to re-

main calm and wait for the judge to summon you.”

Twelve hours passed. I was flanked by six bailiffs as though I 

were the worst kind of high-risk criminal; then I was escort-

ed into the courtroom. On the way, I saw my lawyers seat-

ed on a bench in the hallway. I tried approach them trying 
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to find out why they weren’t already in the courtroom, but 

the bailiffs stopped me by roughly pulling on my arm. “You 

mustn’t talk to anybody.” I was just able to see a signal by 

Santiago that we had previously agreed upon. He touched 

his temple with his index finger moving it from left to right. 

I realized at that point that I had to go to my own defense and 

apply everything I had learned by heart. 

I entered the courtroom and as I walked down the central 

aisle to my seat, I noticed how on Marco’s side the seats were 

all filled, including his parents, a brother, an aunt, some 

cousins and four lawyers, of whom I only knew two. On my 

side, it was only the Ministry’s public prosecutor who, see-

ing the disproportionate supportive attendance only man-

aged to lower his head as he saw me enter. Minutes later, 

Santiago entered the courtroom, sitting down in the area re-

served for the public. 

The female judge ordered me to approach the bench for 

the oath. I approached, and standing there, began recalling 

word for word everything I had read, Then I proceeded. 

“Before taking the oath, your honor, May I request that you 

tell me why my lawyers are not at my side where they are 

supposed to be next to the Ministry’s Public Prosecutor? 

“Your lawyers have joined the prosecution, señora López; 

therefore you will not need their services,” said the judge 

with contempt. 

At that very moment, I had no doubt that a bribe had taken 

place just as Taimar had told me; she was watching everything 
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that went on on the defendant’s side, taking careful notes of 

every detail and even the gestures of all those present. I, who 

until that moment had hoped for justice, giving myself the 

benefit of the doubt, was now convinced that this would not 

be a fair trial. In any case, I decided to see it through to the end. 

“I refuse to take the oath under these conditions, your hon-

or. And I, Clarissa López de Obregón Amador, recuse you 

from this court for violating my right to a legitimate defense. 

There are violations of articles of the Constitution relating to 

due process, effective judicial protection and the principle 

of equality between the parties, your honor. 

The spectators were stunned and there was a spontaneous 

echo of astonishment in the courtroom. The self-confidence 

of my statement took them by surprise under the circum-

stances. Marco burst into nervous and thunderous laugh-

ter, but he was also completely taken by surprise. He was 

seconded by his lawyers and family members; also by the 

judge, who, although more discreetly, went along with him 

in a kind of mocking gesture and reacted unhesitatingly. 

“I cannot be recused because you did not personally bring 

charges against the defendant.

“Your honor,” I said unperturbed, despite the judge’s sneer-

ing ridicule, “there is a statement by Dr. Bernardo Manrique, 

which is definitely of a binding nature in all the courts of the 

Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela which are definitely appli-

cable to this case. According to that ruling, even if I did not 

personally accuse the defendant, I am entitled to have legal 
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representation. Moreover, even if I have agreed to the pros-

ecutor’s charges, I also have the right to private attorneys.” 

The courtroom went absolutely silent for several seconds, 

after which the judge launched her all-out attack. 

“The plaintiff is ordered to take her oath immediately and 

under the conditions laid down by this court. Bailiffs, pre-

pare yourselves; if she refuses to comply, you are to put her 

under arrest until such time as another hearing can be held.” 

“I refuse to take an oath under these conditions,” I insisted res-

olutely, squeezing a crucifix I had been carrying as I entered 

the courtroom which penetrated the skin of my right hand. 

The Public Ministry’s female prosecutor who accompanied 

me throughout the entire process promptly referred an arti-

cle from the Code of Criminal Procedure which allows for 

brief conversations in a low voice, which the judge had no 

option but to acknowledge. 

“Señora López, I understand your position, but I believe that 

this judge will place you under arrest if you insist on refus-

ing to testify today. She has arguments to find the recusing 

inadmissible. The children are there in the next room af-

ter waiting for more than twelve hours. Can you imagine, 

in addition to everything else that is happening to you to-

day, you get arrested? So, I recommend that, if you can bring 

yourself to do it, that you take the oath now. Starting from 

today, we have three days to file a written formal challenge. 

We will do that, I promise you.” 
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I accepted, and what followed was a barrage of outrages and 

aggravations on the part of the defense. “How many lovers 

have you had during your marital relationship with the de-

fendant? Is it not true that you have had several extramarital 

relationships with men younger than yourself? How many 

hours a day do you leave the house, leaving your minor chil-

dren alone or in charge of unqualified people?”

I finished my testimony y at 1:52 in the wee hours of the 

morning. At that late hour the judge ordered me to be taken 

back to the professional and witness room and ordered that 

the children approach the bench. The bailiff, from the back 

of the courtroom, told the judge that he would have to wake 

them up, that it was almost two o’clock in the morning and 

they were fast asleep. The judge then adjourned the session 

and called for a new hearing the following week.

Thereafter, the threatening phone calls got worse, but it 

wasn’t only Marco’s voice on the phone. At the suggestion 

of my attorneys and the prosecutor, we recorded the threat-

ening calls received during the last month to present as ev-

idence: I’m going to fuck with you. Just take it easy or I’ll take off with 

the children and you’ll either shut up or you’ll wake up dead. I will make you 

find yourself on the street and you’ll be forced to live under a bridge. I’ll also 

get my kids. Is that what hurts the most? I’ll take them away from you! So, 

where the hell were you? You’re lying. Why did you take so long? Are you all 

alone? You’re taking much too long. What are you gonna do there? You didn’t 

have to leave the house. Someone’s watching you and you know it. The calls 

were made by different voices, reminding me of that horse-

back ride with the hit men; in any case, they also advised 

me to leave everything the way it was and to choose staying 
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alive—me and my children—instead of continuing with 

the court case. 

Several times I almost gave up. I tried to commit suicide on 

two occasions, because I could no longer deal with that lev-

el of violence and so much pressure. The first time I tried to 

commit suicide I downed five pills of valium with a bottle of 

wine. I locked myself in the bathroom and fell into the tub. 

I don’t remember how I did it, but I managed to call Ricar-

do, one of Marco’s cousins, who had always shown sympa-

thy and affection towards me and the children. Ricardo is 

an MD. I don’t know how he managed it but, little by little, 

through his gentle words, he got me to open the door and 

be in the front of the house. He was waiting there to take me 

right away to the hospital. When I woke up three days later, 

at first I couldn’t remember anything that had happened. 

On the second occasion I took different pills that I had hid-

den and I even tried to slit my wrist, but ended up fainting 

before I could do it again, Toto got there in time to take me 

for treatment at a clinic. 

At other times, I was possessed by some kind of overwhelm-

ing energy that I have no idea where it came from and could 

face anything. So it was on that day when after leaving my 

parents’ house, a motorcycle cut in front of me, forcing me to 

slow down. The rider turned and faced me. It was then that 

I noticed that he and his passenger were wearing helmets. 

The motorbike stopped suddenly in front of me, and my re-

action, instead of slowing down, was to hit the gas. Both he 

and his rider fell to the ground. In a reflex action, and filled 
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with irrational fury, I got out of the van and confronted them 

both as they started getting up. What the hell are you doing, chasing 

after me? Were you hired by somebody? Well then, kill me now! Go on, just 

get it over with! That’s what you’re being paid for, you sons of bitches! I’ve had 

enough! Just kill me! For Christ’s sake, do something for a change!

My screams succeeded in flushing out the security guard 

from a neighboring house who to came out onto the street 

with his shotgun in hand. The men climbed back onto the 

bike and raced away. Again, I returned home all in a pan-

ic, having wet my pants once again. After a while and after 

calming down, I went out again ready to face another scare 

again if necessary.

• • •

Two days after that first hearing, in her newspaper col-

umn Taimar shared the surprising news not only of the 

judge’s recusal, but of an attempt by the case prosecutor 

on his own behalf to go against the judge before the Reg-

istration and Document Distribution Unit. It was a consti-

tutional protection action against the judge’s failure to al-

low the procedure established in the Organic Code of 

Criminal Procedure; that is, the disallowing of an appeal 

filed by the plaintiff against the ruling that declared recus-

al inadmissible, which in her opinion caused a denial of 

the right to be heard, to have effective judicial protections 

and the need for an impartial judge necessary to maintain 

due process, all of which is enshrined in the constitution. 
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The reaction to all this took place the same day on which the 

date for a new hearing had been set. The judge, again violat-

ing the terms of the Organic Code of Criminal Procedure, 

issued a procedural mandate for the prosecutor of the case 

—a measure which is impossible to apply to a public of-

ficial, since such mandate applies only to witnesses or ex-

perts who do not voluntarily appear before the court. But 

that was her ruling; therefore, that day, metropolitan po-

lice officers went looking for the prosecutor at her residence 

and escorted her directly to the courtroom, as if she were 

just any other witness. But that wasn’t all. As soon as the 

hearing began, the judge imposed disciplinary sanctions 

for contempt by the prosecutor and by both my lawyers 

who were prohibited from remaining in the courtroom 

and from witnessing the trial. 

This time everything was determined in a mere half hour. 

Taimar had managed to insert herself into the chair nearest 

to where I was sitting when the sentence was pronounced. 

The statements made by nearly all my witnesses were dis-

missed as if by magic. And, as if served on two platters, cit-

izen Marco Angelo Lizardi Salas was declared innocent of 

the charges of physical and psychological violence. Further-

more, the judge ordered that the precautionary and proce-

dural measures, which to some degree had protected me 

and my children, be lifted. 

On Marco’s side, there was instantaneous revelry in the 

courtroom. Applause and shouts, bear hugs and patting 

on shoulders. Taimar grabbed me by the arm from the seat 
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behind mine to keep me from falling flat on the floor and 

made me sit down. Then Marco stepped away from his 

group for a few seconds, approached us and, overjoyed by 

his court victory, threatened me once again right there in 

front of Taimar: 

“If you keep on fucking around, next time I’ll have the court 

take away the children. Just go home. I’ll be keeping an eye 

on you. 

Taimar did not miss her opportunity.

“Mr. Lizardi, My name is Taimar Torres, I am a journalist in 

the judicial area of the newspaper El Mundo. I’d like to ask you 

a few questions about the case. 

“I have nothing to say to you. You already heard the verdict. 

“Precisely. I have information about certain irregularities in 

the case, and it would be useful if I could get some state-

ments from you. 

“Talk to my lawyers. I don’t need any nonsense at this point, 

and I recommend that you stop sniffing around where you 

haven’t been invited. It could cost you dearly, like it has for 

this lady,” he said, pointing at me. 

“Are you threatening me right here in this courtroom?” she 

demanded to know in a firm voice, “It’s a good start for an 

article.” 

“Think whatever you want!,” Marco retorted, while gestur-

ing to leave. “But you’d better be very careful!” 
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“What a boor!” whispered Taimar as he departed from the 

courtroom. 

That same night I decided to have the kids sleep with me in 

my room. I closed the door securely and in the middle of the 

night while we were sound asleep a loud banging woke us up.

“Who said you could lock this door, dammit! Open the 

damn thing now!

“Get out of here, you drunken sot! The children are with 

me. Leave us alone!”

“I don’t give a shit,” he blurted, as he punched though the 

wooden door with his fist. 

We were all crying and overcome with fear, so I opened it. 

He had barely gotten inside when he rammed me with both 

hands and I found myself on the floor. 

“Why the fuck don’t you answer your phone? I’ve been call-

ing for two hours!

“Because you didn’t pay the bill and the line was cut, that’s 

why! 

My eyes were all bloodshot and I had trouble getting to my 

feet. Then he bent down and pulled me up by the hair. His 

breath oozed with the stench of liquor. 

“If I catch you with a man here in my house, I’ll kill you! So, 

get out!” he shouted to make sure the children heard. 

Then he went into the bathroom and closed the door. After 

a few seconds he passed out in his drunken stupor. Grabbing 
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the children I ran and locked ourselves in, this time in Pat-

ty’s room. We didn’t dare leave until well into the following 

morning when the maid knocked on the door and invited us 

to have breakfast. Marco had gulped down a strong cup of 

coffee, after which he simply left the house. 

I waited until the courtroom was completely empty. This 

time my eyes were not watering. I was dry. Taimar looked at 

me bewilderingly; she found my bearing very odd. She had 

become accustomed to my spilling easy tears, sometimes for 

some little trifle. I couldn’t believe that after such a colossal 

defeat, not even one tear oozed from my eyes. 

“Get me out of here!” 

“Yes, we’re leaving. It’s enough for one day. I’ll take you to 

your parents’ place. Things will be better there.” 

“You’re wrong about that,” I told her, with a serenity that 

made her even more mystified. I’m going home so I can be 

with my children.” 

“Clarissa, for Christ’s sake! There are no more precautionary 

measures, didn’t you hear? Marco can go there whenever he 

wants and can even remain there if he so decides.” 

“Is there a tattoo salon in anywhere in your neighborhood?”

“Clarissa for God’s sake! You worry me! You have become 

raving mad! What are you talking about for heaven’s sake?”

“Take me there. I’ll appeal again if that’s what worries 

you; but this time I’ll make sure I don’t go under, I swear 

to it. Now, take me to your neighborhood right; let’s go. I’ll 
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explain on the way. I’m all alone in this, and alone I will pre-

vail no matter what the cost.”

• • •

Toto went to the women’s prison known as the National In-

stitute for Female Orientation feeling somewhat guilty for 

not having showed up the previous week, but saying that the 

wait had been worth it. This was only days before the date of 

the trial for the criminal proceedings against me. 

When I returned to my cell, more pale and more emaciated 

than usual, my hair was all wet and my robe was still cling-

ing to my body after a quick shower without any soap or 

shampoo and no towel with which to dry myself, Toto had 

already been waiting for an hour. He saw that my arms and 

legs were full of infected bites and many scratch marks, as 

well as my having lost almost seven pounds since the last 

time he saw me. 

“Mama Clarissa! What have they done to you? Where were 

you?”

“Just get out of here!” 

“I came to tell you that this ordeal is almost over with, that 

you will soon be released. I’m not going to let them find you 

guilty. Everything’s good now; you’ve suffered enough. I’ll 

handle everything, Mama Clarissa. Please don’t lose faith 

now —please. This is almost over, I promise!

“Just get out of here! I don’t want to see anybody anymore! 

Nothing matters! So, leave now, and just forget that I even 
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exist! Just live your life! Take off like my absent children and 

leave me alone!”

“Mom, please!

“Don’t touch me! I already told you, just get out of here! 

What happened? You want to know what happened? Then 

I’ll tell you. What happened was I got fed up, I can’t take any 

more of this! I haven’t known what life is for years. I am 

without feelings and I know nothing. What happened is I 

don’t know what I’m guilty of or what I did wrong. What 

happened is life didn’t even allow me to have a victory at 

court because Marco died before his time and I never saw 

him being sent to jail, fucked like me. Goddamn it! What 

happened is I can’t bear to look at myself in the mirror. I 

don’t know the reason for this life; I am disgusted with my-

self. What happened is, a week ago I came close to stringing 

up a jail guard because she punched me out and I went bal-

listic; I attacked the idiot and kicked her until I was exhaust-

ed, then jabbed her with a pencil to the stomach. What has 

happened is I have become an animal who pees all over her-

self. Toto, what happened is that I was sentenced and sent to 

el tigrito. Do you know about el tigrito? It’s a pint-size peniten-

tiary at the foot of the mountain with miserable cells, with-

out lighting or water; the floors are made of dirt and the la-

trines are full of overflowing excrement! That’s where you 

sleep and have to try to figure out whether it’s day or night. 

You’re there on the ground with the shit right there next to 

you, completely disoriented because that’s what you are —a 

piece of worthless shit in the dark, day and night. I was hav-

ing my period and they didn’t give me any sanitary towels 
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and just once a day they fling tray of food at you. The wom-

an in the next cell who had been in that two-square-yard en-

closure for nine months ended up being taken directly to the 

psychiatric ward. What happened is that for the first time in 

my life I was punished for a reason, Toto, a genuine reason! 

Goddammit! That’s what has happened; so now, just leave 

this place! Nothing matters anymore, do you understand? 

Guard! Get this brat out of here; just do it; I want to be alone!

Calling from the jail house door, already ordered to leave by 

the guard, Toto promised once more, this time trembling as 

I had never seen him. 

“I’m going to get you out of here, Mom, I swear I will! Please 

resist a bit longer, I beg of you!

I felt that even my soul had abandoned me at that moment. I 

ran and slammed the door shut with such a bang that the en-

tire building shook, but no one uttered a single word. There 

was unusual silence because of the respect I had gained 

among the inmates for my assaulting the guard. I lay down 

and lifted up my gown to retreat again to the monarch but-

terfly tattooed very close to my outlawed sex.

• • •

The idea gradually took shape. It jumped out me any time 

for any reason and for none at all. It dwelt inside me night af-

ter night. Jolts and pain were no longer keeping me awake. A 

dreadful fear of myself began to invade me whenever I sur-

prised myself by embracing the possibility of taking justice 

into my own hands to finish everything once and for all. 
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I went back to my therapy with support from my parents, but 

I was never able to confess to the psychoanalyst the thoughts 

that disturbed my nighttime hours. In any case, there were 

plenty enough reasons for the permanent dark circles under 

my eyes and my skeletal figure. There was no need to explain 

why I went back to therapy. The long and tortuous story was 

now public knowledge thanks to newspaper coverage. I had 

become the first woman in my country to sue an assailant 

for domestic violence, and had lost two court battles. In any 

case, I would not give up. That was why I returned to the 

couch of lamentations. I continued as a survivor. 

Over and over again I thought of my therapy as a way to un-

cover the causes of all my grief, including abandonment by 

my parents although they were physically present; abuses by 

my aggressor; rejection, self-betrayal, fear and anger. 

At first, I was looking for a formula that would enable me 

to confront all these ghouls and, in any case, I would try 

to clear up murky areas and press on. I would appeal the 

court’s verdict. I would try again. That’s was how duty was 

supposed to work, although in my own heart, the force that 

emanated soonest from my boiling blood was a powerful 

need to have revenge. Already the legal system had betrayed 

me, twice. 

I talked to my lawyers. We would prepare everything to 

appeal the verdict in front of the constitutional court. The 

public prosecutor and my lawyers, in turn, would pres-

ent another appeal for opening disciplinary actions which 

the judge had ordered against them and I would also indict 
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them before the court inspectorate and the executive head 

of the judiciary. They assured me that this time we would 

not fail. There had been too many arbitrary and flagrant vi-

olations of the law. However, the possibility of   losing the 

case once caused me to consider the possibility of handling 

it myself. 

After receiving the first clinical report on Marco’s demise, 

which stated that his death was due to respiratory failure, 

the judge ordered more specialized pathological tests in 

view of its unexpectedness. The autopsy and other foren-

sic examinations would take about two more days, but they 

were essential; I would want to be sure there were no glitch-

es in the record. After all, it was not every day that the first 

person in the country accused of criminal physical and psy-

chological violence would, after two unsuccessful trials, 

collapse lifeless in the courtroom when finally convicted. 

That very same day we went to live at my parents’ house. 

Immediately we began to explore the possibilities of a 

life far away, outside the country and removed from that 

house whose walls had been ravaged by violence, a house 

where my children reached puberty and from which I had 

vowed never to leave until putting an end to this unbearable 

predicament. 

Juan Marco took the reins of the family business under the 

tutelage of his paternal grandparents. The distance and the 

abyss that separated us deepened with his father’s death. 

He was already the same age as his father was when he 

took over the reins of the businesses. From the very day of 
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Marco’s death, Toto insisted that we leave without delay. He 

would handle legal matters by using the lawyers who took 

care of his business dealings. Then he would come join us. 

But things did not work out for me. Just two days after the 

funeral, a judicial commission showed up at my parents’ 

house. They arrested me, charging me with manslaughter 

or intentional homicide in the death of Marco Lizardi. 

In a matter of minutes, news spread throughout the Palacio de 

Justicia courthouse and then to all the media, saying that the 

Clarissa López’s accused assailant, who died of respiratory 

arrest minutes after being sentenced to five years in prison 

for physical and psychological violence, had actually been 

murdered. A new homicide trial would now be held. The 

prosecution acted immediately, bringing charges against 

me together with an indictment by Marco’s parents. 

• • •

Our appeal was finally successful, as was our challenge to 

the judge who had declared Marco not guilty at the previous 

trial. Taimar’s reporting on the scandalous corruption and 

influence trafficking in the judicial system had had an effect. 

I feared for her safety, but she assured me that she knew how 

to take care of herself. Thereafter, at her request, I stopped 

seeing her. She asked me not to seek her out, and told me that 

she would get in touch if necessary. 

It all started over again. The sentence was annulled, the 

judge was dismissed and she was prevented from exercis-

ing any public office in future. This time my lawyers were 
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more optimistic. They knew the newly-appointed judge 

and assured me that his judicial trajectory was impeccable. 

We would now be in the presence of a true overseer of jus-

tice, and we would have the possibility of winning the tri-

al in good faith, presenting once more the results of all the 

medical and psychological examinations, as well as cor-

roboration of the most recent threats. On the other hand, 

although the judicial process was opening up without ob-

structions, I doubted everything, and the idea of anoth-

er loss at court easily ignited feelings of rage. There were 

fears and uncertainties which then led to my determined 

hope of never having to re-live those days of endless misery. 

While the lawyers re-validated their prosecutorial strategy, 

I furtively became an expert in the knowledge of the physi-

ological effects of different poisons on a hypertensive indi-

vidual, after taking a substance that would last as long as the 

trial would before reaching a new verdict. Boric acid, pow-

dered sugar, sodium bicarbonate, gypsum and corn starch, 

arsenic, insecticides, panic! (wet my pants again); fertiliz-

er, mercury, rage, mistrust, rat poison, pistol, ammonia, 

suicide, chlorine, cyanide, dread; my daughter and her fu-

ture, Toto and his rich-kid orphan, acetone, Juan Marco fol-

lowing in the footsteps of his father, ricin, botulinum toxin. 

Would I be able to do this? Would I dare?

Marco kept on going into and leaving the house whenev-

er he wanted. He would eat, check every corner, talk to the 

maid and take off with her whenever he felt like it. I didn’t 

lose the hope of stripping myself of my affections. Two years 

had passed since he went off with Juan Marco. Two years 
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of comings and goings without any successes whatsoever in 

the courts. Two more years of fear and occasional violence. 

But Toto no longer went into hiding when he saw him com-

ing. He had assumed the role of eldest son from the very mo-

ment Juan Marco went away. He didn’t let him out of his 

sight as long as he was in the house. He had become a true 

sentinel for us women. 

His imminent coming of age, with his arms and his entire 

body sculpted daily through rigorous weight-lifting at the 

time, in addition to having access to certain privileges in the 

management of his properties and inheritance, caused him 

to flourish—in spite of his reserved and discreet nature—

with seeming and even defiant self-sufficiency, even in his 

gaze. His imposing height also reinforced his new attitude 

towards Marco. 

He had instructed his executors to provide a monthly sum 

from his inheritance, and with that he made sure that food 

was not lacking in the refrigerator, that the household utili-

ties were paid and that every now and then we left the house 

for distractions such as movie or to have a cup of coffee or a 

snack somewhere. 

His excellent grades enabled him to get into medical school 

without any problems. He had finished high school with 

honors, and by age 17 was already in his first semester at 

med school.

On the day of my new trial, Juan Marco took a seat next to 

his paternal grandparents. I looked at him fixedly as long as I 
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could as the spectators filled the courtroom. He had changed 

too. He reminded me of his father at the same age, especial-

ly his in his attitude and mood—always self-important and 

with a frown on his face. I was barely able to breathe because 

of the tightness in my chest. I felt that it would all be over in a 

matter of minutes. 

In that trial, I was finally declared not guilty following Mar-

co’s sudden death just minutes after receiving his sentence. 

The judge, upon receiving the routine pathological reports 

that she had ordered, was forced to redirect the proceedings 

in light of the results of the autopsy: namely: blockage of pe-

ripheral nerves causing instant debility of the muscles lead-

ing to sudden respiratory arrest in a hypertensive individu-

al due to his prolonged intake of small quantities of poison, 

presumably in his food. 

The pathologists in charge of the analyses had determined 

that Marco’s central nervous system had been poisoned. Ac-

cording to the report, in the days prior to his death he should 

have had only some minor digestive, cardiovascular or neu-

rological problems, but given his hypertensive condition, 

and considering the psychological pressures which he 

would surely be facing in his third trial, he had probably not 

talked about any such symptoms. 

At the preliminary hearing, the judge found sufficient ev-

idence in the prosecution’s indictment to mean that I, the 

woman who a few days earlier had won the first-ever tri-

al for gender-based violence, would now be charged with 

murdering the same man who on three occasions I had 

brought charges against. 
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For my in-laws, and for the prosecutor himself, it was ob-

vious that I might have sufficient motive to attempt to poi-

son Marco little-by-little through his food, which in the end 

may have been the cause of his death due to respiratory ar-

rest; so, his body was “fertile ground” for such a scenar-

io given his hypertensive and allergic condition and I was 

charged with manslaughter. Who else but me, his eternal 

victim, would have a reason to murder him? Who, but me, 

repeatedly defrauded by the justice system, would have tak-

en the matter into my own hands?

I missed Taimar’s being present in the courtroom, covering 

the case as usual and with her full support, which I needed. 

One of her colleagues told me she was on leave, that her sis-

ter had just died after receiving another beating by her part-

ner; therefore she had to assume maternal role which she 

had avoided for so long —this time with her nephew, tak-

ing care of a newborn child, orphaned by both its father and 

mother —two sides of the same coin. 

She was now editor-in-chief of the newspaper and had 

joined the communal victims’ assistance unit against gen-

der-based violence recently opened by the mayor’s office. 

She was the only woman on the entire team who had not 

herself been a victim, but on balance, had lost far more than 

others who showed up every day with bruises on their bod-

ies and broken ribs. 

After the prosecutor read the charges, Toto arose from his 

seat and surprisingly asked permission from the judge to 

make a statement which was granted immediately to the 

surprise of everyone, especially me.



CLARISSA

89

“Your Honor, this ruling is unfounded. Clarissa López is in-

nocent of these charges. The one who poisoned the now de-

ceased Marco Lizardi was me. Please, I beg of you to release 

her immediately. 

“Explain yourself, young man,” the judge responded while 

asking for silence amid the astonishment of everyone in the 

courtroom. “Are you confessing to having perpetrated a 

homicide?”

“Yes, your honor, and if you will allow me, I will explain it 

all. I am a minor, but here I have three lawyers representing 

me, two of them specialists in juvenile law. They have been 

informed of everything and will assist me if necessary and if 

you will allow it. Please let me explain what happened, and 

above all, please set señora López free immediately. 

My legs began to tremble. Toto’s gaze —deep and transpar-

ent—is engraved in my memory forever. As he stepped for-

ward, he placed his right hand over his heart as he had done 

every time he left home for school. He looked at me for a few 

seconds and with a gesture conveyed his feelings from a dis-

tance, “Mom, I love you.”

The judge ordered my immediate release, and a bailiff ap-

proached to accompany me out of the courtroom. Before 

exiting, as we approached the door I asked him to let me 

hear Toto’s statements. 

Toto began by recounting that since childhood, he had no-

ticed that his parents had problems —very serious ones. 

They did not lead to physical blows, but in verbal terms 
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there were offenses and an aggressiveness which was always 

present in their emotions and feelings. 

He had no siblings and the toys —which he had in abun-

dance— never attracted him more than books did. He took 

refuge in them, seeking answers to his thousands of ques-

tions, cultivating his mind and discounting himself as 

much as possible. From a very young age he promised him-

self that he would become a doctor one day. It had not gone 

unnoticed to him that one of the recurring causes of the 

family arguments was his father’s nearly constant deplor-

able state of health. 

At first Toto didn’t understand the reason for his father’s con-

dition. He looked slovenly and days passed without him 

showering while he was locked away in his study, bare-

ly eating. He drank a lot too, but even on the days when he 

didn’t consume alcohol, his speech was inarticulate and he 

was incoherent much of the time. He wouldn’t let anyone 

approach except Toto, who watched him closely and took 

note of everything, so he could later try to explore the mat-

ter and reach conclusions. On more than one occasion he 

asked his mother to call for a doctor, to which she would an-

swer that his father’s condition couldn’t be helped by any-

body. He never understood the whole mess and he didn’t 

understand how his mother could be insensitive to the ob-

vious deterioration of his father’s health. 

Chemistry had always attracted his attention. Many times, 

while still a child, he would sneak into the kitchen and steal 

things for making experiments with. He pretended he was 
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in a lab in search of a formula that could cure his father. So 

one day his mother found him all covered in white flour, 

with some vinegar and a lighter of the kind used for lighting 

gas burners. His mom panicked, and took him to the doc-

tor immediately, assuming that he may have ingested co-

caine of which there was plenty in the house. That’s how he 

learned the cause of his father’s bad condition. From then 

on he understood many things. The comprehensive clinical 

evaluation to which he had been subjected further proved 

that Toto was a child genius. He had an IQ of 156. 

On the few occasions when Toto’s father was lucid, he was 

truly affectionate and kind to him. He would share won-

derful stories about his childhood, including inevitably 

mentioning holidays spent on the farm with friends —the 

same farm where he sometimes took Toto to play with the 

children of the owners of the farm next door —the Liz-

ardi-López family. That’s how he got to know them. 

On those shared vacations, which were repeated every year, 

Toto noticed the difference between his mother’s disinter-

est in his father and the dedication to and affection shown 

toward my own children. It was he who asked his father to 

let him attend my children’s school, since he knew that Juan 

Marco was the same age. I never imagined what I was hearing.

The female judge urged him to get to the point, and again 

Toto requested that he be allowed to mention details. He 

stated that everything he was referring to had to do with the 

reason for the trial and for his own confession. 
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Little by little he was providing details about how he was 

able to become a frequent guest in our home by making ex-

cuses about homework and the sporting activities he shared 

with Juan Marco. These things too had been carefully and 

meticulously planned. He made it very clear that it was a ne-

cessity for his spirit to receive the affection that I was giving 

him. It was quite easy for him to notice the contrast between 

the lukewarm and distant attitude of his own mother which 

was getting progressively worse —and which deeply hurt 

him— but which he had found a way to overcome.  

His mother came from an unstable and destitute family, 

with six siblings and a missing father. She had never been 

able to go to college. She had to work as did all her siblings 

and pay her own way. Furthermore, she was self-centered, 

and never missed an opportunity to indulge herself, in spite 

of her mother’s complaints of her limited contributions to 

household expenses.

Toto’s father met her while she was working at a dryclean-

ers where he used to drop off his clothes once a week. Im-

mediately he fell in love with her. He ignored family consid-

erations and asked for her hand in marriage, which ended 

up creating estrangement from other members of Toto’s fa-

ther’s own family. His father knew her well, but in spite of 

the love he felt for her, he set limits to her handling of family 

finances. She complained about this constantly because she 

didn’t understand why she was limited in this regard since 

his fortune was practically unlimited.
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At home, Toto’s father’s health continued to degenerate as a 

result of his constant relapses into drug use. His seclusions at 

detoxification clinics did little to help. Soon after leaving one 

of them, predictably he relapsed and his moments of lucidi-

ty became increasingly shorter; but he took advantage of one 

such moment to send for Toto to assure himself and to hear 

his voice telling him that he was all right in our midst. In an-

other such moment, again at his suggestion, they agreed to 

grant me custody and to administratively set in motion a de-

gree of financial independence for him. 

As I listened to him calmly and serenely tell his story, I got 

goosebumps caused by the surprise of seeing how, from 

childhood, he had been able to plan his future in minute de-

tail. In re-counting his story he emphasized that he never 

wanted to tell his father about the violence and aggression 

that he witnessed in my house. He preferred to let him think 

that everything was completely normal when in reality that 

simply was not true either at his house or ours. 

His mother was quarrelling less but leaving the house more 

often. Little by little she was increasingly away from home; 

at first, for a couple of days; then for a week, until she left al-

together without giving any explanation or saying goodbye 

to anybody. Toto never told his father that he knew perfect-

ly well the reasons for his mother’s desertion. He also pre-

ferred not to bring up the subject with him. His suspicions 

and the observations he had made led him to a hypothesis 

which, even though he was unable to verify until years later, 

he had been convinced of from the beginning by heeding 

his own intuitions. His mother had abandoned her home 
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because of a man, but it wasn’t just any man; his mother had 

left, having been seduced and dazzled by Marco Ángelo Li-

zardi Salas. 

A collective sigh was heard throughout the courtroom. Ev-

eryone present at the trial was whispering their astonish-

ment and surprise to others. The judge immediately de-

manded order in the court and asked Toto to continue with 

his narrative. He looked at me, knowing that what he had 

just said would astound me. I wanted to hold back the tears, 

but again it was impossible.

Juan Marco got up from his seat and began to shout: “Mur-

derer! I’ll see to it that you rot in prison! What ingratitude! 

My father welcomed you into our house as his own son! You 

will pay for this for the rest of your life!” he shouted until his 

grandparents succeeded in calming him down and he took 

his seat again. 

Toto resumed his narrative in a kind of veiled reply to Juan 

Marco’s accusations. He mentioned the details of several 

episodes that exemplified Marco’s constant rejection, mis-

treatment and threats, and went even further. He wanted to 

give a possible explanation for Marco’s hostile attitude and 

disdain that in a simplistic way we all attributed to his al-

ways violent nature. In a nutshell, shortly after moving per-

manently to our house, Toto had let Marco know that he 

knew perfectly well what kind of relationship he had with 

his mother, even though when doing this his words were 

based on his hypotheses and on observations of the attitudes 

of both during vacation time at the farm. That was what 
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motivated him when he arranged to live in our house, in 

spite of Marco’s obvious hostility to the idea and his constant 

complaints about it. Toto threatened to reveal everything he 

knew about Marcos, and then told the audience that it was 

while standing at my bedside as I lay asleep in the hospital 

after my days in intensive care, that he began to plan poison-

ing Marco little by little but making sure it was fatal. He was 

not about to let this man deprive him of the two women he 

had most loved in life. 

I could hardly believe my ears. I wanted to interrupt him and 

I tried to reach the center aisle but I was unable to get a sin-

gle word out of my mouth. The bailiff seized me by the arm, 

ordering me to leave the courtroom, but as we approached 

the exit door I begged him to allow me listen until Toto had 

finished his narrative, promising him to remain silent. Toto 

looked at me, and again put his hand over his heart. 

His lawyer approached the dais and handed him a white en-

velope from which he removed a letter to submit as part of 

his testimony. It was from his mother, postmarked in Cuba, 

where she had traveled at Marco’s recommendation, with 

the promise of a self-indulging and quiet lifestyle there, 

with all the comforts and respect bestowed by her extensive 

connections to the Island’s political powers. It’s no wonder 

he made frequent business trips there. He had promised that 

he would cover all her expenses and would make sure she 

entertained royally, but these promises were empty ones. 

Toto asked permission of the court to read parts of the let-

ter which would make it clear that it was a farewell letter, 
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because his mother, after a couple of years on the island, and 

now abandoned by the one who had taken her there, now 

penniless and without the possibility of returning home, 

committed suicide. In the letter she begged Toto’s forgive-

ness abandoning him; for her lack of loyalty to him and his 

father; for having allowed this man to consider only his own 

ambitions and self-centeredness. 

After explaining his motives for carrying out the homicide 

and how he had been planning it for years, he detailed to the 

court the mixture of the chemical elements he had utilized 

to create the toxic substance that he had put in Marco’s food. 

According to him, just knowing that Marco was hyperten-

sive and allergic was essential in determining the precise 

mixtures used. He also mentioned his fondness ever since 

childhood not only of chemistry but referred to his always 

excellent grades, emphasizing that he was now enrolled in 

his first semester at medical school.

After his hour-and-a-half long declaration, he made a for-

mal guilty plea, prepared to abide by the court’s decision. He 

officially appointed his defense attorneys and was escorted 

willingly to the special detention center that the judge had 

consigned him to, given his status as a minor.

Everyone in the courtroom was speechless, including me. 

For several minutes I felt paralyzed, not knowing what to 

do. The bailiff escorted me to the exit in my dazed and con-

fused condition, and there, a man identifying himself as an 

employee at one of Toto’s businesses, handed me an enve-

lope containing paper money, an airline ticket, my passport 
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and a couple of credit cards. He told me he had received in-

structions to escort me to the airport without delay. Within 

the space of an hour I was supposed to be on a flight to Rome, 

and he was supposed to confirm to his boss that I had fol-

lowed his instructions. 

I flatly refused to get on that flight knowing that Toto had 

been arrested. I told the man that Toto would be needing 

me more than ever and that I would never leave him, just as 

he had never abandoned me. The employee, who had been 

expecting such a reaction, which Toto himself had warned 

him about, handed me a note written by him: “Mama Clar-

issa, go in peace; listen to me and trust me, always. We’ll see 

each other soon, I promise, just as I promised to get you out 

of this mess. You paid a heavy price in advance over many 

years. Now it’s time for you to start living for real. I think 

you found out today that I am capable of many things, and 

it is true. Don’t doubt for a single second what I’m telling 

you. I’m not alone or without help. I have the very best law-

yers and all the possibilities that money can provide, based 

on my father’s fortune which, as you know, I have now be-

gun to manage. Trust me, mama Clarissa; I repeat, trust me. 

Patty is fine. I have already made sure that she lacks nothing 

and that she will continue her studies in the United States. I 

talked to her today. She knows nothing about the trial and 

it’s better that way. There will be time enough for all that. 

For now it’s better that you don’t reveal your whereabouts to 

anybody. Everything’s been arranged. We will see each oth-

er soon, so live your life, Mama Clarissa; live your life; you 

deserve it. I love you, Toto.” 
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• • •

Dear Patty, daughter of my battered soul. I have missed you 

dearly. Please forgive my silence during all these years. Per-

haps I was preparing myself for this moment. I received 

your letter a couple of weeks ago and have thought long and 

hard before answering you. 

Several months ago, I decided to start writing about the kind 

of life I had been living until just three years ago. It was a long 

and painful chapter which also affected part of your life. I did 

this looking for a new way to lessen the pain, and I confess 

that it has turned out to be the best way to overcome the sad-

ness and to conjure up a few other ghosts that still occasional-

ly haunt me. But I must also tell you that I have been doing this 

writing for the past few months, perhaps sensing that at some 

point you would ask me the question you are now asking me 

which I know must have been difficult for you to formulate. 

I want to thank you for taking the initiative, and please for-

give me if I have taken too long to respond. So far, my silence 

has never been because of carelessness or a lack of love; it has 

been due to my pain and shame and needing time to over-

come another kind of torture. 

To write all these pages which I finally finished today and 

which I have decided to attach to this letter to share with you, 

has also been a kind of catharsis that has walked me through 

all the incidents and memories of the life I have lived. Many 

times, I have written all this from a place of pain; others 

from rage, but mostly from the empty space left by so many 
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unanswered questions which, as with you, for a long time 

have pervaded me with uncertainties. In life, there are bur-

dens that we must bear, and often there is no time for ques-

tions or to rebel, but only time to endure and carry on and on 

and on. 

You will recognize yourself in many of the lines I have writ-

ten. You lived it. You were there and you also ended up a vic-

tim. In other sections I know that you will find enormous 

surprises. In any case, this has been our story and the Clar-

issa that I was until now has also somehow insisted that I get 

past this page. 

I know that you know that Toto is here with us, and I imag-

ine that knowing this, some of your anxiety must also have 

diminished. After a very long time you have found the cour-

age to ask me to provide you with the details about who real-

ly poisoned your father, and I want to answer that question 

so that it never again enters your mind and especially not 

your spirit. I can assure you that I’ve been looking for the an-

swer to that question for many years. 

I need to tell you that the nonexistence of justice is what 

killed your father; the ineffectiveness of the judiciary; the 

extreme ambition of certain judges; political power used 

to cause harm and to intimidate. I would like to be able to 

tell you that your father was killed by the inaction of jus-

tice which in our country is perhaps more blind than it is 

in other places; that he was a victim of a nation more con-

cerned about acquiring more beauty crowns or having 

more women in politics than it is with the victims gender 
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aggression; more moved and mobilized by animal abuse 

and homeless pets than by women who lose their lives or 

have lost hope; I would like to be able to tell you that your fa-

ther died from a lack of affection; from not having had a just 

and decent childhood with a minimum amount of affection  

—something which every child needs to grow up in a state 

of well-being, with self-confidence and enough encour-

agement to overcome obstacles, set goals and achieve them 

based on his or her own efforts and merit.

I wish I could tell you that Marco was not to blame either, 

because before dying he was also a victim just like me, but 

a victim of his circumstances, of his own shortcomings, of 

his abuses and those of his family. I would like to be able to 

tell you that what killed him was his impotence, not in pro-

creating but to be truly a man, a master of his own mascu-

linity and intimate space. 

It has taken me many years to reach this state of composure 

that has enabled me to talk about these things and to have 

the courage to write these lines for you. It has not been easy 

to look at everything from a distance and to know that this 

same hand that writes to you about all this has so often dried 

tears of pain and despair. These are the same hands that I have 

placed over my heart begging for God’s forgiveness, and 

now yours for the mistakes I have made that have affected all 

your lives, and those of my children —the oxygen of my life. 

I would like to provide you with a name or a surname, but I 

know that having such information would simply cause you 

to shift your anguish and add to your uncertainties. I don’t 
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think that’s for the best. It’s not what I want for you. I wish 

none of this had ever happened, but it did. 

In the adversarial process at Toto’s trial, after interrogating 

the experts and after the evaluation of psychiatric and bio-

logical analyses, the judge ruled to finalize the case and de-

clare him a free man. According to his reasoned opinion, 

and taking into account the expertise of the Scientific Crim-

inal Investigation Corps, the weight of testimonies, as well 

as new forensic and biochemical findings, there were rea-

sonable doubts about the incidence of toxic substances as 

the cause of your father’s death. That is why the case was 

brought to a close. 

I’m trying to scare off my own ghosts, which I don’t know 

if I will ever succeed in doing, but making the effort is what 

keeps me going. You are woman and a wife; soon you will 

be a mother, and every minute of my life I pray that nothing 

will ever cause you repeat the history of which you are an 

fundamental part. Please forgive me for not seeing how to 

save you from all of this. 

I can never thank Toto enough for making sure that you 

were able to leave the country immediately after your fa-

ther’s funeral, although I know that from a distance you 

have not completely escaped everything that happened lat-

er, details of which I am now sharing with you in my own 

handwriting in an attempt to in some way relieve you of 

your uncertainties. 

My body has not “shed tears” in my pants for some time. The 

last time that happened was on the day of the hearing, when 
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I was pronounced not guilty and ran away trying to escape 

from myself, once again. That’s what I plead guilty to this day. 

I am guilty of having chosen to see in Toto’s determination 

a kind of strength that I never saw in my own father to try to 

defend me more forcefully. I am guilty of having so easily ac-

cepted the life plan that he organized for me, without forget-

ting a single detail once I regained my freedom, such as the 

airfare to leave the country immediately and fly to Rome; the 

money and credit cards I would need to live as a free person 

for the first time, even if that meant leaving all of you behind 

for a long time until finally learning to cry like a normal per-

son without worrying about the noise. I am guilty of many 

things. Some I acknowledge; others happened in spite of me. 

The balance of all this, dear Patty, is more than the loss of my 

short-term memory due to the precarious condition of my 

right parietal lobe; it’s more than the pins and metal plates in 

my left leg or the loss of my left kidney or the weakened grip 

in my left hand. The balance is a life, the rest of which you 

now have the opportunity to live, starting from a blank page 

on which you can draw the most beautiful landscapes. It is 

your right, it’s up to you; don’t let it pass. Don’t apologize for 

asking me to answer that question. And forgive me for not 

giving you the right answers at the right time.

This morning I went for a walk along the valley’s main av-

enue. I love breathing the autumn air and counting every 

paver, step by step. I like seeing my new lean figure and my 

shapely arms and legs, reflected in the windows of the shops 

along the main avenue. I have always wanted to come back 

here. It has been a longing ever since I was fifteen when, on 
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one of the family trips with my parents and siblings, I dis-

covered this wonder called Cortina D’Ampezzo. 

I never thought I would ever come back here, yet here I am 

in this paradise in northern Italy that merges with Austria 

at the very top of the Dolomites —this beautiful valley that 

connects villages and hamlets embraced by the Alps, has 

overwhelmed me completely. Today I bought flowers again 

to fill my visual senses and to adorn the beautiful villa where 

I live, totally absorbed in painting and writing. 

Early in the day I completed my climb up the mountain. As 

I begin my ascent, the sky gets closer and closer —a feeling 

that I have chosen to relive every morning, especially in the 

spring and fall. The walk is a long one and the path is steep, 

but, thank God, my body has gotten trained in such a way 

that I enjoy it more and more, given my improved physi-

cal condition. I have learned to distinguish the sounds of the 

deer, the hares and the wild goats which from time to time I 

can discern in the distance. All this has enabled me to regain 

my elasticity. It feels like my muscles have been permanent-

ly oxygenated. 

Vito is downstairs on the main floor of the villa. From here 

he handles his business dealings the world over. He is a for-

mer oil company executive at the world’s largest supplier of 

crude oil, located in Stavanger, the oil capital of Norway. He 

was also an executive at a major supplier of natural gas for 

the entire European continent. He took early retirement to 

dedicate himself to managing his small emporium of com-

panies involved in maritime transport and shipbuilding.
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We rarely ever leave this place. We both like it here. Beyond 

the wonderful world that we have been able to make for 

ourselves, I only need you, my children. However, when I 

feel such nostalgia, I thank life and I thank God for show-

ing me that in some way one can embrace happiness, even 

though it is never complete. 

Ever since we met, right after I arrived in Rome, Vito has done 

nothing but make me happy. He always tells me that he was 

captivated by the spirituality he saw in my gaze, and I always 

tell him that he must have been looking at another woman. 

Vittorio has shown me with infinite patience that anoth-

er day follows each evening and that it is true that after the 

storm comes the calm. He has been with me ever since I ar-

rived in Rome, and after months of his enduring my effron-

tery caused by my fears and ghosts, with his infinite patience 

he finally succeeded in getting me to enjoy a rich espresso in 

Rome’s famous Café de Paris. 

We walked through the Piazza Barberini, on the south side 

of Villa Borghese. Walking firmly, he took me by the arm 

and with infinite warmth, even in the tone of his voice, told 

me how in the sixties, the famous Via Veneto, full of coffee 

shops and emblematic hotels, was the favorite place of cele-

brated movie stars, and obviously of the obstinate paparazzi. 

On that occasion, we walked along the Via Settembre until 

reaching the Santa Maria della Vittoria church. Vito is a man of 

great sensitivity, a lover of art and a devoted scholar of Ro-

manesque baroque art. He wanted to show me one of the 

masterpieces of that period known as The Ecstasy of Santa Teresa 



CLARISSA

105

by Bernini. I listened attentively to his enthusiastic account 

talking about the majesty of the piece —a sculpture of white 

marble and bronze, some three and a half meters in height. 

He explained that it was a representation of St. Teresa of Jesus, 

a mystical and reformist writer belonging to a religious soci-

ety, beatified in 1614 by Pope Paul V, and canonized in 1622. 

With his arm on my shoulders, he murmured into my ear, 

inviting me to enjoy the wonderful image. Beams of light 

accentuated by golden rays filtered through a window just 

above the saintly figure. The dome made a perfect frame for 

the scene filled with cherubs and the descending light of the 

holy spirit, symbolized by a dove. The frescoes in the dome 

were filled with a trampantojo sky. I didn’t know what trampan-

tojo meant until he explained it to me. It comes from a French 

expression, trompe-l’oeil, meaning “deceiving the eye”. It is a 

pictorial technique that attempts to deceive the eye by play-

ing with perspectives that deliberately produce optical ef-

fects to create a false perspective. I asked him why he liked 

that piece of art so much, and he told me he liked many of 

them but that he had chosen that one especially for me. 

The two main figures that stand out in this work are inspired 

by an episode depicted by St. Teresa herself in one of her 

writings. In it, she related how an angel pierced her heart 

with a golden arrow. In his sculpture Bernini decided to im-

mortalize the moment when the angel removed the arrow 

from her body. The expression on her face conveys a mix-

ture of emotions, but in the end, it is one of happiness and 

gratification. The text went something like this: “The pain was 

so intense that it caused me to moan, but this extreme pain was so permeated 
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with sweetness that I did not want it to end. Now the soul is content with 

nothing less than God. The pain is not physical but spiritual, although the 

body has its share. The exchange that now takes place between the soul and 

God is so sweet that I ask God in His goodness to allow anyone who may think 

that I am lying to experience it.” 

Vito told me that for many years every time he went to Rome 

he admired this piece of art, but that he memorized the 

quote just for me. Then he said something I will never for-

get: “Clarissa, it’s not necessary for you to tell me how much 

you’ve suffered; I can see it in your eyes, which also reveal 

to me your wonderful soul. Just allow me to be here by your 

side. I love the woman that you are now, and if your suffer-

ing has made you who you are, then we must honor it, as did 

St. Teresa of Jesus when that arrow pierced her heart.” It will 

be easy for you, my dear child, to understand why I am with 

this man. 

The emotions I have felt since then have astonished me, al-

though at times I have again felt fear and happiness at the 

same time, just as St. Teresa of Jesus did. I confess that at first, 

I wanted to flee from myself again, but this time Vito was 

there to prevent this from happening. 

I soon discovered that I had never truly been in love which, 

although it may sound harsh and cruel, is the truth. I discov-

ered that in fact, it was never love that I felt for your father 

even in the beginning when I was still an adolescent. I have 

learned that a phone call, far from causing fear or panic, can 

make one’s heart burst with emotion and joy; I discovered 

flowers, music and art; I found new skin on my body and 

new sensations that can only be produced by true love. 
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Don’t question the past and live each day as if it were your 

last. This is the commitment that has kept us together since 

the day Vito presented me with an engagement ring with 

a small diamond set in white gold. It is so beautiful. As he 

presented it to me he said, “I want you to keep it forever as a 

symbol of all the love I am capable of giving you, but I want 

you to accept it as the engagement ring for the woman you 

are today —the one I love and need to keep by side forever. 

It’s a ring which includes the commitment to your allowing 

me to make you happy.”

Today I have the tattoo of another monarch butterfly, but 

this one is on my upper body, in view of all and close to my 

heart. It was a promise I made when I decided to get the tat-

too that first time near my forbidden groin, with the secret 

hope of one day being able to take flight and be infinitely far 

away from all that horror. Today I feel strong and free, like 

that butterfly that is able to migrate each year in a long win-

ter flight, fleeing from the frozen mountains of Canada all 

the way to Mexico; it’s a miracle that scientists still cannot 

fully explain —one of the great miracles of nature. 

May God always brighten your life, daughter of my soul. We 

shall wait for you here with open arms whenever you can 

come, hopefully with my beautiful grandson in your arms. 

May God bless you always, daughter of mine. With love,

Mom.
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Facebook: María Elena Lavaud P.

www.loslibrosdemel.wordpress.com

Boris milán
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Gustavo Fernández 

Born in Caracas, Venezuela in September 1973. Fully dedi-

cated to the arts since 1995. Gustavo blends prowessly a fine 

chromatic use with the application of relief and textures. 

This offers the viewer an attractive, positive and sometimes 

tri-dimensional visual experience. Gustavo’s talent lies pre-

cisely in reinventing his work and always seeking to push all 

limits, without indulging in excess, while maintaining an 

almost spiritual harmony.  

A visual experience full of images, messages and symbols 

that go beyond color.

Fernandez defined himself as: 

“The artwork that never ends”




