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Nothing


FOR JUAN VILLORO


When they got up that morning, they found four drops of blood on the carpet.


Silvia was the first to notice. Women are always more observant than men. She emerged from the bedroom half-asleep, still brushing her teeth and still in the grey cotton shorts she sometimes wore in bed. The hair on the right-hand side of her head was sticking up as if she had just received an electric shock. The other half was flattened from being pressed against the pillow. She was probably en route to the kitchen to put the coffee on, when she stopped abruptly. She crouched down and scrutinised the carpet. No, she didn’t just scrutinise it, she actually sniffed it.


“Rafael,” she called, her eyes still glued to the floor, “come here!”


Her husband took his time. Silvia was rooted to the spot, still awkwardly clutching her now redundant toothbrush. The toothpaste in her mouth was fast losing its flavour and turning into a disagreeable froth. When Rafael finally appeared, holding the newspaper, she merely pointed at the floor before racing off to the bathroom to spit vigorously into the sink. She returned at once. Rafael was on all fours, studying the carpet.


“It’s blood, isn’t it?”


“Looks like it, yes. But it’s dry.”


“So? What does that mean?”


“How should I know?” Rafael accompanied this rather tetchy response with a gesture. “I suppose it means that it’s not recent.”


“But it’s still blood. And how did a drop of blood manage to appear overnight?”


*


It wasn’t just one drop of blood. In the living room, near the front door, they found another. Bewildered and with a growing sense of urgency, they started looking for more. She stumbled upon the third one just outside the kitchen. “Stumble upon” is not perhaps the most appropriate expression to use, but when she saw it, Silvia did stumble. As if she had bumped into the air, as if the small, round stain had its own invisible skeleton. Then she saw the fourth drop of blood, right next to the green three-seater sofa, close to the balcony. Silvia and Rafael looked at each other, nonplussed. With a slight grimace of disgust, Silvia watched Rafael reach out and touch the stain with the tip of his little finger. It wasn’t dry but slightly viscous. It seemed quite fresh. A dark red sliver remained stuck to his nail. He held it to his nose and sniffed. “It doesn’t smell of anything,” he said.


They quickly deduced that the blood must have come from Sócrates. The cat was lying asleep in the magazine basket, shamelessly at ease. He was a large, hairy, neutered, bored creature. Not even bothering to wake the cat, Rafael picked him up and carried him over to the table, where they both carefully examined him. They parted his fur, looking for some cut or wound; they lifted up his tail; they studied him from every possible angle. They found nothing to indicate that Sócrates had anything to do with those bloodstains. “But there’s no other possible explanation,” Silvia said, still ruffling the cat’s fur. “Where else could the blood have come from?” Rafael glanced over at a lamp, a very male glance, imbued with a certain degree of mechanical knowledge. “Perhaps it’s just grease or rust,” he said, ready to develop a theory about how objects sweat, about the fluid nature of time. “Perhaps he’s peeing or shitting blood,” she said.


They went to the vet’s together. It was Saturday. The vet on duty had warned them over the phone that they would have to pay extra: emergency consultations were not free. While they were driving there, Rafael was thinking that this whole affair could prove very expensive. He looked at Sócrates sitting calmly on his wife’s lap. The cat was purring. He actually had the nerve to purr. “Cats purr when they’re nervous too,” his wife always said. She didn’t say it then, but there was no need: the words were there, waiting in the wings. They could be spoken at any moment. Silvia was staring out of the window. She appeared to be deep in thought, as if she and her thoughts were elsewhere.


“What are you thinking about?”


Silvia merely shook her head.


Rafael knew she was thinking about something, but clearly didn’t want to say what it was. Rafael knew, too, that it would be pointless to insist. They went through three more sets of lights in complete silence.


“You’re annoyed, aren’t you?” Silvia said, shooting him a reproachful look.


“Well, taking the cat to the vet’s on a Saturday isn’t exactly my idea of fun.”


She turned towards the window again. She screwed up her eyes as if straining to see the empty streets.


The vet stuck a small tube up Sócrates’ anus and pressed on his bladder. The cat didn’t even miaow. He put up with this humiliation with lofty indifference. He released all the liquid inside him without a murmur, as if this were an entirely routine procedure he’d been having every week for years. The vet did several tests on his urine, but found no trace of blood. Nothing. Sócrates was perfectly healthy. He didn’t even need his claws clipping. When the time came to pay, the cat lay on the counter wearing a rather bored expression, as if boredom were another form of revenge.


*


On the way home, Silvia and Rafael talked about bats.


A few months before, a couple of bats had taken to roosting just outside their bedroom window. The cleaning lady found them. Her name is Nereida and she comes every Tuesday. Silvia had asked her to clean the windows. As soon as she opened the window, though, Nereida let out a shriek of alarm. Those two hanging figures reminded her of gargoyles. Outside lurked an invisible cathedral that changed every night into a horrible grimace, a danger, an evil omen. Nereida started back. “Best just leave it be, señora,” she said.


The bats hung in that dark corner of the eaves during the day, but at night they were rarely there. Silvia and Rafael began observing them, though without ever opening the window. “They’re disgusting,” she used to say. “Not really,” he would say, even though he found them equally disgusting. He felt that these strange hybrids – half-rodent, half-bird – had ended up with the worst qualities of both species. They were somehow unfinished, hopeless. Silvia and Rafael felt the same fear, the same repugnance, but neither of them knew how to solve the problem. Neither of them dared to confront the bats. They preferred to ignore them. To coexist peacefully, on the tacit understanding that some stable relationships survive only out of fear.


*


One afternoon, Silvia’s brother Tomás arrived, carrying a small rifle. He opened the window and fired a shot into the corner. Just like that. Silvia immediately closed the window, then closed the curtains too. They didn’t hear a sound. No scream. Nothing. They waited a few minutes. When they looked, there was nothing, only a dark stain on the wall.


Downstairs, in the inner courtyard, they found the mangled body of one of the bats. Silvia didn’t even want to look. As well as being shot, the creature had fallen all the way from the second floor onto the tarmac. “What a mess,” muttered her brother. She simply handed him a black plastic bag and a small shovel. All crimes create the same problem: what to do with the remains.


That night, when Rafael came home from work, Silvia was sitting on the bed, folding up the clothes she had just taken out of the dryer. She felt guilty. She was wondering, too, which of the bats had survived, the male or the female. She felt depressed. She was convinced that the surviving bat would come back, that sooner or later it would return to punish them. Rafael found all this highly amusing. He couldn’t stop laughing. “Vampires are dangerous creatures,” she said. “Yes, but we live in Latin America,” he said, stroking her back. Then she made some comment about animals and geography. “We don’t have vampires here, just bats,” he said. And he kissed her. Silvia returned his kiss. Then she put her arms around him and held him close. She started touching him. Almost frenziedly. She unzipped his flies, knelt down before him and sucked his cock. They made love quickly, violently. With the curtains closed.


*


As soon as they walked into the apartment, she said just two words: “It’s back.” This, she felt, was the natural conclusion to the conversation they’d had on the journey home. If Sócrates was fine, then there could be no other explanation. What she feared had come true: the bat had returned. That was the origin of the drops of blood on the carpet. While they were still in the kitchen making coffee, they continued their discussion.


“It’s the vampire or vampiress that didn’t die. It’s come back and got into the house, looking for its mate. It’s here.”


“That’s just not possible.”


“Why not?” Silvia suddenly glanced up at the ceiling. “They say that the things we remember best are the things we hate.”


Rafael unconsciously followed the direction of his wife’s eyes and stood staring at the ceiling for a few moments.


“All animals are vengeful,” she said.


The water in the coffee-maker began to boil.


*


That afternoon, Rafael went to visit his parents. It was a routine he had kept up for years, every Saturday. He would put on his sports gear, as if the visit would demand some special physical effort from him. When they were first married, Silvia would sometimes go with him. Every other Saturday. But the years spent together have put paid to such niceties and they have developed a kind of division of labour, saving affection for those occasions when it is really necessary, thus making of their marriage an ever more efficient machine.


They had first met at a party given by Elena, Silvia’s cousin. One of those dimly lit, alcohol-fuelled affairs. Elena had met Rafael by chance, through a mutual friend. She had immediately felt attracted to him, but, not wishing to appear too keen, had suggested to their friend that he invite Rafael to the party too. Silvia arrived later with her then boyfriend, who was of Italian stock: a strong, pale-skinned guy with a slow, easy smile. Everything about him was big, apart from his hands. These were so thin and bony they seemed like a mistake, as if they belonged to another body, as if he had stolen them from someone else. His name was Enzo. Silvia introduced him to Elena. And Elena, in turn, introduced her to Rafael, shooting Silvia a meaningful look, as if they had already discussed both these guys and were now assessing them visually. This proved fatal. Silvia and Rafael fell for each other almost instantaneously, the moment their eyes met. And it proved very hard to disguise those feelings of attraction.


From that point on, the party became a strange, almost pleasurable torture. Rafael could not stop staring at Silvia. She felt uncomfortable with Enzo by her side, but could not control the longing inside her, the glad, troubling tingle that Rafael’s eyes provoked in her. Neither of them had ever experienced such a wild, animal chemistry before. Rafael left the party before a sixth glass of wine prompted him to do something foolish. He left without saying goodbye. Silvia and Enzo quarrelled and, fifteen minutes later, they too left the party, still quarrelling.


The following day, Rafael phoned her. He had persuaded his friend to get Elena to tell him Silvia’s number. When Silvia heard his voice and name, she turned bright red. She felt an intense heat under her skin, was at a loss for words. Rafael suggested they meet for coffee. She was speechless. Overwhelmed. “Hello?” he said again. Then she finally managed to speak. Yes, she said. And she clung on to that one word. Yes.


After coffee, they began to kiss. Passionately, madly. As if kisses were going out of fashion. Suddenly, almost brusquely, Silvia drew back, pushing him away.


“What’s wrong?”


“I’m still going out with Enzo,” she said. “I’m still his girlfriend.”


*


Enzo was at a bowling alley with his friends. When Silvia got there and saw him in the distance, she knew it wasn’t going to be easy. All her confidence melted away. Rafael was waiting for her outside. Silvia stopped and took a deep breath. She couldn’t help wondering if she was doing the right thing. She was, after all, acting purely on impulse. She wasn’t thinking clearly. These words were ringing in her head with each step she took, as she approached the lane where her boyfriend was playing. Do you really know him? Do you know who he is? Are you going to change your life, just like that, simply because you fancy a guy? What’s wrong with you, Silvia? What kind of woman are you? These questions were punctuated by the sound of the balls thundering down the lanes and crashing into the wooden skittles.


“Silvia!” Enzo looked at her, surprised. He had just been about to roll his ball down the lane when she appeared. “What are you doing here?”


A strange, serious expression must have flickered across her face. Her boyfriend’s friends stood up and they, too, stared at her in bewilderment.


“Can we talk?”


There is no right moment to say to someone: “I don’t love you anymore.” There is no ideal scenario. There are no kind words in which to wrap that stone before you throw it. Silvia would have preferred to phone him or send him a note. But that would have felt just as cowardly and disloyal. Now that he was there before her, she didn’t know what to do, how to find the best way of letting him down. His friends, standing a little way away, were still staring at them.


“What’s wrong, Silvia? Tell me.”


She felt a thick ball of saliva forming on the tip of her tongue.


“I don’t want to be your girlfriend anymore,” she said. “I want us just to be good friends,” she added, feeling increasingly nervous and uncomfortable. “I’m sorry.” Enzo was still gazing at her in total confusion. “I’m really sorry.” Enzo glanced at his friends out of the corner of his eye, then looked hard at Silvia. “God, I feel like a complete shit,” she said before rushing off.


When she got out onto the pavement, her eyes were dazzled by the afternoon sun. She stopped. Blinked. Unable to hold back her tears. She searched for Rafael’s car. Then she heard the plastic click-click of hurrying feet, heard her name. It was Enzo, vast and inconsolable. He had followed her. He was utterly confused. His bowling shoes were too big for him. The hire shop hadn’t had his size. He came clicking over to her. Even though the shoes were more like flippers, at that moment his feet looked as small as his hands.


“I just don’t understand, Silvia.” He took a step nearer. Again the click of plastic on tarmac. “Please, don’t leave me like this.”


The green nose of Rafael’s Chevrolet drew up alongside. Enzo stared at the car and at them. Silvia said something, although no-one can remember what. She jumped into the car. They drove off. In the rear-view mirror, they saw the vast figure of Enzo and saw that he did not go back into the bowling alley. Instead, he turned and crossed the road, taking very short steps.


*


Silvia and Rafael have been together ever since. Now, when they look back at the past, they sometimes wonder what happened to all that frenzy, all that mad passion. Obviously, they didn’t expect it to last forever. Everyone knows that pleasure has an end. The senses grow old. They even talked about it once. She tended to believe that love comes in doses, that it can be weighed and measured. That they hadn’t known how to administer it sensibly and had used it up far too quickly. Then all they had left was nostalgia. A tender nostalgia that helped them to stay together. What they loved most was what they had been. They had squandered the best part of their life together.


Rafael was of the view that their love had changed, that it now had other obsessions, weaknesses, other ways of expressing itself. Affections are like Heraclitus’ river. No-one steps into the same affection twice. Their feelings for each other were the same, but different. That is what Rafael thought and said: “Perhaps not having children has affected us too.”


After two years of marriage, Silvia became pregnant. Everything went perfectly normally. They kept strictly to the recommended routines. Silvia never overdid things. She didn’t fall over or do anything foolish. She followed all the doctor’s instructions to the letter. She even walked at least half a mile a day throughout her pregnancy. Rafael went with her. They were both so excited. The night Silvia’s waters broke, they had everything ready. They knew it was going to happen one of these nights. They informed the doctor and their families, took their bag, already packed, and set off to the hospital. Silvia took a long time to dilate. Not even the injections they gave her helped. Her desire to give birth without any medical assistance crumpled in the face of the hospital doctors’ advice. She was rushed into the operating theatre. They asked Rafael if he wanted to come too, but he preferred to stay outside. He had intended to be there at the birth and had even brought a video camera so as to capture the excitement of the moment, but the prospect of a Caesarean changed everything, it wasn’t the same. He decided to wait in the corridor.


According to the medical report, the baby had the umbilical cord wrapped around its neck and there was nothing the doctors could do to save it. During the birth, the child was deprived of oxygen and suffered brain death. Rafael and Silvia were left feeling utterly empty. They couldn’t find a single word to say, not so much as a monosyllable. They felt violated. They had been looted, plundered.


The hospital offered them a more detailed report. They produced the results of various examinations, laboratory tests, an autopsy. Some members of their family suggested suing the hospital for negligence, but neither Silvia nor Rafael wanted to investigate further. “Nothing will bring back our son,” they said, or words to that effect. That’s what people usually say in those circumstances. Rafael and Silvia could think of nothing else. All they felt was a great absence. The baby was a boy. He would have been called Gabriel.


When Silvia was discharged, and she and Rafael were leaving the hospital, the doctor accompanied them to the lift. Rafael and Silvia were still in shock.


“These things happen,” he said. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It was a natural occurrence,” he added awkwardly, his voice breaking. “Besides, you’re still young. You have time.”


Those words bounced back and forth between them. The months passed and still they didn’t disappear. “It was a natural occurrence.” The words were still there. They had a life of their own. They would turn up when least expected, springing out at them, regardless of place or circumstance. It was as though they had each swallowed a razor blade. As though that bright, shiny piece of metal could suddenly make itself felt, without warning, at any time. For example: Silvia in the shower, washing, touching herself with the small bar of soap. And suddenly she would feel a sharp pain inside. There was that huge razor blade standing upright in her vagina, even leaving a metallic taste on the back of her tongue. For example: Rafael on his way to work, stopping the car on a corner. A group of schoolboys walking to school. They’re all dressed the same, but each one is different. They’re laughing too loudly. The blade lies down behind his eyes. It transforms the horizon into an aluminium line that burns, that hurts. For example: the two of them together, having a late breakfast on a Sunday. Not saying a word.


Time, however, can soothe the most rancorous of feelings. They never wanted to try again. They didn’t even talk about it. A silent pact was sealed between them. Silvia has continued to use various forms of contraception, and Rafael has never felt in the least surprised that she hasn’t become pregnant again. They don’t talk about it and if, by chance, the subject comes up at some social gathering, they simply avoid it. Then one Thursday in November, she came home with a kitten. “What do you think?” she asked.


*


When Rafael returned from visiting his parents, Silvia had already begun. “I can’t stand it any longer,” she said. She was barefoot, wearing a pair of brown shorts and a sleeveless white T-shirt. Her hair was caught back with an elastic band. She seemed restless, on edge. She had started with the living room and had already moved all the furniture out of the way, including the sofa and the two armchairs. The rugs had been rolled up and placed near the door to the balcony. She had even unzipped the covers of the sofa cushions and removed the foam filling. Not even the kitchen clock was in its usual place. The tall wooden cabinet where they kept the CD player was empty too, and the floor was littered with piles of CDs.


“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “I need your help.”


“This is crazy, Silvia.”


“No, what’s crazy is just sitting back and doing nothing.”


“What do you expect to find? The bat?”


“Whatever. I don’t care. But we need to know where those bloodstains are coming from.”


They spent the afternoon meticulously searching the apartment. Inch by inch. They studied every bit of the ceiling. They shifted all the furniture, emptied all the drawers and wardrobes and, by six o’clock, they were exhausted. They sat on the floor for a few minutes, surveying everything they had managed to undo in that short space of time. It looked as if they were either moving house or had just moved in. Everything was scattered in disorderly fashion about the floor, including the cutlery from the kitchen. They had even taken down the two Paul Klee posters they had bought years ago from the local modern art museum. The house was a mess. The bloodstains were still there on the carpet.


That night, they drank whisky with water and went to bed without putting anything away. They were too tired. To reach their room, they had to skirt around boxes, suitcases and clothes. Silvia went to have a shower. When she came back, Rafael was lying on the bed, glass in hand, staring up at the ceiling.


“Can I turn out the light?”


Rafael nodded.


For a few minutes, they said nothing. Silvia lay down on her side, her back to him. Neither of them could sleep.


“I was thinking about Julio,” Rafael said suddenly.


Julio is his best friend, they work at the same firm of architects. He’s married and has a seven-year-old daughter.


“He’s really worried about Marlene.”


“What’s wrong with her?”


“She keeps having nightmares.”


Silvia turned over and looked at him. Rafael explained that the girl apparently wakes up each night, screaming in terror. When Julio goes in to her, he can do nothing to calm her. The girl cries and screams and thrashes about. He tries to reassure her, but she keeps crying, as if the dream had carried her off to some other place, to some prison from which she could never escape. One night, she dug her nails into Julio’s arm. The marks stayed for a whole week: they looked like black lines cut into his skin. Julio feels powerless. He would like to take action, to shake her out of it, but he’s been told that won’t help. The girl seems completely sunk in herself, a prisoner of the dark, and yet she squeezes his hand really hard, too hard. She spends the night calling out to him to help her.


“What does she dream about? What kind of nightmare is it?”


“Julio doesn’t know, but it must be something really horrible to cause such fear, such panic. Once, in the middle of one of these nightmares, she looked him in the eye and begged him: ‘Save me, Papa, save me!’ That’s what Julio told me. Can you imagine?”


“Have they taken her to see a psychologist?”


“Yes.”


“And?”


“He told them it was perfectly normal,” Rafael said, after a pause.


But the idea of the girl suffering like that is just unbearable. Every night, it’s as if she were about to die. A passing, but very palpable death. Transitory, but very real. Every night a temporary death.


“It’s been going on for months. He hardly sleeps at all.”


*


They fell silent again. Rafael finished his drink and put the glass down on the bedside table. One of the neighbours had the television on. A baseball game. The distant excitement of the commentator was in marked contrast to the dark disorder of their room. Mario Ojeda has just reached second base. The Caracas Lions are in trouble now.


“What if it’s us?” asked Silvia in a low voice.


Rafael slid a slow, exploratory hand towards Silvia’s body.


“We’re fine. Don’t worry about it. It could be nothing.”


They fell silent again for a few seconds.


“‘Nothing’ doesn’t bleed.”


They looked at each other. They moved closer. She stroked his hair. He put his hand on her waist. They fell asleep, their arms about each other.


*


The following morning, there were three or four more drops of blood on the carpet.
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