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Las Papas
Julio Ortega

HE TURNED on the faucet of the kitchen sink and washed off the
knife. As he felt the splashing water, he looked up through the front win-
dow and saw the September wind shaking the tender shoots of the trees
on his street, the first hint of fall.

He_ quickly washed the potatoes one by one. Although their coloring
was light and serene, they were large and heavy. When he started to peel
them, slowly, using the knife precisely and carefully, the child came into
the kitchen.

“What are you going to cook?” he asked. He stood there waiting for
an answer.
“Chicken cacciatore,” the man answered, but the child didn’t believe

him. He was oply six, but he seemed capable of objectively discerning
between one chicken recipe and another.

“Wait and see,” he promised.

“Is it going to have onions in it>” asked the child.
“Very few,” he said.

The child left the kitchen unconvinced.

H.e finished peeling the potatoes and started to slice them. Through the
window he saw the growing brightness of midday. That strong light
seemed to paralyze the brilliant foliage on the trees. The inside of the pota-
toes had the same clean whiteness, and the knife penetrated i, as if slicing
through soft clay.

Then he rinsed the onions and cut into them, chopping them up. He
gla_nced at the recipe again and looked for seasonings in the pantry. The
child came back in.

“Chicken is really boring,” the child said, almost in protest.

“Not this recipe,” he said. “It’ll be great. You’ll see.”

“Put a lot of stuff in it,” the child recommended.

“It’s gqing to have oregano, pepper, and even some sugar,” he said.
The child smiled, approvingly.

He dried the potato slices. The pulp was crisp, almost too white, more
like an apple, perhaps. Where did these potatoes come from? Wyoming or
Idgh'c), probably. The potatoes from his country, on the other hand, were
grittier, with a heavy flavor of the land. There were dark ones, almost
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royal purple like fruit, and delicate yellow ones, like the yolk of an egg.
They say there used to be more than a thousand varieties of potato. Many
of them have disappeared forever.

The ones that were lost, had they been less firmly rooted in the soil?
Were they more delicate varieties? Maybe they disappeared when control
of the cultivated lands was deteriorating. Some people say, and it’s prob-
ably true, that the loss of even one domesticated plant makes the world a
little poorer, as does the destruction of a work of art in a city plundered
by invaders. If a history of the lost varieties were written it might prove
that no one would ever have gone hungry.

Boiled, baked, fried, or stewed: the ways of cooking potatoes were a
long story in themselves. He remembered what his mother had told him
as a child: at harvest time, the largest potatoes would be roasted for every-
body, and, in the fire, they would open up—just like flowers. That potato
was probably one of the lost varieties, the kind that turned into flowers in
the flames.

Are potatoes harvested at night in the moonlight? He was surprised
how little he knew about something that came from his own country.
As he thought about it, he believed harvest wasn’t even the correct term.
Gathering? Digging? What do you call this harvest from under the earth?

For a long time he had avoided eating them. Even their name seemed un-
pleasant to him, papas. A sign of the provinces, one more shred of evidence
of the meager resources, of underdevelopment—a potato lacked protein
and was loaded with carbohydrates. French-fried potatoes seemed more
tolerable to him: they were, somehow, in a more neutralized condition.

At first, when he began to care for the child all by himself, he tried to
simplify the ordeal of meals by going out to the corner restaurant. But he
soon found that if he tried to cook something it passed the time, and he
also amused himself with the child’s curiosity.

He picked up the cut slices. There wasn’t much more to discover in
them. It wasn’t necessary to expect anything more of them than the den-
sity they already possessed, a crude cleanliness that was the earth’s flavor.
But that same sense transformed them right there in his hands, a secret
flowering, uncovered by him in the kitchen. It was as if he discovered one
of the lost varieties of the Andean potato: the one that belonged to him,
wondering, at noon.

When the chicken began to fry in the skillet, the boy returned, attracted
by its aroma. The man was in the midst of making the salad.

“Where’s this food come from?” the child asked, realizing it was a
different recipe.

“Peru,” he replied.

“Not Italy?” said the child, surprised.
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“y . M
I'm cooking another recipe now,” he explained. “Potatoes come from
Peru. You know that, right?”

“Yeah, but I forgot it.”

- “They)’rg really good, and there are all kinds and flavors. Remember

angoes? i
pare:gl(t);’s, ou really used to like them when we went to see your grand-

“I don’t remember them either. I only remember the lion in the z00.”

“You don’t remember the tree in Olivar Park?” .

“Uh-huh. I remember that.”

“We’re going back there next summer, to visit the whole family.”

“What if there’s an earthquake?” .

The boy went for his Spanish reader and sat down at the kitchen table
He reagi the resonant names out loud, names thar were also like an unﬁn-.
ished history, and the man had to go over to him every once in a while to
help explain one thing or another.

He tasted the sauce for the amount of salt, then added a bit of tar-
ragon, whose intense perfume was delightful, and a bit of marjoram, a
sweeter aroma. ’

He noticed how, outside, the light trapped by a tree slipped out from
the blackened greenness of the leaves, now spilling onto the grass on the
hll].VVherC their apartment house stood. The grass, all lit up, became an
oblique field, a slope of tame fire seen from the window. ’

He looked at the child, stuck on a page in his book; he looked at the
cglm, repeated blue of the sky; and he looked ar the léaves of lettuce in
his hands, leaves that crackled as they broke off and opened up like tend
shoots., beside the faucet of running water. ’ e

As .1f it suddenly came back to him, he understood that he must have
been six or seven when his father, probably forty years old, as he was now.
used to cook at home on Sundays. His father was always i’n a good mooci
as he cooked, boasting beforehand about how good the Chinese recipes
hwaeée thst h}f had lealrnfed ihn a remote hacienda in Peru. Maybe his fatlr')ner

made these meals for him, in thi i
e meecing oty for (1)r[r11., in this always incomplete past, to celebrate

Untamiliar anxiety, like a question without a subject, grew in him as he
understood that he had never properly acknowledged his father’s gesture;
_he hadn’F even understood it. Actually, he had rejected his father’s cookj
ing one time, saying that it was too spicy. He must have been about fifteen
then, a recent convert devoutly practicing the religion of natural foods
wheq he left the table with the plate of fish in his hands. He went out to,
Fhe kitchen to turn on the faucet and quickly washed away the flesh boiled
In soy sauce and ginger. His mother came to the kitchen and scolded him
for what he had just done, a seemingly harmless act, but from then on an
irreparable one. He returned ro the table in silence, sullen, but his father
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didn’t appear to be offended. Or did he suspect that one day his son’s
meal would be refused by his own son when he served it?

The emotion could still wound him, but it could also make him laugh.
There was a kind of irony in this repeating to a large extent his father’s
gestures as he concocted an unusual flavor in the kitchen. However, like
a sigh that only acquires some meaning by turning upon itself, he discov-
ered a symmetry in the repetitions, a symmetry that revealed the agony of
emotions not easily understood. ,

Just like animals that feed their young, we feed ourselves with a prom-
ise that food will taste good, he said to himself. We prepare a recipe with
painstaking detail so that our children will recognize us in a complete
history of flavor.

He must have muttered this out loud because the child looked up.

“What?” he said, “ltalian?”

“Peruvian,” he corrected. “With a taste of the mountains, a mixture of
Indian, Chinese, and Spanish.”

The child laughed, as if he’d heard a private joke in the sound of
the words.

“When we go to Lima, I'll take you around to the restaurants,” he

*

promised.
The child broke into laughter again.

“It tastes good,” said the child.

“It tastes better than yesterday’s,” the man said.

He poured some orange juice. The boy kneeled in the chair and ate a
bit of everything. He ate more out of curiosity than appetite.

He felt once again that brief defenselessness that accompanies the act of
eating one’s own cooking. Behind that flavor, he knew, lurked the raw ma-
terials, the separate foods cooked to render them neutral, a secret known
only to the cook, who combined ingredients and proportions until some-
thing different was presented to eyes and mouth. This culinary act could
be an adventure, a hunting foray. And the pleasure of creating a transfor-
mation must be shared, a kind of brief festival as the eaters decipher the
flavors, knowing that an illusion has taken place.

Later, he looked for a potato in the pantry and he held it up against the
unfiltered light in the window. It was large, and it fit perfectly in his barely
closed hand. He was not surprised that the misshapen form of this swollen
tuber adapted to the contour of his hand; he knew the potato adapted to
different lands, true to its own internal form, as if it occupied stolen space.
The entire history of his people was here, he said to himself, surviving a
territory overrun and pillaged several times, growing in marginal spaces,
under siege and waiting,.

He left the apartment, went down the stairs and over to the tree on



34 BETWEEN CULTURES

the hillock. It was a perfect day, as if the entire history of daytime were
before h‘im. The grass was ablaze, standing for all the grass he had ever
seen. With both hands, he dug, and the earth opened up to him, cold.
He placed the potato there, and he covered it up quickly. Feeling slightly
embarrassed, he looked around. He went back up the stairs, wiping his
hands, almost running.

The boy was standing at the balcony, waiting for him; he had seen it all.

“A tree’s going to grow there!” said the boy, alarmed.

“No,” he said soothingly, “potatoes aren’t trees. If it grows, it will grow
under the ground.”

The child didn’t seem to understand everything, but then suddenly he
laughed.

“Nobody will even know it’s there,” he said, excited b h -
with his father. ’ y such complicity

Translated by Regina Harrison

The Innocents
Pedro Juan Soto

to climb up to the sun on that cloud with the pigeons without horses with-
out women and not to have to smell the junk burning in the lot with no
one to make fun of me

Dressed in a suit that had been made and sold to contain some other
man, he could see from the window the pigeons fluttering about the eaves
of the house opposite.

or with doors and windows always open to have wings

AHe began to flap his hands and coo like the pigeons when he heard a
voice behind him.

“Baby, baby.”

The woman, dri?d up by age, was seated at the table, underneath which
stqod the flimsy suitcase, a rope its only lock; she looked at him with her
bright eyes, spread out over the chair like a hungry, abandoned cat.

“Bread,” he said.

Her hands on the table, the woman pushed back her chair and went
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to the cupboard. She took out some bread that was lying unwrapped
upon boxes of rice and gave it to the man, who was still gesticulating and
mouthing sounds.

to be a pigeon

“Stop your noise, Pipe.”

He crumbled the piece of bread on the windowsill, paying no attention
to her.

“Stop your noise, baby.”

Some men playing dominoes under the awning of the grocery store
stared up at them.

He left off moving his tongue from side to side in his mouth.

with no one to make fun of me

«Walk in the square,” he said.

“All right, Hortensia is coming now to take you for a walk.”

“In the square.”

“No, not in the square. They took it away. It flew away.”

He pouted. His attention shifted again to the fluttering pigeons.

no more square

«It wasn’t the pigeons,” she said. “It was the evil one, the devil.”

“Oh.” N

«“Must ask Papa God to bring back the square.” ’

“Papa God,” he said, gazing upward, “bring back the square and
the river . . .”

“No, no. Without opening your mouth,” she said. “Kneel down and
talk to Papa God without opening your mouth.”

He knelt by the windowsill, joined his hands and stared out over the
flat roofs.

I want to be a pigeon

She looked down at the men’s Saturday morning idleness and the bustle

of the women going to and from market.

Slowly, heavily, but erect, as if balancing a bundle on her head, she went
into the room where, in front of the mirror, her daughter was removing
hairpins from her hair and piling them on the dresser.

“Don’t take him today, Hortensia.”

The younger woman glanced at her out of the corner of her eye.

“Don’t start that again, Mama. Nothing’ll happen to him. They’ll take
good care of him and it won’t cost us a cent.”

Freed of its pins, her hair formed a black mass about her ears.

«But I know how to take care of him. He’s my son. Who knows better
than I?”

Hortensia, in the mirror, studied the small, lean figure.



