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			For my sister

			

		

	
		
			
PART I

			
1986

		

	
		
			
ONE

			I’d spent eight years officially disappeared. At least as far as I knew; I hadn’t been back to Argentina since ’76, and even after the ostensible resumption of democracy in ’83, no one from the government ever managed to confirm my existence. Only in the ninth year, when I married an American and had to get certain papers in order for my green card, did Tomás Orilla return to documented being.

			But the interval between wasn’t merely a bureaucratic absence. I’d shut myself off completely until I met my wife, and even then—by our first anniversary, I was already sleeping on the couch. The affair was hers, but the fault, I acknowledged tacitly, was mine. I’d never been truly present. Kind and available, yes. Committed, too. Even making plans for the long term—a joint savings account, my citizenship application, and, most recently, conversations about children. But it was always an effort, a mask I put on. If I blamed Claire for anything, it was that she saw it for what it was and let me wear it anyway.

			That’s one reason I went back when I got the call Pichuca was dying: it would mean a break from our problems. But like all things, it was a combination, a messy one. The timing contributed: presumably it would be safer for me in Argentina now, three years into non-military rule. So did the fact that my work was portable. The notorious lure of the past—especially amid all that secretly uncomfortable talk of the future—was certainly part of it as well.

			There was also the call itself. Pichuca made it unassisted, rambling half intelligibly through a patchy connection that left her sounding older than her sixty years, and a good deal crazier. Not at first, when she told me it was pancreatic cancer and she had little time left, nor when she gave me the logistical details I needed in order to visit. But at the end, when she told me over an increasingly scratchy line that Isabel could come back as well, despite the fact that Isabel had been disappeared as long as I had.

			I chalked up the delusion to Pichuca’s illness. But the idea still held symbolic appeal, the kind to do with closure and redemption, putting stubborn ghosts back in their graves.

			Only when I hung up did I wonder: My departure from the country had been almost traceless. I left behind no forwarding address or number. I didn’t notify anyone, regrettably not even my mother, who died several weeks later. How Pichuca had found me—how anybody could have—was a mystery.

			A small one maybe. Getting those citizenship forms in order had led me to fill out others, and more paths to me had opened up than I liked. There were census questionnaires, banks and lawyers contacting me about my mother’s unclaimed assets, and requests for an interview from CONADEP, the country’s newly founded commission investigating the military government and disappeared persons. Their inquiries had been the most difficult to navigate, as Claire had seen one of the envelopes. She knew more than the broad contours with which most Americans were familiar—Cold War, US-backed authoritarian regime kidnapping and killing tens of thousands at will in the name of fending off communism. She was aware of my time in detention, had heard me recount certain nightmares, and encouraged me to confront them. Yet my honesty with her remained selective, and the full, fleshed-out story still wasn’t one I was eager to examine, much less hand over.

			The point is, I could reason out ways of tracking me down if I tried. But mostly they involved big investigative bodies and the kind of resources someone like Pichuca would never have had at her disposal. So the question of how she managed it proved to be its own draw. And though I could have called back—she’d told me what hospital in Buenos Aires she was in, the room number as well—I didn’t. Instead I simply told Claire my plans and booked my flight and hotel.

			But I must have had at least a hunch that the borders I’d cross on this journey weren’t the standard ones. Since, on a semiconscious whim I told myself was purely nostalgic, I wound up packing—stuffed into the bottom of my suitcase as if I were hiding it—the fake passport the Colonel had given me when I fled from Argentina, now almost exactly a decade before.

		

	
		
			
TWO

			I’d never flown into Buenos Aires, and I’d only flown out of it the once, making the experience of returning strange from the start. Everything at the airport gave off a sense of foreignness, uncharted waters. Though I showed my real, recently reissued Argentine passport to the immigration officer, for instance, he stared at it awhile, seemingly uncertain what to do about the fact that I’d never used it to enter Argentina before. There was also the clerk at the currency exchange who looked at me suspiciously because I counted the bills she gave me so many times, convinced the exchange rate couldn’t be the nearly one-to-one ratio it evidently was, and the chatty young cabdriver who snuck a similar glance in his rearview mirror when I said I didn’t want to talk, citing my fatigue.

			That wasn’t the real reason, obviously. Neither was my unexpected difficulty with the swirly, up-and-down quality of his accent. It was the sights as we got closer, the city in bright nine a.m. light. That time of day had bad associations for me here, filled me with a Pavlovian kind of dread. The loudness of passing Vespas and motorbikes, so much more frequent here than in New York; the radios broadcasting from car windows; even the sweaters tied fashionably over men’s shoulders—mine was crumpled into my backpack with the sleeves sticking out, and it felt like yet another way to mark me as an outsider.

			I’d nourished hopes of taking a long walk as I used to, or of sitting under one of those Coca-Cola umbrellas outside a café to have a coffee and reflect, give the journey a full-circle kind of feel. But instead I spent my first couple hours back in Buenos Aires in my stuffy hotel room, working on a translation with the shades drawn and the lamp on, much as I might at home.

			And because everything seemed so weird and out of place to me already, I didn’t dwell much on the brochure on the nightstand advertising tours of the Recoleta Cemetery, the last place I’d seen the Colonel before escaping Argentina. Nor, when I threw it in the otherwise empty trash, the small, half-drained bottle of Johnnie Walker, his preferred liquor for special occasions. I merely thought, on confirming what looked to be a vacant spot in the minibar, I hope they don’t charge me for this.
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			Hospital Alemán was just a twenty-minute walk from my hotel, but I took a cab nonetheless. I was still uneasy; for all the death I’d witnessed, I’d barely seen any in hospitals, and I lost my way twice looking for Pichuca’s room.

			It was a private one, probably paid for by Pichuca’s sister, Cecilia, and her wealthy husband. They were coldly conservative, the type that had referred to those in the movements fighting the regime as terrorists, and at first I thought that was why they stared at me so intensely when I entered. Then I realized the whole room was staring.

			The exception was Pichuca. She was a tiny, hollowed-out husk on the bed, covered in tubes, and her eyes were closed.

			“Am I—?” I began, before the answer became obvious: of course I was too late.

			“Tomás?” Cecilia said, making a show of squinting at me as she came closer. “Tomás Orilla?”

			“Is he the one Abuela was talking about?” a young girl asked behind her. She looked about ten, and though she’d implied Pichuca was her grandmother, I couldn’t locate either daughter’s features in her—no blue eyes or round cheeks or anything else. She was a brunette with a sharp chin and broad forehead, and she was studying me with even more curiosity than the rest of them.

			“I guess he is,” Cecilia said, appraising me. “We thought Pichu was hallucinating about you like she was about everybody else. This business about calling you—I thought it was one of her stories. She fell into a coma last night,” she added, with a hint of relief.

			“I’m sorry,” I told her, though I was more than that. All those lingering questions of mine would remain unanswered now. The only mystery solved was how she’d survived the heartache of losing two daughters when my mother couldn’t handle the disappearance of a single son: this granddaughter of hers. While I weakly shook hands with everyone in the room, giving terse replies about the last ten years—no, I didn’t tell anyone when I left in ’76, or afterward; yes, it was strange, and yes, it was strange to be back now, for another death—the little girl never stopped staring at me.

			When it was her turn for my poor condolences, she ignored the hand I offered and said, “Abuela said you’d get a do-over.”

			“What?”

			“Like in a game,” she said, before Cecilia shushed her aggressively.

			“Don’t trouble him with that nonsense, Vivi. I’m sorry, Tomás,” she went on. “Pichuca raised her—spoiled her, really—so you can imagine it’s hard for her. Seeing Pichu like this, hearing all the nonsense she was saying. It’s not easy.”

			“She’s Nerea’s daughter?” I asked. I knew Nerea had been pregnant when they kidnapped her, but I’d always assumed the baby disappeared along with her.

			Cecilia nodded. “Born in a detention center. All these terrible things they say about the military, stealing babies to raise as their own and whatnot, but just think: Some young soldier brought her straight to Pichuca’s door. It was such a blessing for her.”

			It didn’t seem to be much of a blessing to Cecilia. Nor possibly for the girl, who’d started pouting, her head low.

			“Come on,” Cecilia told her, forcing the girl’s fingers into her own. “Why don’t we go outside and give Tomás and Pichu some time alone together. What do you think?”

			She didn’t get a chance to say what she thought, and neither did I, since Cecilia was already dragging her away. The others filed after them, and soon I was alone with the woman in a coma. I pulled up a chair and sat at her side, close enough to catch the stink of decay.
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			It shouldn’t have, but it felt so unanticipated. All those exchanges I’d played out in my head on the flight, and here I was, unable to utter a single phrase. I’d seen Pichuca go mute grieving for others, but, stupidly, I’d pictured her own death as a more animated affair. “Are you married, Tomás?” I’d imagined her asking me. “What about children?” After telling her we were trying—it wasn’t technically untrue; we’d been trying to have children and now were trying to stay married—I’d envisioned her sighing wistfully, a sparkling, movielike tear in her eye as she said, “It should have been you, Tomás. I wish it was you who ended up with my Isabel.”

			But Pichuca didn’t say a word.

			Neither did I; ultimately I concluded it’d be a lie to try, that I should have told her whatever I had to while she was still conscious to hear it. So instead, in homage, I mentally recounted what fond memories I could—dinners in Pinamar and her house in Palermo, the many times in ’76 that I called for Isabel and she picked up—until they spiraled to graver recollections, and I found myself alternately watching her slow, aided breathing and the equally slow clock on the wall, hoping the others would come back in.

			I left as soon as Cecilia returned, giving her my number at the hotel and saying I’d be back the next day. In the hall I saw the girl lying across a row of chairs, asleep, someone who was a stranger to me petting her hair. I wanted to ask her what else Pichuca had said about me, but I knew it would be wrong to wake her.
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			Without the excuse of being there for Pichuca, it was as if some protective façade had dropped. I felt exposed, naked before the peering eyes of this city and all those pesky demons of mine I’d presumably come to satisfy. It was like I owed them something, a psychic tax of some kind I’d have to pay now that I’d returned. I stepped through the sliding doors into the twilit air and late-November heat.

			At first the sight of her confused me; I assumed it was a look-alike, the product of some mental overreaching. But when she languidly raised her eyes at my approach, there was no question, only a rush of emotions I couldn’t disentangle or describe, except to use her name:

			Isabel.

			She was just standing there smoking a cigarette.

			Or had been—when I reached her, she threw it away almost unburned and gave it a stomp, saying, “Tastes like shit.”

			“I don’t believe it,” I said.

			“Don’t you, though? You’re here,” she pointed out. “Do you want to get a drink? I haven’t had one in ages.”

			She went ahead without waiting for my response. And why wouldn’t she? It was the most obvious thing in the world that I’d follow her wherever she went. I always had.

		

	
		
			
THREE

			Isabel was my first love, and in some ways our relationship was as simple and as complicated as that.

			We met because of Pichuca. A childhood friend of my mother’s, Pichuca had moved from La Plata to Buenos Aires when she married, and stayed when she and her husband separated. My mother had recently suffered her own marital trauma—my father’s unforeseen death from an allergic reaction to an antibiotic—and in an attempt to maintain a sense of family that had been illusory to begin with, she organized a summer vacation at Pichuca’s house in Pinamar. To entice me, my mother informed me Pichuca had two daughters about my age.

			At first, Nerea was the one my fantasies pinned themselves on. She was twelve like me, and her Basque name referred to the Nereids of the sea, making it hard for me not to put it next to mine and imagine a match. Then I met Isabel. She was only a year older, but she seemed lifetimes more worldly and wise.

			One of our first days on the beach, I hustled past the begging children in the parking clearance and glanced back to see that Isabel had stopped to chat with them. Afterward, feeling a need to justify myself, I said I’d walked on because I had no change on me. Isabel told me she didn’t either. “We can give more than money, don’t you think?” she said, and it was clear all of a sudden we could.

			Another day, as we sat together in the sandy living room, she asked me point-blank how I felt about my father’s death. It was a topic my overly protective mother never touched. “How do I feel?” I repeated, dumbfounded, and she laughed: “I’m sure you feel something. Everybody does.”

			I’d never encountered anyone who felt as much as Isabel did. When she was happy, she seemed ten notches more ecstatic than I’d ever been, splashing in the water like an unruly child and laughing so wildly she snorted. When she was upset, she picked bruising fights with her mother and took long, sulking walks along the dunes for which she offered no explanation.

			The first few times I asked to come with her, she didn’t answer or declined. But once I went anyway. Isabel remained silent, shrugging in response to my questions until I went silent too. Then, without warning, she started jumping away from the water lapping at our ankles, and we turned it into a game, dodging the waves as if they were sent by the evil world just for us, and together we could escape them.

			I joined her on all her walks after that. We never repeated that game—one time I tried and instead Isabel turned to the water and walked right in—but the experience opened a door between us. Our heart-to-hearts were probably no more than the usual teenage schmaltz, but to me they seemed cataclysmically special. We bonded over loneliness as if we ourselves had discovered the concept, and dreamed aloud about finding romantic partners with characteristics that to me sounded strikingly like each other’s—honest, committed, unafraid.

			The main narrative was that we both felt like orphans. Though we still had our mothers, the absence of our fathers weighed heavily on us. Hers had left during the clampdown on universities that followed Onganía’s coup in ’66, taking a job and a lover in New York, and it made a rebel out of her. While I felt alienated, alone in the universe, she seemed constantly embattled by it.

			We hardly left each other’s side that summer, making little effort to keep poor Nerea from feeling her third-wheel status. We even started addressing each other as cousins; I called her prima, while she used the diminutive primito for me.

			By the end of the season, I was sure I was in love. And on one of our last nights together, stealing off to the beach after everyone else had gone to bed, I tried to kiss her.

			Isabel rebuffed me. “We’re cousins, Tomás,” she said.

			“No, we’re not.”

			“Well. We might as well be.”

			For a time it seemed a self-fulfilling pronouncement. The following year our relationship was confined to letters, and in correspondence we retreated into cordiality and banal jokes. Isabel even confided that she’d developed a crush on someone, an older boy in her school, which was such a betrayal that I had to invent a redhead named Susana to get back at her.

			Susana was made up, but others weren’t. I soon developed real crushes of my own, and Isabel spent the following summer in the States with her father, so I didn’t see her again until I was fourteen and she was fifteen. By then I felt like a different person; I was getting top marks in school, I’d had a growth spurt, I’d fooled around with girls while their parents were downstairs. Enough time had passed that all possibility seemed to have shifted on its axis.

			Later, when I moved to Buenos Aires in ’76, it was the same thing. I always rediscovered her after such distance that I felt we could start over, that this time we’d get it right, or the world would. With Isabel, I never believed it was too late.
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			When I’d reminisced about Isabel during the past ten years, it was primarily about the girl with whom I spent summers on the beaches of Pinamar. How she was in 1976 had gotten tangled up in 1976 itself, and it was safer to keep the doors locked to both if I could. Prettier too: without 1976 in the picture, the rest of it changed. Whole alternative realities opened up, among them ones in which history skipped over us entirely, and we found ourselves married or having an on-and-off affair, thrown together with the same enduring force as in our youth.

			As a thirteen-year-old, Isabel had a body inclined toward plumpness, lushness. Puberty shaped her early into a woman, as did the bouts of depression she smothered in jars of dulce de leche. I don’t know if everyone would have found Isabel beautiful, at least not in Buenos Aires, which liked its women pencil-thin. But to me that lushness only made her lovelier, as if I alone perceived her as she deserved. As if it testified to the deeper connection between us, an antenna-like link no one else shared.

			The plumpness was gone entirely now. From her waist and limbs, but also from the cheeks whose cherubic roundness had remained a defining feature into her twenties. Her clothes were baggy and shapeless on her—bell-bottom jeans under a loosely hanging top with a flower pattern. Her chestnut hair looked thinner too—stiff and brittle, like a wind couldn’t toss it if it tried. And her eyes, once a piercing blue, were now a leaden gray.

			There were subtler shifts too, differences I struggled to attribute a meaning or broader explanation to. Her stride, quick now, slow then. Her stare, which sometimes seemed vacant and bored, but sometimes darted about our surroundings as if they were new to her, as if she were young to the world and its every mundanity appealed.

			For all their darting, those eyes never fell on me. Not as we walked a block to the nearest café nor as we entered it, proceeded to a spot in the back. She gave none of the signs of affection one might expect at such a reunion either. I was reminded of the coolness with which she’d returned to Pinamar at fifteen. She sported a pair of oversized sunglasses at all hours and constantly dangled a cigarette over her wrist as if she were a famous actress. After all, she’d seen New York—snow, Vietnam War protests, Coney Island, freaks on St. Mark’s Place, one with a whole spiderweb tattooed on his face—why would she have any interest in us third worlders?

			This coldness had to be something worse. I braced for accusations, words of hatred or betrayal. But recriminations were no more forthcoming than endearments. With the exception of our orders—whiskey for her, a glass of red for me (I’d had a rule since ’78 to stay away from hard liquor)—we remained silent until they came.

			Our gazes flitted from our drinks to the ashtray between them to the bottles behind the bar and the wall decorations opposite—framed jerseys and other tokens of national pride. “I don’t know where to begin,” I said.

			“What? You mean catching up?” Isabel said. “It’d be nicer if we didn’t have to, don’t you think? Fresh starts and all that.”

			“I’m not sure I’m so good at those now.”

			“Really? Don’t you have a whole new life in New York?”

			I wondered how she knew that. Which is to say, I wondered whether she might have been the one to track me down and give Pichuca my number.

			“It’s not so new anymore,” I said.

			She sighed. Drank. Plucked a napkin from the dispenser and crumpled it. “Ten years, no?” she said, as if it were a genuine question. “Hard to believe.”

			“Why didn’t you ever tell me, Isa? Ten years. Do you know what it would have meant to me to know you’d survived?”

			She laughed. Waved a hand down the side of her body as if to display it as evidence. “Does it really seem I’ve survived, Tomás?”

			“As much as any of us,” I answered hesitantly.

			“Well, that’s not saying very much, is it?” Her cynicism, that offhand negativity—it was so her, so Isabel, that despite the sinister undercurrent, I felt grateful. “I’m a shell, Tomás. Don’t you see I’m a shell?”

			“They found you, then?”

			“They found us,” Isabel said.

			“You were in a detention center?”

			“The biggest of its kind.”

			I went silent again. Finished my drink and waved the waiter down for another.

			“But let’s not talk about that,” Isabel said. “Let’s talk about you. I hope you’re more than a shell, Tomás?”

			Recent fights with Claire shuffled through my awareness, along with older ones, nights out with her friends or parents when I was taciturn but insisted nothing was wrong. Arbitrary recollections from further back as well: the United Nations couple who rented me a room in their Parkway Village apartment in Queens and got me my first translating gigs, and whose invitations to barbecues I consistently declined; a girl I picked up at a bar who asked me, in a cutting timbre that suggested she knew how limited the answer would be, what I did for fun.

			“Not much more,” I said.

			“Tell me,” Isabel said. “Tell me about your ten years. You did escape, no?”

			She gave me an unaccountable desire to echo her: “Does it really seem I’ve escaped?” I wanted to ask. But I didn’t. Instead I told her I’d fled to Rome in December ’76, and struggled there enough that I fled again for New York, where I got a job and, later, a wife.

			Isabel didn’t ask about the wife or, I was no less thankful, how I’d gotten out of Buenos Aires. Only about those struggles in Rome. So I told her how I was unable to find a place among the Argentine exiles there, those former members of the revolutionary movement who still spoke till dawn about Perón and Che Guevara and the country’s destiny as if they had any control over it; how I couldn’t find work like they did either—the architects who built toys to sell in the streets, the artists who did bijouterie; how I spent all my hours walking those ancient, winding alleys like a ghost unsure what to haunt, confused by the colors of the signs and circling sites like the Colosseum thinking it should have been a soccer stadium.

			“You spent all your hours walking in Buenos Aires too,” Isabel said.

			“Not all my hours,” I replied. The irony that I was the one to show resentment did not elude me.

			“No,” Isabel granted. “But I don’t think you were ever much of a ghost haunting anything either, Tomás.”

			There was no point arguing. Isabel never took my pain as seriously as her own.

			“How long are you here for?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. I got a one-way flight.”

			Isabel nodded as if that made all the sense in the world. “Are you sure you didn’t believe it when you saw me, Tomás?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You just always knew more than you pretended.”

			It felt like a refrain, the secret underpinning of our whole relationship, even though she’d used the phrase with me only once that I could recall. It was shortly after I first moved to Buenos Aires; she asked me if I believed I could ever kill someone, and when I said I didn’t know, she told me: You know more than you pretend.

			Suddenly I remembered that Isabel had been wearing this same flowered top that day. Drenched after running through the rain, the white and yellow flowers had looked to my clouded mind like bees. It had been raggedy even then, and now, ten years on, was clearly out of fashion too. Which struck me, since for all of Isabel’s talk of bigger things, petty concerns like that had always kept their hooks in her as well.

			“You don’t live here anymore, I take it?” I asked, attributing the shift to some new lifestyle of hers, a hermetic, off-the-grid existence.

			“No,” Isabel said. “I don’t know how long I’ll be here either. Probably not very.”

			“Why not?” It occurred to me we hadn’t discussed her mother yet. “Won’t you need to stay to make arrangements?”

			“Cecilia and her Nazi husband can handle them, I’m sure.”

			“But the funeral? All that goes into a death?”

			“I didn’t come back for death, Tomás. If I came for anything, it’s life. I’ve forgotten the taste of it, you know?”

			I thought about reminding her of her endlessly high expectations. Asking how she hadn’t learned to lower them yet.

			“How about dinner then?” I said. “That’s what I’ve forgotten the taste of—a proper, bloody Argentine steak.”

			Isabel shook her head. “You don’t understand. I want to go back to Pinamar, or tag walls somewhere. You remember when we did that? Food is just food. I want experiences, stories. Did I ever tell you the one about Gustavo at the chicken factory?”

			He’d made other unexpected entries into my life, but perhaps none as unexpected as that. The first overt reference between us to the great jealousy of my life.

			“We needed cash and he’d take whatever odd job he could get. His first try was in construction. But he lost a tool in the septic tank and—I swear—was forced to fish it out.” She laughed; I failed to. “After that, he worked at an understaffed chicken factory in Caseros, preparing the chickens you’d buy at supermarkets. His role was on the assembly line, tying the legs, wrapping the meat in plastic, that kind of thing. But Gusti couldn’t keep up, the skinned chickens started piling on top of him. He tried to push them back but—splat!—they started falling to the floor. Splat, splat, splat! As he bent over to pick them up, some on the conveyor belt got away from him. The result? Let’s just say the resistance was fought for a day or two by gifting the Argentine supermarkets of the bourgeoisie a shocking number of unwrapped, unsanitary, and salmonella-inducing chickens.”

			She laughed again—loudly, like a cackle. Splat, splat, splat!

			“What happened to Gustavo?” I asked.

			“We were in hiding together when they found us. What do you think happened?”

			Based on experience, I could guess. The women often lasted marginally longer, thanks to the proclivities of their male captors. The men they tired of more quickly.

			“Anyway, you get my point. We could go to the water or some of the old spots from ’76. Sneak into the Japanese Garden or visit your old pensión.”

			“I don’t think so,” I said.

			“What about going to the Bosques? After Pinamar, that was probably where we spent the most time together. We could pick up some wine and drink it out of styrofoam cups.”

			I waited for a grin or some other indication that she was referring to a specific memory—a night when we drank that way, side by side, on my twin bed before our pain and our clothes came off—but none followed.

			“Really? The Bosques at night?”

			“Does it frighten you, Tomás?”

			I felt as if I were twelve again, staring at her bloody foot after she stepped on a broken beer bottle on the beach and said it didn’t scare her. Then I felt twenty-one, staring at her as she said things about her role in the revolutionary movement and what she wanted mine to be. By then, she didn’t need to tell me it didn’t scare her.

			“Don’t you want to get a taste of life with me?” she said.
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			It was a half-hour walk to the nearest entrance to the Bosques, but on Isabel’s urging we took a cab. The whole ride she stared out the window as if she were a tourist and didn’t want to miss the sights. She hardly spoke. Hardly moved. Her rigidity was such that I was hyperaware of every movement of my own, from my bouncing after a bump to the sway of my shoulders on a turn. On one, I was forced so close to her, I realized she had scarcely any scent. No perfume, no body odor. Not even the stink of cigarette smoke. I attributed it to the cracked window, the battling fragrances of the city—car exhaust, sweat, the pollen of late-blooming flowers.

			I paid the driver and we entered a supermarket off the park. Inside, Isabel seemed to regain her spirits; she went straight to the liquor section and handed me a bottle of Old Smuggler whiskey.

			“I thought you wanted wine,” I said.

			“I can’t tell good wine from bad anymore.”

			So much for my rule about hard liquor. She started back down the aisle, presumably for the cups.

			“Do you want to get food?” I asked.

			“What? To stay sober?”

			“To eat, Isa.”

			She shrugged. “You get some empanadas if you want.”

			I did, enough for both of us, despite her declarations. Then we got in line to pay.

			“Shit,” Isabel said, noticing the fatness of my wallet, which I’d filled at the airport with Argentine pesos. “Are you rich now, boludo?”

			Boludo. That most Argentine of all Argentine colloquialisms. Literally it meant you were big-balled, but it was used so indiscriminately, it really just meant you were human. It was wonderful being called human by Isabel again.

			“I thought I’d be richer,” I said. “Being an American in Argentina.”

			“I don’t know how you can live there,” she said.

			There was a period I didn’t either. When my original reason for coming had evaporated like the whim it was, and I found myself stranded in a purgatorial state and a borough I’d never heard of prior to my arrival. When all those conversations of my youth about the “Yankee imperialists” were still fresh in my memory, and my knowledge of how they’d backed the military and its horrors shadowed every opportunity that arose there, every chance at enjoyment.

			But time had dulled that particular shame, or left no room for it. I rarely took a bird’s-eye view of my life anymore, burying my head like an ostrich in the day-to-day instead. I hadn’t felt worried about my growing Americanness in years.

			“Are you a fascist like Cecilia now too?” Isabel asked as we exited the store.

			“I’m as bad as Ronald Reagan himself,” I said. Isabel looked at me blankly. “US president? Actor from California?” Still no sign of recognition. She crossed the street ahead of me and made her way under the trees.
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			It was as if night followed us in. Cleared the spaces between the leaves, snuffed them out so that all that was left was the sense of canopy, a tightly woven quilt of shadows. The breeze murmured after us as well—playfully, lightly. Even the clouds kicked up along the dirt path seemed gentle, pretty puffs of red.

			I scanned for less hospitable presences—kids with bottles of their own, the glint of a knife in a crack of moonlight, the glow of police flashlights—but spotted none. We passed the botanic gardens and the zoo, where we once secretly met amid the calls of exotic birds, and continued into the Bosques’ sprawling heart. Our conversation along the way was fragmented, punctuated by exchanges of the whiskey and more stories: “I can’t believe you gave me the fucking code name Penguin,” I told her, and she retorted, “Shit, Tomás, I was Mrs. Bitter, you remember?” We recalled asados, late nights singing along to Mercedes Sosa and Piero, giddy flights away from angry, excluded Nerea. The air teemed with nostalgia, the past in all its flawed, flavorful glory.

			Here and there we stopped on a bench too, and once Isabel even got me to sit on the grass with her. But it was already cold and dewy, and after a few minutes I could feel it through my pants. Despite Isabel’s protests that she didn’t feel a thing, I pulled her up by the hand, and we continued walking.

			We joked, we laughed. Not in bursts, but with enough verve to feel the woodenness of our earlier interactions being chipped away, peeled off like chunks of bark.

			More reminiscences, more refills of the whiskey. Less and less sense of time.

			I remembered our last and most important summer together, when she was seventeen and I was sixteen. Again she’d returned with an above-it-all air and an array of tales that made me feel like I had none at all. One was about the week she’d spent in an NYU dorm—her father and his idiot girlfriend had messed up the dates when Isabel and Nerea were visiting and planned a trip to the Caribbean that overlapped with the girls’ stay. Rather than cancel his vacation, their father used his connections to secure his daughters a room on campus while he was away. “You don’t know the freedom we had,” Isabel said, regaling me with stories of the parties she and Nerea had gone to down the hall, and dropping hints that they hadn’t slept every night in the room they shared. “And marijuana—you don’t have a clue how much fun marijuana is, Tomás.”

			She was still laughing over an anecdote when she started crying. I got only an inch or two closer on the couch—just enough to stretch my arm across her back. Her head nestled of its own volition onto my shoulder. It was late afternoon, nap time, and not even Nerea was around.

			“It’s so fucking stupid,” Isabel said through her sniffles. “So meaningless. I don’t even know what I’m missing.”

			“You don’t have to,” I said. I’m not sure I’ve ever been wiser.

			Isabel kissed me then. Briefly, her lips landing lightly on mine without lingering. I could tell it was in thanks, but I was thankful myself all the same.

			It shouldn’t have been the start of a sexual relationship. But late the next night she appeared in my room, climbed onto me while I was in bed, and woke me with a longer, different kind of kiss. “Shh,” she whispered when, despite my ecstatic comprehension of what was transpiring, I couldn’t resist asking what she was doing. “You’re dreaming, Tomás. Keep dreaming.”

			If it had been the one occasion it happened, I might have concluded I was, since she left before morning and the whole thing had seemed miraculous. I’d put my hand under her pajama top on my own initiative, but she was the one who slipped my fingers under the waistline of her bottoms and rolled us over to give me a better angle. I’d touched other girls like that by then, but those experiences always had the inverse dynamic, with me leading the charge and them acquiescing. Delicacy had ruled, permission. But here was a smoothness and openness that was new to me, that made it all feel natural and free and aligned the moment perfectly with the dancing spray of those Pinamar waves.

			It didn’t happen every night—Isabel invoked our mothers and Nerea, exaggerating the risk involved. I figured she liked the excitement, and I was content to drift off knowing she’d soon slip away, tiptoeing back to her and Nerea’s room as if the secret could actually be kept.

			It’s as if that summer existed for me only at night, and only in my room. Even the moments we returned to our old confessional ways, sharing our anxieties and sorrows, tend to be set across pillows in my memories, the sheets thrown off but our rumpled clothes still on. We were never entirely naked then, and we never had actual intercourse. But to me it has always felt as if we were and we had.

			“Are you single?” I asked Isabel now, catching her eye as we crossed from one lantern-lit lawn to another.

			“Very,” Isabel said. Though I’d told her at the outset I was married, I raised my cup to hers as if I were too. The styrofoam bumped together like cushions. She still somehow seemed sober, but despite having eaten all the empanadas myself, I definitely wasn’t.

			“Lonely?” I asked.

			“Like Dracula,” she said, and I felt another punch of youthful, free-flowing intoxication. I had drunk for such different reasons back when I used to get drunk that this felt almost like the first time.

			Eventually we came to a large statue on a raised platform. It was a man in nineteenth-century military garb on a horse, with either a lean musket or a sword extending from under one arm—in the darkness it was hard to tell. The horse was as regal as its rider—head raised high, thick tail pluming out behind him. Conquest, more than heroism or sacrifice, seemed to define their stance. Victory.

			“Who was he?” Isabel asked.

			I tried to recall my Argentine history. It couldn’t have been Belgrano or San Martín, since they had whole plazas as their namesakes, and the rest of the figures were forgotten in a grade-school muddle.

			“A general, probably,” I said. “Who knows?”

			We stared at the statue. Then Isabel reached for the grocery bag in my hand. Pulled the styrofoam cups free. They came in packs of twenty or so, and we had used only two.

			She took one out and threw it in the statue’s direction. The wind caught it and tossed it harmlessly aside like a feather.

			She threw another cup.

			Another and another, and I didn’t say a word. Not one reached the statue. Instead they lay scattered across the ground in front of us like the leftovers of a large picnic or patches of snow that had been melting for days.

			“Should have gotten glasses,” Isabel said.

			I reached into the grocery bag. Drew out the bottle of Old Smuggler and handed it to her. She smiled gratefully. Clasped the bottle by the neck and, despite the thinness of her arms and the off-balance way she wound up, hurled it perfectly. It shattered against the horse, and we could hear the sprinkle of shards as they rained down.

			We started laughing again.

			What roller coaster were we on? And was it any different from the one Isabel always rode, from flirtatious rebel to insecure lover to whoever she became next?

			This aspect was no different either: I felt flat by comparison. I’d become stable as a rock, Claire told me once, before correcting herself: No. A slab of stone. A floor.

			Make me swing, Isabel, I thought.

			“Isa,” I said, taking her hand. It was frigid and jarringly bony. “Will you come back with me to my hotel? Please?”

			I watched her ponder. Was it really so wrong to think the universe owed me this? Owed us? After all the years and mistakes. If I can have this, I thought, I’ll give back anything. Everything.

			I didn’t wonder if I could make her swing—if she could even “swing” at all. Her eyes were on the ground, the trail of cups that began at her feet. With the ratty end of her shoe, she gave one a gentle shove into another.

			“Only because you said please,” she told me.
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			We left the park. Waiting at the curb, my hand outstretched for another taxi, I thought momentarily of Claire. I felt little guilt about what I was about to do. More, curiously, about how much I hadn’t told her. That in my piecemeal truthfulness with her, I’d discussed only the more obvious injuries, those tied to the horrors of the regime—kidnapping, torture, death. I never told her my more ordinary torments, like my unrealized love or jealousy, or the way they played into those larger horrors. I never traced the intricacies, plotted Isabel’s place in all that misery. If I had, she might have understood. Been glad, even, to make some sense of me. But Isabel was just another name to Claire, one more victim on a list so long the names blurred together.

			Isabel and I didn’t touch in the cab or even in the hotel elevator. Only after I’d fumblingly unlocked the door to my room and held it open for her did I place a hand on the small of her back. I could feel the knobs in her spine.

			She stopped near the bed, stood still. Before I even approached, she started taking off her shirt.

			There was something mechanical about it. Little sense of allure, of need—it was like she wanted to get it over with quickly. And though I might have hoped for more, if this was all I’d get, I found myself willing to comply, to be mechanical about it too.

			I removed my clothes also. Only when we were both naked did we finally kiss. Her lips were dry, cracked. Her tongue careful, slow-moving, without my sloppiness; it felt like it was reading mine and reacting rather than seeking it out. My fingers brushed up her arms, her neck, into her coarse hair. There was still no discernible smell, and among the many out-of-place, drunken thoughts that flew through my brain was the realization that I couldn’t recall what Isabel had smelled like in the first place.

			Another, vanishingly swift: I knew every scent of Claire’s, down to her particular brand of nail polish remover and the distinct sweat of her armpits and her neck. In bringing myself to anger at the news of her cheating—an older, presumably less damaged lawyer at her firm—I’d pictured the man kissing away a bead from her clavicle, as if the salty taste should have been reserved for me alone.

			But that didn’t matter now—none of these observations or fleeting distractions did. Whatever its condition, this was Isabel’s body before me, back in my grasp.

			She lay down on the bed, and I lay on top of her.
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			When it turned out to be bad, I blamed myself. Not strictly because of my performance. More because of its apparent irrelevance; Isabel stared at the ceiling through most of it, as if a clock she could count down were mounted there. I wasn’t much better, focusing almost as intently on the slice of pillow by her ear to avoid the spins.

			The problem wasn’t solely physical. Worse was the insecurity, the comparisons with Gustavo and the paths my mind wandered while I thrust. At one point, I wondered what to do with the fact that my poor sex life with Claire had one less justification now that the shadow Isabel had cast over it was gone. At another, what that shadow had been doing there in the first place. My physical explorations with Isabel always had more in common with our emotional ones than I liked to admit. Touching remained about comfort, affirmation. The first time Isabel ever took me in her hand and felt my hardness, she laughed in surprise. And when I came in her grasp moments later, she laughed again, as if sensuality had never been as much the point as reassurance and curiosity, amusement at these bodies we existed in.

			This was different. Probably because there was no solace in it now.

			I apologized; Isabel told me it wasn’t my fault. We reclined next to each other, with enough space between us that it felt like we were the married couple: both on our backs, both of us staring at the ceiling. Sweatless—cold, even. I had to resist the urge to pull up the sheets. The room had stopped spinning and settled, and I wished it hadn’t.

			“I’m sorry,” I said again when the silence got unbearable. “I imagine sex is . . . complicated for you now.”

			“That’s one way of putting it,” Isabel said, laughing mirthlessly.

			“How would you put it?”

			“Fireless. Bloodless.”

			“That’s somewhat ironic, no?”

			“No,” Isabel said sharply, and I wanted to slap myself for being such an idiot.

			She got up, went naked to the window. Pulled the curtain a few inches aside to peer out, making herself a reddish silhouette in the soft city light. It should have been beautiful. But the skinniness of her limbs was thrown into relief as well. She seemed so small, suddenly.

			“Hotels,” she said.

			“What about them?”

			“It’s like the whole world is nothing but a fucking hotel.”

			Her back was still turned, so she couldn’t see my eyebrows rise. “You’ve gotten philosophical in your old age,” I said. It seemed better than saying she’d gotten cliché.

			“My old age,” Isabel repeated. That same resigned, hollow laugh followed.

			“You sound skeptical.”

			“Let’s just say I don’t see such a thing in my future.”

			I felt no shock, or even alarm, necessarily. It was all too predictable, too Isabel. I remembered one of our pillow talks from that pivotal summer when she teared up talking about her father and the pain he caused her—its smallness and the smallness it made her feel in turn. “I want to care about bigger things,” she’d said. “Not this meaningless shit.”

			“Don’t we all?” I had asked.

			“No. We don’t,” she’d stated confidently. “It chases you down, doesn’t it? Meaningless shit. There’s no way to escape, is there? Except death.”

			I couldn’t recall the argument I’d given in response, or if I’d given any at all. Only that I curled her closer and she breathed appreciatively into my arm, and I believed we’d always keep each other safe.

			“Do you think about that, Isa?” I asked her now.

			“What?”

			“Suicide.”

			That mirthless laugh again. “No. Not the way you mean it.”

			How many ways could one mean suicide? I wondered.

			“I don’t anymore either,” I said.

			It wasn’t a lie, practically speaking. But it felt like one at that moment, such a bumbling, obvious attempt at finding common ground, shareable sorrow. I waited for her to ask the story, prepping the details in my mind—another hotel room, my moist temple, voices of I don’t know how many phantasms arguing with one another over whether I should—but she never did. She didn’t even turn around.

			“Do you want to sleep?” I asked.

			“You go ahead. I can’t sleep.”

			“What can you do?”

			“Not a lot,” Isabel said. “What a disappointment I must be to you.”

			“You were never exactly the most chipper person I knew.” I must have been hoping for the kind of response I sporadically earned in the Bosques, amid all that whiskey and nostalgia. Or else I’d simply grown tired and stopped thinking my words through. “It’s nice to know in some ways you haven’t changed.”

			“In some ways I have,” Isabel said. She didn’t explain, and the meaning of the whole exchange started to become muddled, sleep-fogged. What ways were we even talking about? What had she said about hotels, and why did it feel like we’d been speaking in a code I’d never learned to translate?

			“What?” I asked, and she turned around. Smiled like I was a sweet, sleepy boy and she was my mother. I didn’t want Isabel to look at me that way.

			“Go to sleep, Tomás,” she said. “Have some dreams. I’d love it if you would.”

			“It’s not like I don’t have my own nightmares, Isa,” I said. But it was as if I’d caught the drift of some old conversation we were no longer having, and the statement seemed out of place, clunky and unwelcome.

			“Well,” she said, “don’t have any tonight for me, please?”

			I had another impulse to echo her, to say something like, “Only because you said please.” But I didn’t. Soon enough waves of fatigue were rolling me back under, and I fell asleep before she came back to bed.
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			When I woke in the morning, she was gone. She’d left no number or note or any other trace, not even next to me in the sheets. It was as if she’d never lain down with me.

			I can’t say it was a surprise—this was our routine from Pinamar, after all. But I can say it hurt. More than one might think, given that for a decade I’d believed her gone. I even, for the first time in almost that long, found myself starting to cry.
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