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PART ONE
LITTLE SISTER 






0


A dark wind was roaring through the plane’s cabin door. Parise, belted in, bent his bald head toward the river. He could hardly make out the muddy water of the Rio Plata where it emerged from its delta.


The pilot in the khaki bomber jacket was heading out to sea, toward the southeast. A night flight like dozens of others he’d made years earlier. He wasn’t as calm as he’d been then. The clouds dissipated as they moved away from the Argentine coast and the wind grew more violent, buffeting the little two-engine aircraft. The noise from the open door was so loud that he almost had to shout to make himself heard.


“We’ll be leaving the territorial waters soon!” he said, turning his head toward the man behind him.


Hector Parise looked at his watch. By that time, they should have dealt with the package . . . The crests of the waves shimmered on the ocean, pale undulations lit by the moon. He clung to the walls of the cabin—a giant lurching through the air pockets. The “package” lay on the floor, motionless despite the plane’s bouncing about. Parise shoved it closer to the door. Six thousand feet: no light glimmered in the turbulent gloom, just the distant lamps of a freighter, not important. His seatbelt flapped in the cramped cabin.


“O.K.!” he bellowed to the pilot.


The man gave him a thumbs-up.


The wind whipped his face; Parise seized the unconscious body by the armpits. He couldn’t help smiling.


“Go play outside, kid . . . ”


He was about to tip the package out of the plane when a spark appeared in the open eyes—a spark of life, terrified.


The colossus pitched and tossed, in the grip of stupor and fear: injected with sodium pentothal, the package wasn’t supposed to wake up, much less open its eyes! Was it death mocking him, the play of nighttime reflections, or a pure hallucination? Shivering like a leper, Parise grabbed the body and pushed it into the void.




1


La putas al poder!


(Sus hijos ya están en él.)”1


The shed was covered with bright red graffiti. Jana was nineteen at the time, her anger fully intact. All the ruling classes had been involved in the theft: politicians, bankers, service industry bosses, the IMF, financial experts, labor unions. Carlos Menem’s neoliberal policies had imprisoned the country in an infernal spiral, a time bomb: increasing debt, reduction of public expenditures, flexible work schedules, exclusion, recession, widespread unemployment, underemployment, to the point that bank deposits were frozen and withdrawals limited to a few hundred pesos per week. Money flowed out of the country, banks closed in fast succession. Corruption, scandals, cronyism, privatizations, “structural adjustments,” externalization of profits. Menem, his successors, who marched to the tune of the markets, and then the financial crash of 2001-2002 had completed the destruction of the social fabric begun by the military junta’s “National Reor­ganization Process.”


The crash turned into bankruptcy. Argentina, whose GDP after World War II was equal to that of Great Britain, had seen the majority of its population sink into poverty and a third into indigence. A hopeless destitution. In the schools, children fainted from hunger, and the cafeterias had to be kept open during vacations so the kids could receive their only meal of the day. In the barrios of Quilmas, kids compared the taste of grilled toad with that of rat, while others stole copper telephone lines, aluminum covers protecting the electrical circuits of traffic lights, and bronze plaques on monuments . . . Jana had seen old women bloody their hands clawing at the gates to the banks, old men wearing threadbare suits brought out for the occasion weeping in silence, and then the anger of ordinary people: the first riots, the looting of supermarkets (seen by the media as testifying to a lack of security rather than to desperate need), que se vayan todos! y que no quede ninguna! (Let them all go! and not one remain!), mounted police charging into the protesters to disperse them with riding crops, Molotov cocktails, smoke, women beaten with truncheons, their daughters dragged down the sidewalks, nervous shots fired into the crowds—thirty-nine dead—their blood in the streets and squares of the capital, a state of siege declared by President de la Rúa, growing protest, women beating on cooking pots and people shouting—“the state of siege means nothing to us!” The blockage of the roads by piqueteros, scarves covering youths’ faces, their naked chests inviting bullets, paving stones, shattering display windows, rocks thrown at the tanks, water cannons, anti-riot squads, shields, mothers’ cries, Argentine flags brandished as a kind of challenge, fear, fire, statements on state television, que se vayan todos!, bundles of cash leaving the country by the truckload, eight billion dollars in armored convoys while the banks were locked up tight, bigwigs taking refuge abroad in their air-conditioned villas, the stench of gas, overturned cars, food riots, the black smoke from burning rubber, chaos, President de la Rúa fleeing by helicopter from the roof of the Casa Rosada, the delight of middle fingers raised to bid farewell to those retreating in disarray, political officials throwing in the towel one after the other, four presidents in thirteen days, que se vayan todos, “and not one remain!”


Jana had just begun studying at the School of Fine Arts when the country went bankrupt. She had hitchhiked out of her community a few weeks earlier, wearing the woolen poncho her mother had made for her and carrying the old bone-handled knife that had belonged to her ancestors, a few personal items, and enough money to pay her enrollment fees at the university. That was all. Even if millions of people had been ruined by the financial crisis, even if the middle class had been blown to smithereens, even if Argentina as a whole was up for sale, a deracinated Indian woman without connections or housing could still fight for her share with the dogs and poor people who roamed the streets of Buenos Aires.


Like other women students without resources, Jana had been forced to prostitute herself to survive. She refused to surrender the metal forms that moved through her brain. She had stood in front of the Fine Arts building after class, with packets of Kleenex in her bag and an icy fury between her legs.


Rich men drove by in Mercedes, the same men who had bankrupted the country, guys who could be her father and who came to shop. Sell her body to save her mind: the very idea repelled her. Jana had wept while giving her first blow jobs, and then she had swallowed everything: her Indian anger, these swines’ sperm, the madness that gnawed at her heart and shook her like a pit bull to make her let go. She’d become barbed wire.


Three years of study.


She had sucked cocks in rubbers, little, big, soft, all of them disgusting, when they wanted to put it up her ass she defended her territory with her knife; they could think what they wanted, treat her like a rag doll on which they wiped off their virtue the way a mechanic wipes off grease before going home and playing the good father ruffling up the hair of his youngest child, Jana had taken refuge behind her barbed wire with the remains of her moral integrity and the body they occupied like a place paid for in parking lot, their pricks still stiff and proud . . . The swine. The war profiteers. Jana tried to calm down—Art, Art, think of nothing but Art. She slept in parks, squats, and theaters where the artists had decided to perform for free (“Buenos Aires would stay Buenos Aires”), with various people, sometimes strangers; Jana never stayed long, drew sketches in the bars or nightclubs where she ended up, exhausted, after evenings spent prostituting herself.


It was in one of these rather seedy downtown clubs that she had met Paula, right at the height of the economic crisis.


Paula, alias Miguel Michellini, a transvestite with a porcelain doll’s face and robin’s-egg blue eyes that seemed anchored in some distant port. “She” had immediately approached the Indian woman who was keeping a low profile and, after briefly looking into her dark, almond-shaped eyes, given her a passionate kiss as a kind of welcome: “You can do whatever you want with me!” she’d said, smiling under the spotlights as if the world were just great.


Jana had remained dubious: with her white stockings over her bowlegs, her plastic pearls around her slender neck, her false eyelashes and her cherry-red lips, Paula looked to her like a doll that has been abused. “You can do whatever you want with me”: the poor creature seemed sincere . . .


The beginning of a millennium, here on Earth: a storm warning for the weakest, most vulnerable people, the ones with little armor. On the margins, it was worse. Two months afterward, Jana had picked up the tranny lying half-dead on the docks of the old commercial port after running into fans of the Boca Juniors: Buenos Aires’s favorite team had just lost a game against River, and it cost Paula one of her front teeth.


That night, Jana cared for her with what she had at hand, a few caresses on her forehead damp with fear, three reassuring words she didn’t much believe in, always affectionate. They became and remained friends, as much out of a sense of solidarity as out of aversion to the brutality of the world: that great stupidity. Beneath her lost-puppy appearance, Paula was funny, generous, and endowed with a drum majorette’s enthusiasm that contrasted with an underlying distress no normal person could envy. Over thirty, without a degree or any obsession other than dressing as a woman, Paula still lived with her mother, a laundress in the working-class neighborhood of San Telmo, and made ends meet by turning tricks on the docks. The tranny wanted to become an artist, what a surprise, and like Jana, she dreamed of better days. Paula was also rootless—in her body. In her, Jana found a companion in poverty and hope. That would not restore the femininity that had been stolen from her. Nor her breasts . . .


Almost ten years had gone by since their shady meeting. The neighborhoods that had been inhabited by bums and by sailors had been transformed into a cluster of steel and glass towers where the multinationals had established their headquarters—the Catalinas, the few structures that had radically changed the city’s landscape. Jana lived in the wasteland on the other side of the avenue, squatting in the old Retiro rail station, opposite the four-star hotel Emperator.


Sculptor: “One who brings to life,” according to the ancient Egyptians.


Jana had taken over the workshop of Furlan, the artist who had taken possession of the wasteland before her; a full-time mentor, occasional lover, and chronic drinker, Furlan had taken off one day leaving everything under construction—their rickety love affair, the mildewed Ford Taunus in the yard, the shed alongside the tracks in the disused train station, which was henceforth marked as her territory. Jana spent her nights twisting iron, welding, bending sheet metal, composing the monstrous forms that would be applied to the mask of Men.


Conveniences consisted solely of water, electricity, and a stove for heating that gave off toxic fumes. The place was suffocating in summer, freezing in winter. Jana had been living there alone for four years. Furlan was said to be in France; she didn’t care. She no longer needed him or anyone else to survive. Welfare payments and the sale of her first sculptures kept her just above the threshold of indigence. The new president, Kirchner, had gotten the economy back on track without paying attention to the IMF’s demands, the country was breathing again, and she felt free. At the age of twenty-eight, that was her only luxury.


Jana had no iPhone, no television, no credit cards, and her closet wasn’t overflowing with clothes; Art was her only escape hatch and her ancestral lands her only target in the workshop.


Her current work—her masterpiece—was a map of the southern cone of America, set up monumentally on a base of reinforced concrete, into which she whacked the ancient native territories with a sledgehammer.


Jana was a Mapuche, the daughter of a people who had been shot on sight in the pampas.


Exterminating natives or seeking to convert impious souls, Christians had given no quarter. She didn’t either: the hammer fell on the Ranquel territory, already smashed up; jets of pulverized stone hit her eyes. Her black shorts were soaked, sweat was running down her thighs, temples, neck, her dead breasts, her muscles straining toward the objective: the world, a concrete skin she was massacring with a salvific joy.


The cartography of a genocide:


Charrúa.


Ona.


Yamana.


Seik’nam.


Araucan.


The Christians had dispossessed them of their lands, but their spirit-ancestors still roamed them like red ants in the blood. Concrete dust on a tense body: the Mapuche brought her weapon down again and, her eye fixed on the impact, noted the damage done. A real bloodbath.


Eight hundred thousand dead: no, the Christians hadn’t given any quarter.


That was what united the natives.


Jana was still working hard when the telephone rang. She turned to the pallet that served as a table, saw the time on the alarm clock—six in the morning—and let the phone ring: The Jesus Lizard was making the walls of the shed vibrate and a dense rain was beating on the roof, lending rhythm to the apparent chaos prevailing in the workshop. Jana was jubilant. The wind had come up, and that old dog David Yow was screaming his lungs out from the speakers and a magnetic rage was flowing like smoking nitrogen in her Indian veins.


“Haush.”


“Alakaluf.”


“Mapuche!”


The hammer finally fell to the floor glittering with shards. Jana was examining the contours of the craters that pocked her ethnocidal map, her arms aching, when the telephone rang again. The alarm clock read 6:20. The Jesus Lizard album had just ended, the rain had stopped. The sculptress picked up the receiver, her mind elsewhere—her bare feet made wolf’s tracks in the concrete snow . . .


She quickly came down to Earth—it was Paula.


“Ah! Darling, finally you picked up!” she burst out. “Sorry to bother you, but I swear I’m not calling about makeup! It’s about Luz,” she went on breathlessly. “I’m worried: she left me a message on my cell a little while ago to tell me that she had to talk to me about something super important, but I’m still waiting, and her cell doesn’t answer: something’s wrong!”


Jana wiped the layer of dust off her lips—Luz was the tranny who had been sharing the docks with Paula for the past six months.


“Is that why you’re calling?”


“I don’t know anyone but you!” Paula pleaded. “We were supposed to meet at five, I’ve been waiting a long time and she doesn’t answer her phone: something’s wrong!”


“What time did Luz leave her message?”


“At 1:28,” her friend replied above the background noise.


“She might have been picked up by the cops.”


“No, something’s happened, I’m sure. She wanted to see me,” Paula insisted. “I’m telling you, something’s wrong!”


Jana hated to be disturbed while she was working: she didn’t allow herself to be moved by her friend’s melodramatic air.


“Was Luz working last night?” she asked.


“Yes!”


“Maybe she met Prince Charming. At least give her time to come back to Earth.”


“That’s not funny. Listen, I’m really worried. For once she’s not pretending. I need you. Can’t you come?”


There was deafening music in the background.


“Where are you?”


“At the Transformer.”


A transvestite bar where losers like her met after working the streets. Jana glanced at her concrete sculpture and promised it a brief respite.


“O.K.,” she panted into the receiver. “I’m coming.”


 


*


 


The stars on the cosmic blotter were fading out one by one; Jana slid shut the worm-eaten wooden door, padlocked it, and walked across the empty ground surrounding the shed. The big Ford was getting rusty around the grille, under the blind eye of a giant hen on acid, one of her first sculptures made from scrap metal—steel bars, bolts, welding rods, beams—that still showed Furlan’s influence. The other installations were also beginning to decay.


Jana slid into the cracked leatherette seat, waved to a steel aviator at the entrance to the yard and started down the Avenue Libertador—the vein, twelve lanes wide, that crossed the city’s arteries. Jana was no longer thinking about her work in progress; the wind was blowing around in the car (the month before, some jerk had broken her passenger-side window), filling the trash can on wheels with a whirlwind of ashes. All through Córdoba the shops were still shuttered, the leaves on the trees were rustling before the crowds arrived, at the hour when cartoneros were going home. She passed a group of latecomers, their rags steaming under a load of broken bottles, pulling their carts after a night of collecting.


Palermo Viejo. Jana parked the Ford in a delivery zone and walked to the next block. She had hastily thrown on a black combat jumpsuit and her Doc Martens, her tank top was still covered with concrete fragments, and she hadn’t a penny in her pockets.


The entrance to the Transformer was a simple hole cut in an iron shutter. A lesbian with body piercings, dressed for hunting big game, was letting some people in, others not: Jill, eighty kilos of violence perched on a stool on the sidewalk. Transvestites and prostitutes obeyed her finger gestures and looks, too afraid of losing their places for later, along with the possibility of picking up some extra cash if the night turned out to be slow.


“Hi.”


“Hi.”


Jana hadn’t been in the Transformer for years, but Jill let her in, impassive beneath her bleached military crew cut. Jana bent down, made her way through the gloomy tunnel that led to the club, and pushed open the padded door. It was almost as dark inside as it was outside, the best way of hiding the dirt and the state of the furniture. A zombielike faun was wandering in the shadow of the head-high runway; watched by everyone, two trannies with made-in-China fake diamond necklaces, two addicts she didn’t know, were writhing at the edge of the dance floor. Otherwise, the Transformer hadn’t changed, with its cigarette burns on the benches, its lukewarm champagne, and its sex à la carte. The couples that formed incognito in the dark reached the back rooms by the runway, lit up by flashing strobe lights, but the trannies looked tired this morning. There was no mad revue under rotating disco lamps, no laughing to cover the blows and bullying: the customers took refuge behind the speakers pumping out indifferent house music, peering at new arrivals as if they were messiahs nearing the finish line.


Jana’s Doc Martens adhered to the club’s sticky floor. She headed for the bar and finally spotted Paula among the rudderless and anchorless shipwrecks,. She was snorting coke on the counter, in the company of Jorge, the club’s manager.


“Well, well,” he said when he saw the Indian woman come into his cave. “Look here, it’s ‘La Pampa’ . . . ”


Her little nickname referred to her chest, which was as flat as the Argentine plains. Jana hated that son of a bitch.


“I thought you were a great artist,” he said with the complacency of a real estate agent. “What’re you doing here?”


“Isn’t it obvious? I’m choking on the stink of your breath.”


Jorge chuckled. Stocky, wearing a bracelet and a white shirt opened to show a tuft of hair and a priceless gold chain, the manager laid out three lines of coke on the counter and handed Jana a damp straw, giving her a sly look.


“A little hit for the prodigal child?”


“No.”


“Have you quit, too?”


“Fuck off,” she said, looking at him under her brown locks. “O.K.?”


Paula’s mouth twisted under the beauty spot that contrasted with the pallor of her nostrils: one sign from the boss and Jill would throw them out with their Adam’s apples on the back of their necks if she felt like it. Jana pulled her friend down to the other end of the bar, where the music wasn’t so loud.


“You should go easy on the coke, love,” she said to the tranny perched on her high heels. “There’s nothing but laxatives in it. And above all you should keep away from that louse.”


Jorge was taunting them from the opposite end of the counter.


“I was so nervous,” Paula confessed, wiping her nose.


“Coke does calm you down, it’s true.”


“Listen, something happened to Luz,” Paula repeated, “I’m sure of it. Otherwise I wouldn’t have called you.”


Paula was wearing a white dress with flounces and heart-shaped earrings; her foundation was crumbling in the early morning, and by that point her curls were attractive to no one but other homosexuals.


Jana shook her head.


“It’s the coke that’s making you paranoid.”


“No, I swear,” Paula replied, her eyes big as saucers. “I asked the girls,” she said, turning toward the lap-dance fans, “they haven’t seen Luz all night, either. I’ve used up an incredible number of credits texting her; even if Luz had lost her cell, she’d be here. I don’t know what’s going on.”


“What did her message say, exactly?”


“Just that she wanted to talk to me about something important, that she’d meet me here at 5:00, after the Niceto . . . ” The Niceto was the club in the barrio of Palermo where Paula was auditioning for a part.


“By the way, how did it go?”


“Great! They told me they’d let me know!”


Paula smiled with Bambi-on-barbiturates eyes—this was her first encounter with show business.


“Who’d you see,” Jana joked, “the doorman?”


“No, no, the choreographer! Gelman, a kinda younger Andy Warhol. You know, I saw part of the rehearsal, and the show looks like it’s going to be good! Listen, Jana,” she said, growing more serious, “Luz couldn’t have been fooling around. That’s not her style, and even less if she had something important to tell me. Not to mention the audition at the Niceto.” Paula put her hand on Jana’s. “I’ve got a bad feeling, Jana. Otherwise I wouldn’t have called you. You know how much I care about Luz. Please help me find her.”


Paula wrinkled her little trumpet-shaped nose, an expression known only to the two of them. Her smile was missing a tooth, but the rest was still intact under the makeup. Jana sighed in the club’s polluted air. “O.K.” Figures were slipping into the obscurity: party animals going home, habitués, gay junkies, police informers, resolute virgins, the waltz of the backrooms was getting into full swing. Jorge’s voice drowned out the Latin disco blaring from the speakers.


“Hey, La Pampa!” he roared. “There are two gauchos here asking if you’ll still lay them for a hundred pesos! Hey, Indian! You hear?”


“Don’t listen,” Paula whispered to her friend, “he’s too stupid.”


Jana had a metallic taste in her mouth; on the other side of the bar Jorge was snickering. She took Paula’s hand and dragged her toward the exit.


It was either that or set this rat-hole on fire.


 


*


 


Buenos Aires arose out of nothing, a land of brush and mud on the edge of an estuary that opened onto the ocean where contrary winds blew. It was there that the colonists had constructed a commercial port, La Boca, its jaws closed on the Amerindian continent. La Boca, where so many cattle were slaughtered that the blood ran over the sidewalks, along with the blood of girls who thought they were emigrating from Europe to a new Eldorado or who had been kidnapped with false promises of marriage before they were sent to the slaughterhouses, where they serviced sixty customers a day seven days a week in sailors’ whorehouses—another century.


The port had been abandoned, and La Boca was now known only for its corrugated metal houses painted with the remains of ship paint pots, its craftsmen, and its pretty buildings on the Caminito occupied by rainbow-colored galleries where all kinds of portraits of Maradona, Evita, and Guevara could be found. A lookalike of soccer’s golden boy, or the end-of-career version, little skirts in the Argentine national colors, merchants catering to gringas, kids in soccer jerseys, one restaurant after another, and as many touts. During the day La Boca had loads of tourists, but the area emptied out at nightfall: prostitutes, drug dealers, addicts, riffraff, poor people, shady characters roamed it until dawn. Even the brightly-painted houses took on a macabre appearance.


Jana’s Ford cruised slowly along the docks; it was a 1980 model and did not clash with the surroundings. Leaky boats served out their time in the old commercial port, half sunk or covered with algae; grayish low-income towers rose up, clothes hung to dry on the balconies like so many tongues stuck out at Buenos Aires propriety. Paula looked at the sites of perdition outside the broken window; coming down from coke made her anxious, she felt responsible for Luz and her premonitions were tying her stomach in knots.


Bosteros, bumpkins—that’s what the people of La Boca are called. Also known as Orlando, Luz had begun his career as a transvestite blowing truck drivers in Junin. But he’d fled his life in the service stations on Route 7 after his only contact in town, a cousin, had thrown him out when he found women’s clothing in his suitcase. Luz had felt pretty much at home when he landed in La Boca. He’d made the rounds of the bars and clubs, looking for a man who would take him as he was, and finally found Paula.


Most of the transvestites saw their peers as amateurs at best and as competitors at worst. But Paula had enough heart for two. Above all, the Samaritan was in a position to see how Luz’s story would end. Overwhelmed by her need to dress as a woman, Luz had already lost everything—family ties, job, friends. After the first encounters at traffic circles, more phantasmal than profitable, prostitution had quickly become her lifesaver. She would die worn-out and toothless, in the gutter. Lost in Buenos Aires, Paula had suggested that they work as a team on the La Boca docks; they would protect one another while waiting for something better, and Paula would teach her the trade.


 


“Don’t worry about anything,” Jana said. “I’m sure Luz took some guy home with her.”


“No,” Paula replied. “Rule No. 1 is always to fuck at other people’s places, never at your own. If the guy is a nutcase who wants to kill you, he’ll have to get rid of the body, whereas at your place he can just leave and shut the door. No,” she repeated as if to convince herself, “Luz would never have done anything that stupid.”


Jana drove slowly under the flickering streetlights, peering into the shadows between abandoned warehouses and vacant lots. A steamboat in the last stages of decomposition was creaking against the broken-down dock, while farther on a couple of worn-out cranes and a sand barge completed the impression of neglect and decay. At dawn, the streets had emptied out: the trannies, the junkers of the prostitution game, had gone home.


“Except for sniffing dogs’ hind ends, there’s nothing to do here,” Jana said.


Paula, sitting beside her and clutching her fake zebra-skin purse on her knees, agreed.


“Let’s have a look over by the stadium,” she said. “There are a couple of regular customers over there, you never know.”


The La Boca stadium was a cube of yellow and grayish-blue concrete painted with Coca-Cola signs: it was there that Maradona performed his first exploits before avenging a whole country for the Falkland Islands humiliation by beating England all by himself.


Dieguito was thinking about Maradona’s sombreros, about the way he left the English team mystified, about the Goal of the Century, over and over.


“Whaaaa . . . ”


Dieguito was dribbling the stars. An effect of the paco, the dregs of the dregs of crystal meth he’d just sniffed after making the rounds of the neighborhood.


A hundred thousand cartoneros came down from the suburbs every day to collect and resell recyclable garbage: paper, metals, glass, plastic, cardboard, for forty-two centavos a kilo—a few cents. Among them were many children who knew each other from their neighborhoods or soccer clubs. Dieguito and his gang wore the jersey of the Boca Juniors, the club formed after the Río de la Plata team’s departure to the wealthy neighborhoods—a betrayal that had never been pardoned. Naturally, number 10 was reserved for their leader.


“Whaaaa . . . ”


Dieguito was delirious. The rest of the gang was drinking a mixture of orange juice and 80-proof alcohol in plastic bottles, sprawling on the trampled flowerbeds at the north entrance: no one saw the Ford park in the shadow of the stadium.


Dieguito soon felt a presence over him, blinked his eyes to define its contours, and jumped back: a tranny was bending over him in a cream-colored coat with a stained collar and a dress below the knees . . . It took him a few seconds to come out of his trance and recognize Paula.


“What are you doing there,” the cartonero stammered.


“We’re looking for Luz,” his guardian angel replied. “She was working the docks tonight: it’s your sector, you must have seen her, no?”


Dieguito leaned back against the concrete pillar. There was an Indian with the tranny, whom the kid eyed with a disgusted air—she didn’t even have any tits.


“Luz?” he said, his mouth feeling woolly. “Uh, no . . . ”


“You didn’t see her because you were high or because she wasn’t here?”


“Whoa!” the boy snorted. “We worked all night while you were getting fucked: you know where you can stick your comments?”


“Hey, do you want me to smash your face in with my purse?”


The rest of the gang slowly emerged, bandy-legged; they got up without enthusiasm.


Jana rephrased the question. “We’re just asking you if you’ve seen Luz working tonight.”


“I don’t know anything!” the kid yelped.


“You didn’t see her all night?” Paula insisted.


“No! How many times do I have to say it?”


“Would it kill you to be friendly, Pinocchio?”


“Up yours! Yes!”


The gang started to form a circle around the trio.


“Is there a problem, Dieguito?” asked one of the cartoneros.


Paula shivered under her flounced dress: some of the kids bent down to pick up stones.


“Let’s get out of here,” Jana whispered.


Followed by scruffy kids in shorts insulting them, they made their way back to the car and took off. Dark clouds weighed on the rising sun. The tranny’s spirits were plummeting.


“Maybe Luz is sick,” Jana said, “and stayed home with the crud, she’s probably sleeping like a stone. The thing she wanted to talk about may not be all that important . . . You’re overreacting, honey.”


“She would have told me,” Paula said sullenly. “We had a date . . . ”


At the wheel of her old crate, Jana yawned.


“We’ll find out tomorrow,” she said. “I’m dropping you off at your mother’s house.”


“Can’t I sleep with you?” her friend simpered, “just for tonight?”


“No, you kick too much.”


“That’s because I run a lot in my dreams.”


“A cheetah with fingernail polish, sure.”


“I’m afraid I’ll have an anxiety attack, Jana. Look,” she said, putting her hand on her fake breasts, “my heart is fluttering.”


“Yeah, sure.”


The Ford was moving down Don Pedro de Mendoza, an avenue that took them along the harbor on the way back downtown, when they saw the rotating light of a police car at the end of the docks.


 


*


 


The old car ferry was slouched in the brackish water of the Riachuelo, exhaling an odor of mud and decomposition. A few spindly bushes had grown up against the worm-eaten dock, and there were patches of reeds where oily trash accumulated, corks and plastic bottles. A big guy weighing around 250 pounds was bending over the murky water, flanked by a puny fellow who was running a flashlight beam over the metal structure.


“It doesn’t smell good, boss,” the man said.


“Shine the light on it, you fool.”


Sergeant Andretti grumbled as his eyes followed the beam of trembling light: a body was floating among the jugs and greasy papers, half submerged in the dense mire. The pale body of a young boy, clearly naked, that somebody had thrown next to the ferry.


The policeman turned to look at the vehicle that was parked at the end of the docks: a strange couple soon emerged from it, a transvestite and a girl with black hair wearing an urban guerilla outfit.


“What are you doing there?”


Paula took a few steps toward the cops bending down in front of the bridge and saw the body swimming in the muck that was illuminated by the flashlight. She dug her nails into Jana’s arm, her eyes popping out: it was Luz.
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What’s the matter?” Andretti asked. “Does she smell bad, your pal?”


Paula was throwing up her guts on the pavement, while two cops called in as backup were teetering at the foot of the ferry. Jana examined the policeman by the intermittent flashes of the revolving light.


“Does that amuse you?”


Fabio Andretti wore a boar-bristle mustache and carried a good fifty pounds too many. He shrugged in response. He was paid to get the parasites out of the neighborhood; he left the trannies to the social workers. His partner, Troncón, whom he’d had to kick in the ass to wake him up in a cell at the station so they could go on patrol, kept back. A pimply man in his twenties wearing a cap too big for him, Jesus Troncón was not feeling well: he’d never seen a naked body floating in shit. They were just now pulling it toward the docks.


Andretti hitched up the belt that supported his equipment and the inexorable bulge of his belly. The early morning sunlight was touching the tops of the gray low-cost housing towers—there were no witnesses other than these two clowns. He turned toward the Indian with her high cheekbones, her eyes still fixed on him.


“O.K.,” he sighed. “We’ll start over from zero. What’s her name?”


“Luz,” Jana answered.


“Luz what?”


“No idea.”


“I thought you knew her?”


“I only know her tranny name,” Jana explained.


“Sure. How about you, over there?” he asked the guy in a dress. “Do you know the stiff’s real name?”


Paula was choked with sobs, perched on her stiletto heels, ridiculously small compared to the former butcher’s boy. She didn’t want to believe that this little monkey curled up below the ferry was Luz.


“Or . . . Orlando,” she finally said.


“That’s all?”


Paula nodded, realizing bitterly that she didn’t even know Luz’s last name. She pulled a Kleenex out of her zebra-striped bag and wiped her mouth while Andretti scribbled the information in a notebook, his big, sausage-like fingers covering half the pen.


“What are you doing down here at this hour?” he asked again.


“Luz didn’t show up for a date with my friend,” Jana said. “Since we knew she was working the docks, we went to see.”


The cop’s smell washed over her, a kind of aftershave for the feet.


“See what?”


“Why she hadn’t come. Luz and Paula work together, you must know that because you’re from around here.”


Andretti looked at her shrunken breasts.


“And you, who are you?”


“Just a friend.”


“How about her,” he said, pointing to Paula. “Who’s she, his aunt?”


Fabio Andretti had the bulk of an aging wrestler and a dark sense of humor.


“If it was a mother crying over her murdered kid, you wouldn’t talk like that,” Jana remarked. “But a homo crying over a whore, that’s really funny, isn’t it?”


“Watch what you say, kid.”


“You too.”


Troncón stiffened as if he’d been stung. In Argentina, people often spoke informally but the negrita was playing with fire. The sergeant’s bovine expression became sharper.


“You want me to take you in, you and your tranny friend?”


The colossus was putting his hand on the nightstick that hung from his belt—it would be a pleasure to smash in her ribs—when one of the cops behind him cursed.


“La concha de tu madre! Boss! Boss! Come have a look at this!”


“What’s going on?”


“Boss . . . ”


Andretti looked at Luz’s body, which had just been pulled up on the pavement, dripping with putrid water, and swallowed his indignation: the kid no longer had any genitals. His penis, testicles, and everything had been cut off from the pubic bone to the scrotum. All that was left was a black, festering wound, mixed with mud.


“Shit,” he mumbled through his mustache.


Terrified, her face ashen, Paula retched one last time and vomited a black liquid on Troncón’s shoes. Andretti also paled on seeing the young man’s emasculated body. The cops on the night squad remained silent, their hands crossed, in accord with their duty.


“Cordon this off,” Andretti panted, “now!”


People were starting to gather at the end of the docks. Andretti was still crouching over the body, the crack of his big buttocks showing between his shirt and his pants. It was against the rules, but he did it anyway: he put on a pair of plastic gloves and turned the body over. There was no sign that the boy had been shot in the back, but there was a deep wound under the left shoulder blade. A knife, maybe—it was difficult to tell with all the mud. Neither the head nor the abdomen seemed to have been injured. There were no clothes lying around, nor a purse. They’d search all the nearby trash bins; if they were lucky, the murderer would have thrown things away in a hurry. Then one detail attracted his attention. He shined his Maglite on the corpse’s rectal area, which was in particularly bad shape: there was something shapeless there, a clump of flesh and hair. He swallowed. Was it a penis? What else could it be? What could it be but the kid’s penis?


Andretti stood up rather heavily. His men had cordoned off the crime scene, the emergency services men were arriving, attracting crowds of onlookers.


“O.K.,” he said to his team. “Let’s pack this up.”


Troncón stood nearby, his shoes covered with vomit.


“What do we do with the two whores, boss?”


The tranny was sitting on the pavement, trembling, supported by the Indian.


“We’ll take ’em in,” Andretti growled.


 


*


 


“Pelotudos,” “Cornudos,” “Soretes,” “Larvas,” “Culos rotos,” “Flor de san puta”2: to judge by the graffiti that peppered the walls of the police station, opinion regarding La Boca’s cops was unanimous.


Head of the night squad, Fabio Andretti had begun his career as a butcher’s assistant in Colalao del Valle, a village in Tucumán, when a friend of his uncle suggested that he join the police, where he “knew some people.” Fabio had taken him up on the offer and very quickly understood what could be gotten out of this line of work. Working lousy jobs in shabby police stations, he had more than once fought with officers and their subordinates who supplemented their paychecks by robbing the local scum, thieves or drug dealers who were unlikely to file complaints. He received promotions for good and loyal service and was transferred. Fabio Andretti had joined the night squad in La Boca, Buenos Aires, where his rank of sergeant made him responsible to no one but the chief of police, who, between delivering official speeches referring to new directives that no one would follow, spent his time collecting bribes. A common and long-standing practice. At the end of the dictatorship, President Alfonsin had cut off a few too prominent heads, but since Menem closed his eyes to anything that did not involve money, most of the policemen had kept their jobs and still operated with near impunity. Murders, cases of “itchy trigger finger,” sequestrations, tortures or beatings, every year there were an enormous number of complaints concerning minors tortured or strangled in the police stations.


The station at La Boca smelled of worn-out shoe leather and mothballs. Two broken chairs next to a dead plant decorated the room where Paula and Jana had been waiting for three-quarters of an hour, sitting on a bench opposite the desk. They had been refused a phone call, a glass of water, and access to the toilets, which were, it seemed, plugged up.


“It’s going to be okay, precious,” Jana whispered to her friend. “It’ll be okay when we get out of here.”


Tears were running down Paula’s cheeks, completing the ruin of her makeup.


“It’s horrifying,” she repeated into her Kleenex. “Did you see what they did to him?”


In death, Luz had become a man again.


“Try not to think about it,” Jana said, stroking her feeble hand.


But Paula wasn’t listening.


“What kind of animal could do something like that? What monster? And Luz? I don’t understand how he could have let himself be taken in like that.”


Luz was her protégée, her kitten by the roadside, her associate; Paula had taught her about the night, the neighborhoods, the hours to avoid, suckers to be cajoled, hotels that welcomed prostitutes, backrooms, the risks and the rules that had to be observed: it was just incomprehensible. And then why did they have to kill her? Because she was different? Because she was on the bottom rung of society, and it was eternal human nature to take revenge?


“It’s disgusting.”


“Yes,” Jana agreed. “But it’s not your fault.”


“If I hadn’t had that appointment in Niceto, I could have been there: things would have turned out differently.”


“It’s pointless, I’m telling you.”


Agent Troncón was watching them out of the corner of his eye, and was less frisky than he’d been when his boss was around. Raised by a father who kicked him in the ass and who even in the morning looked like he’d just come out of a pulpería—a country bar in the time of the gauchos—Jesus Troncón came of age on a high, arid plain, afflicted with short-sightedness, persistent acne, and a downy mustache that caressed downturned lips. The apprentice policeman walked up and down a few times in his too-short uniform and finally beckoned to them from the hall.


“Hey! It’s your turn!”


Paula cringed beneath her cheap cream-colored coat. She knew Sergeant Andretti by reputation—he was to be avoided. Jana helped her get up from the bench where they’d been marinating and shot a withering look at the greenhorn in his cap. The boss’s office was situated at the end of the hall, after the empty vending machine.


“Come on, we’ve got lots of things to do!” Troncón bawled for form’s sake.


Paula moved forward, teetering.


“You won’t do anything stupid, will you?” she whispered to her friend before going in.


“No. I promise.”


A smell of old sweat emanated from the walls of the office, which were covered with search bulletins, drug-abuse prevention posters, and tattered pictures of naked women. His burly body wedged into a groaning chair, Andretti sized up the couple—a transvestite with a giraffe’s neck decked out in an unlikely white dress with flounces and an Indian with a torso like a female monkey’s, her buttocks poured into a black combat suit: faggots disgusted him, but the little whore, with her round ass and her Amazon’s legs, would be well worth visiting in a cell.


“Can you tell us what we’re doing here?” Jana asked for openers.


“What do you mean, what are you doing here? We’re dealing with a murder, kid,” the cop snapped at her, “and I’m the one who asks the questions. Three out of four guilty parties are friends or relatives of the victims, did you know that?”


Paula shrank on the nearby chair.


“So far as I know, we’re witnesses,” Jana said, “not suspects.”


“And the story of the killer who returns to the scene of the crime, have you heard that one?”


On the wall behind Andretti was a poster showing a girl with Teflon tits who was biting her thumb with a naughty air.


“Bull,” Jana said.


“We’ll see about that: where were you between midnight and six o’clock this morning?”


“At home,” she replied calmly. “In my workshop.”


“Workshop for what?”


“I’m a sculptor.”


“Is that right. What do you make, totem poles?”


“Hilarious.”


“The thing is, you don’t have an alibi, sweetie, that’s what I see,” the head of the night squad declared. “And you, tranny,” he barked, “where were you?”


Paula’s tears had made her mascara run, her heels and stockings were spotted with vomit, the sight of Orlando mutilated had struck her dumb, and this jerk terrified her.


“She was at the Niceto for an audition,” Jana replied for her. “A club in Palermo: two thousand people can confirm it for you.”


“That means that your pal Orlando was alone on the docks when he was attacked,” the policeman deduced.


“Massacred would be more exact.”


“Yeah. Did he have enemies, this Orlando?”


The Mapuche shook her head.


“No . . . We know lots of sons of bitches but nobody who would do that.”


“A matter of settling scores, did you think of that?”


“Orlando and my friend here were working for themselves, and they earned hardly enough to live on: that doesn’t deserve that kind of ruthlessness.”


The policeman pretended he hadn’t heard.


“Who else was close to Luz?”


Jana turned to Paula, or rather her colorless shadow.


“Only us,” she mumbled from her chair.


“You’ve started talking again!” the sergeant observed. “So: you don’t know anyone who might give us information about Orlando?”


“No.”


The giant receded like a tide of fuel oil into the chair, and crossed his meaty hands behind his head.


“If I understand correctly, you claim that the victim has no friends other than you, and that you’re close to him but not to the point of knowing his last name,” he laughed. “That’s some friendship!”


“It’s not friendship,” Jana said, “it’s loneliness.”


“Oh ho! Do you at least know where he lives, your best friend?”


The Mapuche grimaced. “No idea.”


“In a barrio,” Paula threw in. “La Villa 21.”


A slum in the center of town.


“Family?”


“In Junin . . . At least that’s what Luz, Orlando told me. He broke with his former life and came to Buenos Aires.”


“Where he ran into the wrong person at the wrong place,” Andretti continued.


Paula was interlacing her fingers on the chair. The sergeant pushed back the keyboard of his computer, which resembled the shabby buildings in the neighborhood.


“Since you don’t have anything else to tell me, you can go home,” he announced.


“You’re not going to take our deposition?” Jana said, astonished.


“To write what, that you know his first name?”


“You’re going to inform his parents, at least?”


Andretti scowled at her in a special way. “You know what they say around here, Indian: mind your own business.”


An old adage that had been widely repeated during the dictatorship. At that time, Jana hadn’t yet been born.


“Our friend was massacred by a psychopath and there’s every reason to think he’s still roaming the neighborhood,” she said. “Luz had a purse and clothes; if you haven’t found anything, that’s because the murderer must have picked up Luz in his car and taken him somewhere to kill him and then throw his body in the harbor.”


“Listen, no little whore is going to tell me how to do my job!” the policeman grumbled, shaking his chops. “Now get out of here, India de merda, before I lock you up. Naked, how would you like that?”


Paula shivered on her chair. The station’s walls oozed violence, arbitrariness, and beatings. Jana held her breath, her eyes burning with hatred. It wasn’t just Jorge, the manager of the Transformer; for the cops too she would never be more than someone who sucked cocks, a subhuman or alien of the species that you fucked in cars, a bastard who grew up in the dirt and was thrown into the city like a prison, an Indian who pissed her kind’s blood: nothing.


Nothing but a whore.


She took Paula’s icy hand.


“Rajemos!”3
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The Mexicans descend from the Aztecs, the Peruvians from the Incas, the Colombians from the Mayas, and the Argentines descend from boats,” goes the old joke.


In fact, Buenos Aires existed chiefly through European eyes. A play of mirrors and reflections that honed the soul of Porteños. After the natives were wiped out, losers from the old world gathered in this silted-up port without docks, which was reached by half-submerged wagons drawn by horses. Hardly had the dust raised by the Indians settled than the colonists began building the city of Buenos Aires that Daniel Calderón loved so much.


Was that why he left it so often, like a passionate mistress, the better to return to it? When he talked about the city, Daniel had the duende, that creative brilliance dear to Lorca that is sometimes found in a bullfighter’s pass, a singer’s voice, or the trance of a flamenco dancer. Rubén found this duende that “rejects muses and angels / as learned dogs in the mud” in his father’s poems, the fire and light that had dazzled his childhood. Daniel and Elena Calderón had given him this name in honor of Rubén Dario, the instigator of their language’s independence movement and a precursor of the manifesto of Martín Fierro, the avant-garde poetry magazine that had put its stamp on the beginning of the century in Argentina, and of which Daniel was one of the most innovative heirs.


Rubén had discovered Buenos Aires through the eyes of his father, a poet bound to his city the way the plain is bound to the rain: very early on, Daniel had told him about his tricks of sleight-of-hand, his bars where they smoked and talked until dawn about politics, about the tango that had returned from the whorehouses and its women bent under the other’s desire, the colors and prism of the Europe that haunted them. As they sat for hours on benches or café terraces in the Florida neighborhood of Buenos Aires, his father had taught him to observe people, to recognize that a young girl was walking alone in the street for the first time, so proud in a touching way to show everyone that she was free, the elegance of lovers on the paving stones shining in the night, to divine the reflections of old men in parks, the lost thoughts that had to be recuperated for them, the insouciance of cats in cemeteries, the peaceful happiness of mature women when they had fallen in love again, the stirring vitality of some women when they gave the gift of their grace to the world, thus restoring its enchantment. Together, they imagined the lives of passersby, like the man in a hat they saw near the opera house who, by following Borges’s itinerary, would end up shaking Pinochet’s hand (a typical joke, the great writer having both drawn up his “ideal itinerary” through the checkerboard of Buenos Aires and shaken the hand of the Chilean dictator before retracting his act “to some extent”). As Rubén grew up, women became their favorite playground, where passionate abstraction proved most fertile. Poems and ideas piled up in the notebooks he filled, the Hispanic duende being the target:


 


Beauty, beauty . . .


I would like to die with you,


Beautifully . . .


 


Rubén was advancing with giant steps when Videla’s coup d’état—la Golpe—happened on March 24, 1976.


“One death is a cause of sorrow; a million is news.” Thirty million was the number of the desaparecidos, those who “disappeared.”


The method applied by the military junta duplicated the Nazis’ practices during the war: they simply picked people up without warning. The advantages of proceeding in this way: no information about the conditions of detention, the preservation of their image on the international stage, and the possibility of liquidating individuals who would otherwise be protected by their age (minors), their sex (girls, pregnant women), or their fame. Contacts established with French officers who had fought in Indochina, and then with members of the OAS Delta groups who had returned from Algeria,4 were soon to add to the terror by introducing electroshock torture that was henceforth used systematically on prisoners: the picaña. These methods and the ties established with Nazism were in no way unprecedented: the national icon, Juan Péron, had received a considerable sum in exchange for providing eight thousand passports for Axis agents fleeing Europe. In this way, many Argentine police had been trained by former Nazi officers, and pamphlets circulated in the barracks—“SS in Action,” “Hitler may have been right,” and the famous forgery, “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” which was still to be found in the used bookstores on Corrientes Avenue. In addition to the instructors, the greatest war criminals had passed through the country, Mengele, Boorman—who was said to have possession of the “Nazi treasure”—and Eichmann, whose house looked out on a Jewish cemetery.


Following the example of the commander of Auschwitz, one of the high-ranking officers in the Argentine junta, General Camps, had declared that he had “never personally killed a child,” which did not prevent him, however, from proposing, at the height of the repression, that every subversive child in primary schools be arrested in order to muzzle all future opposition. Under pressure from the persnickety Carter administration, Videla, the first head of the dictatorship, had finally given up the idea—it was a matter of image.


All the military men had been involved in these secret operations, and were regularly rotated. They were forbidden to talk about or to comment on these “purification” missions, but rumors were allowed to circulate in order to terrorize the population. Threatened with reprisals, some people turned up their radios in order to mask the cries of neighbors who were being taken away. Ford Falcons roamed the city without license plates and with an officer in the back seat. The actions took place chiefly at night or in the early morning, and on weekends, if possible: the Intervention Group cut off the neighborhood’s electricity if the operation looked like it was going to be tricky, and, in the event of resistance, shot into the crowd—in his report, the officer in charge described this as an “anti-terrorist assault.” Afterward, they emptied the building before taking the subversives to “processing centers.”


Participating in meetings of left-wing students or labor union activities, expressing overt criticism of the military, having the same name as a suspect, having witnessed an abduction, being Jewish, teaching or studying sociology, providing advice to poor people or suspects involved in legal proceedings, taking care of suspects or poor people, writing poems, novels, or speeches, being a foreigner and “too noisy,” being a refugee from a country ruled by a military regime, being sought for political reasons, practicing as a psychologist or psychoanalyst—that is, influenced by Jewish theorists—giving a piano recital before workers or peasants, being “too” interested in history, being a young soldier who knows too much or who protests, being “too” fascinated by the West or making films that are “too” focused on social subjects or that contravene “good morals,” being active in a human rights association, having a brother, sister, cousin, or friend close to a desaparecido: the military and the police abducted people for any reason at all. Anyone who opposed the “Argentine way of life” was considered subversive.


“Subversion is what opposes the father to his son,” General Videla had explained. A phallocratic paternalism that drew its ideology from Catholicism extended to the whole of society: three hundred forty concentration and extermination camps distributed over eleven of the country’s twenty-three provinces, for a maximum efficiency—90 percent of those incarcerated never returned.


Rubén Calderón was one of the survivors.


One day in July 1978 he had been freed without explanation, amid the popular jubilation after the national soccer team won the World Cup.


Probably people were needed to talk about the atrocities that took place in the clandestine prisons, in a way sufficiently convincing to scare off the recalcitrant. Or rather he had been spared so that he could tell what happened during his imprisonment, so that he could tell it to Elena and her Mothers who gathered on Plaza de Mayo every Thursday: to drive her mad, precisely.


But Rubén had said nothing.


To describe what could not be described was to relive it, to make the fear, sorrow, and pain rise up again, to speak was to restore to his tormentors the power to crush him. He had said nothing to his mother about his months in captivity at the Navy Engineering School, or what had happened to his father and his sister—impossible.


Since Elena Calderón had joined the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo resistance movement, Rubén could not remain in Buenos Aires without giving the oppressors a way of exercising pressure; he had been hidden in the countryside, with friends who were not involved in politics—like many people of the time, “they didn’t know,” or didn’t want to know. Hiding out in the converted attic of their home, barricading himself with books like a literary lab rat, Rubén met his mother with deceptive smiles.


He was the friend of owls, of stones. At night, he went out on the plain to spill his guts and didn’t come back until he was out of breath, his lungs burning; he collapsed on the grass to revisit the stories they used to tell each other on the terraces of bars—the poet was dead but his voice still echoed in the prodigious memory of his son—stories in which women moved like pumas through the darkness, stories of woods where groups of people set out on horses pierced with nails, stories about encounters with women that Rubén repeated to himself under the stars to give himself the courage to write someday, if he could not speak. But the words fled. They still fled.


His mother brought news from Buenos Aires, where protest was growing. The economy was in tatters, the government’s legitimacy was questioned, and there were strikes: after six years of dictatorship, hope was being reborn. He said nothing, he was flayed at the heart of the underworld, a coffin open to the great silence, a messenger of news he had never delivered.


But Rubén had a blue soul. He fooled the sisters at the neighboring estancia—how had such a sweet lover accumulated such scars?—developing a rangy animal musculature, invigorated in the outdoors, that would later make him a lady-killer.


“How handsome you are, my son!” Elena said, dazzled, when she visited.


It was true that Rubén resembled his father more and more—in his way of walking, the tilt of his head, the vivacity and color of his eyes, and the disarming smile that unsettled even the surliest women. Naturally, Elena was partial and his mother on top of it, but above all she was in love with her husband who had disappeared. She did not see that Rubén was hatching a monster that kept quiet as it grew stronger every day. The country girls loved his stormy eyes without knowing on whom they would one day fall, his muscular arms that tried to embrace them, taking his shivers for responses to their caresses. Rubén returned from their beds panting, divided between gratitude and fear. The people with whom he lived subscribed to La Nación, didn’t notice anything.


Rubén was twenty years old when the defeat in the Falklands brought about the fall of the dictatorship. The Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo and other victims’ associations soon filed a civil suit against the abuses committed during the “National Reorganization Process”: it was the time of the first trials, which were to go on for years. Laws granting amnesty followed laws of exception, weariness grew over time, and the army, the police, and most of the oppressors slipped through the judicial system’s net. The Grandmothers were the only ones preaching in a desert in which the country’s memory was being lost.


Rubén gave up journalism, which had provided him with a living since his return to Buenos Aires, and found the apartment at the corner of Peru and San Juan that was to become his agency. He studied relentlessly the torturers’ techniques of interrogation, the resistance to pain, the ways of shadowing people; he studied history, politics, economics, Nazi immigration networks, international law, legal anthropology, shooting moving targets, the martial arts of the combat teams of the Montoneros,5 the ERP6, and the Mossad: in order to fight back.


His detective agency’s goal was not to find the desaparecidos—he had seen enough to know that they had been killed—but rather those responsible.


In a country where nine out of ten judges who had been on the bench during the dictatorship were still in office, Rubén Calderón was the declared enemy, the Grandmothers’ enforcer, the one who received animals’ heads by mail, threats by telephone, and insults. For his part, he collected reports on investigations and settled accounts.


The military men hated him, and half the cops in town would have gladly riddled him with bullets, while others would not have shed many tears over his death: Calderón was hunting on their terrain.


 


“Ricardo Ravelli, born 07/07/1952, corvette captain who had attended the ESMA7, where he served as an interrogator until 1981, suspected of being involved in a false automobile accident that killed Monseigneur Angelleli, a bishop close to Vatican II and opposed to the ultraconservative Argentine Church, which supported the generals: committed suicide.”


“Victor Taddei, born 01/19/1943, member of the Federal Police from 1967 to 1984, where he worked with military intelligence: left the country and his family in 2000 without providing a forwarding address.”


“Ricardo Perez, born 05/02/1941 in Mendoza, judge on the military tribunal (1975-1982), then on the Supreme Court: found soaked in his own excrement a few steps from his home.”


“Juan Revalde, born 11/25/1950, interrogation officer at the Campo de Mayo (1976-1980), agent of the intelligence services (SIDE) until he was forced to retire in 2003 after Néstor Kirchner took office: has not spoken for two years; interned at the Rosario psychiatric hospital.”


“Hector Mancini, born 06/14/1948, frigate captain in the Navy (1971-1981), twice decorated during the Falklands War; heroin addict, currently without fixed address.”


“Miguel Etschecolaz, born 1929, director of investigation with the provincial police from March 1976 to December 1977, suspected of having planned the ‘Night of the Pencils’ during which several students were taken away, tortured, and killed: found naked at dawn, on an empty lot in Greater Buenos Aires.”


“Juan Cavalo, minister to Carlos Menem and former minister of Labor in Isabel Perón’s government, in 1975 signed the decree providing for the ‘eradication of subversives’ in the province of Santa Fe: bankrupted, went into exile in Paraguay in 2006.”


 


The list was long, not exhaustive. Elena Calderón did not know everything—that was their fate as survivors. In fifteen years of working for the Grandmothers, Rubén had survived two attempts to gun him down on the street, a gas leak, a car without license plates that tried to run him over in front of his home, promises to rape his mother, and three physical attacks with no serious consequences. “Memory, truth, justice”: since he’d gotten out of prison, the Grandmothers had in no way changed their method of harassment. It was too late. At this point, no threat, law, or decree would make them let up: now, they were the Jaws of History.


 


*


 


Summer was coming to an end, and the heat wave that had weighed on the city for a month had suddenly been swept away by a strong gale: as it grew dark, a cloudburst fell on the sidewalks of the Avenida de Mayo, driving the lottery-ticket vendors to take refuge in the newspaper kiosks.


Soaked tourists were lining up in front of the Café Tortoni, despite the late hour; Rubén made a crack to the aging doorman carrying an umbrella and wearing an impeccable uniform who accompanied him to the heavy door with brass knobs. The Tortoni was the oldest bar in Buenos Aires: Borges still had his table there, and Gardol had his statue under the polished stained-glass windows. The muted hubbub of the customers contrasted with the concert of the dishes that the smartly-dressed waiters were sending back to the kitchen. Dripping rainwater on the thick carpet, Rubén crossed the room, which was luxurious in the style of another age; he spotted Carlos’s easygoing face behind the glass window of the smoking room and greeted his friend with a brotherly abrazo, the local embrace.


Carlos Valkin, descended from a family of Ukrainian Jews who had fled the pogroms, had been active in the Montoneros, the Péronist revolutionary party. Arrested in 1975 (when the imprisonments were still official) at the offices of the newspaper where he worked, he had been saved by the protests of Daniel Calderón and other artists and celebrities, and was able to take refuge abroad. Carlos had not been a Montonero since the Falklands War, when the leaders of the exiled party had attempted, confronted by patriotic frenzy and on the pretext of opposing English imperialism, to recruit soldiers to fight under the command of their murderers. A generational disillusionment that had not diminished his thirst for justice: Carlos had abandoned his activism but not politics, because today he was an investigative reporter for Página 12, a left-of-center daily. A dangerous job in Argentina.


Rubén had worked with him on Página 12. Together, they had solved the world’s problems during late-night talks in bars, at an hour when people blow off their despair, and talked about women and love, about time past and especially time to come. At sixty, Carlos lived as if he were thirty, wore a short white beard on a smiling face, was eternally optimistic despite the turpitudes of the past, and had hungry eyes that seemed to have drained all the blue from the sky.


Old paintings decorated the walls of the little smoking room, which was deliciously empty. They ordered a bottle of Malbec and two bife de lomo and exchanged a few bits of news. Since their inveterate ritual forbade them to report bad news before having eaten a large meal, they waited to be served and then attacked the main course.


The McDonald’s culture had hardly taken root in Argentina, where beef raised on the grass of the pampas was the basis for the traditional asado, the Sunday barbecue. A gourmet with a strong carnivorous atavism, Carlos complained about the fact that the best meat, the Premium, had recently been reserved for exportation.


“You’ll see, someday our cattle will be offshored as well!” he prophesied, waving his fork in the direction of the rococo ceiling.


“Where? To India?” Rubén replied with amusement.


“Go ahead, laugh: our best red wines cost an arm and a leg, our whites taste like vanilla, and our women have even started eating salads!”


“I’d as soon they ate salad as knitted,” Rubén said, finishing off his meat. “By the way, are you still with your girlfriend—what’s her name?—Alex?”


The two friends hadn’t seen each other all summer.


“No,” Carlos replied with a touch of nostalgia, “the poor thing got sick of me. But I found a widow, a German woman: very nice, intelligent, rich, sexy . . . That is, as sexy as one can be at sixty,” Carlos enthused; he was a chronic lover. “Ah, Ruth! ‘The charm of knowing someone would be slender if, in order to achieve it, there were not so much modesty to be overcome!’” he recited, his heart and eyes full of passion.


“Who is that,” Rubén asked. “Goethe?”


“Nietzsche. But translated into Argentinian, right?”


“Right!”


“And you, you rascal, do you still have nobody to introduce me to? No? Ha!” he burst out when his friend shrugged. “These ladies’ men!”


“One at a time would be enough,” Rubén said.


Carlos wasn’t sure whether he was joking, but, ladies’ man, he acted as if he were.


A couple of old Americans, both wearing checkered shorts, made a brief appearance in the smoking room. Rubén lit a cigarette to smoke while Carlos ate dessert.


“O.K.,” he finally said, “you didn’t want to see me to talk about women.”


“Well, actually I did, in a way . . . ”


Carlos wiped his mouth with a paper napkin, threw it amid the remains of his tart and pulled a photo out of his jacket; it was a digital portrait that he pushed across the table. Rubén saw the face of a brunette in her thirties, with the vague eyes of those who are thinking about something else when the shutter clicks. Curly hair, rather pretty . . .


“Do you know her?” Carlos asked.


Rubén shook his head.


“No.”


“María Victoria Campallo. She left me a message yesterday at the newspaper, telling me that she would call back. She didn’t call. I tried to reach her several times, without success. I went by her place a little while ago but she wasn’t there. María Victoria is a photographer,” he explained.


“What did the message say?”


“Nothing. Just that she wanted to see me, that it was urgent. I was away, and I didn’t get her message until this morning, on the answering machine.”


“What’s the problem?”


“María is the daughter of Eduardo Campallo, the businessman. You know that there will soon be elections: Campallo is the chief financier for the mayor, Torres. I don’t know if there’s a connection, but Campallo’s daughter has to know where our newspaper stands.”


His steely eye shone under the curls of smoke from the cigar he had just lit. He was watching to see his friend’s reaction.


“Did she leave you her cell phone number?”


“No; she was calling from a phone booth.”


“Campallo rarely appears in Torres’s company,” Carlos went on, “but he provides the funds for his election campaigns. Campallo began in concrete, taking over his father’s firm in the 1970s, and he multiplied its sales before lining his pockets by bidding on procurement contracts during the wave of privatizations. Since then he’s been doing favors all around, beginning with his political friends: he’s also greasing the palms of the labor unions and the alcahuetes8 who hover around the Casa Rosada, the lobbies . . . An investment, so to speak,” he added ironically in order to mask his bitterness. “We’ve been onto Campallo for a long time, but the guy is a big shot. I don’t know what his daughter wanted from me or why she hasn’t gotten back to me, but at the beginning of the electoral campaign, you have to admit that it’s tempting to see it as more than a mere coincidence.”


Rubén looked at him with an inquisitive eye.


“Why are you telling me all this?”


“Because you’re a detective,” Carlos said, with an ambiguous smile.


“I’m concerned with the desaparecidos and their children,” Rubén reminded him. “Not with rich people’s kids.”


“María Victoria is now one of the desaparecidos.”


Rubén didn’t seem convinced.


“If she called from a phone booth,” he objected, maybe her cell phone was no longer working, or she left on a reporting assignment or a honeymoon.”


Carlos shook his white locks.


“No. I asked the building’s concierge; he hadn’t seen María Victoria for two days and her cat was meowing for her mistress’s return, except that she seems to have vanished into thin air . . . I have no proof of what I’m saying, Rubén, unless you find something.”


Rubén looked at his friend the journalist.


“Money, politics, power: you’re asking me to put my hands in deep shit,” he summed up.


“You’re the only one who isn’t dirtied by it.”


Rubén shook his head: “That’s what you say.”


“María Campallo is no longer showing any sign of life,” Carlos insisted, his voice becoming more serious. “Maybe she’s hiding, maybe she’s been told to keep quiet, to get out of town, I don’t know. Help me find her.”


Carlos crushed out his cigarillo in the marble ashtray. Their glasses stood empty on the well-worn wood of the table.


“I’ll need information about Campallo,” Rubén sighed, “about his daughter . . . I don’t have anything.”


Carlos pulled a manila envelope out of his jacket.


“You’ll find everything in this,” he said.


 


A superimposition of buildings, paved streets, marble, scrap metal, and garbage, the home of Latin American revolution, coup d’états second nature to it, cultural, Péronist, and haughty, Buenos Aires knew that its golden age was past and would never return.


Now kids in rags wandered in front of the buildings of the Centro, people slept on pieces of cardboard in the streets and parks, picked through refuse or lay on the sidewalks, sandwich men walked down Florida or hung out at red lights, taxis that were worn-out and not always legal drove up and down avenues smelling of gasoline, the antique stores in San Telmo were full of old chandeliers, furniture, silver, and authentic family jewels that fed an intense nostalgia. The giant movie theaters and broad boulevards had given way to franchised businesses or huge, impersonal, luxurious edifices, and if the bistro culture persisted, the prohibitive prices downtown kept the citizens of Buenos Aires away; the banks and multinationals had punched holes in the political cadaver of the country, leaving only gobs of spit on their icy glass towers.


The art of the insult was practiced naturally and without moderation; anger impregnated the capital’s walls, but the odor of exile that emerged from them did not prevent couples, both young and old, from giving each other uninhibited passionate kisses in the streets, as if to ward off the fate that was hounding Argentina. The skin and the hearts of the people here were as blanched as the iron ore that had marked the century.


The San Telmo neighborhood where Rubén lived had been deserted by the middle class after an epidemic of yellow fever; now weeds were growing over the walls of decrepit houses and their cast-iron balconies. A working-class bastion on the south side of downtown, the municipality was trying to rehabilitate the neighborhood around the Plaza Dorrego, its bars and flea markets. Rubén Calderón lived on Peru Street, in an art-nouveau building whose old-fashioned charm suited him—gray marble on the floors, period woodwork, doorknobs and a bathtub from 1900. A window with blue-tinted panes looked out on the inner courtyard; the kitchen was windowless but the bedroom window gave on the corner of San Juan.


The rain had stopped when the detective pushed open the agency’s reinforced door. He laid the manila envelope on the coffee table, opened the window in the living room, which served as an office, in order to get rid of the smell of cold tobacco, and made himself a drink. Pisco, lemon juice, sugar, egg white, ice: he mixed it all vigorously in a shaker before filling a stemmed glass. A pisco sour, energizing effects guaranteed. He put on the Godspeed You! Black Emperor CD he’d bought the day before, and drank his pisco sour gazing at the sky above the roofs and listening to the lascivious moans of the guitars.


Over time, the agency’s office had taken over more and more of the apartment, whose private space was now limited to a bedroom at the end of the hall. Computerization had made it possible to reduce the number of volumes, to expand the field of his research, and to cross-reference sources—to produce a DNA register of the bodies of identified desaparecidos, a pedigree of the torturers who were still at large or of those who had been granted amnesty, testimonies—all of it connected with the files of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, which Elena kept up to date, and to those of the Grandmoth­ers, who were looking specifically for the children of the desaparecidos. The agency was financed by the royalty payments on his father’s works, which were still published abroad, the fees that his customers could pay, and private funds or resources that had been taken away from former oppressors. In any case, he wasn’t much interested in money—he would have to spend time counting up the money that was missing, and his own losses were final.
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