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			«Desde hace años estoy acostumbrado a un eterno monólogo interior, a un diálogo entre la realidad y mi imaginación, y a veces me cuesta trabajo salir de mí mismo para alternar con los demás. No valía la pena hablar de estas cosas con alguien a quien apenas conozco y que me conoce todavía menos. La soledad no me espanta. Puedo deambular días enteros por las calles de París sin desplegar los labios, pero sin dejar un solo momento de hablar, y hablar, y hablar conmigo mismo. El aislamiento físico me deprime a veces y me empuja a buscar la presencia puramente material de una mujer cualquiera, o de un portero de cabaret, o de un farmacéutico vulgar como mi vecino de la Avenue Port-Royal; pero por lo general estar conmigo mismo me basta.»

			El buen salvaje, Eduardo Caballero Calderón

			“Perhaps, like most of us in a foreign country, he was incapable of placing people, selecting a frame for their picture, as he would at home; therefore all Americans had to be judged in a pretty equal light, and on this basis his companions appeared to be tolerable examples of local color and national character.”

			Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Truman Capote

		

	
		
			This book is dedicated to the following women: 

			Constanza Montoya, Ilka Pacheco de Salgado, Maria Victoria Saavedra, Nastasia Filíppovna, Olga Catalina Pedraza, Maryory J. Prieto, Karime Margarita Juliao, Aldonza Lorenzo, Kirsten Suzanne Gaston, Carmenza (I can’t remember your last name but you were my neighbor when I was thirteen), Karen Bermúdez and Tatiana Patricia Salazar, Olga Luna and Pilar Molina, Sonia Priscila Montoya, Briggitte Ritacuba (in memoriam), Diana Carolina Fajardo, Brianna Heisey, Mari Alicia Gómez, Elizabeth Zubiate, Alicia Susana Garavito (love you, Susa), Maria Carolina Cuervo, Sabrina and Diana Catalina Hincapié, Mariana Suárez Velásquez and Manuela Mariño Rodríguez, Maria Juliana Gálvez, Yeimmy Abril, Maria Alejandra Villafranks, Maria Antonieta de las Nieves, Mónica Córdoba, Marcela Díaz Saavedra, Liliana and Juliana Ortiz, Vanessa Vásquez and Ainhoa Martínez (although your mother spilt beer on my carpet once), Tania Susana and Ligia Andrea Martín Montoya, Helena Vergara and Paloma “La Mona” Jiménez, Estefanía Niño Patiño, Rocío Baquero (not her evil sister), Manuela Hurtado Vargas and Maria Fernanda Gómez Vargas, Fabiola Montaño (do not curb your enthusiasm), Betina González, Sofía Gellon, Burcu Mutlu and Liz Goodin-Mayeda, the beautiful Rebeca Rodríguez Rudametkin, Maricarmen and Helena Polcik, Sofía Elena Rubiano, Robyn Rosenfeldt, Andrea Kinsel, Viviana Moreno and the famous Luisa Fernanda Hostos, Martha Helena Jiménez Rosales, Elizabeth Pando and Octavia Rodríguez Pando (Queen of Chihuahua), Gabriela Urco pese a que no te conozco, Sofía Vergara and Gloria Trevi (¡mamacitas!), Tatiana Esmeralda Fierro, Nina Flores, Bathsheva Cesarco (cause you are just great, aren’t you?; in Maradona’s words: seguila chupando), Octavia de Cádiz, Elisa Alejandra Carreño, Margarita Barragán, Victoria Lucena, Constanza Padilla, Carolina Hermosa, Luisa Fernanda Quiroga, Sharon and Amy Critchfield, Luisa María Martínez and Ana Luisa Carmona, Crystal Sutton, Juliana Ruiz, Tiffany Joy and Tiffany Aguirre (thank you for giving us a hand), Liliana Guzmán Zárate (aka “Negritudes”), Luz Ángela Fandiño, Yolanda Ochoa and Renée Morales, Tatiana and Natalia Salgado, Alicia Esquivel, Ximena Velásquez Pierce, Carolina Nope, Carolina Rey and Guadalupe Naranjo, Lili Escobar Acevedo, Kelli Thurber, Josie “Josefa” Jones, Ángela Castiblanco, Ángela María Carvajalino, Juliana González-Rivera (with hyphen and all) and also to Frida Fernanda Guadalupe Gardea Vasconcelos and especially to Miss Emilia Restrepo Williamson. 

			You guys are tough.

		

	
		
			Prólogo, Foreword, Houston, Whatever

			That day, I got injured playing soccer1. This, now that I come to think of it, was pretty stupid because I woke up with a backache. It hurt2 the same way it hurt when it was about to become serious. But I wasn’t yet thirty and thought of myself as indestructible. This had to be the reason I replied “OK, sure, pick me up,” when the coach called and asked if I needed a ride. I wasn’t thinking at the moment; I wasn’t thinking that day, possibly that month, and, come to think about it, I haven’t been thinking properly for the last decade. The coach and one of his sons, the one that played on our team3, came and off we went.

			All this happened in Houston, that fucking city.

			Earlier that day Frida had taken my car. She and Néstor were spending the day in San Marcos. Frida felt like shopping and I didn’t feel like going with her and Néstor said he would go. There’s a Colombian saying for this. Given the fact that Néstor hails from Colombia, the fuck, and so do I, let me translate: “He wouldn’t miss the moving of a cot.” To be honest, I didn’t see anything wrong with that goofball going with my girlfriend to San Marcos. As I said, I was not yet thirty and somehow thought that a “friend,” better yet, a Colombian friend with zero English (not to mention looks and luck, qualities in which he didn’t excel), was OK around Frida. She kissed me goodbye after a night of passionate sex (not really, but that explains my backache and sounds better), went to his shitty apartment, picked him up and off they went. 

			I’m obviously thrilled with that expression: “Off I go, off you go, off they went.” Got to love us immigrants.

			Moreover, have you taken a closer look at my first pages? Two epigraphs, dedication, footnotes, the whole deal, much like the living rooms of Salvadoran immigrants in New Jersey. (I know—I’ve been to some.)

			I cannot imagine what happened inside my Ford or how that shithead came to do what he did. I’ll talk about it a little later. It used to be our thing that Frida cooked breakfast for me over the weekend—I cooked it for her every weekday, but she must’ve forgotten or something, who knows. Or maybe that was a sign I didn’t see. I ended up having a miserable bowl of cereal, which always makes me feel like I haven’t had anything at all. But I had soccer.

			My name, I should have said this a little earlier, is Enrique Márquez Pino4. I'm not too keen on Enrique, to tell you the truth. I can still remember my peers back at school chanting, “Enrique, el que te llena el culo de arequipe.” I'm gonna let this go untranslated. Anyways, I know you guys usually put a hyphen between a Hispanic person’s first and second last name, but I’m choosing not to do that. If you don’t like it, I think you know what you need to do. As I said, I was born in Bogotá, Colombia; therefore, this magnificent city will keep the accent mark in the “a”. Already hired a lawyer who’ll make sure this requirement is met and fulfilled. I’m very anal about my mother tongue, as you will find out. My lawyer is a nasty son of a bitch.

			OK, soccer:

			We won, we lost, I can’t remember. I do remember it was a shitty game, an off-season match the coach got us in order to see some of the new guys (spring semester was coming to an end). Since I was one of the older players and had played for a couple of almost successful seasons, Rubén5 insisted that I show up, even picked me up and all, and just after the referee blew his whistle, a couple of minutes of booting the ball back and forth as these barbarians play in this latitude, with no one really making a decent effort to put it on the ground, I went up and tried to head the ball when a robust teenager jumped at the same time and sort of destabilized me and I fell hard on the grass and that was it for me. I couldn’t get up. I tried, I did, but I just couldn’t get up. It had never happened before: In my many years of fútbol, I had faked injuries, of course, I had injured myself in the process of injuring people, I had been gravely struck, a post fell on me once, I got my ass kicked by an entire rival team, but I was always able to get up on my own (even run sometimes) if that was my desire. In a way, I felt like the boxer who gets knocked out for the first time. And by a gringo! Oh, god almighty!

			Out of all the skills required to play football, the whole heading thing had always been hard for me. Although a lefty, both of my feet can work magic6. I’m a great dribbler and a great passer, I can see the game, but when it comes to hitting the ball with my head I’ve always been a little shy. Thus, I’ve always taken an interest in footballers who can head the ball, the Dutch Van Basten for instance, Jürgen Klinsmann, the great Iván Zamorano7, an unknown Colombian named Walter Escobar—I swear to God8 I have never seen anyone head a football as hard as this brave and brute man. It’s just me who can’t do it. I believe the reason is that I have a sensitive and enormous head (just like my father’s; one only inherits what one shouldn’t, as he likes to say), and, to be honest, it has always hurt and I have always been a chicken. As a result, I’ve always avoided it, and have gotten away with it for the most part, but Rubén always yelled at me for this reason and I didn’t feel like being yelled at in front of Rubén’s tattooed wife and in front of a bunch of adolescents, so I jumped and there you have it: another injured Colombian soccer player.

			I’ll come back to this in the soccer chapter. Bear with me.

			Some of the guys carried me and dropped me off like a parcel beside Rubén. He asked if I was all right and I said that I didn’t know; he frowned and went back to his coaching, which consisted of a lot of screaming and pacing. Over our mutual acquaintance, I did my best to educate him regarding South American fútbol, four men in the back (he kept using three, stubborn bastard that he was), Copa Libertadores, the non-existent value of CONCACAF. He picked up something now and then, he wasn’t a total dumbass, but he was a Mexican-American, whatever the hell that consists of from a football and philosophical perspective. Some notable Mexican once said—I’m paraphrasing: “Poor México, so far away from God and so close to the gringos.” I agree with the statement but I’ll take it a bit further: poor Mexicans, so far away from God (disputable, since they keep invoking him), so close to the gringos (indeed) and (more importantly) so lost in the international football9 map.

			Coming back to the game: someone must’ve replaced me, we won, we lost, does it really matter?

			What else do I remember? Not much, really, someone brought me water at halftime and called me “old man10”; for some reason the coach left and I had to ask his wife and two kids for a ride, and inside that car, and despite my backache, which was killing me, I made the following comment in response to the younger kid’s (the fat one) question. He wanted to know the difference between “horrible” and “horroroso.” It was a bilingual family, and the young, fat kid wouldn’t let go of the subject, much like fat people do sometimes. His brother made an attempt, his mother was doing her best but they were clearly linguistically lost so I came to the rescue (I thought she was screwable, obviously):

			“Look, kid, ‘horrible’ is when someone sticks an umbrella up your ass; ‘horroroso,’ on the other hand, is if that someone that stuck the umbrella up your ass decides to open it.”

			Everyone laughed and celebrated my wit and called me “Colombia.” 

			 I was, therefore and despite my dreadful backache, pretty much glowing.

			About the explanation I provided, I'd heard it from an older cousin (Jorge Andrés Ronderos, by name11) when I was nine years old. Regarding the matter of how I was able to remember and sort of translate this after twenty years, I have no idea, but I guess it says something about my immense intelligence.

			So I got home, warmed up the soup I had cooked for Frida on Thursday, ate it, washed the dishes, turned on my PlayStation 2 and, complying with my backache, lay down on the floor and played Pro Evolution Soccer for a number of hours.

			I did watch myself in the mirror: my spine was curved, I looked crooked. Shit: this was serious.

			At some point while succeeding in my Master League, I decided to call Frida. She only picked up the third time I called and was super-bitchy-ice-cold to me. This was unlike her, so I knew something was up. When she got home it was 11:26 pm, my least favorite time of the day (my favorite is 11:25 am or pm, I’ll explain later). The minute she walked in the door she said:

			“So you fucked that bitch, huh?”

			Like I said, I was lying on the floor, so when I tried to get up it hurt.

			I muttered something.

			“Tell me!” She insisted.

			She wouldn’t even set her purse aside. There were no shopping bags, no gifts for me, nothing. Or maybe they were in the car. There was no sign of Néstor.

			I think this is a good time to pause for a bit, just as I did with my Master League that evening. I was playing with Palermo in the Italian Serie B. We were about to make it to the Serie A. I’m a gifted coach.

			This will only be a tiny flashback.

			The Whole “That Bitch” Incident:

			Her name was Kelli Rae Kinsel. She came to our Master’s program when Frida and I had completed our first year and were already living together. She was hot, she was 25, she was Texan. Is there a plausible reason to restrain yourself from getting involved with a 25 year old Texan? I don’t think so, so don't judge me, you bastards. Better stick to the facts, Enriquito: we really didn’t talk much at first; at the end-of-semester party—Frida must’ve been talking to someone, there was a bunch of people—I made a comment about her middle name being the acronym for Real Academia Española, dictionary and website which I consulted (still do) on a daily basis. 
She totally ignored me and immediately left Josh and me standing there like idiots. Josh was this friendly gringo that I have absolutely nothing in common with12 but somehow ended up speaking to at gatherings (Frida was always talking to someone). Out of frustration, I told him that I would very much like to fuck Kelli without her liking it and fill her nostrils with my cum. He laughed and spilled his drink and, Kelli told me later, told her what I had said. In time, he tried something with her but it didn’t work out. Kelli had a boyfriend (Danny? Chad? Something like that). During the spring semester Kelli and I always met at the office on Tuesdays and Thursdays and chatted. Maybe a little, very little flirtation going back and forth but nothing else, really. I kept staring at her cleavage, she kept focused on the computer or on grading or on whatever task at hand. Once I asked her out to lunch and she thought about it for a second and declined. Oh, whatever, bitch! I thought and almost said out loud in Spanish.

			Summer came and Frida left for Durango. I got stuck teaching and reading and writing and playing pes, which left me no time to think about Kelli until I ran into her at, believe it or not, a Kroger. I was walking the aisles gathering all the ingredients for my soup when out of nowhere she came and said hi. We talked for a bit, she was nice, asked about Frida and how things were going, gave me her phone number and said I should call her and we should do something. I was thrilled and managed to say “Yes, of course,” went home, masturbated, read some and fell asleep. Next day I worked for a bit, talked to Frida and, after doing a lot of thinking, called Kelli around six and asked her to the movies (couldn’t think of anything else); she hesitated, said she didn’t really care to leave the house but why didn’t I come over, we could eat something and then watch a movie. I thanked god, masturbated, took a shower, put on a shirt and went to her place.

			Can’t really remember what we ate, or if we did. I do remember we started watching the movie and about twenty minutes into it we were already all over each other and I just couldn’t believe what was happening. We didn’t have sex that night (no penetration, anyway) nor the night after that; we ended up fucking after a kilometric conversation the night before Frida was scheduled to return. And then after that, and then after that. And then once more. A month had passed, more or less.

			It got out of control, obviously. I lied so much to Frida I didn’t have time to feel bad about it. At a party at Kelli’s I got horribly drunk (she was flirting left and right), took Frida home, gave her a lame excuse for coming back13, came back, still a bunch of people there, professors and everything, Kelli was talking to the program’s Chair, Dr. Sáenz—whom I’m sure doesn’t place the accent mark on her last name but here you go, doctor. I grabbed my substitute girlfriend by the arm, locked her in the pantry and had unprotected sex with her. When we came out there was nobody at the place but Néstor. “Have you got something to say?” I spat in his face and he looked away. I got in my car, drove home and slept on the sofa. Néstor spent the night at Kelli’s and later moved in. She was in need of a roomie.

			The following day I told Frida I had soccer and drove over to Kelli’s. We went to get breakfast and right then and there I broke up with her. I just couldn’t go on like that anymore. Although I loved them both, in my calculations it was less messy to break up with Kelli than with Frida. It had been a great summer and Kelli had a great body, but I wanted tranquility, or, better, I didn’t want nor need the trouble I’d created myself. When all you want to do in life is read Dostoyevsky and Miguel de Cervantes and play lots of Pro Evolution Soccer and age in the process, you don’t need the trouble. So I told her that was it, I was adamant about it, I said no more shit, Kelli, this is it, no more e-mails no more calls no more sneaking behind anyone’s back. I’m done with it. Predictably, she said I was the biggest asshole she had ever met but we sort of made-out in my car outside her house when I was dropping her off. I could sense that there was a side of her that respected me for my decision. Couple of times after that she did call but I didn’t pick up, she emailed and I didn’t answer14. So that was that.

			All this happened in October.

			Against all odds, I kept my word and lived a secluded life—I’m just an honorable bastard. Frida did not understand what was going on, I was definitely under suspicion but my everyday life was loud enough (in the sense of silent enough) for her to listen, believe in me and move on. During winter break we went to Durango and had a good time with her family; we came back rested and in the best frame of mind to face our last semester of school. To my surprise, everyone that could’ve ignited a rumor kept quiet about the whole thing.

			Until this night on which Frida returned home infuriated.

			❦

			It was 11:26 pm on April 12 (the year: 2008) and I had a horrible backache but I got up to face Frida. I sort of figured since so much time had passed this was going to be an easy forgiveness. After making sure my game was properly paused, I finally confessed.

			“Yes, but can I say something?”

			I swear to god I have never seen a person so mad.

			She started swinging at me in the living room. She had a powerful right and a decent left, which proves the point that maybe Mexicans aren’t built for basketball or fútbol (having and having had some decent players, I give them that) but they can fight. Somehow I wrestled her to the couch, put my knees on top of her arms, got my breath back and said:

			“If you calm down, we can talk… At the count of three I’m going to release you so we can sit down like adults and discuss this, OK, love?”

			She didn’t speak, just looked at me as tears were streaming down her face. When I released her, she punched me again in the face three times before I could do something about it. She kicked me in the crotch and scratched my face, she kept crying and she started yelling not the nicest things about me, my parents and my nationality. After three minutes I was able to neutralize her on top of our bed.

			“Can’t you see that my back is killing me, you animal!?”

			“Fuck you! I hope you die! How can you do this to me? How could you touch that filthy whore?15” 

			“Look, Frida, the only reason I never told you anything is because I didn’t want you to suffer, I didn’t want to hurt you, OK? I love you and she meant nothing to me! We are past that.”

			I have heard about some of my friends and friends of friends getting out of these situations by asking for marriage right then and there, point blank, merciless kamikazes. I didn’t have it in me.

			It took me a couple of hours to realize that this wasn’t going to be fixed with words. At one point I begged her to stop the physical confrontation; I lifted up my shirt and showed her how twisted my back was. 

			“This is serious, Frida.”

			She paused and considered for a moment, but went back at it and used it against me, yelling that this was a punishment I deserved for being what I was and she just hoped my fucking back would just break! Out of desperation, I locked myself in the bathroom and called Cecilia, Frida’s friend from Tamaulipas. I explained to her what was going on and offered to pick her up. She was half asleep but agreed to it, so I went to her place, brought her to our place, gave her the car keys and told her I would call her in the morning.

			After that I walked for three quarters of an hour and decided to call Josh but he didn’t pick up, so I ended up calling Sergio, a soccer buddy. I quickly explained the situation and after directions he picked me up; he was laughing for some reason (“Not funny, asshole,” I told him but out of nowhere I laughed a little too). I spent the night on his living room floor because his futon was killing my already ruined back. He had a pretty girlfriend.

			The following morning I called Cecilia and she told me Frida had cried herself to sleep; I thanked her and asked her if maybe she could stay a little longer, I didn’t think Frida was quite ready to see me. She agreed and said no problem. She would give me a call whenever it was OK (and safe!) to come back. I must’ve said thank you a million times.

			I spent three nights at Sergio’s. Sunday morning I borrowed his car and parked outside Kelli’s house. When she left, I knocked on the door and as Néstor opened I punched him dead in the nose. It wasn’t my best punch but it wasn’t bad either. Rest of the day I spent with Sergio and his girlfriend, I cooked for them and we watched a crappy movie. Next day I walked to a Target and bought some underwear; I didn’t buy clothes because Sergio offered some of his, which I just realized I never returned. That night Cecilia texted saying it was OK for me to come home; I replied that I would be there the following morning and I would be happy to take her wherever she needed. 

			“I’ll never forget this, Ceci, thank you so much.” But I did forget it and just now remembered as I’m writing this. So thanks again, you honorable Mexican woman. There’s very few of you left. Just kidding.

			Somehow the nights on Sergio’s floor helped my back a bit. Tuesday morning I went to school and taught my class in Sergio’s16 sweatpants; after my office hours17 I manipulated a student into giving me a ride home. Cecilia said hello, Frida said hello, everything was pretty awkward, we sort of had brunch and Frida and I took Cecilia home. When we returned, we were distant and respectful and very polite but, I don’t know why, or I do know why now, Frida went right back at it. From the kitchen she started yelling how everyone felt so sorry for me begging a white-trash gringa; she now knew it was a case of nationalities, that all this had happened because I was Colombian and, as I’ve said it myself, Colombians were the worst people you could find in the planet18, and that it all made sense, really.

			I got sick of it, maybe thinking about the nights I had spent at my friend’s filthy floor fighting off cockroaches, so, as I was walking past her, I said “You know what? There wasn’t really a lot of begging, it was quite easy, to tell you the truth,” which infuriated her to the max, my sweet Mexican love, she didn’t swing at me this time but went over to where the dishes were drying-up and grabbed one after the other and started breaking them. With this, I had it, I really had it, and it wasn’t the fact that I had bought that set with my own money at a Ross and now it was going to be forever incomplete and I just couldn’t live like that… it just… I don’t know, the whole taking it out on the poor plates got to me, I hate destruction, so I walked over to her, we wrestled back and forth over a plate she was holding (which finally got broken), she started crying and yelling and throwing punches and kicks at me like a maniac, but I yelled louder as I subdued her on top of the sofa and, shame on me, I slapped her in the process.

			When I did so with the back of my right hand19, she opened her eyes all the way and was about to reply but I was quicker and said (and started crying so I gave it all a more dramatic and realistic touch; or maybe I just fucking meant it):

			“Frida, I’m not proud of what I’ve just done, but you listen to me and you listen good because I mean every word. One more act of violence, even one, against me or this house and I swear I will call your mother and it can all go to hell, I don’t give a shit… Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			She said nothing.

			“DO-YOU-UNDERSTAND-WHAT-I’M-SAYING?”

			After a minute or so staring at each other, she nodded.

			I’m gonna spare all the details, but it was effective. That night we went to sleep with me caressing her hair and whispering into her ear how much I loved her, how we were going to make amends and move on, but it was over, I knew it was over and she knew it was over.

			It wasn’t easy, of course.

			Horror of horrors, her parents came around graduation time. I thought it was going to be awful but we managed. Her mother loved me20, man, and you could tell she wanted us to be married and make babies on the spot. Her father was distant, even nice, but I could feel how my every move was under close scrutiny. They paid for everything while they were there and even gave me a present. I was exultant as I drove them to the airport.

			Frida started going out and I really couldn’t do anything about it, could I? Once, as I was coming back from Kroger I saw Josh’s car parked outside. These gringos… these fucking gringos feel entitled to everything, don’t they? That’s why nobody likes them21. I would’ve done something about it but I was exhausted. I kept reading, writing and playing pes. I was also kissing a student, Elizabeth, although that didn’t last long22.

			Somebody told me Kelli was going out with a professor. It was like this Central American guy new to the program had said: “This is just like Melrose Place!”

			One afternoon as I was succeeding in my Master League, Frida came into the living room and told me she was moving out. Without pausing my game I said: “OK… When you do that, I do not want to see that asshole in my house, that’s all I ask… Things will get messy if I see him in here.”

			I really don’t know why I said that but I meant it.

			I ended up driving her to the airport, cause she was going back home. For some reason I haven’t been able to figure out, she gave me a Vargas Llosa book as a farewell present. We both had a lot to say but nobody said anything, or anything worth listening. There were no tears, but I embraced her and at the last minute told her she was irreplaceable. She really was and I did love her, I just couldn’t tell because I was young (let’s say I was young) and stupid.

			Off she went.  

			When I came back home, it took me three hours to rearrange all the shit we owned. I hadn’t planned on it or anything but I went right at it and wasn’t satisfied until everything had a new place. It looked good23.

			I couldn’t afford rent by myself and there was no question about roomies, I hate roomies, so I thought I could use part of my savings and stay for two more months and see if I could find a job for my already valid (and counting) OPT. I called the landlord and let him know about my plans; even talked him into giving me a discount—said Frida’s dad had cancer so she had to fly to Mexico to be with him, I might have to join her as time went by. 

			Anyway, to cut to the chase, the job thing didn’t work out as expected. I filled a bunch of applications, wrote a thousand e-mails and called several people but nobody seemed to want me. I only went to one job interview, something to do with tutoring, and when I saw I was the only person with all their teeth still intact, I decided that maybe it was time to go back to Bogotá.

			In the midst of it:

			I got drunk by myself one night and texted Kelli. We went to lunch the next day. From then on, we slept together almost every night either at my place or at the place she shared with Néstor and two others. I didn’t talk to Néstor, didn’t even say hello so he complained to Kelli and she said something to me and I said fuck him. Kelli used to get mad at me because every night when we were done having sex I immediately turned on the lamp and read. Also, we were at my place once and she asked me to bring her some toilet paper and I acted out the joke of bringing her just one sheet (having the generous portion in my pocket) and she made a face that I refuse to take from a gringo. She was half-dressed but I asked her to leave and she did.

			Couple of more things about Kelli: one weekend she asked me to drive over to where her parents lived (Lubbock). I said no and she went by herself but we talked constantly over the phone. That Saturday I told her I had purchased my ticket to go back to Colombia, and she said I didn’t have to go. I didn’t ask her what she meant and that was probably wise of me. 

			She was super helpful with all my errands as I was leaving (shipping my books over: that was a bitch). I borrowed her car all the time because I had sold mine to Néstor(!)—without even talking to him, a miracle in the annals of this great country.

			I called a few people the night before I left. I called Rubén and thanked him for everything. I called a professor, I called Sergio, I called Cecilia (she didn’t pick up), I called the landlord.

			Kelli drove me over to George Bush International Airport early in the morning. She said she was gonna come visit me but she didn’t mean it; I said she could stay at my place and I meant it, although I didn’t have a place.

			We kissed and held each other for a long time before I went in. Standing there with her, I felt like staying. I can’t remember what I told her but it had to be sentences with “thanks for everythings” and heartless “I love yous” in them. 

			But I did love her—maybe I’m not being clear, since it’s Frida who I love. Things can get messy.

			She was sad and I was sad and there really was nothing to be done, so off I went.

			After a miserable night in Miami, I reached Colombian territory the following morning.

			Oh, shit.

			
				
					1	I feel I’m betraying something, I don’t know what specifically, by using the word “soccer.” Mexicans, especially in the northern part of the country, do something equally horrible, one might be tempted to call it a Mexican abortion: They refer to the most popular sport of the world as “futbol-soccer.” This is one of the reasons I detest Mexicans—Mexicans from the north, who have sold their not very bright neighbors to the north the fallacy that South America is as poor, ugly and uneducated as their vast territory. We might be poor in South America, and ugly, and uneducated, but we are all these things (and possibly more) in a different, creative, even fashionable way. At any rate, I like northern Mexicans, don’t get me wrong, they are somewhat on the sincere side—some of their foul-mouthed women, that is. I was once in love with one of them, for about twelve minutes. Oh, Perla!

				

				
					2	This verb, man! No past tense, no past participle, how very dull and 
disgusting.

				

				
					3	He had another one, too young and fat to play, but a nice kid. His mother, the coach’s tattooed wife, always drove him to the games so he could do what he did there: nothing. But, again, he was a nice kid.

				

				
					4	The “r” in my god-given name is just poetry. I cannot go any further without declaring this: Roll it, bitches, roll it! But this note has another purpose. Because I’ve been a Spanish instructor for some time now in your mediocre educational system, I can tell that all of you dipshits decide to take Spanish classes because you think it’s gonna be easy. “If an ugly Mexican can, why can’t I…?” is your reasoning and I won’t be convinced otherwise. Anyway, couple of days into the class you start realizing the mess you are in, so you start developing dumbass excuses such as, of course, “I can’t roll my r’s, professor.” Oh, you miserable, ignorant gringos! Gotta love you!

				

				
					5	That was the name of the Chicano coach, which I’m sure he writes without the accent mark—though he pronounces it the Spanish way and gets pissed if you do otherwise. I’m bestowing one upon you, Rubén, that’s how much I liked you. This is possibly the peak of my love for the Chicano community—you are witnessing history.

				

				
					6	As my father and as Diego Armando Maradona, and, more recently, as Lionel Messi (my mom let me know about the latter), I’m bit ambidextrous myself. That is, a lefty leg-wise, but pretty much for everything that involves a hand I use the right limb, although for some movements, bowling in particular, pitching at softball (a gringada which I have executed every now and then), my left arm feels more natural. Leg-wise, again, my right works pretty well for passing, dribbling and even shooting, but I’m a southpaw. As far as I remember, neither Maradona nor my dad used their right foot for anything other than balance—not that Diego Armando needed it; my dad did, he was a limited soccer player, and this has to be the most terrible thing that I’m gonna say about him in these pages, not the only one. And Messi… Messi uses his right foot more than Maradona did, but not much more. Man, I could’ve been great.
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