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            I wondered too, as Georges Bataille suggested, that if in the pleasure of inflicting death and torture, there is also a quality of childhood, of a life ‘unbounded by civilized properties’.

            —Aldo Civico, The Para-State: An Ethnography of Colombia’s Death Squads

            Invisible things are not necessarily ‘not-there’; … a void may be empty but not be a vacuum.

            —Toni Morrison, ‘Unspeakable Things Unspoken’vi
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            LALO

         

         The bus route down from the Medellín airport doesn’t make you nauseous like it used to, not like when you were last driven on it twenty years ago, an eight-year-old girl on her way to Heathrow. Now you’re twenty-eight and the road is still one sharp curved turn after another, past restaurants with names like Sancho Paisa and trashy nightclubs like Oh My Sweet Jesus. Grinning statues of machete-wielding farmers, Texaco gas station stars. PANADERÍA signs on every corner, scraggly half-dead grass on the side of the highway. And down there in the valley below is the city – your city – its far-off lights lurking like tiny star clusters from a distant galaxy, awaiting your arrival.

         When you get off the bus at the Sandiego mall, a girl in a collared shirt heaves your suitcase into the front seat of a cab, paying no mind to your apologetic warning of Careful, it’s very heavy. You overtip her out of nervousness and she bows her head: —Thank you, miss. The taxi driver gets lost and keeps refusing to go down the street you insist is correct, based on the directions saved on your phone. —I really think it’s this way, you say, as he turns the steering wheel in the opposite direction of where you’re pointing.

         By the time the driver has managed to lurch your suitcase on to the pavement, a man has come out of the building. He stands at an awkward distance, arms crossed, like he doesn’t 4want to get too close. You pay the taxi driver in exact change and he says, —Thank you, beautiful.

         When the taxi finally drives off it feels like the man has been standing there an uncomfortably long time. His head is shaved close to the scalp and he’s wearing a long-sleeved white shirt that hangs past his wrists and white exercise sweatpants with a black line running down the sides. Even his tennis shoes are white: a clean white, like they’ve just been purchased. He could be an assistant football coach, or a sports-shoe salesman.

         —… Matty? you say.

         But the man shakes his head. —He’s not here, he says. He should be back soon. But he told us you were coming. Don’t worry, he left very specific instructions.

         —Instructions, you say.

         —That’s correct.

         A shudder jolts through your torso but you’re able to restrain yourself: hopefully it looks more like a twitch, rather than a violent spasm. An unexpectedly chill breeze makes you grateful for your tights, impulsively purchased at the last minute from Terminal 3’s Boots pharmacy. One of the few memories you have left of Medellín (cradled close to your body, carefully, like you’re carrying a basket of eggs) is the temperate weather. Welcome to the City of Eternal Spring – that’s what the pilot said on the loudspeaker. But you don’t recall Medellín being this cool in the evening.

         The man reaches for your suitcase. —This is embarrassing, he says, but I didn’t grab my keys. We’ll have to knock hard and hope somebody’s listening.

         His shirtsleeve has risen up his arm. On the back of his 5hand, you see what looks like scar tissue: puckered wrinkled holes, lumpy like the bark of a tree.

         —No problem, you say. Totally fine. (Apparently you’ve turned into a US cheerleader, all optimistic pep talk.)

         —Or I’ll tell you what, he says. Are you hungry? Do you want to go get a drink? Let’s take the suitcase and come right back.

         —Um, you say. You look down the road. An old woman has come out of a building and is placing a fat garbage bag by a tree. It all seems domestic enough. Sure, you say. Why not.

         Your suitcase makes a terrible rasping sound every time it goes over a crack in the pavement. He walks quickly despite dragging your suitcase along and doesn’t seem bothered when it sways dangerously after going over a ledge. Following him down the street, like a duckling trailing after its mother, you tell him about airport security. When you’d sent your suitcase through the conveyor belt, the lady looking at the X-ray screen had furrowed her brow. She’d leaned to the left, Tower of Pisa style, and tried to catch your eye.

         Did you pack boxes in here? she’d asked. Dozens of them? Making a rectangular shape with her hands.

         —Books, you tell the man now as he pauses by the traffic lights. I brought too many books with me. I’m sorry it’s so heavy.

         —I’d never expect a woman’s suitcase to not be, he says. Watch out, here come the motos.

         An army of helmeted figures on motorcycles buzz by, an angry swarm. You take a step back, swallowing hard. You hope you’re not standing inappropriately close to him. He has a strong smell of BO, a musky scent you never encounter in 6London, not even in the sweatiest, swampiest hours on the Tube. Why is being back in Colombia a reminder that you have a physical body, that it’s an actual thing existing in space?

         —Those motos sound like insects, you say. From a monster movie.

         He makes a face as though what you’ve said is very strange and he needs to struggle to understand it.

         —If you ever get lost, he says, tell the taxi driver to take you to the Anthill headquarters. Tell him Circular, and then these numbers …

         —I know, you say. I have the address. (You don’t add How else would I have got here?)

         —Or, he says, just tell them, ‘The Anthill headquarters, please.’ If you’re anywhere near this neighbourhood they’ll know exactly what you mean.

         You nod, refraining from thanking him, the most tepid of feminist victories.

         —I don’t mean to be condescending, he says, suitcase wobbling wildly as he steps off the pavement. I just want you to be safe. Mattías would kill me if I didn’t protect you. Like, literally kill me.

         He makes a gesture across his stomach, velociraptor-claw style. On your face: the slowest of smiles.

         —Would he, now, you say, and the feeling of gratitude spreading through your stomach is like something warm getting spilled.

         The restaurant is comida pacífica, food from the coast. He orders you a portion of fried fish, which seems a bit heavy for this time of night, but since no one has brought you a menu it feels fussy to request one. For himself, he orders a plate 7with all the sides (plantain, cabbage, coconut rice) but nothing else.

         —I don’t eat animals, he says, moving his knife and fork out of the way as the waitress sets down a basket full of popcorn. But I ordered you ocean fish. Not river. Whenever you can, get ocean.

         —Aren’t we a bit far from the ocean?

         —Not at all. He shoves a handful of popcorn into his mouth. The owners of this place, their family lives in Chocó. They ship it here direct in special ice containers. Trust me, whenever you can, avoid fish from the river. No tilapia or carp ever; it’s bad for the environment. Have you ever been to the Pacific coast?

         —No. I never had the chance to travel when I lived here.

         —You didn’t? the man says, tilting his head in the universal manner that signifies Tell me more.

         You tell him the basics, speed-dating style. Your Colombian mother, killed in a traffic accident when you were eight. Your British father, a lawyer who sent you to English boarding school. He followed you to England soon after, moving back into his family home in the south-west. He’s still living there – at least, you haven’t heard otherwise.

         —Does it look the way you remember it? the man says, taking the beers directly from the waitress before she has a chance to set them down. Medellín, I mean.

         —I have a really bad memory, you say, raising the bottle to your lips. I was only eight when I left.

         The man nods, as if this is acceptable. He starts talking about himself. In the time it takes you to need a second round of beers, you learn his name is Lalo, he’s a freelance writer, he just came back from a three-week camping trip on the Pacific 8coast of Chocó, and he’s been volunteering at the Anthill since the day it opened, over three years ago.

         —Working at the Anthill saved my life, he says, as you use your tongue to poke at a popcorn kernel stuck in your molar. It did! I would have been lost without it! But remind me again – how is it you know Mattías?

         You pinch at the flap of skin beside your thumb, then your index finger, descending down your hand like a musical scale. If you pinch hard enough, you can almost feel the redness. — We grew up together, you say. We lived in the same house when we were kids. (You almost don’t say it, but then go ahead anyway, brutally, like it’s nothing.) We were best friends. Why … What did Mattías say about me?

         —Exactly that, Lalo says, rotating his beer so that the logo faces him. He said exactly that. How lovely the two of you were able to get back in touch. Did he contact you first? Or—

         —No, you say quickly. I, ah, got his email. From a mutual friend.

         Lalo picks at the label on his bottle. —Mattías always talks about your father – how he’s been a great friend of the Anthill and all that. Financially, I mean.

         This is news to you. —He has?

         —Of course! He’s even said that if it weren’t for your father’s contributions, the Anthill wouldn’t exist. Mattías went to so many people! He must have raised around twenty thousand dollars in the beginning! He’s very grateful to your father, obviously.

         —Grateful, you echo. Of course.

         When the waitress asks if you’d like another drink, you don’t even let her finish the sentence before blurting out, —Yes.9

         As you push the slice of lime down the bottle’s neck, Lalo gives you the basic lowdown about the Anthill. —The Anthill children come every day, he says, the lime fizzing in your beer. Five days a week. Fridays are different; that’s when we serve Community Meal. We offer all kinds of classes: art, sports, English, computers for the teens. We only have three computers, unfortunately. How long are you in Medellín for? Will you be staying here your whole trip? You could teach English. Or anything you want, really.

         —I don’t exactly have a plan, you say, not mentioning your one-way ticket, purchased with your associate tutor stipend. I just thought it’d be good to come back for a bit. It’s been so long.

         —Will you be working on anything while you’re here?

         —What do you mean?

         He drums his fingers on the table. —Like on a book, or something.

         —Oh, I’m not a writer.

         —Oh!

         He sits there, looking at you. So you say, —I study literature. And teach it, I guess.

         A young man carrying a stack of CDs approaches the table. He says he’s from Venezuela, that this is a rap single he wrote and recorded himself, that he’d appreciate any help you’re able to provide, God willing. Lalo gives him a crumpled-up bill, you give him a coin, but neither of you accepts a CD. After he leaves, Lalo says, —A lot of people are coming to Medellín these days to be writers. A lot of volunteers. I’m working on a book about Medellín myself, actually. You wouldn’t be alone!10

         You shake your head. You almost don’t say it, then go ahead anyway, in a rush of beer-induced honesty: —I used to want to be a writer. When I was a kid, I mean.

         He nods as if satisfied, not asking for more details.

         The food comes out shortly: beautifully curved mountains of coconut rice and thinly sliced cabbage. A giant fried plantain, flattened like an ancient cowpat, takes up most of the plate.

         —Delicious, Lalo says, leaning over with his knife and lifting the bones from your fish in one swift motion. I never ate food like this growing up. With everything so beautifully laid out. So well arranged. Back in the orphanage, they used to serve us leftovers all mixed together. Tuna, cucumber, chorizo, watermelon, white rice, the works. I’m not kidding! What’s this, I’d sometimes ask, if I was feeling brave. But the answer was always the same: You’re going to eat it, they’d say, and you’re going to be thankful. So there we’d be, sadly scooping our spoons in and out, like builders forced to eat their own cement mix.

         You can’t help but laugh at how sheepish he looks, like a puckish small boy about to start trouble. —To me, you say, that’s basically child abuse. If someone fucks with my food, they’re done for.

         He smiles with his mouth closed. —The orphanage was a wonderful place, he says. They took very good care of me. I’d have been lost without it. But it’s funny how as a child everything is so mixed-up all the time, isn’t it? You don’t get any say in the matter. It’s much better being an adult.

         —I dunno. Taxes … groceries …

         You don’t say, Some days I can barely do my laundry. Or, Let alone return overdue library books. Forget about responding to gently concerned emails.11

         He takes a long swig of beer. —I suppose I can never show you my room now. You’ll see my unmade bed and scream.

         You smile back. —How long were you in the orphanage?

         He shakes his head. —No, no. Please, you first: where did you grow up after you left Medellín? What happened? Where did you go?

         So you tell him in more detail, third-date level sharing rather than speed dating: living in that English boarding school. Twenty years ago in a cold northern city. You didn’t know how to use the microwave, you loathed the taste of tea with milk, you’d never made your own bed and plantain chips were nowhere to be seen. The other international students were from Mumbai and Hong Kong, Beijing and Singapore. A boy from Dubai nicknamed you Paula Escobar; the girls invented the rumour that your feet had dandruff, due to the smears of bicarbonate of soda still left in your shoes. One of the few physical traces of Medellín you’d managed to bring with you, all the way across the Atlantic Ocean. Apparently, in England, nobody’s feet ever stank or grew sweaty.

         But as the white traces in your shoes gradually faded, so did that initial feeling, in the following weeks, months, years (and this is the part you don’t say to Lalo, your voice slowly trailing to a halt). Junior school, senior school, uni. Twenty years in England – can you really call yourself Colombian any more? Isn’t it ultimately a bit pathetic, a bit petty, clinging to those first eight years as a desperate marker of – whatever it is? God knows where your Colombian passport is, if it ever existed at all. And then there’s the weight of the money – your father’s family money – fat in the bank account, heavier and more real than anything else. British money is solid; it’s straightforward; 12it makes things happen and makes things possible; while Colombia is a vague weightless ghost you occasionally invoke as a wispy spell that proves – what? In pubs, you’ve often talked about Colombia in a deeply amused voice, rattling off the blandly standard details from any upper-class Third World childhood (or were you technically middle-class, compared to the other children whose families owned islands and helicopters and horse farms?). How, as a child, you never rode in a bus or a taxi. You grew up with maids and security guards in the apartment. Instead of fire drills your school had kidnapping drills. Etc., etc.

         Sometimes your audience have asked questions. Other times they’ve laughed uneasily. More often than not, they’ve sipped their drinks and eyed you. Wow, they’ve occasionally ventured. You don’t sound Colombian … like, at all.

         It was a long slow lesson, but you learned it eventually: how there’s something undeniably a bit … off about you.

         Something embarrassing.

         Maybe you’re just kind of privileged and oblivious. Maybe you’re just plain sad. Whatever it is, it’s definitely something to be ashamed of. Deep inside you, rotting away.

         And if there’s one thing ten years of boarding school, three years of uni and never-ending years of postgraduate studies have taught you, it’s that there’s nothing you can ever do to hide it.

         But what you do end up telling Lalo is how awkward it was – back in boarding school, when you’d open the door and someone else would do the exact same thing across the hall, so you were left staring at each other. —Sometimes, you say, picking at your napkin, I would immediately turn to the wall 13and press my ear against it, like I’d heard an awful noise. Just to avoid making eye contact. Sometimes I’d even mutter to myself.

         —Brilliant, he says, dropping a forkful of rice into his lap. If I’d seen that, I would have run back inside. You wouldn’t have seen me for the rest of the term!

         Speaking of eye contact, his is intense: unwavering, unblinking. Like two Jedi swords jabbing at you. Enlarged red bumps dot the side of his shaved skull, like buttons on a weapon suitable for space warfare.

         It takes some getting used to, but in terms of dinner conversation, there’s something enjoyable about Lalo’s dazed flitting from one topic to another. —We’ve been doing very well at the Anthill in terms of attendance, he says, holding the plantain to his mouth like a harmonica. But we need to expand. Dance classes, music. Financial literacy for the mothers. It’s very important that the Anthill continues to support the community, to establish the values the neighbourhood needs during these uncertain times. The country is going through an interesting transition at the moment, as I’m sure you know. Have you ever had a boyfriend?

         —Sure, you say, not missing a beat. You tell him about Dan Crawley, second year of uni. Dan Crawley was famous for playing sports you never quite understood, mysterious activities like hockey and cricket. You asked him once if he could give you a ‘love bite’ (you say this in English awkwardly, not knowing the Spanish translation), because you’d seen so many girls sporting them in your creative writing workshops – it had seemed like a badge of pride at the time, some weird initiation ritual.14

         —‘Love bite’? he says, repeating the English phrase.

         —Like a bruise, you say, touching his neck, close to the collarbone. You give it to someone by sucking. I think it’s also called a ‘hickey’?

         There’s a flicker of a second where it could go a variety of ways: he could smile nervously. He could look confused. He could even recoil, thereby justifying the sudden tension coiling up in your stomach of Oh fuck, I’ve gone and done it again.

         But what he does is laugh and clap his hands. —‘Hickey’, he says in English, in a surprisingly clear accent. I used to do that when I was a kid: make giant bruises on my arm. Here, here and here, he says, lightly touching the back of your wrist, the centre of your forearm, the crease of your elbow. I once made a really big one there, he says, placing his hand on your shoulder. It looked like Africa. When a schoolteacher saw it, he asked if the orphanage staff were beating me.

         He laughs again.

         —Did it hurt?

         His gaze flickers briefly to a man walking by, selling bouquets of wilted roses. Your shoulder feels cold when he takes his hand away. —Only when I touched it.

         By the fourth beer the food has long since been cleared from the table. Even the crumpled-up wrappers from the coconut candies are gone. You reach inside your handbag and touch your box of cigarettes, but it doesn’t seem appropriate to whip one out and pronounce your identity as a smoker, not yet.

         —Oh God, he says, his phone whistling like a bird. He turns it face down on the table. I’m so sorry; I have no control over that. This guy from Spain, he was an Anthill volunteer a few 15months ago. He’s always sending me pornography videos on WhatsApp. He’s crazy!

         —Pornography?

         —Exactly. Exactly! His wife would go crazy if she knew! And it’s not just to me, either – there’s like nine other people in the chat group. Women, even! Gringas like you. God, we used to get so many volunteers from Europe. We haven’t had one for ages. Gringos are much more interested in Colombia than Europeans, don’t you think?

         —I’m not from the US, you say. I’m not a gringa. But he picks up his phone and taps at the screen, like he hasn’t heard.

         —Can I ask you something? he says, slipping the phone back into his pocket. What did you call me, back there on the pavement? When you first saw me?

         —Huh? You’re suddenly aware of that popcorn kernel again, still stuck in your upper molar. Oh. I said ‘Matty’. He’s … It’s what I called Mattías when we were kids.

         —Did you? That’s very interesting, he says, as if speaking to himself. And I’m sorry, what do you go by again?

         You pick up your napkin. You’ve shredded it into pieces so ragged, they’d barely serve as mummy bandages. —My full name is Maria Carolina, you say, but everyone calls me Carolina. (In England, you’re actually often referred to as Caroline, but you rarely bother to correct people.)

         —So what should I call you, then?

         He’s leaning forward, pressing his torso against the table. Hands tensed like claws.

         —You can call me whatever you want.

         —I’ll be honest with you, he says. With so many volunteers coming and going from the Anthill, it becomes hard for me to 16tell them apart. In my head they tend to all be the same – the new volunteer.

         He laughs but his hands are still tensed, fingers stiff. His shirtsleeve has risen up, exposing those puckered-lip scars.

         You scrunch the napkin into a tight ball. —If you like, you can call me Lina.

         —What?

         He says it so sharply, you can’t help but sound defensive. —It’s what Mattías used to call me! Or at least … that’s what I remember.

         He leans back into his chair. Away from the table, away from you. —He doesn’t.

         A motorcycle screeches to an abrupt stop behind you; your heart jumps against the bones of your chest, a startled caged animal. —Doesn’t what?

         —Remember. Lalo rises to his feet. Excuse me, with your permission.

         He heads to the back of the restaurant. While he’s gone, a woman with acne offers to sell you a plastic bag full of nuts, which you accept. A few tables away, an old man with a tiny black dog in his lap raises his glass and throws ice over his shoulder, scattering it all over the street.

         —Let’s go, Lalo says, appearing at your side. It’s getting late.

         —But the bill?

         —I took care of it, don’t worry. He touches you on the elbow as you stand up. Listen, I wanted to ask you something: did you really mean it earlier, what you said about teaching some classes?

         He wraps his fingers around the beer bottles’ slender necks, lining them up at the table’s edge.17

         You don’t recall saying you were willing to teach anything. But he keeps talking: —Because it would be a great help to us. We’d truly appreciate it. I know Mattías would too.

         —What kind of classes?

         —Whatever you want. English, if that’s easiest.

         You make a face.

         He smacks his hand against his forehead, as if this reaction of yours is unbearable, intolerable. —No, forget that, forget I even suggested it! God, Lalo, so stupid of you! What an idiot! I know what you can do, he says, wagging a finger. You can run Leadership Club.

         —Leadership? (It seems you’ve moved on from only expressing yourself via cheerleader-speak to high-pitched questions.)

         —It’ll be easy, he says. Trust me. We’ve chosen specific children to participate, the ones who’ll benefit the most. Kids who are well behaved and get along with others.

         —It all sounds a bit vague.

         —That’s because it is. Mattías runs it, you see.

         When he says Mattías’s name this time, you have to swallow hard: rising warm liquid, the taste in your mouth you get when you’re carsick.

         Lalo says quickly, —But he’ll be much happier if you run it instead! Especially if doing it makes you happy.

         —Is that true?

         Lalo nods fervently.

         Mattías: happy that you’re happy.

         —Okay, you say. Sure. Leadership Club it is. I’m not good with kids, though.

         He lines up the last beer bottle, clinking its belly against its companions. —But I thought you were a writer?18

         —Pardon?

         —Teacher! He smacks his forehead again. Sorry, sorry. Lalo, you dummy, ugh! I meant to say: you’re a teacher, correct?

         You think about it: the first-year undergrads you taught last term. Sixty-plus essays about Roland Barthes. You submitted your marks three days late and never responded to any of the module leader’s increasingly frenzied emails. Your student evaluations contained comments like The tutor did not seem to know what she was doing and This class was more of a book club than a seminar.

         —Yeah, you say. I’m a teacher. Sure.

         —‘Piece of cake’, he says in English, surprising you again with his perfect accent. You can pay the volunteer fee tomorrow. We ask everyone for a one-time contribution, the equivalent of sixty US dollars. I’ll take you to the cash machine first thing, no problem. Shall we go to the bar?

         You look at the row of beer bottles: it would be so easy, saying Yes. But instead you say (in an untypical demonstration of non-alcoholic restraint), —I should probably go to bed.

         —Of course, he says. I didn’t mean to pressure you.

         —No, no. Next time, I promise.

         He claps his hands, as if sealing the deal.

         On the walk back, the two of you pass a Virgin Mary statue on a squat cement block, her hands broken off. —A paramilitary victim, Lalo says, pointing at her granite stumps, but you don’t laugh. A flying cockroach buzzes past, brushing your arm.

         —Jesus, you say, stopping in your tracks. Isn’t that lovely.

         He turns and karate-kicks the roach against the cement. You can’t help but scream in surprise at how fast he’s moved, the 19explosion of noise, the roach’s little brown body smashed against the statue’s base.

         —That’s how you do it, he says, straightening his shirt. That’s how you clean this place up.

         You glance over your shoulder as you walk away. The roach has left a dark smear under the Virgin’s feet.

         —You need to be careful in this city, he says, resting his hand briefly on a telephone pole. Especially you, with skin like that. I wouldn’t carry your iPhone around if I were you. And forget about putting in earbuds.

         He starts crossing the street in long strides, his sweatpants swishing. You follow, your enormous suitcase squeaking behind you, which he didn’t offer to take this time.

         —Medellín has changed a lot in the past few years, he says. As I’m sure you know. Oh, it’s safer now, for sure. It’s a bit of a tired narrative, to be honest, about how the city has transformed and all that. Everybody loves a nice renewal story, no? But war is not something good; on that we can all agree. And there’s nothing better than having a quiet life with your family and living in peace. Who wouldn’t want that, right? But to me (he says, quickening his stride), if this country knew the truth of what’s going on – about what happened to its neighbourhoods, what’s still happening – the truth would make it fall apart. So when you’re walking around this city (he says, not looking at you as he speaks), when you’re looking at this person or that one, you won’t be able to recognise who was once a guerrilla or who was once a paramilitary. Who was bad or who was good. It’s like when you put something in the trash: it instantly becomes garbage. And it doesn’t matter if it used to be this thing or that thing, for the kitchen or the 20bathroom, used once and discarded or held on to for years and genuinely loved by someone, genuinely adored. Once they put you in the trash (he says, staring straight ahead, as though his eyesight is an intense beacon you both need to light the path ahead), you’re rotten. That’s just the way it is.

         As the two of you approach the Anthill headquarters, he pulls a ring of silvery keys out of his pocket.

         —Don’t kill me, he says, but I had them all along. I should have checked my pockets more carefully. What a dummy I am, right?

         —Ha, you say. You clutch the handle of your suitcase, looking vaguely around. More trash bags have been brought out, propped against the trees like freshly laid eggs. There’s a bottle of duty-free whisky in your suitcase – should you invite him into your room to keep drinking? Would that be weird? Would it be even weirder (not to mention somewhat pathetic) if you just kept the party going by yourself?

         The keys rattle in his hands as he raises them towards the lock. —I have something else to tell you, he says, but you have to promise not to kill me. Promise?

         —What? you say. It feels like the conversation is getting away from you, escaping, like a balloon sputtering around the room. Maybe the jetlag is kicking in but you suddenly feel very, very tired. Okay, you say. I promise.

         —It’s Mattías, he says. It’s me.
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            A HUNDRED THOUSAND YEARS INTO THE FUTURE

         

         At some point, I will wander through the abandoned building that was once our home. The orange plastic of my radiation suit will squeak with every step I take. I may or may not have a drone assistant, buzzing anxiously beside me, monitoring my vital signs amidst the deadly radiation. There I’ll go, pulling along my cart of supplies: tinned food. Geiger counter. Plastic ziplock bags.

         Inside the empty structure that was once our home, I’ll step carefully over shards of broken glass. Glowing, highly evolved mushrooms will sprout out of what remains of the wall; wallpaper will peel away like sunburnt skin. I’ll look around, eyes protected by rubber goggles. The drone will blinkingly inform me that safety readings are clear; advance investigations are a go.

         And then, if I want to, I’ll be able to superimpose what used to be here – like those colouring books with transparent paper, where you could lay one image on top of the other, changing what’s underneath. I’ll put the desk there, the window here, the bookshelf way over yonder. There are the brooms propped up on the couch. That’s where the water streamed in, under the balcony door. And here’s the door where your mother ran out, down the stairs, into the street.

         But no matter how long and hard I’ll look, I won’t be able to place you. Or me. The two of us, together.23

         I’ll keep looking, though: despite my drone’s nervous murmurs that it’ll probably be a good idea for us to go soon, that there’s danger in lingering. Using my top-secret code name, it’ll beam the message to me, the voice loud and clear:

         
      Come in, Arctic Fox. Arctic Fox, do you read me.
    

         But I won’t give up. Wherever you are, I will find you. No matter how far ahead into the future. No matter how far back into the past.24
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            PART II

            THE NEW VOLUNTEER
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            THE ANTHILL

         

         It’s the faded pink building down the road from the grocery store. An hour by bus from the Metrocable stop. Telephone wires cross the sky, chickens cluck from a nearby balcony, a dog with enormous testicles flees uphill. 1 p.m. Here they come.

         Chattering busily, streaming through the propped-open door. Ponytails bouncing, shirts untucked and speckled with dust from Tocineta and De Todito crisps. Some are in school uniforms, white socks pulled up to their knees. Most are in shorts and flimsy flip-flops, thin vest straps verging on uneasily inappropriate. Sweaters are tied tight over belly buttons or draped over shoulders. They’re never that many, and the majority are regulars.

         The new volunteer’s first day.

         —Hello, what’s your name? Donaldo. Hello, Donaldo, nice to meet you! And yours? Hello, Julián. Nice to meet you, Dulce. Margarita – what a beautiful name. No running, please. What’s your name, sorry? Becca? Betina? Sorry, Betina. Sorry, sorry. Thank you for standing in line, Dulce.

         Five minutes in and she’s sweating.

         The Anthill has been running after-school programmes in this neighbourhood for over three years now (is that right? Is Mattías going to give her an introductory talk, a tour of the premises?). One p.m. to three thirty. Five days a week. The children arrive by foot, mainly from local neighbourhood schools, 28sometimes further. They hitch rides with uncles and brothers on the backs of motorbikes. They weave through traffic jams of stalled cars and honking trucks. They hop over puddles and stroll past piles of cement blocks and ladders propped against unfinished buildings, homes that look more like construction sites.

         The Anthill children, arriving. They come with crusty nostrils and reddish-purple bruises under their eyeballs. U-shaped scratches on their foreheads and cheekbones. They come with lips split open from Lord knows what: grandmothers smacking them, wrestling matches in the schoolyard. After barely ten minutes, the new volunteer is already taken aback by the consistent presence of injuries: the cut-open knuckles, the beetle-shell-shaped scabs, eyes so swollen they can only peer out at the world through thin dark slits.

         Assembly is only just getting started, on the flattened dirt round the back that doubles as the football field. Thirty-something children sitting in three messy lines, calling out to friends. She makes her way through the sea of collared shirts and muddy trousers. Her assigned position this week is the line of little ones, kindergarteners to first-graders (ages five to seven). She already likes this age group – for the most part they seem well behaved, respectful of authority, easy to deal with. She doesn’t dare cast a glance in the direction of the older kids (ages eleven to thirteen), as though eye contact alone can be deadly. Girls with colourful beaded bracelets, stubby tongue piercings that only show when they talk. Boys with crucifixes and Nike logos shaved into their bristly skulls. They lean against each other and giggle, legs sticking out instead of crossed.

         She’s perfectly happy working with the young ones for now, thanks.29

         It’s Maryluz who supervises the older ones. Maryluz: caked-on eyeshadow and tight white jeans. Silver piercings in her nose and eyebrows; hoops in her earlobes and lip. The tiny heart-shaped jewels sewn on her pockets match the studs on her sandals, and her hair hangs down in a ponytail so long it needs two fat scrunchies to tie it back. Maryluz is, as they would say in England, a total babe, but the coldly efficient way she supervises the older kids (rapping the boys’ heads with her ringed knuckles, sternly intoning Keep your hands to yourself, please!) – it’s both awe-inspiring and intimidating.

         Eight to ten-year-olds, that’s Shauna’s watch: cheerfully North American (Montana? Wisconsin? One of those sad weird middle states), shockingly blonde-white hair (potentially dyed?), a Roberto Bolaño quote tattooed on her inner wrist in typewriter font. She gives the new volunteer the sunniest of smiles; the new volunteer smiles tightly back. If Shauna is a warm bubble of sunshine, Maryluz is a gritty, glittery rock. She makes accidental eye contact with Maryluz, who raises her floss-thin eyebrows and mouths a single word, piercings flashing in the sunlight:

         Mattías?

         The new volunteer shakes her head. More like a twitch. Where could he be; when is he arriving; is he coming or not? But then a few children start shouting. Pointing like sailors who’ve just spotted land, their chants growing louder and louder: Mattías, Mattías, Mattías!

         Here he comes, dashing up the dirt road. Sweat stains on his long-sleeved shirt, a fully inflated football tucked under his armpit (is that where he ran off to? Where would he have 30found a pump around here?). He’s giving high-fives, he’s calling out greetings, hugging children and calling them by name, hey Jordy, hey Nanci, I haven’t seen you in ages, Francisco, where have you been? He’s distributing fist-bumps, he’s racing to the front. He comes to a stop by the wall mural: stick figures holding hands, the Colombian flag with a heart in the middle, a floating blue peace sign. And then there are the squat words in streaky paint, the Anthill’s motto:

         
            ALL WELCOME!

            BE SAFE

            BE RESPECTFUL

            BE KIND

         

         He raises his hands, conductor style, ushering everyone into respectful silence.

         —Good afternoon, boys and girls!

         The reply is right on cue, a messy chorus: —Gooooooood aaaaafternoooooooon, Mister Mattías! Picking at shoelaces, wiggling fingers into ears, pinching their friends.

         
            *

         

         —I’m sorry, I’m sorry!

         That’s what he said to her, standing outside the volunteer headquarters. Laughing, grabbing her by the elbows, as she stood on the pavement and stared. Her hands had gone weak and floppy; her suitcase toppled over with a heavy crash, like the felled monument of a dictator after a war.

         —I shouldn’t have done that, he said. I know, I know. Come here.31

         He pulled her close into a hug, but she couldn’t raise her arms. She just stood there numbly, smelling the salty muskiness behind his ears. A grown man’s scent.

         When he let go and stepped away, she said in English, — What the fuck?

         —I’m sorry, he repeated, more serious now. But please understand my position. I haven’t seen you in twenty years. I wanted to see what you were like. How you behaved.

         —Jesus Christ. Her hands shook as she bent down and pulled her suitcase back up. The metal handle knocked against her hip in a painful way, but she didn’t cry out. Instead she said, Why would you do that? You couldn’t, like, not lie?

         —I know, I know. Listen. He put both hands on her shoulders and looked her straight in the eye, a very deep and uncomfortable stare. It’s been so long. I want to spend time with you and catch up. I want to get to know you. That’s very important to me. I’m so happy you emailed me, that you were able to come.

         —You’ve totally fucked with my head!

         —It’s okay, though. It’s okay. Please, let’s go inside and I’ll show you your room.

         The volunteer headquarters was essentially a ground-floor apartment: kitchen, living room, the basics. There was an empty bookcase by the wall and a tree stump by the window, and a couch covered in long white scratches, yellow stuffing vomiting out. It was all terribly sparse, as though decorated by monks from The Name of the Rose. He crossed the room in a few quick strides and opened the door to a bedroom, which smelled so strongly of paint her eyes immediately watered.

         —Off you go, he said, addressing three black cats curled up 32on a fleece blanket. They lifted their heads, blinking their large yellow eyes at him. Go on, get. I put in new sheets for you, he said, lifting the cats up one at a time and tossing them gently outside. My room’s in the back, behind the kitchen, but you won’t see much of me here. I’m very busy.

         —How long have you lived here? She sank down on the mattress, which rested on stacks of dusty wooden planks.

         —Two years. I rent both this building and the Anthill, which you’ll see tomorrow. It’s a Metrocable ride to get there and then the bus, so be sure to bring change. There’s no charge for the rent, only the one-time volunteer fee. But I do ask that when I’m not here, you please stay out of my room.

         —Of course!

         —There’s no lock on it, you see. It’s very important that I have privacy, a space for no one else but me. Does that sound fair?

         —Of course, she repeated. I understand.

         They looked at each other.

         —Well, he said. Goodnight.

         
            *

         

         —I hope, Mattías shouts, that you’re all having a good day!

         —Yeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeees! comes the cry.

         Near where the new volunteer is standing, a girl with dark eyebrows thick as caterpillars is repeatedly punching the boy sitting in front of her. The boy doesn’t even turn around, like he can’t be bothered to notice her abuse.

         The new volunteer taps the girl on the shoulder. —No hitting, please, she says, arranging her face into what is hopefully a stern yet kindly frown.33

         The girl stares back, still punching the boy with her clenched fist. The boy’s head slumps forward, but otherwise he doesn’t move.

         The new volunteer sighs.

         Thankfully Mattías gets straight to it, pointing at one volunteer after another, like a knight jabbing them with an invisible lance. —Today! We have! Art with Maryluz! Football outside with me! Homework in the Education Corner with Shauna! And Leadership Club students, please line up with our brand-new volunteer, Carolina! Rotations at two, Free Time at two thirty! Have fun, boys and girls, be SAFE, RESPECTFUL and KIND, and don’t forget to make good choices!

         And that’s it for assembly. The children rise in a huge wave, swarming towards the staff member they want to be with, some of them obeying Maryluz’s shrill cries of Walk, please, most of them not. The girl with thick eyebrows stands up, twisting the ear of the boy in front of her as she does so. He cries out, hands flying towards his face.

         —Bye, gringa! the girl says, waving sassily in the new volunteer’s direction.

         —Hey, the new volunteer says. I’m not a gringa.

         But the girl is already dashing towards Shauna, not looking back. The boy trails after her, pulling his arms into his sweater so that only his elbows stick out. From behind he looks like an amputee.

         The new volunteer crosses and uncrosses her arms as she follows them into the building. Maryluz’s kids are already sitting obediently in a circle, watching her intensely as she hands out folded wads of toilet paper and brightly coloured straws. Shauna is getting her kids settled at the battered plastic 34tables, helping notebooks out of bags, pencils out of cases, distributing photocopied worksheets in a very important-looking and professional manner. And behind her, outside, Mattías is leading his enormous group of football players, setting down orange plastic cones to use as goalposts while giving three girls a piggyback ride at once.

         He doesn’t even give her a backward glance.

         There’s something awful about seeing him older like this. Inappropriate, almost. Like the time she stalked the Gómez twins on Facebook. Those eight-year-old boys she had sung next to in the school Christmas choir performance, they were now tanned muscular hunks, floating in Jacuzzis, bloated faces grinning at selfie sticks as they raised Martini glasses. Or Emma Green’s last text message, sending out her new number: lost my phone at my own wedding, just my luck amirite (the reference to the missing phone had made the new volunteer swallow, hard). And then there was Emma’s brazen request, asking if she knew a Hackney-based coke dealer (pretty forward of me, haha, but you’ve lived here so long I figured you would know!). The girl who had played Mary in the school nativity play; the one who had accompanied her and Mattías every Sunday to the evangelical church; the only person in her third-grade classroom who had been able to make a paper plane correctly the first time. She left Emma’s text with two blue ticks next to it, not replying.

         She’s not an idiot – she didn’t expect anything different. But wasn’t there something a tiny bit traumatising about it? How things changed?

         But this (she reminds herself, with the sternness of a teacher shaking a finger at a child) is what she wanted. What she 35came for. She wanted to come back. And here she is. She curls fingers into fists (she’s been picking at her nails again, but thankfully they don’t look too red, not bad enough to be noticed). Takes a deep breath. Walks up to Maryluz and waits for a pause during her instructions.

         —Five squares each, Maryluz is saying, passing out the last wad of toilet paper. And if you rip it up on purpose, eat it, throw it away or do anything else that’s stupid or uncalled for, you don’t get any extras. We want to be good to the planet and not create extra trash. We need to take care of Planet Earth, the one thing we all share. Alma, is there a reason you’re not sitting with your bottom on the floor?

         —Maryluz? the new volunteer says.

         Maryluz looks up with her Bambi eyelashes. The new volunteer swallows, conscious of the sweaty pores on her nose.

         —I’m sorry to interrupt. I’m running Leadership Club today, but none of my students lined up with me. And since I don’t know who any of them are, I can’t find them.

         Maryluz blinks. —That’s not good.

         —I should have learned their names earlier and matched them to their faces before assembly. I’m sorry.

         —No, don’t be silly. How could you be expected to know that?

         Maryluz sets her plastic bag down on the ground, shirt rising high up her back. Her unhesitant dismissal of any potential guilt or shame makes the new volunteer weak with gratitude.

         —Rebecca, Maryluz barks. Dafne.

         Two girls look up from the toilet-paper flowers they’re carefully twisting into shape.36

         —Can you be good helpers and clear off a table for Leadership Club? You’re both in it today. Alma, Maryluz continues, you’re in charge until I get back.

         Alma nods with all the seriousness of a newly appointed commander. She has an enormous dark burn across her face, crinkling into her eyes – it’s hard to tell where it ends and her mouth begins. Rebecca and Dafne immediately head to the closest table and begin unstacking the upside-down chairs.

         —Let’s get the others, Maryluz says. God, we’re like cattle herders, aren’t we? Alma will be good, though – she’s one of the best ones.

         They stroll towards Shauna’s homework group in the Education Corner. Maryluz’s wooden heels make clopping sounds like a show pony on the Anthill’s cement floor.

         —What happened to her face? the new volunteer says, just to fill the silence.

         —Alma’s? Her mother’s ex-boyfriend threw acid on her. But wait. Maryluz tugs her ponytail over her shoulder. Why didn’t Mattías set this up for you? On your first day and everything. Honestly, he’s so useless. What an asshole.

         She says it bluntly, like it’s a fact that everyone knows.

         —Yeah, definitely, the new volunteer says, a bit too quickly: why yes, she also knows Mattías, all too well!

         —How did you hear about the Anthill? I hope it wasn’t that pathetic website. Maryluz stops to flatten a RECYCLE REDUCE REUSE poster that’s falling off the wall. I’m so embarrassed by that WordPress shit. Shauna’s husband started building it but never finished. Did you find us on Facebook?

         —No. Yes. I mean – I found the website, but I emailed Mattías directly.37

         Maryluz frowns. —Directly?

         The poster immediately unsticks from the wall again, flopping forward in a weary bow.

         —Yes, the new volunteer says. I got his email from a friend. A mutual friend. Did – has Mattías not said anything? She pauses. About me?

         —Mattías never says anything about anybody. Maryluz rips the poster off and sets it on a nearby table. But he did say you’d be joining us from England. Which is a ton of information coming from him, believe me.

         —It is?

         —Oh yeah. Maryluz turns the poster so that it’s face down. Our dear old jefe’s a locked door. But he said you wrote books, or something. That you’re a very creative person.

         —Study. I study books. I’m a teacher.

         —Me too! I teach art. Now it’s Maryluz who pauses. The new volunteer eyes her, and Maryluz eyes her right back. Is she being … examined? But eventually Maryluz smiles and says, How lovely that you and Mattías are old friends. I’d love to hear all about it.

         —Of course.

         Clip-clop, clip-clop, go Maryluz’s chunky heels on the floor. The new volunteer follows, a duckling once more.

         Shauna looks up from a Days of the Week worksheet, smiling brightly. —Hello, ladies, she says in accented Spanish.

         Maryluz explains the situation, while the new volunteer tries not to stare at Shauna’s Bolaño tattoo: El amor nunca trae nada bueno; el amor siempre trae algo mejor. Love never brings anything good; love always brings something better. Dark font against skin.38

         And suddenly she’s there: sitting in the back of the chauffeured car, her mother muttering away in the front seat as they crawled through stalled traffic (a university protest? A police roadblock?). The air smelled like exhaust fumes and French bread. And then the car inched past a group of men at a traffic light, their arms and collarbones dark with ink.

         Criminals, her mother hissed, twisting around to watch them, while the chauffeur stared straight ahead. Sicarios. Look, María – tattoos are how you identify them: the gang members, the assassins, the men for hire. Her forehead pressed against the windowpane as she stared.

         Was Mattías in the car with them? Slumped beside her in the back seat? Where were they going? Where had they been?

         Focusing on the crayon drawings taped to the walls is a far more stabilising experience: suns with googly eyes, stick figures holding hands, a giant poster that simply says PEACE.

         —Oh gosh, Shauna says when Maryluz finishes. But wait, why didn’t you pull them out during assembly?

         —I didn’t know who they were, the new volunteer says, trying not to feel embarrassment like a badge on her chest, bleating out her basic incompetence to the world.

         Shauna stands up, smoothing down her pink volunteer shirt. —Gabriela! she calls out. Tomás! You’re in Leadership Club today! Go follow Carolina!

         She points at the new volunteer, Uncle Sam style, I WANT YOU.

         The new volunteer opens her mouth to speak but abruptly shuts it: better for her to step back, let the established volunteers lead the way for now. A few children look up curiously from their schoolbooks, but nobody moves.39

         —I’m doing my homework, one girl says abruptly, her head bowed low over the page she’s scribbling on. I have a lot of it.

         —I can help you later, Shauna says. But remember what Mattías said: it’s very special that Carolina has travelled all this way to help run Leadership Club. And it’s very, very special that you and Tomás were invited to be in it.

         —What about the other boy? the girl says. Can he come too?

         Shauna frowns. —What boy?

         The girl still doesn’t look up. —The dirty one, she says. What about him?

         Her marker keeps scrawling back and forth.

         —I don’t know who you’re talking about, Shauna says, still frowning. But if Mattías didn’t specifically invite him, then no, he’s not allowed.

         The girl stays seated. The marker presses down hard on whatever it is she’s drawing.

         —Gabriela, Maryluz says. What do we ask of Anthill students?

         Still not looking up, the girl says immediately, —To welcome everyone. To be safe, respectful and kind.

         —And what else?

         The marker pauses. —To make good choices.

         —Exactly. No one here is going to tell you what to do. No one’s going to force you to do anything. Here at the Anthill, we want you to be responsible for your actions. We want everybody here to have a choice, and no one else can make it but you. Mattías nominated you for Leadership Club, out of all the other students who come here every afternoon, because he thought Leadership Club was something you would benefit from. So if you don’t want to attend, that’s fine. But I recommend 40 that you think a bit harder before making your final decision.

         The girl still doesn’t look up. But she snaps the cap back on her marker. She stands up slowly, notebook clutched tight. The boy beside her leaps to his feet, knocking over his chair.

         And when the new volunteer finally sees their faces side by side, the tightness in her chest curls in, and what’s left of her fingernails press into her palms.

         It’s the girl and boy from assembly.
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