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Prologue

(Or: how I learned to write differently and why that shouldn’t surprise anyone)

Some things you do in life make absolutely no practical sense. Learning to play the ukulele at fifty-three. Moving to Miami with a bag full of winter clothes. Writing a second book when the first one is still staring at you from the drawer like so what’s the plan now, genius? I did all three. And now I’m doing this: a short story. Dark. With a turtle. No dialogue, no Argentine slang, no digression tucked between dashes to save me when I can’t stick the landing on a sentence. Just the story. And the prose. And me, alone with the prose — which is like saying a boxer with only his gloves but no gym, no corner, no pre-fight coffee. 

I need to explain what this is, where it came from, and why an author who writes autobiographies decided to sit down and write a dark story about a turtle.

Short answer: because I needed to.

Long answer: because I’ve spent years writing in my voice — that Buenos Aires voice, digressive, comic, brutally honest, that I stumbled into almost by accident and that became my trademark, my refuge, and also, I’ll admit it, my limit — and at some point I realized that this voice, the one that cost me so much to find, could also become a trap. Not that it’s bad. It’s good. It’s mine. But a voice that always sounds the same is an instrument with only one string. And I want to learn to play more than one string. Even if I’m out of tune at first.

So I sat down and wrote this. The Turtle Who Wasn’t Named Manuelita.

I need to stop here for a second. If you’re Argentine, you already know what I’m talking about. If you’re not, keep reading — this part is for you. Manuelita is a turtle from an Argentine children’s story, created by María Elena Walsh — the poet, singer, and writer who shaped the childhoods of several generations in Argentina. Manuelita dreamed of going to Paris, transformed herself, and when she returns home to find her mate, she arrives just as old and wrinkled as when she left. It’s the story of the dream fulfilled. Of possible metamorphosis. Of the turtle who actually makes it. My turtle doesn’t make it. That’s the title. That’s everything. For the Argentine reader, the title is already a warning. For everyone else — now you know.

What you’re about to read is not written in my usual voice. No digressions. No Argentine slang. No winks at the reader, no comic payoffs, none of that dance between laughter and the lump in your throat that usually defines what I write. What’s here is something else: a quieter prose, more deliberate, more literary — if I’m allowed that word without it sounding pretentious. A narrator who stays quiet more than he speaks. A story told from what I call a merciful distance, which is the elegant name I give to the fact that the narrator loves his character but doesn’t mourn her. Because sometimes the most honest love is the kind that makes no noise.
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