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			The paper was narrowly examined. As Harrington had said, the characters on it were more like runes than anything else, but not decipherable by either man, and both hesitated to copy them, for fear, as they confessed, of perpetuating whatever evil purpose they might conceal.

			—­m. r. james, “Casting the Runes”
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			1

			An engorged, yellow moon painted the sky a sickly amber hue, illuminating a solitary figure. A woman, standing between two sycamore trees.

			It had rained, and the earth was slippery as, breathing with difficulty, she ventured toward the cabin. The woods felt awake and dangerous, with the sounds of crickets and rolling thunder in the distance. There was a thin humming. Was that a bird? It was too high-­pitched, that noise.

			The woman pressed a hand against her lips and stared at the cabin, with its welcoming lights. But that oasis of warmth was distant. A twig snapped, and the woman looked behind her in terror. She began to run.

			The noises of the night were now mixed with the patter of her feet. She flew forward, and her hands desperately pulled at the front door—­there was a thump, so loud it sounded like a cannon—­until she finally managed to burst into the cabin. She immediately shut the door, bolted it, and stepped back, waiting. Her eyes were wide.

			The crash of an axe against the wood made the woman jump. Splinters flew. The woman screamed, pressing back farther into the room as a man hacked his way through the door. The scream was an annoying squeal that made the levels jump into the red. The man lingered at the threshold, clutching the axe. He began advancing; his breath was heavy, punctuated with an annoying pop. 

			“Demon possession again?” Montserrat asked. Her eyes were on the VU meter; on her knee she balanced a notepad.

			“Ghosts,” Paco said.

			She scribbled in the notepad. “I thought you were into ninjas.”

			“We’re still doing the ninjas. Just not now.”

			“A ninja moratorium.”

			The woman screamed again. Montserrat pressed a button. The image froze on the screen. She spun her chair around.

			The padded room smelled faintly of the pine-­scented air freshener that the other sound editors liked to spray around to cover up the fact that they were smoking inside. The whole place was a bit of a mess. The editors regularly left pizza boxes and empty bottles of Pepsi around the mixing room, along with the scent of cigarettes. “No food or smoking in the editing room” said a sign half hidden behind the random stickers the editors had pasted on it over the years. In theory, this admonition made sense, especially when you were dealing with film. You didn’t want to smear a workprint with grease. In practice, though, all editors were supposed to eat in front of the monitors. You were constantly working your ass off in post-­production, trying to make up for missed deadlines. Montserrat had never been in a facility that was perfectly neat and organized. Editing rooms all looked like war zones unless a client was poking their head around.

			Still, she might have tidied up if Paco hadn’t ambushed her. Unfortunately for him, this particular mixing room was small and, unlike the bigger rooms, didn’t have a client area with a couch. Paco was sitting uncomfortably on a chair, by the door, next to a pile of tapes and vinyl rec­ords, and from the look of his position he was probably getting a cramp.

			“So, what do you think?” Paco asked.

			“I think this is the kind of shit you shouldn’t have to be fixing in post-­production. Did you shoot these scenes inside a washing machine? The sound is terrible. Those levels are way too hot.”

			“I know, I know. But what can you expect with these budgets?”

			“It’s going to take me a couple of weeks.”

			“I need it to be done in five days.”

			Montserrat shot him a skeptical look. “Not likely. Mario will tell you as much.”

			“Come on, I’m not asking Mario, I’m asking you.”

			“I don’t want to be stuck here from the crack of dawn until midnight because you forgot to hire a person who can hold a boom mike in the right position.”

			“Don’t do this to me. I’ve got hundreds of units due at Videocentro and can’t run the duplicates if the master is a mess. Don’t you get overtime for this stuff? Must be a hefty check.”

			“I wish,” she said.

			Though there was the yearly discretionary bonus. The full-­timers got the aguinaldo mandated by the law, but freelancers like Montserrat couldn’t count on that. They had to rely on the gratitude of their employers. At Antares, Mario gave his editors a turkey, a bottle of cheap whiskey, and a Christmas bonus. It was never a generous bonus—­it shrank or expanded at whim—­this despite the fact she was by far the best sound editor at Antares. She was also the only woman on the Antares team, aside from the receptionist, which was probably why she never became a full-­timer, never had the right to an aguinaldo, and instead had to rely on Mario’s mercurial temper: the editing business was a boys’ club. There were a few women working at studios writing the scripts that were used for subtitling and dubbing. There were also female translators, though those were often freelancers who were contracted for single projects. But full-­time female sound editors? Those were as rare as unicorns.

			“Look, I have to meet someone for lunch,” Montserrat said, grabbing her leather jacket from the hook by the door and slipping it on. “Why don’t you talk to Mario and we’ll see what he says? I’d love to help, but he was raging about an unpaid dubbing—­”

			“Come on, guys, I always pay even if I’m a few days late. As soon as I offload those videos I’ll be golden, I swear.”

			Montserrat didn’t know how true that was. Paco had scored a modest hit with an Exorcist rip-­off a few years before. Mexican horror movies were scarce these days. Paco had reaped the benefits of a nascent home video market a few years back. But he wasn’t doing well anymore. Four years before, René Cardona III had tried the same concept: shooting a low-­budget horror copy of a hot American film with Vacaciones de Terror. Although Vacaciones was a blatant attempt at mixing Child’s Play with Amity­ville, the film had one semi-­famous star in the form of Pedro Fernández, whose singing career had assured at least a few butts in seats. Vacaciones de Terror and its obligatory sequel had performed decently, but the market for local horror productions wasn’t substantial enough to support two filmmakers intent on churning out scary flicks, and Paco didn’t have a singer to put on the marquee.

			Not that there was a market to produce anything with a semi-­decent budget at this point. The best that most people could hope for were exploitation flicks like Lola La Trailera. Paco was, if anything, a little better off than most Mexican filmmakers, since he’d managed to rope a few Spanish financiers into his moviemaking schemes and so the bulk of his output was meant for the European market. He’d dump a bunch of copies at Videocentro, then sell the rest to Italy, Germany, or whoever had any dough to spare. Paco’s work was slightly more nutritious fare than what most of the other exploitation hounds offered, but nothing to get excited about.

			“Montserrat, come on, darling, you know I’m solid. How about we do this: I pay you the overtime. I’ll throw in . . . oh, how much would you want?” he asked, reaching into his pocket and producing a wallet.

			“God, Paco, you don’t have to bribe me.”

			“Then you’ll do it?”

			Montserrat had been working at Antares for the past seven years. She’d never made it into the two big film studios, but you had to be the son of someone to edit at a place like that. Positions were passed down through the STPC and STIC like knighthoods. Now that Estudios América was being dismantled, the movie business was even more of a mess than before, and competition for positions was cutthroat. Antares had been, when you added all the pluses and minuses, not that bad.

			Not that bad, that is, until the previous year, when the company had hired a new sound editor. Everyone loved young people and despised old ones. Help wanted ads always specified “35 and under,” sometimes even “30 and under.” Samuel, the newest member of the team, was definitely under thirty. Mario had funneled a bunch of assignments to Samuel, in part because his youth meant he was one of their lowest paid employees. Antares saved money with Samuel. And, as a result, Montserrat had been pulled from several projects. She’d gone from working five, sometimes six days a week, to three, and she was sure Mario was going to cut her down to two by December. Maybe they’d end up assigning this job to Samuel.

			Crap, she needed to make more money. Her sister didn’t ask her for anything, but Montserrat knew she was hurting a little. She had been working only part-­time for half a year now; the cancer treatments were too exhausting for her to manage her usual workload at the accounting firm. Montserrat tried to chip in when she could.

			“Follow me,” she muttered, looking at her watch. She’d be late if she didn’t step out now.

			Paco and Montserrat walked down a long hallway decorated with wall-­to-­ceiling mirrors and back toward the reception area. The mirrors were supposed to be “wall art” and lend an air of class to the joint, but the results were more tacky than elegant. The reception area was the only part of the studio that looked semi-­decent. Instead of shabby, patched-­up furniture, the room boasted two black leather couches. Behind a big desk a big sign with silver letters said “ANTARES” all in caps.

			Candy was behind the desk. She had bright yellow neon nails that week—­she changed them often—­and smiled at Montserrat happily. Candida, who liked to go by Candy, handled reception and all manner of assorted tasks. She was the person who kept track of who was using which editing bay at any given hour of the day. She wasn’t supposed to schedule anything until Mario said so, but Montserrat sometimes skipped the queue.

			“Candy, is Mario back from that business lunch yet?” she asked, hoping the answer was yes but the receptionist shook her head.

			“Nope.”

			“Crap,” Montserrat said. “Okay, this is what we’ll do: Candy, can you slot me in for some night work tomorrow? Put me for the whole week, beginning at seven in my usual room. I need to work on Paco’s latest picture.”

			“Oh, what’s it called?” Candy asked, looking at Paco with interest.

			“Murder Weekend,” Paco said proudly.

			“Sounds cool. But, Montserrat, I need to know the pricing, the green form—­”

			“Put it down before someone grabs the time slot,” she said. “I’ll show it to Mario later and fill in the green form.”

			Before Candy could ask another question, Montserrat waved them a curt goodbye and stepped outside.

			She shook her head, thinking about the long nights that awaited her. Too many people thought they could skimp on the audio portion of a shoot. Then they ended up with ambient noise, cutoff tracks, or low sound quality. They often expected miracles, too, from their sound editors, and Montserrat had to deliver those miracles for a measly amount of cash. She wasn’t even on staff, for God’s sake. Mario didn’t believe in hiring people full-­time because it was cheaper and easier to keep them coming in by the hour. That way, when he didn’t need someone, as he had with Montserrat lately, he could cut them off without 
sweating it.

			The problem was that Montserrat liked editing at Antares. A full-­time job for a TV show would be steady money, but it also meant she’d have to work with a lot more people. Two audio editors in the same room, and then maybe the lead editor and the director giving notes while they worked. She knew someone who had made the switch to working as a sound recordist because it at least meant less insane schedules, but she despised sets, with all their technicians and actors. Small productions, low-­budget flicks, these appealed to her because she often worked alone, no need for a gigantic team of ADR experts, foley artists, and music supervisors to suffocate her. People. She didn’t wish to deal with people, although sometimes she feared she’d end up with a vitamin deficiency from spending all daylight hours inside, and she’d start talking back to the characters on screen, like an editor she knew did.

			Montserrat wondered if she shouldn’t poke her head around the set of Enigma. Cornelia could introduce her to her contacts, or there might even be an opening with Cornelia’s TV show. She hated the idea of a desk job, but maybe there was freelancing she could do on the side to augment her paycheck. Research. Administrative work. Something other than audio editing, because audio was uncertain: canceled gigs, clients changing their minds, or the composer scoring a film being late, which meant hurry, hurry, hurry.

			No one cared about the audio, anyway. People noticed only when you fucked it up, not when you got it right. It was a thankless job that had her sometimes catching three hours of sleep on one of the couches around Antares so she could keep working through the night.

			Montserrat made it into the restaurant on time and took a booth, ordered a coffee and a slice of pie. Tristán arrived twenty-­five minutes later. His coat was a lush plum color with big buttons and a wide belt.

			His hair looked a little ruffled, and he was wearing his sunglasses, which he took off with practiced theatrical panache as he sat down at the table. “Well! They were out of Benson and Hedges at my usual newspaper stand, so I had to walk around.”

			“I thought you were a snob who only bought imported cigarettes.”

			“I’m trying to save money this month. Dunhills are out of the question for a few weeks,” he said, taking out his lighter and a cigarette. “You’ve been waiting long?”

			“Yes,” she said. “You shouldn’t smoke.”

			“Keeps me thin, and I have to have at least one vice.”

			“Maybe, but we’re sitting in the non-­smoking section,” she said, pointing to the sign behind him.

			Tristán looked around and sighed. “Now why’d you seat us here?”

			“Because it’s full in the smoking area and they said there’s no way we’re getting in there.”

			“Maybe I can ask for us to be moved,” he said and raised his hand, trying to attract the attention of a waitress.

			“Please don’t,” she said, poking at the slice of pie she had almost finished eating. She’d assumed he’d be late and had been wise enough to order quickly.

			“Miss?” he said.

			A waitress turned around. He threw her his careless, sixty-­watt smile that was all teeth. The smile had a success rate of 70 percent. The waitress approached him, notepad in hand.

			“Are you ready to order?”

			“I’d like a Diet Coke. Could you move us to the smoking section?”

			“It’s full.”

			“If there was a table that opened up, could we move there? What’s your name? Mari. That’s nice. Mari, would you be able to keep an eye out for a table for us?” he asked. “As a special favor for me, please.”

			He spoke with that deep, velvet-­smooth voice he always used when he 
wanted to get something. The voice had a success rate of 90 percent. The waitress smiled at him. Montserrat could tell by her expression that she was wondering if she didn’t know Tristán from somewhere. She 
had that curious look people got around him. Maybe she’d remember him later.

			“Well, all right,” the waitress said, blushing.

			“Thank you, Mari,” he said.

			Tristán Abascal, born Tristán Said Abaid, was Montserrat’s age. Thirty-­eight. They’d grown up in the same building, and they both loved movies. But their similarities ended there. Tristán was tall and handsome. Even the years of drug use and the car accident hadn’t completely marred his looks. He wasn’t the same crazy-­beautiful boy he’d been, but he still cut a striking figure. And although it had been about ten years since he’d acted in a soap opera, some people still recognized him.

			Montserrat, on the other hand, was small and plain. When they were kids, the others mocked her limp. After three surgeries, her foot had improved quite a bit, though it pained her when it got cold. Now that there were bits of silver in her hair, her plain face was only growing plainer.

			“So, the good news is I found a place. It’s in Polanco and it’s the right size,” he said spinning his sunglasses with one hand and smirking. The doctors had done a good job with his left eye; there was but a faint scar under it, and the eye was still smaller than the right one, a little lopsided, that pupil permanently dilated just a tad more than the other. It gave his face a faintly mismatched air where once before it had possessed an elegant, near-­perfect symmetry. Nothing terrible, but he was self-­conscious about it, even after many years. He wore the sunglasses all year long, everywhere he went. In the first few months after the accident, he even wore them indoors.

			“How much is it?”

			He gave her a figure, and when she raised her eyebrow at him the smirk grew into a big smile. “It’s a bit pricey, I know. That’s why I’m laying off the Dunhills. I’ll need all the voice work I can get. Work has slowed to a trickle.”

			“You too? We should buy a lottery ticket.”

			“Cash flow problems?”

			“Not dire, yet. But I’d like to help Araceli with her expenses.”

			“How’s she doing?”

			“Good. I mean, as good as she can get. We’re hoping it’ll go into remission, but despite all the treatments and the limpias, nothing’s changed.”

			“I should stop by and say hi to her sometime.”

			“She’d love that.”

			The waitress came back with his Diet Coke and a glass filled with ice. Tristán smiled at her as she poured the soda. He ordered a Monte Cristo sandwich and fries. She knew he’d poke at his food and eat little.

			“I need to be out by the thirtieth, and I have the movers booked and everything, but I’ll have the keys sooner than that. I was thinking we could look at it before the move. How about Friday?”

			“I’m probably going to be stuck doing a rush job all week.”

			“In that case could I borrow your car? I wanted to take a few small things on my own.”

			Montserrat had three loves. One was horror movies. The other was her car. The third was Tristán.

			She’d always loved him, first when he’d been simply “El Norteñito,” that slightly confused boy from Matamoros with the funny accent. She grew up in Tristán’s kitchen and had even learned to cook meatballs the way his Lebanese mother did. Montserrat’s parents were divorced, her mother was seldom home, and her sister Araceli was a terrible cook, so she much preferred eating with him.

			Theirs was the bountiful affection of children who sat close to the TV set, mouth open, and watched monsters carrying maidens away. After his braces were removed, Tristán morphed into a cute teenager, the one all the girls had a crush on; she too had a crush on him. Around that time, Tristán started taking acting and singing lessons. He was no good with the singing, but he did get work modeling for fotonovelas and as an extra in several forgettable flicks before landing a steady gig at Televisa.

			By 1977, when the twenty-­two-­year-­old made his debut in a soap opera, he had the chiseled good looks of a star, and Montserrat’s love became a roaring passion that was eventually dampened by his utter indifference. She loved him still, but it was not with the desperate romantic yearning of her younger years. She’d eventually admitted that Tristán was a bit of a shit at times and more than a little fucked up. He could be a horrible, selfish prick, and his numerous personal problems took their toll on their friendship.

			Yet she loved him.

			However, despite this deep affection, she would not give him her car. She immediately tensed and put her cup down.

			“Is that all you wanted? To borrow my car?”

			“Come on, no. It’s been a while since I last saw you. I wanted to say hello.”

			“And conveniently borrow my car.”

			“It would only be a tiny trip.”

			“No. You’re not going to lug around your mattress on top of my car to save yourself money with the movers.”

			He laughed. “I’m not tying the mattress to the roof of your car. Come on, Momo.”

			“No. That’s it, no. Take a cab. Or have Yolanda drive you there.”

			Tristán’s lips were pressed tight together, and he was staring at her. But she wasn’t going to let him have the car. She’d wanted a car the Saint drove on the TV when they were kids, a Volvo P1800. Since she couldn’t get one, she’d settled on a Volkswagen that ran like a dream. It was white, immaculate, and kept safe and sound in a reliable garage spot she rented a block from her home. It was not the car of a TV hero, but it was her precious four wheels, and she didn’t need Tristán stinking it up with his cigarettes, imported or not.

			The waitress came by and told them she could move them to the smoking section. Montserrat took her cup of coffee, and he grabbed his soft drink. When they sat down again Tristán again toyed with his box of cigarettes. Montserrat extended a hand and placed it over his. “I’d like it if you stopped smoking.”

			“I’ve told you, it keeps me thin.”

			“If not for your health, think about your teeth.”

			“That’s why I have veneers.”

			“Tristán.”

			“We switched sections so I could smoke.”

			“We switched because you’re a stubborn fucker,” she said, almost hissing at him.

			“Mmm,” he replied as he lit his cigarette and took a drag. “Yolanda and I broke up, so she’s not driving me anywhere.”

			This startled her. Usually, Tristán called Montserrat at the end of his relationships. He used her as a confessional booth.

			“What? When?”

			“Two weeks ago.”

			“You didn’t say anything over the phone.”

			“I was trying to figure out if I could patch it over. I mean, seriously patch it over, not just flowers and a box of chocolates. Therapy, maybe. Couples counseling.”

			“That’s a bit—­”

			“Mature of me?” he asked.

			“Unusual,” Montserrat said. “I thought you two were going to work on that movie.”

			“We’re not on speaking terms. It’s impossible to get funding, anyway. You have to beg for grants and kneel in front of Conaculta,” he said.

			“What did you do?”

			“Why do you always assume I did something?”

			“You didn’t cheat on her, did you? She was nice.”

			“You didn’t even like Yolanda,” he muttered, irritated.

			“Well, she was nice for you,” Montserrat said. “She was a bit of a snob, but you enjoy that.”

			“Are you still seeing that vet with the bad hair?” Tristán asked. He sounded a little spiteful, but she didn’t take the bait.

			“That was a year and a half ago. And ‘seeing’ is a big word. If you go out with someone twice you are not seeing them,” she said calmly. “Anyway, we’re talking about you and Yolanda, not me.”

			“I didn’t cheat on her,” Tristán said, tapping his cigarette against the small, amber-­colored ashtray. “If you must know, she wanted to get married and have a baby.”

			“Kiss of death, that,” Montserrat muttered.

			“Maybe I should get serious about someone, do the whole wedding and baby thing.”

			“Do you want to have a baby?”

			“No! But I would like to be happy, and sometimes I think I’m too fucked up to make it work with anyone. I’m going to die alone, wrinkled and ugly, devoured by my cat.”

			“Don’t be stupid. You don’t even have a cat. Besides, you’re lovely.”

			“My God, I like it when you lie to me like that,” he said, grinning with unmitigated pleasure. He really was too vain.

			“I guess now I understand why you said you needed a new apartment. And I thought it was because your old apartment had a roach problem.”

			“Roaches and silverfish. I’m hoping the good thing about this new place is I’ll at least avoid an insect infestation.”

			“Silverfish love eating starches, you know?” Montserrat said. “They’ll eat books and photos. They’re ravenous little monsters.”

			“That’s why I never had you over. It wasn’t a nice apartment. It was cheap, though,” Tristán said with a sigh.

			She knew he had never had her over because he had been fully immersed in Yolanda, and he didn’t need Montserrat when he was captivated by the fresh bloom of a new relationship. When he was single, though, he stuck to her like glue. It irritated her when she recalled Tristán’s inconsiderate behavior, his patterns. In six months, he would meet someone new and forget Montserrat’s phone number until a malady befell him or he started getting bored.

			“I need to run,” Montserrat said and checked her watch. She folded her napkin and placed it by the empty cup of coffee.

			“Where are you going?”

			“I told you I had less than an hour for lunch and you were late.”

			“You can’t leave me eating by myself.”

			“I am,” she said. She grabbed her jacket and put it on.

			“What about marriage? Should I crawl back to Yolanda?”

			She took out a couple of bills and placed them on the table. “Because you’re afraid of growing old and being alone?” she asked, her voice coarse, even though she didn’t want to sound angry.

			“Yes. What? Don’t stare at me, it’s a good enough reason. Isn’t it?”

			“It’s not,” Montserrat said as she zipped up the jacket. He was irritating her with his little lost boy look, that wounded, wide-­eyed expression. “Maybe you’ll meet someone interesting in your new building.”

			“Sit down and eat with me. I’m not done chatting with you.”

			“Maybe you’ll learn to be punctual,” she said, which earned her a glare and a huff from him.

			She slid her hands into her pockets and walked out of the restaurant. When she got back to Antares the reception area was empty and there was a sign that said “Ring the bell,” which meant Candy had gone to fetch herself lunch. Montserrat meant to head to Mario’s office to see if he was back, but he ambushed her in the tiny closet-­like space that passed as their staff room, with a sad, half-­dried fern in a corner and a toaster that had a broken lever so you had to keep pressing on it. There was a working coffeepot, which was the reason Montserrat had headed there. She placed her jacket on the back of a chair and poured herself a cup.

			Before she had a chance to take a sip, Mario walked in. He had splashed soup on his cheap tie during lunch. “Who exactly do you think you are, booking time for Paco without my permission?” he asked.

			“I told Candy we’d fill out the green form when you came back.”

			“You are not supposed to do that. If I’m not around, you’re supposed to talk to Samuel and let him figure out the schedule.”

			“I didn’t see Samuel.”

			“He was right in the office. If you’d checked with him, you might have seen Paco has an overdue bill—­”

			“Fine. I’ll fill out the green form.”

			“You have to start paying attention. I can’t run a business if you’re goofing around. You’re a decent sound editor, but you have a terrible attitude,” Mario said, moving past her and almost making her spill her cup of coffee as he elbowed her on the way to the coffeepot.

			“What? How do I have a terrible attitude?”

			“You do. Everyone complains about it.”

			“Who?”

			“Samuel, for one. He organized that team-­building exercise last month, and you were the only one who didn’t show up.”

			“You’re kidding me, right? The ‘team-­building exercise’ was drinking beer in very big glasses and pinching waitresses’ behinds. I don’t need to play sexist caveman games with the boys to do my job.”

			“Sexist,” Mario said, crossing his arms. “I suppose now you’re going to say that you’re getting picked on because we’re all being sexist here.”

			“I am getting picked on. You’re giving Samuel the best jobs, you’re pushing me to the sidelines,” Montserrat said, knowing she shouldn’t be getting this worked up or speaking this honestly about the situation, but it infuriated her when people tried to belittle her. “Come on, Mario, we both know you’re fucking with me.”

			“See? That’s what I’m talking about. No one can talk to you because you simply explode,” Mario said, rolling his eyes. “It’s as if you get your period twenty out of thirty days of the month.”

			“I’m not the asshole pitching a hissy fit over a green form.”

			“That’s it. Out you go. You’re not scheduled this week,” Mario said, majestically pointing a finger at the door.

			“What? No! I’m doing that job for Paco.”

			“You’re not. You call next week to see if you have shifts. You’re getting seven days off unless you apologize for being disrespectful.”

			“I haven’t done anything!”

			When Mario was in a bad mood, he became a petty tyrant. She knew from experience that the answer was to bow her head and blurt out a half-­assed apology. That’s what Samuel or the boys did when Mario was grumbling and stomping through the building. But if there was anything she hated, it was having to stomach a bully. Every single fiber of her body resisted the impulse to grovel, even when she could see by the look in Mario’s eye that he expected her to. Maybe it had been the comment on sexism that had gotten him riled up. Whatever it was, Montserrat would be damned if she was going to take a reaming from this guy.

			“Well? Are you going to apologize?”

			Montserrat slammed her cup down on the rickety plastic table where they were supposed to have their meals. “I’ll take the seven days off. Maybe when I come back you won’t be such an ass,” she said, gathering her jacket under her arm and storming out of the room.

			As soon as she opened the front door, she knew she’d messed up. She shouldn’t have gone off on him. Mario had been baiting her. He was probably itching for excuses to let her go, and she was giving them to him on a platter. Well, there was nothing to be done about it that day. Mario would probably change his mind in a few hours. He usually did. If he didn’t call her in the morning . . . well, fuck.

			Montserrat put on her jacket with a quick, fierce motion and hurried to her car. She desperately needed to find alternative sources of income, because this job wasn’t cutting it anymore.
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			Tristán had been without a phone for ten days now. On the one hand, he wasn’t surprised because Telmex wasn’t exactly prompt, but with the rent he was paying at his new apartment he had assumed things would proceed more smoothly. The apartment manager had certainly assured him he’d get all the trimmings at his new home.

			Now, to be perfectly honest, the apartment wasn’t the height of luxury. Sure, it was located right next to Polanco, but it was actually in Granada. Tristán told himself it was like Polanco, except it wasn’t, not with the warehouses and ratty buildings nearby. Walk a few blocks and you’d be in a land of new sports cars and chic restaurants, but that was still a few blocks from him.

			Tristán’s building was five stories tall, painted green, and had been refurbished to serve a higher class of clientele in the past few years; he didn’t doubt in a decade or two developers would bulldoze the whole colonia and build it anew, making it as shiny and elegant as Polanco. But for now the prosperity that the building owner had expected had not manifested.

			Yet Tristán could not do any better. Already the new apartment was making his wallet bleed. He needed to line up more gigs.

			That was why he wanted to get his phone up and running again. He was trying to land an ad campaign. He kept staring at his pager forlornly and running to a pay phone a block away to make calls.

			The one good thing about this state of affairs was that the journalists might have a harder time getting hold of him. The anniversary of Karina’s death was coming up. Ten years since she’d died. A guy who worked over at a miserable rag had called him a few weeks before looking for an interview. At least this way Tristán wouldn’t be tempted to talk.

			Ten days was ridiculous, though. Tristán reached the pay phone and dialed the number for the apartment manager’s office. Because this was supposed to be a nicer building, there wasn’t the usual portera in a checkered apron, her hair in curlers, that people could harangue about a problem. You had to phone a number.

			The girl at the management office said she was aware of his phone issues, and no, there was no update on when that would be fixed and it was really Telmex’s fault anyway so maybe he should be harassing them instead. When he pointed out that the apartment had been offered to him with three months of free phone service the girl replied that she didn’t have his contract in front of her but it was still Telmex who had to fix his phone line. He hung up, muttered to himself, and began walking back to his apartment. Tristán was trying to cut down on his smoking, but frustration made him stop in front of a newsstand, where he bought a pack of cigarettes, some Chiclets, and an issue of Eres. He knew he shouldn’t grab the magazine. It only upset him when he saw the well-­groomed faces of younger actors who had obtained roles he’d been up for. And there was the danger that they would be running a story on Karina. But he felt masochistic that afternoon.

			Karina. He managed to forget her for three quarters of the year, but eventually succumbed, took out her pictures—­he carried one in his wallet, but he had many others, tucked away in a shoe box—­and spent too many hours staring at them. When he’d been younger, he’d believed he would be able to put the accident behind him. Now he could admit that might never happen, that in fact the ache was getting worse. Each year made the pain sharper. Most people couldn’t understand that. Whether they said it outright or not, they considered him weak, foolish, a failure.

			Tristán stopped in front of the mailboxes, fetched several letters, and stuffed them in his back pocket, then lit his cigarette and headed to the third floor. After he walked into his apartment and tossed his jacket on the couch, he finally looked at the envelopes and realized one of the letters was a welcome message from the management company and the other two were not addressed to him. Those letters were for Abel Urueta, apartment 4A.

			That was a name you didn’t hear these days. Montserrat and Tristán had spent more than one truant afternoon at the Palacio Chino and the Cine Noble eating mueganos and watching horror movies, including Urueta’s old flicks. Nowadays the Cine Noble showed pornos, and the Palacio Chino was falling to pieces, all its golden décor slowly tarnished by grime and neglect. Few folks made movies in Mexico anymore, almost everything went straight to video, and it was a stream of cine de ficheras and cheap comedies with men who pawed at a woman’s tits. La Risa en Vacaciones, with its hidden cameras and cheap jokes, was what passed for entertainment. And now Abel Urueta, who had directed three magnificent films in the 1950s, was a mere footnote in the history of entertainment.

			Tristán felt something close to childhood glee as he looked at the letter. He quickly walked the steps up to the fourth floor and knocked on the door of 4A.

			A distinguished-­looking gentleman, his gray hair parted in the middle and a handkerchief knotted around his neck, opened the door and regarded Tristán curiously. He’d never seen a photo of Abel Urueta, but he thought this was the right guy. He had Stanley Kubrick eyebrows—­arched a little, the eyes intense—­coupled with a half smile fit for Luis Buñuel.

			“Mr. Urueta? I’m sorry, I seemed to have received your mail by accident,” he said, extending the letters.

			“That damn postman,” the older man said, shaking his head. “One year I don’t give him cash on Postman’s Day and he acts like I spit on his face. Well, forgive me if I didn’t have change that morning. It’s practically armed robbery dealing with people these days. Accident! That fellow keeps slipping my correspondence in whatever mail slot he pleases.”

			“Sorry about that. I can drop by other letters if they end up in my mailbox.”

			“That’s nice of you. You must be the new guy in 3C. The woman who used to live there had a yappy dog that pissed in the lobby. She coughed all the time, too.”

			“I hope I’m an improvement, then.”

			“Definitely. Well, I’m Abel Urueta, as you probably guessed by the envelopes,” the old man said, extending his hand.

			“Tristán Abascal.”

			They shook hands. Abel smiled. A flash of recognition crossed his eyes.

			“I know that name. And that face. You’re an actor.”

			“More like a voice-­over actor these days.”

			“My boy, what a waste to do voice work! You have the face of a young Arturo de Córdova.”

			Tristán, who in his haste had dispensed with his trusty sunglasses, felt both oddly shy and proud. He was used to being admired—­at least back in the day; there was less admiration and more dissection these days—­but this compliment, from someone who had worked with the real Arturo de Córdova, touched him. Even at the height of his popularity Tristán hadn’t starred in movies. He’d been a soap opera actor, an extra on several forgettable flicks, and he’d even done a toothpaste ad. Films were another realm, and for him film stars of the Golden Age were gods preserved in celluloid.

			“Thanks. It means a lot. I have to say your movies were amazing, sir. Whispers in the Mansion of Glass was perfect,” he said, hoping he didn’t sound like an absolute dork.

			“You saw that?”

			“My friend Montserrat and I, oh . . . we love your Gothic cycle of—­”

			A loud whistling noise made Abel groan in irritation, but he motioned to Tristán. “That’s the water for my coffee. Come in, come in.”

			Before giving Tristán the chance to reply, Abel left the door wide open and rushed into the kitchen. Tristán walked inside, hands in his pockets, and looked around the apartment. He recognized the layout from the agent who had shown him building plans. This was what was called a “deluxe,” with the front door leading directly into the living room, the dining room and kitchen extending toward the right, while on the left there was a hallway that should lead to the bedroom, a space designated for an office, a hall closet, and a bathroom. Tristán lived in the “standard,” which was a one-­bedroom, more affordable option. He had been tempted to look for a bigger apartment—­the place he’d shared with Yolanda had been wonderfully spacious—­but reason had prevailed in the end. A small place, with a more modest rent, would suit him fine.

			Yolanda had kept several pieces of furniture, which meant Tristán’s apartment was sparsely furnished. Abel, on the other hand, had packed all his life between these walls. Tristán admired the sturdy bookcases brimming with reading material and the potted plants by a large window. A Remington typewriter was set atop a table, next to a Tiffany-­style lamp. There was a bar cart with a decanter and glasses, a phonograph, and a vase of a magnificent shade of green with art nouveau flower decorations. Abel collected antiques, by the look of it. Lots of them. He also had a whole shelf filled with quartz crystals and stones. Geodes were split open, showcasing their sparkling interiors. A mineral enthusiast. No, a magpie.

			He pictured the director walking around the city with a beret on his head. Classy man, this one. Tristán had not been born to wealth and worldliness; instead he’d borrowed his manners from films and soap operas. He could recognize the genuine article, the true sophisticate, and gawked, pleased by his surroundings.

			“Do you want a cup of coffee, Mr. Abascal?”

			“Tristán, please,” he said, moving toward the dining room. Abel was still in the kitchen. He heard the clattering of cutlery and cups. “Sure, I’ll have a cup.”

			“It’s coffee from Veracruz. I put a pinch of salt in it, to make it less bitter, like our mother used to do. Do you like bitter coffee?”

			“I prefer it strong. My mother is Lebanese. We added cardamom. I think most coffee at restaurants tastes like watered-­down dirt, to be honest.”

			Abel laughed. He walked into the dining room carrying a tray with two cups of coffee and placed one before Tristán. On the tray there was also a plate with cookies.

			“Is the name Tristán Abascal real or was it an invention by an executive at Televisa? Arturo de Córdova was born Arturo García, but they thought it was too common. Tristán is quite the unique name.”

			“The Tristán part is real enough; my mother named me after an opera. The last name is a fabrication. I was born Tristán Said Abaid,” he said as he took a sip of the coffee.

			“It happens. Show business is about remaking people. But you were saying you’ve seen Whispers in the Mansion of Glass?”

			“The Opal Heart in a Bottle and The Curse of the Hanged Man, too. Montserrat even bought a poster of that. She wanted to get a poster of Beyond the Yellow Door for years, but they don’t seem to exist even if someone once said they had one.”

			“Beyond the Yellow Door,” Abel said, pausing and looking at him in surprise. “You’d have to be very interested in old movies to care about that. It wasn’t even completed.”

			“I know. Montserrat is a huge horror movie buff. She told me about it.”

			“Who is Montserrat?”

			“Sorry. Montserrat Curiel. She’s a sound editor. My friend.”

			“A sound editor. For movies?”

			“For everything, I guess. The coffee is pretty decent,” he said, tapping the rim of the cup with his index finger. It wasn’t, but he was trying to make a good impression. He was particular about the drinks and cigarettes he consumed. Pompous, was what Montserrat always said. Picky, he replied.

			Abel offered him the plate with cookies. He took one cookie and another sip of coffee. He found himself lazily discussing film stars of old with Abel. The director knew everyone. Tristán always relished this kind of talk. The anecdotes and tales of decades past filled him with excitement. He loved chatting with Germán Robles, who had starred in proper films back in the day and had switched to voice-­over work; now Robles grabbed every gig from the talking car on Knight Rider to dubbing flicks. Or he liked bumping into Joaquín Cordero, who’d also been the lead in a bunch of movies during the Golden Age and who lately played fathers and uncles on soaps.

			The older actors were kinder. They didn’t mind having a word here and there with Tristán. Tristán’s peers, especially in the early years after the accident, looked at him like he was a leper. He supposed the has-­beens and the seniors didn’t see him as a threat. He was a bit like them. The young ones, though, had their reputations to worry about. Who wanted to be photographed with a murderer?

			Of course, Tristán hadn’t actually murdered anyone. He’d been in a car accident and had to have his eye reconstructed after that mess, and then got hooked on painkillers. But the newspapers were not much for nuance. If he’d played nice with the press before, maybe they wouldn’t have jumped for the jugular. But he hadn’t always played nice, and his image of youthful excess, which had once garnered free publicity, had sunk him, eliciting awful headlines: “Party Monster’s Bacchanal Ends in Tragedy” had been one of the best ones. Plus, Karina’s father, Evaristo Junco, was a vindictive asshole who had blamed Tristán for the crash. And unfortunately, Evaristo was friends with many important people.

			When you’ve been excommunicated from TV by Evaristo Junco you don’t get fruit baskets for Christmas anymore.

			Tristán was munching his fourth cookie when his pager went off. He unclipped the device and glanced down at it. For a moment he thought to ask Abel if he could use his phone, but that might be a bit much, because the message was from Yolanda. Yolanda had insisted he’d taken a CD of hers, and although Tristán didn’t have it, she wasn’t letting it go.

			Yolanda kept adding imaginary charges to Tristán’s tab. Suddenly he owed her for this and that thing. And okay, fine, Tristán understood the impetus behind that, because they had been planning on going on vacation together. Now that they had split, that meant the vacation was down the toilet.

			All he wished for was a bit of peace and quiet, and he suspected Yolanda would be in a foul mood. The breakup had been more tempestuous than amicable. Yet, as much as he didn’t want to speak to Yolanda, he felt tempted. It might keep his mind off Karina. He was going to take out her picture that night and look at it. He simply must.

			God. Maybe he shouldn’t have a phone. He definitely shouldn’t have a romantic relationship for the next three decades. He fucked them up with an expertise that was astonishing.

			“I need to take off, sorry,” Tristán said, clipping the pager back in place.

			“No problem. Perhaps you’d like to come to supper and bring your editor friend?” Abel asked.

			“You mean it?”

			“Of course. I seldom have a chance to talk to interesting young people these days. How about Saturday? Around four.”

			“Sure,” Tristán said, whip-­quick. He felt like a child who has gorged on sweets, dizzy with joy.

			They shook hands. Tristán hurried down the stairs.

			Two days later he decided to stop by Montserrat’s workplace rather than phone her, because the telephone was not connected yet, and because when Montserrat was in one of her double-­down-­and-­work phases she simply yanked the telephone cord out of the wall and pretended the world did not exist.

			He lounged in the reception area of Antares, flipping through a magazine, until Montserrat deigned to step out. She gave him a narrow-­eyed look, pulling at the cuffs of her jacket like she did when she suspected trouble was afoot.

			“I’m not here to borrow money,” Tristán said, raising his hands dramatically in the air. “I have good news. Let’s go for a coffee.”

			“No. It’ll take you two damn hours to eat a salad.”

			“So? When’s the last time you ate?”

			Montserrat didn’t reply, but he knew she was surviving on a salt cracker and two peanuts. She’d always pushed herself. When they were kids, she could outrun all the other children in the neighborhood despite her bad foot. He supposed she was still trying to outrun everyone. Tristán was aware sound editing was a boys’ game. Montserrat was tough. She had to be. Nevertheless, he worried when he saw her straining that hard, driving herself to exhaustion.

			“I saw your car parked out front. Let’s go to the Tortas Locas.”

			“You’re not getting inside my car with that fucking cigarette.”

			Tristán sighed. He’d been about to light it. He carefully stuffed the cigarette back in its pack. “Momo, I can open the window if it bothers you. Or do you want to go around the corner to that fonda? Forget that: let’s hit a proper restaurant. Crepes at the Wings. That’s better. Crepes suzette. It’s too late for tortas.”

			“Tristán—­”

			“Bet you fifty thousand pesos that you don’t even have milk at your apartment.”

			“What?”

			He was attuned to Montserrat’s phases, like memorizing an almanac and knowing if it was a gibbous or waxing moon without having to glance at the sky. He could tell it had been a long week for her, and personal matters tended to elude Montserrat during the long weeks. With her headphones on, she could notice any pop or crackle, but she wouldn’t know if it was Tuesday or Friday. Because it didn’t matter: what mattered was the sound.

			“Let’s drive to the supermarket.”

			“For God’s sake,” Montserrat muttered, but Tristán knew he was entirely correct about the state of her refrigerator. Even though Montserrat complained that he was immature, he didn’t walk around wearing the same shirt three days in a row. Sure, her t-­shirt looked clean enough this time around, but the jeans she was wearing were not fashionably ripped. It looked more like Montserrat had stepped into the first thing she’d found that morning, and that included jeans with holes.

			At least her car was immaculate. Montserrat might forget to purchase necessities, but she did not forget to pay the viene-­viene who watched and washed the cars in front of her job. That car was guarded as if it was kept at Fort Knox.

			They headed to the nearest supermarket. Tristán thought he might as well shop for himself, too, and Montserrat kept sighing as he checked the label of each item that went into the cart. He needed to know what he put in his body, attuned as he was to the dangers of extra calories and perilous sugars. There was also a paranoid voice in his head that said actors shouldn’t be caught at the checkout counter with four bags of Sabritas as their dinner.

			“What’s the good news, then?” she asked while he was considering a box of crackers.

			“I aced an audition, although it’s still too early to say anything definitive about a paycheck. It might be people being polite rather than liking my performance. But forget that, the thing I wanted to talk to you about was Abel Urueta.”

			“What about him?”

			“He lives in my building.”

			Montserrat stopped pushing the shopping cart and turned to him in surprise. “Urueta? The director Urueta?”

			“Sure,” Tristán said. He reached into the cart and looked at the label of a pack of instant noodles that Montserrat had dumped there. “How do you eat this?”

			“With a fork,” she said dryly.

			“No, I mean how the fuck do you eat this? Shit, Montserrat, stop at the deli, get a slice of ham and a bit of cheese and make yourself a real lunch. No wonder your gums bleed. You probably have the nutritional deficiencies of a seventeenth-century sailor. Urueta invited you and me for dinner. We should get a bottle of wine for that.”

			She shook her head and stared up at him. Even with her combat boots, Montserrat barely grazed Tristán’s shoulder. She mostly looked like a tiny, ferocious elf. A very shocked one at this moment, with her mouth open, awe and confusion overwhelming her.

			“You’re serious?”

			“Of course I am. You don’t eat right. I’ve told you a million times before, and then you complain that the dentist—­”

			“I mean about Urueta. You met him and he wants to have dinner?”

			“Saturday.”

			“When did you meet him? How?”

			“A couple of days ago.”

			She opened her mouth, closed it, opened again.

			“I can’t go Saturday.”

			“Why not? Don’t tell me you’ll be working. It’s insane how busy you’ve been lately. All of July and half of August you were cooped up in front of the monitors.”

			“That was then. Besides, how would you know? You were too busy during the summer to see Hellraiser 3 with me, and they only had that one special screening at Palacio Chino.”

			His love life had been imploding in July and August, but it wouldn’t help if he mentioned that. Montserrat would probably think it was juvenile. Her solution to romance problems was to stop returning phone calls. 

			“Come on, you want to hang out Saturday. I know you do.”

			“I need the work,” she said, with that stubborn grimace he knew well. “Mario has been treating me like shit, and I can’t turn down anything right now or he’ll use it to claim I’m unreliable. I got into a fight with him and he won’t let me forget it. I’m trying to patch things up and be nice until December or I’m not getting a bonus.”

			“You’re always fighting with him. I bet he doesn’t even remember he got mad at you.”

			“He remembers.” 

			“You can take one afternoon off.”

			“I told Araceli I’d drive her to the hospital. And afterward she’ll probably want to buy candles at the Mercado de Sonora.”

			“That stuff doesn’t work.”

			“Well, nothing does,” Montserrat muttered, giving the shopping cart a hard push.

			Tristán stuffed his hands quietly in his jeans pockets and walked next to Montserrat. “Sorry,” he said.

			“It’s not your fault.”

			“I know you’re busy, but it would be good to take a break. You’ll burn out if you keep up this way.”

			“I don’t burn out.”

			She turned to the left, almost colliding with another woman’s shopping cart. The woman swore at them. Montserrat walked faster. She slowed down next to a large pyramid constructed with boxes of Zucaritas. Tristán reached for one of the boxes, flipping it between his hands. God, this was basically sugar in a box.

			“Maybe I could skip the candles and take Araceli to the hospital,” she said, giving him a hesitant look.

			“Good. And you know what, we don’t have to stay for dinner with the guy if he’s boring. We can drop off the bottle of wine and then go to my apartment and order from Benedetti’s.”

			“You said I eat shitty food and you want to order pizza.”

			“You do eat shitty food. But it’s okay to eat shitty food when we’re together.”

			They grabbed more groceries. Tristán refrained from commenting on Montserrat’s purchases. At the checkout, he stared at a magazine on a rack and once again wondered if someone would be running a story about Karina. He didn’t want to, but he was counting down the days to the anniversary of her death.

			They dumped the groceries in the trunk of the car. Once they were seated, he took off his sunglasses and glanced in the rearview mirror, his eyes fixing on the scar under his eye. His left pupil was always a little more dilated than the right one because of the accident. He knew it wasn’t very noticeable, but it would never cease bothering him.

			Yes, he realized he was lucky to be alive. But no, he couldn’t forget what had happened.

			At least the dinner would provide a welcome distraction for both of them. Montserrat certainly looked like she needed a night of merriment, and he had to admit, seeing himself in that rearview mirror, that he too was stressed. Talk of actors in rubber suits playing monsters should cheer them up. Besides, he’d meant it when he’d said they could leave if it was a bore. He’d bought a second bottle of wine for that purpose. Just in case.
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			Montserrat despised hospitals. The sight of a doctor or a nurse catapulted her back to her childhood. Three. That had been the number of surgeries on her foot. The long, ugly scar running up her ankle and the eternally skinny, atrophied muscles of the left leg were her legacy. But the foot no longer turned at such an odd angle, and she didn’t noticeably limp—­not most days—­even if cold weather made the limb ache. She had to watch how she walked. But after so many decades she knew how to lean her weight, and there was seldom an awkward shuffle as she moved. Except when she felt tired, and then there might be that old, unusual stride—­the living dead mambo, that’s what she called it—­but toned down, like noise in the background of a recording that has been successfully muffled by the audio console.

			No, she couldn’t stand hospitals even if the days of treatments and pain were long gone. But her sister needed her, so Montserrat put on a smile and waited until Araceli came out and jumped back in the car. Araceli switched on the radio, settling on a station that played ballads. Montserrat glanced at her sister’s delicate wrist and tightened her grasp on the wheel. It seemed to her Araceli was thinner each time they saw each other.

			“I’m thinking of going by the Mercado de Sonora for those candles I told you about,” Araceli said.

			Probably for a limpia, too. Not that those worked, like Tristán had pointed out. Araceli believed in healing crystals and auras. Montserrat’s faith in such remedies was lukewarm. She’d placed a statue of San Antonio upside down to get a sweetheart and tied ribbons around an aloe vera plant, but it was out of habit more than pure belief. She wished she could believe, though. Montserrat and her sister needed a miracle.

			“I remember. I thought we could go later, but we can head there right away,” Montserrat said.

			“Oh, we can’t drive there, you know that. I’m mentioning it in case you need something. I can drop it off at your place.”

			“Maybe we should do it the other way around.”

			“I can take a bus.”

			“The bus is crowded. And they always pass you by. Especially now, you shouldn’t be wasting your energy standing around, waiting for one to roll by.”

			Araceli gave her a pointed look. “I can still ride a bus.”

			“I didn’t say you couldn’t,” Montserrat said, but of course she’d implied as much. She didn’t know how the hell to deal with Araceli’s illness. She supposed Araceli simply wasn’t used to having their roles reversed. It had been Montserrat who had needed care when they were young.

			Araceli sighed. There was a pause. “You have plans. Didn’t you say you’re having dinner with Tristán?”

			“I can have dinner with Tristán any day of the week.”

			“Have you seen his new apartment yet?”

			Montserrat shook her head. “I’ve been busy,” she said.

			Not as busy as she would want, although she didn’t dare tell her sister that. All she’d ever wanted to do was spend her life next to cartridge recorders, turntables, and mixing consoles. Library effects, loops, and multitracks, that’s what she understood. Now with work drying up—­Mario had not forgiven her, he simply needed her right this minute—­what would she do? She wanted to look at cue sheets and figure out the layback, not have to fight with her boss for a couple of crummy shifts.

			“Don’t waste your Saturday with me. Go have fun. Have dinner with a handsome man.”

			“It’s only Tristán.”

			“So? You might as well look at something pretty while you cut your steak. Better than staring at one of those gruesome posters of yours.”

			“He’s not wall décor.”

			“You know what I mean. Drop me off at home and have a good time.”

			“Araceli, I should stay with you. We can rent a movie.”

			“No, you shouldn’t. We can never agree on what to watch.”

			That much was true. Few people shared her taste. She’d scared a date off once by renting Evil Dead, another with Videodrome.

			Montserrat took Araceli back to her apartment and then made her way home. She dropped the car at the garage, then walked the one block to her building. It was a shabby six-­floor structure from the 1940s. Although it was not much to look at, it had weathered the earthquake of ’85 without any issues, and its age meant her two-­bedroom apartment was spacious, with high ceilings. And as a bonus, she having been such a long-­term tenant, the rent was very reasonable.

			Montserrat appreciated the height of the walls, which allowed her to showcase her posters. Although her sister thought the artwork macabre, Montserrat delighted in her collection. Her living room featured a beautiful poster of Suspiria and another of Hasta el Viento Tiene Miedo. She had framed lobby cards of other flicks. In her room, above the bed, Boris Karloff stared at her with his sad eyes. The second room, which was haphazardly used as an office, was stuffed with records, CDs, and movies. She had her computer there, a comfy chair, more posters, a desk, and a corkboard that was mostly used for pinning random photos, postcards, and tickets from concerts she’d attended. A poster of The Curse of the Hanged Man, Urueta’s last horror film, was framed and placed above a file cabinet she used to store documents. The hanged man in question was a tiny figure in the background, dangling from a tree, and in the foreground there was a woman in a white nightgown, kneeling by what appeared to be a door that looked suspiciously coffin-­shaped.

			This was Urueta’s best film. The Opal Heart in a Bottle had a beautiful sequence with a boat gliding through a swamp, but its framing story of a woman who remembers her past lives when pressed into a hypnotic trance felt tacked on, at best. Whispers in the Mansion of Glass redeemed itself with a delirious chase in a labyrinthian catacomb. The Curse of the Hanged Man had a tighter script, and one could feel Urueta was beginning to come into full bloom. It made her curious about what he might have done if he’d kept directing horror movies, but Urueta’s filmography became entirely forgettable once the sixties were in full swing.

			Montserrat riffled in her closet for clothes. She had been too busy to bother dragging her clothes to the laundromat, and therefore her wardrobe choices were limited. She owned a couple of blazers and skirts, which she never wore, and three good-­quality dresses she had not dry-­cleaned in ages.

			She settled for a pair of black jeans and a Black Sabbath t-­shirt that was only a little frayed at the neck. For a note of color she painted her lips a dark red. Her frizzy hair was always trouble, and most days she simply tied it back in a ponytail. Somewhere, under the sink, there was a hair dryer and a hair iron she seldom took out. She considered washing her hair and straightening it, but was immediately daunted by the idea. She stuffed 
her feet into a pair of old sneakers and congratulated herself on having found clean, matching socks.

			She headed to Tristán’s apartment at the appropriate time, although she knew he wouldn’t be ready. Tristán complained she was too punctual, that this was un-­Mexican. Montserrat simply shrugged. You had to adhere to schedules when you worked in dubbing. Studios were not revolving doors, open all day long. You clocked in and out; you were there when the client needed you. But there was no use explaining this to Tristán. He arrived on the dot for work, but in social situations his internal clock malfunctioned.

			Montserrat parked her car a couple of blocks from Tristán’s apartment, at a parking lot that she deemed trustworthy, then walked up to his building. The white façade and glistening numbers at the front made the structure easily identifiable. Across the street, there was a mechanic’s garage and a tlapalería. It was as if the street had been vivisected. One side had a beautiful, new building. Meanwhile, stray cats sunned themselves on the opposite sidewalk, resting next to the cars parked by the mechanic’s shop.

			Montserrat pressed the intercom button. Tristán buzzed her in. When she stepped onto his floor, Tristán poked his head out the door, brushing his teeth with a towel around his waist. He motioned her in with one hand, mumbled something, and disappeared into the bathroom. Such a casual, careless greeting was normal between them. A half-­naked Tristán did not even register among the list of unusual sights she’d seen in his apartment.

			Montserrat sat on his couch with a frown. It was an uncomfortable couch. Gorgeous, but the leather squeaked if you moved a fraction of an inch. His apartment was sparsely furnished, and there were still boxes piled in a corner.

			“Can you fasten my cuff links?” Tristán asked, walking out of the bathroom, now wearing a shirt, his hair still damp. He held out his wrists toward her.

			“You’re wanting to impress the old man. Now I feel underdressed.”

			“I always overdress, and you know it. You didn’t have clean clothes, did you?”

			Tristán smiled at her wickedly, knowing very well she had skipped the laundromat. She did not answer, instead simply adjusted the cuff links and brushed his hands away.

			“If you’re going to criticize my outfit, then you shouldn’t ask me to come to this stupid dinner.”

			“It’s not a stupid dinner. You’re going to like Urueta. It wouldn’t kill you to socialize a little, you know?”

			“I socialize enough.”

			“Aha. Now don’t give me that mean look or I won’t give you this.”

			“This what?”

			Tristán reached into his right pocket and handed her a key ring. “My apartment keys.”

			Montserrat shook her head vehemently. “No. I’ll have to water your plants and feed your fish when you go on vacation.”

			“She kept the plants. As for the fish, it died a little while back.”

			“What if you adopt a dog or some shit?”

			“I’m not adopting a dog. Come on, you always have a set of keys.”

			He meant she had a set of keys when he was between relationships, when he wanted her available to drop everything and come by on the evenings when he became melancholic and lonely. When he needed her to house sit. When his life was a bit of a mess and she was the one restocking his refrigerator. That’s how things worked between them. Montserrat didn’t know if it was simply that age was getting to her, but she didn’t feel like grabbing the key and subjecting herself to the merry-­go-­round that was Tristán.

			Habit, however, was a powerful force. She opened her palm, and he placed the key ring on it. She could always return it.

			“I should put on my shoes,” Tristán said brightly.

			“You want me to tie your shoelaces?” she asked, her tone mordant. But he laughed her away and disappeared into the bedroom.

			“I might have a great gig lined up. The audition? Turns out I was right: they like me a lot,” he yelled from inside the bedroom.

			Montserrat stood up at one end of the hallway and looked in the direction of his room. “What gig?”

			“For that ad campaign I told you about.”

			Montserrat was honestly surprised. Tristán leaned against the doorway and smiled charmingly, brushing a piece of lint off his shirt. “I’d play a detective.”

			“A detective? Holmes or Marlowe?”

			“Marlowe, I guess. I get to stand in a suit, light filtering through the blinds, glass in hand. It’s for a brand of whiskey. Print and TV commercials. My face would be on billboards. It’s not a soap, but the money is good.”

			“Forget soaps. Tristán, that’s amazing!”

			Tristán smiled again. This time it wasn’t his crisp, canned smile, but a genuine one. He looked boyish and a little bashful when he smiled like that, the years melting off him.

			When they were young they had played by the train tracks in Pantaco, wielding wooden planks as swords, reciting dialogue they scribbled on napkins.

			Near the tracks were vast storage facilities filled with grain, a veritable ocean of corn, wheat, and rice, just a few paces from rickety fences with plenty of holes that were no deterrent for eager children.
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