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INTRODUCTION





In nearly four decades of journalism, few articles have proved more challenging than the one I was obliged to write in the early hours of 2 April 1982, when Argentine forces occupied the British South Atlantic colony of the Falkland Islands.


Typing in my office near Avenida Corrientes, my only point of reference was an editorial by the English-language Buenos Aires Herald, the newspaper that, during the worst periods of Argentina’s ‘Dirty War’ following the military coup of 1976, had religiously published daily lists of the ‘disappeared’.


The Herald discerned an element of tragicomedy in the news that the Argentina junta had ordered a full-scale military invasion of the Falkland Islands. The colony was better known for its penguins and other wild life than for any member of its tiny population: just over 1,200, sheep farmers mainly. Yet the junta invoked a 150-year-old disputed sovereignty claim to justify its action and in the process divert domestic attention away from its appalling human rights record. The ensuing war lasted just 74 days and led to the death of over 1,000 soldiers, more than 600 hundred of whom were Argentine. Mrs Thatcher emerged victorious. Humiliated in defeat, the junta disintegrated.


Carlos Gamerro’s The Islands is a novel about the distorted logic and the bizarre endurance of Argentina’s militarised society, viewed through the inevitably distorted gaze of a veteran of the war. Felipe Félix inhabits a world where the lines between reality, dreams and fears are hopelessly blurred, a world dominated by torturers and megalomaniacs, where fear and violence rule. This literary excavation is both a nightmare and a fair reflection of grotesque national trauma.


For the war of the Malvinas – as the islands are known in Argentina – cannot be understood outside the context of Argentine reality and mythology and their convergence in a historical narrative as conceived by scheming military officers and their collaborators. General Galtieri and his junta took society and myth to another level by fighting a war over Las Malvinas as if the islands held a magical key to national identity, a kind of Holy Grail in Argentina’s aggrandising quest. As one character in this novel puts it: ‘Argentina is an erect prick ready to breed, and the Malvinas, its balls.’


The lunacy of the Falklands War, and the brutality and self-delusion of the militarised society that brought it about, define the personality and motivation of Felipe Félix, Gamerro’s protagonist: he is a one-time Argentine conscript, forced ten years later to recall his experience of the conflict, who finds the elements that first provoked still festering like a resistant cancer. These elements endure in the torturers and assassins that continue to inhabit the urban landscape of Buenos Aires.


Felipe is doubly haunted: by the humiliation of the Malvinas and by the memory of that ‘dirtier war’ that predated the invasion of the islands, during which the military kidnapped, tortured and killed thousands of political dissidents in the name of ‘national reorganisation’. But Felipe is more than just a war veteran. He is also a computer geek, a ruthless hacker, an inventor of state-of-the art video war games and, crucially, an agent in the employ of the sinister magnate Fausto Tamerlán, whose tower-block headquarters is located in the city’s supposedly regenerated harbour.


Sex is everywhere in The Islands, but it is as brutal and extreme as that described by V. S. Naipaul in his essay ‘The Return of Eva Perón’, written shortly after the 1976 coup that promoted officers like those seen torturing their own soldiers in the novel. Naipaul analyses Argentine history as if it were fiction, suggesting that we ‘Outline it like a story by Borges’. What follows is a devastating examination of the rottenness underlying the past and present of a ‘flat desolate land’ where the quasi-religious figure of Perón’s legendary wife Evita provides the only space for emotion in the midst of militarised terror. Twenty years after Naipaul’s essay, in 1998, Gamerro’s novel first appeared in Spanish. Now, in this fine if somewhat belated translation, it is Gamerro’s turn to invoke the spirit of Joseph Conrad and his Heart of Darkness.


Conrad wrote: ‘The destiny of … all nations is to be accomplished in darkness amidst much weeping and gnashing of teeth, to pass through robbery, equality, anarchy and misery under the iron rule of a military despotism.’ In Gamerro’s The Islands, we see how Conrad’s words fit the madness of Argentina during those years: they encompass the schizophrenic mood and the moral vacuum of a peculiarly Argentine moment of dream-fused reality.


The River Plate, watched from Tamerlán’s window, is as murky as the Thames, where, in The Heart of Darkness, Conrad’s Marlow begins his journey in search of Mr Kurtz, a man corrupted by power and wealth, a militarised businessman who has lost all sense of moral value and even of reality. As Felipe seeks out Tamerlán, through his past, present and future, he finds everything corroded and corrosive. In this world where the dead coexist with the living, Felipe’s love for his girlfriend must be played out under the influence of hallucinogenic drugs. A rare glimpse of common happiness is engulfed by the horror show.


Conrad may have crept uninvited into The Islands, but his presence will guarantee the novel its place in literature and among readers around the world. Gamerro acknowledges the influence of William Burroughs and of Michael Herr, whose Vietnam novel Dispatches merged with Conrad’s Heart of Darkness to form the matrix of Francis Ford Coppola’s seminal film Apocalypse Now. Perhaps due to Gamerro’s practised dramatic eye – he is also a successful playwright – there is a powerful cinematic aspect to this black satirical novel, whose dystopian elements cry out, if not for a Coppola, then certainly for a Terry Gilliam.


Another important literary influence here is what Gamerro himself describes as ‘baroque fiction’, in which reality and illusion are easily transmuted: fiction in which neither protagonist nor reader can tell whether events are fantasy or reality. With roots in the works of Spanish Golden Age writers like Calderón and Cervantes, as well as in Shakespeare, Gamerro’s novel marks him out as a worthy member of the impressive academy of the ‘Argentine fantastic’, alongside Borges, Bioy Casares, Cortázar and Ocampo. If there is a method in the madness, it is one that should be familiar to fans of these great writers, for in the Argentina of Gamerro’s narrative, history is written by individual imagination as much as it is by external ‘facts’.


Appropriately made available in English on the thirtieth anniversary of the Falklands War, The Islands demonstrates a powerful literary imagination, opening doors of perception beyond tragicomedy, onto the nightmare society that made this conflict possible. Gamerro’s novel is as rich as it is ambitious, confirming him as one of today’s most exciting and courageous Latin American writers.


Jimmy Burns


London, January 2012



















 





The inferno of the living is not something that will be; if there is one, it is what is already here, the inferno where we live every day, that we form by being together. There are two ways to escape suffering it. The first is easy for many: accept the inferno and become such a part of it that you can no longer see it. The second is risky and demands constant vigilance and apprehension: seek and learn to recognise who and what, in the midst of the inferno, are not the inferno, then make them endure, give them space.


Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities


Trans. William Weaver
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Chapter 1


ACRYLIC & GLASS





A fly caught in the web, while the spider, replete from its last meal, takes a while to reach him, can have a pretty good time of it if he relaxes while he waits. The threads are an almost intangible gossamer: they accompany the movements of his body without hampering it – as long as they aren’t too violent. It’s like stretching out in a hammock on holiday, with nothing to do but swing in the breeze and gaze at the blue of the sky through the cracks of your eyes. Yeah, you bet, I could lie here like this my whole life. And if I don’t squirm too much, I can’t even feel the threads, they’re so fine, it’s like floating on my back in the air. Yes, they only become real when I try to wriggle free.


I hadn’t been able to get the image of the fly out of my head all morning; it had been haunting me for hours as I rolled in the bedclothes, which somehow always dragged me back at the last; and whenever I was on the brink of persuading myself there was nothing to worry about, that it was just another job interview, the image of the fly would alight on my brain again.


Maybe it was the time I got the message – eleven at night – or the fact that, rather than summoning me by phone or sending me an e-mail, they came all the way to my apartment and rang the bell – not the entryphone down on the street, but my actual doorbell. The piece of work I opened the door to was broad-shouldered and muscled, looking not unlike a horse’s rear end in a two-piece, complete with cropped, greying hair, bristling moustache, mirrorshades (despite the ungodliness of the hour) and Italian shoes, one toe of which he discreetly jammed in the door to stop me slamming it in his face. A spook for sure, but too well-groomed to be Intelligence or the Army; he looked more like one of the many who had been privatised in recent years. He handed me an open envelope and I pulled out a card: Sr Fausto Tamerlán requests the pleasure of your company at 10.00 a.m., 1st June 1992, at his offices in the Golden Tower, Tamerlán & Sons, Puerto Madero. It looked like a wedding invitation.


‘Be there,’ grunted the sharp-suited thug when I looked at him inquisitively. ‘Or I’ll have to come and fetch you.’


The telephone had been ringing all morning, a secretary’s voice vying with the buzzing of the fly in my sleep-addled brain, leaving messages on the answering machine every fifteen minutes from ten o’clock sharp – urgent at first, then imploring, until she broke off in mid-entreaty and was replaced by a familiar voice: ‘Fifteen minutes,’ was all it said before putting the receiver down. Before they were up, I was combed and dressed and navigating the streets on the 22 bus, whose chrome-plated handrails felt like they were wrapped in sticky threads, as if a candyfloss seller had just disembarked, and for a moment I wondered if I wasn’t still in bed dreaming of the spider-web.


Four blocks before my stop I got a seat, which I grabbed to be rid of those tacky rails, and then, through the green glass of the closed window, they hove into view: the twin towers of Tamerlán & Sons, cutting through the sky above the captive water of the docks and the empty, red-brick storehouses and the defeated cranes. I’d seen them countless times, but it was always like the first: they were less unreal in memory than face to face, as if only the imagination could conceive of the expanse of muddy waters that is the River Plate crystallising into those two immaculate ice palaces. For a city that hasn’t managed to raise itself from the oppressive horizontality of pampas and river in over four hundred years an elevation of any kind takes on a faintly sacred character, shielding its inhabitants from the crushing gravity of the two interminable plains and the vast sky that bears down on them; and I was now about to become one of the few mortals ever to enjoy the privilege of seeing the famed towers from the inside.


I got off at the entrance to Puerto Madero and set off across the long esplanade leading up to them. From a distance the profusion of winter suns reflected in their mirrored panes confused them into a single block, a monolithic structure that, instead of a building erected by men, looked at times like a newborn mountain, unblemished by erosion, forced through the tender, green skin of the pampas by the subterranean agonies of some colossal cataclysm. But as I drew closer, the uniform summit of ice divided into two identical needles: two razors lined up blade-to-blade, leaving between them an intolerably narrow space through which the rebounding sunlight burst with blinding, almost supernatural violence. They were so perfectly alike it was easy to imagine they were a single building leaning against a gigantic mirror: a golden mirror in which the silver tower was reflected gold, a silver mirror making the golden tower’s silvered sister.


This was nothing to what I found inside. There were mirrors on the walls, mirrors on the ceiling, mirrors on the floor, mirrors on the mirrors – although ‘on’, strictly speaking, is inaccurate: there were no walls or ceilings or floors other than mirrors; there was nothing but mirrors, and I floated in their midst as if the law of gravity and the points of the compass had all of a sudden been overruled. I’d barely ventured a few steps before I was turned into some proliferating, tangled polyp, a Hindu god with ten legs, a hundred arms and a planetary system of heads. If I looked down, the black stone floor, polished to the point of dementia, wanted to swallow me in an unfathomable lake; if up, the ceiling burned with white fire, heightening rather than alleviating the gloom of the lake, one spotlight multiplying the next in a blossoming of reflections that stopped me dead in my tracks. (There is something appalling about a black mirror: your reflection stares back from an impossible distance, the other side of death.) Enveloped in a whirlwind of motion, like the only one moving in slow-mo through a film on fast-forward, I crossed the paths of men and women scooting left and right like tracer bullets, in and out of invisible doors, swiftly converging on their reflected forms and at the last moment, instead of shattering, melting into them and vanishing. They performed complex greeting rituals when they met, circling around each other in complicated dance patterns like social insects, some taking off the dark glasses most of them wore and waving them in the air as they spoke. There seemed to be hundreds of them, although it was difficult to decide if there were so many people or simply the image of a few, repeated ad infinitum in the deceptive panes. One person alone stood motionless, staring in my direction through mirrorshades.


‘Got your message,’ I said in a friendly tone.


‘So where have you been?’


‘Overslept,’ I answered pulling a sleepy face, even though the excuse rarely worked after midday.


‘Sr Tamerlán is very strict in matters of punctuality,’ he informed me. ‘He won’t stand for his employees being late.’


‘I’m not his employee,’ I reminded him.


‘But I am,’ he retorted, and without saying another word he began to walk towards the lifts, while I trotted after him, the familiar taste of slippers in my mouth again. By the time I caught up with him, he was inserting a card between two panels, one of which slid aside to reveal a lift made entirely out of glass. ‘Only for people with direct access to Sr Tamerlán,’ he muttered, leaving me barely a chink to squeeze through. ‘A lot of them wait a lifetime and never get to use it,’ he added, burdening me with a vague and, in my view, rather unfair sense of guilt for the thirty floors of our ascent.


On our way up, one stratum of the glass beehive after another passed before my eyes, and I looked on in astonishment at how the tower began to organise itself as the demented confusion of the mirrors gave way to the geometric order of translucent glass. I suddenly understood why: the mirrors were all one way, the mirrored ceiling of each level becoming the transparent floor of the one above, whereby the tower seemed to grow as floor after floor unfolded beneath our feet. At the speed I was going it was difficult to grasp the general layout, the organising idea: it must have been something very simple to have produced such complexity.


The lift deposited us – quite literally: the floor slid forward on arrival – in a sealed vault where rainbows of triangular mirrors crept over each other at the speed of molluscs, slowly overlapping in a shifting kaleidoscope. My chaperone inserted his card into an invisible slot between them and they fell into line smoothly and noiselessly to form a long corridor, which, from the warmest to the coldest, glowed with all the colours of the spectrum.


‘Don’t worry about how to get there. The walls will lead the way. Oh, and by the way, send my regards to Verraco when you see him: Freddy’s the name,’ he added, and before I had time to get my question out, he’d disappeared like a fly on the tongue of a toad.


As I walked down the corridor the walls laced shut behind me; I had no alternative but to go on. I came out into a lobby where the aggression of the mirrors was tempered by thick Renaissance tapestries in which a hart, comic-strip fashion, was by turns startled, pursued, harried and felled by the hunters’ hounds and arrows. When it spoke to me, it did so in the emotionless, electronic voice of a computer.


‘Lie down please.’


I lay back on a couch upholstered in black leather so soft it felt freshly skinned, and a seated figure materialised in the matching armchair at my head. His smell reached me before his shadow did, a smell of dust blown off old books, of ash and dead insects in a spider-web. Then I saw him reflected in the mirror on the wall. He was a man of indefinite age, greying hair and Freudian beard, thick glasses and hands gnarled like the branches of a rose tree. His torso was sturdy, a block of wood, but his arms and legs were as thin as matchsticks, four more and he’d have looked just like a spider. He was wearing coarse woollen trousers and a dull-coloured tweed jacket, unbuttoned to reveal the butt of an automatic weapon peeping out against the stiff, light-blue cotton of his shirt.


‘Turn away please,’ he said, and I realised the electronic voice was his natural one. I did as I was told. Two minutes elapsed in total silence.


‘I’ve come to see Sr Tamerlán,’ I explained finally.


‘Why?’


‘He sent for me.’


‘What for?’


‘I suppose he must be in need of my services,’ I ventured.


‘What services?’


‘Security systems specialist. Networks. Viruses. Um …’


‘In a word.’


‘Hacker,’ I answered without hesitation.


‘The metal detector,’ I saw him glance at a console built into the arm of his chair, ‘has registered a foreign body in your head. Show it to me.’


‘I can’t. It’s inside.’


‘Explain please.’


‘A piece of helmet. A soldier’s helmet. A memory …’


‘We’ll get round to your memories some other time,’ he cut in. He didn’t move his eyes when he wanted to look at something, but turned his entire head the way a mantis does. The staring eyes met mine.


‘Don’t look at me. The appointment was at ten. It’s twelve thirty. Explain yourself.’


‘I have trouble getting up in the morning,’ I told him. ‘So I wait till noon. Mornings give me the fear. Every night I go to bed thinking “Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll make it,” but the alarm clock goes off (actually, it’s a voice program I designed) and fills me with dread.’


‘What fills you with dread?’


‘The feeling that the worst night-terrors pale into insignificance beside the horror of a routine morning. The burden of the day. Having breakfast. Looking out of the window. Going outside. Taking a bus. Once I get moving, the fear goes and I find it enjoyable, even elating. But when I’m fighting with the sheets, it all looks terribly threatening, and I lie there suffering for hours before I can get up.’


‘Consequences.’


‘The later I get up, the more real my fears become, and I spend the rest of the day in a fog of puffy eyes, with a bad taste in my mouth and a feeling like I’m walking on dirty hospital swabs. Once I cross a certain threshold, I know the day’s a write-off and I reason to myself that the later I get up, the less of that write-off I’ll have to bear, although of course every hour I subtract from the horror intensifies the dull ache of the ones still to go. By night-time I have insomnia from it all and can’t get to sleep before daybreak … when the whole cycle starts again. Umm … can I ask you a question?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re Sr Tamerlán’s bodyg— head of security, I take it?’


‘Yes, I’m his psychoanalyst.’


‘What’s with the weapon then?’


‘What weapon?’


‘Not the word. The other one.’


‘Oh. That’s to protect him from his own fantasies.’


‘It isn’t for killing real people?’


‘You’ll discover that in Sr Tamerlán’s case that distinction is quite beside the point. Follow me,’ he said, and when he stood up, I realised he was barely five feet tall. Swaying unsteadily on two of his legs – probably because he was used to eight – he led me through a mirrored panel, which opened and closed so smoothly and silently it was like stepping through a wall of mercury.


As a boy, one of my favourite bits in the Road Runner was when Wile E. Coyote, in his enthusiasm to catch the mocking bird, would confidently go on running on thin air without realising, until the Road Runner pointed out the void beneath his feet, and only then – as if things only happen when we become aware of them – would he start to fall. I took my first steps into Sr Tamerlán’s office in the same spirit of innocence and immediately had to cling to the nearest column. Through the thick glass on which I stood yawned the other twenty-nine storeys of the tower, growing in chaos and complexity, and diminishing in clarity level by level, just the way, when you peer into a crystal sea, the waters get murkier the deeper you look. This office was apparently the point of maximum visibility: the one place from which the rest of the building became transparent – the one place with no mirrors. It was difficult to decide which was worse: the towering chaos below, or this unbearable order into which it finally resolved itself.


‘Remain standing, please,’ said the bodyguard, whose presence I’d momentarily forgotten about, in the voice of someone inviting me to take a seat, and, gliding fearlessly along the threads of his web spread across the void, he squeezed into a tiny side-room, whose transparent door spun on its axis as he went through, and turned its mirrored face to me.


He hadn’t said anything about not walking, so, as the minutes ticked by and I was getting bored, I sauntered over to the imposing desk: a half-moon of thick, tempered glass driven into three supports of living rock positioned in the centre of the room. At one end was a small city of monitors and video-screens, computer terminals, phone and fax switchboards, printers that, chirruping like cicadas, fed now and then on walls of continuous feed. The other half of this great arc was given over to more personal objects: a riding-crop with an exquisitely fashioned Creole-silverwork handle; a black stone tray full of white sand raked into sinuous and harmonious furrows around three little grey rocks; a well-trained bonsai ombú – save for the leaves, which were almost normal size – set in an astonishingly faithful replica of a fenceless pampas. But what caught my eye was an acrylic prism about the size of a gold ingot, with a long, opaque object inside. This object must have been about a foot long and as thick as my wrist, bluntish with a pebbly relief at one end and tapering slightly to a little tail at the other, all of an even coffee colour. I held it up to the light, rotating it in my fingers the better to appreciate its shifting, iridescent sheen. That’s strange, I thought, looking at it in this light you’d swear it was a …


‘… turd.’


I turned without flinching, still holding it in my hand. I gazed at it admiringly. A truly impeccable piece of work. Not a bubble or a burr to interrupt the perfect union of crystalline and opaque matter. Smiling, I handed it to Sr Tamerlán.


‘An admirable piece.’


‘And a useful one,’ he replied. ‘Anyone that puts it back on the desk in disgust when they realise does little to earn my respect. It’s a detector. I read the language of the body, and the hand that holds the turd never lies.’


He held it aloft, turning it round and round in his deft fingers the better to appreciate its purity of form. Then, for the first time, he looked at me.


‘You’ve passed the test.’


‘What if I hadn’t?’


He put the ingot to his cheek to feel its coolness, and dreamily closed his eyes. They were as blue as the flame of an acetylene torch.


‘This isn’t any old turd, you understand.’ He put it back on the desk and leaned on it with his full bulk. ‘It’s of great sentimental value to me. You might say it’s worth its weight in gold, if it weren’t for the fact that its value is incalculably greater. Don’t bother putting a figure on it. Everything you see, my castle, was born from it as from a germinated seed. I should make it clear first of all that this is my turd, the product of my body, my blood, my cells, my bowels – that perfect and bafflingly complex machine. Not even your most state-of-the-art computer could come close to simulating the miracle our body performs silently, humbly, day in day out. But we’re not talking about any day or any turd. It is the indelible memory of the night that made me that’s preserved in here. This prism is the treasure chest of my most precious memories. As you can appreciate it, I shall open it for you. My partner – you’ve heard of him I take it. It took me years. It wasn’t simple, the way it is for you lot, altering reality by pressing a few keys without getting your hands dirty. No. It was long and gruelling and complicated. First, I had to get him out of the way for a while, so that the running of Tamerlán & Sons – it had another name in those days – would temporarily be in my hands. Then I had to bury myself up to my neck in papers and papers and more papers, and win over people and people and more people, selling cheap and buying dear, shelling out for favours I hadn’t received to people who deserved no better than a bullet in the head. Never had I stooped so low, never had I lived with the taste of humiliation for so many days and nights on end. But it was worth it – I relished it – because it was the last time. When I succeeded, when control of the company had, like barely tilting scales, shifted unquestionably and permanently into my hands, I celebrated with a huge feast, on my own. In the course of the meal – I was on dessert I think – the news of his death reached me. Then, and only then, did I call for the golden chalice. Gold, Sr Félix, was the source of our family fortune, which goes back only to my father. When we came to this country, just the two of us, fleeing from a devastated and hostile Europe, we brought it over with us, all of it. Most was spent immediately, establishing the roots of the empire you can now view from these heights, but we decided to keep a tiny amount as a souvenir, so as never to forget where we came from – in the chalice that I used, on that night of nights, to drink to my victory. The bottom of the chalice was full of … let’s call them gold nuggets, that had passed into my hands like a torch when an accident took my father’s life and delivered me defenceless into the hands of his partner – my own until that night – who took advantage of my grief and youth to lay his greedy hands on everything, including my body. The only thing he respected was my chalice. I drank its contents in one, washing them down with the most expensive champagne, and felt a pleasure inconceivable for anyone who hasn’t experienced it in the flesh, that of the polish and caress of pure gold nuggets sliding down my throat to my stomach as if borne on the crystal waters of a stream. A few hours later, and for the first time in years – all the years that I’d lived in that monster’s clutches – I loosened my bowels and shat, shat that magnificent, prolonged turd you now behold, instead of the timid, constipated little pellets that always used to drop into the toilet bowl with that pebbly plink that brought tears of humiliation to my eyes.’


He opened them to look at me.


‘My son’s killed someone,’ he said. ‘In this very room. Threw him out of that window.’ He pointed to the one immediately behind me. ‘Five nights ago. To explain what your job will be, you’ve been allowed a privilege reserved for a happy few: to penetrate to the heart of the diamond.’


I thought this would be the moment to show I was worthy of the honour.


‘You want me to erase all the data from the police files. Hold up the investigation. No big deal. There are lots of people who could do it.’


‘You are a piece of trash, aren’t you.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘You have the eyes of an insect. Dead eyes, only connected to your brain. The eyes of the living throb with the beating of their hearts, they light up, they die away. Yours don’t. They have a constant, mechanical frequency. A continuous hum. Like mine. That’s why I make my less fortunate employees wear mirrored sunglasses when speaking to an inferior. It makes them more ruthless.’


‘In the war …,’ I began.


‘I haven’t got time for cheap soaps,’ he interrupted, turning away. ‘Besides, that wasn’t a war. In a real war fortunes are won and lost. If it was so easy,’ he went on, without warning me we’d never dropped the original subject, ‘we’d already have done it ourselves. They aren’t connected to the Web. You have to go in person, do it on their machines. Getting the picture? Now, you tell me about your war and maybe I’ll listen to you. I know you haven’t lost your contacts.’


‘It’s been ten years since I …’


‘Two years ago there was an epidemic of money vanishing from cash dispensers. The work of some word-perfect digital thief. And the pockets of a mysterious patriotic fund miraculously began to bulge. But it was all sorted out behind closed doors and no one went to gaol.’


‘I was only carrying out orders,’ I explained.


But Sr Tamerlán wasn’t listening. He’d taken a cigar out of a transparent drawer and rested it on the acrylic prism in which his turd was embarked, like an insect in amber, on its centuries-long sleep. I tried to make out the secret presence of the gold nuggets in the suggestive twinkle of this or that irregularity, but on the outside it was indistinguishable from a pauper’s turd. Indifferent to my craning neck, Sr Tamerlán compared their lengths and trimmed the excess off his cigar with a silver guillotine, chewing on it before he lit it. Measuring his domains, he strode around and stopped in front of the window of the crime, silhouetted in photomontage against the metallised strip of the River Plate. The only things moving on the backcloth of the frozen landscape were a cargo boat chugging in from the sea and the yellow bulldozers shovelling mountains of refuse up to the edge of the Ecological Reserve.


‘The bulldozers,’ he said without explaining himself, and fell silent to watch them.


‘Are they yours?’


‘Yes,’ he answered, as if to someone else. He exhaled a puff of rich, blue smoke. Then he remembered my absurd presence. ‘Mine, yes. A childhood memory.’


‘A family of builders?’ I ventured.


He stared at me for a few seconds without saying anything. I understood what his top executives must have felt, accustomed as they were to hiding behind their mirrorshades, when they had to take them off in his presence.


‘Thirty floors,’ he said eventually, exhaling. ‘The body fell thirty floors and left a crater in the new lawn. We had to returf it. And change the glass. From over there,’ he pointed, ‘they saw it all. He did it on purpose. So everyone would see him.’


I followed the line traced by his finger. Sharp as a knife poised to slice it open, the straight edge of the silver tower seemed about to come down on top of us. If there’d been any people in there when Tamerlán Junior pushed his victim through the glass, they must have seen it as clearly as if they’d been watching it on TV in their living rooms.


He gestured disparagingly towards our neighbour.


‘The idea of the twin towers was my partner’s, may he rest in peace. He never got to see them started. He thought they’d symbolise our partnership; I’d get the silver one of course. In honour of his memory I respected that side of the original project, as it fitted in very nicely with my plans for my two sons, but, as it did on him, fate pulled a fast one on me: my eldest died before he could see them completed, and now it’s his contemptible brother – that was all we needed, him turning murderer – who’s going to walk off with the lot. Most of that tower’s been let, but we’ll get it back when the New Capital scheme’s complete. Have you seen the model?’


Yes or no, I was clearly going to now. I looked in the direction he was pointing. Like an oriental city, as shapely and meticulous as a Chinese sculpture carved out of an elephant tusk, a new Buenos Aires rose in a halo of light at the far end of the room. In the model, the structures of the new city radiated out from Tamerlán Towers to the four points of the compass: there was a layer of gardens as kempt as golf courses, out of which sprouted the various groups of buildings, dotted about here and there like polite obstacles to the game; towards what was left of the old City stood the ethereal and diaphanous structures of the new financial and business district, continuing north in convention centres and gated communities with their winding streets and barriers and guardhouses (you could even make out the snarling Dobermans and shotgun-girded guards inside, placed there for the subliminal peace-of-mind of potential buyers). The south contained what might be called the public area: four shopping malls with hanging gardens, connected to each other by aerial gangways, defying families to exhaust them in a single weekend – cinemas, museums, amphitheatres and public footpaths, a sea-world and an amusement park. Last, the marina, which occupied the space between the chain of docks and the riverside, included a polo field and a golf links, jetties bristling with white yachts accessed straight from the offices, artificial lakes and white sand beaches. You didn’t have to look very far to see what would become of the Ecological Reserve: its marshlands of snakes and toads transformed into princely gardens by a kiss from the lord of the realm. I caught sight of his reflection, as hieratic as a Byzantine emperor, in the mosaic of mirrors on the twin towers, driven into the heart of the model like the standards of a conquistador arriving on these shores to found the city anew.


‘You have no idea what’s happening,’ he assured me, raising his arms to look taller. ‘The bulldozers are paving the way. The Third Foundation of Buenos Aires. The city of the Third Millennium. I won’t allow twenty-five people who couldn’t look the other way at the right moment to jeopardise this dream. You will retrieve their names and any relevant data from the files in Intelligence and hand them over to me. In return …’


‘How do you know Intelligence has got them?’ I interrupted. ‘Your son …’ I hesitated, then changed tack. ‘If this is just an ordinary crime …’


‘We don’t commit ordinary crimes,’ he said, pursing his lips in contempt, ‘and it’s me they’re coming after. They’ll try and finish off the queen to check the king. I have enough influence to keep a lid on everything for now. But I know they’re trying to dig up something to use against me, or against him, when he succeeds me – they know he’s easier to bend.’


‘What are you going to do to them?’


He raised his arms to the heavens, tracing an arc of flickering ash.


‘What a question! What can you do? If I get rid of them, others will come. When you don’t do everything yourself, you end up depending on the servants. And they hoard up their secrets, making a voodoo doll out of the scraps they pick up off the floor, and then, with the doll, they think they can influence …’


‘I meant the witnesses,’ I clarified, walking back to his desk two steps behind him.


‘What about them?’


‘What do you want their names for?’


‘To bribe them. I’ll give them money, green cards for the good ol’ US of A, government posts … When my enemies need them, they’ll be nowhere to be found. I’ll find out who they are, what they need to be happy, and give it to them. Like Father Christmas. It’ll be cheap and easy. Only losers go to those meetings,’ he said, sitting down on his revolving throne.


‘Can I interrupt?’ I said, interrupting. ‘What meetings are you talking about?’


‘Aren’t you asking too many questions?’


‘If I’m going to take this job …’


‘If you’ve heard this much, you have no alternative. The meetings,’ he went on, ‘are for one of those pyramid sales scams. Small-time cons. They rent out the most luxurious offices in town for a few months, get a load of suckers to invest their pathetic life savings and shower them with all the useless, overpriced junk they can’t palm off on anyone else. Spanish Surprises I think this outfit call themselves. They’ve crossed the Atlantic for the Fifth Centenary Celebrations. A few days ago they started hammering away at that fucking caravel out there, for Expo América ’92.’ He faked a smile, blowing air through his closed lips. ‘How the mighty are fallen! But we still have to raise the money for the Third Foundation, and I think it’s only natural the Spaniards should chip in, like they did for the first two.’


I peered out. At the edge of the dock, as if, once complete, it was to be lowered into the outsized bath-tub beside it, sat the bowed ribs of a short, strangely squat wooden vessel, with several tiny figures clambering over it and covering it in planks. So this was the Santa María. What will it discover this time, I wondered, then turned to Sr Tamerlán, who was impatiently doodling what looked like erect pricks among the rocks of his Zen garden.


‘Computer graphics unnerve me. The day they manage to simulate stillness like this … I’ve fixed a price.’


‘On the garden?’


‘On you. A hundred thousand dollars.’


I’d been told on several occasions I might be worth that much in the States – maybe more. But this was the first time I’d been made a solid-gold offer. I tried to turn it into a piece of abstract data in my head, a simple six-digit figure on the screen of my bank account, something that could be erased at the touch of a key. Only because I felt that this figure was about to draw a yes from my lips as easily as a dermatologist pops a blackhead. Because the figure was more than the mind could ignore, more than my powers of decision-making could cope with. A hundred thousand dollars was enough to do my thinking for me.


‘There’s no need to answer now,’ my owner’s voice went on, ‘or later, because I know what you’re going to say.’


‘I wasn’t expecting so much,’ I said in all honesty.


‘You have no motivation in life,’ he said. ‘People like you can’t be tempted with the mere image of material goods or the security that money would temporarily buy you. Only the pure, brute presence of gold can make any impression on the likes of you. And money only acquires that kind of purity in large amounts.’


He stopped playing with his Zen rake and made a pyramid of interlocking fingers over the acrylic prism, his cigar smouldering at the summit like the crater of a volcano.


‘Part of the sum will be paid in advance. Twenty-five names,’ he specified, ‘will get you the rest. It doesn’t matter how you come by them. A single missing name could mean my son’s downfall and, in all probability, your own as well.’


With his silver guillotine he pruned an ombú leaf that had exceeded the limits of what was advisable. The healthy leaf fell onto the glass top of the desk. He picked it up between thumb and forefinger and twirled it round, a green flame bursting from the friction of his fingertips.


‘My first son was cut down in his prime. He had everything it would take to be my successor, to extend my dominion over these lands and prolong it in time. My other son, on the other hand, has nothing, as you’ll find out as soon as you meet him. He’s but a pale reflection of his brother, who had become a faithful reflection of myself, allowing for the imperfections that any act of copying entails. This other one’s the product of an inane whim of his mother’s, who insisted on having a plaything of her own while I was moulding my son and heir. A happy whim, a lesson in life that it’s always useful to have a spare handy – even if it isn’t the right one.’


He got up and crossed the resonant, reinforced-glass floors, standing with his back to me, his gaze lost in the shoreless river.


‘I won’t let the chain be broken at the second link.’ He went over to the window through which someone had fallen to their death and touched it as if his hands were touching heaven. ‘These walls, Sr Félix, were raised with human blood.’


‘Hundreds of labourers …’ I mumbled politely.


‘Don’t be absurd,’ he broke in. ‘We’re not in ancient Egypt. This place was built with cranes. No. I’m talking about mine. At the centre of this organism of mirrors and pipes and phone cables and optical fibres and computer networks beats a single heart: mine. The whole building is merely a multiplication of my own body. Every heartbeat sends out orders that are felt in its furthest reaches; every distant organ goes on functioning even when I’m asleep, because, even then, I am the heart that never stops beating. Problems of logic are your department: surely you’ve guessed what the guiding principle is.’


When I’d first walked in, I could only have suggested chaos and madness, but the longer I spent in there, the more I was persuaded that this madness was order run rampant, unfettered to reality, the mania of purely mental order yearning for the eternal perfection of the diamond.


‘It’s all mirrors,’ I stated. ‘There are no opaque walls.’


‘One-way mirrors,’ he came to my assistance. ‘Translucent glass for the bosses …’


‘… and mirrors for their subordinates,’ I concluded. ‘Clever.’


I looked down: here and there, meetings were being held; office workers were typing away, their eyes intent on their screens; a waiter was pouring coffee; a weary secretary had kicked off her high heels and was scratching the sole of her foot. On the level below that were more identical meeting rooms and offices and their occupants, and below that another, and another, until they were lost from sight in the depths.


‘There’s a certain loss of clarity,’ I pointed out.


‘That’s functional, of course. Wherever you stand, everything you can see below you or to the sides is under your command, and the clearer the image, the more direct that command is. Why do I need to see what’s happening on the tenth floor when I can see the people who can see the people who can see what’s happening on the tenth floor? Directly or indirectly, the boss’s eyes are everywhere.’


‘Wouldn’t it have been cheaper to install television cameras?’


He smiled, and I realised it was just the kind of question he’d been expecting.


‘You’re confusing hierarchy with surveillance. There are cameras everywhere, but they’re only for effective control. They haven’t been with us very long.’ I looked left and right until I realised by ‘us’ he meant the human race. ‘Mirrors, on the other hand … They’ve had millennia to infiltrate our souls. They’re primitive, elemental … Their power isn’t delegated. A camera can generate discomfort, fear perhaps; but not terror. Mirrors can, and do. The more so when you know there’s always someone behind them, behind what you see in them. The master looking at us through our own eyes.’


‘Except up here.’


‘I am the lord of the mirrors,’ he said flatly. But what about that little annex his bodyguard was watching us from? I didn’t dare ask, so I tried something more trivial.


‘Who did your son kill?’


He looked at me in amazement as if I’d just landed in his lobster thermidor and was lying there buzzing away to myself.


‘Eh?’


‘Your s-s-son,’ I stammered. ‘You said he’d committed a murder. Who was the fortu— I mean … unfortunate soul?’


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘Um …’ At first I’d thought the question was fairly logical, but now he made me wonder. ‘I thought it might help me to find the witnesses, to … Perhaps your son’s name isn’t in the files, sometimes when it’s someone influential they use codes, and it’ll be easier to trace the dead man,’ I blurted in conclusion, congratulating myself mentally on my cleverness. But he didn’t look impressed. He tutted once.


‘Nobody knows who it was. My son’s natural perversion led him to commit the crime in front of all those people,’ he said, pointing at the nearby windows of the other tower. ‘There’s no point looking in the police records. They don’t know who it was either. That, among other things, has allowed me to delay the investigation. But the body could come back to us any day now: swollen like a dead seal with river water, or half-decomposed in the garbage churned up by the bulldozers, but with those tell-tale cuts on its face and its broken bones and its organs ruptured from the fall. And then there are the anonymous letters, of course.’


He held out a sheet of paper. I took it. It was a piece of continuous feed, and the only thing on it was a short poem printed in the middle.




Give me a map, then let me see how much


Is left for me to conquer all the world,


That these, my boys, may finish all my wants.





‘The blackmailer – or blackmailers – left it on my desk. It isn’t the first. It appears to come from some poem or other, but my people haven’t been able to trace the author. They’re not exactly literary types, for sure.’


‘What makes you think it’s a blackmailer?’


‘Who else would leave a poem on my desk? I found it under my acrylic prism the morning after the crime. Whether they have access to the body or not, whoever wrote it clearly thinks they know enough to intimidate me. My people are already on the case: maybe, as well as neutralising the threat, they’ll find a clue that leads to the dead man. My son maintains that he came in with him from the street and that it never occurred to him to ask him his name. None of the witnesses, it seems, managed to get a clear view of him. Apparently he went through the glass backwards: a man, a well-dressed man, that’s all they can tell us. The strangest thing is that, when security arrived on the scene, the body wasn’t there anymore. Get the picture? Someone was waiting for him and took the body. Anyway, identity aside, you won’t win any prizes for guessing he was a fucking homo.’


‘Oh,’ I remarked, wondering where I’d missed the clue.


‘Like my son,’ he went on. ‘Must have brought him up here to get buggered. Likes doing it in my office for some reason. One night I came back up and found him dressed as a Mambo Queen. Something to do with humiliation, I suppose: it’s always more intense at the top. Masochists have always been a mystery to me, one I never tire of exploring.’


Something about Sr Tamerlán’s appearance, barely perceptible at first, had changed. His eyes had turned inwards, as if they’d find more pleasing images there than in the world outside. His jaw had slackened slightly, his fleshy tortoise tongue protruded from between his horny lips, a constant ripple ran through his limbs. With a dreamy tremor in his voice, he said:


‘If you want to talk to him I can call him. There he is.’


My eyes followed the line of his pointing finger. In the adjacent office was a young man, clearly unable to see us, standing staring in our direction, the way blind men do when they sense someone’s presence. I nodded, knowing it was what was expected of me.


‘César, I want you to come in here right away.’


Sr Tamerlán had taken a folded piece of silver foil out of his drawer and, opening it, tipped its contents out onto the glass desk-top. I hoped I’d have better luck than with the cigars, but no. With a single swipe of his Zen rake he combed the gram of gleaming, crystalline, snow-white cocaine into four perfect lines and hoovered them up through a gold tube into his greedy membranes, which were practically hanging out of his nostrils in their haste. A loudspeaker spoke.


‘Leave me alone, I’m busy,’ was all it said, too late to halt the careering Sr Tamerlán, who, riding-crop in hand, charged at the wall, which slid aside a split second before he went through it. He’d divested himself of his lovely opaline silk shirt, which had slid from his shoulders to the floor like a waterfall; I wondered if I should pick it up. I decided to stay where I was and mop up any stray crumbs left on the desk with a moistened fingertip. The intercom was still on, so, invisible in my front-row seat, I settled down to enjoy the show.


Sr Tamerlán’s son had climbed up onto his desk and, jumping up and down like a spooked chimpanzee, was doing his best to dodge the lashes his father was aiming at his shins.


‘That is the limit,’ he screamed, climbing the peaks of his snow-capped frenzy. ‘Here I am trying to save your eight-lane arse and this is how you thank me!’ he bellowed as he flogged César’s buttocks. ‘Get those pants down, boy!’


César leaped off the desk and made a headlong dash for the door, but his father was too quick for him and locked it with a few taps of the keys. Panting and smiling, he advanced upon his son. They sized each other up, circling each other – a choreography of duelling gauchos.


‘Daddy, please,’ murmured the son. ‘Not here,’ he begged, but this only intensified his father’s agitation.


‘On your knees!’ he yelled in a strangled voice. ‘I’ll teach you to bring perverts into my office! You’re going to be riddled with AIDS before you give me a healthy grandson! You know you’ve got a year! Otherwise I’ll milk you myself and inseminate some bitch, and you can sing for your inheritance! You’d like that, wouldn’t you!’


‘Daddy, I don’t deserve …’


‘Shut up! Your brother was the one who deserved things here! You …’ He made as if to spit. Then he pointed straight at me and I jumped in fright. ‘You’d like to be in there one day, wouldn’t you. You know what you have to do then.’


Biting his lips and fighting back the tears, the son went down on all fours and undid his belt buckle with uncontrollably trembling hands. With one tug his father impatiently pulled his trousers down to his knees.


‘You’ – thwack – ‘play silly buggers’ – thwack – ‘and then’ – thwack – ‘Daddy has to come and save your arse, doesn’t he. Tell me what happened! Tell me what you were doing in there, you and that pervert! You always have been a big nancy!’


Unable to contain himself, he unfastened his own trousers and, grasping his son by the hips to adjust his position slightly, mounted him as if he were a bitch on heat.


‘Stop clenching, damn you, stop clenching!’ His breathing was laboured and he began each sentence with a pant, his tongue protruding between his teeth, making him lisp faintly. ‘It isn’t enough, is it. It isn’t enough!’ he screamed in his ear, and his son replied by gritting his teeth and shaking his head from side to side the way a female tortoise does when penetrated by the male. ‘As if shoving it into that sewer of your mother’s every night wasn’t enough, drugged to the eyeballs so I could bear it, only for you to pop out! As if squeezing my testicles into that bottomless barrel till they looked like two raisins wasn’t enough! You’re still you! God damn you, you’re still you!’ Possessed with a ferocity, he clutched his son’s flowing locks and began to advance on his knees, forcing his mount to crawl, foaming at the mouth, across the glass floor. ‘You never go where I tell you to, you’re always pulling against the reins, subtly deviating! What a humiliating joke! Genetics! Genetics isn’t enough! There’s a lot more to cram in here! A lot more! Who, for fuck’s sake, is content with smiles and eye colours! And sometimes not even that comes out right! You stupid cook,’ – heave – ‘learn to mix’ – heave – ‘the ingredients’ – heave – ‘properly!’


His son tried to unsaddle him by crawling under the desk, perhaps in the hope that the edge would catch him in the forehead like a cowboy on horseback in a western. He caracoled and his father, a hero on an equestrian statue, raised one hand in the air and roared, ‘I’ll refound you as often as it takes! I don’t give a damn what the doctors say, they’ve already failed me once! I’m going to conceive you again and again until I get you right!’


Something strange had begun to happen to my eyes. Perhaps they’d been under too much strain since I’d taken my first step into this mirror-world, and had relinquished their grip on reality, which was now melting and dissolving before them. Sr Tamerlán’s fingers grew like roots and sank into his son’s flesh; black bubbles gurgled and burst forth from the wounds, popping in the swampy air; his son’s clawed at the carpet in paroxysm, gouging out furrows down to the glass, and through it they could see their shared empire glittering like a cut diamond with more facets than the sky has stars. The window panes all around me had begun to ooze and drip like molten glass; the computers and other appliances melted like vanilla ice cream into pools of bubbling plastic; the landscapes in the pictures poured out of their frames like water from a broken fish tank; the very beams that supported the thirty floors I was standing on bowed and buckled like the legs of a reeling drunk. Sailing over the general viscousness, the two bodies had lost their original human shape and were now expanding and contracting like exposed organs in a vivisection, swelling transparent to bursting point one moment and collapsing into voided, crumpled bags the next, and, like decomposition in time-lapse, they quickly mingled and merged. And no sooner had they melted than they began to boil, shuddering like thickening stew, spouting furious geysers of steam, which gradually invaded the whole room, making the events inside quite invisible. The lights went out as at the end of a performance. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and felt a terrible itching, as if all my eyelashes had turned inwards.


When I opened them, the gun-toting psychoanalyst was at my side, smiling like a dog trainer on a field day whose pets have just made him look good.


‘Nice trick, but I still think you can’t beat pulling rabbits out of hats,’ I remarked.


‘You’ve had a rare privilege. An Annunciation.’


‘Oh. They don’t go through all that for all their visitors?’


‘If you knew how to look, you’d have seen a great comet passing through the firmament, heralding the dawn of a new age.’


‘Do you think it’s wise?’ I asked. ‘A lot of people are going to find it hard to stomach.’


‘The gates to the castle of the mind will only open for the chosen ones,’ he announced. ‘The Viennese doctor was wrong to try to keep the powerful forces of the unconscious under lock and key. In the course of evolution it is the destiny of the unconscious to become real, to step out into the world and go wherever it pleases. It’s what we became rational for. That’s what he couldn’t read in Greek tragedy. Look what he bequeathed us as the keystone of Western consciousness: not the hero, but the wimp.’


‘Let’s see if we understand each other. You’re suggesting that what Œdipus should have done instead of plucking out his eyes was to say to the people of Thebes, “Sure, I fucked my old lady. So what? If you’ve got a problem with that, I’ll fuck you too.”’


He answered coldly, as impervious to irony as the printed circuits of a computer.


‘The interest of that myth is merely human. As human as the psychoanalyst who invented it.’


‘And what’s your interest?’


‘I thought you’d realised,’ he said evenly, staring at me impassively through the concentric spirals of his milk-bottle bottoms. ‘Sr Tamerlán is the superman.’




* * *





Back at ground level, I was curious to visit the spot where the body would have hit the ground, but to get there I had to run the gauntlet of the mind-bending central canyon. From a distance I could have sworn that, stretching out both arms, I could touch the sides, but it turned out to be just another optical illusion: standing halfway between the towers I realised they were much wider apart – a good five metres at least. I couldn’t stay there for more than a few seconds: they generated a forcefield between them, as if someone were driving two powerful magnets as close together as possible; it was an unpleasant feeling like seasickness, and to make matters worse, when I reached the other end of the canyon I was hit on the head by an empty detergent bottle. Furious, I spun round to see where it had come from: emerging from a stiffened sleeve, a leathery hand covered in blackened wrinkles poked out from round the next corner and beckoned to me with a worm-like wiggle of its hooked finger. By the time I got there, it had disappeared, only to reappear a few metres further on and vanish again. I pursued the elusive reflection – a hand, the flapping heel of a boot, the tip of a yellow-and-grey beard – until I reached the tower’s east face, as smooth as the surface of a frozen lake standing on end. But whoever it was I was pursuing had vanished as if they’d fallen into it. Curiouser and curiouser! I lit a cigarette. White against the tower’s golden skies, a flock of egrets sailed across the sheer grid of video-wall, bound for the reflected marshlands of the Ecological Reserve. Only when I looked down from the living frieze encircling the heights did I see it: poised on a mosaic of recently planted sods (this must have been the spot) by the tower’s marble base was a broken supermarket trolley, from which rose a pretty good likeness of the golden tower, ingeniously hashed together out of corrugated cardboard, thick wire, tin cans, tin foil, polystyrene containers, drinks cartons and plastic bags. It was less perfect, of course, than the model in Tamerlán’s office, but friendlier and softer, probably because its flimsiness reminded me of the ones we used to build at school, of the first foundation of Buenos Aires, the Cabildo or the Casa de Tucumán; but I had trouble getting a close-up view of it because it receded as I advanced. For a moment I thought it might be remote-controlled, but then I spotted the mangled shoes among the four wheels of the trolley, shuffling along as if their laces were tied together. I sprinted after them, grabbed the trolley by the handle and wheeled it around as if heading for the checkout.


‘I can see you but you can’t see me!’ said a voice from inside the tower.


Peering into two of the windows I discovered that, while they looked at first glance as if they were made of sweet wrappers like the rest, they were in fact made of cellophane. Two eyes peered back at me in fright, blurry through misted breath. I lifted up the trolley in both hands, tower and all, removing it from him like a hat. In the middle of the grass, looking as disconcerted as a hermit crab out of its shell, stood a profusely bearded tramp with drooping lower lip and bloated body, cowering beneath his dirt-caked jacket. He pointed to somewhere behind me, his eyes gleaming, so I turned round and saw our reflection.


‘There’s no getting back from the other side!’ he exclaimed.


I tried to approach him, but he wheeled the trolley between us.


‘Why?’ I asked.


He put his finger to his lips like a nurse on a hospital poster and, looking around him, bared two rows of peg-like teeth that reminded me of the corn on a well-gnawed cob. Then he whistled.


‘The way up’s the same as the way down,’ he said, and opened his eyes wide in panic. A white cloud enveloped us and, when it began to disperse, I could see him in the distance, manœuvring his trolley and its teetering tower across the lawn, making a break for the nearest stack of containers. Standing beside me was a man in a red uniform with a still-smoking fire extinguisher hanging from one hand.


‘Been bumming around here for two or three weeks, he has,’ he remarked. ‘They never used to leave their caves before. We tried to winkle him out a few days ago, but the containers are all interconnected and he moves through them like a mole. Should get them fumigated,’ he said, lowering his gun, and immediately vanished into a side door, which, when it closed, was just another piece in the wall of mirrors.



















Chapter 2


THE CORDOBESE ARMADILLO





Back at home I tossed the first ten-thousand-dollar wad onto the bed, where it bounced with the unbeatable elasticity of nice, crisp notes, and after taking a deep breath I dialled the number on which the whole deal hung.


‘Hullo,’ I said when someone answered. ‘I’d like to talk to Lieutenant Colonel Verraco.’


I heard the familiar chuck-chuck of the bugged phone line. Years of ripping off the phone company had sharpened my ears, a talent shared by all us night-hunters. The operator at the other end took a few seconds to connect the tape-recorder, a couple of breaths to give the trackers a head start, and then said commandingly:


‘Identification.’


‘Private Felipe Félix, Class of Sixty-Two, Regiment Seven, Company B, posted in La Plata, Puerto Argentino and Mount Longdon,’ I reeled off in a single breath.


‘Please hold,’ he said, and a muzak version of ‘The Peronist March’ popped up over the line. I waited about ninety seconds (they’d obviously put a rookie on me: they cut their teeth tracing trivial calls) and a doleful voice crept into my ear.


‘Who is speaking?’ it lowed.


‘Conscript Private, Class of Sixty-Two, Felipe Félix, Regiment Seven …’ I reeled off the litany, but was cut off by a muffled snigger, and the elevator music came on again. I was about to hang up and start again when Verraco answered.


‘Argentina’s by the year 2000!’ he said instead of ‘hello’, which threw me for a second, until I realised he was talking about the Islands.


‘Argentina’s, sir, Lieutenant Colonel, sir. Private Felipe Félix reporting for duty, sir.’


‘Been a while since we heard from you, Félix. You haven’t even been coming to the reunions. What can your old Commander do for you? Shove off, hop it, he’s a friend,’ he suddenly yelled at some obscure cranny of the telephone network in a different voice. ‘Go and practise some shooting if you’ve got nothing better to do!’


‘Wondering if you were still interested in the video game, sir,’ I began, and in five minutes I had the whole thing wrapped up. Years ago Verraco had come and asked me to design him a video game of the Malvinas War to be installed in his offices in the new SIDE building. He hadn’t had much luck with promotion after the war until somehow he managed to wangle his way into Intelligence. He now had the clout to call the shots and the time to spend on his big hobby: winning the war he’d lost. He’d been luring me into designing the game with special favours – getting the police off my back like fleas off a dog for one thing; it was to be the envy and admiration of his colleagues and would add to his standing in the demanding ex-combatant community. By delivering the game I’d repay these favours and make him a happy man, and I’d also be able to walk right into the impregnable edifice of the State Intelligence Secretariat, sit down in an office specially put aside for me and, while personally installing the video game (my condition), I could quietly run through their files and take whatever I needed. A hundred thousand dollars, like falling off a log, I told myself, and moved on to the next level.


Kevin was surprised when I called. I usually sent him an e-mail telling him to call me, because it’s easier to phreak from the US.


‘Hullo, Kevin. Am I interrupting?’ I said to him in English.


‘I was working on Reptiles,’ he answered.


‘What’s it like?’ I asked him.


‘Get a load of this. You have to manœuvre a lizard through landscapes constantly shifting between two and three dimensions, and choose your best options as you go. If you put your 2D lizard in a 3D landscape, it can slide under a door or survive a steamroller, but it can’t go up stairs; likewise, a 3D lizard can avoid being captured in a photo or dragged along by the wind like a dead leaf or interlocked in an infinite mosaic of identical lizards, but will splat against a flat landscape like a bluebottle against a windscreen,’ Kevin explained to me excitedly, clearly still in the throes of his Escher period. His passion was for counterfactual worlds where everything was contrary to experience or indeed reason: objects stood out sharply in the dark and disappeared in the light; it was possible to walk on air and fall through cement; a sudden gesture would break down into more and more detailed planes without ever being completed, and hurrying would only increase the distance to be covered; the lightest brush, on the other hand, could knock down whole buildings if you weren’t quick enough to make it violent. An egg could be concave outside and convex inside, containing the universe on its surface; cubes with different-sized faces, labyrinths that led you straight to your goal and straight lines that forced you into interminable detours were the norm. Empty space was as dense as mercury, yet you could grasp interstices with your hand; the faintest of shadows inevitably crushed anyone approaching them, and the densest of bodies could be traversed like early-morning drizzle. Kevin’s games deployed a succession of worlds created according to incompatible rules that altered as soon as you got the hang of them, and you had to have quick reflexes and a mind capable of processing mountains of information to survive such extreme shifts. His ultimate goal was to design virtual worlds that could be inhabited.


‘This is real anarchism, buddy,’ he told me. ‘Anyone can dream of changing the laws of society, but the laws of reality … well now, that’s a whole different ball game! Don’t you think it’s a criminal waste what simulators do? Corporations want to restrict their use to imitating the real world, when they know perfectly well they were invented to replace it. We’re ready for a new existence outside time, outside the body, and they want to keep us prisoners in here! When personal virtual reality exists, we’ll all be able to live in any world we like and write its laws. Only then will we be free!’ he concluded and fell silent, perhaps anticipating the kind of canned applause you’d expect from a cheesy US sitcom.


‘What is it?’ I asked him, envying the altered state he was in.


‘Piracetam and choline. What are you calling for?’


I gave him a general picture of the situation and a more detailed idea of my plan, including specs.


‘So I have to have an almost perfect video game in three days max. Any ideas?’


‘Breaking the codes to any war game’s gonna take forever; you know how well protected they are,’ he said discouragingly. ‘But I think I have what you need. Sega are bringing out a series of DIY video games and they’re kicking off with a war game. They’re apparently based on military intelligence programs, with all those guys here in California who lost their jobs after the Cold War …’


‘I want that!’ I said, unable to believe my luck. ‘That one!’


‘They haven’t finished it yet. It’s supposed to be a total secret. Cloning it won’t be easy.’


‘How much.’


‘Five grand now, five grand later. Cash.’


‘Make sure you write a counterfactual world where you don’t need money to get things,’ I snarled after agreeing to his terms, and I could hear the electric sparks of his laughter before he answered ‘What would be the point of writing them then?’ and hung up. Ah well, Tamerlán had promised to take care of the eckies.


It might be a while before the game arrived and in the meantime there was something else I needed to do before I got down to work, but I had to move fast if I wanted it by today. I got out of my smart interview clothes and, munching on a swiftly microwaved sausage and half a boiled egg, I donned my war veteran’s uniform from the Malvinas campaign, which I’d bought a few years after getting back in the subway at the junction of Avenida 9 de Julio and Corrientes (I never learned the fate of the one I wore over there). The subway-stall owner was one of us and always managed to find some that were virtually identical. I threw on a long overcoat to cover it on my way to the Association and stepped out into the cold of the small hours.




* * *





The offices of the Argentinian Viceregal Association occupy two rooms on the third floor of an early twentieth-century building on Calle 25 de Mayo. You reach the first floor of business offices via a long, curved marble staircase; from there you go up some more-conventional straight stairs to the second floor; the ascent to the third floor is made by negotiating the loose, uneven boards of a little winding wooden staircase that leads on all the way up to the roof. The Association was originally founded with the aim of restoring Argentina’s national borders to the historical boundaries of the Viceroyalty of the River Plate (for which it proposes, among other things, the reconquest of Bolivia, Paraguay and Uruguay, and the invasion of Chile and Brazil), but had gone into serious decline in these rather unepical early ’90s, and, to finance its minimal costs, it runs courses on national history, national politics, national folklore, national music and any other discipline they can slap the adjective on. They have an agreement with ex-combatants whereby we’re given free courses (certificates and all), and everyone from the group was taking them for the third time around, except me.


As I snuck in, trying not to be noticed, Prof. Citatorio, who single-handedly taught all the courses, had got to the bit about the Serpent’s progress around the Mediterranean, from which I deduced that it wouldn’t be long before he’d be finished. I waved at Ignacio, and tried to attract Sergio and Tomás’s attention, but they were so busy whispering that all I got was a furious glare from the Professor, so I sat down by the door to avoid making things worse, while he picked up the thread of his disquisition.


‘The Serpent was born in Palestine in the year 909 before Christ, and its cradle was the Temple of Solomon, although some scholars quite rightly trace its origins back to the Serpent that tempted Woman with the First Sin and brought about our Fall. There, with that patience typical of the Landless Race, it grew fatter and stronger until it was ready to strike out. Far from being the result of persecution, as they would have us believe, the Diaspora was the signal for Hebrew armies to embark on their conquest of the world. The Serpent accomplished its first stage in Greece in the year 429 before Christ, where, with the help of traitors like Pericles, it managed to impose democracy in order to undermine the foundations of the cradle of our civilisation. The second stage …’


He was interrupted by some voices at the back. Two veterans in naval uniform were arguing, elbowing each other and hissing emphatically as if trying to put themselves in the Serpent’s shoes and guess what its next steps would be.


‘I said A-7. Hit and destroyed! I win!’


‘E-7! It wasn’t A-7, it was E-7! And it’s a miss! E-7!’


Ignacio had mentioned to me that a lot of Navy types had been showing up of late. Despite never having set foot on the Islands, they’d pushed for honorary ex-combatant status and were now entitled, after a split vote, to bask in our dubious glory and reap its paltry rewards.


‘Perhaps the two of you can give us a better idea of this second stage than I can,’ Citatorio shrilled at them, like a secondary-school teacher emphasising – as if it needed emphasis – the fact that he was being ironic.


‘Err … dunno. Villa Kreplaj?’ said the self-proclaimed winner, triggering general mirth.


‘No, sir,’ Citatorio hastened to add. ‘The Rome of Augustus.’


‘Augustus who?’ asked a Correntino from R12 whom I knew by sight.


‘The only one in Rome, sir. How many others do you know?’ He cleared his throat and soldiered on: ‘After murdering Our Lord Jesus Christ, who was the first to see the danger and rise up against it, it crawled across the Mediterranean to Spain, where, in the year 1522, it swallowed the empire of Charles V whole.’


‘What did they get up to in the meantime? I mean, it’s a thousand five hundred years between the two,’ asked the Correntino, who’d been writing everything down in his notebook.


‘I don’t know. You tell me. They sold cloth. I’ve told you they’re patient. Anyway, after that the Serpent marched on in leaps and bounds. Paris in 1796, London in 1814, Berlin in 1871, Russia in 1905 and, of course, in 1917. Wherever a great empire teeters on the brink, you’ll see the bald helmet of the Circumcised Serpent peeping out of the rubble. Kiev, Odessa and Constantinople were the last stages before reaching its goal, Jerusalem, and completing its journey, joining its head with its tail to forge the Mystic Ring that will keep Europe under its yoke for ever: the Ouroboros, the Eternal Serpent without beginning or end. And they nearly succeeded!’


This was the cue for the bit about Hitler and how he’d severed with the sword the knot no one could undo, unselfishly laying down his own life and those of millions of Germans to save the world. But, like the Hydra, when you cut off one head, the Serpent sprouts two, and so, pre-emptively, it had forked off to America. I seized the opportunity when he turned round to change maps, and went and sat next to Ignacio.


‘Don’t you get tired of listening to the same old shite all the time?’ I whispered in his ear.


‘There’s a roll call, you know. Besides, Sergio and Tomás have got something up their sleeves for today,’ he said, giggling behind his closed fingers. ‘Can’t say anything. So what are you doing here?’


‘I came to look for you. I need to see the model. I’m making the video game.’


‘No! For Verraco?’


I nodded. I was about to explain, when Ignacio nudged me.


‘Shhh. He’s watching us.’


Professor Citatorio glared at us for a few seconds over the top of his glasses and ploughed on.


‘The report that the first Jew arrived in America on the ships of Christopher Columbus is not without foundation. And it was this Jew that incited the previously docile sailors to mutiny. Soon they were swarming all over the place, instilling hatred of the Spaniard and our Church in the natives. Haven’t you ever wondered why Spain, which had the vastest empire and the greatest reserves of gold and silver ever discovered, had ended up poor and backward four hundred years later? By the proximity of the Hebrew will ye know the location of the gold!’ He always worked himself into a lather when he got to this bit, the colour rising in his cheeks, and would even start waving his goblin hands in the air. ‘They were responsible for the failure of our city’s first foundation, speculating with the provisions until everyone died of hunger! The first two English Invasions of Buenos Aires were financed by the moneyed Jews of London with the complicity of our local tribe. Why do you think Viceroy Sobremonte seized his chance and fled to Córdoba with the Viceregal jewels? His real name was Sobremonski – a false convert if ever there was one! And what became of the treasure?’


I especially liked this bit about Sobremonte. I’d never heard it before. The old codger sometimes managed to pull an ace from his sleeve and surprise you for a few seconds. Satisfied with the effect he’d created, he launched into the more theoretical part of his tirade.


‘Examined from any other perspective, history appears to us as a series of apparently sporadic and spontaneous events; but viewed in this light it acquires another dimension, one that reveals the intelligence hiding behind the apparent events and leaders. There are those who doubt the authenticity of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion and the Andinia Plan. We must answer them in the words of our own Hugo Wast: “The Protocols may be fakes … but they have been amazingly fulfilled.”’


In an attempt at theatricality he tore aside the map of the Americas to reveal one of Patagonia and the Malvinas Islands below it, but, getting carried away, he went sprawling on the floor enveloped in both. The whole class hee-hawed helplessly as he struggled there, wrapped in the arms of history.


‘Zionist Saboteurs,’ he muttered as he picked himself up and put the new map back in its place. We all knew it by heart: a swarm of Stars of David marking the location of the enemy-occupied towns in Patagonia and the Islands, a quiver of missiles tracing their arcs north from them and selected Chilean cities, straight for what remained of the Argentinian Republic.


‘Thirty years later, repulsed on the mainland by the heroic resistance of our forebears, the English got a foothold on our beloved Austral Isles. The expedition was financed by Jewish bankers, the same ones that would later launch hordes of immigrants against us, ready to drown the very roots of our nationality in their blood. Jewish Gauchos! The ultimate bad joke! But in 1920 many people were laughing on the other side of their faces. In the clear light of day, under the sun of our immense southern skies, the enemy, with the aid of the traitor Chile and perfidious Albion, attempted to seize our Patagonia and found the New Jerusalem there. But they weren’t reckoning on our army of Patriots! We drove them out in 1806, and in 1920 … and again in ’82!’ he shouted, pulling out his trump card. ‘Ten years ago we achieved the full liberation of our national territory for the first time in our history! Never have they been so far from fulfilling their objectives as they were then.’


Some people got to their feet. They’d only come to savour this moment.


‘Our Islands! Our beloved Islands! The Serpent that stretches the length of the Andes tried to lay its eggs on our shores, but they smashed on the hard surface of the ocean!’


‘What is he on about?’ I asked Ignacio.


‘He’s got this theory that at the start of ’82 the English were withdrawing from Malvinas so they could be populated by Chilean and Israeli settlers. The first stage of the Andinia Plan. They’d then invade us on two fronts. According to him, foiling the Andinia Plan meant we actually won the war.’


‘Wonders will never cease.’


‘Well … if you look at the map of Chile, it does actually look like a snake. Look, Tierra del Fuego’s the tail. It laid its eggs in the Atlantic after the Chileans took the Beagle Channel off us. And you’re not going to tell me the Islands don’t look like two splatted eggs.’


It sounded ridiculous, but it did have a certain logic to it. And it was more interesting than the dry theories of historians.


‘Two eggs, yes!’ exclaimed Citatorio, and everyone settled down for the juiciest part of his routine. He began stomping about the classroom cowboy-fashion, with legs akimbo and fist clenched on groin. ‘Argentina is an erect prick ready to breed, and the Malvinas, its balls. When we recover them, fertility shall return to our lands and we shall become the great nation our founding fathers once dreamed of! A potent country! Our wheat shall flower anew, and our cattle shall ply our oceans of grass; our trains shall run laden with the produce of the land to every corner of the country. Buenos Aires shall be the New Paris, the envy of all the cities of the globe. The Argentine name of the Argentinians shall ring pristine in the ears of the world with peals of wealth and progress! From our recovered Islands an Argentinian sun of unimaginable grandeur shall mark the birth of the day on which the former colony becomes the world power we all long for!’


At that moment someone turned the lights out. Some asked what was going on; others, forewarned, started up a sombre psalmody.


‘An attack! Enemy commandos!’ came Citatorio’s voice in the darkness.


A torch came on, lighting a sinister face from below: black, broad-brimmed hat, hooked plastic nose, black beard that was lost in the dark, and long, dangling side-curls. Tomás had certainly done his homework.


‘Oooh … I’m the Wandering Jew,’ he wailed.


‘The Kingdom of the Serpent!’ squawked Citatorio. ‘The Coming of the Antichrist!’


No one could hold themselves back any more, and the flood of cackles sent people rolling about on the floor among the chairs. Tomás took out a kitchen knife and made it glint in the torchlight.


‘Ernesto, our prodigal son. Come with me to the synagogue. Jehovah claims that part of you that belongs to him.’


The shaft of light fell on Citatorio, who, foaming at the mouth, was chasing round and round on all fours, faster and faster, like a dog after its tail, perhaps in the belief that he was aping the Serpent and thereby acquiring the strength to fight it.


‘There’s no escape,’ he hawked from the floor. ‘Everything’s run by Jews, everything’s always been run by Jews! The economy, governments, the press, culture … it’s all Jews! Even anti-Semitism was invented by Jews! They pass themselves off as a persecuted race to escape actual persecution! Everywhere you look there are Jews! Even we are Jews: they left us uncircumcised to trick us about their numbers! There is nothing but Jews!’


I took advantage of the confusion and led Ignacio, still limp with laughter, by the arm out onto the street. He sat down on the narrow pavement of 25 de Mayo to get his breath back, while buses and taxis roared past in front of our noses, filling the humid air with thick, black fumes. The corroded mouldings of the buildings dripped with soot; long, brown smears ran down below the pigeons’ nests in the niches; the sky had gone livid and cold. I looked at the hands on my watch, which moved faster and faster, infected by my anxiousness.


‘The model,’ I told him.


‘Right. Wait, I can’t even walk.’ He went on laughing a bit longer. ‘The model, right.’


But, before I could get him away, Sergio appeared, and then Tomás, gripping the hair-slides he’d used to attach the curls to his head in a clenched smile. They decided to go to the bar to celebrate my return and catch Titans while we were there, so I couldn’t say no.


We were served by Patán, our usual waiter.


‘It’s great to see you back again, Don Felipe,’ he said, practically hugging me. ‘What’ll it be for our heroes today?’ he asked, polishing the scratched tin of his flat tray until it gleamed.


‘An R7 for me,’ Tomás answered without a moment’s thought, flexing a bare biceps and stroking the outline of the Islands on it. He’d been wounded in the arm by some shrapnel during the bombing of the airport and had had the Islands tattooed around the two star-shaped scars. He was so proud of his work that he’d taken to wearing sleeveless T-shirts, even in winter (‘Cold? You’re asking me if I feel cold? I’ll tell you what real cold is. The two months we spent in those trenches …’) and had started doing weights to beef them up.


‘You were great!’ Sergio still hadn’t stopped laughing and was pounding his back with his fist. ‘Citatorio’s Oratorio!’ he kept shouting, while at his side Ignacio laughed whenever required, copying every one of the others’ gestures a split second later, like some mirror with a delay mechanism. It could be hours before I got him out of there.


‘Poor old Citatorio, we’re always picking on him,’ said Tomás, all of a sudden reflective. ‘But you’ve got to admit he’s got a point. The other day he was telling us that after they take Patagonia the Zionists plan to monopolise national food production and use Antarctica as a gigantic natural freezer, while the rest of the country, in the grip of hunger, lays itself at their feet.’


‘Interesting,’ I remarked. ‘And they could always use the Sandwich Islands as a bar.’


‘We could get old Patán here a job,’ said Sergio, shaking him and making him spill the drinks he was carrying.


‘It makes me mad to think we handed them to them on a plate,’ Tomás went on. ‘We had them in our hands like two tame doves and we let them get away. And all those little crumbs in the sea,’ he added, eating a few off the table. ‘You didn’t come to the landing, did you?’ he asked me, jogging my whisky glass.


‘Which one?’ I coughed.


‘The second of April, of course.’


‘No. I didn’t get there till the sixteenth,’ I answered. ‘Thought you knew.’


‘Oh, we thought you were here,’ he said, getting me even more confused. ‘It was fantastic. We hired like five boats in Palermo Park – at the little jetty, you know the one – and invaded the island in the middle of the lake. You know, where couples go to neck,’ he clarified, and only then did I realise he hadn’t been talking about the landing in ’82 but the mock one they’d prepared to celebrate the tenth anniversary. ‘Too bad there are so many trees; looks more like Vietnam than Malvinas. We planted the flag and did a bit of target practice. Then had a lamb barbie,’ he said, smacking his lips. ‘You don’t know what you missed.’


Last 2nd April – the tenth anniversary of Argentina’s recovery of the Islands – had been my longest marathon surfing the Web, utterly immersed in utterly absorbing conversations with hackers in West Germany and Holland. I hadn’t answered the door or the phone or turned on the television or set foot outside all day. And I knew it would catch up with me sooner or later.


‘Yes.’ I smiled at him, mentally muting the rest of the story and leaving Tomás to open and close his mouth in silence like a fish out of water.


‘How’s the tyre-repair business?’ I asked him when I noticed he’d finished.


‘Not good, man, not good. There are times I’d like to jack it all in and piss off to a desert island.’


‘We already have,’ I quipped.


‘That’s what I mean,’ Sergio interjected. ‘It was a mistake to invade Malvinas. If we’d invaded Aruba and Curaçao, we’d be sitting around drinking piña coladas now,’ he said gazing wistfully into the bottom of his glass.


‘Let’s be realistic,’ said Tomás. ‘The logical thing would have been to invade Chile first. A real country, I dunno. Meet other people, another culture, know what I mean? Go out to bars, restaurants … Go dancing at the weekend. There are some really pretty Chilean girls.’


‘And the fruit!’ piped up Ignacio, who only ever did so when he was confident he wasn’t contradicting anyone. ‘Have you seen the fruit in Chile? The size of the peaches! And it’s not frozen.’


‘Yeah, right. Chile’s something else,’ I said.


‘And anyway, we’d definitely beat them,’ added Tomás.


‘We missed a gilt-edged opportunity there. Thanks to that old meddler, the Pope,’ Sergio concluded.


Sergio was passionate about alternative history. He pored over every event with an obsessive attention to detail, always looking for the knot that might have led to things turning out differently, always taking a different path from history’s at every fork. It was easy to spot unsigned articles by him in the ex-combatants’ magazine because seven out of every ten verbs were in the conditional. He claimed to be working on a book called A Thousand Different Outcomes to the Malvinas War, but he’d never shown a single page to anyone, perhaps fearing that, if he did, one ending or another would become fixed for ever. I’d never come across anything like that in the English bibliography on the Malvinas war … The winners, it seems, reach their destination believing they’ve walked a straight line to victory; it’s us losers who are always left to fret over the multiple possibilities of history.


Tomás, on the other hand, proceeded in rigorously retrospective fashion, projecting the film of Malvinas in reverse so that everything would be back the way it was in the early days of the campaign. The ten thousand prisoners were released from the ships and pelted back to the Islands’ capital, which they recaptured, pushing the English back, street by street, hill by hill, earth flying of its own accord to fill in the craters and repair the walls of the trenches, blood trickling back to the bodies of the wounded and the dead, who picked themselves up and returned to the fray, forcing the enemy to retreat to their ships and scuttle back to England arse first. Then all you had to do was stop the film to freeze the image one sunny day back in April 1982, when the Islands were ours again for ever and the enemy so distant that nobody really believed they existed. I glanced at Ignacio, who’d now started on about the landscape in the south of Chile without realising the rest of us had tired of the subject, and wondered how building his model had helped him to deal with the facts.


‘Going to Hugo’s birthday party on Saturday?’ Tomás asked me suddenly as Patán brought over the second round.


I loathed Hugo, but, since everyone else worshipped him, I tried not to let it show. I loathed his razor-back buzz-cut and the way he talked at the top of his voice and the weapons that lined the walls of the dinky apartment, which the big fella still shared with his mum, and most of all I loathed the way he deliberately and obscenely thrust his stumps out over his wheel-chair whenever he held forth about the commandos’ performance in the war, particularly if he spotted someone who wasn’t nodding vigorously enough at his categorical assertions. I said yes I was, definitely.


‘Besides, we’ve got something to celebrate.’


‘The sinking of the Sir Galahad?’ I asked innocently. As these months marked the tenth anniversary of everything, the list of things to celebrate was as long as your arm.


‘No,’ he said to me, pausing for dramatic effect. ‘They’ve found some pages from the Diaries of Major X. You’ll never guess which ones.’


‘No,’ I replied. It was my turn to play hard to get.


‘The full text of the Legend of the Cordobese Armadillo. You can imagine our reaction,’ Tomás went on. ‘The only version we had till now was Emilio’s and you know what that’s like: you can’t understand a word of it. We saw him not long ago when we went to visit Petete.’


‘He’s back in hospital again, isn’t he?’


‘Emilio? Never left.’


‘Petete.’


‘Oh. It’s standard practice.’ He finished his second and sat there staring through the whorls in his glass, training it around the bar like field-glasses. ‘If you do anything weird, and I mean anything, it’s off to the madhouse with you. You were in Malvinas.’


‘What happened?’


‘He’d apparently gone to the supermarket and the Korean at the till looked at him funny through those peepholes of eyes they’ve got, or asked him for something in Korean and Petete got it all wrong, nobody really knows, but anyway he dropped all his provisions and began backing away and pointing at him, shouting “Gurkha! Gurkha!” He ended up hiding behind the tinned-foods gondola, defending his position with cans of beer – he was even pulling the ring-pulls; he may be off his head but he never forgot his training – till the coppers came to take him away. He tried to explain to them that all the Koreans in Buenos Aires were actually Gurkhas in disguise preparing the third invasion and that they’d be sending commandos to silence him, but they carted him off anyway and kicked his sorry arse all the way to the Borda. It’s easier to write him off as a madman. One day, when we have a Korean president and they paint the Pink House yellow, they’ll remember. Didn’t you hear what Citatorio said? The Koreans are one of the lost tribes of Israel. Haven’t you noticed they’re like the Jews in everything! They always do well in business, they’re tight-fisted, they intermarry, they talk different so you can’t understand what they’re saying, they hire legitimate Argentinians to do the legwork …’


‘Yellow Jews. I never thought of that.’


‘Well, if there are Black Kikes …’


‘The Gurkhas too, eh?’ I muttered, tutting in disappointment. ‘You can’t trust anyone these days.’


‘The guile of the Serpent knows no bounds.’


I’d only ever seen a few odd pages of the legendary Diaries of Major X, recounting the mythical commando leader’s early days in Puerto Argentino; the new ones covered the first days of his stay on the Isla Gran Malvina, which we’d only had Emilio’s account of up until now, the sole member of the ‘phantom platoon’ to make it back to the mainland and an irreplaceable witness – if it weren’t for the bullet suspended in the jelly of his brain rendering anything he said quite unintelligible. In visit after endless visit before we finally gave up on him we salvaged vague and indecisive references to the unfathomable enigmas of the unexplored moorlands of the Isla Grande, supernatural apparitions, spectral battles and the story of a mysterious entity that started out as ‘Conqueror Caterpillar’ and subsequently fluctuated between ‘Consular Chatter Pillow’ and ‘Cantonese Armoured Killer’, before finally settling on the improbable but consensual ‘Cordobese Armadillo’. Here, at long last, was its legend.


The story began in 1806 during the first English invasion of Buenos Aires, when Sobremonte fled to Córdoba with the Viceregal treasure and hid it inside a stuffed Priodontes maximus of gigantic proportions, got up in heraldic fashion: an armadillo rampant. Incapable of recovering the city by force himself, the Spanish Viceroy offered to bribe the invaders with the contents of the beast, which he’d secretly had sent to Buenos Aires. But the very day the English laid their greedy hands on the treasure, Captain Liniers’s troops were landing at Quilmes and, with the aid of its valiant citizens, the city was recovered and the enemy captured. The treasure, however, had been stowed away and the ship carrying it soon made the windy waters of the River Plate. The vessel in question was the schooner Fortune, which, lacking the provisions and crew needed to undertake the long voyage to England, sailed instead to the first safe port of call: the Malvinas Islands.


At that point I began to read with greater attention:




The Islands being in the hands of their rightful owners at the time, the ship anchored in a cove of the less carefully guarded Gran Malvina, where they hoped to make contact with English whalers and seal hunters plying those desolate shores. But they found nothing more than mounds of whale-bones and patches of wet ash, and, exhausted from their gruelling voyage, they decided to go ashore and take on supplies. Faced with scant prospects of success, the wild cattle having been wiped out by the seal-traders, they decided that half the crew would try to reach as far as Brazil, while the rest would remain on the island to guard the treasure, which couldn’t be risked on such a perilous voyage. Five men remained behind in the bay and survived all that summer on a diet of penguin eggs and oil, and the bitter flesh of gulls.


With the winter came scarcity of provisions, despair, ambition, and derangement. They had no way of knowing that the Fortune had sunk off the coast of Tierra del Fuego, but they must by then have begun to suspect it. The simple, unspoken conclusion must have passed through the minds of all: people will believe the treasure went down with the ship; nobody, save myself and the other four, is in possession of the truth. Two of them avoided a worse fate, inadvertently removing themselves from the scene: less enfeebled than the others by fever and scurvy, they set off one day along the shoreline in search of food and never came back.


The other three did not long endure. We know what happened to them from the diary kept by one of their party, a cabin boy barely sixteen years of age, who had never fully recovered from the burns he suffered in the retreat from Buenos Aires. He had become lost in its unfamiliar, identical-looking streets while fleeing from the boiling oil falling maddeningly from the rooftops, and wandered almost blind around the port for many hours slipping about in slicks of mud until he was picked up by one of the Fortune’s boats.


The party’s last days were inconceivable: towards the end it seems they began to worship the bristly shadow of the rampant armadillo projected by the fire on the walls of the shelter, its raised claws reaching out towards them like those of the Devil himself, promising to each in turn that only the presence of the other two prevented it yielding up its treasure to him.


We can only speculate as to what happened next; the cabin boy must have stopped writing after he had killed the other two and fled on foot (on an island of all places!), dragging the heavy armadillo stuffed with gold. Guided by the survivors of the wreck of the Fortune, the members of the belated rescue expedition came across his remains only some two hundred metres inland. He had eventually eaten the jewels in a last-ditch effort to make the useless treasure his, and, poking their fingers between his ribs into the peat of his intestines, they recovered a few coins. For several days, they searched unsuccessfully for the rest of the treasure: in all probability, one of the Islands’ wolf-like foxes had made off with the armadillo’s hide and the jewels were lying at the bottom of its burrow somewhere. A long, well-organised search would clearly be needed to recover the armadillo and this could not be conducted in these conditions. And so it was that, thirty years later, the English invaded the Islands and drove out its rightful rulers.





I broke off from my reading to have a word with Sergio, who was on his fourth by now and speaking with furred tongue.


‘Seen this? It says it was because of the armadillo that the English occupied the Islands in 1833.’


‘Course,’ he replied. ‘Didn’t you know?’ There’s no surprising some folk, I thought to myself, and went back to my reading.


But all attempts to recover it were in vain. The most significant one was contemporary with the invasion. In 1833 and again in 1834, an English ship, the Beagle, visited the Islands, allegedly to chart its coastline. On board was a young naturalist who would later become famous for very different reasons: Charles Darwin.


In his Voyage of the Beagle, there is a plethora of evidence, from allusions to his never-specified ‘purpose’, to his lively interest in the behaviour of the Falklands wolf-like fox (especially its habit of approaching human encampments to steal food). Omission is sometimes the soundest of proofs, and his detailed description of the eastern island only makes conspicuous the total absence of references to the western one, the true goal of his secret mission. The world doubtless has cause to lament his failure: the heinous and misanthropic theory of evolution would never have been formulated by a man upon whom fortune and riches had smiled.


Since then attempts to recover the treasure have been as frequent as they have been fruitless. Interest in it goes beyond the merely material: according to the legend, whoever recovers the armadillo and its contents will have a legitimate right over the Islands, and until that day the question of sovereignty cannot be settled. Like all legends, this last one has a ring of truth about it: according to calculations of its worth (a cargo of incalculable value just arrived from Peru was what sparked the invasion of 1806), the treasure alone would have been enough to tip the scales of the war in favour of its owner. The enemy’s interest in the western island – of almost zero strategic value – only points to the veracity of this legend, as does the sophisticated equipment they use to ‘detect mines’ in areas that our troops had never even set foot in. If after more than a century and a half they have been unsuccessful, it is because the Almighty has ruled that the Cordobese armadillo and its treasure are destined to return to the hands of their rightful owners.


I handed the pages back to Tomás. There was an argument on the boil, but I had no idea what about: the five shots of Scotch were starting to kick in. The voices sounded more and more remote, and mingled with the wailing of wind in cliffs and the melancholy lapping of waves on pebble beaches. The terrain had become slightly undulating, and the advance was frequently hampered by rocky outcrops and hidden crevices. Even so, I managed to reach the bathroom, the green pipes of whose urinal had calcareous outgrowths on them. Stalactites and stalagmites, I thought to myself. Another tourist attraction for Buenos Aires. When I got back to the table, which had drifted like an unmoored ship in my absence, Sergio was trying to explain to Ignacio, with the aid of a serviette, whose pitted surface perfectly mimicked the choppy waters of the Argentinian Sea, his specular theory about the war.


‘They’re identical, see?’ he explained. ‘The Isla Gran Malvina looks like the other one reflected in a mirror. It’s the same, but in reverse, get it?’ he yelled down his ear. ‘If we’d invaded it instead of Isla Soledad, everything would have been exactly the other way round. It would be our flag that waved over the peat bogs now. The Belgrano would be proudly plying the southern seas. The Task Force would be an underwater scrap heap. We were pursuing a mirage: it was the other island that was the real thing. We mistook the reflection for its object. The name itself announces it: “Great Malvina”. That should always have been our target! Major X always knew it.’


‘Still out there fighting the English, is he?’ I asked out of politeness. There was a gap between two chairs and I stretched my legs out between them to keep myself from sliding floor-wards. For a moment I imagined it was the San Carlos Strait and tried to stand still and not disturb the waters too much. Better make this the last one.


‘He swore never to return until he recovered them!’ Tomás interrupted, awakening from a momentary slumber. ‘The Isla Grande was never defeated. Menéndez only signed the surrender for the other one.’


‘Any news?’ I asked.


‘In March they apparently captured a jeep loaded with explosives and ammunition. And they’re holding two prisoners. English,’ he added. ‘Course we only hear rumours. No news agency – not even one of ours – would ever admit that there’s an Argentinian platoon out there in the Islands, still fighting ten years on. And the silly Brits can’t find them!’ he laughed in delight.


‘If only we had the complete diaries,’ murmured Sergio, his mind roving free across boundless fields of supposition.


‘Whoever gets hold of that diary,’ Tomás now mumbled as he stared into space, ‘will unearth the secret of the war. It holds the key to the future of the Islands, which is the future of Argentina. We have to prevent it falling into enemy hands at all costs.’


Ignacio was staring hard at the fraying shoelaces of his army-surplus boots, his lower lip drooping under the weight of four gins. It was as good a chance as any to try and get him to come with me.


‘Ignacio!’ I shouted in his ear. ‘Ignacio! The model!’


‘Nearly finished,’ he answered automatically.


‘No, we’ve got to get back before it gets too late.’


It was working. Worried by the thinly camouflaged threat in my innocent phrase, he made an effort to stand up.


‘Are you off? It’s only …’ Sergio looked at the clock on the wall and exclaimed ‘Titans of the Ring! It’s time for Titans! Patán, switch the telly on, will you!’


Patán reached up to the television and switched it on, while Ignacio sat back down and I saw the model recede into the distance as if from a toy plane that had just taken off from its runway.


We caught the end of the fight between The Mummy and Don Quixote, and spent the adverts settling down for the one we were all looking forward to: the bout between the English para and the Argentinian conscript.


Whistled, booed and bombarded with plastic bottles, the Englishman made his entrance, roaring at the stadium: Union Jack T-shirt and hooligan mask, bowler hat, pint mug sloshing … He stomped about the ring like Godzilla, swiping at the air and laughing with anticipated pleasure on discovering how weedy his adversary looked, who stood with his feet planted firmly at the centre of the ring. The Englishman towered above him, perhaps in emulation of the English Tower, and beat the flag on his chest and bellowed, pointing at the little man with the defiant expression as much as to say that making mincemeat of him would be a walk in the park. When he saw that the other man didn’t bat an eyelid, he roared and mocked some more, until the audience tired of him and shouted at him to just get on with it, let’s see what you’re made of. The Englishman’s first clumsy drop kick was inevitably dodged by the Argentinian conscript with a nimble flick of the waist – a mere shimmy – and the Englishman went flying into the ropes and toppled out of the ring under his own momentum. ‘Out, out, out,’ yelled the ecstatic audience, ‘we’ve thrown them out!’ But the Englishman realises the wee man isn’t such a pushover and, after squatting at the side of the ring, climbs back in toting an SRL rifle, and, paying little heed to the audience’s horrified cries, starts pounding the defenceless Argentinian soldier with the butt; he eventually goes down on the canvas under the impassive gaze of American referee Bob Whitehouse, who starts the count as if nothing out of the ordinary were taking place. Seven … eight … and always, just before the count of ten, when the stadium’s filled with howls of disapproval, comes the miracle. The Argentinian soldier, who looked to be unconscious, is suddenly flying through the air and landing with all his might on the Englishman’s expression of bestial delight … Yes, it’s the Argentinian commandos’ famous secret flying kick: the Pucará Punt! To a man the stadium rises to its feet, the screams threatening to blow the distended dome off and into the night! The Englishman staggers and, before he recovers his balance, another drop kick, and another, until once again he topples out of the ring! The Yank tries to hold the soldier back to give the Englishman a fighting chance to recover, but the Argentinian starts laying into the referee and knocks him out of the ring too! Then he tears off the canvas and the Malvinas Islands appear, emblazoned on the floor beneath! One foot on each island, he raises his fists and proclaims himself the victor. The stadium erupts with happiness the way it does every week.


‘So when do we get to see the video game?’ Sergio asked when we were finished celebrating.


‘Two or three days tops. The sooner I get to see the model, the better,’ I said to Ignacio, who was miles away and went ‘Eh?’


‘The model.’


‘Not much more to go, honest,’ he said, thinking I was complaining.


‘You’ve been telling us the same thing for ten years,’ Tomás chipped in. ‘And there’s always more to go. We were supposed to be able to use it. That’s why we’ve put up with you.’


Ignacio looked at him with the expression of a frightened child, then at Sergio and me, his head turning this way and that like a sparrow on the ground.


‘You’ve got to be patient, lads,’ he begged. ‘It isn’t ready yet. I want it to be perfect for the great day. And there are so many details. I’m working on it at night too.’ He began to calm down when he realised nobody was insisting, not so much because they were convinced, but because they’d heard it all before. ‘It’ll be better than the original, you’ll see,’ he concluded, smiling, realising he’d got away with it yet again.




* * *





His smile was the last thing I saw before the darkness of his cellar swallowed him up.


‘Bulb’s gone.’ His voice reached me over the noise of his feet taking two steps at a time before I’d even dared to set foot on the first. I was still groping my way down along the peeling wall when I heard him reach the bottom and flick the switch, filling the enormous chamber with the light of a sudden dawn.


Sometimes when, after a sleepless night rocked by the constant shuddering of the bombs, we’d see the first blue light of day from the hill washing across the implacable sky and gratefully drop dead for a measly hour’s sleep, we’d awaken later in the morning to see the same view that greeted me now, as if the ten intervening years had been just a passing dream of that brief hour of peace. Before my eyes, as I looked on from the top of the stairs, nestling between the smooth, stretched sheet of the bay and the semicircle of hills that surrounded it like plumped pillows, were dotted the two hundred-odd houses of the Islands’ ephemeral and eternal capital, the town of Puerto Argentino, as it might have looked to a passing gull one quiet late-April morning, when there were still no craters, no gutted buildings with their insides on view, no torn-up trees heralding the arrival of history in the town.


‘Whoa!’ I exclaimed. ‘It’s exactly the same.’


Ignacio turned round and smiled. He’d gone red.


‘Looking good, isn’t it,’ he said, gazing at it again, as if in its presence he were only allowed to take his eyes off it for a few brief seconds.


Descending the remaining stairs, I put my arm round his shoulder and once again we gazed upon it together. He’d reproduced the houses identically one by one, erecting walls of cardboard or glued matchsticks, painting them white or yellow, roofing them with aluminium from beer cans in blue, red or green. ‘Corrugated,’ he explained proudly, ‘with a fork.’ Between each garden – or rather, vegetable patch – he’d set up fences of foam rubber, which also grew in the tops of the town’s few trees – the only ones on the island. I could easily recognise the two churches, the dance hall, the post office, the Governor’s house … Tiny soldiers stood guard in defences camouflaged with gauze, dyed – as he eagerly pointed out – with coffee dregs and surrounded by snarls of wire knotted at regular intervals to simulate the barbs, or directed their still sceptical eyes at the virgin sky painted on the basement ceiling and walls, at the neat foxholes dug in the papier mâché hills, or from the snaking contour of the Avenida Ross and its three straight jetties to the calm, corrugated-nylon waters of the shipless bay. He’d managed to find jeeps and tanks and anti-aircraft cannon that looked almost identical to the originals, models of plastic or lead that he’d carefully hand-painted himself. A Lockheed Hercules, like the one that flew us to the Islands, was unloading military supplies at the southern tip of the airport, and on every hill, following either orders or routine, the conscripts were digging trenches: the Correntinos of R4 among the crags of Enriqueta and Dos Hermanas; the marine infantry on Tumbledown, William and Zapador; the R7 perched on the edges of Wireless Ridge and Longdon. It was just like being back in the Islands.


‘Remember?’ Ignacio said to me as he ran from one end to the other. ‘This was where Diego got hit.’


‘You’ve got the peat just right,’ I said pointing to the open ground between the town and the rocky hillsides.


‘Touch it,’ he said to me with the smile of a proud father.


I touched it, and my finger sank in the soft terrain, the hollow immediately filling with brackish water.


‘Ohh! It’s just like the real thing! How did you do it?’


‘Foam rubber, covered by a layer of soil and yerba maté. I spray it occasionally to keep it waterlogged. The yerba’s for luck,’ he winked at me. ‘Says the land’s one hundred per cent Argentinian.’


He ran beside me as I strolled around it, eagerly drawing my attention to any details I might have overlooked, pointing and gesticulating at every rock, every dry stream, every flock of sheep, every minefield. Ignacio wasn’t built for generalities; everything was fiercely individual, every element had been created by his own hand and was unique and irreplaceable. ‘Was that the shape of those rocks, the hotel windows, this corner?’ he kept asking me and I kept repeating yes, yes, yes, as if it were possible to remember. No one, not even the Kelpers themselves, knew this area of the Islands better than he did. ‘I’ll be an invaluable aid when we go back,’ he kept repeating while I committed the layout of the coastal defences, the approach roads to the town, the radar stations to memory. ‘They’ll have to put me in charge of strategy. We could bomb Stanley into the ground and rebuild Puerto Argentino from my model, with the added advantage that we’d get rid of all the changes it must have suffered over the last ten years. I’ve even put Kelpers, look.’ All that differentiated the little figures were tiny daubs of red or yellow that stood out against the general olive green, but Kelpers they were. ‘They’ll be replaced by Argentinian settlers one day.’


At first we’d thought it was absurd that he should go to so much trouble to build something that would be razed to the ground in a mock battle in a single day, but he was so enthusiastic that we just let him get on with it. ‘It’ll be much better if you wait a bit, lads. What’s the fun in doing it all in a rush like that?’ he’d say, but by then it was obvious he was trying to buy time. His excuse was always the need to extend the model. ‘What do you mean we aren’t going to include Dos Hermanas, eh? They earned it R4 did.’ The four walls of the cellar soon left him without an argument. He spent a couple of desperate months planning how to saw to pieces what he’d done so far and rebuild it somewhere with unlimited potential for territorial expansion, but everyone suspected that the project would be prolonged indefinitely that way, and no one gave him any support. ‘Be realistic,’ we told him. So then he tried another tack. Until then it had been a vague scheme, with cardboard boxes instead of houses, and plasticine vehicles: a three-dimensional model that was only of any use for replaying the war and reshuffling alternatives. His new undertaking was on a far vaster scale: he wanted to exactly reproduce every stone, every window, every fence, every participant; to capture, as in a high-res satellite photograph, every detail of that April morning when war was still a remote possibility, and hold up the perfection of his model as a lucky charm against its arrival. Ignacio had discovered quite intuitively that space is infinitely divisible and that, as long as you keep on dividing, you can make time stand still. There would always be some detail to add to the increasingly perfect reproduction of that eternal 30th April, and until that day reached its fruition, 1st May would have to wait. He became obsessive. He began to read book after book, to visit the houses of ex-combatants one by one asking them for photos or letters and grilling them for hours: ‘So there were two cypresses here, this high? And this house’s vegetable patch was well tended? What colour was the store sign?’ He’d spend hours mixing pigments on a palette to get the exact tones; he rehearsed for weeks with filters and spotlights to achieve ‘the precise effect of shadows and reflections created by the southern light at that time of day.’ And when he suggested reproducing the houses’ interiors through the cellophane windows, we had to threaten to cut off his funding. ‘But what sense does it make to retake the town, lads, if it isn’t the same one?’ he’d argue, but we were adamant. ‘Two more years waiting for you to touch up some fat Kelper bint on the crapper? You’re losing yourself in the details, mate. Can’t see the cunt for the pubes,’ we’d reply. ‘You don’t understand, you don’t understand,’ he’d mutter, but I had begun to understand. He’d come to love his town so much that the real one had ceased to matter to him.


‘If you’d give me unlimited funds and a team of men under my command,’ he repeated now, resting his hands on the cruel edge reality had imposed on his world, ‘I could go on to complete the whole island. It isn’t like it was before: we’ve got maps, knowledge of the terrain … The other island would be child’s play after that. I can make them so perfect nobody’d notice the difference. Can you imagine? We could open a Disney-style Malvinas World. And when they get started on the Malvinas war films, then they’ll come knocking, you’ll see.’


He looked at me with wide eyes and trembling smile, begging me not to destroy the dream in two words, perhaps hoping that after my visit I’d persuade the others of the need to wait as long as it would take. I imagine that at some stage, out of sheer desperation, he considered using the old ruse of undoing at night what he’d built during the day, but he must have realised how useless that would prove: it wasn’t us he wanted to cheat, but time itself. The town, which had lasted just seventy-four days, would attain eternal life through him, and I was standing before someone who’d found a purpose in life and given himself to it body and soul, to the exclusion of all else, rejecting other realities as illusory, deaf to any voices but the ones that reached him from the shores of his promised land. It made me envious and I decided to get my own back.


‘If you ask me, it’s done,’ I said.


He fell back on the creator’s stock excuse.


‘Maybe for you. You see it from the outside, you only go by appearances. But only I can tell when it’s really finished.’


‘And what will you do when we stop sending you funds?’


His face looked like someone had just twisted his arm, and his eyes filled with tears.


‘You too, Felipe …?’


‘You know there are people who’ve gone hungry to support you over this. But the idea was always to use it to plan the recovery. You’re perverting a collective project for purely personal ends.’


It was as easy and risk-free as making a child suffer. 


‘How can you say that, Felipe?’ he said tearfully. ‘Look at us standing here together,’ he said, pointing at the barricade of old tyres and the blue-and-white house where we’d sometimes had to stand guard. Alongside Ignacio and myself were Sergio and Tomás, and we were eating something apparently and drinking maté all together, chatting and having a good time, hoping upon hope that the conversation would never end, as if we knew what was in store for us. ‘They just want to scare us. You’ll see, everything’ll sort itself out without a shot being fired,’ Tomás would repeat to us, world without end, like a mantra against the first screams falling from the sky, and we’d nod, confident that the mere repetition of sounds would be enough to stop time and make his words come true.


‘The tyres are good. How did you make them?’


He smiled proudly, wiping away a tear on his sleeve.


‘Polo mints and dirty fingers. And the best thing is you don’t need glue.’


‘Another display of Argentinian ingenuity,’ I acknowledged. ‘But you’re straying from the facts,’ I said, pointing at myself. ‘I was locked away with the radio all the time. They had me translating the BBC all day.’


‘What do you want me to do, put you inside where no one can see you? There’s no pleasing you bastards. Ramiro’s already driven me bonkers about putting a 12.7mm machine gun on Enriqueta, when he never actually set foot out of town or ever carried more than a twisted old FAL. Look, there he is, otherwise I’d have had to give him the money back. Ah well, I’ve no objections. Now at last we get to choose. That’s why I put us all together, Felipe. Even if you get annoyed with me and don’t want to see me anymore, here at least we’ll go on being friends forever,’ he said, and smiled in such a way that I couldn’t help being moved.


‘Actually, it looks great,’ I admitted, won over to his cause once again. ‘I’ll see if I can talk the lads into giving you an extension. It can’t be forever, mind,’ I warned him, but I think he only heard the first half. He was so desperate that every day gained savoured of eternity.


I hung around a long time, locating the vague and disembodied memories of ten years ago in the model’s network of precise distances and ratios, asking questions, recording details. I took with me a pile of books and magazines, staggering under their weight, and, at the top of the stairs, before I disappeared into the night with my burden, Ignacio, showing he had been listening till the end, shouted to me from below.


‘If you can’t persuade them,’ he said to me, ‘I’ve got another message for them.’


‘What?’ I shouted.


‘Tell them I shall defend my Islands whatever the cost may be. Tell them I shall never surrender.’
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