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         ‘A small jewel of a book.’ Patti Smith

          

         ‘Reads like a nightmare wrapped inside a campfire tale; a chorus of whispers heard from a dark room in the dead of night, each one a transmission from Chile’s hell.’ Rob Doyle

          

         ‘Both haunted by the past and completely baffled by it, Space Invaders wonderfully and fearfully captures a particular moment of a history that will always be with its narrator; and always, now, with me.’ Jon McGregor

          

         ‘An absolute gem – a book of uncommon depth, precise in its language, unsparing in its emotion, unflinching … truly unique.’ Daniel Alarcón

          

         ‘As addictive as its video game namesake … Each [chapter] slides by quickly, but lingers like a dream.’ NPR.com

          

         ‘Perhaps the hippest Chilean writer since Roberto Bolaño … Short, stylish, and engrossing, this is a stellar book from a writer who should be on your radar.’ GQ
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            I am at the mercy of this dream:

            I know it’s just a dream

            but I can’t escape it.

             

            Georges Perec, La boutique obscure
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            I

         
Santiago de Chile. 1980. A ten-year-old girl walks into an Avenida Matta school holding her father’s hand. A leather satchel hangs on one shoulder and the laces of her right shoe are undone. Outside, the pavement is strewn with the remains of a celebration: flyers, empty bottles, trash. The new constitution proposed by the military junta was approved by a broad majority. The school caretaker sweeps the litter from the gate, watching the girl’s father. The man takes off his officer’s cap to say goodbye to his daughter. He gives her a kiss on the cheek and whispers a few words in her ear. The girl smiles and heads down the hallway with one shoelace trailing on the tiles. In front of the statue of the Virgen del Carmen she kneels and kisses her thumb.
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         Sometimes we dream about her. From our far-flung mattresses in Puente Alto, La Florida, Estación Central, or San Miguel, from the dirty sheets that mark our current location, tucked away on cots that cradle our tired bodies that work and work; at night, and sometimes even during the day, we dream about her. The dreams are all different. Different as our minds, different as our memories, different as we are and as we’ve become. Amid all our oneiric differences, we agree that we see her as we each remember her, in our own way. Acosta says that in his dream she’s a girl, the way she was when we met her, in her school uniform, her hair pulled back in two long braids. Zúñiga says no, she never wore her hair in braids. He sees her face framed by long, thick black hair, hair that only he remembers, because Bustamante sees her another way, and so does Maldonado and so does Riquelme and so does Donoso, and each and every vision is different. Hairstyles and colours vary, her features never quite come into focus, shapes blur, and there’s no way to agree, because in dreams, as in memory, there is no agreement, nor should there be.

         Fuenzalida dreams about the first time she saw her. When she wakes up she can’t remember what her hair looked like, so she doesn’t debate that with the rest of us, because, to Fuenzalida, what matters in dreams are voices, not hair. Fuenzalida dreams about many children’s voices whispering in the fifth-year room, and about the teacher taking attendance. Acosta – here, Bustamante – here. The voice of each child sounds exactly as it did back then, because even though voices fade with time, dreams have the power to bring them back to life. Donoso – here, Fuenzalida – here. And then it’s her turn, her name uttered from beneath the teacher’s black moustache. González, we hear in the classroom; and from the desk in the very back row where she sits alone, the new pupil – or maybe not so new – says here. It’s her. Nothing else matters, not the style of her hair, the colour of her skin or her eyes. Everything is relative except for the sound of her voice, because in dreams, according to Fuenzalida, voices are like fingerprints. González’s voice seeps into us from Fuenzalida’s dreams, invading our own visions, our own versions of González, settling in and keeping us company night after night. Some nights it visits Acosta’s pillow, or Donoso’s torn sheets. And so the nightly rounds are a never-ending roll call, an eternal head count that disturbs our peaceful sleep. Years have passed. Too many. Our mattresses, like our lives, have been scattered around the city, have drifted apart. What has become of each of us? It’s a mystery that scarcely needs solving. We share dreams from afar. Or one dream, at least, embroidered in white thread on the bib of a chequered school smock: Estrella González.

      

   


   
      
         
            III

         
They’ve arranged us in a long single file line down the middle of the schoolyard. Next to us is another long line, and then another, and another. We form a perfect square, a kind of game board. We’re pieces in a game, but we don’t know what it’s called. We spread out, each of us resting a right arm on the shoulder of the classmate ahead to mark the perfect distance between us. Our uniforms neat. Top button of the shirt fastened, tie knotted, dark jumper below the knee, blue socks pulled up, trousers perfectly ironed, school crest sewn on at the proper chest height, no threads dangling, shoes freshly shined. Displaying clean fingernails, ringless hands, bright faces, hair brushed into submission. Singing the national anthem every Monday first thing, each according to their ability, in piercing off-key voices, loud and almost bellowing voices enthusiastically repeating the chorus, as up front one of us raises the Chilean flag from where it rests in somebody else’s arms. The little star of white cloth rising up, up, up till it touches the sky, the flag finally at the top of the staff, rippling over our heads in time to our singing as we stare up at it from the shelter of its dark shadow.
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