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About Damiana’s Reprieve: 

Winner of the Casa de Teatro Prize (Dominican Republic). A fine novella distinguished by 

insight and sensitivity. A candid look at a young opera singer, what happens backstage before 

and during performances, and what happens when unexpected turns in life leave one facing the 

not-so-cliché reality that the show must go on. Damiana is the lead in Mozart’s The Marriage of 

Figaro, and leading up to the opening day’s performance a sequence of unexpected events – 

from a surprise family reunion that forces her to analyze her past, to facing the consequences of 

the domestic abuse she and her siblings endured, on through finding the answer to a very painful 

question – culminate to leave her world forever altered. 

 

Note: This is a fragment taken from the “interview” that Damiana is answering before the 

performance begins. 

 

HOW DID YOU BEGIN TO SING 

 My mother played the flute, and for a while she played in a local orchestra where we 

lived. She loved music. She took me to the opera for the first time. She taught me to love music. 

I re-read my entry with satisfaction. It sounded good despite not being entirely true. 



 When we returned from the burial Father called Tamara and Eduardo. The four of us met 

in his study. I don’t remember his exact words, except that he changed “they killed her” for “she 

died,” and from then on I did the same. Days passed and Mother’s things remained in their place. 

We did not return to school because Father had begun to organize our departure from Venezuela 

and he thought it inconvenient for us to go. He hired a private tutor so that we would not lose the 

school year, and he was content with that. None of us asked questions, probably because we 

knew that Father would say nothing more. Mother’s portrait still hung on the wall. It was the 

only thing that spoke of her. It was impossible to sleep. All three of us cried at night, but only 

Eduardo and Tamara managed to fall asleep out of exhaustion. Headaches forced me to get up, to 

flee from bed, to wish I could turn into dust so I could vanish from there. Father wandered the 

house all through the night, and I could hear his footsteps everywhere, dragging along with the 

desolation of someone who is lost and tired and doesn’t know where to go. He would enter our 

bedrooms stealthily and would stand a long while at the foot of the beds. It made me scared. I 

would only get up once he had left. I didn’t know what he was looking for. I began to follow him 

and to watch his movements without him noticing. 

One night, after stopping in all three bedrooms, he sat down in the living room. While I 

watched him I made a wish. I asked with all my heart that everything return to how it was, so I 

could remember Mother’s voice. I swore that I wouldn’t care about the shouts and the blows. I 

wouldn’t even mind repeating that afternoon in which Mother begged, “Not in front of the 

children, please.” Nothing stopped me from wishing time would turn back. In truth, it was not 

necessary to witness those scenes to know how much those slaps hurt. Father had large hands. 

Tamara and I had opted for hiding behind the door, embracing each other. Or to hide 

under the bed when we heard the warning:  



“Stop playing that fucking flute, I've had it with your constant tooting.” 

 Which would almost always be followed by: 

 “. . . .I’m almost finished.” 

 And then: 

 “I told you to shut up. I'm going to break your hands with that thing to make you 

understand.” 

 And one day: 

 “I’ve never hit you, and you’ve hit me three times now. Please forgive me, Eusebio.” 

 And another day: 

 “No more, please, no more.” 

 Almost every day. 

There was also the sound of objects hitting the floor or the walls. Smashing. And the 

smell of sweat, of the salt of tears. Torn clothes, stained with a deep red that sometimes did not 

wash out. Once, from a slap, some little decorative stones flew from my mother’s glasses. 

Tamara and I had always loved those glasses. Our mother looked beautiful in them. We scoured 

the carpet for hours to find the little coloured stones one by one, so that our mother could stick 

them back in place. But in any case the frames were hopelessly twisted, and she was never able 

to wear them again outside the house. She would only put them on for us, and she would let us 

play with them. 

After that, Tamara began to confront Father. 

“Leave her alone, Dad! Let go of her. Don’t be a bully.” 

“Get out of the way, Tamara! This is not children’s business,” and he’d push her. 

“Don’t you touch my daughter,” and Mother would throw herself at him to defend her. 



In the end, Father would apologize to both of them, and then lock himself with Tamara in 

his study. Who knows what things he said to her? Mother and I, with Eduardo in her arms, would 

walk away when the quarrel ended. My sister always came out of there, almost immediately 

ready to eat towers of Sugus and to play as if nothing had happened. By contrast, I found it 

difficult to forgive him. I ended up doing so, but not willingly. He was diligent and sweet for the 

next few days, and Mother insisted that we not hold a grudge. I never really understood why 

Father was so aggressive. I also didn’t know why Mother put up with him for so long, why she 

didn’t do something to save herself.  What I did understand clearly after her death was that 

anything was better than this new silence, even the blows and screams. Anything, in order to 

have her back.  

That night I was watching Father in the living room, each phrase of Mother’s was still 

formed of mute words. Again I wished in my heart that everything be as before. But as though in 

immediate response – crushing any possibility that my wish might come true – Father rose to his 

feet, took out the bag of Sugus which we always kept in a drawer of a cupboard, walked 

decisively to the kitchen, and threw the candy with rage into the garbage. He didn’t really 

comment on it the next day, nor afterwards. Only that we had to take better care of our teeth. 

None of us siblings dared make a protest, nor proposed to play again, even when we were alone. 

I have never eaten a single Sugus since. 

The next day, so I wouldn’t also forget the sound of her flute, I began to use my voice to 

imitate the scales which she used to practice. The melodies she played. At least that was going to 

remain with me. No one was going to be able to take it away. It was the best way to suffocate so 

much silence and to breathe again. My green and cold Leonora stretched her neck fully to listen. 

This is how I began to sing.    

 


