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For Tomás




Gloria: I asked you once if I could be your mother. You didn’t want that.


Phil: Do you want to be my mother? You could be my mother. I don’t have any mother. No more mother. So you could be my mother. Why would you want to be my mother?


Gloria: I don’t know. Just want to clear things up.


Phil: You’re my mother. You’re my father. You’re my whole family. You’re even my friend, Gloria. You’re my girlfriend, too.


JOHN CASSAVETES, Gloria
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Laura Romero heard that the woman who watched the cars outside the supermarket was offering her a child. She heard her say: I’ll keep the child for you. But Laura was not sure whether the woman really did watch the cars. She knew that when she had finished her shopping, she gave her some coins as if to pay her, and that her car had never gone missing. Maybe that was because she only left it there during daylight and when there were lots of people about, but it was also possible that the woman had some influence over the car thieves. That she was their mother, for example.


Laura used to leave the Renault in the car park outside the Olímpica, which was the name of the supermarket. The woman would see her arrive and nod, or if she was close enough, say to her: I’ll keep an eye on it for you. Laura would enter the supermarket, do her shopping, come out and put the coins in the woman’s hand. The thought crossed her mind that perhaps she was paying so as not to be as battered-looking as the woman, with a face ruined from standing out in the open the whole day long.


She looked as if she had been close to death at some point in her life. She did not look ill so much as cured in the distant past. It might have been that she did not sleep or had walked from a long way away, so far it seemed she had not arrived yet. Were those scars or stains on her face? They looked like the maps of islands.


Laura lived a few blocks from the Olímpica, so she often walked there, making the most of the opportunity to take her dog Brus for a walk. She left him tied to the supermarket rail, and sometimes when she came out she bumped into a passer-by who had stopped to admire him, and was saying what a beautiful dog, how wonderful, and what breed is he?


Greyhounds were not common in Bogotá. Some people thought he was just a skinny example of a breed they did know who had been unlucky enough to fall into the hands of a bad owner. One day in Simón Bolívar park, she had to put up with someone shouting at her: Why don’t you feed him, you fat cow? Laura did not think she was fat, although she was not as sleek as the greyhound, nor as she herself had been twenty years earlier. She was dark-skinned, with long, wavy hair, which had more white in it than she could see in the mirror. When she got the child and their story began, those who knew her had been saying for a decade already: She used to be a great beauty.


Whenever a stranger asked her the dog’s name, Laura gave a different answer: Phoenix, Shiny, Thorny, Crow, Hummingbird. By doing this she thought she was protecting him: that it was less likely someone would snatch him from the supermarket entrance or anywhere else. If they called out: Soul! or Spike! or Thistle! he would not look in their direction. Anyone who wanted to steal him would have to use force. They might succeed in the end and take him, but they would not have his real name, which would still belong to her.


The woman who watched the cars had on several occasions offered to look after the dog while Laura was shopping, but she always said no, thank you, he preferred to wait for her on his own at the entrance.


Brus was the colour of pale sand. His long, deceptively trusting face made him look like the woman who kept an eye on the cars.


All this is leading up to the afternoon when Laura heard the woman say: I’ll keep the child for you.


Laura was bending down to tie the dog up in the supermarket entrance when she sensed someone whispering behind her. She thought it sounded like a voice with no feet to hold it up, carry it along or make it come to a halt, but when she turned round, there the woman was. Until that moment, all she had ever heard her say was: I’ll watch it for you, which always sounded halfway between asking her for something and apologising. The voice talking about the child sounded different, as if it had been shaken free of its roots, not like the voices of the living, who talk as they grow.


“What did you say?”


“I’ll keep the child for you,” the woman said, and as she repeated it, the voice stepped down a rung of the imaginary ladder Laura had created for it.


The woman raised her hand to point to the dog and explained she was offering to take it outside while his owner was doing the shopping.


Laura refused as usual, and went inside the Olímpica. She had a pencil and a written list in her hand. She read a word on the list, found the corresponding item on the shelf, put it in her basket and then crossed out the word. Each time she looked at the piece of paper she also read something that was not written down.


Oil. The woman offered me a child. She wanted to give me one of her children, but my reaction made her hesitate, and to cover up she tried to make me think she was calling Brus a “child”.


Onion. The woman didn’t want to get rid of her child. If I thought she wanted to give him to me, that’s because I wanted to have him.


Parsley. The woman called Brus a “child” because she herself changed a child into Brus by a spell before he became my dog.


Eggs. Maybe when I give my dog the names of animals, plants and other things I am creating a recipe to bewitch him.


Pepper. Perhaps she watches the cars outside the supermarket simply by looking at them, casting a spell on them.


Laura came out of the supermarket, looked for the woman and gave her the same coins she always gave her. Or rather, she gave her some more coins that were added to the ones she had previously given her. Although of course it was possible they were the same ones: perhaps at the end of the day the woman bought a loaf of bread with them in the supermarket, and the next day the cashier gave them back to Laura as change from the banknote she used to buy her shopping with.


Laura went back to her apartment. She put the list away in the cutlery drawer in the kitchen, and prepared an omelette with the ingredients she had just bought. She never bought salt, because she had plenty of that. She kept a big bag of it in the maid’s room, where there was no maid. Her mother’s family were the owners of a salt mine in the mountains, so she received a bag of salt each month, plus a cheque for her share of the profits, together with that of her brother and her mother, who had given her part to Laura whilst she was still alive.


She did not go back to the Olímpica the following day because she had prepared enough omelettes to eat three times daily for the next two days. When she went back on the third morning, walking there with Brus, the woman who usually kept an eye on the cars was not there. Someone younger had taken her place, with a boy and a girl who followed her across the car park like a pair of ducklings. All three of them looked clean and well dressed. The woman was wearing high-heeled ankle boots and a striped cotton suit. She had blonde hair in a braided bun, and nobody would have thought she was there to look after cars or dogs. As the other woman had done on the previous occasion, she came over as Laura bent down to tie the leash to the rail.


“I’ll keep your dog,” she said.


Laura looked up and was about to say no, thank you, when the other woman asked if she spoke languages. She said her little brother and sister didn’t speak Spanish and had no-one they could ask what they wanted to know. So could she please talk to them.


The children stepped forward. They had realised the dog was a greyhound. They asked in English if he had ever raced, if she had rescued him from a dog track or had him since he was a puppy. If she had won him in a bet. And please, for the love of God, would she give him to them. And what was his name.


As they talked they held out their hands, palms upward, as if expecting her to give them some change. Laura was unable to invent a name for Brus, and went back home with him without going into the supermarket. She pushed her way along, driven on by the fear these strangers and their strange chorus had produced in her.


For the next two days, she did not buy any food, and she did not eat. At breakfast-time she drove through the Olímpica’s tarmac lot to see whether the clean beggars were still there. When she caught a glimpse of the blonde woman she felt frightened again, and kept on going. It was only on the third day, when the other, haggard woman had returned to her post in the car park, that Laura felt able to go into the supermarket once more.


Although the child who arrived a month later apparently had nothing to do with any of this, it was imprinted on Laura’s mind that she had asked for him the afternoon she had thought the woman who watched the cars was offering her a child.


Even though the boy who arrived said he was six and a half, Laura was persuaded in her own mind that he had been conceived the same evening that she had summoned him as she prepared the omelette with the ingredients she had bought in the Olímpica.


She was also convinced that, on the third day after he was conceived, the blonde woman with a foreign little brother and sister had breathed a breath so that the heart of the child whose name was Fidel began to beat.


It was as if for Laura memory, desire and promise were one and the same, something that yet was different from the other three.
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Four weeks passed until the evening that Laura thought of as the day of the birth of Fidel.


She had boarded a bus to return home from work, which was somewhere unsuitable for travelling to by car. She worked in the Santa Ana district, in the house of an elderly couple, where she cleaned and did the housework three times a week – Monday, Wednesday and Friday – for six hours each day. She would have been at a loss to explain why she worked as a cleaner when she had no need to. She could give some reasons, but would they be the real ones? And if they were real, would they not demonstrate that she did need that job after all? She preferred to tell herself that everything else she had done in her life until then – reading books, looking at paintings, watching films and T.V. programmes, doing voice-overs for furniture advertisements and for the speaking clock on the telephone – had allowed her to gain some idea of how a home should be, and that this idea permitted her to do a good job cleaning the tiles in the shower, cooking, making the bed and bleaching the sheets with chlorine until they had holes in them. What else could she have tried her hand at? Few tasks seemed to her better than looking after a house and making it shine.


If she had gone to work in her car, her employers would have realised she was not doing it for the money they paid her, and instead of assuming she was doing it because she was good at it, would have thought she was doing it for fun, or to suffer, or to spy on them. They would no longer have thought they could give her orders and would have sacked her on the spot, or would have been interested in her story, and she would have ended up having to tell them about the income she received from her family’s salt mine. She would have had to admit she lived on money that came from the past and would have felt awkward. Also, her employers would have discovered they were distant relatives of hers, and that would have been another reason to get rid of her.


And so she came and went by bus. She arrived at eight in the morning and left at two in the afternoon. And that Friday afternoon, when she was coming back from work having stayed on at the last minute to darn one of the old man’s jerseys, a man boarded the bus to sell and threaten. Laura, who was reading Moby-Dick, looked up from her book. The man blocked the aisle facing the passengers, and said:


Good day, ladies and gentlemen, I wish you a good day. First of all, I should like to thank all those of you who responded to my greeting: you are truly refined, humane people. I was once in the grip of vice. I consumed herbal and artificial drugs, stole whatever I could lay my hands on, and beat my children, a little boy aged nine, who’s a tremendous Don Juan, and his two-year-old baby sister, who is a real glutton and very expensive, eating us out of house and home, and I stabbed a policeman and held up buses like a pirate at sea. But for three months now I’ve kept on the straight and narrow and instead I’ve been selling this product I am offering you today and which I shall now proceed to reference. It is a delicious jam that comes in practical plastic bags. There are milk and raspberry flavours – raspberries are a kind of foreign fruit. It also comes in a special flavour. Jam consists principally of a substance, sweet or otherwise, that is spread on bread. Bread, to be precise, is one of the most important foodstuffs in the world, and by good fortune it is also for sale here today in this famous means of transport. To swallow it you need no more than pure water or any other drinkable liquid. With this jam, bread is more nutritious and delicious, both for boys and girls and for their mamás and papás. Today I am offering the jam at a specially discounted price, because with the purchase of two buns it will be at half the usual rate. In addition, the bag or bladder it comes in is completely without charge, and can be reused for storing provisions, for transporting jewels, for storing pencils, as a goldfish bowl, or to throw up in should the bus journey upset any consumer’s stomach. As you can see, in this other hand I am holding a knife that has been properly sharpened, which can be used to spread the jam or for many other tasks. The knife is not for sale, as it is the humble tool of my trade.


With the switchblade in one hand and the box containing the bags of jam and buns in the other, the vendor passed down the aisle looking for purchasers. Laura bought a bun because she did not dare not to, either to let it grow mouldy or to measure the passage of time by how hard it became, or to throw it from her balcony into the rubbish bin out in the street. She imagined the mugger’s children, the boy and girl who got beaten and who ate too much, chased the girls and kept pencils and goldfish in the plastic bags for the jam. The next night she found Fidel. Much later on she decided that while she was listening to this spiel on the bus, Fidel was being born; that the bus journey had taken place six and a half years before the day that actually followed it, and nine months after the day she had misunderstood the woman who kept an eye on the cars in the Olímpica, which was the day when Fidel had been wished for.


Sometimes, while she was cleaning the old couple’s house, Laura built another house in the future and in her memory. She put three bedrooms at the back. Between the dining room and the bedrooms she planted a garden with a curving stream that carried along with it ordinary stones and precious stones. The ordinary ones were so polished they looked as if they were made of steel, and the precious ones were cut so that they sparkled like lights. In the middle of the garden Laura put a bridge, and at the edge of the endlessly rushing water she laid out a beach where the fish could spawn. After laying their eggs in the morning, some of the fish stayed on land until two in the afternoon so as to explore the island, the bridge, the garden and the entire house. Some of them had four legs, like donkeys and horses strong enough for long journeys; others were like oxen, and could pull almost anything, while others still were like lions or foxes in the shape of dogs, and were fleeter of foot than any other animal in the world. Laura imagined that the bedrooms had wallpaper patterned with forest scenes, and furniture painted with birds flying in the painted sky. They were not birds that had ever appeared on earth, and yet they had already changed their plumage a hundred thousand times. The ceilings were domes of sapphire and lapis lazuli, with crystals like fireflies encrusted in them. In the kitchen there was a big onyx table that was black earth freshly ploughed for a new crop. Laura constructed this house to imitate a place and realm she had read of in an ancient book, and it was not so much that she wanted it for herself but so that she could work in two places at the same time.
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