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“Listen. Suppose this wasn’t a crack in you – suppose it was a crack in the Grand Canyon.”


“The crack’s in me,” I said heroically.


The Crack-Up          


F. Scott Fitzgerald
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Pablo Simó is at his desk drawing the outline of a building that will never exist. He has been making the same sketch for years, like a man condemned to have the same dream every night: one about an eleven-storey tower facing north. There’s a series of identical drawings in a file; he doesn’t know exactly how many, he lost count a long time ago – more than a hundred, less than a thousand. They aren’t numbered, but each one is dated and signed: Pablo Simó, Architect. If he wanted to know which day he drew the first one, he would need to find it and look at the date, but he never does that; the most recent bears today’s date: 15 March 2007. One day he plans to count them all, these drawings of the same tower on the same plot of land, with the same number of windows and balconies identically spaced, always the same façade, the same garden to the front and sides of the building, with the same trees, one on either side of the front door. Pablo suspects that if he were to count the bricks drawn freehand on the façade, he would find exactly the same number on each drawing. And for that very reason he doesn’t count them – because it scares him to think that this obsessive drawing isn’t the product of his own application but of some external force.


His eight-of-an-inch Caran d’Ache pencil goes up and down the page, shading, retouching, and Simó tells himself, yet again, that he will build this tower one day, when he finally decides to leave the Borla and Associates architectural practice. But this isn’t the day to make such a decision, and so Pablo tries not to dwell on the fact that he is already forty-five, that this tower gets further every day from being anything more than graphite lines on a sheet of white paper and that a mere two yards from him Marta Horvat is carelessly crossing her legs as though there were nobody sitting opposite to notice.


He notices, of course, though Pablo Simó no longer thinks of Marta in the way he once did. Not that he doesn’t want to, but for some time now – and he would rather not remember precisely how long – he hasn’t been able to think of her without sudden and even violent interruptions to his pleasurable fantasies. It was different before. He used to dream of Marta all day and in his mind he owned her; he undressed her, he kissed her, touched her – and, since he couldn’t foresee ever separating from Laura, Pablo Simó imagined that if his wife died, as all of us shall die one day, Marta Horvat would cease to be simply that woman he undressed in his fantasies and he would try to win her for real.


Two yards from where Pablo is drawing, with a skill that comes as naturally to him as walking, talking or breathing, Marta sits at her own desk, shouting down the telephone at a contractor. She’s complaining that this man hasn’t finished a cementing job on time; she says she doesn’t care about the rain or the two public holidays that fell within that month, much less about the transport workers’ strike. She declares, with a vehemence that is all too familiar to Pablo, that she likes people who keep their word. And she cuts him off. Pablo pictures the contractor, left hanging at the other end of the line, reeling from this tongue-lashing and with no chance of a comeback. Without looking up from his drawing, Pablo knows that Marta has risen from her desk and is pacing around the office. He hears each step, hears her light a cigarette, hears her throw the lighter back into her bag and the bag onto a chair. He hears her walking again and, finally, coming over to him. Pablo covers his sketch with other papers; he doesn’t want Marta to see what he is doing – not that she hasn’t found him drawing this north-facing, eleven-storey tower before, but he wants to be spared her comments about him and his useless obsessions. Mind you, Marta Horvat would never use those words; she wouldn’t say “useless obsessions”, she would simply say, “The plot ratio doesn’t work, Pablo.” And even though Pablo doesn’t need anyone to tell him what that means, over the years she has often explained it to him, apparently in the belief that Pablo doesn’t really grasp how important it is to exploit to the maximum the relationship between a plot’s square footage and the number of flats that can be built on it. For that reason, she says, nobody will ever construct a building like the one he has in mind on any plot in Buenos Aires that has enough square feet to build something higher than his whimsical eleven storeys. He always lets Marta say her piece, but Pablo Simó knows her argument would collapse if he pointed out one detail: he doesn’t want to build the tower in Buenos Aires. This isn’t the city where he aspires to carry out the first project he can really call his own. He knows it too well. There isn’t a street he hasn’t gone down looking for plots for Borla and Associates, and his exhaustive surveys have taught him that you can’t lay a single brick in Buenos Aires without first finding a building and condemning it to annihilation: a car park, a school, a family home, a cinema, a warehouse, a gym – it doesn’t matter what, so long as the width and surface area allow for a high-rise. Pablo Simó doesn’t want to raise his building on the rubble of something else, but in Argentina’s capital there is no longer any alternative. What Marta doesn’t realize is that when the day finally comes he’ll choose another city. He doesn’t yet know which – perhaps somewhere he’s never been – but he does know that it will be somewhere where a north-facing building can get the morning sun and be built without anyone shedding tears for what was there before.


Marta pauses behind him. On top of the pile of papers Pablo has used to cover his sketch is the advertisement he has to look at before returning it to the agency. In a few days they are going to start selling another building off-plan and the announcement needs to appear in the weekend’s newspapers. The heading they’ve chosen is “Paradise Exists”, in big, colourful typography above a page of text at the bottom of which the same burgundy letters spell out “Borla and Associates”. Marta reads it over his shoulder. She suggests he cross out “laundry room” and replace it with “utility room”. Pablo isn’t sure, but she insists, reminding him that the agency must have used as a template the announcement for the last building they sold, the one in Avenida La Plata, and that while a laundry room is fine for Boedo, it isn’t for Palermo. Pablo lets himself be persuaded, crosses out “laundry” and writes “utility” above it. Marta, evidently taking this small intervention as a territorial victory, returns to her desk and packs up for the day.


In fact the day is not over yet, although Borla himself seems to be concluding business, coming out of his office carrying his briefcase and an umbrella that must have been left there on some previous occasion, given that the sky dawned blue over Buenos Aires this morning and stayed blue all day. Borla walks over to Marta’s desk and asks some routine questions while taking advantage of his position to peer into her cleavage. She smiles and answers; he lowers his voice and Pablo can’t make out what they’re saying, but he can see that the bad mood that induced Marta Horvat to shout at the contractor has evaporated. Marta’s hands move in the air, accompanying each of her words. Pablo, still at his desk, follows their movement, hypnotized by the red nails; he watches her hands dance in the air, swirling back and forth, making circles, pausing as though ready to swoop and finally covering the face that disappears behind them when Marta bursts out laughing. Borla draws closer and whispers something quickly into her ear, some word that takes no longer to say than it takes him to lean in to her then move away to watch her reaction. And then they both laugh.


All indications are that in a few minutes Pablo will have the office to himself, that he’ll proceed as he does every evening, tidying his drawing board and desk, patting his top pocket to be sure that the tape measure is there where it should be and putting his smooth-paged notebook into the inside pocket of his jacket; he’ll attach the Caran d’Ache pencil between the second and third buttons of his shirt, with its point tucked in under the fabric, and finally he too will go, after all the others. However, things don’t always work out as imagined, and on that evening that Pablo Simó drew, yet again, his eleven-storey tower that will never be built, precisely at the moment that Borla says to Marta, “Want a lift anywhere?” there is a knock at the door and a young woman steps into the room, wearing black trainers, jeans and a white T-shirt, a woman carrying a much larger backpack than you might expect of someone merely popping in, a woman Pablo judges to be no more than twenty-five years old, and without any greeting or preliminaries she says:


“Do any of you know Nelson Jara?”


And at that moment, just as Pablo had always feared might one day come to pass, the world pauses for a fraction of a second before immediately beginning to spin at top speed in the opposite direction. All three of them, without answering the woman or saying anything, without even exchanging glances, feel themselves transported back through time to the night, three years ago, that they swore together never to revisit.


“I’m sorry, but I’m looking for Nelson Jara…” the girl tries again.


Borla is the first to break his trance and ask, “For whom?”


“Nelson Jara,” she repeats.


“It doesn’t ring a bell,” says Borla. Then he asks, “Does the name mean anything to you, Pablo? Do you know of any Nelson Jara?”


Borla waits for the answer they agreed on, but Pablo Simó isn’t going to give it. “No, I don’t remember” – that’s what he’s supposed to say, but he says neither that nor anything else. He keeps quiet, following Borla in as far as his silence will take him, yet unable to utter a single word, for all that the other man is fixing him with that particular expression. How can Pablo deny what he knows, and what Marta knows and what Borla knows: that Nelson Jara is dead, buried a few feet beneath the heavy-wear tiles over which the three of them walk every day on their way into or out of the office, under the concrete floor of the parking lot, exactly where they left him that night, three years ago.
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It takes Borla less than five minutes to get rid of the girl. He says that the name – was it Nelson Jara? – does in fact sound familiar, perhaps because he sold him a flat or contracted him for some job; that if it’s important he can look in the files, but if her concrete question is does any of them know anything about this gentleman, then the answer would have to be no. Borla sounds entirely truthful; even Pablo would believe him if he didn’t know that he was lying. But the situation isn’t quite so simple for Marta, who cracks the knuckles on both hands, making a dry sound as though the bones were literally breaking under the pressure, like the one Pablo kept hearing her make that night, and that sound, or the memory of that sound, heightens his feeling of unease. Then Borla speaks again, directing himself more casually to this girl who has waylaid the end of their working day.


“Now, forgive my asking, but who are you?”


And this time she is the one who seems uncomfortable and unwilling to give an answer that may provoke more questions.


“I just need to find him and sort out some business, that’s all.”


“It must be important business,” Borla says.


“It is to me.”


“What sort of business is it?”


“Personal business,” she says, indicating by the tone of her voice that she doesn’t wish to go into details.


Pablo hears these words, “personal business”, and looks up. The girl’s hiding something and, although she holds her head high and looks Borla in the eye, Pablo discerns a hesitancy in her movements that shows she didn’t come prepared for this barrage of questions. Whereas they have had time in the last three years to prepare. They decided in advance how they would respond to all the possible questions. They tested their answers, they practised in front of mirrors, agreeing among themselves – Marta, Borla and Simó – what they would and wouldn’t say.


Borla has successfully turned the tables and now it’s evident that the girl is under scrutiny.


“It’s personal business,” she repeats, picking up her backpack and slinging it over her shoulder. “But if Jara doesn’t show up he won’t be able to help with it, so thanks anyway.” And with no further explanation she opens the door and leaves.


For a few seconds Borla, Marta Horvat and Pablo Simó remain in the same attitudes they had adopted when the girl disappeared through the door, and who knows how much longer they might have stayed in them – but just then the telephone rings and all three jump. Pablo answers. It’s Laura, who, giving him no time to say anything, begs him to come home early. He hears a kind of strangled sigh at the other end of the line, as though she were making an effort not to cry. Then she says again:


“Can you get back early, Pablo?”


“I’m always home early, Laura. What’s wrong? Why don’t you tell me what’s happened?”


“I’ll tell you when you get here.”


“Is it something to do with Francisca again?”


“When you get here, I said.”


Laura hangs up. Pablo stares for a moment at the receiver before hanging up himself. He’s about to explain the conversation to Borla and Marta when he realizes that they haven’t paid the slightest attention to it, that not only do they not care who rang him or what’s going on but, also, that they would be irritated to hear any observation not connected to the girl who has just left and what her unexpected presence in their office might signify for the three of them.


“What do we do, Mario?” Marta asks Borla.


“Nothing,” he says, and Pablo can’t decide whether his assurance is real or feigned. “Don’t let’s give it a greater significance than it has. The girl came looking for Jara. Jara isn’t here and that’s all there is to it. These are normal things that happen all the time. We knew it could happen, we’ve always known. We’ve been amazingly lucky that for three years nobody came asking for him, right Pablo?”


But Pablo Simó doesn’t answer; he doesn’t even realize that Borla is speaking to him. He stares at his hands, as he stared at Marta’s in the office, though without cracking the knuckles as she did a moment ago. Pablo simply looks at them, turning the palms up and down, opening and closing his fists while he remembers how muddy they got that night, all that earth under his nails, and, above all, the pain – a pain that took a long time to fade and that comes back in damp weather, speaking to him of the thing he cannot forget. Marta, though still shaking, jumps in and answers for him, as if they had been playing cards and Pablo had said “pass”.


“I am worried, though…Why did this girl come precisely here to look for Jara? What gave her the idea that we might know something?”


“She won’t only have come here, Marta,” Borla says. “She’ll have been asking for him all around the neighbourhood. I bet she’d already been to the café, the butcher, the concierge at his building.” And in a final attempt to reassure her he makes a stab at metaphor: “Marta, let’s not make a mountain out of a molehill.”


His eyes are open wider than usual, and Borla waits to see the effect of this idiom. When neither Marta nor Pablo says anything, he continues:


“Look, I don’t think that girl’s going to come back asking for Jara, and if she does we’ll tell her the same thing – that we don’t have a clue where he is.”


Borla speaks these last words with a conviction aimed at ending the discussion and, without waiting for any reaction from the others, he takes the initiative: he walks over to Marta, picks up her handbag and hands it to her, helps her to put on her linen jacket and, as she puts her arm through one of the proffered sleeves, says again, with emphasis:


“There’s no danger, Marta, don’t worry.”


Then Borla opens the door and ushers them out of it, switches off the lights – which is usually Pablo’s job – and stands waiting for them outside, signalling an end to the working day without a thought for the tumult these actions provoke in Pablo Simó, who finds himself obliged to gather up his things in a hurry and bundle them away without due respect for his usual daily ceremony. Although the tape measure, the pencil and the notebook leave with him, they are not in the places that have so long been assigned to them, and that, Pablo senses, cannot be a good omen.


They leave the office, the three of them walking briskly and talking of interchangeable banalities that could equally concern the unseasonably warm mid-March weather as the fact that the days will soon be getting shorter. They alight on whatever subject will allow them to pretend that the afternoon ended when Borla said to Marta, “Would you like a lift anywhere?”, that the door never opened, that there was never a girl in jeans, white T-shirt and black trainers asking fateful questions about Nelson Jara. All they have to do is stroll a few steps to the corner, where Pablo will say goodbye to the others and walk the remaining blocks to the underground station and Marta will get into Borla’s car, and each one of them will continue on to wherever they have to go.
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The underground journey doesn’t give Pablo Simó much of a chance to occupy his mind with other thoughts, and as he passes through the intermittent light of stations back into the darkness of the tunnel, he can’t help but think of Jara. Since the thoughts are inescapable, he makes an effort at least to picture him alive. Jara entering the office laden with files and papers; Jara choosing the worst moments to be a pain; Jara waiting for him, crouching in the dark passage outside the old office. Jara with his double-entry tables, Jara with his documents highlighted in fluorescent yellow, Jara in his worn suit, Jara and his shoes. They were ugly shoes – he thought as much the first time he saw Jara enter the office carrying a bag full of files, notes and case studies, but he didn’t say anything until the afternoon Jara tripped over some rolls of masking tape that Marta had left beside her desk. Helping him to his feet, Pablo was transfixed by those shoes made of rough, unyielding and shapeless leather, with lots of pleats at the toe, like the crimped edge of a pasty. He couldn’t help asking:


“Why do you wear those shoes, Señor Jara?”


“Because I have flat feet, arquitecto,” the man replied.


They didn’t look like orthopaedic shoes, though perhaps they were, but leaving aside the pleating and the bad-quality leather, the laces were pulled tight and tied with a double knot, and they were badly polished. Jara had gone to the trouble of applying polish – you could see that – but then hadn’t been sufficiently motivated to rub the cloth on the leather and bring out the shine. Even though Pablo is concentrating on shoe care as a way of evoking Jara while he lived, the shoes quickly become a snare, bringing him back again to that night they were worn for the last time. It was Pablo’s job to lift Jara by the feet while Borla had him under the arms. And those shoes were the last thing Pablo saw before they let Nelson Jara fall, finally, into what would become his grave.


The sequence of images is interrupted only twice, on the two occasions Pablo has to change from one line to another. It’s a short respite, because on the next train the sequence rewinds to the beginning. As he’s remembering how his arms felt once they were relieved of that weight, and the muffled sound of Jara’s body falling onto damp earth, the train doors open at Castro Barros and Pablo hurries to get out. He takes the stairs two at a time, anxious to breathe the night air; it’s later than usual and he knows that Laura is waiting for him with some worry related to their daughter. Even though his arrival will not resolve the problem, at least it will allow Laura to unburden herself on him. But half an hour earlier he broke a Kabbalah: before leaving the office he didn’t put his things away according to the usual ritual; he pats his pockets and confirms the absence of his pencil, notebook and tape measure. It’s now all the more important not to neglect the other evening ritual – the last coffee of the day at the corner bar, an ordinary bar, a small and unlikely survivor given its proximity to the Las Violetas patisserie at the intersection of Rivadavia and Medrano, but which, in contrast to Las Violetas, Pablo Simó feels to be his own because he doesn’t have to share it with tourists and the customers who sometimes make their way here from other parts of Buenos Aires.


He picks a table by the window and stirs sugar into his coffee while attempting another strategy for arriving home without Jara, dead, on his brain – think of Marta instead. Best to focus on what works: that reddish-brown mole that Marta Horvat has on one leg, almost at the point where the curve elides into the knee joint. By the time the spoon has completed several circuits of the coffee cup, his strategy is beginning to work and everything in the world is falling away, apart from that mole and the leg to which it belongs and the woman to whom the leg belongs. He pays for his coffee and walks on home, fighting not to let the mole disappear; in this way Pablo manages to relegate what just happened in the office, the rucksack girl, Borla’s lies and Jara’s shoes to the status of minor irritations held in some unidentified place from which Marta’s mole will not let them escape. He puts his key in the lock, opens the door, and on the other side of it finds Laura, sitting in the livingroom armchair, crying.


“I can’t take her any more,” she says.


And Pablo knows that when his wife says “her” in that tone of voice, she means Francisca.


Her quivering voice is a sure sign that she has been shouting, a lot. Laura tells him that she dropped by the school today, unannounced, to pick their daughter up, but that Francisca wasn’t there, nor had she been to any lessons that day, according to the secretary. Then she had gone looking for her and found her in a bar drinking beer with her friend Anita – of all her friends the one Laura likes least – and three guys.


“Three boys,” Pablo corrects her.


“Guys,” she says again. “One of them even had a beard.”


And she says nothing more, just cries and cries from then until dinner time. This isn’t the first time Francisca has bunked off school, nor the first time she’s drunk beer, nor even, Laura suspects, the first time she’s gone out with boys significantly older than herself, but it is the first time her mother has been a witness to these events, and that image – of Francisca hugging her bare legs on the chair, laughing, drinking beer straight from the bottle, passing it to some man, letting another one stroke her knee – is something she cannot transmit to Pablo in any other words than these: I can’t take her any more.


Half an hour later the three of them are sitting around the table. They’ve hardly sat down when the telephone rings. Laura, still red-eyed, looks at them both: first at Pablo, then at Francisca, then at Pablo again. He knows that look, knows it to be his wife’s way of declaring, without recourse to speech, that she is not going to be the one to get up and answer the phone. Francisca holds her mother’s gaze, to Pablo’s dismay, because he knows that it irritates Laura even more. He can detect his wife’s annoyance in the tension of her neck muscles, in the way she moves her food around the plate without eating any of it, but above all the anger shows in the blueish vein that stands out on her forehead, just above the left eye. Pablo gets to his feet and goes to answer the phone; he knows that this gesture won’t improve the atmosphere, but he doesn’t want it worsened by a ringing telephone, left unanswered. Just before he gets to the receiver, it stops ringing anyway.


Pablo returns to his seat and makes an effort at starting a conversation. Hurriedly he tries to think up a subject, but nothing comes as strongly to mind as Marta’s mole and Jara’s shoes. Further brain-wracking turns up a girl in jeans, white T-shirt and black trainers. He can’t talk about any of these things to his wife or daughter so, opting for a blend of truth and fiction, he invents a lie about his underground journey that evening, how the trains stopped between two stations and how the confinement brought on a panic attack in one passenger. He describes the tension on that man’s face exactly as he sees it etched now on Laura’s face opposite him, but leaving out the blue vein above her left eye because that would give him away. Other details he invents, such as the badly polished shoes, tied with a double knot. He tells how the man even tried to open a window to throw himself out and how several passengers had to hold him back. He resists the temptation to claim to have been one of those passengers – he knows the limits of his own lie – saying instead that they were a man and a girl who had a strange mole on her leg, close to the knee. Pablo Simó tells his story with such gusto that you might think he, and not the man with claustrophobia, was the drama’s real protagonist. But neither Laura nor Francisca are interested enough in his anecdote to do more than look up at him occasionally from their plates.


“Pass the salt,” says his daughter, and as he does so Laura’s eyes fill with tears.


How must his wife have interpreted “pass the salt” for her eyes to well up like that? Or what interpretation has she given to the fact of his passing the salt to his daughter? Pablo Simó doesn’t know. The phone rings again and he quickly says to Francisca, “Can you get it?”


As soon as the girl stands up, Laura warns her:


“If it’s for you, hang up straight away – you’re banned from using the phone for a week.”


“Then someone else can answer,” says Francisca, sitting down.


Laura shoots Pablo a pleading look. He’d like to oblige her by doing whatever it is her eyes are demanding of him, but he isn’t sure exactly what that is. Even though he knows that it isn’t to do with him answering the telephone, he moves back his chair and prepares to do just that. The telephone rings twice more then stops. Pablo returns to his seat; the three continue to eat, in silence; for a long time the only sound is the scraping of cutlery against china or water being poured into a glass. Pablo no longer feels able to take up the story of the underground drama and embarking on a new one would seem to be forcing matters too far; he decides that silence is perhaps far better for them all, that for the moment there isn’t much more they can do than let time pass; Francisca, however angry it makes her, must stick for several weeks, a month even, to the routine of a normal fifteen-year-old who goes to school every day, succeeds in class, comes home early, and in so doing brings peace to her mother. The normal routine of a normal girl, that is what Laura needs from her daughter; Pablo knows as much because that is how, using exactly that word, Laura referred to her daughter half an hour earlier when she said:


“Is it so hard for her to be normal?”


And he didn’t know how to answer because he isn’t even exactly sure what it means to be normal. Is he normal himself? As time goes by, will Francisca come to seem more like him or like Laura? He suspects that his daughter won’t live up to her mother’s expectations, but that by the time the failure becomes evident it will also be irretrievable and Laura will have no option but to accept it. Pablo’s immediate task is to get through this time however he can, waiting for Francisca to mature, to pass this age at which children can still be influenced by their parents until finally she leaves behind girlhood and with it the obligation to render accounts of what she drinks, with whom, where and when. After all, has he ever rendered accounts of what he did three years ago? Pablo looks over at his daughter, who’s furious but holding her tongue, and wonders if the girl eating opposite him is closer to the one who used to sit on his lap, cuddling him and provoking her mother by whispering “Do you want to marry me?” or to the one who drinks beer in bars and is on the verge of having sex, if she hasn’t already, with someone whose name she doesn’t even know. He wonders, does he have a right to know the name of the man his daughter will sleep with for the first time? At Francisca’s age Pablo and Laura were already going out together, although they didn’t have relations until a few years later. At Francisca’s age he was happy enough just to feel Laura’s tits – that was as far as she’d let him go and it was prize enough. First he would grope them through her clothes with his hands spread like claws, stroking them, squeezing them, weighing them up, and only after a while would he try to put his hand under her top. Laura always stopped him, although she let him rub his face against her chest and kiss it through her clothes as much as he wanted. When Pablo got hard he grabbed Laura’s hand and placed it there for her to feel and she, as soon as she had felt it, would send him away, saying:


“Go on, get lost.”


And obediently he would go, walking the three blocks that separated his house from Laura’s, in a painful stoop, wondering whether to sit on the edge of the pavement until his erection subsided or hurry back to his room to masturbate, and knowing that neither option would be a relief. They must have been fifteen when they touched each other this way, or sixteen at the most, and Pablo wonders how different their behaviour was to his daughter’s now. It’s one of many questions to which he has no answer.


Pablo glances at Francisca and then at Laura, so distant from each other. He also feels far away. He concludes that the misunderstanding is an inevitable consequence of time’s passing, the years on either side of a line that is always moving, a line marking the arrival of one’s children at an age in which they cease to be – if ever they were – the consequence of our actions. What would relieve Laura of the weight Francisca signifies for her? If Francisca were either a little girl again or a woman once and for all, if she were firmly on one side or the other of that line. It would be a relief to see his daughter safely on one or other side of the river, and not floundering in the current, which is where she seems to be at the moment, and from where they still entertain notions of being able to save her. Even if that’s not altogether possible. Even if nobody is really safe.


Breaking the silence, which he had begun to find almost comfortable, Laura rises from the table, takes her plate to the sink and returns with a bowl of fruit. Pablo selects an apple and bites into it, watching his daughter again; she’s not wearing a bra and he can see that her breasts are much smaller than Laura’s were at her age. He wonders if they may still grow a bit or if, like Marta, one day she’ll buy a pair in the size she wants. Pablo suspects that comparing Francisca’s tits with her mother’s, or with Marta’s, probably isn’t politically correct. He tries to change the focus of his attention without letting it return to the events of that terrible night that began when Marta Horvat rang his house in tears. He asks Francisca:


“Not having any fruit?” gesturing with the half-eaten apple.


“May I leave the table?” Francisca replies.


Pablo says nothing. If he says yes Laura will be annoyed, and if he says no his daughter will be annoyed. He opts for silence, pretending to be hindered by a mouthful of apple, then when he’s finished that he takes another bite and another, filling his mouth and leaving the question unanswered. She may well deny it, but Marta Horvat’s had her tits done – he knows she has. One time she came back from annual leave in a white strappy top and Pablo only had to watch her come in the door to know that she was bringing something extra to the table. That white strappy top showed the edging on her bra and had been made to accommodate an enlargement of about three cup sizes, deforming the word emblazoned across her bust: Beloved. He could have printed the word on himself, and not on the fabric of her T-shirt but on Marta’s skin itself. It’s in the middle of Pablo’s reverie about that T-shirt – which he recalls as clearly as if it were in front of him – that the telephone rings for the third time and he, wary of exacerbating the bad atmosphere, automatically gets up. But Francisca, demonstrating that she can do what she likes when she likes – or better, that she will never do what is expected of her – gets there before him.
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