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   We thought of a new game today: we decided to check falseness in each other’s actions both on the stage and in ordinary life. 

   Konstantin Stanislavski
An Actor Prepares

   Sometimes the sun went black in my dreams.


   Roberto Bolaño
By Night in Chile

  

 
  
   The military dictator, General Augusto Pinochet, seized control of Chile on the 11th of September 1973. In 1988, a referendum was held to ratify a further eight years with Pinochet as president. The referendum took place in October. Voters had the following choice: YES, to continue under Pinochet; NO, for a democratic government. 

   NO won.

   Pinochet’s regime stayed in place until the 11th of March 1990.
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   Lucho

   is sitting at the only desk in the house, waiting for the last of the removal lorries to arrive. He opens the cardboard box next to him again, though he already knows it’s the wrong one. He finds stacks of wooden curtain rings, clay pots wrapped in newspaper, a framed painting of a rural pebbled street in which colourful adobe houses lie neatly stacked up against an Andean backdrop. What he actually wants is his box of notebooks, even though he knows he should never have kept them – he’s too old anyway, too different, another person altogether – but he also knows throwing them out would have only made their presence stronger, heavier. He worries about that, the sudden pull of memory.

   At first he had written only descriptions in these notebooks: attempts to capture his teachers’ movements and speech, the sounds of sleepless crickets, his mother’s face. The poems began about two thirds of the way through the second one. That’s when the trouble began too.

   He can’t risk anyone else finding these notebooks now, not with his new job, not in this country. Can’t risk another hand leafing through the pages, most of them failures, incomplete and scattered in their phrasing, the syncopated impatience of youth. He’d thought of burning them. He’d even got close to the fire, close enough to singe off the numbered corners on one of the books. But he couldn’t do it.

   After all, he’d written those poems to be found; he had even written his name below every single one. Sometimes, if he’d been particularly proud of a verse, he had loudly underlined his name to mark the page below it, hoping its imprint would prompt a clear direction for the next poem, some sign in the vastness of the white page.

   The only notebook he has now is the one he carries with him in his pocket. It’s empty.

   POETRY NOTES – BOOK OF RAMONA
Preparations: Travelling the Great Sea

   
The boat is not what we once had.

You talk of the dark faces in the wood,

patterned cuts,

sunny splinters,

the glare of its origin tree.

As advertised, the owner says,

you will touch the sea

if you want to.



   
   
   Lucho is disappointed by the stillness. He finds that he has been expecting the move to be more than simply leaving and arriving. If he didn’t have dependants, he would have left all belongings behind and even been proud to sit in the sudden emptiness of new beginnings. But then, all his hard work has led to this moment. He’s dreamt of it, of pointing at old sofas and stained, rolled-up carpets, workers talking about how good his new life will be as they carry boxes filled with old things on their shoulders to some nearby dumpster, as they scrape marks on the once white walls.

   But none of that has happened. He’d even had to arrange the removal logistics himself, which didn’t seem to him much in the spirit of landing a great promotion.

   Mrs Herminia, who’d recently taken over her father’s bakery by the little plaza in Manuel Rodríguez, had looked at him in silence when he told her they were moving to Santiago. She looked sleepy, gave a yawn behind the glass pane and then jolted her head awake, saying, ‘That will be five hundred pesos,’ before giving him the usual bag of hallulla bread through a plastic hatch. And when he had told the priest at the San Francisco church, he had said that no one ever really moves away from God and so he thought it unnecessary to bless any of them, not even their car.

   It had taken him a while to convince his wife and son of the benefits of the move too. He’d shown Ramona pictures of the house – he thought the glass dome over the staircase would make her pack her bags that very same day – but instead she’d asked whether it would make the house too hot in the summer. He had to make all of the plans for them. And since he didn’t know the city well, they quickly became abstract, infinite.

   You can do anything in the capital.

   You can walk a whole day by the river and never even see its end.

   We’ll be only a couple of metro stops from where History is made.

   Ramona had simply asked, when he mentioned the furniture, the dumpster, an entire new start: ‘Why wouldn’t we just take everything? Are lives in the city all that different? Maybe yours – but isn’t my life going to entail all the same routines? And didn’t Doctor Ignacio say we, I had to be careful with my anxiety, with any sudden change?’

   Pablo hadn’t said a thing, locked himself up to play guitar instead. And when Lucho had asked him why he was spending weekends in his room, and if things were alright with his friends, Pablo had looked him in the eye and said his band, Plagiarism, had died thanks to him.

   None of this bothers Lucho, for he knows that he’s been doing what good fathers are meant to do. His own father used to say: ‘A good father understands that he must set out to plan for the hopes of others.’ Then again, Lucho isn’t sure what was truly meant by all that. He still finds it hard to unpack his late father’s confusing speeches.

   To convince Ramona, then, he had had to promise everything would remain the same inside the house.

   What matters is that Ramona, his wife, should soon forget their old home in San Fernando. She will be the new mistress in Santiago, in a grand old army house. She will never have to dust the tiles or curtains again, will never have to hose the horse shit off the pavement when Datrilo, the melon man Lucho hopes to never see again, passes by, selling the rotten leftovers from the fair. She will never have to lift the finger she once said she was so tired of lifting (provided Mariela, their nana, does her job right). And Lucho, because he has given his word, will make sure of it.

   There’s a window in front of him that almost touches the edge of his desk. From there he can see Pablo sitting and listening to music on the marble bench on the patio, looking at his own shoes. His son who had also resisted the move. ‘My whole life is here,’ he had said. ‘My band is here. Why would you do that to me now?’

   But in Santiago, Pablo would become someone, would finally focus on studying instead of hanging around the sons of Marxists who no longer remembered what life was really like and who now dedicated themselves to wearing each other’s tattered ponchos and unnecessary satchels. None of them worked and they had nothing to carry.

   Pablo would forget all about San Fernando, the old music, the songs that no longer mattered. In Santiago, in this concrete ode to Chile, new things would be done. And as it was with Lucho’s writing, back when he still wrote, the ideas that built the new country would manifest in images; the sea, the sky and land, its people and their voices together in verses devoid of the unnecessary clutter of feelings and the lies of his predecessors, and verses whose power would only be grasped in their final lines, a last clue to ground a reader’s interpretation, for if Chile was a country in the midst of rebuilding, then his writing could only justify itself at the end.

   But it was also true that having spent so much time and energy convincing others of the advantages of moving away from that shithole town, Lucho hadn’t thought enough about himself. His Comandante at the regiment in San Fernando had told him it would be a step up, ‘pa’ arriba’. Although when Lucho had asked how that might be the case, how much more he’d get paid, whose boss he would now be, the Comandante said it wouldn’t be a different rank or anything like that.

   ‘Up, huevón, up as in North,’ he had laughed, ‘up in Santiago.’

   And then he had signed Lucho off.

   In San Fernando, Lucho, who’d entered the regiment academy at seventeen, had quickly become the platoon joke. It wasn’t like he had no friends, but as soon as the other cadets had found out his father was none other than Captain Ángel Díaz – the hero, the leader, the man – they had started to be careful about what they said around Lucho, how they acted around him. And as it happens when distance grows between people, cruelty becomes a simpler endeavour. Poor man’s Neruda turned to faggot poet, and then – when Lucho stopped writing altogether – the faggot.

   But Lucho tries not to think too much about all that, these days. He’s in Santiago now, while those in his old regiment are stuck in a dying town with nothing but past glories. (And even those glories are so far in the past that they are more like legends, statues; stories no one living can take credit for, even if credit is due.) Yes, yes, he’s here. And it’s precisely because those bastards knew he could write that the transfer had come up. The government needed someone to keep product records in Santiago, a national inventory, and to personally manage the press releases about that inventory. His father (the hero, the leader, the man) had bought The Region in 1973, a newspaper in San Fernando, the voice of Colchagua Valley. And it was there that Lucho, while he was still at school, had his first job at the printer’s office. Then, after 73, he’d become his father’s editor, reading the newspaper’s articles through the night. (He never changed a word.) Not many at the San Fernando regiment could even spell.

   And now Lucho will write up the nation’s inventory, and there will be nothing but abundance. Never a queue for basic needs. Never a school teaching children how to make toothpaste at home. Never instability. Never fear. An invisible government is a good government. More shops selling more. Luxuries, which should not be called that since they are the things that make life worth living. More like objectives. Like missions. Like aspirations. Like foreign cars. Like flattened hills to make room for modern apartment complexes. New roads. New bridges. His product reports will shape a new and connected country. A miracle for the hardworking middle classes, for anyone tired of the past, for anyone who dreams of the future. And he’ll no doubt be able to rise through the ranks. He’s always known he could do so much more, so much better, and that knowledge is finally taking the form of truth.

   And now, Lucho is sitting in what he will soon declare to be his permanent study. His desk lies against a colonial window adorned by a plaster grapevine with two cherubs on each side. Here, facing the Great Andes, Lucho will finally be able to think of himself as part of Santiago’s growing light when it shines right on his desk. Despite his desire to write, to continue writing (and writing things other than product reports), poetry is now out of the question. His father had been right that day, when he’d told Lucho that poets could not run a country, for they too often turned a crooked table into allegories of love, or a decaying house into the voices of those who would never read poetry in the first place. ‘Poets suffer from a kind of schizophrenia,’ he’d said, ‘one that is more dangerous than the recognised condition because it insists on forcing their own delusions on everyone else. Real beauty is much clearer, and much more efficient.’

   But since childhood, Lucho had been consumed by the stories of Chilean heroes. He’d learnt to read using the volumes of Chilean history his father, Captain Ángel, had written. The story which captivated him the most – and still did – was that of Arturo Prat, the navy hero who died in the Battle of Iquique in the War of the Pacific. Arturo had leapt off the Esmeralda to board an enemy ship, knowing he’d die; an act of desperation in the face of likely defeat. That’s what it had said in the book. But, as Lucho often asked himself in his poetry, what kind of unfathomable love isn’t also followed by despair? Arturo was 31. Lucho is 42, but he too has made sacrifices. The very desk on which his empty notebook lies open is a testament to everything he’s lost; a loss of words and phrases which now return to him, slow and difficult, making him abandon any hope of becoming the next Neruda. He knows that every success is marked by the quiet ambush of failures, that despite this great house, he wants more from life than to be locked in a basement writing orders for potatoes and bread and, whenever his numbers are below the government’s targets, telling his superiors tales about Marxist crimes; making up stories like his father had done for The Region. Marxist Terrorists Steal a Supply Lorry! Anarchists Burn Tyres in New Attempt at Blockade! New Buses Become Unserviceable After Stones Rain on New Station! Death of Policeman at Hands of Terrorists Linked to Increased Defence Spending!

   And he’s also grown apart from Ramona – there is that too. They barely speak, except to ask each other whether they want a cup of water on their bedside tables. They care so little about the answer that they often end up with two cups each.

   On Lucho’s wedding day, his father’s gift had been to warn him of the common phrases uttered by soft men and women. He had said: ‘There’s no such thing as a long and happy marriage, but there sure are long ones.’ Lucho had laughed it off, but was beginning to suspect, as he often did these days, that his father had been right in the wrong places. The problem, as Lucho sees it now, is that he and Ramona know each other too well because they’d talked so much, too much, in the beginning. What they have now isn’t unhappiness, but the silence following joy, like sleeping well and forgetting all the remnants of a dream. So he doesn’t know why he still feels like it needs fixing, that in their nightly untouched cups there are also restless waters.

   He stretches on his chair and takes out a picture of Arturo Prat from the back of his notebook. It’s the classic military bust: Arturo with a hand slipped between the two golden buttons of his coat, eyes fixed away from the viewer, as if indifferent to his own portrait. Lucho wonders whether Arturo also had trouble communicating with his wife, whether they also offered each other unnecessary cups of water, whether they too forgot their dreams. Whatever the answers, he writes:

   
At 10, Arturo joins the regiment.

Too young to understand gunpowder,

but already his bravery was—



   Lucho, at 10, read Neruda and Mistral while hiding in the bathroom. His mother, Olga, used to conceal books in his bedsheets for him to read. Their arrangement had been a silent one – she never even once mentioned it before leaving Ángel (such was her fear of the Captain), and Lucho only knew it had been her who had left the books because some of the pages had paint prints on them. His mother painted colourful landscapes; the vineyards in Santa Cruz, the avocado farms just out of San Fernando, the fruit stands in the highway near Melipilla, and countless panoramic setups of the domed chapel in Rengo, along with the wicker furniture stands, in sepia. Lucho was young back then, and as children tend to do, he confused his parents’ routines, his mother’s persistence in remaining locked away in the shed that had been once reserved for chickens, with happiness. Olga had complained about the lack of space to work in the house and Ángel, who didn’t want to hear anything more about painting and his failure to provide space, had killed the hens one by one with his bare hands – a story he would bring up every now and then whenever Olga complained about the quality of supermarket eggs.

   And she would always show them her finished paintings, and though there weren’t enough walls to hang them on, his father hadn’t said anything about the oily smells coming from the growing piles of colour in every corner of the house, or the fact that he had to shit facing a miserable depiction of the annual pilgrimage to Rengo, in which she’d decided to paint the blood on the pilgrims’ knees black, like they were bleeding their own shadows. His father had let the paintings accumulate, and so Lucho learnt to live with it all too. Then Allende had come to power and, as Lucho would later confirm as another one of his father’s messianic truths, it wasn’t the country that had made a pact with the devil but the people within it – the homes, the families. That’s where Satan hides, Ángel had said. In our homes. He comes in through the front door, invited, and he feeds in clean kitchens with the children.

   And so Satan, who’d by then become a Marxist, hid in the chicken shed and held his mother’s brush.

   
But was that bravery?

If all he knew, all he learnt,

was how to have enemies –

does a coward have to mourn

the lives he didn’t end?



   After Allende came, his mother spent all her days working on a single painting she wouldn’t let anyone see. And Lucho is certain – or had he dreamt it? – certain he’d heard her make her way to the shed some nights too. She went so far as to install a steel padlock on the shed door, which made the other army wives in San Fernando, who would never think of killing their own chickens, gossip about the room’s purpose. She went from town witch to communist conspirator to communist conspirator witch, but Lucho knew these to be lies because she would often make him go and buy her paint tubes and brushes at the ferreteria.

   When she abandoned them, Lucho’s father kicked the shed door in. The painting, it turned out, was not a landscape, for once. There were layers and layers of red and black spirals, the paint almost as thick as the canvas, and in the upper left-hand side, she had carved out three crosses.

   ‘Communists don’t know how to finish anything,’ Lucho’s father said. ‘They lack a final goal.’ He then took the canvas into the house. He burnt all the other painting piles stacked around the room, all of them but that one. He hung it so that it faced Lucho’s bed. ‘So that you remember the kind of cancer we’re up against,’ he said, and then switched off the light. But Lucho hadn’t been able to sleep, that night. No, it wasn’t because she’d left – for his father had explained to him that communists didn’t understand love and commitment, that she hadn’t loved Lucho, and therefore that they, in turn, had only felt false things, been led by falsehoods, been deceived when they had provided for her (‘and,’ he had added, ‘the pain of truth was preferable to love affairs with lies’). No, no, it was the way the moon shone right on the painting. Lucho remembers the reds moving, the dried-up oily drippings abandoned midstroke, the bloody waves against that absent crucifixion. Throughout the night he’d stared at it, waiting for the red current to leave the frame and take over the bedroom walls, just as he’s looking right now, because this is where he’s hung the painting, in the only part of his house that he hasn’t allowed the movers to touch, and so this is the first piece of their lives to have a set place in it: facing his desk.

   Yes, at ten, he was reading poems he came to hate. But just as in Arturo Prat’s case, Lucho felt that there was something heroic in how well he learnt to love and hate the right things:

   
Unlike most, Prat understood that the

greatest fears come not from seeing death

in the stormy oceans,

but from the belief that such a vision

is to be avoided.



   Lucho tears out the page and chucks it in the paper basket beside him. Who the hell would want to read about a ten-year-old Prat? There’s something disturbing in describing a child as brave. No room for improvement. A reminder of the cowardice of most adults. No, what matters are the battles. What matters are Prat’s death and the language used to describe said death to make it matter.

   What made Lucho start thinking about Arturo in the first place was reading his son Pablo’s history textbooks (which he checked for errors) and in which he found only one page about Arturo, which ended:

   
And then he commanded his men to leap onboard

the enemy ship, and then he leapt too and

died, leaving his crew to fight.



   He’d asked Pablo what he thought about the fact that their heroes were being murdered all over again by lazy writers, but Pablo didn’t give a damn. Pablo even asked, when Lucho brought the subject up: ‘Wasn’t he the guy who killed himself jumping off his ship? I don’t even believe he made the jump. He fell into the sea, drowned, and that was that.’

   Lucho could have beaten him. He had really felt an urge to. But then Lucho understood that, like all youths today, Pablo wanted to be punished. No, he wanted to deserve it, deserve punishment, because it’s easier to die in a fight than to live asking for forgiveness. And so Lucho took Pablo’s guitar, set it against a tree in their garden and, with his father’s rifle, shot at it. There was a chord at first, and then a collection of splinters.

   He regrets shooting the guitar because despite it all, he can’t help but feel responsible for his son’s opinions, his naivety – that, and he still sees traces of childhood in Pablo’s face. God knows he never laid a hand on him growing up.

   Lucho sees the two lorries parking by the road. Men in blue cotona overalls climb out of them and Ramona greets them in the front porch. The workers begin by lowering a sofa – one of the few things she’d wanted to get rid of (it was his father’s) – and then the TV he’d bought her just last Christmas, when she’d begged to switch the old black and white set for a colour one.

   Pablo comes out too. He doesn’t help with anything, and Lucho knows it’s because the only thing he cares about is the new guitar Lucho should have never bought him.

   And what is there for Lucho to receive? He is simpler than his wife and son. He’ll think about Prat’s jump a little longer and then go downstairs for dinner and then, glass of water in hand, he’ll try and predict how his career will progress. What his boat is and the kind of ocean he’s navigating – and what the hell he’s jumping into. (Or had he lived through the jump already?)

   He laughs at himself a little, because writing always leaves him with a voice in his head that isn’t his. His father once said poets love putting on voices while they perform (Neruda had just come on TV) so that they appear to see the past, present and future in ways we simple mortals can’t fathom without their help, their vision.

   Lucho couldn’t have predicted this move. Arturo couldn’t have predicted the magnitude of his own name. And Lucho must abandon all poetry anyway, because in the end, he thinks, while looking at Prat’s picture, it’s a mark of stupidity to read actions as symbols and signs. It’s all much simpler: there he is dying, and here’s Lucho trying to write about it.

   POETRY NOTES – BOOK OF RAMONA
Preparations: Travelling the Great Sea

   
Readiness, you say,

is the lonesome bird

feeding in our garden.

It will surely die,

cradled in its roots.



   He closes his notebook, and looks at the red painting until there’s a knock at his door and—

   ‘Señor, it’s time for the once,’ Mariela says, and he follows her down. But not before shaking and pulling the new padlock on the door until he’s sure it works perfectly.
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   Ramona

   is surely going to die today.

   ‘Ladies! Arms up, sides, down, that’s it, you’re all stars, down, yes, like you mean it, up again, hands together, crown yourselves, hands on your heads, yes, you’re all queens, stars too, stars I said, you there, be a star a little faster please!’

   The whole group turns to look at Ramona, RIGHT AT HER, and her glasses drip condensation, oh God, be glad, for once she’s glad that this is hard for her, that she’s packed on a few extra kilos (it’s not her fault!), because the red flush on her face, there ever since she started Doctor Ignacio’s treatment, is now camouflaged. I wasn’t always like this – it’s the damn pills, I promise!

   But then she sees the smiles around her. She confuses no one, and who is she kidding, she can’t keep up with these women, the stars, the queens, she looks like the sun, the real star, whose actual shape could never be admired, a blob of lava, the large, oh so large, largest failure in the whole of sunny Santiago but—

   It could have all turned out differently, which really just means she could have been different. When she watches Giant Saturday on TV and Don Francisco, who she knows to be the most famous man in Chile, sits on a transparent stage chair talking to actresses, publicising their plays and films and telenovelas in the quieter segments between money games for regular people who cry at only ever getting consolation prizes, that’s when the desire to take up acting again takes over. She could be there, on that stage. She could sit like them, cross-legged and smiling, waving away Don Francisco’s innuendos with a high-pitched giggle. She could put on a grave face (after sweeping her fringe) when a tragic topic is introduced (to a chiming ballad); the death of a famous director, the unrelenting strength of a single mother and her successful kiosk in a street no one would ever visit. She could blush in embarrassment when Don Francisco asks her to dance, just like she would in the telenovela she’d be there to promote. Last Saturday, Camila Subercaseaux did exactly that, she’d stood up and danced, just as she’d done with the leading man in that episode after regaining her sight, though Ramona hopes it was clear to the clapping audience (forced to clap, no doubt) that Camila has never studied theatre or acting, what with her monotone voice which would never pass a modulation exam, the awkward and ungrateful pauses after Don Francisco’s comments about her dress and hair, the way she never looked at the regular people in the audience, her complete lack of projected emotion. Ramona would not be like that. ‘Your dress is amazing,’ Don Francisco would say to Ramona. And she would open her mouth real wide in ecstatic surprise, leaning forward in spontaneous laughter. Don Francisco would look down at her chest. ‘I think your tailor is Chile’s best friend,’ he would say, more to the audience than her, and she would turn to the regular people, incredulous and blushing while they covered their mouths, sharing her perfect depiction of dignified shame. She could have been in that telenovela. Not Camila Subercaseaux. She could have danced with Don Francisco. She could have regained her sight. She could have waved at the regular people, but then, she is back in the gym – the music goes—

   
LIVE IT UP – poom, poom

GONNA LIVE IT

GONNA TASTE IT

LIVE IT UP, poom, poom



   and Ramona wonders if the woman singing has ever gone to the gym before, to come up with such wisdom for others to suffer through, because yes, Ramona is suffering (and the words TASTE IT are making her hungry), a star-shaped ball of pain focused on what Lucho once referred to as her ‘wings’ – her fucking wings! And he used to be a poet, imagine that! The flaps under her arms, the ‘wings’ she’d give up in an instant – if only we were asked at birth which imperfections we’d like to live with – though the women around her and their younger, tighter arms, very much make her want to fly out the window, the window that the man in purple spandex, who everyone refers to as El Charlie, has chosen to keep shut ever since she came in (late), and in this room no one but her is shining with sweat, like a sun-shaped fish poached in a sauna, pleading with her fins to be submerged underwater, her noticeable, well-developed, imperfect fins that when—

   ‘There’s not a care, three, four, in the world outside, seven, eight, of your bodies right now, ladies, and ten! Up again! Focus on yourselves. Pain is your friend. I know how bad it can get. Now I ask you, how GOOD can it get? You, at the back there, faster, faster, let it get good, faster. I won’t ask you what’s wrong with you – I’ll ask you what’s RIGHT with you. Come on, repeat after Uncle Charlie. This time is me time, two three, up, up and down the steps, don’t stop! This time is—’

   
ME TIME THIS TIME IS ME TIME THIS

 TIME IS ME TIME THIS TIME IS ME



   they say, and Ramona says it too, though she’s not sure what it means, if it means anything at all, and she has the sudden feeling that either time has no owner at all or it belongs, all of it, wholly to herself. But before she has chance to form the sentence in her head – All things, good or bad, present or forgotten, are mine – she gets a cramp in her left thigh which ends her legwork, though the fervent energy of a room filled with synchronised bodies makes her keep clapping to El Charlie’s claps because no, no, no, stop being so negative, Ramona. Lucho is right about her. She’s too negative. This is the best of times in Chile. And here she is, finally back in Santiago, away from the dung smell and animal noises of San Fernando, away from boring wives and their boring husbands, away from that single cube of a house where she’d been expected—

   THIS TIME


   to come up with ways to pass—

   ME TIME


   and Positive Thinking is getting her healthy again, too, and all that remains for her to do, to worry about, is keeping things that way. It’s that simple, logical even; that, once you have Essential Happiness (or was it True Joy? Don Francisco had a psychic come in to talk about it on the last Giant Saturday, the psychic who has a stand near Pajaritos and whose card readings always end in marriage for those who are single and in love for those who are married), it’s yours to keep and project onto the world, something like that, so that any past misery (should she even be using that word?) was merely part of a process (yes, she loves that word, process). Lucho, who she knows is tired of her (he always seems exhausted when she’s doing well because he no longer has an excuse not to be with her, to recommend she find happiness somewhere else in the house), had suggested she take up painting because, he said, it had helped his mother with her moods. This was enough for Ramona to pull a broad and lasting Positive Thinking smile and, even though she couldn’t draw, say yes. But then Lucho had seen her first attempt: a sunflower under a blue sky. She’d wanted so badly to be done with it, or to have something done, that she’d used the same brush to shade the flower as she’d used on the sky and so the petals had turned purple. The next day, Lucho proposed the gym, and her doctor, who’d also seen her art, quickly agreed because—

   ‘You’re being too negative, Ramona. Think of your life as happy and you will be happy. Think of the world as a good place and it will be good. Don’t use the words don’t or maybe or if, but do, do, do,’ just as Don Francisco had when he’d asked a man to do push-ups on his TV programme, in front of an audience of women singing about being single, so single, single, single and unengaged yaaay. Do, do—

   THIS TIME—


   ‘Hello there, yes, hi.’ A young woman stretches a mat behind her. Ramona is glad she’s not the only one always arriving late. The woman taps her on the right arm in the wrong place, on the underarm, her wings.

   ‘Yes?’

   ‘You don’t remember me.’

   ‘I—’

   ‘Ramona Godoy, right?’

   ‘Yes,’ Ramona says, and her hands stretch out to the tall arched glass ceiling, and slowly recoil back to her chest. She’d known this would happen, that new people would talk to her, that she wouldn’t have anything to say, that she’d meet people only to have to avoid them (which really just meant that they’d want to avoid her). It’s why she’d initially wanted to do something other than the gym, pottery at home (Lucho had laughed, but she had found out where to get clay downtown), learning the piano from a book (Lucho insisted she needed a teacher, and that it would be a risk to buy a piano if she then decided she didn’t like it, just like she’d decided pottery was not for her after all). All she meant was that she’d rather be by herself. But Lucho wouldn’t budge. ‘Remember what happens when you’re alone for too long,’ he’d said. ‘And you must remember to at least do some exercise. A clear mind is a clear body. That’s the first step.’ Though he didn’t say to what, which in itself is—

   ‘Alicia Vicuña,’ the woman says, setting herself up to Ramona’s left, facing El Charlie, who is continuing to issue instructions at the front of the class.

   ‘I’m sorry, you said I didn’t remember you. Do I know you? Have we met? I have a terrible memory for faces,’ Ramona says, and then wishes she’d said nothing at all, please, please keep quiet, Ramona, for if there’s one thing she’s learnt these last few difficult years, it’s that small talk should always be avoided, avoided like staying in bed all day and the empty timetable her doctor advised against, because if you make small talk, you realise you have nothing to say and nothing to do that matters, which is much worse than never speaking and never doing a thing. But in a world of noise, of opinions, she can’t help but think of her own silence as stupidity. She’s tired, so tired, but Positive too, she really has to try, if not for herself then for—

   ‘The dinner, the dinner for new transfers? A few months ago. I talked to your husband. I spoke to you very briefly. Told you how bored I was. Not of him, of course.’ She laughs. ‘Anyway, you’re new here, right? It must all be so different to, where was it again? San Fernando?’

   ‘I don’t remember it. I’m sorry. I mean, I remember the dinner, but I—’

   ‘But you don’t remember me!’ The woman frowns with a smile, pretty cheekbones appearing. ‘Don’t worry, my husband’s not in the army anymore. And those events are atrocious. Everyone looks the same. Everyone’s bored, too. I think they forget some of us aren’t soldiers. If they need to shoot someone, let it be the cooks.’

   Ramona smiles and nods, though she remembers the pasteles de choclo very well from that night, just the right ratio of meat to corn paste, and she’d even secretly dusted hers with sugar, as she’d done too many times as a child. She keeps nodding, agreeing to the wrong things, and then there’s a tense silence and she knows what comes next, that if she carries on talking she will need to surrender herself to this stranger, Alicia. Ramona knows this because she can foretell the future, she can feel it like a phantom pain in her throat, that what follows is what always follows and will always follow – or so her mother had always said – the Chilean triplet of first encounters: hometown, school, surname. God almighty how she hates—

   (Her mother, Mirta, in one of her drunken evenings, had once told her: ‘The only way you can ever succeed in this world is if you’re not alone. And that means giving yourself up, always. It’s all smiling and nodding, no matter how wrong the other may be, because it’s those who most need to be smiled at that will be the first to turn against you when someone else does it before you.’)

   Ramona smiles, looks at the glass ceiling where light coming in shows the dust they’ve had no choice but to breathe in. She does the body star and Alicia Vicuña does the same, both out of sync with the music, failing together, breathing in all the dust in Santiago.

   ‘So you’re new here,’ Alicia says.

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Where did you live before then? Where are you from, if you don’t mind me asking? Were you always in San Fernando?’

   And Ramona gives herself up.

   ‘We were in San Fernando before but more like between San Fernando and Santa Cruz. In the countryside,’ she says, wishing she hadn’t mentioned the countryside because Lucho told her not to. (Tell them we’ve always lived in cities. People in Santiago don’t understand a farm past the mud and dirt and the smell of their own dog’s shit. ‘They’ll think we’re dirty,’ he’d said.) Ramona feels watched, inspected, and she looks at her hands in the air for signs of dirt (all she finds are new wrinkles) before hiding them behind her head.

   ‘To be honest, it’s all close down there. We lived nearer to San Fernando than Santa Cruz. But I’ve lived in Santiago before,’ she says, before Alicia can get a word out. ‘You know, right downtown in the city centre. So it’s kind of a return if anything. I feel right at home. I came back.’

   ‘Oh, but I love that region. The wine is excellent. And you really do feel more connected to the land over there. A shame you had to move to this big old slab of concrete.’ Alicia places her hands behind her head too, in defiance of El Charlie’s instruction to run on the spot. Ramona guesses that Alicia must be in her late twenties (younger perhaps, but that would be too much to ask right now) because her skin doesn’t bounce after sudden movements and the veins on her forearms appear happy to be inside her, unlike Ramona’s protruding greenish rivers trying to spill out.

   Alicia is much taller than Ramona. Much paler, blue eyes, an oddity outside the city, a TV personality, not one visible pore in her perfect nose, no wings of any sort. Alicia is young and pretty, unlike her. Alicia is fit and thin, unlike her. Alicia doesn’t have to be here. She could audition right now and get a leading—

   ‘I suppose,’ Ramona says. ‘I suppose the countryside isn’t too bad.’ Her stepfather said things like that – it’s better to live in the countryside, to be connected to the land. On walks near Puente Negro, he would revel in the smell of cow dung and tell her: ‘This, this is the smell of life, and it brings me so much happiness,’ while she in turn covered her nose and wished all nature dead.

   ‘And you went to which school over there? I’m from Santiago College.’

   ‘Inmaculada Concepción, a German nuns’ school.’

   ‘Ah, I don’t know it. But then again, I’ve only been near San Fernando when Pato got it into his head that he wanted to be a farmer right before we got married. The dreams of the young, I guess.’

   Ramona guesses what Pato looks like. She imagines him young and happy, which really just means young (does happiness actually exist after a certain age, or is it just coping, a positive outlook on what little time remains?), because that’s how she imagines anyone she hasn’t met. He’s tidy, with shirts always tucked into his trousers. People greet him with a nod as he walks through shops with Alicia, an arm casually wrapped around her waist. At home, Pato is not interested in politics or the news, and invites Alicia for long walks in the evening, because summer nights in the city (he loves the summer) make him feel calm, and, looking at her while he opens a bottle of wine, he will even say something childish but honest, something that just comes out from watching her imperfectly cutting up steak: ‘I’m so lucky to have met you’.

   ‘Pato?’

   ‘My husband, yes. He’s there.’ She points at El Charlie.

   ‘Wait—’

   ‘Yes!’ Alicia laughs. ‘He thinks Pato doesn’t convey the more American vibe he wants in the gym.’

   ‘Right.’

   ‘And we went to see a ranch and the stench was unbearable. It’s strange. Men call it courting but it’s really just lying, showing only the good parts. He hated the countryside, but he waited a whole six months before giving up the deal entirely. He was afraid I wouldn’t marry him. Even now he tells me he abandoned the idea because he could make more money in the city.’

   ‘It’s not as convenient as Santiago,’ Ramona says, trying hard to understand what it is about her that makes strangers feel so at ease with themselves and their life stories. Is it her age? Is it that she’s officially out of the competition now? (Competition for what?) Alicia talks with the unfounded confidence Ramona often saw in Pablo as a child. Is it that Ramona, aside from being overweight, is also now old and motherly? She wonders whether Alicia could be talking to her out of charity, pity, or maybe to make sure she knows what not to do when she herself gets older. Yes, after those months at the hospital, after all that medication, Ramona’s become a warning, a scarecrow in the fields of ageing, the shot echoing in her own little silo, and all the bats in the world must flutter out, save themselves, and she must stand there, still and quiet, and then she must thank all the bats for flying past her.

   They remain quiet and turn to face Pato to follow a set of squats (which Ramona can’t fully pull off, certainly not as low as he or Alicia can) broken up by running on the spot which, considering how long it’s been since she last ran, feels like a waste, and she wishes she could run out of here, to blink and appear all the way out, far into childhood, holding that rifle.

   ‘And where did you go to university? You went to university, right? Oh my god, I’m too nosy. You don’t have to tell me. But I’m sorry if you didn’t. You just assume sometimes in the city, you know, that everyone has ambitions like that.’

   ‘I did, yes. I did. I went to La Chile,’ says Ramona.

   ‘Ah, I didn’t score high enough for that. But my Pato had a few favours to collect in La Católica, so he managed to get me there in the end. What did you study?’

   ‘Theatre,’ she says, noticing she’s out of sync with the tune. But as she’s at the end of the chain of dancers, or runners or squatters or whatever the hell this is, interrupting nothing, no one notices when she relaxes her shoulders and crosses her arms.

   ‘Oh, that’s nice,’ Alicia says. ‘Really great. So I guess you’re a teacher, yes? I don’t mean that as an insult, of course – such a great career – but I assume nowadays if you’re an actress and you’re not on TV, then you’re a teacher. But you don’t have to work, right? You must have quite the big house to take care of now.’

   ‘No, I don’t have a job, not anymore.’ The music stops and Pato hops on a metallic podium, his hands on his waist, sweat patches on his chest. ‘I take care of my son.’

   ‘Last round of squats, ladies,’ Pato says, arms stretched in front of him. ‘Say it with me. Win! Two, three. Win! Two, three.’

   Ramona and Alicia follow Pato, winning as low as they can. Alicia is right about her. She did teach right after the audition – that terrible audition – but it wasn’t theatre that she taught as no one wanted that at a nuns’ school, and she didn’t have enough credits to her name to get a university post. And so, she taught kindergarten, where kids called her Mrs Fly because of her large thick glasses and because she was always eating. She tried. Ramona really did try – no, really, she even made a buzzing noise when she walked into classrooms to make the kids laugh. And though some days she was happy, or at least she remembers being happy, there was always also an uncomfortable tension there, like the struggle to ignore a terrible secret about someone you love.

   Yes, she had gone back to her mother’s house in San Fernando after that failed audition for the telenovela lead, and she had taught at the same nuns’ school where her stepfather had once taught her, the same classroom even, where his heart had suddenly stopped beating and from which his body was carried out later that day. Her mother, already drinking heavily when Ramona decided to go back home – her stepfather had been taken in to be questioned weeks before, as everyone in San Fernando knew he’d been first in line when leftist Fidel marched the streets – was glad of the company. ‘You’ve done a full circle coming here. You’ll be fine,’ her mother had told Ramona, who knew that a circle couldn’t exist so long as death and time were the constants of its imperfect circumference, and whose school friends – there were many, she’s sure, for she does not remember being lonely – had left San Fernando for good, for the second Chilean triplet, Medicine, Law, Engineering, all staying in Santiago, married and with children, the circle, cracked but still better, somehow still better than hers.

   Ramona had always known, deep down, that a time would come, like today, where she would have to admit that she’d failed.

   Her dreams had once been bigger. Telenovelas. Movies. Theatre. The world of the shiny. She’d actually gone to so many auditions, not just one: Poltergeist #2, Young Woman in Distress, Gossipy Background Barmaid, Cushion Saleswoman. But it’s always the same one she remembers in detail. The one for the part of a female lead in The Truth in Your Eyes, a telenovela where she’d play Lucecita, a blind and poor girl whose life changes after meeting the rich ranch owner who also owns her house, and her family, and her, really, and then, being so religious and pure, God decides to give her her sight back and she ends up marrying the guy because she’s no longer damaged and ugly and he’s real happy about it. The script said, ‘He tearfully agonises over her new beauty.’ Ramona memorised all of her lines, even blindfolded herself for nearly a week to imbue her portrayal with accuracy, but the casting director looked at her and laughed when she said she was auditioning for the blind girl because she wasn’t tall enough, because her skin was blemished and not nearly light enough to be a lead and he’d laughed at her thick glasses, saying that he wasn’t looking for someone who was actually blind. Instead, he offered her the ‘crucial’, he said, the ‘crucial part’ of House Maid 1. She married Lucho soon after. She often thought of how disappointed her stepfather would have been to see her married – and into the army too. Riquelme Godoy, the biologist, the chemistry teacher from the Normal and the Pedagógico, the man who had centipedes in test tubes wrapped in handkerchiefs in the inside pocket of his blazer, who’d once been proud of the embalmed monkey in his office, had always told her that one needed to have a life before sharing it. ‘Why, why?!’ her mother had cried when she saw the ring on Ramona’s finger, and Ramona wanted to tell her she didn’t want to play the maid, though instead she said, ‘We all change, Mother.’ But no, no. She’s not lagging behind anyone. So why even feel like she needs to catch up? To who? She has a child too, and oh how she loves him. She must love him. She is married. She lives in Santiago. Look at Ramona, achieving. And most women she’s met, after getting married, despite their degrees, those architects, engineers, lawyers, even doctors, they don’t work either: they are all achieving, just like her. Was that it? To give yourself up completely? But she misses herself sometimes – and she finds herself thinking this in sentences so fast she can’t quite hear them: ImissyousometimesRamona. Win! Two, three, Imiss, Two, three. Win! And if she were honest she’d say she misses Lucho even more – the man who’d once arrived to pick her up, it was a Friday, yes, a Friday after school and the boys were all lined up on the other side of the iron gate waiting for the girls to come out, their hands reaching in through the gaps in the bars like prisoners accustomed to the unbreachable distances between them, and he’d simply waved at her, and he wasn’t smiling, in her memories he never is, and she loved that, for she had made the mistake before of falling for imbeciles with broad smiles only to then be let down by their inability to justify them. Lucho instead said, ‘I don’t know how to say it: a day is long and I’ll be waiting for you,’ and she asked him what he meant, knowing full well that he’d borrowed Neruda’s words, but Lucho just said: ‘I wrote it. I wrote it for someone like you,’ and she had taken his hand through the gate. But that was a long time ago, and now she can’t remember where they went dancing, nor what other words Lucho chose to steal for her.

   Alicia turns to El Charlie and copies his steps with more strength, producing the rubbery screeching sound which only fit people make, and she even does a little grunt. So Ramona mouths a grunt too, but it’s too quiet to be TRUE JOY, and reminds her instead of her first times alone with Lucho, when they’d picked music loud enough to not hear each other breathe. Young and breathless. With him.

   ‘Yes, I used to be a teacher,’ Ramona says to Alicia. ‘But I stopped working after I had Pablo, my son.’

   ‘Hm?’

   ‘I said I used to be a teacher. But I stopped working when I had my son.’

   Alicia stops winning and looks at her, confused as all hell. Ramona guesses Alicia has already made her mind up about her, this wife and mother with nothing to say, and Ramona wishes once more she’d kept her mouth shut from the start, that she’d stayed home. She touches her chest and feels her heart pumping. Since the beginning of her treatment she has been getting panic attacks. And although most of them happen at night, next to Lucho asleep, there had been one in the daytime – when, at the supermarket till, there were no bags left. Lucho had once told her he wanted to succeed at work not for himself, and not even for the family, but for Chile, which was now an example to the world. And she’d felt proud, though she wasn’t sure whether it was for the importance he felt his job had (the importance, not the job), or Chile, or the world, moving on and on, just like she is now. But then, do her failures make her a national shame? What is she doing that is so – she must do more squats, WIN, and she must give—

   ‘Ah, you have a child, that’s great, that explains it. How old? Me and el gordo have been trying to get pregnant this year. But sometimes I feel like I have much more to give, before, well, you know.’

   ‘He’s seventeen,’ Ramona says, doing a squat and leaving Alicia standing. ‘He’s seventeen,’ she repeats, hoping she can leave it at that, because Pablo hasn’t talked to her beyond ‘Hi Mum,’ ‘Bye Mum’ since she came back home from treatment over a year ago. They used to be close. It’s been some time now – though it’s difficult to count years like that. He once told her he’d inherited his love of the arts from her, that his guitar was his inheritance, and it’d been so easy to love him then. Before she left the house, before all those dark months of treatment, Pablo had taken care of her, sat by her bed after school, initially telling her about his days, the girls he liked, the fights he’d lost, the grades he’d pretended to care about. And then they would sit in silence, watching TV before Lucho arrived home and Pablo helped her get up, helped her cook and clean – Mariela hadn’t permanently moved in with them yet – and it was their secret, and Pablo never said a thing to her in the evenings, when she forced a smile here and there so they could see that yes, her body was there, and Pablo would ask Lucho about his days at the regiment just so she could feel thankful, not for his days, no, no, she doesn’t remember them at all, but for the permission to stay silent instead of having to speak. And then, one day, she took a sedative and passed out during dinner, face down on her plate of charquicán. And woke up at the hospital. Pablo has avoided her ever since.

   El Charlie stops the music and everyone sighs in relief. Ramona drinks most of her water in several gulps and then hopes no one has seen just how fast she can drink. People pick up their towels and head out of the room. Alicia goes up to El Charlie and kisses him, tongue and all, sweat and all, and he presses her face into his, holds her by the neck with one hand, the kind of strangling kiss you go along with when you’re young, when you’re in love.

   Ramona puts her towel in a backpack, an old leather bag with silver buckles she used at university because it looked like what explorers wore in the movies. Back then there had been so many places to go that she had often packed for the possibility of improvised get-togethers with other students, a jacket to stay up late, a change of shoes in case trainers were too casual. Too casual! And look at her now, why is—

   She makes a mental note: she must buy a new bag. But then, Alicia and El Charlie walk up to her, blocking the exit, and she forgets about the bag. El Charlie looks far younger now he’s right in front of her, though she wonders if it’s because in here she’s aware of her own age. There she is, providing contrast, and she looks at the window briefly to see a pigeon lodged comfortably between the spikes set up there to keep them away.

   ‘This is Ramona Godoy,’ Alicia says. ‘Remember, gordo, from that dinner for new transfers?’

   ‘Sure, why not?’ El Charlie says. His eyes are golden. And it may be because of the theatrical lighting, more aimed at casting sharp dramatic shadows on the walls than filling the place with light, that she thinks of acting and how used she is to thinking of beautiful people as actors, and those who watch them as their audience. What is she now? Look at her, oh look at her now.

   ‘This is Pato, my husband,’ Alicia says, and Ramona feels some of the water she’s drunk come back up in her throat.

   Pato kisses Ramona on the cheek. She feels the heat from his arms, the sweat from his chest on hers.

   ‘Hi, yes, yes. I mean, I’m Ramona – you’re good. I mean the class was good. And you were good at giving it.’

   Pato and Alicia smile at each other.

   ‘I decided I had more to give, you know?’ he says. ‘I couldn’t stand a desk job anymore.’

   ‘He left the army,’ Alicia says. ‘We have our own little businesses now.’

   ‘Little? We’ll see. But this one’s just for fun, to keep fit, you know?’ Pato says.

   ‘What do you mean?’ Ramona says.

   ‘You know she’s an actress, gordo, a real one,’ Alicia says.

   ‘Really? Have I seen you somewhere?’

   ‘No,’ Ramona says, feeling hotter now than when she was winning.

   ‘Well, you never know.’ He touches her shoulder – right on the bone, thank God – and turns back to get a towel.

   ‘He also works in TV,’ Alicia whispers. ‘You never know.’

   ‘I’m trying to work in TV,’ he says, shaking his head.

   ‘No such thing as trying to work,’ Alicia says. ‘You either work or you don’t.’

   ‘I’ve been trying to find my calling,’ he says. ‘Have you ever had the feeling that you missed out on a lesson or something? Like everyone knows what they want and it’s always a single thing?’

   Ramona wants to scream that she has had this very feeling.

   ‘So I started this gym as an investment, maybe to start up a chain. But one night I thought—’

   ‘—I thought,’ Alicia says, nudging him on the shoulder.

   ‘We thought that maybe we should get into the TV business. And we also thought the gym was the perfect place to recruit. I mean, have you seen anyone fat on TV who isn’t a comic?’ He dries his face with the towel.

   ‘Not that we’re not open to comedy,’ Alicia says, looking at Ramona.

   ‘So,’ Pato says, lifting his knees to his palms on each step, a pink towel around his neck. He holds his gaze on Ramona as he stretches.

   ‘So,’ Ramona says, still looking at Alicia who, on her knees, rolls her mat.

   ‘Come on, let’s go,’ Alicia says, standing, though she’s the only one going. When Alicia briefly turns to face them, Ramona looks at the ceiling and does a perfect impression of a post-gym deep breath, eyes shut, palms opened and all, but before she can even exhale, Alicia shuts the studio door and Pato takes Ramona’s hand and she turns to him, a little dizzy now and—

   ‘So,’ she says, not daring to move a finger.

   ‘So, where did you live before?’ he says, letting her go.
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