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They are murdering all the young men.


For half a century now, every day,


They have hunted them down and killed them.


They are killing them now.


At this minute, all over the world,


They are killing the young men.


They know ten thousand ways to kill them.


Every year they invent new ones.




 





Kenneth Rexroth, “Thou Shalt Not Kill:


A Memorial for Dylan Thomas”
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The true story of what I saw and how I saw it [ … ] is after all the only thing I’ve got to offer.


—Jack Kerouac








 





1


Between March or April 2000 and August 2008, while I was traveling and writing articles and living in Germany, my consumption of certain drugs made me almost completely lose my memory, so that what I remember of those eight years—at least what I remember of some ninety-five months of those eight years—is pretty vague and sketchy: I remember the rooms of two houses I lived in, I remember snow getting in my shoes as I struggled to make my way to the street from the door of one of those houses, I remember that later I spread salt and the snow turned brown and started to dissolve, I remember the door to the office of the psychiatrist who treated me but I don’t remember his name or how I found him. He was balding and weighed me on every visit; I guess it was once a month or something like that. He asked me how things were going, and then he weighed me and gave me more pills. A few years after leaving that German city, I returned and retraced the path to that psychiatrist’s office and I read his name on the plaque alongside the other doorbells, but it was just a name, nothing that explained why I’d visited him or why he’d weighed me each time, or how I could have let my memory go down the drain like that; at the time, I told myself I could knock on his door and ask him why I’d been his patient and what had happened to me during those years, but then I thought I should have made an appointment, that the psychiatrist wouldn’t remember me anyway, and, besides, I’m not really all that curious about myself. Maybe one day a child of mine will want to know who his father was and what he did during those eight years in Germany and he’ll go to the city and walk through it, and, perhaps, with his father’s directions, he’ll show up at the psychiatrist’s office and find out everything. I suppose at some point all children need to know who their parents were and they take it upon themselves to find out. Children are detectives of their parents, who cast them out into the world so that one day the children will return and tell them their story so that they themselves can understand it. These children aren’t judging their parents—it’s impossible for them to be truly impartial, since they owe them everything, including their lives—but they can try to impose some order on their story, restore the meaning that gets stripped away by the petty events of life and their accumulation, and then they can protect that story and perpetuate it in their memory. Children are policemen of their parents, but I don’t like policemen. They’ve never gotten along well with my family.
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My father got sick at the end of those years, in August 2008. One day, probably on her birthday, I called my paternal grandmother. She told me not to worry, that they’d taken my father to the hospital only for a routine checkup. I asked her what she was talking about. A routine checkup, nothing important, replied my grandmother; I don’t know why it’s taking so long, but it’s not important. I asked her how long my father had been in the hospital. Two days, three, she answered. When I hung up with her, I called my parents’ house. No one was there. Then I called my sister. A voice answered that seemed to come from the depths of time, the voice of everyone who has ever waited for news in a hospital hallway, a voice of tiredness and desperation. We didn’t want to worry you, my sister told me. What happened? I asked. Well, answered my sister, it’s too complicated to explain to you now. Can I talk to him? I asked. No, he can’t talk, she replied. I’m coming, I said, and I hung up.
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My father and I hadn’t spoken in some time. It wasn’t anything personal, I just didn’t usually have a telephone on hand when I wanted to talk to him and he didn’t have anywhere to call me if he ever wanted to. A few months before he got sick, I left the room I’d been renting in that German city and started sleeping on the couches of people I knew. I didn’t do it because I was broke, but for the feeling of irresponsibility that I assumed came with not having a home or obligations, with leaving everything behind. And honestly it wasn’t bad, but the problem is, when you live like that you can’t have many possessions, so gradually I parted with my books, with the few objects I’d bought since arriving in Germany and with my clothes; all I held on to were some shirts, because I discovered that a clean shirt can open doors for you when you have nowhere to go. I usually washed them by hand in the morning while I showered and then let them dry inside one of the lockers at the library in the literature department of the university where I worked, or on the grass in a park where I used to go to kill time before searching out the hospitality and companionship of the owner of some sofa. I was just passing through.
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Sometimes I couldn’t sleep; when that happened, I’d get up off the sofa and walk toward my host’s bookshelves, always different but also always, without fail, located beside the sofa, as if reading were possible only in the perpetual discomfort of that piece of furniture in which one is neither properly seated nor completely stretched out. Then I would look at the books and think how I used to read them one right after the next but how at that point they left me completely cold. On those bookshelves there were almost never books by those dead writers I’d read when I was a poor teenager in a poor neighborhood of a poor city in a poor country, and I was stupidly insistent on becoming part of that imaginary republic to which they belonged, a republic with vague borders in which writers wrote in New York or in London, in Berlin or in Buenos Aires, and yet I wasn’t of that world. I had wanted to be like them, and the only proof that remained of that determination, and the resolve that came with it, was that trip to Germany, the country where the writers that most interested me had lived and had died and, above all, had written, and a fistful of books that already belonged to a literature I had tried and failed to escape; a literature like the nightmare of a dying writer, or, better yet, of a dying, talentless Argentine writer; of a writer, let’s say, who is not the author of The Aleph, around whom we all inevitably revolve, but rather the author of On Heroes and Tombs, someone who spent his whole life believing that he was talented and important and morally unquestionable and who at the very end discovers that he’s completely without talent and behaved ridiculously and brunched with dictators, and then he feels ashamed and wants his country’s literature to be at the level of his miserable body of work so that it wasn’t written in vain and might even have one or two followers. Well, I had been part of that literature, and every time I thought about it, it was as if in my head an old man was shouting Tornado! Tornado! announcing the end of days, as in a Mexican film I had once seen; except that the days had kept coming and I had been able to grab onto the trunks of those trees that remained standing in the tornado only by quitting writing, completely quitting writing and reading, and by seeing books for what they were, the only thing that I’d ever been able to call my home, but complete strangers in that time of pills and vivid dreams in which I no longer remembered nor wanted to remember what a damn home was.
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Once, when I was a boy, I asked my mother to buy me a box of toys that—though I didn’t know it at the time—came from Germany and were made close to a place where I would live in the future. The box contained an adult woman, a shopping cart, two boys, a girl and a dog, but it had no adult man and was, as the representation of a family—since that’s what it was—incomplete. I didn’t know it then, but I had wanted my mother to give me a family, even if it was just a toy one, and my mother had been able to give me only an incomplete family, a family without a father; once again, a family vulnerable to the elements. I had then taken a toy Roman soldier and stripped him of his armor and turned him into the father of that toy family, but I didn’t know how to play with them, I had no idea what families did, and the family that my mother had given me ended up in the back of a closet, the five characters looking at each other and perhaps shrugging their toy shoulders in the face of their ignorance of their roles, as if forced to represent an ancient civilization whose monuments and cities had not yet been unearthed by archeologists and whose language remained undeciphered.
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Something had happened to my parents and to me and to my siblings that prevented me from ever knowing what a home was or what a family was, though everything seemed to indicate I had both. Many times in the past I had tried to understand what that thing had been, but then and there, in Germany, I stopped trying, like someone who accepts the mutilations from a car accident he can’t remember. My parents and I had that accident: something crossed our path and our car spun around a few times and went off the highway, and we were now wandering through the fields, our minds blank, that shared experience the only thing uniting us. Behind us there was an overturned car in a ditch on the side of a country road, bloodstains on the seats and in the grass, but none of us wanted to turn around and look back.
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As I flew toward my father, toward something I didn’t know but that was disgusting and frightening and sad, I wanted to remember what I could about my life with him. There wasn’t much: I remembered my father building our house; I remembered him coming home from one of the newspapers where he worked with a noise of papers and keys and a scent of tobacco; I remembered him once hugging my mother and many times sleeping with a book in his hands, which always, as my father nodded off, dropped to cover his face as if he were a dead man found on the street during some war; and I could also remember him often driving, looking forward with a frown at a road that was either straight or sinuous and located in the provinces of Santa Fe, Córdoba, La Rioja, Catamarca, Entre Ríos, Buenos Aires, all those provinces through which my father took us in an attempt to show us their beauty—a beauty I found hard to grasp—always trying to give meaning to those symbols we learned in a school that had yet to cast off a dictatorship whose values it continued to perpetuate. Symbols that children like me would draw using a plastic stencil our mothers bought for us, with which, if you ran a pencil over the lines cut into the plastic, you could draw a house that we were told was in Tucumán, another building that was in Buenos Aires, a round cockade and a flag that was sky blue and white, which we knew well because it was supposedly our flag, although we had seen it so many times in circumstances that weren’t really ours, completely beyond our control, circumstances that we didn’t have anything to do with and didn’t want to have anything to do with: a dictatorship, a soccer World Cup, a war, a fistful of failed democratic governments that had served only to allocate injustice in all of our names and in the name of a country that my father and others thought was, had to be, mine and my brother’s and my sister’s.
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There were more memories but they stuck together to create a certainty that was in turn a coincidence, and many will consider this coincidence mere invention, and perhaps indeed it was: my father had always had a bad memory. He used to say that it was like a sieve, and he predicted that mine would be like that too, because, he said, memory is something you carry in your veins. My father could remember things that had happened decades earlier but, at the same time, was capable of forgetting everything he’d done the day before. His life was probably an obstacle course because of that and because of dozens of other things that happened to him, some that made us laugh and some that didn’t. One day he called home to ask us his address; I don’t remember who picked up the phone, but there was my father’s voice. Where do I live, he asked. What, responded whoever was on the other end of the phone, my mother or one of my siblings or maybe even me. Where do I live, said my father again, and the other person—my mother, or one of my siblings, or maybe even me—recited the address; a little while later he was home, sitting at the table reading a newspaper as if nothing had happened or as if he’d forgotten what had happened. Another time, someone rang the bell; my father, who was closest, grabbed the intercom near the kitchen and asked who it was. We are Jehovah’s Witnesses, they said. Whose witnesses, asked my father. Jehovah’s, they answered. And what do you want, my father asked again. We come to bring you the word of God, they said. Of who, asked my father. The word of God, they said. My father asked again: Who. We are Jehovah’s Witnesses, they said. Whose witnesses, asked my father. Jehovah’s, they answered. And what do you want, my father asked again. We come to bring you the word of God, they said. Of who, asked my father. The word of God, they answered. No, they brought me that last week, said my father, and he hung up without even glancing at me, beside him and looking perplexed. Then he walked over to my mother and asked her where the newspaper was. On the stove, replied my mother, and neither she nor I told him that he was the one who’d left it there a few minutes earlier.
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I used to think my father’s bad memory was just an excuse to get him out of the few inconveniences caused by a daily life that he’d long ago left in my mother’s hands: birthdays, anniversaries, groceries. If my father had carried a date book, I’d thought, it would have been one in which the pages of the following day fell out, an object always in flames like a pyromaniac’s diary. I’d thought it was all a trick my father had come up with, his way of avoiding things that for some reason were too much for him, among which were me and my brother and sister but also a past that I’d barely glimpsed—childhood in a small town, an interrupted political career, years of working at newspapers that were like those boxers who spend more time on the mat than standing and fighting, a political past that I thought I knew nothing about and that maybe I didn’t want to know about—which didn’t lead me to suspect who my father really was, the abyss he had faced and how he’d barely gotten out of it alive. When I spoke with my sister at the hospital, though, I realized that something had always been wrong with my father and that maybe his lack of memory wasn’t faked, and I also realized that I had come to this discovery too late, too late for me and too late for him, and that’s how it always happens, even though it’s sad to say so.
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Actually, there was another memory, although it wasn’t a direct recollection, something that had come from experience and had lodged in the mind, but rather something that I had seen in my parents’ house, a photograph. In it, my father and I are sitting on a small stone wall; behind us, an abyss and, a bit beyond, mountains and hills that—though the photograph is in black and white—one imagines green and red and brown. My father and I are sitting on the wall like this: he, in profile, with his arms crossed; I, with my back to the abyss, and my hands beneath my thighs. Looking carefully at the photograph, one will see that it has a certain dramatic intensity not attributable to the landscape—though it is dramatic in the way that some people imagine a landscape can be—but rather to the relationship between us. My father is looking at the landscape; I am looking at him, and in my gaze there is a very specific plea: that he notice me, that he take me down off that wall where my legs hang without touching the ground and which seems to me—inevitably an exaggeration, because I’m just a boy—about to collapse at any moment and drag me into the abyss along with it. In the photograph, my father doesn’t look at me; he doesn’t even notice that I am looking at him or acknowledge the entreaty I was capable of formulating only in that way, as if he and I were doomed not to understand each other, not to even see each other. My father in the photograph has the hair I’m going to have, the same torso I’ll have in the future, now, when I am older than he was when someone—my mother, probably—took that photograph of us as we climbed a mountain whose name I don’t recall. Perhaps at that moment, as I thought about him, as I sat on an airplane, he felt for me the fear I had felt then on a mountain in the province of La Rioja around 1983 or 1984. However, as I traveled in that airplane back to a country that my father loved and that was also mine, a country that for me was just like the abyss he and I had posed in front of, not understanding each other, for a photograph, I didn’t yet know that my father knew fear much better than I thought, that my father had lived with it and fought against it and, like everyone, had lost that battle in a silent war that had been his and his entire generation’s.
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I hadn’t been back to that country for eight years, but when the airplane dropped into the airport and spat us out, I felt as if it had been even longer. I’d once heard that the minutes spent on a roller coaster were, as perceived by the people in the car, longer than the ones spent at the foot of the ride watching others scream and grip the metal bar, and in that moment I had the impression that the country itself had gotten on a roller coaster and continued twisting upside down as if the operator had gone crazy or was on his lunch break. I saw old young people who wore clothes that were both old and new at the same time, I saw a blue carpet that looked new but was already dirty and worn where it had been stepped on, I saw some booths with yellow glass panes and some young but old policemen who looked distrustingly at passports and sometimes stamped them and sometimes didn’t; even my passport already looked old and, when they gave it back to me, I felt as if they were handing me a dead plant beyond any hope of being brought back to life; I saw a young woman in a miniskirt giving passersby cookies made with dulce de leche, and I could almost see the dust of the years settled on those cookies and in the caramel. She said to me: Would you like to try a cookie? And I shook my head and practically ran toward the exit. As I left, I thought I saw the old, obese caricature of a soccer player, and I thought I saw him being chased by dozens of photographers and journalists and that the soccer player wore a T-shirt printed with an old photograph of himself, a photograph monstrously disfigured by his belly that showed an exaggeratedly large leg, a curved, elongated torso and an enormous hand hitting a ball to score a goal in some World Cup on any old day of some springtime past.
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But maybe that didn’t really happen and it was all a hallucination induced by the pills that doctor gave me and I silently swallowed on the sofas of people I knew in that German city. Once, long after all that happened, I reread the instructions on one of those medications, which I’d read so many times before but nevertheless had forgotten every time. I read that those pills had a sedative, antidepres-sive and tranquilizing effect. I read that they took effect between one and six hours after being taken orally but that eliminating them required some one hundred and twenty hours—which makes five days, according to my calculations—and eighty-eight  percent passes through urine and seven percent through sweat, and five percent of the substance is never eliminated. I read that it produces physical and psychological dependence and that it induces amnesia as well as a decrease in or a complete lack of ability to remember events that take place during the periods of the drug’s effectiveness. I read that it can cause suicidal tendencies in the patient—which is, undoubtedly, serious; drowsiness—which is, of course, not; weakness; fatigue; disorientation; ataxia; nausea; emotional blunting; reduced alertness; loss of appetite or of weight; sleepiness; breathlessness; double vision; sleep disturbances; dizziness; vomiting; headaches; sexual disturbances; depersonalization; hyperacusia; numbness or tingling in extremities; hypersensitivity to light or physical contact; hallucinations or epileptic convulsions; respiratory, gastrointestinal or muscular problems; increase in hostility or irritability; anterograde amnesia; alteration of the perception of reality and mental confusion; slurred speech; abnormalities in liver and kidney function; and withdrawal symptoms following abrupt discontinuation of the medication. So I guess seeing a soccer player wearing a T-shirt with a deformed image of his own past over his gut is among the least serious things that can happen to you when you take stuff like that.
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Anyway, that encounter, which really happened and which, therefore, was true, can be read here simply as an invention, as something fake, since, first of all, I was sufficiently confused at the time and so clearly worried that I could and did distrust my senses, which could incorrectly interpret a real event, and, second, because that encounter with the aging soccer player from a country that was part of my past, and almost everything that happened later, which I’m here to explain, was true but not necessarily believable. It has been said that in literature the beautiful is true but the true in literature is only the believable, and between the believable and the true there is a vast distance. Not to mention the beautiful, which is something that should never be discussed: the beautiful should be literature’s nature preserve, the place where beauty prospers without literature’s hand ever touching it, and it should serve to entertain and console writers, since literature and beauty are completely different things or perhaps the same thing, like two gloves for the right hand. Except you can’t put a right-hand glove on your left hand; some things don’t go together. I had just arrived in Argentina, and while I waited for the bus that would take me to the city where my parents lived, almost two hundred miles to the northeast of Buenos Aires, I was thinking that I had come from the dark German forests to the horizontal Argentine plain to see my father die and to say good-bye to him and to promise him—even though I didn’t believe it in the slightest—that he and I were going to have another chance, in some other place, for each of us to discover who the other was and that, perhaps, for the first time since he had become a father and I a son, we would finally understand something; but this, being true, wasn’t the least bit believable.


18


And then there was the impossible tongue twister of the ill and their doctors, who brought together words like benzodiazepine, diazepam, neuroleptic, hypnotic, zolpidem, tranquilizer, alprazolam, narcotic, antiepileptic, antihistamine, clonazepam, barbiturate, lorazepam, triazolobenzodiazepine, escitalopram—all words amid the jumbled words in a head that refused to function.
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When I got to my parents’ house, nobody was there. The house was cold and damp, like a fish whose belly, as a boy, I had once brushed against before throwing it back into the water. It didn’t feel like my house—that old sensation that a particular place is your home had vanished forever—and I was afraid the house would consider my presence an insult. I didn’t touch even a single chair: I left my small suitcase in the entryway and I began to walk through the rooms, like a snoop. In the kitchen there was a hunk of bread that some ants had started eating. Someone had left a change of clothes and an open empty handbag on my parents’ bed. The bed was unmade and the sheets retained the shape of a body that perhaps was my mother’s. Beside it, on my father’s night table, there was a book that I didn’t look at, some eyeglasses and two or three bottles of pills. When I saw them, I told myself that my father and I had something in common after all, that he and I were still tied to life by the invisible threads of pills and prescriptions and that those threads also now somehow united us. My old room was on the other side of the hallway. As I went into it, I thought everything must have shrunk: that the table was smaller than I remembered  it, that the chair beside it could be used only by a midget, that the windows were tiny and that there weren’t as many books as I remembered, and besides they’d been written by authors who no longer interested me. It seemed as if I’d been gone more than eight years, I thought as I lay on what had been my bed. I was cold but I didn’t want to cover myself with the bedspread, and I lay there, with one arm over my face, unable to sleep but also unwilling to stand up, thinking in circles about my father and about me and about a lost opportunity for him and for me and for all of us.
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My mother came into the kitchen and found me contemplating the products in the refrigerator. Like those dreams in which everything is suspiciously familiar and at the same time shockingly strange, the products were the same but their containers had changed, and now the beans were in a can that reminded me of the old tomato can, the tomatoes came in a canister that reminded me of the cocoa and the cocoa came in bags that made me think of diapers and sleepless nights. My mother didn’t seem at all affected by my presence, but I was surprised to see her so thin and so fragile; when I stood up and she came over to hug me, I saw she had a gaze that could turn the demons out of hell, and I wondered if that gaze wasn’t enough to cure my father, to alleviate the pain and suffering of all the patients in the hospital where he lay dying, because that gaze was the gaze of a will that can stand up to anything. What happened, I asked my mother, and she started to explain, slowly. When she finished, she went to her room to cry alone and I put some water and a fistful of rice into a pot and I stared through the window at the impenetrable jungle that had grown from the garden my mother and brother had tended so carefully, in the same place but in a different time.
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My siblings were standing in the hallway when I arrived at the hospital. From a distance they seemed silent, although later I saw that they were talking or pretending to, as if they felt obligated to simulate keeping up a conversation that not even they were really listening to. My sister started to cry when she saw me, as if I were bringing terrible and unexpected news, or as if I myself were that news, returning horribly mutilated from a never-ending war. I handed them some chocolates and a bottle of schnapps that I’d bought in Germany, in the airport, and my sister started laughing and crying at the same time.
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My father was lying beneath a tangle of cords like a fly in a spiderweb. His hand was cold and my face was hot, but I noticed that only when I brought my hand to my face to wipe it.
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I stayed with him that evening, without really knowing what to do except look at him and ask myself what would happen if he opened his eyes or spoke, and for a moment I hoped that he wouldn’t open them while I was there. Then I said to myself: I’m going to close my eyes and count to ten and when I open them none of this will be real, it will never have happened, like when films end or you close a book; but when I opened my eyes, after having counted to ten, my father was still there and I was still there and the spiderweb was still there, and we were all surrounded by the noises of the hospital and that heavy air that smells of disinfectant and false hopes and is sometimes worse than sickness or death. Have you ever been in a hospital? Well, then you’ve seen them all. Have you watched someone die? It’s different every time. Sometimes the illness is blinding and you close your eyes and what you most fear is like a car coming toward you at top speed along a country road some ordinary night. When I opened my eyes again, my sister was beside me and it was nighttime and my father was still alive, fighting and losing but still alive.
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My sister insisted on spending the night at the hospital. I went back to the house with my brother and my mother and we watched a movie on television for a while. In the movie, a man ran through an intense snowstorm along a frozen track that seemed endless; the snow fell on his face and on his coat and sometimes it seemed to obstruct the man’s vision of what he was chasing, but the man kept running as if his life depended on catching the airplane that taxied in front of him. Johnny! Johnny! shouted a woman who emerged from the open hatch of the airplane, which seemed about to take off at any minute. When the man was just about to reach her outstretched hand, however, the plane took off and another man violently snatched the woman away and even shot one or two times at the man called Johnny before the plane completely disappeared into the snowstorm. It’s the courier of the czar, said my brother just as the man named Johnny fell to the snow-covered ground and his panting image faded slowly to black and on the screen appeared the words THE END. There were no airplanes in the time of the czar, I replied, but my brother looked at me as if I hadn’t understood a thing.
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That night I couldn’t sleep. I poured myself a glass of water in the dark of the kitchen and stood there for a while, drinking and trying not to think about anything. When I finished the water, I went back to my room and grabbed a sleeping pill and swallowed it hurriedly. While I waited for it to take effect, I started wandering around the house, trying to figure out if the house had changed or was the same as when I lived there, but I couldn’t tell. Maybe, simply, it wasn’t the house but my perception that had changed, and that change in perception—whether it was brought on by the travel or my father’s situation or my pill consumption—carried with it a change in the object of that perception, as if, in order to know whether or not the house had changed, I had to be capable of comparing my way of seeing things in that moment and my way of seeing them before leaving and living in Germany and starting to take pills and before my father got sick and I came back, which was impossible. I distracted myself by looking at the books on the shelves in the living room, which were my parents’ books from when they were young, in the light that entered from the street through a window. Although I knew those books well, perhaps it was also my perception that made them seem new to my eyes, and once again I wondered what had really changed from the time I’d flipped through them to now, when I looked at them without curiosity and with some apprehension in the light that filtered in from outside, and again I arrived at no conclusion. I was there for a while longer, standing on the cold floor of the living room, looking at those books. I heard a bus pass and then the cars of the first people headed to work, and I thought the city was soon going to set into motion again and I didn’t want to be there to see it. I went to my room and took two more pills, and then I lay down in bed and waited for them to take effect; but, as always, I didn’t really notice when they did, because first my legs went numb and then I could no longer move my arms and I merely managed to think about that slow falling to pieces that was the only way sleep came and to tell myself, a moment before finally drifting off, that I had to make lists of everything I saw, that I had to make an inventory of everything I was seeing in my parents’ house so that I wouldn’t forget it again. Then I fell asleep.
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Titles found in my parents’ library: Another Episode in the Class War; Argentine Literature and Political Reality from Sarmiento to Cortázar; Around the Day in Eighty Worlds; Blade, Dull Edge and Point; British Policy in the River Plate Region; Collected Fictions; Diary of Che Guevara, The; Evita: In My Own Words; Folk Songbook; Foundation for National Reconstruction; Industry, Industrial Bourgeoisie and National Liberation; It Is the People’s Time; Latin America, Now or Never; Life and Death of López Jordán; Little Red Book, The; Martín Fierro; Might Is the Right of Beasts; Mordisquito; My Life for Perón!; Nationalism and Liberation; Navigation Notebook; Operation Massacre; Organized Community, The; Perón, Man of Destiny; Peronism and Socialism; Peronist Doctrine; Peronist Philosophy; Perón Speaks: Speeches and Addresses of Juan Perón; Political Leadership; Prophets of Hate, Revolution and Counterrevolution in Argentina; Rosas, Our Contemporary; Satanovsky Case, The; Tactical Manual; What Is to Be Done?; Who Killed Rosendo?. Authors found in my parents’ library: Borges, Jorge Luis; Chávez, Fermín; Cortázar, Julio; Duarte de Perón, Eva; Guevara, Ernesto; Hernández Arregui, Juan José; Jauretche, Arturo; Lenin, Vladimir Ilyich; Marechal, Leopoldo; Pavón Pereyra, Enrique; Peña, Milcíades; Perón, Juan Domingo; Ramos, Jorge Abelardo; Rosa, José María; Sandino, Augusto César; Santos Discépolo, Enrique; Scalabrini Ortiz, Raúl; Vigo, Juan M.; Viñas, David; Walsh, Rodolfo; Zedong, Mao. Authors absent from my parents’ library: Bullrich, Silvina; Guido, Beatriz; Martí nez Estrada, Ezequiel; Ocampo, Victoria; Sábato, Ernesto. Predominant colors of the covers of the books in my parents’ library: sky blue, white and red. Most common publishing houses in their library: Plus Ultra, A. Peña Lillo, Freeland and Eudeba. Words that presumably most frequently appear in the books in my parents’ library: tactic, strategy, struggle, Argentina, Perón, revolution. General condition of the books in my parents’ library: poor, and in some cases terrible, dreadful or critical.
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Once again: my parents haven’t read Silvina Bullrich, Beatriz Guido, Ezequiel Martínez Estrada, Victoria Ocampo or Ernesto Sábato. They’ve read Jorge Luis Borges, Rodolfo Walsh and Leopoldo Marechal but not Silvina Bullrich, Beatriz Guido, Ezequiel Martínez Estrada, Victoria Ocampo and Ernesto Sábato. They’ve read Ernesto Guevara, Eva and Juan Domingo Perón and Arturo Jauretche but not Silvina Bullrich, Beatriz Guido, Ezequiel Martínez Estrada, Victoria Ocampo and Ernesto Sábato. What’s more: they’ve read Juan José Hernández Arregui, Jorge Abelardo Ramos and Enrique Pavón Pereyra but not Silvina Bullrich, Beatriz Guido, Ezequiel Martínez Estrada, Victoria Ocampo and Ernesto Sábato. One could spend hours thinking about this.
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At first I took paroxetine and benzodiazepines, no more than fifteen milligrams; but fifteen milligrams was like a sneeze in a hurricane for me, something insignificant and without any effect, like trying to cover the sun with one hand or teach justice in the land of the reprobates, and so the dosage had gotten incrementally upped until it reached sixty milligrams, when there was nothing stronger on the market and the doctors looked the way the caravan leaders in Westerns look when they say they will go only that far because beyond is Comanche territory, and then they turn around and spur on their horses, but first they look at the members of the caravan and they know they’ll never see them again and they feel shame and pity. Then I started to take sleeping pills too; when I took them, I fell into a state that must be like death, and through my mind passed words like stomach, lamp and albino, without any apparent connection. Sometimes I jotted them down the next morning, if I remembered them, but when I read them it was like flipping through the newspaper of a country sadder than the Sudan or Ethiopia, a country for which I had no visa nor did I want one, and I thought I heard a fire truck come barreling to put out the fucking flames of hell with a tank filled with gasoline.
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A doctor started to walk toward us from the opposite end of the hallway, and when we saw him we stood up without thinking. I’m going to examine him, he warned us, and then he went into my father’s room and he was there for a little while. We were waiting outside, not knowing what to say. My mother was looking out the large window behind us as a small tugboat dragged a much larger vessel upriver, toward the port. I held in my hands a magazine about cars, even though I don’t know how to drive; someone had left it on one of the seats and I merely let my eyes slide over its pages in an exercise as restful as contemplating a landscape,  although in this case it was a landscape of incomprehensible technological innovations. The doctor finally came out and said that everything was the same, that there was no news at all. I thought one of us should ask him something so that the doctor would see we were really worried about my father’s situation, so I asked him how his temperature was. The doctor squinted for a second, and then he looked at me incredulously and stammered: His temperature is perfectly normal, there’s no problem with his temperature; and I thanked him and he nodded and started to head down the hallway.
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That morning my sister told me she’d once found a sentence underlined in a book that my father had left at her house. My sister showed me the book. The sentence was: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race: I have kept the faith.” It was verse seven of chapter four of Paul’s second letter to Timothy. Reading it, I thought that my father had underlined that sentence so it would inspire and console him, and perhaps also as an epitaph, and I thought that if I knew who I was, if the fog that was the pills dissipated for a moment so that I could know who I was, I would have wanted that epitaph for myself too, but then I thought that I hadn’t really fought, and that no one in my generation had fought; something or someone had already inflicted a defeat on us and we drank or took pills or wasted time in a thousand and one ways as a mode of hastening an end, possibly an undignified one but liberating nonetheless. Nobody had fought, we had all lost and barely anyone had stayed true to what they believed, whatever that was, I thought; my father’s generation had been different, but, once again, there was something in that difference that was also a meeting point, a thread that went through the years and brought us together in spite of everything and was horrifically Argentine: the feeling of parents and children being united in defeat.
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My mother started to prepare a meal and I went to help her, getting up from watching the television my brother had muted. While I peeled the onions, I thought that the recipe, in its glorious simplicity of bygone eras, would soon be lost in a period of confusion and stupidity, and I told myself that I should at least save it—since perpetuating that moment of shared happiness, perhaps one of the last with my mother before I returned to Germany, was impossible.  I thought I had to perpetuate that recipe before it was too late. I grabbed a pen and started to take notes so I wouldn’t forget that moment, but all I could do was write down the recipe; a simple, short recipe, yet relevant to me as a relic of a time of procedures, of a time of precise and punctuated steps, so different from those days of pain that blunted us all.
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So this is the recipe:Take a good amount of ground beef, spread it over a cotton dish towel, distribute diced onions and chopped olives over the meat, along with hard-boiled eggs and anything else you want to add—here the options seem limitless: pieces of pepper, raisins, dried apricots or prunes, almonds, walnuts, hazelnuts, canned vegetables, et cetera—and then knead the meat so that the ingredients you’ve added are well distributed throughout. Then season with salt, paprika, cumin and chili powder and use the dish towel to shape the meat into a compact block that doesn’t break apart as you handle it; if the meat doesn’t stick together well, you can add bread crumbs. When the mixture is ready, place it into a lightly oiled mold and put it in the oven. Bake it until the meat loaf—since that’s what you’re making—is golden brown. It can be eaten hot or cold and accompanied by a salad.
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The doctor—perhaps the one from before or maybe a different one; they all look the same to me—said: Anything can happen. And in my head those three words kept turning around until they had no meaning: Anything can happen, anything can happen, anything can happen, anything can happen, anything can happen, anything can happen …
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My brother was nervously flipping channels until he stopped on one. It was showing a war film. Even though the plot was confusing and the acting was horrible and constantly thwarted by a camera that seemed to have been deliberately placed where the characters’ faces couldn’t be seen or where they should be walking, which brought about inevitable cuts where presumably the actors tripped over the camera and they had to redo the take, I slowly understood that the film was about a man who, after an accident, which wasn’t shown in the film and which presumably had been a car accident or even an airplane crash, woke up in a hospital not knowing who he was. Naturally, the doctors didn’t know either, nor did the numerous police officers who questioned him. A nurse who looked like a butcher, who at the beginning of the film seemed particularly impatient with the man and with his persistent questions about who he was, or had been, and what he was doing there, ended up taking pity on him, and she told him that she’d found among his clothes, or among the shreds of his clothes, a piece of paper with half a dozen names on it, and she handed it to him. The nurse and the patient agreed that he wouldn’t talk to anyone about it, especially not to the head doctor, a tall sickly-looking man who seemed to hate the nurse and from whom she protected the patient when this doctor doubted his version of the facts or pestered him with questions. That night, the patient ran away from the hospital: he had decided to go in search of the people on the list and make them say who or what he was. With the money that was on him when the accident happened—a huge amount, which he didn’t know how he’d gotten, and which the nurse had secretly given him that night, along with some clothes—he checked into a hotel on the outskirts of town and from there began his search with the help of the phone book. But the search wasn’t as simple as anticipated. Three of the six people were already dead or had moved, and another two agreed to talk to him only to admit they didn’t know who he was or why their names appeared on that list; on both occasions the conversation was tense and ended badly, with the protagonist getting thrown out. He wasn’t surprised that all of the people on his list were somehow related to the hospital. The one remaining person refused to talk to him, so the protagonist started to hang around his house. He discovered with some surprise that he had a huge talent for spying, a talent that allowed him to observe people without being seen and to blend into the crowd when he was being followed. An incidental talent, which he discovered one night, was picking locks; after opening one, he entered a dark room, some sort of poorly lit living room; he advanced silently a few steps and headed toward an adjacent room that, he discovered, was the kitchen; when he retraced his steps back toward the living room, he felt a blow from above and fell to the floor facedown. As he turned over, he received another blow, this time on the shoulder, and fell again, but just then he discovered a floor lamp in reach and switched it on: light bathed the room for an instant and his attacker, blinded, stepped back. Then the protagonist grabbed the lamp and dealt him a blow to the head. In the path traced through the air by the lamp on its way to the attacker’s head, and before the cord was pulled out of the outlet, the protagonist was able to see that his attacker was tall and sickly-looking. The attacker’s face was familiar, even on the floor, with his head bleeding; the protagonist turned on a small lamp that was on a table and, as he brought it closer to the face of his opponent, who looked dead and maybe really was, the protagonist discovered that he was that doctor from whom the nurse often protected him. As in most bad films—and this one really was bad, which I think had been clear to me from the beginning—the protagonist’s sequence of thoughts was visually represented by the repetition of previous scenes: the face of the nurse who looked like a butcher; her antagonism toward the head doctor, which she covered up with deference; the handing over of the list and the money; the meetings with some of the people on the list, almost all of them doctors and almost all employees of the hospital where he had been treated after his accident. And there was one more scene, which had not been shown previously and which, given that the protagonist could not have been present—or, having been present during his convalescence, he must not have understood or couldn’t remember—was only speculation: the nurse writing the list with a smile on her contorted face. At that moment, the viewer understood that the protagonist had been used by the nurse who looked like a butcher to get rid of those people she didn’t want around or who had at some point humiliated or hurt her, and he understood that from that moment on he was going to be a pariah, someone without an identity, forced to hide, to live bound by a paradoxical secrecy, concealing a name that he himself didn’t know. How can you hide something you don’t know, I wondered, but just then, on-screen, a scream was heard: a woman stood screaming beside a staircase, and she leaped on the dead doctor and then lifted her face to the protagonist and insulted him. The protagonist walked toward the door and closed it behind him and then started running, and the camera watched him run, from a crime and from a betrayal, fleeing to nowhere, to an anonymous, clandestine life or to his revenge against the nurse—though it was unlikely that the protagonist would want to stain his hands with blood again; after all, he didn’t seem like a violent person—or to wherever it is that the protagonists of movies go when the credits start to roll and then after them come the commercials.
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I’ve seen that movie before, said my mother. One day in El Trébol, when your father left me hidden there. Why were you hiding, I asked, but my mother started clearing plates and said she didn’t remember but maybe my father had written it down somewhere, on some of the papers he had in his study. I nodded but immediately didn’t know why because really I had no idea what my mother meant.
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Some time before all of this happened I had tried to make a list of the things I remembered about myself and about my parents so that my memory, which I had already started to lose, wouldn’t prevent me from holding on to a couple of things I wanted to keep and so that, I thought in that moment, I wouldn’t end up like the protagonist in that film, both fleeing from himself and still a stranger to himself. My list was in my backpack, and I left my mother in the dining room and went to read it. It was an exceptionally short list considering it had to sum up a life, and, naturally, it was incomplete. It said: I had a serious bout of hepatitis when I was five or six years old; later, or before, I had scarlet fever, chicken pox and German measles, all in the span of about a year. I was born with flat feet and they had to be corrected with enormous shoes that I was horribly ashamed of; really, I shouldn’t ever wear sneakers. I was a vegetarian for a couple of years and, even though I’ve given that up, I still almost never eat meat. I learned to read on my own at five years old; I read dozens of books, but I no longer remember anything about them except that they were written by foreign authors who were dead. That a writer could be Argentine and living is a fairly recent discovery and still shocks me. My mother says I didn’t cry during my first days of life; mainly what I did was sleep. My mother says when I was a baby, my head was so big that if they left me sitting, I would start to sway and then fall headfirst toward one side or the other. I remember crying several times as a child, but I haven’t cried since the death of my paternal grandfather in 1993 or 1994, presumably because the medication doesn’t allow me to. Perhaps the only real effect of the pills is that they hinder complete happiness or complete sadness; it’s like floating in a pool without ever seeing its bottom but not being able to reach the surface. I lost my virginity at fifteen; I don’t know how many women I’ve had sex with since then. I ran away from the day care my mother took me to when I was three years old; in the reconstruction of the time that passed between my disappearance and when I was turned in to a police station, there are one hundred minutes in which nobody knows where I was, not even me. My paternal grandfather was a painter, my maternal grandfather worked on trains; the former was an anarchist and the latter a Peronist, I think. My paternal grandfather once pissed on the flagpole of a police station, but I don’t know why or when; I think I remember it was because they didn’t let him vote or something like that. My maternal grandfather was a guard who worked the line from Córdoba to Rosario; before that, the train passed through Jujuy and Salta and then on to Buenos Aires, where it ended; this was the trajectory that carried the explosives used by the Peronist Resistance, but even though their transportation wasn’t possible without the collaboration of train employees, I don’t know if my grandfather was an active collaborator. I don’t remember the first record I bought, but I remember I heard the first song that moved me inside a car in a place called Candonga, in the province of Córdoba; actually, they were two songs on a radio program that came through the mountains, which distorted the sound and made it seem broadcast straight from the past. My father didn’t like Spanish films, he said they gave him a headache. I voted during the entire decade of the nineties in Argentina, and always for candidates who didn’t win. I worked in a secondhand bookstore every Saturday morning from the ages of twelve to fourteen. My mother’s mother died when she was a girl, I don’t know of what, and from then until she was a teenager, my mother and her sister lived in an orphanage; I think the only things my mother remembers about those years is that once she saw a nun without her habit on and that her sister stole her food. I was a fanatical Catholic between the ages of nine and thirteen; later, the impossibility of making Christian morality compatible with an ethical code in keeping with my experiences made me distance myself from Catholicism, which now seems to me a philosophical aberration. Islam strikes me as the religion most in keeping with our times and the most practical and therefore, perhaps, the true faith. No psychoanalytical therapy has ever worked for me. My parents are journalists, newspaper journalists. I like the ravioli, empanadas and breaded steaks my mother makes; I like the salads they make in Turkey, Hungarian stews and fish. My father cut a toe with a shovel, he fell from a horse onto a barbed-wire fence, he accidentally sprayed himself with gasoline while he was grilling some meat, he stuck his fingers in a fan, he went through a glass door with his forehead and he crashed his car twice, though all this happened over many years and not consecutively. My grandmothers were named Felisa and Clara; good names. Among the languages I’ve learned are English, German, Italian, Portuguese, Latin, French and Catalan; I speak a little Serbo-Croatian and Turkish, but only for traveling. I don’t like children; I like people who stumble on the street or get bitten by a dog or have some sort of similar accident. I don’t like to have my own place; I prefer sleeping at other people’s houses. I don’t mind dying, but I fear the deaths of those I care about, and especially the deaths of my parents.
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