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Born in 1948, Ernesto Mallo is a published essayist, newspaper columnist, screenwriter and playwright. He is a former anti-Junta activist who was pursued by the dictatorship. Needle in a Haystack is his first novel and the first in a trilogy with superintendent Lascano. The first two are being made into films in Argentina.
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Tomorrow or the day after, catastrophe will come, drowning us all in blood, if we haven’t already been reduced to ashes. Everyone is scared. Me included; I can’t sleep at night, overcome with terror, nothing functions, all we have is our fear… So what does Superintendent Bauer do? He does his job, tries to create a little order and sense where there is only chaos and irreversible disintegration. But he’s not alone…
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I know that one must kill, yes  
but kill who…  
Homero Expósito, 1976




Some days the side of the bed is like the edge of an enormous abyss. Day in, day out, doing things you don’t want to do. Lascano wants to stay in bed for ever or throw himself into the abyss. If only the abyss were real. But it’s not. Only the pain is real.

Lascano wakes up feeling like this today, and has done every day since his wife’s death. Orphaned as a child, he seemed predestined to solitude. Life granted him an eight-year respite in the form of Marisa, a reason to go on living, a fleeting joy that ended less than a year ago, and left him stranded again in the shallows of an island where he earned his nickname: Perro; the Dog.

He launches himself into the void. The shower washes away the last remains of sleep, which howl as they disappear down the plughole. He gets dressed, puts his Bersa Thunder nine millimetre into its holster. Lascano goes over to the birdcage, home of the only living reminder of Marisa, and adds a pinch of seed to the feeder. He heads out into the deserted early morning. Day has yet to break. The air is so humid that Perro feels he could swim to the garage. Fog envelops everything, playing tricks with lights and shadows. He sparks up his first cigarette of the day.

As he sets off, a military operation plays out on the corner. Two olive-green Bedford trucks block off the street. Soldiers with machine guns and Fal rifles. A bus with its doors open. Passengers are lined up along one side, their backs to the soldiers, hands on heads, waiting in silence for their turn to be frisked and interrogated by a lieutenant with the face of a cruel child.

Lascano passes them with indifference. A soldier looks at Lascano, turns to his lieutenant, as though seeking an instruction, then looks at Lascano again. Lascano stares back at him with a commanding glare, making full eye contact, and the soldier lowers his gaze. Slowly, dawn breaks.

As Lascano gets to the garage, a convoy of military trucks passes by. The first one carries a boy and a girl. She wears a flowery dress and must be the same age as Marisa was when he first met her. The girl throws Lascano a fleeting look of desperation, which sends a jolt up his spine like some torturous electric shock, and then she is swallowed up by the fog. Lascano enters the black mouth of the garage. The day begins.

Walking up the ramp reminds him, one by one, of all the cigarettes he has ever smoked. While the Ford Falcon warms up, he lights his second cigarette of the day and reaches for the radio transmitter.

Fifteen to base. Over. Bow-wow. Over. Quite the joker this morning, I see. Over. If you’d spent the whole night here, you’d be in a funny mood too, Perro. Over. What you got? Over. You’re to head over to the Riachuelo river. Over. Where? Over. Avenida 27 de Febrero, opposite the lake at the racetrack. Over. And? Over. Investigate a report of two bodies dumped by the hard shoulder, on the riverside. Over. Won’t they be military hits? Over. I don’t know, go and find out. Over. I’m on my way. Over and out.

First gear always crunches as he sets off, and does so more each time.

One of these days I’ll have to get the clutch fixed on this thing before it leaves me screwed in the middle of nowhere.

The call has put him in a bad mood.

To his left, a chemical smog rises from the Riachuelo waters, poisoning the atmosphere. Lascano drives with the window open as if wanting to punish himself with the river’s stench. Through the windscreen, the landscape blurs and reappears to the rhythm of the wipers. The radio is silent, the street deserted and the tyres, rolling across the tarmac, produce the monotonous tac tac of a train. Movement up ahead breaks his hypnosis. A Falcon Rural estate backs out of a track on the left. It has a dent in its rear door and the plastic cover on the right brake light is broken, so giving off white light instead of red. Lascano takes his foot off the accelerator, but the Rural pulls forward and tears away. Lascano gets to the track, which leads through muddy grass to a corrugated iron hut. He drives down it a few feet and makes out some shapes on the ground. He pulls to a halt, puts on the handbrake, gets out and sees the shapes for what they are: three dead bodies. He lights his third cigarette and approaches. Two of the bodies are wet with dew. Their features have been obliterated by countless bullets, their skulls destroyed. Lascano holds back a retch. He can tell that one is a girl, one a boy, and both are wearing jeans and polo necks. The third body is that of a tall man, around sixty, hefty, pot-bellied, thinning grey hair, dressed in a black suit and tie. He is bone dry and his head is intact, the wild scream of death frozen across his face. He wears no belt and at the top of his stomach a big bloodstain paints a flower on his light-blue shirt. Lascano  spots a piece of red plastic lying close by. He picks it up and puts it in his pocket. He lights a fourth cigarette and slowly walks back to his car. On the way, he retrieves a belt, which doubtless belonged to the dead man. The buckle is broken. He coils it up in his hand, then, back at the car, he sits down sideways in the driver’s seat, with his feet out the door. He picks up the microphone.

Fifteen to base. Over. You there already? Over. How many stiffs, did you say? Over. Two. Over. Send me the ambulance, I’m moving them to Viamonte. Over. On its way. Over. I’ll wait for it. Over and out.

Lascano swivels in the seat, shuts the door, finishes his cigarette and throws the stub out the window. It has started to rain. He sits up straight, takes the wheel, sets the motor running and reverses up to the main road to make himself visible for the ambulance. He waits. A refrigerator lorry goes past. One of Fuseli’s old phrases comes to mind:

You never get over the death of a child; it’s something you just have to live with for ever.

Fuseli knew from experience what he was talking about. Lascano was particularly struck by this comment, because Fuseli had taken good care not to reveal to Lascano that Marisa had been two-months pregnant when she died. It was the last time either of them mentioned dead children. Fuseli knew that the scar was there, but he felt no need to lick his wounds. Both he and Lascano believe men should suffer in silence. Lascano had known Fuseli for years, but until Marisa’s death they had never talked of anything other than work. Fuseli is a forensic doctor, one of those people truly passionate about their job. He is short, a little fat and squat, his hair clipped, combed and gelled, face clean-shaven; everything suggests a very formal man.  But when it comes to discovering a corpse’s secrets, Fuseli turns into a serious obsessive. He reaches out to the dead and they respond. Nobody has an eye for tiny details like Fuseli and nobody has his patience for spending a whole night disembowelling a body. But on the day of Marisa’s funeral, Fuseli dropped everything and accompanied Lascano to La Tablada, the Jewish cemetery.

The ambulance’s lights start to flash in the distance.

At the time, Perro was too broken to be surprised and he accepted Fuseli’s warm embrace and his few carefully chosen words like manna from heaven. They had been friends ever since, never judging one another, never competing. Not then, in desperate times, nor in their rare moments of happiness. They were also united in using fierce concentration at work as a placebo, although they didn’t talk much about this either, of course. Perhaps true friendship is better expressed by what’s not said than by what is.

When the ambulance arrives, Lascano signals the way. He follows slowly behind, then tells the driver and paramedic to start loading up the bodies. Lascano inspects the fat corpse again. He checks its pockets and finds only a few coins along with a business card for the Fortuna Sawmill, with an address in Benavídez, near Tigre. He moves out of the way and watches them put the body on a stretcher.

Lascano gets back into his car, sets off and is soon behind the ambulance.

 




KEEP YOUR DISTANCE.


 



There is little traffic at this hour, and a few minutes later they pull into the yard at the mortuary. While the  stretcher-bearers move the bodies, Lascano heads off to the operations room in search of his friend Fuseli. Fully concentrated at his microscope, the doctor doesn’t notice Lascano’s entrance.

Fuseli, this is no time to be going around so distracted. Remember what happened to Archimedes. Perro! What are you doing here? I’ve brought you some presents, so you don’t get bored. What have you got for me?

The stretcher-bearers deposit the bodies on the dissection tables and leave. Lascano lights a cigarette. Fuseli carefully observes the three bodies and moves over to the fat man.

You got your Polaroid? Over there, in the cabinet.

Lascano goes over to the cupboard and takes out the camera, while Fuseli closely examines the corpse.

Is it loaded? It should be. The two kids were executed, but this one’s different. I thought so too. Hello big guy. Are you going to tell me your secrets?

Fuseli grips the body’s head and holds it up while Lascano lines up the camera and presses the red button. The machine hums, then spits out an image not yet ready to reveal itself. Lascano wafts it about in the air.

You get crazier by the day. Even a no-mark criminal knows dead men can’t talk. That’s because criminals are so ignorant. The dead talk to those who know how to listen to them. Anyway, people talk to plants, don’t they? Does this contraption work or what? There’s nothing coming out. Try it again.

Fuseli holds up the head once more. Lascano takes another photo.

What do you reckon?

Fuseli carefully examines the corpse’s hands.

This one put up a fight. Do you think he was planted there? What does it look like to you? Like it couldn’t be clearer if they’d  left a trowel and a watering can. The ones who are executed always show up with their faces destroyed. The old boy’s is intact. Apart from these wounds. But I get the feeling he got them when he was already dead.

Lascano looks at the photo. As if returning from beyond the grave, the dead man starts to show himself.

I would say that they killed this one somewhere else. What else would you say? Come back tomorrow and I’ll tell you. Done. Hey, why don’t you bring me a little weed from your pals in the drug squad? You still smoking spliff? You should be ashamed of yourself, you old hippy. I am, but then I smoke a joint and the shame passes. I’ll see what I can lay my hands on. My mind thanks you in advance. Now let’s see fella, where did they stick it to you?… mmm, here’s the little hole where death entered and life departed…

Fuseli goes into a trance, the rest of the world disappearing as he becomes totally immersed in his work and his intimate relationship with the dead. Lascano quietly leaves the room. A light but persistent wind has cleared the sky and a sullen winter sun pokes out between the clouds. A promising morning, thinks Lascano, as he sits at his wheel, waiting at the mortuary gate for a fellow driver to let him into the passing traffic.
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The room is in semi-darkness. What little light there is comes from the street lamp outside. Jolted by the wind, its faint glow dances around and throws Amancio’s shadow alternately onto the ceiling, the walls and the bookcase. Sitting beside the window, he drinks his fifth whisky. He’d rather be having a Ballantine or Johnny Walker Black Label, but he has to make do with an Old Smuggler because Amancio is no longer what he once was, or at least no longer has what he once had, which amounts to the same thing in the end. And so he drinks begrudgingly.

It’s past two in the morning and Lara went to sleep three hours ago. This did bring some relief, a respite from her continual reproaches, but it was also an affront to his expectations of companionship, of mutual understanding, of support, bah, of sex. But Lara is conditioned only to make demands; unless she gets something in return, she has nothing to give.

In the street below, the army has just set up one of its checkpoints. A jeep blocks the entrance to the street. Two soldiers with machine guns are positioned on each corner in the shadows. Three others have placed themselves a few feet further back and three more stop  any car that happens by. The soldiers search the vehicle thoroughly, demand to see the identification papers of any passengers, split them up and bombard them with questions. The officers hunt for inconsistencies in their stories, for firearms, documents, evidence of something, whatever. The slightest grounds for suspicion means being thrown in the back of a van and driven to one of many clandestine military prisons spread across the city, to undergo a deeper, more pressing interrogation. Amancio catches himself wanting to witness an arrest. He feels like a circus-goer hoping to see the tightropewalker fall. Time passes by, but nothing else does, the streets are empty, the soldiers, trained for action, grow bored and distracted, until at last the approach of a car brings them to attention. They aim their guns at the heads of the civilians in a car, their trigger fingers twitching as they feel their own fear levels rise, fear being the food that nourishes the soldier.

Amancio finishes his drink in one violent gulp, throwing it down his throat as if wanting to hurt himself with this harsh liquor that his palate is growing accustomed to, and serves himself another.

Somewhat drunk, he inspects his hunting trophies and framed photos. His successful past now seems strange to him. There he is, proudly brandishing his rifle, its butt resting on his thigh, his foot on the horns of a tremendous cape buffalo. He used to love the feeling of power he got from killing these enormous beasts. At his side, his friend Martinez de Hoz. Crouched down, the guide, a little black guy, all eyes and teeth. Amancio is an excellent marksman; it’s his most notable skill, quite possibly his only skill. He feels nostalgic for the days of playing the white hunter, when he could happily blow a  fortune on an African safari in the Okavango delta, for the lost splendour and indulgence of it all, because for some time now Amancio’s finances have been spiralling out of control. He was never taught nor felt the need to learn how to earn money, only to spend it. He was an awful student guided by an indifferent father, from whom Amancio inherited the sense of a life already accounted for, nails growing long like those of a Chinese mandarin. Work was not meant for the likes of them. Their distant ancestors had made fortunes appropriating Indian land in the wake of the desert campaign of General Roca. Back then, just as today, the army lived by a non-negotiable principle: that the good fight meant fighting for goods. The sacrifice, the massacre of one thousand Indians per day, wasn’t considered excessive in return for securing a family’s wealth for three or four generations. Amancio’s grandfather had been the sort who took his family to Europe for long holidays, travelling with his own cow on board the ship to provide fresh milk for his children, and a lover among the passengers on the lower deck to fulfil those functions that bored his aristocratic wife, who considered sex to be something for the working classes. In the salons of Paris they coined the phrase “as rich as an Argentine”. A plentiful childhood, summers spent on the estate at Rauch: twenty thousand acres of the best land in the country. Hereditary tradition ensured that money fell from heaven at the same rate that relatives rose up to it. Life revolved around travel, impressing one’s contemporaries in the salons, swanning around with beautiful, languid young women, gossiping about the “parvenus” and the fallen, mocking the nouveaux riches, scorning the poor, scoffing at the latest scandals and enjoying oneself in the eccentric company of  aristocrats, the Beccar Varelas and the Pereyra Iraolas of this world.

But inheritances were divided among all heirs and a lack of occupation eventually proved costly, especially to someone accustomed to an expensive lifestyle and the finest imported luxuries, unable to renounce old ways, to make a living for himself. Hardly anything was left of all that grandeur today. Of what had once been a vast estate, there’s now only La Rencorosa ranch: a few gardens and flowers, two-hundred-year-old trees, the Sudan grass, the barn where a pair of old nags sleep, half a dozen chickens that survive the neglect of their master and a disused tractor. The big ochre house, spacious and airy, with its veranda and its armchairs, the perfect flower beds are all imprisoned in ten acres. That’s what remains from the squandering, the successive re-mortgaging, the divisions and sales of tracts of land. Expenditure was steadily reduced, naturally, but never stopped altogether, just as interest payments never ended, nor fines, nor penalties. With a prestigious family name to bargain with, loans flowed freely from the nouveaux riches, in turn seduced by the opportunity to acquire properties graced with an aura of high society. But as collateral diminished, the lending tap tightened.

Amancio is a classic case, but with his quick temper and aggressive nature, he can only see his situation through a veil of resentment, he regards it all as some dirty trick played by life, putting money in the hands of nobodies while taking it away from those who deserve it by birthright. From his privileged past he retains only the self-confident, back-slapping manner of the affluent Barrio Norte, as well as the haughtiness and effrontery.  When one is born rich, living poor is perceived as an injustice. Everyone should get what they deserve, and Amancio feels he deserves a better life than this. He thinks about tomorrow and tomorrow means Biterman, the moneylender. Amancio has to go to Biterman’s office in Once, where the loan shark manages his millions. He has been reduced to borrowing from this Jew, accepting his terms and conditions and the accompanying sense of dependency and inferiority. Only yesterday the bank refused to extend Amancio’s overdraft, despite the fact that the president of the bank is none other than Mariano Alzaga, Amancio’s cousin and one-time classmate at Saint Andrew’s School. Amancio can’t even afford a taxi to the moishe’s office. One more whisky and the bottle is finished. He’s completely drunk. Down on the street, the soldiers have stopped a Fiat 1500 and forced two young men to get out.

He looks at Lara’s stunning body as she sleeps calmly. She’s young, an outstanding beauty even in a family famous for its beautiful women, the jewels at gatherings held in their mansion on Alvear Street. The Cernadas-Bauers had also descended into bankruptcy, but its women were as resourceful as they were lovely to look at, because somewhere on the family tree their proud Galician blood had mixed with pragmatic German genes. Hence the implacable green eyes and blond hair and a dynamic entrepreneurial streak. Lara’s sister Florencia used her family connections to set up an estate agency. The sway of her hips, allied with the niceties and histrionics of a well-bred girl, seduced buyers and sellers alike, boosting her client list and her commissions. Without becoming rich, she had made herself into a woman of means for the price of a demanding job on  the property market. Lara, on the other hand, with her more fiery, less organized spirit, opted for the shortest route. Following various affairs with men and women of the jet set, in exchange for gifts and favours, she had become a prime topic of conversation among the chattering classes with talk of her prostituting her heritage. So she accepted a position as private secretary to a Harvard-educated executive with a Polish surname, who managed the Argentine outlet of Exxon with great expertise. Lara had no particular aptitude or knowledge for the job, but her salary recognized that her role was to serve the Pole in every kind of way and, with minimum fuss, she carried out certain tasks his wife was disinclined towards. The actors change roles but the plot remains the same. They have both been living off Lara’s salary for several months. Amancio has known her since she was a girl, the life and soul of gatherings of mutual acquaintances, social events at his or her parents’ ranch. For as long as he could, Amancio passed himself off in front of her as a man of considerable standing, and thus squandered his last remaining pesos in courting and entertaining her. A couple of visits to Europe, various other trips and excursions, expensive clothes and cosmetics, and he was ruined. But before her suitor’s bankruptcy became obvious, Lara followed her father’s advice and decided to marry into the good family name of Pérez Lastra, finally putting a stop to the gossip doing the rounds of Recoleta, Palermo Chico, the old quarter, and Las Lomas de San Isidro. Marriage gave her the benefit of status along with a good lifestyle, all for the price of putting up with her consort. But she’d been misled. Now that the wealthy disguise has peeled away, revealing the wrinkles and cracks of a bygone era, Lara  searches with growing impatience for an honourable means of escape from this inconvenient union. The Pole has more problems with his wife by the day and, as a consequence, more problems with Lara, and she sees the ship on the horizon, starting to sink.

Amancio stealthily makes his way to the dresser where Lara has left her handbag. He opens the clasp carefully. Feeling around in the dark, he soon finds her purse. He takes it out. In the half-light, he makes out three ten-thousand peso notes. He takes one, tucks it in his pocket and puts the purse back in place. He passes the drinks cabinet on his way back and unenthusiastically serves himself a cognac before returning to his post at the window.

The military jeeps and soldiers have gone, the Fiat and its occupants disappeared. The street lies empty and silent. Night draws on, darkens. Those who can, sleep.
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A harsh wind starts to blow. Several broken clouds rush across the sky. Major Giribaldi wanders nervously through the hospital gardens. Tonight’s the night, they said. He believes he’s found the answer to his wife’s problems. He’s only forty years old but he’s feeling more like seventy. He’s impatient. He searches among the many pockets of his uniform for the cigarette he cadged off a conscript. He’s not a smoker but in situations like this you smoke. So he smokes. The moon pokes out between the branches of the tall trees lining Luis María Campos and reminds Giribaldi of a similar moon, four years ago.


Ay lunita tucumana, hand in hand with Maisabé on the banks of the river, Giribaldi sings of the Tucumán moon, swears his undying love, whatever it takes to get her into bed. Courting Maisabé involved accompanying her home from church every Sunday and adopting an overall approach that was so roundabout it took him six months before he dared touch a breast for the first time. Even then he knew he risked losing her for ever. She let him get away with it up to a certain point, then stopped him cold, with a firm virginal hand, and he could advance no further. Maisabé’s Catholic convictions were stronger than the hot flushes he managed, through great effort,  to coax from her. He could always get only so far: her panting, cheeks on fire, nipples stiff as steel and then the that’s enough Giri! that sounded like a warning of land mines ahead. For a whole year he was unable to get any further. Desire got the better of him, meaning the altar. Sick of masturbating and tired of the chinitas, the Indian girls down the local brothel, that night, under that moon, he asked Maisabé to marry him. Emotional and reduced to tears, she accepted immediately. The soldier advanced another pigeon step: with faint hand, Maisabé barely touched his desperate sex, then pulled her hand away like a startled fish. Such was the progress he made from his proposal of marriage.

So then came asking permission of her parents, authorization from his superiors, the white dress, the church, the party and then, finally, the surrender. Alone together as husband and wife, she moved straight to penetration and then as abruptly reached a standstill. It was all very brief. Quick relief for Giribaldi, and for Maisabé one more wifely duty performed before God. Afterwards, the groom, half-asleep, couldn’t help asking himself if it had all been worth it. When he awoke, he found Maisabé kneeling at the end of the bed, praying. He took her by the hand with a commanding gesture, brought her back to bed and hugged her tight. She snuggled up to him, looked at him with sad black eyes and said nothing. For Giribaldi, the closeness of this fresh body, unspoilt and so long yearned for, and now so very still and glued to him, began to excite him. And so, as gently as possible, he pushed himself away from her, rolled over and went to sleep.

Their amorous encounters are not as frequent or intense as Giribaldi would like. Maisabé never takes the  initiative, never offers the slightest seductive gesture, never even a caress. He always has to get things started then lead all the way. At some point she will pant for a moment, before her regular breathing promptly returns. That’s it for her part. Climax is her husband’s domain, something she bares in silent, still resignation. She has never been told pleasure forms part of God’s plan. And so pleasure is not for her. Afterwards, she waits for her husband to fall asleep before kneeling and praying for forgiveness, her body full of anguish. Giribaldi longs for what he has never had, a satisfied woman, with no strength left for anything, abandoning herself and her thoughts entirely to her man, kisses like in the movies. But it would never be like this with Maisabé. Not with her. Nor with any other woman, there is no other woman, nor even the possibility or the thought. Giribaldi knows not the art of seduction.
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