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			Praise for The Private Lives of Trees

			“Confirms Alejandro Zambra as one of the most interesting writers of [his] generation.”

			—Álvaro Enrigue

			“The Private Lives of Trees is a small classic in Latin American letters—small in size but not in depth or reach. Books like this one remind us that the experience of reading can still be closely tied to our lives, and not a mere succession of minutes and phrases strung together by someone else’s mind.”

			—Valeria Luiselli

			“One of the greatest literary events of recent years.”

			—Alfonso Cortínez, Las Últimas Noticias

			“Julián is an exceptionally well-drawn character, his subdued eccentricity rendered sympathetically but honestly. . . . Zambra has proven here that he can do complex emotion as well as he can do cynicism.”

			—The Rumpus

			“A fleeting story translated with care—worth savoring.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“In The Private Lives of Trees, I found proof of what I had suspected all along: that writing could offer us, beyond writing itself . . . Finally, I’d found an author who was writing in order to reach that place not made of words. And he took you there with him. I know of no greater talent. Not in literature or in life.”

			—Margarita García Robayo

			Praise for Alejandro Zambra

			“Zambra’s books have long shown him to be a writer who, at the sentence level, is in a world all his own. His exacting eye, his crack comic timing, his ability to describe just enough to keep the reader interested; these traits do much to demonstrate his staying power as an architect of larger stories.”

			—NPR

			“[Zambra’s novels] are written with startling talent.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“One of the most interesting writers working right now.”

			—Elle

			“Zambra’s sentences comically dance around narrative convention without disrupting the immersive pull of the story . . . and the effect is spellbinding. . . . His fiction is, quite simply, some of the best being produced today.”

			—The Rumpus

			“If you are going to read Zambra, which you should, don’t just read My Documents: read everything he’s done.”

			—The Guardian

			“Zambra is the author of small classics—short in length, but enormous in every other way.”

			—Valeria Luiselli, author of Lost Children Archive

			“Zambra is so alert to the intimate beauty and mystery of being alive that in his hands a raindrop would feel as wide as a world.”

			—Anthony Marra, author of Mercury Pictures Presents

			“Zambra is the defining light of today’s Latin American literature—an author whose cult is about to take over, the one we’ll all be congratulating ourselves on having known about in the early days, before his deceptively slender masterpieces lay on every American reader’s night table.”

			—John Wray, author of Godsend

			“I read all of Alejandro Zambra’s novels back-to-back because they were such good company. His books are like a phone call in the middle of the night from an old friend, and afterward, I missed the charming and funny voice on the other end, with its strange and beautiful stories.”

			—Nicole Krauss, author of To Be a Man
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			THE PRIVATE LIVES OF TREES

			Alejandro Zambra was born in Santiago, Chile, in 1975. He is the author of Chilean Poet, Multiple Choice, Not to Read, My Documents, Ways of Going Home, The Private Lives of Trees, and Bonsai. In Chile, among other honors, he has won the National Book Council Award for best novel three times. In English, he has won the English PEN Award and the PEN/O. Henry Prize and was a finalist for the Frank O’Connor International Short Story Award. He has also won the Prince Claus Award (Holland) and received a Cullman Center Fellowship from the New York Public Library. His books have been translated into twenty languages, and his stories have been published in The New Yorker, The New York Times Magazine, The Paris Review, Granta, McSweeney’s, and Harper’s Magazine, among other publications. He has taught creative writing and Hispanic literature for fifteen years and currently lives in Mexico City.

			Megan McDowell (translator) is the recipient of a 2020 Award in Literature from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, among other awards, and has been short- or long-listed four times for the International Booker Prize.
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				I have no childhood memories.

				—GEORGES PEREC

				. . . like the private lives of trees

				or of castaways.

				—ANDRÉS ANWANDTER

			

			

		

	
		
			I.

			Green House

		

	
		
			
			Julián lulls the little girl to sleep with “The Private Lives of Trees,” a series of stories he makes up to tell her at bedtime. The protagonists are a poplar tree and a baobab who, at night, when no one is watching, talk about photosynthesis, squirrels, or the many advantages of being trees and not people or animals, or, as they put it, stupid hunks of cement.

			Daniela is not his daughter, but it is hard for him not to think of her that way. It’s been three years since Julián joined the family. He was the one who came to them—Verónica and Daniela were already there. He married Verónica, and in some ways also Daniela, who was hesitant at first, but little by little began to accept her new life: Julián is uglier than my dad, but he’s nice, she would say to her friends, who nodded with surprising seriousness, even solemnity, as if they somehow just knew that Julián’s arrival was not an accident. As the months passed this stepfather even earned a place in the drawings Daniela made at school. There’s one in particular that Julián always keeps on display: the three of them are at the beach, Daniela and Verónica are making cakes out of sand, and he is dressed in jeans and a shirt, reading and smoking under a perfectly round and yellow sun.

			Julián is uglier than Daniela’s father, but he’s also younger; he works more and makes less money, smokes more and drinks less; he exercises less—doesn’t, in fact, exercise at all—and knows more about trees than about countries. He is lighter-skinned and less simple and more confused than Fernando—Fernando, that is Daniela’s father’s name. He must have a name, even if he isn’t, exactly, Julián’s enemy, or anyone else’s. Really, there is no enemy here. That is precisely the problem: in this story there are no enemies. Verónica has no enemies, Julián has no enemies, Fernando has no enemies, and Daniela, except for an impish little classmate who spends all his time making faces at her, has no enemies either.

			

			—

			Sometimes Fernando is a blot on Daniela’s life, but who isn’t, at times, a blot on someone else’s life.

			Julián is Fernando without the blot, but sometimes Fernando is Julián without the blot.

			And then there’s Verónica, who is:

			

			—

			For now Verónica is someone who is not home, who isn’t back yet from her drawing class. Verónica is someone who is lightly absent from the blue room—the blue room is Daniela’s bedroom, and the white room is Verónica and Julián’s. There is, in addition, a green bedroom, which they call the guest room mostly in jest, since it wouldn’t be easy to sleep in that mess of books, folders, and paintbrushes. The big trunk where they stored their summer clothes a few months back is set up as an uncomfortable sofa.

			

			—

			The final hours of a normal day have settled into a precise routine: Julián and Verónica leave the blue room when Daniela falls asleep, and then, in the guest room, Verónica draws and Julián reads. Every once in a while she interrupts him or he interrupts her, and these mutual interferences constitute dialogues, offhand conversations or sometimes important, decisive ones. Later they move to the white room, where they watch TV or make love or start to argue—nothing serious, nothing that can’t be fixed immediately, before the movie is over or when one of them gives up, wanting to sleep or have sex. Those fights usually end in a fast and silent screw, or maybe a long one replete with soft laughter and moans. Then come five or six hours of sleep. And then the next day begins.

			But this is not a normal night, at least not yet. It’s still not completely certain that there will be a next day, since Verónica isn’t back yet from her drawing class. When she returns, the novel will end. But as long as she is gone, the book will continue. The book goes on until she returns, or until Julián is sure that she isn’t going to return. For now, Verónica is absent from the blue room, where Julián lulls the little girl to sleep with a story about the private lives of trees.

			

			—

			Right now, sheltered in the solitude of the park, the trees are commenting on the bad luck of an oak, in whose bark two people have carved their names as a symbol of their friendship. “No one has the right to give you a tattoo without your consent,” says the poplar, and the baobab is even more emphatic: “The oak tree has been the victim of a deplorable act of vandalism. Those people deserve to be punished. I shall not rest until they get the punishment they deserve. I will traverse earth, sky, and sea to hunt them down.”

			Daniela laughs hard, without the faintest hint of sleepiness. And she urgently, anxiously asks the inevitable questions, never just one, always at least two or three: What’s vandalism, Julián? Can I have some lemonade, with three spoonfuls of sugar? Did you and my mom ever carve your names into a tree as a symbol of your friendship?

			Julián answers patiently, trying to respect the order of the questions: Vandalism is what vandals do; vandals are people who do damage just for the joy of doing damage. And yes, you can have some lemonade. And no, your mom and I never carved our names into the bark of a tree.

			

			—

			In the beginning, Verónica and Julián’s story was not a love story. In fact, they met for more commercial reasons. At that time he was living through the last gasps of a prolonged relationship with Karla, a distant and sullen woman who was on the verge of becoming his enemy. There was, for them, no great reason to celebrate, but all the same Julián called up Verónica, a pastry chef, at the recommendation of a colleague, and ordered a tres leches cake that ended up brightening Karla’s birthday significantly. When Julián went to Verónica’s apartment—the same one they now live in—to pick up the cake, he saw a dark, thin woman with long, straight hair and brown eyes. A Chilean woman, in other words, one who gestured nervously and seemed serious and happy at the same time—a beautiful woman, who had a daughter and maybe also a husband. As he waited in the living room for Verónica to finish packing up the cake, Julián caught a glimpse of a little girl’s white face. Then there was a short dialogue between Daniela and her mother, a sharp but polite, commonplace exchange, perhaps a back-and-forth about brushing teeth.

			It would be imprecise to say that Julián was captivated by Verónica that day. The truth is that there were three or four seconds of awkwardness; that is, Julián should have left the apartment three or four seconds sooner, and if he didn’t it was because it seemed pleasant to stay looking three or four seconds longer at Verónica’s clear, dark face.

			

			—

			Julián finishes his tale, satisfied with the story he has told, but Daniela is not asleep; on the contrary, she seems alert, ready to keep the conversation going. Employing a delicate detour, the girl starts telling him about school until, out of nowhere, she confesses a desire to have blue hair. He smiles, thinking it a metaphorical wish, like the dream of flying or time travel. But she’s speaking seriously: Two girls and even a boy in my class have dyed their hair. I want a blue streak, at least—well, I don’t know if I want blue or red, I can’t decide, she says, as if the decision were hers to make. This is a new subject: Julián realizes the girl has already talked about it with her mother in the afternoon, and now she is seeking her stepfather’s approval. And the stepfather fumbles toward his position in the game: You’re only eight years old, why would you want to ruin your hair so young? he asks, and then improvises an evasive family story that somehow or other proves that dyeing one’s hair is madness. The conversation continues until, a bit indignant, Daniela begins to yawn.

			

			—

			He sees Daniela sleeping, and he imagines himself, at eight years old, sleeping. It’s a reflex: he sees a blind man and imagines himself blind; he reads a good poem and pictures himself writing it, or reading it aloud, to nobody, encouraged by the somber sound of the words. Julián simply observes these images, receives them and then forgets them. Perhaps he has always merely chased images: he hasn’t made decisions, hasn’t won or lost, just let himself be drawn in by certain images, and then followed them, without fear or courage, until he caught up with or extinguished them.

			Stretched out on the bed in the white room, Julián lights a cigarette, the last one of the day, the next to last, or perhaps the first of an immensely long night, during which he is fated to go over the pluses and minuses of a past that is, frankly, blurry. For now, life is a chaos he seems to have resolved: he has been welcomed into a new intimacy, into a world where his role is to be something like a father to Daniela, the sleeping little girl, and a husband to Verónica, the woman who isn’t back, not yet, from her drawing class. From here the story dissipates, and there is almost no way to continue it. For now, though, Julián achieves a sort of distance from which to watch, attentively, with legitimate interest, the rerun of an old match between Inter and Reggina. It’s clear that Inter will score their goal any minute now, and Julián doesn’t want to miss it, not for anything.

		

	
		
			
			Verónica was in her second of year studying for an art degree when Daniela arrived and threw everything off course.

			Anticipating the pain was her way of experiencing it—a young pain that grew and shrank and sometimes, during certain especially warm hours, tended to disappear. She decided to keep the news to herself during the first weeks of pregnancy; she didn’t even tell Fernando or her best girlfriend, though she didn’t have a best friend, not really. That is, she had lots of girlfriends and they always turned to her for advice, but she never fully reciprocated their confidence. That time of silence was one last luxury Verónica could give herself, an addendum of privacy, a space of doubtful calm in which to assemble her decisions. “I don’t want to be a pregnant student. I don’t want to be a student mother,” she thought. She definitely did not want to find herself, in a few months’ time, wrapped in a roomy and very flowery dress, explaining to the professor that she hadn’t been able to study for the test, or later, two years on, leaving the baby in the librarians’ care. She felt panic when she imagined those librarians and their besotted faces when she converted them, suddenly, into faithful guardians of extraneous children.

			During that time she went to dozens of art galleries, boldly interrogated her professors, and wasted many hours letting herself be courted by upper-level art students, who, predictably, turned out to be insufferable rich kids—rich kids claiming to be bad boys, who nevertheless found success faster than their business administrator brothers or their educational psychologist sisters.

			Sooner rather than later, Verónica found the resentment she was looking for: this was not a world she wanted to be part of—this wasn’t a world that she could be part of, not even close. From then on, every time she was devastated by a dark thought about her abandoned vocation, she called up the counterexamples she had collected. Instead of thinking about the healthy disdain some of her professors felt toward artistic fads, she remembered the classes of those two or three charlatans who always seem to find their way into art departments. And instead of thinking about the honest, unaffected works some of her classmates created, she decided to recall the naive galleries where obliging and well-connected students flaunted their newfound savvy.

			Those young artists imitated the language of the academy to perfection, eagerly filling out endless forms for government grants. But the money soon ran out, and the young artists had to resign themselves to teaching classes for hobbyists, like the ones Verónica attends in the inhospitable event hall of a nearby municipal building. In the mornings, Verónica bakes sponge cakes and answers the phone. In the afternoons, she delivers orders and attends class, where she sometimes gets bored and other times enjoys herself: she works dexterously and methodically, finally comfortable with her amateur status. She should have been back from her drawing class over an hour ago now—she must be on her way, thinks Julián as he watches TV. Then, in the eighty-eighth minute and against all odds, Reggina scores a goal. And that’s how the game ends: Inter 0, Reggina 1.

			

			—

			Last week, Julián turned thirty years old. The party was a bit odd, marred by the guest of honor’s glumness. In the same way that some women subtract years from their real age, he sometimes needs to add a few on, to look at the past with a willful tinge of bitterness. Lately he has started to think he should have been a dentist or geologist or meteorologist. For now, his actual job seems strange: teacher. But his true calling, he thinks now, is to have dandruff. He imagines himself answering that way:

			Profession?

			I have dandruff.

			

			—

			He’s exaggerating, no doubt about it. No one can live without a little exaggeration. If there are in fact stages in Julián’s life, they would have to be classified along an exaggeration index. He exaggerated very little, almost never, up until he was ten years old. From ten to seventeen his pretensions increased steadily, and from eighteen onward he was expert in the most varied forms of exaggeration. Since he’s been with Verónica his exaggeration has been decreasing consistently, notwithstanding the occasional, instinctive relapse.

			Julián teaches literature at four universities in Santiago. He would have liked to stick to one specialty, but the law of supply and demand has forced him to be flexible: he teaches classes on U.S. literature and Latin American literature and even Italian poetry, though he does not speak Italian. He has read, very closely, translations of Ungaretti, Montale, Pavese, and Pasolini, as well as more recent poets, like Patrizia Cavalli and Valerio Magrelli, but in no way could he be considered an expert in Italian poetry. In any case, teaching classes on Italian poetry without knowing Italian is not terribly unusual in Chile, as Santiago is full of English teachers who don’t know English, dentists who can hardly pull a tooth, overweight personal trainers, and yoga teachers who wouldn’t be able to face their classes without a generous dose of antidepressants. Julián tends to emerge unscathed from his pedagogical adventures. He always salvages any tricky situation by sneaking in some quotation from Walter Benjamin, Borges, or Nicanor Parra.

			

			—

			He is a teacher, and a writer on Sundays. There are weeks when he works as much as possible, obsessively, as if trying to meet a deadline. He calls that his “busy season.” Normally, in the off-season, he defers his literary ambitions until Sunday, the way other men devote their Sundays to gardening or carpentry or alcoholism.

			He has just finished a very short book that nevertheless took several years to write. First, he accumulated material: he wrote nearly three hundred pages, but then gradually reversed course, discarding ever more passages, as if instead of adding to the story he wanted to subtract or erase it. The result was meager: an emaciated sheaf of forty-seven pages that he insists on calling a novel. Although earlier today he’d decided to let the book rest for a few weeks, he has now turned off the TV and begun, again, to read the manuscript.

			

			—

			Now he reads, he is reading: he tries to pretend he doesn’t know the story, and at times he achieves the illusion— he lets himself be carried along innocently, shyly, convincing himself that he’s reading someone else’s text. One misplaced comma or jarring word, though, and he snaps back to reality; he is then, once again, an author, the author of something, a kind of self-policeman who penalizes his own offenses, his excesses and inhibitions. He reads standing up, walking around the room: he should sit or lie down, but he stays on his feet, back straight, and avoids the lamp, as if he’s afraid that brighter light would reveal fresh mistakes in the manuscript.

			The novel’s first image is of a young man tending a bonsai. If someone were to ask him for a summary of his book, he would probably respond that it was about a young man tending a bonsai. Maybe he wouldn’t say a young man, maybe he would merely say that the protagonist is not exactly a boy or a mature adult or an old man. One night, several years ago now, he mentioned the image to his friends Sergio and Bernardita: a man shut in with his bonsai, tending it, moved by the possibility of a real work of art. A few days later, as a joke, they gave him a tiny elm. So you’ll write your book, they told him.

			

			—

			In those days Julián lived alone, or more or less alone; that is, he lived with Karla, that strange woman who was on the verge of becoming his enemy. Back then Karla was almost never home, and she especially made sure to never be home when he got back from work. After making a cup of tea with amaretto—it seems repugnant to him now, but in those days he had a passion for tea with amaretto—Julián took care of his tree. He didn’t just water it and prune it when necessary: he sat watching it for hours, waiting, perhaps, for it to move, the same way some children will lie motionless in bed at night, hoping to feel themselves grow.

			Only after monitoring his bonsai’s growth for at least an hour would Julián sit down to write. There were inspired nights when he filled pages and pages in a sudden burst of confidence. There were other, less productive nights when he couldn’t get past the first paragraph. He floundered there before the screen, distracted and anxious, as if hoping the book would write itself. He lived on the second floor of a building facing Plaza Ñuñoa; the first floor was a bar from which emanated a confusion of voices and the constant pulse of techno music. He liked to work with that music in the background, though he got hopelessly distracted when some particularly comic or sordid conversation reached his ears. He remembers, especially, the sour voice of an older woman who would talk about her father’s death to anyone who would listen, and the panic of a teenager who, one early morning in winter, swore he would never screw without a condom again. More than once, he thought it would be worthwhile to write down what he heard, to record those conversations; he imagined a sea of words traveling from the ground to the window and from the window to his ear, to his hand, to his book. There would surely be more life in those accidental pages than in the book he was writing. But instead of contenting himself with the stories that destiny put at his disposal, Julián forged ahead with his fixed idea of the bonsai.

		

	
		
			
			Get out of my house, motherfucker.

			One afternoon, on returning home from work, Julián found this message written in thick strokes of red paint on the living room wall. Melodramatically, at first he thought the words had been written in blood. And though he soon came across a gallon of paint and found a few drops spattered on the rug, that false impression was burned into his memory: even today he catches himself imagining Karla cutting her skin and wetting her index finger in a spurting stream of blood. Even today, he thinks that his girlfriend writing motherfucker on the living room wall was unfair, since in their history together he had been anything but a motherfucker. He had been an idiot, an asshole, a bum, a selfish bastard, but never a motherfucker. And anyway, there was a time when that apartment had belonged to both of them, and she was the one who suddenly began to withdraw. Julián had resigned himself quickly, almost immediately, to Karla’s absence; that was his only mistake—a necessary mistake, he thinks, now that she doesn’t exist anymore, now that she has left his life for good.

			With suitcase in one hand and bonsai in the other, Julián left the apartment that same night, and he spent the following several weeks in full-on alcoholic limbo, staying at friends’ houses, wanting to tell his story to anyone who would listen. But he was no good at telling his story. He tried to hide out behind the definitive certainties of his recent past, but those certainties were few, and Julián knew that very well. Not even five piscolas can loosen your tongue, his friend Vicente told him at the end of a drawn-out evening of camaraderie. And he had a point. The bonsai, meanwhile, hugely resented the changes of address. In spite of Julián’s guilty ministering, by the time they reached the final stop, the tree was already well on its way to drying up.

			It would take many paragraphs or perhaps a whole book to explain why Julián didn’t spend that time at his parents’ house. For now, suffice it to say that during those years Julián pretended not to have a family. There are those who pretend they do have a family: they organize onerous gatherings where the toasts and clichés lead to hurried reconciliations. Julián, on the other hand, pretended he didn’t have one: he had some very good friends, and some others who were not so good, but he did not have a family.

			

			—

			One Sunday, going through the listings in the newspaper, he came upon Verónica’s address. The apartment was on the second floor of a condominium in La Reina: far from downtown, too big for a single man, and very expensive for a professor just starting out. Julián was looking for a small, cheap place, a nest where he could start a new life not all that different from his old one, so on that Sunday he sensibly rejected the idea. But the next Sunday he saw the ad again, and this time he was not so sensible: he set off, with no further ado, to visit the apartment, thinking it would be nice to see Verónica’s home again. When he arrived, he immediately recognized the concierge’s slightly idiotic grimace, the insistent yellow of the privet hedge—pruned, he thought then, with an odd artistic vision. He did not remember the huge cactus in the garden or the thick black bars on the windows, but he liked the place, liked that there were balconies and some kids outside whiling away the hours before lunch on their bicycles.

			Instead of Verónica and Daniela, there were three not very big bedrooms, plus the living room that he already knew. It was too much space for Julián, his few books, and his bedraggled bonsai, but he had already decided: he bartered with the owner to convince him to lower the price a little, and he signed a confusing lease that would force him to take on more classes, or else organize an impromptu poetry workshop for neighborhood teenagers.

			From then on he lived in that semivacant space. He went out at eight in the morning and came back as night fell, when he shut himself away to write and to witness the irreversible last gasps of his tree.

			

			—

			One night, Sergio and Bernardita came to visit. His bachelor pad was missing spoons, pots and pans, cushions, ashtrays, lamps, and even curtains, so Julián felt a bit ridiculous as he thanked them for the gifts they had brought: a book by Jeanette Winterson, and a startling number of scented candles in glass spheres that Bernardita quickly distributed in every corner of the apartment.

			After apologizing for the sad state of the bonsai, Julián told them the story he really wanted to tell: he had been in that apartment before, he’d met its previous denizens (he used that somewhat pompous word, denizens), a young woman and her daughter. It was easy to discern a mysterious emphasis in his story, a kind of appreciation that to his friends seemed revealing.

			

			—

			And that’s why you rented this place, said Bernardita, with a friendly irony. Out of love for coincidences.

			No, said Julián, ashamed. Forcefully, even with a certain unnecessary vehemence, he replied: I rented it because it seemed convenient.

			Yeah, Julián, admit it, said Sergio. You rented it because you’ve been reading too much Paul Auster.

			Sergio and Bernardita could not contain an ill-considered burst of laughter. Julián laughed too, but reluctantly, maybe wishing his friends would leave and not come back until the fit of laughter had passed. Because of that uncomfortable joke, Julián never read Paul Auster’s novels again. On more than one occasion, he even tried to talk others out of reading Auster, arguing that, except for some pages of The Invention of Solitude, he was nothing but a watered-down Borges.

			

			—

			But that’s another story, a lesser story, not important now—though maybe it would be better to follow those red herrings; Julián himself would greatly enjoy a half-cocked book full of red herrings. No doubt it would be much better to fall down laughing, or to forge an elegant, disdainful smirk. It would be best to close the book, to close all the books, and face, all at once, not life, which is very big, but the fragile armor of the present. For now, the story goes on and Verónica still isn’t home; best to keep sight of that, repeat it a thousand and one times: when she comes home the novel ends—the book continues until she comes home or until Julián is sure she is never coming home again.

			

			—

			In the days after his friends’ visit, Julián imagined countless secondary scenes that Verónica and her little girl had played out in that very apartment. When he came home from work, he would open the door cautiously, feigning the fear of entering an unfamiliar place. He chose to sleep in the guest room—the smallest bedroom, which back then he called the green room—perhaps out of the habit of boxing himself in. The blue room remained unchanged, empty, adorned only with a stiff paintbrush and some newspapers lying forgotten on the floor. In the white room, thirty or forty books piled atop boxes and a thick board balanced precariously on trestles constituted a kind of office. He would write there until very late at night, though without any order, without method: he would get distracted by a fly or the hum of the refrigerator. But his greatest distraction came from false, invented memories: he imagined Verónica standing on the balcony, or reading a magazine, or trying out new hairstyles in front of the mirror. He wrote picturing Verónica, Verónica’s ghost watching him write.

			One day he decided to call her, with the excuse of ordering another cake. He searched among his papers, but the number he had for her was now his own phone number, and the colleague who had first recommended Verónica’s cakes now lived in the United States. He turned then to the apartment’s owner, who reluctantly agreed to put him in contact with someone who knew someone who perhaps might know where to find Verónica. Only after a week of obsessive searching did Julián finally get his hands on the number, and he waited yet another week before daring to call her.

			

			—

			He told her about the coincidence over the phone, but she didn’t seem very interested. You already know my address, now it’s your turn to come and drop off the cake, he told her with forced cheerfulness. Verónica, who was very much used to such overtures, agreed, stamping an impersonal, bureaucratic tone on her voice when she said: Day after tomorrow, seven in the evening, I’ll be there to deliver the cake. Julián’s plan was fantasy in every sense: he imagined Verónica overwhelmed by recent memories, a little embarrassed about spending so long talking to a total stranger, but wanting to draw out the visit anyway, to linger for several hours baring her inner world to him, until her defenses were definitively lowered. He imagined having sex with Verónica in the living room, and then again in the kitchen, and finally pushing her up against the door as they said goodbye.

			On the contrary, Verónica peered cautiously at the walls of her old apartment, barely suppressing an involuntary disdain and a certain disenchantment. She didn’t even notice the dried-up bonsai, the bonsai corpse that Julián had placed in the middle of the floor, very much on purpose, hoping its presence would at least provoke a shy, flora-centered conversation, maybe a story about dead rubber plants or creepers destroyed by a fat black dog. But Verónica only smiled, collected the money, and turned to go. As a last, pathetic resort, Julián blurted out: The other cake was for my girlfriend, my ex-girlfriend, actually. This one is for my mom. And that tree over there is dying.

			In response Verónica only said: Oh.

			And she smiled, again, and left.

			

			—

			But there was a second, and a third, a fourth, and even a fifth order. Julián gained several pounds, since he was eating tres leches cake for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, telling himself that, little by little, he was breaking through Verónica’s resistance. To maintain an illusion of normalcy, Julián attributed each new cake to family or social commitments, while Verónica suggested he vary the menu, since she was starting to get tired of making the same cake. But Julián didn’t want Black Forest cakes, milhojas, pineapple cakes, or orange crepes. Julián wanted the same as always: tres leches, with extra brandy, please.

			

			—

			Around cake number five, Verónica seemed much more receptive and curious than on previous occasions. Julián thought she might, finally, accept a cup of coffee or a glass of wine—or a cup of wine, really, since Julián didn’t have any wineglasses, or even regular glasses, only mugs. And he was not mistaken. Julián was now, to Verónica, a friendly and not too ugly man, though she had certainly not yet begun to imagine herself on top of or beneath Julián, much less pushed up against the door to star in that frenzied goodbye screw he dreamed of so insistently.

			But by that point Julián wasn’t dreaming only of those casual trysts. He dreamed that Verónica spent the night, that he slept over at Verónica’s house, that he lived with Verónica, that he made love to Verónica slowly, in absolute silence, so they didn’t wake her daughter, or that they made love at full volume, in ecstasy, when the kid stayed over at her grandparents’ or her father’s—whom he imagined as tall and blond and fat, long before finding out that he was tall and blond and thin.

			The evening of the fifth cake, Verónica accepted the mug of wine that Julián offered her. Be that as it may, there was no sex.

		

	
		
			
			In the artificial light of the present, his life with Karla appears to him like a cloud, like a lake. He thinks of it as a way station, a country seen from the window of a slow-moving train. The night of the message on the wall, Julián kept picturing a scene that he thought was inevitable, but that never actually took place: he foresaw himself sitting across from Karla over an obligatory cup of coffee—she would build sudden and dramatic pauses and then utter devastating words, rehearsed at length and yet completely honest. Later, back in his new life, Julián would hit upon the answers he’d been trying dolefully to stammer out.

			But the moment for appeasing Karla’s fury or indifference never came. More than once he almost instigated that final scene, but the force that drove him was apparently very weak: the mere idea of getting wrapped up in an argument provoked a profound apathy in him. Julián didn’t want to recover their love; he had stopped loving her a long time ago. He had stopped loving her a second before he started loving her. It sounds strange, but that’s how he feels: instead of loving Karla, he had loved the possibility of love, and then love’s imminence. He had loved the idea of a mass moving under dirty white sheets.

			

			—

			I’m alone, Karla would say when anyone asked about her family. I don’t have parents, I don’t have a family, I’m alone. And it was true: Karla’s father had died recently, and her mother had been dead for many years, ever since she abandoned her husband and daughter and took off for Cali, chasing a vague and esoteric dream. Karla’s advantage was that she didn’t have a family; Julián’s disadvantage was that he had not only a father and a mother and a sister, but also a messy bunch of grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins, and even a couple nephews. Karla offered him a perfect place to insulate himself from the past. There was nothing in Julián’s past from which to flee, but that was exactly what he was escaping: mediocrity, untold hours wasted in nobody’s company.

			Karla was studying philosophy at the University of Chile, but she didn’t aspire to get a degree or a job or any such thing. Her only desire was to stay home listening to music and smoking weed. She ate, almost exclusively, chocolate bars or pasta with Parmesan cheese, although when Julián, who was a good cook, moved in, the menu broadened to include pasta with pesto, ravioli, fried chicken, and even some traditional porotos granados. He taught his classes, and the money from Karla’s inheritance afforded them certain luxuries: he bought books, and she bought CDs, pot, and benzos, which were really more of an obligation than a vice.

			Focused as he was on his classes and the fixed idea of his book, Julián overlooked certain crucial moments in Karla’s life: he didn’t notice her eagerness every night as she waited by the phone for calls that lasted a long time, or else just a few minutes. He didn’t ask, Who called, what did they want, where are you going? Or he did ask, but he didn’t insist; he accepted, in advance, the evasions and slammed doors.

			He never found out exactly why Karla suddenly went AWOL. At first she yawned rudimentary explanations: I was late because I met a sick woman who needed my help, she told him one morning, but he barely acknowledged her—he didn’t see, or didn’t want to see, a dry and urgent shine in Karla’s dun-colored eyes. Later she started to stay over at the woman’s house, with the excuse that she was taking care of her. There was no need for further explanations. Every two or three days Julián found half-opened boxes, unwashed plates, and other signs of Karla’s presence. Weeks passed before they saw each other again, by chance, on the landing of the staircase. Then there was an awkward greeting, with no kiss, and a kind of conversation: My friend is better, she said, thanks to me. When are you coming back? asked Julián, disconcerted, but there was no response. He should have pressured her, forced her, maybe, to confess what he belatedly began to suspect: that the woman was Karla’s mother.

			

			—

			Julián observed Karla’s absences from afar, with indifference and even relief. Some days he imagined her walking down Irarrázaval, her Discman playing Tindersticks songs on repeat, as she thought about her mother, about the woman Julián believed was her mother. Perhaps she was pretending she had a mother, perhaps she had convinced the woman that she could be her mother, maybe she had asked, begged the woman to be her mother, thought Julián, already bored with trying to decipher a plot that didn’t really interest him much anyway.

			

			—

			He never got very far in his conjectures about Karla—he had other things to think about. Sometimes dawn caught him juggling convoluted endings for his novel, which was clearly not a novel but rather a book of fragments or annotations. He didn’t want to write a novel, not really; he merely wanted to find a nebulous yet coherent place where his memories could pile up. He wanted to put his whole memory in a bag and then drag that bag around with him until its weight destroyed his back.

			

			—

			At the end of one cold night of writing, Julián decided to stop filling pages with diffuse and indecipherable fictions; instead, he would write a diary of the bonsai, a painstaking record of the tree’s growth. It seemed simple. Every evening when he got home, he would note every change, no matter how tiny, that the tree may have undergone while he was out: the appearance of a leaf, a shy curving of the trunk, six minuscule pebbles he could swear hadn’t been there the day before. Almost automatically, life would begin to push its way into the hard, objective facts he was amassing.

			He went to bed happy, satisfied, with all of life ahead of him. But he hadn’t even closed his eyes when he heard a key turn in the lock. It was Karla and the sick woman, returning, perhaps, from a furtive walk in the park.

			

			—

			Julián went to the living room and greeted the two women, scanning their surprised faces for some family resemblance, but he found only the slight similarity that can exist between sisters or cousins or even friends. That in itself was odd, though, since Karla didn’t have, or claimed not to have, any sisters or cousins or friends. What really shook him, however, was that the woman did not seem sick. Comparing her calm, cheerful expression to Karla’s grim visage gave the impression that Karla was the sick one and her mother, her possible mother, the nurse.

			The woman responded to Julián’s greeting with a mixture of warmth and restraint, while Karla simply made it clear that she wanted to be alone with her guest. That’s what she called her, my guest. He thought he could linger over the niceties, and that it was perfectly legitimate to ask, based on common sense, whether they were cousins or friends or mother and daughter. Predictably, Karla lost her patience and told him, Go to bed, we want to be alone, I’m sure you can understand that we just want to be alone.

			Julián tried his damnedest to eavesdrop, from his room, on the women’s conversation, but they hardly said anything at all. They sat there in silence, and that silence grew for nearly an hour until it was intolerable. The women left the house together, and Karla didn’t come back that night or any other night for several months. And when she did return it was only to write on the living room wall, in red paint or perhaps in blood: Get out of my house, motherfucker.

			

			—

			He hardly ever thinks about Karla now. A few days ago, when Daniela’s cat died, Julián remembered a poem by Wisława Szymborska and went to get the book from his shelves, thinking he could read it to her as consolation. After searching for a while, he realized that the green Hyperion edition was yet another book he had left at Karla’s house. His memories of Karla were almost exclusively tied to the memories of books he hadn’t packed that night of the message on the wall. Now Karla is nothing but a book thief to him. That’s what he calls her sometimes, between clenched teeth, while scanning the shelves in vain: that book thief.

			He imagines Karla drinking tea with her possible mother or nurse, discussing ways to get money to pay for a dental procedure, or to take a trip to London or Paris or Lisbon. It seems terrible to have lived all those years with Karla. Terrible and devastating.

			

			—

			Now Julián has a real family, the kind that spends Saturday afternoons doing science homework or watching Tim Burton movies. Daniela has just fallen asleep; he senses his wife’s imminent arrival and strains his ears, but all he hears is the faint, hoarse bubbling of the aquarium they set up in the living room a few months ago. Stealthily, Julián approaches Cosmo and Wanda, who continue their perpetual voyage through the dirty water, and he observes them with disproportionate attention, his face to the glass. Suddenly, theatrically, Julián takes on the attitude of a warden, a fish warden, a man specially trained to keep fish from escaping aquariums.

			

			—

			When someone doesn’t come home in a novel, thinks Julián, it’s because something bad has happened. But, fortunately, this is not a novel: in a matter of minutes Verónica will appear with the real story, a reasonable justification for her lateness, and then we will talk about her drawing class, about Daniela, about my book, the fish, the need to buy a cell phone, the leftover casserole in the oven, about the future, and maybe a little, also, about the past. To keep calm, Julián thinks that both literature and the world are full of women who don’t come home, women who die in brutal accidents, but at least in the world, in life, there are also women who unexpectedly have to take a friend to the hospital, or who have a flat tire in the middle of the road and whom nobody stops to help.

			

			—

			Verónica is a woman who isn’t home yet; Karla was a woman who was never there.

			Karla’s mother was a woman who left and came back when no one was expecting her.

			Karla is a woman who wasn’t there.

			Karla is a woman who was there but wasn’t. She went out, went to look for her mother, the same way that others go out hunting.

			She went out, went to buy cigarettes. Karla wasn’t there, was never there: she went out to look for her mother, out to hunt.

			Verónica has a flat tire. She knows I can’t go looking for her. I can’t leave Daniela alone. Verónica will change the tire.

			

			—

			Verónica is a woman changing a tire in the middle of the street. Hundreds of cars pass by every minute, but no one stops to help her. That’s what is happening, thinks Julián, who resolves to stick with the image of Verónica lost, changing a tire, alone on a distant avenue.

		

	
		
			
			Daniela wakes up. She always wakes up at midnight, and it has just struck twelve. In a muted and tearful voice, she asks Julián to tuck her in again. Your mom will be home soon, says Julián. She just called, she’s fine, she had to take a friend to the hospital. A pregnant friend who was having contractions, he clarifies. And he adds: They had two flat tires on the way there.

			Daniela doesn’t know the word “contractions,” and she also doesn’t know that having two flat tires is very unusual, but Daniela isn’t worried about her mother’s delay, or not exactly. She just wants Julián to stay with her, to tuck her in again, to defend her from the darkness.

			I don’t know why kids are always afraid of the dark. I wasn’t afraid of the dark at your age, he says, and it’s a lie, or maybe it’s true: when Julián was a child he wasn’t afraid of darkness itself, but rather the possibility of going blind. One night he woke up and couldn’t see a glimmer of light anywhere: first he had the impression that someone had locked him in the room, then the dreadful conviction that he had gone blind. Since then he cannot bear absolute darkness or locked rooms.

			

			—

			Do you want another story from “The Private Lives of Trees”?

			Yes, replies Daniela.

			

			—

			A couple weeks ago Daniela replied that she didn’t. I’m too big for stories, I can go to sleep by myself, she said, unexpectedly. Her bad mood had a very specific cause: at Fernando’s house, probably after a long session of PlayStation, she had found a video of her parents’ wedding. Maybe a bit disturbed by Julián’s growing importance in Daniela’s life, Fernando didn’t stop her from watching it; on the contrary, he sat down next to her, eager to answer any questions. Daniela, however, kept her gaze fixed on the screen in absolute silence. She came home brooding and aloof, and only after an arduous interrogation did she reveal the reason for her sadness to Verónica.

			Then came the phone calls back and forth, Verónica’s recriminations, Fernando’s convoluted explanations, and the friendly maneuverings of Julián, who, as usual, found himself obliged to act as their mediator. He said to Fernando in a conciliatory tone: You know how Verónica is. Which wasn’t true by any means—Fernando knew how to confront difficult clients, he knew how to negotiate good prices, and he even knew how to play a little Heitor Villa-Lobos on the guitar, but he certainly didn’t know how Verónica was. He never got to know her, since their marriage lasted barely three months, or almost a hundred days, as Fernando often specified. It was the hundred days’ war, he says, from behind a wide smile, whenever someone asks about his time with Verónica.

			

			—

			Verónica and Fernando got married intending to comply with the conventions of happiness. They’d decided to put their differences on hold, for a time, as if they really were a couple and not just a faint idea that had taken shape despite all the bad omens. Verónica was twenty-one years old the day of the wedding, Fernando almost thirty, and Daniela had just reached her sixth month. He thought that, with time, they would get used to living together; Verónica, on the other hand, foresaw that the marriage would last a couple years at most. Daniela didn’t think anything at all about it, since six-month-old babies don’t think.

			(A bad joke, I know, but it had to be done. It’s better to think of that time as nothing but a joke—an abrupt and fleeting noise that has already faded away.)

			

			—

			It’s still too soon to know what Daniela felt that day in front of the television. We do know that what she saw, and for the first time ever, was her parents together, like a real couple: Verónica disguised as a bride, her hair styled in an icy updo, less slender than she is now and very beautiful; Fernando smiling all around, more euphoric than nervous, confidently sporting his rented tuxedo. A very thin priest with delicate hands and perfect diction blessed the union, and then Daniela’s parents kissed each other on the lips with a certain modesty or reticence. It was a good wedding, in any case, even very good at times. Distant aunts burst into joyful tears at the slightest provocation, while the old mingled adamantly with the young. Office workers with slicked-back hair fought with their brand-new ties—thick knots and shrill colors—and their dates showed off their last-minute dresses and posed for the camera with a happiness that seemed forced but was no doubt authentic.

			

			—

			Even more than seeing her parents kiss, Daniela must have been unsettled by the image of herself at six months old, smiling or crying as she was shifted from one person’s arms to another’s, depending on who was going to the bathroom or had spilled punch. The wedding guests, cups in hand, delivered generous speeches that inevitably concluded with an allusion to Daniela, Little Dani, the baby, who from now on, they said, would surely be even happier. The child, dressed—or more like adorned—for the occasion, cried or laughed or dozed in the laps of people she no longer knew, her hair a shade lighter and her cheeks flushed pink.

			

			—

			Daniela hasn’t seen—and maybe never will—the second video, the one of her mother’s second marriage, but she remembers the day Verónica married Julián pretty clearly. There are too many images: two weddings, two parties, two different futures. On one side, her parents and her, at six months old; on the other, her mother and Julián and Daniela again, at five years old. Instead of the intimidating solemnity of the church, there is a shabby office, a recently varnished wooden desk, a woman who stretches out her words unnecessarily, a very big book that the bride and groom hurriedly sign, and a brief and certain kiss. Then the mother runs to her daughter, who both does and doesn’t want to find herself wrapped in a double or triple embrace, cheered on by noisy applause from the few attendees of the ceremony.

			What Daniela liked least about that second wedding was that her mother chose to wear a blue dress instead of a wedding gown. But she’d had a good time. It was, in fact, the first party of her life, the first party she remembers: she ate three pieces of the huge tres leches cake Verónica made in honor of her history with Julián, and she danced, danced a lot, with her cousins, her grandfather, her mother, and even with her brand-new stepfather, who at that time, to her, was little more than a lunchtime guest, and who now, three years later, is lulling her to sleep with a story about trees.

			

			—

			Do you want another story from “The Private Lives of Trees”?

			Yeah, says Daniela. And Julián nods, reluctantly, since his eyes are hurting, or maybe his ears, he isn’t sure: he would like to fall asleep, suddenly and irresponsibly, and wake up tomorrow, or yesterday, like new. It has to be a short story, just the beginning, until Daniela falls back asleep: maybe the story of a giant who takes care of the trees as if they were plants in a little garden, or the adventure of a little boy who climbed up an oak and never wanted to come down. Julián can tell the plot is going to get complicated. Maybe it’s better to improvise, he thinks; maybe the only thing that makes sense is improvisation:

			

			—

			The poplar and the baobab are talking about the crazy people who visit the park. They both agree that there are a whole lot of crazy people who frequent the park. Yep, the park is full of crazies, but my personal favorite crazy person, says the baobab, is a woman with very long arms who came to talk to me one day. I remember it like it was yesterday, though it was long ago. I must have been barely 215 or 220 years old when she came around—you hadn’t even been born yet.

			

			—

			Julián immediately realizes he has made a mistake: Daniela is startled from her doze, surprised by the baobab’s age; she thought that the poplar and the baobab had always lived together—they were such good friends because they had spent their whole lives planted in the park side by side. Julián wiggles out of it by making up a nervous string of dates that seems to imply that the baobab is 1,500 years old and the poplar barely forty. Daniela is still confused, but Julián forges ahead, aware he will have to work hard to salvage the tale:

			

			—

			So, says the baobab, this woman with very long arms. At first I thought she was a little girl because she had braces, but she wasn’t a little girl, she was a woman with very long arms that reached the ground. A woman who was not necessarily beautiful and really very strange: green eyes, short white hair, dark skin, big braces on her teeth, and those long arms that skimmed the ground. She was or had once been a painter, and her name was Otoko.

			

			—

			Julián has decided to concentrate on the crazy woman, though he isn’t thinking of her as crazy anymore, but rather a lonely woman or a woman who talks to herself, talks to trees. He takes a stab, then, at Otoko’s monologue in front of the old baobab:

			

			—

			I’m a painter, says Otoko, but a problem has come up and I’ve had to stop painting. The problem is my arms, which have grown so much. It’s really hard to paint with such long arms: my eyes get tired. The canvas is so far away I can barely see it.

			The doctor prescribed glasses, but I don’t plan to use them, at least not until I get my braces off. Ever since I was little my motto has been: either glasses or braces. I chose braces. How was I supposed to know my arms were going to get so long I wouldn’t be able to paint?

			It’s not very common for a person’s arms to grow so much. Branches yes, branches grow, you know that better than I do, Baobab. Branches grow until they die all of a sudden, but it’s not very common for a person’s arms to grow like that.

			It’s not common, but maybe it’s not so strange, either. Maybe I’m one in a thousand or one in a million, and I like that; it’s a privilege. It’s a problem and a privilege.

			So I’m going to look for another job. I plan on collecting leaves from the ground since that’s easy for me, I don’t even have to bend over. I will wander through the parks all day collecting leaves from the ground.

			

			—

			Though there’s no need anymore, since Daniela has gone back to sleep, Julián keeps the story going. Only now it’s not the painter or leaf collector who is speaking, but some other woman, one who is more beautiful than Otoko, or who at least has normal arms. It’s not Verónica, by no means is it Verónica, who is still out traipsing around on a highway somewhere. Somehow, Verónica is the only woman who could not figure in the story that Julián is improvising aloud, for nobody, for the sleeping little girl.

		

	
		
			
			The same day Daniela found that old wedding video, Verónica and Julián took the chance to make love eagerly, or scandalously, as Verónica put it, laughing as she bit Julián on the back.

			They downed two bottles of wine and stayed up all night making lofty, exalted proclamations that indefinitely lengthened the present. There was, indeed, a lapse, a sudden interruption of reality. Verónica looked at Julián and said, slowly, as if spelling out the sentences: If I die, I don’t want Daniela to live with Fernando. I’d rather she stayed with you, or with my mother. Transformed into the perfect spouse in a bad movie, Julián held her tight and told her: You’re not going to die. And he entered her again, and they laughed again, and they kept on drinking and screwing until dawn.

			The memory of those words is a sharp, precise pain. He has just made a useless series of phone calls that have only contributed to his desperation. Julián stalks around the apartment curling his toes in his shoes, forcing his footsteps as if walking through a field planted with flowers or explosives. In Daniela’s room, a clock shaped like SpongeBob reads 2:30 a.m. It must be the first time anyone has ever looked at that clock at 2:30 in the morning, thinks Julián, as if this insignificant certainty could alleviate the waiting.

			

			—

			The novel continues, if only to comply with the whim of an unfair decree: Verónica is not home yet. For the moment there are no archival images, no background music, only a phrase that seems out of place, excessive, which Julián repeats in a voice that gets louder, then softer, until he falls silent again—it’s as if someone we can’t see were playing with the volume of Julián’s voice, which pronounces, ten times, that ill-suited phrase: I come from a family with no dead, he says, looking at the wall as if it were a display window. Hello, I come from a family with no dead.

			

			—

			It was a long time ago now, hidden away in a university courtyard, while he smoked weed and took long gulps of a sticky wine with melon. A group of classmates had spent the afternoon exchanging family stories in which death appeared with pressing insistence. Of all those present, Julián was the only one who came from a family with no dead, and this discovery filled him with a strange bitterness: his friends had grown up reading the books that their dead parents or siblings had left in the house. But in Julián’s family there were no dead and there were no books.

			

			—

			A semidetached house and a front yard filled with rioting flowers: every summer they coated the bricks in winter white—he liked to repeat the name of the color, winter white. Maybe they only painted the house once or twice, but Julián prefers to think that every year, toward the beginning of summer, the entire family pitched in to paint the bricks. The house stayed new for decades. And maybe it’s still new, maybe a new family has just moved in. Probably, thinks Julián, it won’t be long before they run off to hide inside.

			Reaching back through a thick nostalgia, Julián finds the image of a javelin tearing through the sky in 1984, the year of the Los Angeles Olympics. He has definitely been wasting time with his bonsai fixation. Now he thinks the only book that would be worth writing is a long story about those days in 1984. That would be the only licit, necessary book.

			Not without effort, he manages to isolate the scene: he is sitting in or perched on a black armchair of convincing false leather in front of the TV, focused on a javelin in flight. Death lives very close to those second-rate houses, but that boy of 1984 doesn’t know it, he cannot know it: he watches the javelin fly, or the race walkers walk. He likes to observe those Mexican athletes who aren’t allowed to run, and he likes to imitate their strides, walking as fast as they can, in perfect progression.

			

			—

			One of those days, Julián’s father comes home from work with four enormous boxes, which Julián and his sister help unpack: the first contains the hundred cassettes of the “Great Composers” collection, and the three remaining boxes hold a library of world literature, Spanish literature, and Chilean literature—dozens of, respectively, beige, red, and brown books, paperbacks with thick, yellowed pages. Until then the only books in the house had been a car repair manual and a BBC English course. The new books constituted a humble fortune, befitting the family’s level of prosperity.

			It hasn’t been easy to construct that family. It’s been necessary to forget friendships and invent new ones. It’s been necessary to work hard—to advance, blinders on, through the crowd, fording rivers of uncomfortable questions, searching for a path or a shortcut to a future with no happiness and no poverty. There are no more memory boxes—or only empty ones, emptied memory boxes; no rings, no locks of hair, no letters refolded to the point of tearing, no sepia photographs. Life is one big photo album where a past is forged instantaneously in loud and definite colors.

			

			—

			Julián curses his fixation: Ultimately, he really should have spent his time writing down the conversations that floated up from the bar under the apartment he and Karla once shared. That would have been much better. Instead of activating a dead image, he should write about lives like that boy’s in 1984. Instead of making literature, he should have plunged into the mirrors of family. He imagines a novel with only two chapters: the first, very short, records what the boy knew at that time; the second, very long, practically infinite, relates what the boy didn’t know. It’s not that he wants to write that story. It isn’t a future project. It’s more like he wishes he had written it years ago and could read it now.

			

			—

			At the end of the day, after putting the books away in the living room, the father gathers the family around a board game. There are some families in which, at nine in the evening, the father starts to hit the wine and the mother the ironing, both oblivious to the fate of the children, who play in the yard at skinning their knees, or in their rooms at blindman’s bluff, or in the bathroom at blowing soap bubbles, or in the kitchen at creating odd desserts out of sour milk. There are other families who watch night fall to the rhythm of responsible discussions in elegant salons. There are also families who remember their dead at that hour, their faces shrouded in an aura of sorrow. No one plays, no one talks: the adults write letters that no one will read, the children ask questions that no one will answer.

			

			—

			This, on the other hand, is a family that waits for curfew by playing La Gran Capital, Santiago’s version of Monopoly. Everything is ready: the hospital, the jail, the movie theater, the bank, the dice, the cards, the houses, the buildings, the different-colored streets. The players are a serious man, who comes from below and is on the up-and-up; a woman with a sweet, sad look; a beautiful and fragile little girl; and a boy of eight or nine whose name is Julián, but who should be named Julio. It’s an implausible story, but a true one nonetheless: they’d planned to name him Julio, and that was the name they pronounced before the civil registry official, but the official heard Julián, and that’s the name he wrote on the birth certificate. The parents did not request a correction, since in those years even civil registry officials commanded absolute fear and respect.

			

			—

			Around the table, then, are a brown-skinned man, a pale woman, a less-pale little girl, and a less-brown little boy. The brown man always wins. The pale woman gets bored quickly and withdraws. The less-pale little girl keeps playing until she loses completely and then promises herself, with restless eyes, that next time she’ll beat the brown-skinned man. The less-brown little boy with the changed name doesn’t want to win or lose, he just wants more Coca-Cola. The father likes that his daughter doesn’t give up, yet he is perfectly happy to defeat her, to have won, to continue, always, winning. The mother, on the other hand, has long since mortgaged her properties and divided the money in equal parts between her children. She is sitting there trying out chords for a song by Violeta Parra; she’s about to start singing. And that is what it’s about, nothing more and nothing less: to watch them play, to observe their faces in 1984, to laugh at them, feel sorry for them, keep them company in their tense, honest boredom.

			

			—

			Now Julián lives close to a sky-blue street, Tobalaba, and he used to live just steps away from a navy-blue street, Irarrázaval, on Plaza Ñuñoa, with a woman who was on the verge of becoming his enemy. He came to that house from other streets that did not appear on the game board—they were too far away, west of the “gran capital.” Those colorless streets take on a grayish hue in his memory. In Julián’s childhood and the first part of his young adulthood, those streets were white. Only now have they grown dusty. Only now, just recently, has time managed to sully them.

		

	
		
			
			It’s four in the morning, and Julián reconsiders a possibility that he had earlier rejected outright: Verónica is not held up on a highway somewhere, but rather in the house of a man who has finally convinced her not to go home. He composes the picture, doesn’t shrink from the details: he imagines the damp walls, the light from a kerosene heater illuminating the lovers, who are not posing, who don’t have time to stop and wave to the camera. There is a smell of orange peel or incense, of perfume worn out by the friction of bodies, and there are Verónica’s shining thighs, her firm, hot skin.

			It’s not a house, thinks Julián. He takes a long second to summon, instead, a lurid bedroom, complete with mirrors and a fountain that emits a subtle artificial noise. He imagines Verónica dulled by rough whiskey, exalted by a few lines of coke, moving, unhurriedly, atop someone. It’s a round, unquestionable explanation: Verónica hasn’t come home yet because she is in bed with her drawing teacher; it was a quick screw that turned into a long one. It happens. Right now, the drawing or grammar or quantum physics teacher is penetrating her for the sixth or seventh time. Don’t you worry, says Julián out loud, don’t worry, I already put Daniela to sleep, I already told her a story, you just keep right on fucking, take your time, you fucking bitch, you can still suck him off one last time.

			

			—

			But this is not one of those game shows where you have to dress up as a beggar and survive while others despise you. Not even by fanning the flames of a horrible conjecture can Julián change the plot: he is sure this is not the reason for his wife’s lateness. The image of Verónica lost out on the highway looms large, turns into a kind of truth.

			

			—

			He is lying on the floor, like a lion in its cage—or more like a cat, or maybe like those weird and ugly fish that Daniela chose out of pity a few months ago. If we get out of this, thinks Julián, we’ll save up some money and go on vacation to Valdivia or Puerto Montt. Or maybe we shouldn’t wait so long: if we get out of this we will go, finally, on Saturday, to see the snow. He had always dismissed the idea, motivated by an old class resentment, but now he returns to it: the Chilean snows are for the rich, he knows that very well, but he has already learned to coexist with people far removed from him, who after a while tend to turn friendly. Right away the plan breaks down; it couldn’t last. There is a fundamental problem with his wording: We will not get out of this. To get out of this would mean Verónica crossing, nonchalantly, a threshold that has been closed for hours. To get out of this would mean, perhaps, waking up. But he can’t wake up: he’s wide awake.

			

			—

			Still, he keeps thinking about the snow, a ghostly space that’s usually relegated to novels: a world where young people fall gravely ill and old people remember past loves. The snow is a crude and beautiful fraud, just like the bonsai he’s obsessed with. He would like to see the snow—to have seen it, all throughout his life. At eighteen years old, for example, to have boarded a bus, gotten a job in the kitchen of a five-star hotel, taken orders from a slave-driving chef, a newly retired soldier, most likely. He imagines himself looking up from below, from the snow, at a ski lift full of tiny tourists.

			He approaches the wall of the white room: with absurd seriousness, he tries to decide whether it is white like winter or white like snow. He doesn’t know if it’s possible to paint a wall the color of snow. He has never seen snow. He closes his eyes and presses on his eyelids for twenty, thirty seconds. And he returns, cautious and fearful, to this story of hard edges, which at times resembles a paint-by-numbers book. There are three rooms, and three small paperback series: blue, white, green, beige, red, and brown. Calle Arturo Prat is brown. Chilean literature is brown. The room is white, and maybe the snow, too, is white. The streets are not white; the streets are light blue or dark blue, sea green, emerald green, red, pink, yellow. Ahumada is red, Recoleta is pink, and Tobalaba, the street parallel to the passage where he lives now, is sky blue, same as Bilbao. Diez de Julio and Vicuña Mackenna are orange-colored streets.

			

			—

			While the father and the kids play Monopoly, the mother strums a song by Violeta Parra with arduous precision. My mother, thinks Julián, sang songs of the left as if they were songs of the right. My mother sang songs that were not for her to sing. She would lounge on the sofa at night to entertain herself dreaming of true suffering. My mother was a device for converting the songs of the left into songs of the right. Unabashed, she sang the same songs that other women, dressed all in black, sang to remember their dead.

			And he hears his mother’s sweet voice intoning Violeta Parra’s song:

			
				To forget about you

				I will work the land

				I hope to find in it

				A cure for my sorrow

			

			Now he searches the darkness for Violeta Parra’s coppery face: he imagines her singing, in a freezing cold room with a high ceiling and an earthen floor, the night she came up with the image of a solitary woman who talked to the flowers:

			
				Bud of lemon balm

				For when my sorrows grow

				The flowers of my garden

				Must be my nurses

			

			The flowers of my garden / must be my nurses, Julián sings in a dry murmur. For a long time he has considered it the most beautiful song he has ever heard. But now he would rather leave that music behind.

			

			—

			Bewildered from waiting, Julián imagines a long and imprecise list of solitary women, lonely women who talk to themselves. My favorite crazy person, he thinks, is Emily Dickinson. I already have two, he says, Violeta Parra and Emily Dickinson; they top the list of solitary women, they talk to nobody in the garden. He sees Emily Dickinson’s white and evasive face: Our share of night to bear / Our share of morning, recites Julián, out loud, for nobody, for the sleeping little girl. And he repeats Emily Dickinson’s verses involuntarily, as if finding himself with his own voice: Our share of night to bear / Our share of morning.

			

			—

			He translates, clumsily, just the title, nothing but the title: Sobrellevar nuestra parte de la noche, Shoulder our share of the night, bear our part of the night, carry our portion of night, endure the darkness. The point of the pen draws lines, the ink covers the page with black water. And Julián adds voices to the black page. His true calling is to add voices. His true calling is to count cars that speed by or stop, all of a sudden, in the middle of the street. His true calling is to draw solitary women and chunks of dark snow. His true calling is to create words and forget them amid the noise.

			Now he recites, one more time, like a crazy man, for nobody: Tolerar, soportar, tolerate, bear, carry, endure, shoulder, countenance, take charge; take charge of the night—accept the darkness, live with our portion of night, accept a part of the night, defeat the darkness, withdraw from the light, go deep into the night, take charge of the darkness, take charge of the night.

			The point of the pen draws lines, the ink covers the page with black water.

		

	
		
			
			And Daniela? What will become of Daniela?

			He has been sitting and stirring a cup of tea for forty minutes now. And he arrives at that urgent question, which does not help with distance—that’s what he wants: distance. He wants to invent, obtain, buy years or kilos of distance, since it’s almost five in the morning and the book is still going. The book will go on even if it is closed.

			

			—

			And that other book, the one he has read and reread until he has exhausted it, until it becomes unintelligible: Daniela will read that book someday. And after reading it she will come to Julián and tell him, “I read your novel,” “I liked it,” “I didn’t like it,” “It’s really short.” Or else she won’t come to him, since by that time he will be far away, alone, or with someone new, with children of his own, maybe. This last possibility would gall him immensely.

			

			—

			He should stick his head outside into the freezing air. He should open the windows, but he has renounced opening windows. In the dark, he fumbles for his place in a new game whose rules he does not know.

			Perhaps the enemies he never had have decided to gather.

			Perhaps it is all much simpler and he is exaggerating, as always: calm will return, and he will finally be, once again, a voice-over. That is what he wants to be, to become, when he is old: a voice-over.

			The future belongs to voice-overs, Julián says out loud.

			Hello, good evening, he says. I am a voice-over.

			I am the best voice-over available on the market today.

			

			—

			He imagines Daniela at fifteen years old on a bus back from a trip to the countryside: her skin is slightly darker now, but her gaze is the same—her almost-green eyes serenely take in the landscape. She doesn’t read, doesn’t listen to music; from time to time she blinks, as if entangling her long eyelashes, and then looks back out at the landscape of arid hills, untethered horses, and insistent billboards.

			He imagines Daniela at twenty years old, in a waiting room, thumbing through magazines, pulling back her hair that’s streaked with shades of blue. Julián could linger on that image to find out what it is she’s waiting for, or for whom Daniela is waiting. But he doesn’t want to know that much. He wants to know a little, just enough.

			Then he imagines her at twenty-five years old, in a park: Daniela uses both hands to shield her eyes from the sun, and she searches in the distance for an ice cream or cotton candy vendor, or maybe for some friends who invited her for a picnic or a barbecue or a peyote trip.

			And at thirty years old—that’s how Julián thinks, in five-year increments—he imagines Daniela at the beach with Ernesto, her boyfriend. As they walk along the shore he gets ahead of her, or perhaps she’s the one who drags her feet, stepping hard so she can feel the earth under the sand.

			

			—

			At thirty years old, Daniela will read Julián’s novel. This is not a prophecy—he lacks the strength to make prophecies—and neither is it entirely a wish; it’s more like a plan, an overnight script, written in a flash, dictated by desperation. He wants to catch sight of a future that can exist without the present; he arranges the facts willfully, with love, in a way that keeps the future safe from the present.

			It doesn’t matter if Verónica comes home or doesn’t, if she dies or survives, if she goes, if she stays. Whatever happens, Daniela will be thirty years old and have a boyfriend named Ernesto. At thirty, whatever happens, Daniela will read my book, says Julián. His voice is like a gulp of dry air; his face moves, fearlessly, into shadow.

			

			—

			Julián is a blot that is erased and goes away.

			Verónica is a blot that is erased and remains.

			The future is Daniela’s story.

			And Julián imagines, writes that story, that future day: the setting is the same, Daniela still lives in the same apartment as now, as then. It has just been redone and the walls are no longer green, blue, and white, but there are things that have remained the same over the years: Daniela always knows where to find the tea, the toaster, the pins, the flashlight, the summer clothes. Now there are no dirty rugs or broken windows. No more spiders or cockroaches or ants. Daniela still lives in the same room, the blue room, and the guest room is now, properly, a guest room: almost all her girlfriends have lived there at some point, after leaving home or losing a job.

			

			—

			She is a psychologist. There was a time when it was almost unthinkable for anyone to make a decision without first consulting with a psychologist. It was a fad that came to Chile rather late and did not last long: from one day to the next hundreds of psychologists were left jobless, doubtless because of the invasion of yoga and reiki practitioners. When Daniela began to study psychology at the University of Chile, it was already an uncertain career. Once she had her degree, after suffering through the obligatory unemployment for a few months, she finally got a job as a host on state radio.

			

			—

			Daniela’s segment runs from nine to eleven in the morning, and it consists, like every state radio program, of listening to the citizens. Normally, she showers and has breakfast before her show, but today she’s decided to do the minimum. Two minutes before the program begins, she takes several acoustic panels and places them carefully on the doors and windows of the room. She goes back to bed, presses the red button, and, after a few vocal exercises, manages to make her voice sound convincing.

			

			—

			Daniela’s voice retains a deceptive freshness. It is the hoarse voice of a little girl or the warm voice of a fifty-year-old woman. Her listeners don’t know her age—she rarely talks about herself; she monologues about random subjects until the first call comes in, but she takes care that her chosen subject won’t lead her to expose herself. She is like her mother that way: no unnecessary confidences, just generalizations, wise and funny commentary, trivialities or astute opinions that nevertheless reveal little or nothing about the voice that delivers them. Most of her colleagues bathe their egos shamelessly in their listeners’ patience. Not her. That’s why listening to her show is so enjoyable.

			

			—

			When did she meet Ernesto? In college, perhaps—was he her classmate, her student, her teacher? A conference-goer, an academic who gave a speech and saw her there, in the first row, in the last row? Who is Ernesto? What’s he like? It doesn’t matter. The fact is they live together in Daniela’s apartment, in this apartment, though today she is alone—yesterday she went to the airport to see him off: he was going to Quito, where he is working on an ecological tourism project.

			Daniela doesn’t like it that Ernesto travels so much. That’s why now, as she listens to a woman confide in her, she still feels a kind of slow bewilderment. It is, once again, a first day without Ernesto, a feeling she knows all too well. It’s a time of solitude and slow bewilderment. Daniela rushes between pauses, clips her words with severity, but nevertheless is still warm; she never loses her awareness that there is a small, captive group of people who listen to her every day.

			

			—

			She can’t deny that she enjoys the solitude more and more; the weeks with Ernesto, on the other hand, feel obstructed, rough. It’s not that there’s any violence, or even boredom. It’s a kind of imperfection, or a wash someone poured over the canvas where Ernesto and Daniela are posing with their faces to posterity. She knows that very soon Ernesto won’t come back. She imagines herself disconcerted, then furious, and finally pervaded by a decisive stillness. It’s all right, there were no strings attached, as it should be: we love in order to stop loving, and we stop loving in order to start loving others, or to end up alone, for a while or forever. That’s the doctrine. The only doctrine.

		

	
		
			
			Focus your gaze on the current: the bridge moves forward, we move forward, and the water is still, it stops flowing. That’s what Julián, her stepfather, used to tell her on the bridge he would take her to when she was little. It’s hard at first, but then you get used to it. It’s like those weird drawings you have to stare at until a picture appears, a dragon, a bear, someone’s face; look again, focus, fix your eyes on the water until you feel yourself moving forward, until the river stops being a river. The water slows down, and now you’re the one who moves forward in the water, in a boat.

			Julián leaning against the railing of a bridge over the Mapocho River; Daniela has never spoken of that memory, but she’s made use of it many times in her relationships. First it was a small betrayal, a bit of mischief, so to speak: when she was fifteen, out walking one day with her father, her real father, she couldn’t resist the urge to take him to the bridge, even though they had to walk a long way to get there. Acting all mysterious, she pulled him along by the hand, and when they got to the bridge she repeated Julián’s words with studied solemnity, as if they were her own. She almost told Fernando about the walks with her stepfather, about those days when they crossed the whole city just to stop for a while and focus on the current, but she didn’t. This is my favorite place, Dad, she told him instead, and she wasn’t lying. From here you can make the river stop, you can make the bridge into a boat that goes toward solid ground or away from it.

			After that walk, Daniela decided the bridge would be her private joke, her watchword. Every one of her boyfriends was marched to the bridge over the Mapocho, each one made to believe he was the first to witness that private ceremony. This morning she remembered the last time she used the image, with Ernesto, and she feels a desire to go to the bridge now, alone, and throw something over the railing, into the water—a photograph, a hat, anything. She imagines the pure pleasure of watching the object disappear in the current, and maybe she thinks, as well, of closing a cycle, though she doesn’t believe in all the mumbo jumbo about closure, about the culmination of progress. She believes, instead, that progress doesn’t exist, that the cycles we are capable of seeing are never the right ones.

			That time on the bridge with Ernesto had been different. He’d seemed averse to secrets from the start, and he reacted distrustfully to her confession, never suspecting—he wasn’t really a suspicious man—that he was the butt of a joke, the protagonist of a silent movie. Instead, he was overwhelmed by the confidential tone Daniela well knew how to imprint on her voice. Afterward he broke the silence by talking about the bridge, the date of its construction, pretentiously listing buildings and monuments that had been built in the same era. That was Ernesto: the young pedant who knew a little about everything. But it wasn’t bad for Daniela, that burst of reality.

			

			—

			My father has never written a book, says Daniela, out loud. She has come upon that thought, which is an obvious one: her father is not a writer. Her stepfather was not exactly a writer either, not a real one, but for now she needs to force her ideas, stretch them out, exaggerate them a little.

			

			—

			What does your father do?

			He’s an engineer.

			What does your mother do?

			She’s an illustrator.

			

			—

			People didn’t usually ask about her stepfather’s job, even though almost all the kids in her generation had stepfathers or stepmothers. Though they didn’t call them by those derogatory names, perhaps because over the years they accumulated several stepfathers and stepmothers—a long string of people whom they began to love but very quickly forgot, since they often disappeared, never to be seen again, or else they reappeared years later, by chance, in line at the grocery store.

			This is not Daniela’s case. Daniela only had one stepfather, for which, she thinks now, she ought to feel fortunate. To have had only one stepfather is a sign of stability. The question about her stepfather’s job doesn’t appear on forms, so she never had the chance to decide on an answer: writer or teacher, those would have been the options. From Monday to Saturday he was a teacher, and on Sundays he wrote.

			And what if her father wrote, for example, his memoirs? Or what if she, who has never considered writing, took the time to document her father’s story? Why is it necessary to document stories, as if they didn’t exist in and of themselves? Who is the best character: her father, her mother, her stepfather? Solitude has turned against her. She is overwhelmed by a game that should perhaps be called “the engineer and the illustrator,” or “the illustrator and the writer.” Which would make the best novel: the story of an engineer who falls in love with an illustrator or the story of an illustrator who falls in love with a writer?

			

			—

			After finishing her radio program, Daniela thinks about her mother, who is alive, or is dead. It’s unclear.

			Maybe one night she just didn’t come home, and it was Julián who told her, “She won’t be coming back,” or “She died,” or “Something very bad happened, something very sad.” Now Daniela thinks about her mother, and then about her father. She wants to see them. And she chooses well: she chooses to visit her father.

			

			—

			In spite of his irregular presence in Daniela’s life, Fernando appeared in most of the drawings she did as a child. Sometimes she couldn’t avoid the temptation to caricature some of his features—especially his ears—but in general she tended to beautify him, to idealize him. There is one drawing Daniela made when she was six years old of her and her father in the snow, skiing. Back then she had never been to the mountains, but she’d seen a report on TV about the snow, which she colored yellow. She drew the skis to look like forks.

			Except for those distant hundred days when her parents were married, Daniela has never lived with Fernando. After those months he moved on to ever more spacious apartments, assembling and disassembling families with younger and younger girlfriends. For ten years he has lived in the part of town with the ex-skyscrapers—buildings that had once been real skyscrapers, but were soon surpassed by even taller buildings.

			After getting his business administration degree, Fernando worked as general manager of happybirthday.cl, a company that specialized in organizing birthday parties of all kinds. It only lasted six months—Much shorter than I hoped and much longer than my marriage, joked Fernando, who specialized in laughing at himself. Or as he would put it, joking again: I’m an expert at self-directed jokes. To call him a comedian would be wrong, in any case, since Fernando was not what you’d call funny, but was actually rather serious. But he kept a certain distinctive humor in reserve, as a defense mechanism. Happybirthday.cl was a misstep after which his career improved significantly. The strip club he has opened in the red light district is, really, just for fun. His other businesses pretty much run themselves, and bring in a lot of money.

			

			—

			It isn’t the first time Fernando has felt what he feels now, as he opens the door to Daniela: a joy that borders on fullness, one that is almost absolute, but that nevertheless lays bare its incompleteness, a slight skew that warps the image. He would like to have foreseen Daniela’s visit, to have known she was going to come by without calling, motivated by a secret urgency, or else just wanting to talk—to construct the scene of father and daughter who eat pasta with tomato sauce and drink coffee as they chat about the weather or about a new highway being built in the north.

			How to depict what happens while they talk, the things they don’t say, that score of shy reproaches, of minutiae, that pulsates in the background? How to shine light on those places they have decided to leave in darkness? After going through a difficult period they have returned to their pact of nonaggression, achieving the indirect complicity of those whose lives are connected by only a thread. Now they talk, of course they talk, and not in a question-and-answer style. This is not an interrogation. It is, properly, a conversation. The surface sits well with them. They enjoy playing this sport of spending time together.

			They talk about Ernesto, whom Fernando has only met two or three times. To please his daughter he says he approves of the relationship, and Daniela, who knows that her relationship with Ernesto will end in a matter of weeks, appreciates this belated gesture of her father’s. Generously, she rewinds two years, climbs back over the honeymoon phase, and puts her father’s words in a place where they fit, where they are appropriate.

			They talk, as well, about the Rita Lee, Fernando’s cabaret. As usual, Fernando makes the mistake he has made his whole life: forgetting he is a father, boarding his enthusiasm like an airplane, and giving his daughter more details than he should. Inexplicably, Fernando assumes Daniela will enjoy the story of his affair with a dancer from the cabaret.

			

			—

			If you wrote a book, Daniela says after a long silence, you wouldn’t have to tell me the story you just told me. She smiles cruelly, satisfied with her words. The joy of having found that sentence outstrips her embarrassment. She imagines her father staring, entranced, as some poor woman strips off a shiny red negligee. She feels compassion and a little pity. But then she thinks that this is the book her father should write: the book of stories it would be better not to tell anyone, stories to be taken to the grave; a book of confessions that no one would consider valuable. The important thing would be to have gotten rid of them, to have saved the breath it would take to tell them.

			

			—

			You’ve never thought about writing a book?

			No. Why?

			No reason. Writing books is dumb. It’s better to talk. Sorry.

			Sorry for what?

			Sorry for what I said about the book you should write.

			

			—

			He doesn’t understand, and she knows he doesn’t, and it’s better that way. Period.

		

	
		
			
			Daniela is not interested in literature. She reads a lot, but only history books or memoirs or essays. The truth is she can’t stand fiction. The absurd ruses of novelists exasperate her: let’s pretend there was a world and it was more or less like this; let’s pretend I’m not me, but rather a reliable voice, a white face over which pass less-white faces, semidark or dark faces.

			

			—

			After that lunch with her father, however, Daniela decides to read Julián’s novel. The book is easy to find: it’s on the same shelf as always, right where it’s always been, cocooned in an impassive alphabetical order. For many years she lacked the curiosity and maybe the bravery to read it. Now, when she opens it, she finds this message inside the cover: To Daniela, with love, hoping it doesn’t bore you.

			She recognizes her stepfather’s handwriting—the letters traced with care, as if fighting the slight tremble that all the same has been impressed onto the paper. A smoker’s handwriting, she thinks, though there’s no such thing as a smoker’s handwriting. Prepared as she was to be swept up by solitude, Daniela is astonished to recognize Julián’s writing with such precision. She never saw him write by hand; she just remembers him smoking in front of the computer, typing at a speed that at the time seemed enviable, and then, five seconds later, deleting the words just as quickly.

			

			—

			She should go to the park or the airport, to look for something, to wait for someone. But she’s decided to stay home and let the memories creep in. She acts as if someone had asked her to stay home. And she reads as if reading were an act of obedience, as if she had to write a summary, a school composition. Forty-five minutes, on the clock, in which to respond to a single, unfair question: How do you read your stepfather’s book?

			Julián’s novel is so short she could read it in half an hour. But Daniela stops every page and a half to make coffee, to see if the coffee is ready, to pour a cup of coffee, and then she starts to pause every time she takes a sip, and after every sip she looks at the ceiling, or lights a cigarette, and then she stops after every drag, too. She even delays her reading to put up the acoustic panels. She needs silence to hear her sips of coffee and drags on the cigarette. She needs silence to watch the smoke dissipate in the light shining in through the window.

			

			—

			She doesn’t get bored, or not too bored. She hopes to find elements of herself in the book, flashes of a remote past, of a time she surely lived through but remembers with difficulty. She doesn’t have childhood memories. She wouldn’t be able to tell her life story: only a few fragments remain, which her memory turns over and over. They are clues, or hints. They are bits and pieces that only with enormous effort could constitute a story, a life.

			But she searches, searches for herself: maybe between one paragraph and another there were days, weeks, or months that passed. Maybe she burst in unexpectedly while Julián was writing, and her interruption left a phrase or at least a word in the book. So she marks some sections—not the ones she likes best, but the phrases that maybe she said and Julián stole, copied from her. She is happy; she lets herself be swept up in the illusion that her own language lives in this book.

			

			—

			It’s a love story, nothing all that extraordinary: two people who, deliberately and naively, build a parallel world that, naturally, soon collapses. It’s the story of a mediocre, juvenile love, in which she recognizes her own class: tiny apartments, half-truths, cowardice and intolerance, automatic declarations of love, illusions lost and found—the abrupt changes of fate of those who go up and down and do not leave and do not stay. Fleeting words, which anticipate a revelation that never arrives.

			There are no parallel worlds, Daniela knows that very well. She has survived mediocrity: I’m willing to do anything, she liked to say a few years ago. And it was true. She was willing to do anything, to take whatever they wanted to give her, to say whatever had to be said. She was willing, even, to listen to her own voice saying things she didn’t want to say. But not anymore. Now she is not willing to do anything. Now she is free.

			

			—

			Daniela finishes reading and immediately returns to the passages she has marked. She searches for her language, searches for herself, but finds nothing. She isn’t in the book. She got lost. And she is not exactly bothered by that absence. She closes the book feeling a mixture of relief and disappointment. Her life has not changed. She will probably reread the novel tomorrow to confirm her impressions. But she isn’t going to go to the bridge, she isn’t going to remember any story that gives meaning to the present, to the past, to the future. She doesn’t want to cheat. Her life has not changed: she doesn’t know any more or any less. She doesn’t feel any more or any less.

			

			—

			Is it easier to read a stepfather’s book than a father’s? It called for thinking about gardens, about women who talk to nobody, changing flat tires on a distant highway. It called for thinking about the fragile beauty of sick trees. It called for imagining a park covered with collapsed awnings. It called for speculating on the solitude of a man confined to the four walls of a damp apartment, a man who has refused to say the lines he was given.

			

			—

			Julián would have liked her to remember the stories about trees, or the torturous hours they spent memorizing multiplication tables, that sententious, pedagogical tone he sometimes used. Julián would have liked for Daniela to remember him after reading his book. But no. Memory is no refuge. There remains only an inconsistent babble of the names of streets that no longer exist.

			

			—

			It is nighttime.

			Daniela takes down the acoustic panels, since she wants to fall asleep listening to footsteps, barking dogs, car horns, security alarms, neighbors’ conversations. She thinks about herself, back when she was a little girl who pretended to be asleep while Julián read and her mother painted. Little by little, sleep overtakes her.

			Now she is sleeping. She is asleep.

		

	
		
			II.

			Winter White

			
				Life as a book that has been put down.

				—JOHN ASHBERY

			

		

	
		
			
			My gym teacher is a Nazi, Daniela has just said.

			They walk carefully, dodging the puddles, sharing the only umbrella he could find in the house. It would be better, just this once, to take a taxi, but Julián has decided to walk the seven blocks as always. He has just proposed a game of walking in silence, mentally counting their steps: When we get to school you tell me how many you counted and I’ll tell you how many I counted, and then we’ll know if we walk the same.

			But Daniela doesn’t want to count steps. She wants to talk about the gym teacher, who is a Nazi, as she has said. Julián, who hates gym teachers and all overly athletic people, finds himself obliged to defend the man, to outline an incomprehensible summary of World War II, and World War I, and even the Russian revolution. Your gym teacher is not a Nazi, he says to wrap up his speech, just as they narrowly escape the splash of water from a passing car. Your teacher is a good man, repeats Julián. Maybe he goes a little overboard with the sit-ups, but that’s his job.

			

			—

			Did you ever want to be a gym teacher?

			No.

			Did you ever want to be in Greenpeace?

			No.

			Did you ever want to be an airplane pilot?

			No.

			Did you ever want to be anything else?

			

			—

			Well, we always want to be something else, Daniela, he answers—he was going to say Danielita or Dani, but instead he said Daniela. You’re never happy with what you are. It would be strange to be completely satisfied. When I was little I wanted to be a doctor, like all kids do. All kids want to be doctors when they grow up.

			I don’t. I don’t want to be a doctor, and none of my friends want to be doctors. It’s boring. They make lots of money, but it’s boring.

			

			—

			Actually, Julián never wanted to be a doctor. He lied out of haste, just to shake off the question. He walks sideways, holding the umbrella over Daniela, accommodated to the role of good father or stepfather or big brother or whatever. He never wanted to be a doctor, much less a gym teacher. He didn’t even ever want to be a literature professor. He wanted—wants—to be a writer, but being a writer is not exactly being someone.

			

			—

			It’s raining hard. Over the course of seven blocks, on a rainy day, there are many conversations that can be had. Over hundreds or thousands of steps, the words come and go, swift and fleeting.

			It is ten to eight in the morning. Less than an hour ago, Julián decided that the future must begin. This is the next day, he thought, and he put the coffee on and washed his face with unusual vigor, scrubbing it over and over, excessively, as if he wanted to hurt or erase himself. Then he spent several minutes building the scenery of a normal morning: he tossed the blankets and sheets on the bed as if two people had slept there, then went back to the kitchen and poured two cups of coffee and drank one and half of the other. He chewed a piece of toast and put out a glass of chocolate milk for Daniela.

			Then he thought of putting on some music. He looked for an Aterciopelados CD that he hadn’t listened to in years. He couldn’t find it, so he turned on the radio. There was an interview with the presidential candidate of the right, who sounded more like the presidential candidate of the left. The people are not stupid, the man was saying. The people know I’m on their side. He promised to begin at zero and reach a million, two million, a billion. He emphasized the right words, slid in opportune phrases that were very well-studied. The reporter ended the interview and announced that it was going to rain all day. This is good news, the rain will clear the air over Santiago, he said.

			As if he wanted to join the rest of the world, Julián went to the window and saw that yes, it had begun to rain, that very soon the mountains would reappear on the horizon. Then he opened and closed the front door from inside: it was a dry slam, very hard, that echoed in his ears for ten seconds. And then he said, or shouted: Bye, honey, have a good day.

			

			—

			He went to Daniela’s room and made sure she was awake and explained that her mother had already left for work, because she had an early meeting in Puente Alto. You know that Puente Alto is very far away, he added, but Daniela didn’t seem convinced; she asked questions, wanted details, and Julián responded perfectly, since during the night he had thought long and hard about every question she might ask him. He was well prepared. And he told her: Drink your milk, Dani, take your bath, get dressed, we’re late.

			As usual, it took her forever to find her blue sweater, and she bathed with the intentional slowness that so exasperated Verónica and that now provoked, in Julián, a melancholic awe. The delay was a daily ritual, a stable image to cling to.

			

			—

			They walk uncertainly, breaking through the rain: what follows is a straight line, you can already see the school, the corner house where, invariably, four very small, ridiculous dogs bark relentlessly, angrily. Four wet and furious dogs that Daniela greets, her face white, a brief breath of cold emerging from her mouth.

			

			—

			Just before they reach the door, the English teacher catches up to them. I need to speak with you, sir, it’s urgent, she says with false warmth, as if it were totally normal to stop and talk in the middle of the street in the pouring rain. Without waiting for Julián’s reply, the teacher starts talking about Daniela’s distracted behavior in her English classes. If her performance doesn’t improve, she could fail the class, the teacher threatens emphatically. Julián looks at the woman with a mixture of hatred and shame.

			It’s our family convictions, Julián replies after a sharp minute of silence. We don’t like English. We are anti-imperialists, we are people of the left, he says, and a complicit smile appears on Daniela’s face. But the teacher insists: I want to talk to you and your wife as soon as possible, and then she starts in about commitment, rigor, perseverance. Next Wednesday, at four in the afternoon, I’ll wait for you in the teachers’ lounge. Julián mechanically agrees, and repeats out loud, as if searching for the place in his memory where times, dates, and places are stored: Next Wednesday, four in the afternoon, teachers’ lounge. The woman finally disappears into a crowd of children, parents, and umbrellas.

			

			—

			Julián takes Daniela’s hand, resolutely, with love. Looks like we’re going to have to study English, he tells her. Yes, Julián, but now I have to go to class, Daniela replies. And he looks at her and gives her a kiss and he lets her go.

			Santiago, June 11, 2006

			Read on for a selection from Alejandro Zambra’s forthcoming story collection, My Documents, translated by Megan McDowell

			Camilo

		

	
		
			
			I’m Camilo!” he shouted to me from the gate, opening his arms wide, as if we knew each other. “Your daddy’s godson.” It seemed terribly suspicious to me, like a caricature of danger, and I was nine then, already too big to fall for a trap like that. Those dark glasses, like a blind man’s on a cloudy day. And that jean jacket, covered in sewn-on patches with the names of rock bands. “My dad’s not here,” I told him, closing the door, and I didn’t even give my father the message. I forgot.

			But it turned out to be true: my father had been a close friend of Camilo’s father, Big Camilo—they’d played soccer together on the Renca team. We had photographs of the baptism, the baby crying and the adults looking solemnly into the camera. All was well for several years—my father was an engaged godfather, and he took an interest in the child—but he and Big Camilo had a fight, and later, some months after the coup, Big Camilo was imprisoned, and after he was released he went into exile. The plan was for his wife, July, to bring Little Camilo and meet up with him in Paris, but she didn’t want to, and the marriage ended. So Little Camilo grew up missing his father, waiting for him, saving up money to go visit him. And one day, just after he turned eighteen, he decided that if he couldn’t see his father, he should at least find his godfather.

			I learned all this over tea the first time Camilo came to have onces with us, or maybe I found it out gradually. I want to be clear here, and I’m getting confused. But I remember how moved my father was that afternoon when he saw how much his godson looked like his old friend. “You have the same face,” he told him, which was not necessarily a compliment, because it was an unremarkable face, difficult to remember, and though Camilo used many products to style his stiff hair fashionably, it had a tendency to play dirty tricks on him.

			Despite my initial distrust, Camilo soon became a benevolent and protective presence for me, luminous, a real older brother. When he set off for France to fulfill his lifelong dream, that’s how it felt: like my brother was leaving. It was January of 1991; that I can say for certain.

			

			—

			I wasn’t the only one who was fascinated by Camilo. My older sister was completely infatuated, and my younger sister, who usually couldn’t keep her attention on anything for more than two seconds, would watch him intently when he came to visit, celebrating every one of his wisecracks. Not to mention my mom, whom he joked around with but also spoke to seriously, because during that time Camilo was—in his own words—full of religious tension, and although my mother was no saint, she was so astounded by the idea that a person could deny the existence of God that she’d sit and listen to him in awe.

			As for my father, I think that, for him, Camilo became more of a companion or friend than a godson; he even let Camilo address him with the informal tú. They would sit up late in the living room, talking about all kinds of things—except about the existence of God, because my father didn’t allow such things to be questioned, or about soccer, because Camilo was the first man I met who didn’t like soccer. He didn’t even understand the rules. The only match he’d ever played took place in the San Miguel gym, when he was five years old: his knowledge of the game back then came from the goals he’d seen replayed on TV, so he spent the whole afternoon running every which way, cheering for goals that hadn’t happened and waving happily to the crowd, utterly uninterested in the ball.

			

			—

			
			My own relationship with my father, however, was closely tied to soccer. We watched or listened to games, sometimes we went to the stadium together, and every Sunday at noon I went with him to a field in La Farfana, where he played goalie. He was really good—I remember him suspended in the air, grabbing hold of the ball with both hands and clutching it to his chest. Still, I always suspected that his teammates hated him, because he was the kind of goalie who spent the whole game barking instructions, ordering around the defense, and even the midfield players, at the top of his lungs. “Pass it back, man, pass it back! Here! Pass it back, man, back!” How many times did I hear my father call that out in a tone of utmost alarm. When he yelled at me—if he ever did—it was never as loud as those shrieks on the soccer field. His teammates endured them with annoyance, or at least that’s what I assumed, since trying to play with that nonstop commotion in the background can’t have been pleasant. But he was respected, my father. And he was really good, I’ll say it again. I would settle in behind the goal with my Bilz or my Chocolito, and sometimes he would glance at me quickly to be sure I was still there, and other times he would ask me, without turning around, what had happened, because that was my father’s main problem as a goalie, the reason he never went pro: his myopia was so severe that he could see only as far as the midfield. His reflexes, however, were extraordinary, as was his bravery, which he paid for with two fractures in his right hand and one in his left.

			During halftime I liked to go and stand in the goalie ’s spot, and invariably I’d think about how immense the goal was. Over and over, I wondered how anyone could possibly block a penalty kick. My father blocked penalty kicks—of course he did. One out of every three or four: he never dived for them early; he always waited, and if the execution was anything less than perfect, he attacked the ball.

			

			—

			I remember a trip to the country, when Camilo discovered that I blinked between streetlights. I still do it, even when I’m driving; I can’t help it. As soon as I get on the highway, I start blinking carefully, trying to hit the exact midpoint between streetlights. That day, my sisters, Camilo, and I were crowded into the back seat of my parents’ Chevette, and Camilo noticed that I was tense, concentrating, and then he started to blink at the same time that I did, smiling at me. I got worried, because I didn’t want to make any mistakes; I fervently believed that only if I blinked between streetlights would we all be kept safe.

			My nervous habits don’t bother me so much now, but when I was a kid they used to make me so anxious that even the simplest activities became unbearable. I guess I was partly or completely OCD. Like many children, I scrupulously avoided the cracks in the sidewalk. If I ever accidentally stepped on one I fell into a state of unspeakable despair—and yet I knew, on some level, that it was all too ridiculous to talk about. I also had an obsession with balancing out parts of my body: if one leg hurt, I’d hit the other one to make them even. Sometimes I’d move my right shoulder to the rhythm of my heartbeats, as if I had two hearts. I had some truly random routines, as well, like going nine times up and down the steep staircase that led from the pool to the park. This wasn’t really so strange—it could have been a kind of game—but I managed to keep it from being one by hiding it carefully: I’d stop at the bottom step, shake my head as if I’d forgotten something, and then turn around and retrace my steps.

			If I mention all this it’s only because Camilo always seemed willing to help me. That time in the Chevette, when he realized that I was nervous, he patted my hair and said something I don’t remember, but I’m sure that it was warm, caring, and subtle. Sometime later, when I started telling him about my eccentricities, he told me that everyone was different, and maybe the strange things I did were normal, or maybe they weren’t, but it didn’t matter, because normal people stank.

			

			—

			I could fill many pages writing about Camilo’s importance in my life. For now, I remember that it was Camilo who, after many long and sophisticated arguments, managed to get me permission to go to my first concert. (We saw Aparato Raro at the Don Orione school in Cerrillos.) He was also the first person to read my poems. I’d written poems since I was little, which was, of course, a shameful secret. They weren’t any good, but I thought they were, and when Camilo read them, he did so respectfully, though he immediately explained that these days poems didn’t rhyme. That was news to me. I’d never read a poem that didn’t rhyme, and I’d always thought that poetry was something unchanging: ancient and immutable. But it was great to hear, since there were times when it cost me the world to find rhymes, and I knew I couldn’t always fall back on the easy combinations.

			I asked him what the difference was then, between a poem and a story. We were stretched out by the pool—in full-on photosynthesis, as he would say. He looked at me with a pedagogical expression and told me that a poem was the exact opposite of a story. “Stories are boring. Poetry is madness, poetry is savage, poetry is a torrent of extreme emotions,” he said, or something like that. It’s difficult not to start inventing, not to let myself be carried along on the scent of memory. He definitely used the words “madness,” “savage,” and “emotions.” “Torrent,” maybe not. I think “extreme,” yes.

			Back at home, he picked up my notebook and started to write poems himself. It took him maybe half an hour to write ten or twelve long texts, and then he read them to me. I didn’t understand a thing. I asked him if other people understood his poems. He told me that people might not understand them, but that wasn’t the important thing. I asked him if he wanted to publish a book. He told me yes, he was sure he would, but that wasn’t the important thing, either. I asked him what the important thing was. And he said this, or this was what I understood: “The important thing is to express your feelings, to show yourself as a passionate, interesting man, maybe a bit fragile, someone who isn’t afraid of anything, someone who accepts his feminine side.” That was definitely the first time I heard the expression “feminine side.”

			Another day, not long after that, he asked me if I liked men or women. I was a bit alarmed, because there were certainly guys that I liked—Camilo himself, for example—but I was quite sure that I liked girls more, much more. “I like girls,” I told him. “I like them a lot. I think they’re hot as hell.”

			“Okay,” he said, very seriously, and then he added that if I liked guys it was all right—that happened sometimes, too.

			

			—

			I remember Camilo that afternoon standing on the bow-shaped bridge in Providencia, smoking. I could tell it was not your usual cigarette, but I didn’t know exactly what it was. “It’s too strong for a kid,” he said in apology when I asked him for a drag, because by then I’d started smoking, once in a while. This must have been 1986 or early 1987; I was ten or eleven years old. I know because at that age I still didn’t know my way around Providencia or downtown Santiago very well, and also because later that day we went to buy True Stories by the Talking Heads, which was still a new album then.

			“We have to solve your problem,” Camilo had told me that morning as we were walking toward the bus stop. I asked him which problem, because I thought I had a lot, not just one. “Your shyness,” he replied. “Women don’t like shy men.” And I really was shy back then; I’m talking about genuine shyness, not the kind you see now, when so many things are blamed on shyness it’s almost a joke. If someone doesn’t say hi, it’s because he’s shy; if a guy kills his wife, it’s because of shyness; if he cheats a whole town, if he runs for office, if he eats the last bit of Nutella from the jar without asking anyone: shy. No, I’m talking about something else: real stuttering, insecurity.

			“I’m going to help you,” Camilo told me. “I’m going to give you a lesson, but don’t worry, you won’t have to do anything—just don’t leave my side, no matter what I do.” I nodded, feeling a bit dizzy. During the hour-long bus ride, he told me jokes, most of them ones he’d told me before, but this time he told them in a very loud voice, all but shouting. I thought the lesson was that I had to laugh equally loudly, which was very hard for me, but I tried. Then, as we were getting off the bus, he told me that that hadn’t been the lesson.

			We went up onto the bridge and stopped halfway across. Camilo smoked in silence, while I looked down at the murky, rushing water of the river, which was higher than usual. I focused on the current, until I was so concentrated that I had the feeling the water was standing still and we were aboard a moving boat, although I’d never been on a boat in my life. I stayed like that for a long time, fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. “We’re on a boat,” I said to Camilo. I had trouble explaining; he didn’t get it, but then, suddenly, he saw it too, and he let out a cry of profound astonishment. We went on gazing at the current while he repeated, “Incredible, incredible, incredible.”

			Afterward, as we were walking toward Providencia, he told me empathetically, “I’ve always liked you a lot, I still like you a lot, but now I respect you, too.” When we got to an intersection, maybe Providencia and Carlos Antúnez, he looked at me, made a subtle, sharp movement with his head that meant now, then threw himself to the ground, clutching his stomach, and started laughing extravagantly, scandalously. A group of people gathered around us right away, and I did not want to be there, but I understood that this was the lesson. When he finally stopped laughing, there were five policemen there asking him for an explanation. Camilo gave me a nod of approval—I had stayed beside him the whole time, and I had even laughed a little, too. I watched the cops’ faces, impassive and severe, while Camilo rattled off a disjointed explanation in which he talked about me and my shyness, and how it was necessary to teach me this lesson so that I could, he told them, grow. He had disrupted the public order, we were living under a dictatorship, but Camilo managed to placate the policemen, and we walked away after making the strange promise never to laugh in a public place again.

			“I’m really high,” Camilo said to me, or maybe he said it to himself, a little concerned. We went to a store to buy the Talking Heads album. The place seemed different from any record store I’d been to—everything struck me as luxurious and exclusive. When the sales clerk handed us True Stories, Camilo tried to translate for me the opening lyrics of “Love for Sale,” though he didn’t know any English. I took the album from him, examined its red-and-white cover, and then I gave him the same quick gesture he’d given me: now. He barely had time to acknowledge it with a panicked look before I took off with the record in my hands, and we went running, dodging pedestrians at full speed, for a long time, laughing like crazy.

			That afternoon, when we got home, there was a soccer match. I don’t remember which one, but Colo-Colo was definitely playing, and Camilo stayed to watch it with us. My father asked him why. “I don’t have a father,” Camilo said. “You’re my godfather, so you have to teach me about soccer. Otherwise,” he warned, winking at me, “I’ll be a fairy.”

			It became routine for Camilo to watch the games with us, but I don’t know if my dad enjoyed it. The questions Camilo asked were so simple and off-base that, before long, boredom overcame us.

			

			—

			On December 4, 1987, I committed a mortal sin. Los Prisioneros had just released La Cultura de la Basura, their third album; I was dying to buy it, but I didn’t have a single peso. I considered stealing again, but I didn’t think I could do it—that time with the Talking Heads had been a spontaneous flash of inspiration. Then I had a better idea: since the annual telethon was happening that day, I asked my parents for money to help the handicapped children, and then I headed off to the store and bought the cassette.

			I had a terrible time of it. I locked myself in my room to listen to the tape, and at first every song sounded, in one way or another, as if it were about my act of villainy. I decided that I had to go to confession, but I was afraid of the priest’s reaction. “Confess to me,” Camilo said, when I told him I felt guilty. “What do you need to go blabbing your business to a priest for? Also, I’ll tell you straight off: masturbating is not a sin. I think even Jesus whacked off a few times thinking about Mary Magdalene.”

			I laughed so much I felt giddy. Never in my life had I heard such heresy. There was a picture of Jesus above the table in the living room, and from then on I could never look at it without thinking that he was making that face after ejaculating. Anyway, I had never thought that masturbation was a sin. When I told Camilo what I had done, he told me that the telethon met its goals through the sponsorships alone, and that maybe I had needed that cassette, maybe I had done the right thing. “I don’t understand,” I said.

			“Okay,” he pronounced. “If you still feel guilty, pray that one prayer where you have to hit your chest.”

			

			—

			“What about your godmother? Have you seen her?” I asked him one morning—in those days he used to stay over and sleep in the living room. He’d get up early and come back from the market with a watermelon, because it was summer. He said yes, that she was still his mother’s best friend.

			“And you? Do you have godparents?”

			“Yeah, my aunt and uncle, my mom’s brother and sister.”

			“That’s no good,” he said. “The idea is that they aren’t family.

			Aunts and uncles will give you presents anyway. I think my father should be your godfather,” he told me very seriously. “When I go see him I’m going to ask him to be your godfather.”

			

			—

			Camilo still insisted that we teach him about soccer, and sometimes we practiced penalty kicks in the street. But my father would get fed up; he said that Camilo didn’t concentrate, that his interest wasn’t serious. Still, one weekend, the three of us went to the Santa Laura Stadium, to watch a double-header. First it was Universidad de Chile against Concepción. Camilo, to my father’s and my annoyance, had decided to root for the U, which had been his father’s team, although of course he didn’t even know the players’ names. He liked the way that everyone in the stadium criticized and shouted at the players, but was surprised to see that they got angry with the ref. He decided to come to his defense, and although at first people didn’t take it well, it was truly funny to hear Camilo, every time the ref called a foul or carded a player, stand up and yell, “Very well done, sir! Excellent decision!”

			Camilo kept cheering on the referee during the next match, which was between Colo-Colo and Naval, I think. I joined him for a while, even though watching Colo-Colo was to me a very serious matter. I had grown up admiring Chino Hisis, Pillo Vera, Carlos Caszely, Horacio Simaldone, and of course Roberto Rojas—“el Cóndor.” I had hated some players too: Cristián Saavedra (I don’t know why), and Mario Osbén, but only during the period when the coach inexplicably used to make him and Rojas alternate as starters. That infuriated me. One of the great joys of my childhood was going down to the fence to yell at the coach, and I’d really let him have it. At home, cursing was strictly forbidden, but at the stadium I had free rein.

			None of those players were on the team anymore that day at the stadium with Camilo, but the one I missed the most was obviously Cóndor Rojas. All Chileans admired Rojas, but for me, because he was a goalie, it was also a roundabout way of admiring my father. What’s more, I knew the position perfectly, and I considered the goalie’s job to be without a doubt the hardest. Sometimes I played goalie too, trying to emulate Cóndor Rojas, or maybe my father (in all but the shouting). Still, when I joined the Cobresal Youth leagues, in Maipú, playing on the same field where Iván Zamorano began his career, I tried out as a midfielder and not a goalie. I was afraid, perhaps, that I wouldn’t be good enough.

			

			—

			Why did Camilo spend so much time with us? Because we loved him, sure. And because he didn’t like being at his own house. He fought with his mother about his religious beliefs and about the political situation. Before the 1988 referendum, Camilo went to all the demonstrations in favor of the “No” vote, and that led to severe arguments. He wanted “No” to win because he hated Pinochet, but also because he thought that, if it did, his father would come back to Chile. But Camilo’s father didn’t want to come back, or at least that’s what Auntie July always told him: “Your father has another family now. He has another country. He doesn’t even remember you.” But Camilo’s father still wrote to him, sent him money, and called him every once in a while.

			Auntie July was tough. Even so, she treated us very well the one time we went over to her house. She gave us bread cake and banana milk while we played Montezuma’s Revenge with Camilo’s half-brothers. It was strange to see Camilo there. He didn’t seem to belong. I went into his room, and it was as if he didn’t live there. He used to give my sisters and me posters and pictures to hang on our walls, but there was none of that in his own room: I was impressed by those white, empty walls, without even a nail to hang a photograph.

			Oh, what did Camilo study? Administration or Management of Something, at the Universidad Tecnológica Metropolitana, which back then was called the Instituto Profesional de Santiago. But he didn’t like to study. Once he tried to give me math lessons, but it didn’t work out, and, anyway, I didn’t really need them. Nor do I know if he read much, though I feel like he did. Now I sometimes think, from this suspiciously stable place that is the present, that Camilo was immature. But no. He wasn’t. Or he also had another side, an intuitive, generous, perceptive side.

			He’d been there with us, in front of the TV, when Cóndor Rojas faked his injury in Brazil and the Chilean team had walked off the field at the Maracanã. My father and I couldn’t believe what we were seeing, and Camilo was distraught, too. “Fucking Brazilians!” I shouted, to see if I’d be scolded, but no one scolded me. My father sank into furious silence. Camilo immediately set off downtown, and he was part of the crowd that protested in front of the Brazilian Embassy. I wanted to go with him, but my parents wouldn’t let me, and I had to swallow my rage.

			One evening, while the subject was still being debated and Cóndor Rojas was still giving interviews in which he proclaimed his innocence, Camilo came over to eat with us and said that he no longer believed that Cóndor was innocent. By then the rumors were already circulating, but my father and I considered them defamatory. My father looked at Camilo with contempt, almost with hatred. “You don’t have the right to an opinion. You don’t know anything about soccer,” he told him. “Do you really think that Cóndor would be stupid enough to do something like that?” When Rojas finally admitted he was guilty, that he really had hidden a razor blade in his glove to fake his injury, we had no choice but to accept it. We apologized to Camilo then, but he said he didn’t think it was at all important.

			Eventually we had to stop admiring Cóndor Rojas, and I also stopped going to my father’s games. Soon after that my father broke his right hand for the second time, and the doctor told him that he should never play soccer again.

			

			—

			Toward the end of 1990, something marvelous happened: after a decade of requesting a telephone line, we finally got one. We were given the number 5573317. The morning they came to install it, I was home alone with my mother. The first thing she did was call one of her girlfriends, and then she told me that I should call one of my friends too, so I called Camilo. It was during a period when he had, without explanation, stopped coming to visit. He sounded happy, and I asked him to come see us. He appeared a few days later.

			I was fourteen by then, and that day he told me he wanted to teach me how to talk to girls. I had already kissed a few girls, but my relations with them were still difficult. Camilo said that he’d recently met a girl called Lorena, and they’d gone out on a date and had slept together. He explained how one should treat a woman in bed (“You have to take her clothes off slowly—you can’t rush it”), and he offered to call Lorena, while I listened in from my mother’s room. “That way you can learn how a guy seduces a woman,” he said. He was not showing off—he really did want to teach me.

			“Hi, Lorena, it’s Camilo,” he said, in a deep voice.

			“Oh, how are you?” Her voice was sweet, sweet and a little hoarse.

			“I’m good, but I need to see you.”

			She was quiet for five seconds, and then she pronounced a sentence that I will never forget. “Well, if it’s already a necessity, we’ll just end it here,” she said, and hung up.

			I went to the kitchen, put the kettle on, and made a cup of tea for Camilo. I think it was the first time I ever made tea for someone. I put a lot of sugar in it, which was what I understood you did when making tea for someone who was sad.

			“Thanks,” Camilo said, with a gesture of resignation. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m happy. Next summer something very important is going to happen.”

			“What?”

			“Well, it won’t be summer for me. It’ll be winter.”

			It was a perfect clue, but I still didn’t understand. How stupid. “I’m going to France to see my father,” he said, the excitement clear in his face.

			

			—

			Now I jump ahead many years; more precisely, twenty-two. It’s October of 2012. I’m in Amsterdam, at a gathering of Chileans, most of them exiles, others students. And there is Big Camilo, Camilo Sr. Someone introduces us and when he hears my last name I notice the interest in his eyes. “You look like your father,” he tells me.

			“And you look like Camilo,” I answer. He asks me some vague questions. We talk about the protests, about the shameful official refusal to allow Chileans abroad to vote in elections. We talk about Piñera, and suddenly we are compatriots spelling out the incompetence of their president. And then: “How is Hernán?” he asks me. “Good,” I say, thinking that it’s been a while since I’ve talked to my father. I feel a little bullied, I don’t know why. I treat him coldly. Then I realize: Camilo suffered so much because of his father. I feel that, in some dark and absurd way, by talking to Big Camilo I am betraying my friend, my brother. At the same time, I want to talk to this man, to understand who he is. I suggest that we meet up the next day.

			We agree to meet at a Mexican restaurant on Keizersgracht. It’s a short walk from my hotel. I arrive almost two hours early so I can watch the Barcelona game. Alexis is on the bench. For decades now, soccer has been an individual sport for us Chileans. After what happened with Cóndor Rojas, not only were we out of Italy in ’90, we were also forbidden to participate in the South American qualifiers for the ’94 World Cup U.S. There was nothing for us to do, for years, but focus on the local competition and on the individual triumphs and failures of our few countrymen who played outside Chile. We rooted for Real Madrid when Zamorano was there, and now we root for Barcelona, with Alexis, for as long as that lasts (if it lasts). And we have been and will be for whatever teams Mati Fernández or Arturo Vidal or Gary Medel or the others play for. We’re used to this way of watching: what do the goals that David Vila and Messi score matter to me? The only thing I care about is that they put Alexis in, and, even if he doesn’t shine, may he at least not do something dumb.

			

			—

			
			Big Camilo also arrives early. I think, I’m going to watch a match with Camilo’s dad.

			All I know about Big Camilo, about his exile, is what his son told me: that he was imprisoned in 1974, and that he had the good luck, so to speak, to get out of Chile in ’75. He went to Paris, and soon met an Argentine woman, with whom he had two children. He tells me that he has been in Holland for fifteen years, first in Utrecht, then in Rotterdam, and now in a small town close to Amsterdam. Before long, like a policeman who doesn’t want to waste time, I speed up the investigation. I ask why Camilo was changed when he came back to Chile.

			“I don’t know why,” he tells me. “He came to Paris to find me. He wanted us to go back to Chile together. He wasn’t interested in moving here, though I asked him to. He told me he was Chilean. I proposed that he come to study. I talked about our plans to settle in Holland. He told me he didn’t like studying, not in Santiago and not in Europe. It got more and more heated. He said horrible things to me. I said horrible things to him. And it became a contest, a competition of who could say the most horrible things. And I ended up feeling that he had won. And he ended up feeling that I had won. All those years we’d been in contact, I’d thought about him, I’d sent him money—not much, but I’d sent it. Later, the first time I went back to Chile, we saw each other, we had lunch several times, but we always fought.”

			“That was in ’92,” I say.

			“Yes,” he replies.

			Fifteen minutes into the second half, Alexis goes in; he’s off-side a couple of times, but he plays a small role in Xavi’s 3–0 goal. Then Fábregas scores, and then Messi again. Alexis misses an easy goal in the final minutes.

			“What do you think of Alexis?” Big Camilo asks me.

			“That he’s not better than Messi,” I say, and he smiles. I add that he was never much for scoring goals—in Chile he missed goals all the time—but that he was an exceptional winger. Suddenly I have that thought again: I’m talking about soccer with Camilo’s father, and I feel a kind of tremor. A very strange feeling. I talk about the 2006 Colo-Colo team. I talk about Claudio Borghi, about Mati Fernández, about Chupete Suazo, Kalule, Arturo Sanhueza. I talk about that terrible finals match against Pachuca, at the National Stadium. I feel awkward talking this way. Naive.

			Later, I tell him that Camilo wanted him to be my godfather. He smiles, as if he doesn’t understand. And I don’t explain. Then he asks me to use the informal you with him. I tell him no. He asks me if my father and Camilo used the informal with each other. I say yes. “Use it with me, then,” he responds.

			But I don’t want to. I try to answer politely, but the only thing that comes out is a weak, murmured “No.”

			I ask him why he and my father had fallen out. My dad never wanted to tell me or Camilo when we asked him: he always changed the subject. And no one else knew. I always assumed it was something very serious.

			“It was toward the end of the season,” Big Camilo tells me. “We had it all sewn up, two–nil: I was playing center defense, there were only a few minutes left, and your dad was shouting like crazy: ‘Pass it, pass it back, pass it, Camilo!’ We ’d been fighting about that for several games. He never let me make my own decisions. ‘Pass it, pass it back!’ In those days, the goalie was still allowed to pick the ball up with his hands when you passed it back to him.”

			“I remember,” I tell him. “I’m not that young.”

			“You are very young,” he tells me.

			We order more beers.

			He goes on, “He kept saying it over and over. ‘Pass it back, Camilo, come on!’ And I was fed up. Out of pure spite I put the ball in the corner and scored a goal on my own team: “There’s your ball, motherfucker!” I told him. Some people laughed, others yelled at me, your father just looked at me with hate. And then the other team scored, and we tied. If I hadn’t scored that own goal, we could have advanced further, maybe even won the championship.”

			Just then my Dutch friend Luc arrives; he has some books to give me. I introduce him to Camilo. He sits with us for a few minutes, and in his extravagant Spanish he asks Camilo if he’s in exile. “Not anymore,” Camilo answers. “Or, yes. I don’t know anymore.” Luc wants me to leave with him, but I feel like I should stay. I tell him we’ll meet up later.

			Big Camilo had told his son that he was never tortured, even though he was held prisoner for several months. “They beat the shit out of me,” he says to me now. “But I don’t want to talk about that. I’m alive. I got to leave, start over again.” We both fall silent, thinking about Camilo. I think of the record shop, the song by the Talking Heads; maybe I hum it a little. “I was born in a house with the television always on / Guess I grew up too fast / And I forgot my name.”

			Now we are walking along Prinsengracht. It’s cold. Without meaning to, I start to count the bicycles that are going by on the street at breakneck speed. Fifty, sixty, a hundred. The silence seems definitive. I sense that we’re about to say goodbye. And, sure enough, just then he says, “Well, I’ll be going now.”

			“Tell Hernán I’m sorry,” he adds. I assure him that my father forgave him many years ago, that it’s not important. We ask a boy to take our picture with my phone. As we pose, I think about how tomorrow I’m going to call my father, and we’ll talk for a long time about Big Camilo, and we’ll also remember, as we do sometimes, the horrendous night in early ’94, when Auntie July called to tell us that Camilo had been hit by a car, and the wretched week when he almost pulled through but didn’t pull through.

			I don’t know why I ask Big Camilo how he learned of his son’s death. “I found out eight days later,” he says. “July knew how to contact me, but she didn’t want to.” We’re standing, staring at the ground, on a corner by a lamp store. I’ve seen this several times in Amsterdam: shop windows filled with lamps that are all turned on at night. I’m about to tell him this, to change the subject. Then he repeats, “Please tell Hernán I’m sorry about that goal.”

			“I’ll tell him,” I reply. When we say goodbye, he hugs me and starts to cry. I think that the story can’t end like that, with Camilo Sr. crying for his dead son, his son who was practically a stranger to him. But that’s how it ends.
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