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            ‘The Private Lives of Trees is a small classic in Latin American letters – small in size but not in depth or reach. Books like this one remind us that the experience of reading can still be closely tied to our lives, and not a mere succession of minutes and phrases strung together by someone else’s mind.’

            — Valeria Luiselli, author of Lost Children Archive

            ‘One of the greatest literary events of recent years.’

            — Alfonso Cortínez, Las Últimas Noticias

            ‘Julián is an exceptionally well-drawn character, his subdued eccentricity rendered sympathetically but honestly…. Zambra has proven here that he can do complex emotion as well as he can do cynicism.’

            — The Rumpus

            ‘A fleeting story translated with care – worth savouring.’

            — Kirkus Reviews

            ‘In The Private Lives of Trees, I found proof of what I had suspected all along that writing could offer us, beyond writing itself…. Finally, I’d found an author who was writing in order to reach that place not made of words. And he took you there with him. I know of no greater talent. Not in literature or in life.’

            — Margarita García Robayo, author of Fish Soup

            Praise for Bonsai

             

            ‘Every beat and pattern of being alive becomes revelatory and bright when narrated by Alejandro Zambra. He is a modern wonder.’

            — Rivka Galchen, author of Everyone Knows Your Mother is a Witch

            ‘Falling in love with Zambra’s literature is a fascinating road to travel. Imaginative and original, he is a master of short forms; I adore his devastating audacity.’

            — Enrique Vila-Matas, author of The Illogic of Kassel

            ‘There is no writer like Alejandro Zambra, no one as bold, as subtle, as funny.’

            — Daniel Alarcón, author of At Night We Walk in Circles

            ‘Strikingly original.’

            — James Wood, New Yorker

            ‘The most talked-about writer to come out of Chile since Bolaño.’

            — Natasha Wimmer, New York Times

            ‘Rather than shrink in its conversion to bound covers, as most manuscripts do, Zambra’s text has swelled – and its effect on the world of Chilean literature has been entirely disproportionate to its size.’

            — Marcela Valdes, The Nation

            ‘Not a single word is wasted in this powerful, elegantly told story.’

            — Literary Hub

            ‘Bonsai seems filled with far more characters, poignant turns, subplots and jokes than it should have room for, reaching far into the peripheral lives of both its protagonists.… Zambra effectively captures the ambivalence involved in thinking of one’s life as a story.’

            — Louis Rogers, Literary Review
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            ‘I have no childhood memories.’

— Georges Perec

            ‘… like the private lives of trees

                             Or of castaways.’

— Andrés Anwandter
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         ¶ Julián lulls the little girl to sleep with ‘The Private Lives of Trees’, a series of stories he makes up to tell her at bedtime. The protagonists are a poplar tree and a baobab who, at night, when no one is watching, talk about photosynthesis, squirrels, or the many advantages of being trees and not people or animals or, as they put it, stupid hunks of cement.

         Daniela is not his daughter, but it is hard for him not to think of her that way. It’s been three years since Julián joined the family. He was the one who came to them – Verónica and Daniela were already there. He married Verónica, and in some ways also Daniela, who was hesitant at first, but little by little began to accept her new life: Julián is uglier than my dad, but he’s nice, she would say to her friends, who nodded with surprising seriousness, even solemnity, as if they somehow just knew that Julián’s arrival was not an accident. As the months passed this stepfather even earned a place in the drawings Daniela made at school. There’s one in particular that Julián always keeps on display: the three of them are at the beach, Daniela and Verónica are making cakes out of sand, and he is dressed in jeans and a shirt, reading and smoking under a perfectly round and yellow sun.

         Julián is uglier than Daniela’s father, but he’s also younger; he works more and makes less money; smokes more and drinks less; exercises less – doesn’t, in fact, exercise at all – and knows more about trees than about countries. He is lighter-skinned and less simple and more confused than Fernando – Fernando, that is Daniela’s father’s name. He must have a name, even if he isn’t, exactly, Julián’s enemy, or anyone else’s. Really, there is no enemy here. That is precisely the problem: in this story there are no enemies. Verónica has no enemies, Julián has no enemies, Fernando has no enemies, and Daniela, except for an impish little classmate who spends all his time making faces at her, has no enemies either.

         Sometimes Fernando is a blot on Daniela’s life, but who isn’t, at times, a blot on someone else’s life.

         Julián is Fernando without the blot, but sometimes Fernando is Julián without the blot.

         And then there’s Verónica, who is:

          

         For now Verónica is someone who is not home, who isn’t back yet from her drawing class. Verónica is someone who is lightly absent from the blue room – the blue room is Daniela’s bedroom, and the white room is Verónica and Julián’s. There is, in addition, a green bedroom, which they call the guest room mostly in jest, since it wouldn’t be easy to sleep in that mess of books, folders and paintbrushes. The big trunk where they stored their summer clothes a few months back is set up as an uncomfortable sofa.

          

         The final hours of a normal day have settled into an impeccable routine: Julián and Verónica leave the blue room when Daniela falls asleep, and then, in the guest room, Verónica draws and Julián reads. Every once in a while she interrupts him or he interrupts her, and these mutual interferences constitute dialogues, offhand conversations or sometimes important, decisive ones. Later they move to the white room, where they watch TV or make love or start to argue – nothing serious, nothing that can’t be fixed immediately, before the movie is over or when one of them gives up, wanting to sleep or have sex. Those fights usually end in a fast and silent screw, or maybe a long one replete with soft laughter and moans. Then come five or six hours of sleep. And then the next day begins.

         But this is not a normal night, at least not yet. It’s still not completely certain that there will be a next day, since Verónica isn’t back yet from her drawing class. When she returns, the novel will end. But as long as she is gone, the book will continue. The book goes on until she returns, or until Julián is sure that she isn’t going to return. For now, Verónica is absent from the blue room, where Julián lulls the little girl to sleep with a story about the private lives of trees.

          

         Right now, sheltered in the solitude of the park, the trees are commenting on the bad luck of an oak, in whose bark two people have carved their names as a symbol of their friendship. No one has the right to give you a tattoo without your consent, says the poplar, and the baobab is even more emphatic: The oak tree has been the victim of a deplorable act of vandalism. Those people deserve to be punished. I shall not rest until they get the punishment they deserve. I will travel the earth, sky, and sea to hunt them down.

         Daniela laughs hard, without the faintest hint of sleepiness. And she urgently, anxiously asks the inevitable questions, never just one, always at least two or three: What’s vandalism, Julián? Can I have some lemonade, with three spoonfuls of sugar? Did you and my mum ever carve your names into a tree as a symbol of your friendship?

         Julián answers patiently, trying to respect the order of the questions: Vandalism is what vandals do; vandals are people who do damage just for the joy of doing damage. And yes, you can have some lemonade. And no, your mum and I never carved our names into the bark of a tree.

         In the beginning, Verónica and Julián’s story was not a love story. In fact, they met for more commercial reasons. At that time he was living through the last gasps of a prolonged relationship with Karla, a distant and sullen woman who was on the verge of becoming his enemy. There was, for them, no great reason to celebrate, but all the same Julián called up Verónica, a pastry chef, at the recommendation of a colleague, and ordered a tres leches cake that ended up brightening Karla’s birthday significantly. When Julián went to Verónica’s apartment – the same one they now live in – to pick up the cake, he saw a dark, thin woman with long, straight hair and brown eyes. A Chilean woman, in other words, one who gestured nervously and seemed serious and happy at the same time – a beautiful woman, who had a daughter and maybe also a husband. As he waited in the living room for Verónica to finish packing up the cake, Julián caught a glimpse of a little girl’s white face. Then there was a short dialogue between Daniela and her mother, a sharp but polite, commonplace exchange, perhaps a back-and-forth about brushing teeth.

         It would be imprecise to say that Julián was captivated by Verónica that day. The truth is that there were three or four seconds of awkwardness; that is, Julián should have left the apartment three or four seconds sooner, and if he didn’t it was because it seemed pleasant to stay looking three or four seconds longer at Verónica’s clear, dark face.

          

         Julián finishes his tale, satisfied with the story he has told, but Daniela is not asleep; on the contrary, she seems alert, ready to keep the conversation going. Employing a delicate detour, the girl starts telling him about school until, out of nowhere, she confesses a desire to have blue hair. He smiles, thinking it a metaphorical wish, like the dream of flying or time travel. But she’s speaking seriously: Two girls and even a boy in my class have dyed their hair. I want a blue streak, at least – well, I don’t know if I want blue or red, I can’t decide, she says, as if the decision were hers to make. This is a new subject: Julián realizes the girl has already talked about it with her mother in the afternoon, and now she is seeking her stepfather’s approval. And the stepfather fumbles toward his position in the game: You’re only eight years old, why would you want to ruin your hair so young? he asks, and then improvises an evasive family story that somehow or other proves that dyeing one’s hair is madness. The conversation continues until, a bit indignant, Daniela begins to yawn.

          

         He sees Daniela sleeping, and he imagines himself, at eight years old, sleeping. It’s a reflex: he sees a blind man and imagines himself blind; he reads a good poem and pictures himself writing it, or reading it aloud, to nobody, encouraged by the sombre sound of the words. Julián simply observes these images, receives them and then forgets them. Perhaps he has always merely chased images: he hasn’t made decisions, hasn’t won or lost, just let himself be drawn in by certain images, and then followed them, without fear or courage, until he caught up with or extinguished them.

         Stretched out on the bed in the white room, Julián lights a cigarette, the last one of the day, the next to last, or perhaps the first of an immensely long night, during which he is fated to go over the pluses and minuses of a past that is, frankly, blurry. For now, life is a chaos he seems to have resolved: he has been welcomed into a new intimacy, into a world where his role is to be something like a father to Daniela, the sleeping little girl, and a husband to Verónica, the woman who isn’t back, not yet, from her drawing class. From here the story dissipates, and there is almost no way to continue it. For now, though, Julián achieves a sort of distance from which to watch, attentively, with legitimate interest, the rerun of an old match between Inter and Reggina. It’s clear that Inter will score their goal any minute now, and Julián doesn’t want to miss it, not for anything.
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