The Mine
By Virginia Brown

The exhibition opened today. Tim Álvarez made his way through the cocktail crowd that was standing around chatting. Those who recognized him greeted him and offered congratulations. He stopped to look at his photograph and thought back to the spring day when he’d taken it.

They’d gone on location for one of those gringo gigs, shooting pictures of a famous model for her bikini calendar. The war had been over for a while and the local authorities, who were trying to rebuild the economy, had offered their scenic views as a way of promoting their tourist industry. It was early morning and he was tired. He’d paid for two of the girls who’d approached him in the bar, all cleavage and giggles, and it had been an exhausting night. He wasn’t up to that sort of thing any more. Now, the morning after, he was finding it hard to concentrate on that bikini undulating against the ocean background as if what was in it were important. He would have preferred to sit quietly gazing at the horizon. He shot a few more pictures then called it a day.

When he turned around to put his camera away he noticed the other girl. She was standing in an open field with her hands behind her back. She must have been about sixteen years old, and was obviously from the old farmhouse behind her. She’d come out to watch the foreigners at work. She was tall, and more languid than skinny, with enormous eyes the color of dried oregano. Her long amber hair was curly and tangled. Tim took his camera and started photographing her just as she was, with her dirty white shawl over her long gray and green flowered dress. A gold mine. He’d take the photos to Francesca at the agency. The girl looked at him steadily without smiling, resisting any feelings of vanity at being photographed. It didn’t matter. He and Francesca had put names to many faces—she’d get used to posing. She’d be tempted by the idea of having the world at her feet. 

They heard shouting. It was an old man who’d stepped out of the farmhouse and was calling the girl. She had to go. When she brought her arms forward Álvarez saw that she had a walking stick in her right hand. Keeping her eyes fixed on his, she slowly lifted up her skirt and flashed him a glimpse of plastic and metal. She stood still, defying him to keep photographing her. He slowly sank to his knees and gestured for her to lift up her dress even higher. He took three more photos. He stood up. She turned around, still not smiling, and walked awkwardly away across the field. 

Today, at the Red Cross Committee’s exhibition, he was looking at one of those three photographs: the beautiful girl with the hard look in her eyes standing in a field lifting up her dress. Showing the prosthesis she’d worn ever since the world had exploded at her feet. 
Translated from the Spanish by Tony Beckwith   
