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To preschoolers 2, 142; 

	the forgotten departed; 

	to the insane and the absent.

	 


PROLOGUE

	It was late, and cold. A chilled wind blew around a few small drops of rain that threatened to penetrate our skin, like ice-cold voodoo needles brought forth by the dark arts. The umbrella we were using to protect ourselves from the harsh weather was equipped to deal with more benevolent climatic adversaries, but here, in the heart of the continent, it proved itself incapable of keeping us safe. Its spokes bent and twisted as if it were being exorcised and the rain were holy water falling from our Creator's very own hands. We began to walk faster in hopes of reaching safety as soon as possible. What wouldn't we have given for two high-quality umbrellas! 

	Our steps alone echoed through the street. The tenuous light of the streetlamps reflected off the pavement, creating a brightly colored, psychedelic palette. Far away, the wind knocked around a soda can and started a great racket in the solitude of those quiet streets. And we kept on going, freezing beneath a mantle of night sky as dense as the presentations at the conference we would attend the following day. 

	We wandered, half lost, until at last we found ourselves on a street that seemed as though it would lead us back to the hotel. To our left and right, dozens of wastebaskets appeared, filled with umbrellas, broken umbrellas. As if they were at an umbrella funeral, as if the wastebaskets were niches at an umbrella cemetery. At that very moment, the baskets overflowed with those incredibly useful but equally useless objects.

	There were plastic ones, cloth ones, folding ones, ones that doubled as canes, bright colored ones, for ladies, for gentlemen, even playfully decorated ones for children; there were some made with wooden handles, the kind that open up automatically with the press of a button; manually operated ones, big ones and small ones. But they were all broken; all of them lay there broken. And we were soaking wet and cold from the steadily worsening rain, unforgiving and unsympathetic to our southern blood.  

	And not one of those umbrellas could help us. 

	All we could do was dump our old one and keep walking until we reached the hotel. 

	"You know what?" I said to my companion. "I just thought of a title for my next book." 

	The tale above is the origin story of this very book and its title. It was written partly on board airplanes, in hotel rooms, and at tables that weren't mine; at times handwritten on promotional booklets, on event schedules and even on napkins, between June 2017 to January 2020. 

	Without warning, almost by surprise, this new collection of stories came together, as if it were a horde of qlifot invoked by an experienced magician. A total of twenty stories, divided into four sections that revolve around one basic idea: the emotions that are stirred by insanity and death. 

	Broken Umbrellas is my third published book. "If you do it twice, you'll do it thrice," as they often say. I hope to do it four. So for the third time, here I am, sitting down to write a short thank-you to everyone who has contributed, in one way or another, to making Broken Umbrellas a reality. 

	My thanks and eternal love to Esther Hernández Martín, David Santana García, and Mayte Martín, my favorite trio of literary aces. My pen could never do justice to your support and your efforts, which have allowed me to continue down the thorny path of literary creation. 

	I also thank María Yuste and the Ediciones Garoé family, who believed in this project and have ensured that Broken umbrellas has come to fruition. I extend this gratitude to Víctor J. Sanz, for his professionalism and loyalty; gerunds have never before been so important. 

	To my family and friends, thank you for your enthusiasm, which contributed to many of the stories that you read here. Thank you to Gloria Navarro, who inspired the title for this book. 

	Special thanks goes to my immediate family, Vanesa Valencia Santana and my three musketeers: Elisa, Javier and Alberto. They have been forced to live with my insecurities and obsessive creativity; they have dealt with my moods and my absences; and they will viscerally share the fruits of my more modest successes. 

	Finally, my deepest and most sincere thanks to you, the reader, for taking a chance on an independent publisher and an unknown author. 

	Thank you for reading Broken Umbrellas.

	 

	Luis Alberto Henríquez Hernández

	 


Chapter One

	A Bouquet of Chrysanthemums

	[...] I shall lie down flat on my back And wrap myself in your curtains, O refreshing shadows!"

	Charles Baudelaire 

	 


THE DEAD ALSO WEEP

	Those lines of poetry, read in the quietude of a winter evening, marked the end of my life. Unexpectedly, the most fearsome ghosts of my past had found their way into the depths of my being; they tore at the surface of my reality, which shattered like a mirror, leaving me with grotesque images where, till today, rational, pleasing ones had been.

	 

	The dead, ah! the poor dead suffer great pains, 

	and when October, the pruner of old trees, blows 

	his melancholy breath about their marble tombs, 

	surely they must think the living most ungrateful, 

	to sleep, as they do, between warm, white sheets, 

	while, devoured by gloomy reveries, 

	without bedfellows, without pleasant causeries, 

	old, frozen skeletons, belabored by the worm, 

	they feel the drip of winter's snow, 

	 

	Wrapped up in blankets and lying beneath a soft eiderdown, I read and reread the poem with no name. Outside, the rain plinked insistently against the glass of the windows, and the wind blew timidly, but steadily. For an instant, I imagined how horrific it would be to be dead. Dead in a coffin. A coffin housed in a cemetery niche. All alone in the dark, senses overwhelmed by the humidity, cold, and the rustling footsteps of the henchmen of death: those insects that diligently turn human flesh to dust and memory into oblivion. 

	How long had it been since I'd brought flowers to my father's grave? With the book still open between my hands, I tried to do the math. One year? Two? A great sense of sadness took hold of my throat, as if it were a strangler, and it made a few stray tears trickle down my face from the pain. A pain that had been buried for a long time, even long before my father passed away. A sudden gust of wind blew the rain toward the window. The drops hit the glass with violent force. A myriad of cold beads of water that seemed to look at me with reproach, to immediately then slide down the glass and disappear, forming a maze of winding paths on a journey to nowhere. Rattled, I decided to close the book and turn the light off, determined to go to the cemetery tomorrow and take flowers to my father. 

	But that night, sleep was denied me. Remorse and horror pounced on my dreams like a pack of black wolves circling a forsaken lamb, plunging me into a vortex of dark hallucinations from which I was not able to awaken. Filled with dread, I witnessed the decomposition of my father's body. I saw him swell up like a rutting frog. The expression on his face became deformed and stretched his skin as far as it would go. Then, it split open and unleashed a horde of maggots and insect larvae, which writhed over each other as they fought for a piece of my father's dead flesh. Though I hadn't felt nauseated before, a retching feeling crept up my throat, a spasmodic contraction of my stomach brought on by that nauseating sight. I noticed how the sulfur mixed with hydrogen to create a putrid, repulsive odor that saturated my olfactory nerves. Right after that, the old man began to liquify. He took on a damp, amber-like, and simply repulsive look. His lips seemed swollen and withdrawn. They exhibited a sinister smile through which voracious white maggots poked out. 

	 

	His hair fell out clumps at a time. Dissolved chunks of brain matter oozed from his nostrils, liquified, creating a stream of clotted and useless brain matter. His eyes sank in, little by little, his accentuated cheekbones forming jagged angles that welcomed the beginning of his cadaver's skeleton's disintegration. An army of moths and beetles worked tirelessly. The insects went straight through me in my dreams and got to my father's body, which slowly took on the appearance that all human bodies are destined to take on. His joints were becoming dislocated, one after another, until nothing more was left of him except the unhinged smile on his skull, halfway between pain and insanity. For an instant, I thought I saw a tear fall from one of its empty eye sockets. A tear of sorrow. Pain. Loneliness. Who knows. A soft breeze, cold as absence itself, took with it the dust my father had become, and I felt that I myself was going with him. 

	When I woke up, face damp from my own tears and body soaked from the nightmare's intensity, I saw that wind storm and rain had overcome the window bolts, and that winter —and maybe even particles to which my progenitor had been reduced—were entering the room. 

	I arrived at the municipal cemetery's gates before it opened. I sat in the car with the heat on, trying in vain to rid my body of a chill that was beyond that of the low temperature outside. 

	At last, a City Hall employee began to open the graveyard's gates, but I could not bring myself to get out of the car. 

	What was I even doing?

	Why was I there?

	It was then that I realized that if I wanted to bring flowers to my father's grave, I would first have to buy them. While I waited for the street vendors who sold flowers to open up, I decided to kill time in the chapel right at the cemetery's entrance. I got out of the car, bundled up in my jacket, flipping up the lapels in a vain effort to protect myself from the wind, which blew relentlessly and tirelessly cold and cruel. 

	I crossed the parking lot with long strides. I passed below a row of tall columns and got to the gated door just behind. A stairway as brief as existence itself allowed access to the entryway. On it, very high up, was a marble plaque inscribed with the following: "You are looking upon the temple of truth. Fail not to heed the voice with which it warns you that 'everything is an illusion, except for death.'" 

	As I reflected on the authorship and deep significance of those words at the entrance to a cemetery, I entered the little chapel, trying not to look at the expanse of tombs and niches that spread out before me. 

	One last gust of wind seemed to want to tug on the lapel of my coat just when the shrine's wooden door closed at my back. A hollow silence and a strong scent of incense and old wood greeted me. The room was half-lit by artificial light and some candles whose flames had ceased their peaceful flickering due to the bluster and were now casting impish shadows that danced in front of the Christ just as the whores had done in Babylon. Two tiny windows let in the scant daylight a sun censored by winter clouds could provide. The place was small. It contained all the essential elements of Christian imagery: a small altar with a lit candle; a cross featuring a suffering Christ, eyes raised imploringly to the heavens, bleeding wrists, crowned with punishing thorns; an image of Saint Rita with a nail impaling her forehead and a habit as black as the coal of crematory oven; a tabernacle; a wooden lectern; and a chair intended for the priest to sit and reflect in after Holy Communion, that moment when the Creator takes charge of his believers' souls and reaffirms the promise of eternal salvation for those who persevere in their belief. The space was completed by two rows of wooden seats with the capacity to host no more than fifty parishioners.  I walked through the space between the benches and sat down. The wood groaned under my weight, as if to alert God himself that the traitor had arrived and wanted an audience with him. I didn't know what to do. I sat facing the crucified Christ without understanding that sacrifice the legend talks about. "So much pain, and for what?" I murmured. For such a long time I had been going down the left-hand path: it was just as rocky and narrow as the other. "Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil." It didn't matter if I continued the psalm with "thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me;" it was just as well to skip to "the light of the morning star guides me." If Cain brought meaning to Abel's existence, and Goliath to David's, then Lucifer was the perfect complement to God. What I was not prepared to accept was to be denied the ability to eat the fruit of the forbidden tree; for the answers to huge questions to be hidden from me; to be threatened with eternal punishment for the desire to live in freedom. I felt arrogance and pride rise hot through my veins. I fought against the white light that emanated from that tortured figure. I clenched my teeth and projected horns of fire, which sprang from my forehead, to melt the chains of submission. That was a place of pain. In this chapel, only masses for the dead must have been celebrated. No one had felt happy or complete beneath that roof. 

	"I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believes in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever lives and believes in me shall never die." 

	"Liar," I said aloud. And I went off in search of flowers. 

	A mix of feelings permeated my being, oscillating between sorrow and rage, like a pendulum forever moving in the emptiness of an existence that has lost all meaning. 

	I bought a branch of white chrysanthemums for much less than I had thought, and, gathering my strength, went to pass through the columns, the marble inscription, the gated door that led to the cemetery. I went down two steps, as eternal as the torture of an innocent prisoner, and stepped on sacred ground. 

	A broad expanse of earth spread out before me, occupying an area of about thirteen hectares. Though originally situated on the city's outskirts, it had been surrounded by the decadence of modern life in more recent years. Like an endangered species, it was surrounded by modern-day building, shopping malls, and even sports complexes. Notwithstanding, time seemed to stop still inside the gates of the municipal cemetery. The bustle of a city continued outside, and like all cities, this one drew its last breath and sank unknowingly into a sea of hopelessness and inhumanity. 

	But none of that mattered in the cemetery. It didn't matter how much money you made, how many social media followers you had, or how many insufferable Monday morning meetings you had to attend. There was no such thing as Monday there. There was no such thing as social class, bosses, endless pay cuts, draconian work hours. The only constant was the quietude of nonexistence. There was no neighbor at which to smile, no Christmas dinner to attend. There were only the dead, and silence. The dead, who were in various states of decomposition, which in a way - it occurred to me - create a kind of hierarchy amongst the thousands of other human remains that lay in the cemetery. There were only the dead, and silence. A silence shattered by the cold wind that blew about the trees' fallen leaves, and, like the poem says: "tossed itself, melancholic, all around the tombstones" and the niches.

	I continued along a sort of corridor flanked by a row of overgrown cypresses. To the left and to the right, I saw stretches of land in which the oldest tombs lay, the ones lodged deep into the bowels of the earth. Here and there I could see mausoleums rise, built by wealthy families who believed one had to keep up appearances even beyond the grave, not knowing that maggots, moths, and beetles would devour the faces of their dearly departed just as thoroughly as the faces of beggars. There are no social classes there. 

	The path continued gently downhill, seeming to want to lead me to the cemetery's bowels without me realizing that I was moving at all. I was being swept to the heart of the city of the dead. Very soon, the blocks of niches dominated the landscape; they rose like silent skyscrapers in a city without a soul. The wind brushed the flowers adorning the highest tombstones and dragged along the ground the remains of a funeral wreath from some recent burial. A wide ribbon, violet in color and with golden letters, swirled about, lost and in search of its dead owner. 

	"Your enemies have not forgotten you," I thought I read, possibly incorrectly. 

	I zigzagged left and right between the stone niches. A city of nameless streets. Without stopping, I read a few of the inscriptions and looked at the design of the gravestones. 

	"So many Apostolic Roman Catholics —"I thought as I noticed a cross on each and every one of the tombs.  "So many followers of Christ" —I reflected upon seeing an engraving of the Messiah's face on quite a few, important, marble headstones. "So much eternal hypocrisy ..." I said to myself, my spirit devoid of all empathy. 

	"Your family has not forgotten you."

	"You live on in memory."

	"He who lives in the hearts of those he leaves behind does not die."

	"You will always be in our hearts."

	 

	I could not help thinking they were empty words, straight out of a cheap funeral catalog. Other inscriptions, however, were rather more poetic and elaborate, though they still seemed to me to be unworthy of being written as an epitaph for eternity on so many gravestones. 

	"Even if world does not notice your absence, things will never be the same without you." 

	"Even if you've both left this world, you'll always be on my mind." "You will never be my past, always my present." 

	"You gave me so much, and loved me so much, that I cannot make sense of a world without you." "We love you both." 

	"To love you both was easy; to forget you, impossible." 22 

	In one form or another, this sort of dedications adorned the tombstones, which was topped of with some basic information about the deceased and the date of death. Sometimes the inscriptions were replaced by Bible verses. On occasion, there were personal belongings of different sorts, predominantly religious icons: more crosses, rosaries, candles, and scapulars. Occasionally, an engraving of Christ's was replaced by a photo of the deceased. 

	I thought about my own grave, and how I would like it to be. 

	The marble slabs were grouped together like pieces of a macabre puzzle. The colors alternated - black and shiny; white, pearly, or broken; and gray in every possible shade - and they formed a funerary mosaic with no apparent order. Irrespective of its design or color, every gravestone was numbered. From left to right. From top to bottom. 

	I was disappointed to note that niche number 666 was not home to any member of hell's armies. It was just another stone, of significance only to the handful of friends and family who were still alive. 

	Some of the marble stones proudly displayed, in block and capital lettering, the word "PRIVATE." 

	Who would want to have a niche that said "private"? It didn't seem like a good place to spend the summer, more for the narrowness of the space, than for the area's tranquility. You couldn't even celebrate some friend's divorce, or go to a New Year's party, more on account of the facility's hours of operation than the area's tranquility. 

	What did it really matter where you were buried? That opinion did not seem to be shared by many, whose gravestones revealed entire families placed together in the same niche. A claustrophobic feeling made me somewhat dizzy, as imagined myself having be around brothers, brothers-in-law, and other family members with whom you don't always get along, in perpetuity -bone on bone, sharing coffins, shrouds, and maggots.  

	One discordant element among all the mortuary decoration caught my eye. It consisted of a white sticker with red letters on it, which read: 

	NOTICE

	Dear Sir or Madam:

	We kindly request that the owner of this niche contact City Hall. 

	Thank you. 

	The notice included a local phone number. 

	Given its wear and tear, it didn't seem as though anyone had paid much attention to the issue, and I wondered how long it would be before they evicted the corpse, and if it would be taken as seriously as the eviction of the living from their homes. I wondered if there might be organizations that protected the dead from eviction. Or if, on the contrary, no one cared in the slightest. Not the family. Not City Hall. Not the corpse. 

	The wind intensified in the aisle where I was, pushing me on as if wanting to take me somewhere. I picked up my pace and sheltered the bunch of chrysanthemums against my body. The grey clouds swirled in the sky like a squadron assembling to prepare for an offensive. It was threatening to rain. 

	Of that entire, dark-hued mosaic, two things caught my attention. To one side, the empty niches, here and there, that awaited their turn to house a new, lifeless body. To the other, the closed niches that lacked gravestones and identified the dead with appropriate numbers, and the deceased's initials and date of death. No flowers, no scapulars, no personal belongings of any kind. Just bodies, forgotten behind a cement wall. 

	I thought again about my own tombstone and how I would like it to be. 

	Overcome by a terrible sense of solitude, I wandered left and right in search of my father's grave, thinking that despite the time that had passed, I had not forgotten the exact place where his remains lay. The emotional intensity of his burial had left a deep mark on my being, and I was sure I could find the niche, which was at mid height, in the farthest reaches of the cemetery, in one of the blocks on the right. Time and again, that's what I said to myself; I was convinced I could find the place. Until I had to accept that I was wandering about lost and disoriented in a field of neatly spaced corpses. 

	I cursed my luck. That wouldn't have happened to me if I hadn't been distracted by looking at dedications and other foolishness. How long had I been walking like this? I couldn't possibly say. I thought about looking for the main path, going back the way I had come. In any event, the old man was dead and gone, and a bunch of stupid white flowers wasn't going to bring him back to life. 

	I was just about to make that decision, when, for the first time since I'd been there, I encountered someone else. Instinctively, I stopped gesticulating and put all my feeling of annoyance in the back of my mind. The man stood in front of one of the tombs, but his thoughts seemed to be elsewhere. He was elegantly dressed in a suit that was rather out of fashion, with a wide tie, about the width of his sideburns, which stood out quite a bit on such a lean and lanky man. I tried to guess his age, but couldn't. 

	"Excuse me for interrupting, sir," I said in a polite tone, hoping to begin a conversation with unknown specimen of whatever species he belonged to. "Could you perhaps assist me? 

	I told him the date my father's death. I surmised that the numbers on the tombstones must correspond in some way with the death dates of the deceased, though the blocks of niches didn't seem to follow any logical sequence. 

	The only response I got was an impassive silence. 

	 

	I thought the gentleman might be praying, or perhaps too immersed in his own sorrow to hear or answer me. 

	I pressed him further. This time, I reached out my hand to lightly touch his shoulder, to attract his attention. The words got stuck in my throat, trapped like the excuses a liar makes when he's caught in the act. 

	The ground seemed to open beneath my feet. An indescribable vertigo affected my sanity when I saw that my hand did not land on a solid surface, but went straight through his body, as if that image were a hologram brought forth by the deepest recesses of my imagination. 

	Just then, the figure seemed to come back to life. 

	"Young man, you ought to learn to respect the slumber of the dead. Especially when they so  patiently await visitors." 

	All I could do was move my eyes in the direction of the niche where that - what should I call him? A ghost? An apparition? A phantom? 

	"Your wife does not forget you," read the headstone. 

	A quick look at the dates of birth (May 19, 1951) and death (January 15, 1994) allowed me to calculate his age: forty-three. 

	"I know she will come and bring me flowers. She used to come.  She used to come, before." 

	I couldn't explain what my eyes were seeing. After those word, full of sadness and abandonment, the man seemed to darken and fade. I didn't know what to say. The situation was as unexpected as it was unbelievable. No etiquette guide I knew of had a single chapter on how to comfort the deceased. The apparition folded in on itself, and I saw a tear run down the side of its cheek. One single, lonely tear that contained all the tragedy and bitterness of a anguished soul. It was likely that the wife he was waiting for had found a new companion. Too much time had passed, and if they were close in age, she would have been young back then. Perhaps the wife had even died, too, sick and alone, like her dead husband was, and might be bitterly waiting for him in that very same cemetery. So close, and yet so eternally far. 

	Hopeless, with nothing more to say, I again took up the search for my father's tomb, guided by my instinct, driven by the icy chill under clouds that grew blacker and blacker. I walked down the path, distancing myself from the spectral vision, without looking back. I wasn't sure what frightened me more, the idea that he was still there, or the idea that when I looked back, he would have disappeared. 

	The path I chose led me to a block of niches whose design was different from the others I had seen. All the gravestones were the same tone of white, none bore any identification at all, and they all had the omnipresent Christian cross very subtly outlined in black. No flowers, no personal objects, nothing particularly unique. I thought about this. Who lay on the other side of those marble grave markers? Beggars did not warrant such a careful design. Soldiers fallen at the front, whose remains could not be identified? Anonymous victims of state terrorism? Aliens? I smiled when I realized I was thinking like a famous FBI agent who loved conspiracy theories. If I had a friend who was a judge, I would have asked him to order the immediate exhumation of one of those niches. 

	With more questions than answers, I turned left and right, passing by more and more niches, more due to inertia than self-motivation. Black headstones, grey, and white. Numbers that showed the order in which their denizens would enter heaven. And hell. Fresh flowers, dried flowers. Graves without flowers. More graves without flowers. More and more messages of farewell and remembrance. Message of pain, sometimes poorly disguised. More and more death in a state of stillness. Of normalcy. 
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