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I can’t believe that this is death, the death
of which I speak so much, from which I expect so much.


RAFAEL GUMUCIO







 


The sound of the ringing telephone cut through the night.


Miguel Sanabria didn’t hear it. He was in the bathroom, brushing his teeth. Beatriz, his wife, was in the living room, watching television. She shouted out, letting him know that someone was calling without taking her eyes off the screen. The word “telephone” flew down the hallway like a stone being thrown. Sanabria went to answer it. It was his nephew Vladimir; he was agitated, nervous, speaking as if the words were crashing into each other in his mouth. I need to see you, he said. And Sanabria replied: Whenever you like. And Vladimir said: As soon as possible. And Sanabria asked him what was going on. Is it urgent? And Vladimir replied that it was. Very urgent. I’m terrified. I’ve just got back from Havana, he said. Sanabria said no more.


He didn’t know precisely what it was about, but he was absolutely certain that this emergency was related to the President’s illness. Over a year ago, on June 30, 2011, a night resembling this one, his nephew had called him just after Hugo Chávez announced on television that he had cancer.


“Did you see him? Did you hear him speak?” Vladimir had asked him.


Sanabria had just turned seventy and had retired from the Institute of Clinical Research at the Central University. He was an oncologist, and had devoted a large part of his professional life to studying and teaching. Towards the end of his career, he became more and more interested in matters far removed from surgeons and syringes. He set up a partnership with Madrid’s Complutense University and laid the groundwork for the incorporation of psycho-oncology as a subject into the medical school’s academic programme. Time had made him, as it does everyone, more flexible. By the time he reached retirement, he believed that science was not enough when it came to understanding the body.


“What do you reckon? What do you think?” Vladimir had kept asking, stubbornly insistent.


Sanabria didn’t know what to say. Recognising yourself in a disease, calling it your own, it casts an emotional spell. A tumour instantly turns you into a victim. But Sanabria did not want to comment. He needed to avoid giving too much away. He knew that, on the other end of the line, his nephew was on edge, waiting expectantly for his response. They had always had a special relationship, very close, and during all these years neither of them had allowed their polarised politics to destroy this bond. Vladimir was a trusted government official. Sanabria had never voted for Chávez.


He wasn’t in the highest of spirits either. After leaving the university, Sanabria had started to feel more and more unstable. He would often go from feeling anxious to melancholy, and quickly. And just as quickly, he would swing back from melancholy to anxious. Just like that. For no apparent reason, he felt fragile, defenceless. Sometimes he would wake with a start in the early hours of the morning, fearful, as though he had been caught making an escape. Beatriz would be sleeping soundly by his side. Sanabria would then get up and go to the kitchen. He would usually sit on a stool and take a mandarin out of the fruit basket. He could hear cars driving past on the motorway in the distance. He would sit for a while, gazing into the shadows as he tore the peel off the fruit. He noticed how its piercing, citric scent gradually pushed aside the smell of the night, the smell of the sheets, the smell of that dream he had escaped from once again. Biting into the soft flesh soothed him. Sinking his teeth in and feeling the juice of the mandarin squirt onto his tongue brought with it a strange sense of calm. He occasionally woke up with the inexplicable desire to cry. This began to happen more often. The days when he would wake up in the middle of the night with a feeling of despair stuck in his throat became more frequent. Sometimes he would stay lying there for a while, hoping that the sadness would pass. He would take deep breaths and then hold the air in his lungs, as if he was underwater. He closed his eyes. He opened them. As if waking up was just like drowning.


At first, he thought that it was a fleeting crisis that had to do with turning seventy, with his retirement. He thought that insomnia was a way of grieving. Gradually he came to understand that he was facing a much greater imbalance. The very thing he had tried so hard to avoid was, at last, happening: the country. Sanabria had spent more than ten years trying to exist on the fringes of reality, avoiding conflicts, trying to prevent what they called the Revolution from affecting him. He had resisted all predicaments, family rows, university debates, even his daughter’s departure for Panama, clinging at all times to common sense, setting himself apart from the radicals on both sides, regarding everything that was happening as part of a temporary malfunction that, sooner or later, would be resolved, allowing everything to go back to normal. But then came the mandarins in the early hours of the morning, and the inexplicable desire to cry. He realised that he had reached saturation point. Deep down, he was sick of the story. He felt that Venezuela was a mess, a wreck that wasn’t fit to be called a country. He believed politics had poisoned them and that everyone was in some way contaminated, doomed to the starkness of picking a side, to living with the desperate need to be in favour of or opposed to the government. It had been too long since they became a pre-apocalyptic society, a nation in conflict, always on the verge of explosion. A cataclysm could occur at any moment. Conspiracies, assassinations, wars, terrorist attacks, shootings, executions, sabotage, uprisings, lynchings . . . Every day a massacre was possible. The country was always on the point of exploding but it never did. Or worse: it was exploding in slow motion, little by little, without anyone actually realising.


Managing destruction: digging one’s nails into a mandarin’s peel.


*


Beatriz’s position was far more straightforward: she believed that it was Chávez’s fault that Elisa had gone to live in Panama. She thought that if another kind of government had been in charge of the country, her only daughter would not have been forced to emigrate. Elisa and her husband and little Adrián had decided to accept a job offer and had moved to Panama City. They lived on the forty-second floor of a building with a view of the sea and the heat and the humidity, while, in Caracas, Sanabria and his wife learned how to be grandparents through their computer screen.


On the night Chávez announced he was ill, Beatriz felt vindicated.


Sanabria recalled that moment now. As if the call from his nephew had jogged his memory. It seemed incredible to him that it was only a year and a half ago. He felt as if more time had passed. At the beginning of June 2011, Chávez had interrupted an international tour and on June 6 he had gone into hiding in Cuba. The government later announced that four days after that the President had undergone surgery in one of the island’s hospitals for a pelvic abscess. The news took the country by surprise. Surprise very soon gave way to bewilderment. There was a strange atmosphere of friction, and the news about Chávez was unclear, even contradictory. The questions multiplied. That evening, Sanabria and Beatriz found themselves sitting in the living room, watching the head of state’s message on the television.


“I wouldn’t be surprised if it was all lies,” Beatriz muttered. “Something the Cubans made up to distract us.”


Sanabria watched in silence.


Chávez looked thin and pale. He was on his feet behind a podium, and, oddly, he was reading out a written text instead of improvising in front of the cameras. It was unheard of for this man, so fond of speaking for hours in front of any audience, to restrict himself to a few words, suddenly held hostage by a small piece of paper.


“I don’t believe a word of it,” Beatriz said.


Sanabria forced a whistle through his teeth, asking for silence. He wanted to listen.


The President said that he had undergone a procedure, they had carried out a drainage; he explained that on June 20 he would have to have another operation, because an “abscessed tumour with the presence of cancerous cells” had been detected.


“An abscessed tumour? Does that exist?” Beatriz asked her husband without looking at him.


Chávez explained that the tumour had been completely removed and that he was now well on his way towards a full and fast recovery. Then he started to talk about the nation and about himself, about himself and about history, about the revolution and about himself, about himself and about Fidel Castro, until he concluded with a new battle cry: “Now and forever! We will live and we will be victorious!”


Beatriz frowned, stood up and exclaimed:


“If it’s true, then good, damn it! He deserves it!”


Miguel Sanabria looked sternly at his wife, a reprimand in each pupil.


“Don’t look at me like that,” she went on, “the guy’s a piece of shit and he’s done the whole country a lot of harm.”


“No-one deserves to get cancer, Beatriz.”


“That’s what you think!” she said, heading for the kitchen. After a few seconds, her voice floated down the hall again: “Maybe it’s a punishment from God.”


Sanabria shook his head; he hated hearing Beatriz talk that way. He was against the leader, but couldn’t bring himself to share those opinions, those attitudes. He was actually quite impressed. Chávez hadn’t let any doctors speak, hadn’t given any specialists the chance to express their opinion, as would have been the norm in a similar situation anywhere else in the world. Even in his fragile state, he insisted upon maintaining control. He hadn’t let anyone deprive him of his starring role. Let alone at that moment, in those circumstances. He had sent another message too, one that made it clear the only voice authorised to speak about his body was his own. That he was the sole owner of his illness. That he ruled over medical wisdom too, over science, over what could be known and stated about his health. Essentially, he was making it clear that he would continue to set the political agenda, even from inside the operating room.


*


“Who was it?” Beatriz said, getting into bed next to him, pulling the covers over herself.


“Vladimir.”


Beatriz’s hands stopped moving and she turned her face slowly towards him. Her gaze revealed a restrained eagerness.


“Does he know something?”


A year and a half later, the decision to maintain absolute control over what was said about his illness remained intact. On December 8, 2012, Chávez addressed the country to announce that he needed to have another operation. No doctor had spoken, and he didn’t quote any medical reports. It was just him, as always, announcing the possibility of his absence for the first time. At that moment, Vladimir was a member of a team of advisers in the President’s office. He travelled to Cuba as part of the President’s entourage. He was back home a few days later. And the first thing he had done, as soon as he’d landed, was get in touch with his uncle. Surely it had to be something urgent.


“He really didn’t tell you anything?” Beatriz asked, before turning out the light.


Sanabria made a vague, bored gesture. He didn’t want to tell her anything. Beatriz had been far too anxious recently. Uncertainty only fed her intolerance. The healthiest thing would be to lie to her.


“Vladimir told me it all went well, it was normal.”


“Nothing’s normal here.”


*


He woke up too early again. It was only three thirty in the morning. He sat at the kitchen table, listening to the cars going by on the motorway in the distance, and squeezing a mandarin in his left hand.


“We’re worried,” his nephew had said to him.


The plural is always ambiguous. Who were they? Who was he referring to, exactly? The news about the results of the operation was unclear. Chávez’s health continued to be an enigma, and the fact that he hadn’t ruled out the possibility of the treatment’s failure, the fact he had chosen a likely successor, added a sense of unease to the mystery. The streets were filled with rumours.


“I need your help, Uncle.”


Sanabria had a bad feeling.


“Did the operation go well?” he asked.


Vladimir didn’t reply. At the other end of the line there was a pause, the distant echo of a gesture. Sanabria couldn’t bear the suspense.


“What do you want me to do? Do you want me to look at some more tests?”


Once before, his nephew had at some point taken some clinical test results to Sanabria, asking for his opinion on the case.


“No, Uncle. This is something else,” Vladimir said. It was clear he was nervous. “It’s something confidential. Very confidential,” he repeated. “Can I trust you?”


Sanabria said that he could. But he felt as if his tongue was being covered in sand.


“What do you need?”


“I need to hide a box.”




 


When he opened his mail, he came across a message that began: “Dear Dr Miguel Sanabria, you may not remember me – my name is Andreína Mijares, the owner of apartment 34.” He did not, in truth, remember her. He closed his eyes and silently repeated the name. It seemed familiar to him, musically familiar. As if it were an old sound he knew but was unable to name. None of that, however, prevented Andreína Mijares from being there, in his email, telling him all of her woes.


“For personal reasons,” Mijares wrote, “I was forced to travel to and take up residence in Miami. Unfortunately, things haven’t turned out as I hoped and now I’m planning on coming back to Venezuela. Ever since I left, years ago now, I have rented out my apartment to Fredy Lecuna. The thing is, I’ve been trying to get in touch with him for several months, to let him know I’m coming back and to plan everything properly but, so far, unbelievable as it may seem, I haven’t been able to do so. I don’t know if I’ve got the wrong email address, or if the telephone in the apartment is broken, but it’s been impossible to get hold of him and now it all seems very strange and is starting to worry me. Thanks to a cousin of mine who spoke to the concierge I found out that you’re now the chair of the residents’ association and he gave me your email address. I guess you’re aware of the situation in the country. I’m coming back in December, and I need my apartment. That is why I’m writing. And believe me, I hate to bother you with all this, but, as I said, communicating in any way with my tenant has proved impossible. If you could help me in any way, I would be so grateful.”


When he retired, Sanabria had accepted the role of chair of the residents’ association. He had thought it would be a good way to keep himself busy and do something useful. He never imagined that it would be a particularly demanding job. It was a small building, five storeys high, with eighteen apartments and two penthouses. It had a covered open-air car park and, at the back, a narrow garden, a kind of gazebo with a bougainvillea to one side that cascaded with purple flowers when in season.


Naively, Sanabria had believed that it was a minor responsibility that wouldn’t take up much of his time or give him much grief. He was wrong on both counts. A group of humans contained within five floors of a building can offer several kinds of hell. Up until this moment, they had all been minor. But Andreína Mijares’ letter, hanging there in the middle of the afternoon, gave him a sinking feeling.


He knew exactly who the Lecuna family were. They lived on the third floor. They were a young couple with one son, Rodrigo, who must have been around nine or ten years old. But he couldn’t recall Andreína Mijares. Memory is as arbitrary as fantasy. Sanabria imagined memory like the depths of a dark sea, blue or green, where shadows suddenly slipped by and unknown people or unexpected objects appeared or disappeared. Why had he not retained a single image of Andreína Mijares? Why had he forgotten her? Why did his memory only offer him a gently undulating and immense body of water?


“How can you not remember her?” Beatriz exclaimed. “You even helped her once in the car park, she had a problem with her car.”


Sanabria shook his head with vague disappointment. Nothing.


“A short woman, kind of shy,” Beatriz insisted.


No. Sanabria only felt the movement of the waves between his ears.


“What about her?”


“She’s coming back. Back here. And, obviously, she wants her apartment.”


“Well, she’s screwed,” Beatriz said with reproach. “The Lecunas aren’t going to leave. They’ve got nowhere else to go.”


*


Fredy Lecuna was a journalist. He worked on the crime desk of one of the country’s biggest dailies. For years he had been chasing crimes and locking them up in the corner of one of the newspaper’s pages. By now he was an expert in the art of writing about the dead: their full name, their age, their marital status, their profession. And then the causes, the reasons: strangled, hit by a car, two bullets, three stab wounds. And the circumstances, of course: living your last days stretched out on a bed in a sleazy motel is not the same as dying in the middle of the street with a gun to your head, a few seconds before your car gets stolen. It always helps to point out some detail in particular: saying that the dead man was bald or mentioning that he had been wearing a pair of mustard-coloured trousers could make all the difference. You had to avoid clichés, all your typical words. “The deceased”, for instance, is predictable. It belongs in the category of monotonous jargon that doesn’t grab anybody’s attention. Death should surprise language, too.


He was put on the crime desk from the moment he started out as a junior reporter with the paper. At first it was all quite exciting; he even thought that being a reporter was like being a more respectable policeman. But over the years, everything became so tame, including his capacity for surprise, for indignation, for disgust. There were so many murders every day, so many robberies and kidnappings, that he could sit down and pick the one that was most opportune, the one with the most literary possibilities. There were always a few you couldn’t ignore, obviously. Like the case of Corporal Diosny Manuel Guinand, who was tortured to death over forty-eight hours in a military centre in the east of the country. Faced with this, there was no decision to be made. To compete with such excess was impossible. It was an unparalleled crime.


Little by little, he learned to distance himself, developed a sort of second skin, an inner jelly any shock could bounce or slide off, something that prevented him from getting too involved with the story. It was impossible to spend every day with a different family that was crying with rage and impotence due to a murder, trying not to suffer with them, trying not to be moved, doing whatever you could to avoid sharing their tragedy personally. It is impossible to be so close to pain and carry on living an ordinary life. According to the Venezuelan Observatory of Violence, 19,336 murders had been recorded in the country the previous year. It was easy to write. Nineteen thousand, three hundred and thirty-six. But it was a terrible figure, one which could be summed up by the horrible fact that, in 2011, fifty-two homicides had taken place every day in the country. Two every hour. The statistics for the current year threatened to be even higher.


There just aren’t enough journalists to cover that much blood.


When Sanabria went to see him to talk about the email he’d received, Fredy Lecuna was alone in his apartment. His wife was at work; Rodrigo was at school. It was eleven o’clock on a Wednesday morning, but Lecuna was dressed as if it were four o’clock on a Sunday afternoon.


“I left the paper. I’ve been out of work for the past three months,” he said, inviting the other man in.


Lecuna explained to Sanabria how the group of businessmen who had bought the newspaper had imposed a new editorial line, a different view on what could and could not be news.


“They don’t want anyone to talk about insecurity, about violence.”


“So what do they want?”


“They want good news, positive stories. It’s self-censorship, pure and simple,” he grumbled.


When at last they got around to the subject at hand, Lecuna admitted that both he and his wife had been contacted several times by Andreína Mijares: telephone calls from her friends and relatives; emails; even, once, a letter in an envelope that someone had left for them with the concierge. We got it all, he said, but we couldn’t reply. We can’t. Sanabria understood this was Lecuna’s way of letting him know that he and his wife had no intention of admitting they had received the message that he had just delivered, either. Lecuna had his reasons.


“It’s hard for us too, Doctor, try to understand. We don’t have an answer. We can’t give her an answer. It’s impossible for us to move somewhere else. We have nowhere to go. Here the rent is more or less affordable, we wouldn’t find anything like this anywhere now. Everything is far too expensive. We’d have to leave Caracas. This is complicated, Doctor, you have no idea. And now I’m unemployed. Tatiana’s freelance. She earns a bit here and there as a designer, but that’s it. Put yourself in our shoes.”


Sanabria listened without blinking. He silently lamented once again having accepted the role of chair of the residents’ association.


“We’re doing O.K. here, more or less, struggling, just like everyone else. Because things are getting more and more expensive. Because there isn’t enough money. Do you know how much Rodrigo’s school is costing us? It’s madness. And now this woman suddenly decides to move back from Miami, saying that she has to come back and she wants us out, just like that, by any means necessary, she only says things went wrong, didn’t turn out how she wanted. What about us, huh? How is any of this our fault? Are we supposed to just deal with this shit? Do you understand what I’m trying to say, Doctor?”


Sanabria said yes, that he did understand. But he also understood Andreína Mijares. Regardless, the apartment was hers and her return seemed inevitable. He didn’t think it made sense to put the matter off any longer; sooner or later they would have to talk to her and find a solution to the problem. The journalist said that there was no solution. That’s life. Sometimes problems just can’t be resolved. They just stay that way forever. And then Sanabria told him that it was highly unlikely Andreína Mijares felt the same way. And then, before he left, he said again that, unfortunately, they didn’t have many options. There was only one: to leave. The apartment was hers, what more could they do?


*


A few days later, Fredy Lecuna had a revelation. He was lying on the sofa looking out at the late afternoon sky. He felt drowsy, but couldn’t get to sleep. His gaze was drifting in and out of focus in the air, just about to enter that blurry zone where one is neither asleep nor awake, when, all at once, he was seized by an idea. It was like a neon insect. Shiny and green. The journalist sat up, startled. He thought of desperation. He thought, too, of hallucinations. But the insect was still there, hovering restlessly before his eyes. It was a simple, straightforward, brilliant idea: the solution to all his problems was to write a book.


It was an epiphany. He stood up, feeling almost jittery, and called Gisela Vásquez, an old friend who was on the board at a big publishing house. He spoke giddily, like he was asking for help, and managed to get a meeting with her later that same afternoon.


“I only have fifteen minutes,” Gisela told him, before she even invited him to sit down.


Her office was spacious and exuded an efficient, businesslike air: a long table, practically bare, with two telephones on the left-hand corner and a large computer screen in the middle, on which a graph was clearly visible. To one side, near the door, stood a small bookshelf on which the latest titles were stacked. Gisela Vásquez greeted him warmly and then took a seat behind the desk. She looked at him, waiting for a sentence, a sentence that would explain why Lecuna had asked to meet her like this, so urgently.


“I want to write a book,” he said.


A few seconds went by before Gisela Vásquez smiled mockingly, stood up and walked over to the shelves that stood against the wall by the door. The sound of her high heels rang out, an excessively precise click-clack that seemed to drip from her hips.


“Everyone wants to write a best-seller,” she said, returning with a book in her hand.


She placed it on the table and then turned to walk back to her seat. The book on the desk between them was the third in a series of novels written by Erika Leonard, an English author also known as Erika Mitchell, or E. L. James. In brisk prose that addressed female eroticism, she had achieved a disproportionate amount of success, as detestable as it was enviable for any other writer. Lecuna didn’t know what to say. At first, he considered telling Vásquez what had happened that afternoon, how he had suddenly found himself face-to-face with this revelation or epiphany. A shiny, neon-green insect. But then he decided that talking about that kind of phenomenon during a work meeting wasn’t particularly professional. He couldn’t exactly say that he had had a flash of genius while half-asleep, and that was why he wanted to write a book. Then he thought that the best thing to do was to tell her the truth, tell her he’d ended up jobless, tell her about Tatiana and Rodrigo, about the rented apartment they had to leave, the fragile financial state they had sunk hopelessly into. Gisela Vásquez, however, needed no explanations. She seemed to understand the situation perfectly, with no need for details. She put the Englishwoman’s best-seller into a drawer in her desk, and began to talk about the commercial success a few journalistic books had recently enjoyed. These were not runaway successes, but reasonable ones – it was important he understand the difference. Lecuna nodded, said that he did. He nodded three times in a row, and instead of just saying yes, he said of course. Without beating around the bush, the publisher suggested he write a book about the massacre that had taken place in one of the country’s inland prisons, a fierce battle between gangs that had resulted in the deaths of sixteen people, some of them mutilated. The leader of the losing gang had had his heart cut out and his head chopped off. Lecuna knew the details, had read the reports. His friend told him that the publisher could offer him an excellent advance, the company was sure that a book on this subject would be an unprecedented market success. Lecuna hesitated. He didn’t look hugely optimistic. He outlined some of the concerns he had about access to information, the possible risks that getting involved with the various mafia groups fighting for control over Venezuela’s jails entailed.


“You could use a pseudonym. It’s more common than people think,” Vásquez said.


And then she told him about the case of Juan José Becerra, a cult Argentine novelist, who, under the pseudonym of Mariano Mastandrea, had become a millionaire writing trashy books, filling the self-help shelves in bookshops with new titles. He became so famous that his publishers were forced to hire an actor to travel around the world, giving talks and signing heartfelt dedications as if he were the real author. “Mastandrea” became so real that the actor himself ended up being hijacked by the character he was playing and devoting himself permanently to this new life as a writer. It was a fascinating story, one which both men always stubbornly denied. Mastandrea once went so far as to sue a journalist who wrote a piece about the case. Becerra only gave in once, during an interview for an underground radio station. It was in the city of Junín, in 2001. When they touched upon the subject, he hesitated, wavering for a few moments, and then began to talk about something else with a mixture of nervousness and resentment.


Lecuna wasn’t convinced by the tale.


“I don’t want to publish under a pseudonym,” he said. “I’ve never done it.”


The publisher seemed resigned. She drummed her fingers on the desk, thought for a few seconds, then said:


“I also have a project with Zuly Avedaño, the model – you know her?”


The journalist knew who she was but hadn’t met her personally. She was a classic model, five feet seven inches of woman, breasts by Dr Gómez Tejera, a never-ending smile, ex-Miss Venezuela, ex-Miss World, presenter of an early-morning talk show on television.


“We want to do a book called Glamour for Everyone. The idea is something classy – you know, fun but clever. Anecdotes from the fashion world, tips . . . We give you the information, you write it, she puts her name on it, and that’s it. What do you think?”


Lecuna said no again. He didn’t want to be a ghostwriter, either. And anyway, he knew nothing about the subject. He didn’t feel comfortable with that kind of style, didn’t think he’d be able to write in that frivolous, insubstantial tone. As he spoke, Gisela Vásquez’s expression changed into a grimace, deliberately revealing that the little patience she had left was running out.


“I write about reality, not fiction,” said Fredy Lecuna.


“Well, that’s where you’re mistaken: everything’s fiction, even reality.”


They sat in silence for a moment, awkwardly. Lecuna started to feel that the conversation was over, that this was it, there was nothing else beyond this silence. And then it happened. A bolt of lightning. The enchantment, the revelation came back. Gisela Vásquez’s eyes lit up all at once.


“The answer’s right in front of us and we didn’t see it!” she exclaimed.


“I don’t understand.”


“What about the President’s illness? Why don’t you write a book about Chávez?”


*


That night in his apartment, Fredy Lecuna poured himself a large glass of whisky, with plenty of ice and soda. He needed to think. In the depths of the night, the cars went by on the ring road. A little further off, two explosions could be heard. He thought about his job, the profession of recounting death. How many times had he written the word “bullet”? Sometimes, after writing it, he looked at it, entranced. He almost felt like the word was observing him, too. With a certain defiance, as if challenging him. Again? How many times had he pressed his fingers down on each one of its letters?


Typing out bullet: b-u-l-l-e-t. Writing death.


Always writing about people who come to an end, people who disappear.




 


“One more death and I’m taking you out of school,” her mother said.


María didn’t reply. She almost never replied. She lowered her head a little, nothing more. She was nine years old and in her third year of primary school. The two of them were in the kitchen, sitting at the little table eating dinner. Her mother looked at her anxiously. There was a mixture of tenderness and impotence in her eyes. Then she bent her face towards her bowl of soup and ate slowly, keeping the spoon perfectly balanced on its brief journey from the thick caldo verde to her lips.


In the living room, the television was still tuned to the news channel. It was always the same, until her mother switched it off before going to bed. This was the apartment’s background music. The newsreader had just read out the latest: there had been another homicide in the vicinity of the Simón Bolívar school in the centre of Caracas, the man was saying, reminding viewers that it had become a very dangerous neighbourhood, in an area dominated by gangs who fought one another for control of drug distribution in that sector of the city.


“You can study here, at home. That way we won’t worry so much.”


María moved her head a little again, a brief gesture that expressed nothing. She was neither denying nor confirming anything, she was simply establishing she was still there, that in some way she continued to be present, in the conversation, at dinner.


From the living room suddenly came the sound of shouts and a woman crying. It was the victim’s mother, describing to one of the channel’s reporters what had happened. Her son had just left school when he was shot. He was in the wrong country, on the wrong Thursday, in the wrong life. He was crossing the road oblivious to the fact that he was really crossing a battlefield between two gangs. A shot fired in no particular direction struck him. That was the news. A stray bullet that had buried itself in the boy’s right eye. He was called Winston Enrique González Paredes. The woman could barely speak. She was crying, moaning, lowing. It was a raw, immediate wound. María put her spoon down in the bowl. The piece of cutlery looked like a grey animal in the middle of a green sea. A bullet inside an eye.

OEBPS/images/Qurcus_press.jpg
/
A

=S
MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON





OEBPS/images/9780857056122.jpg
MACLEHOSE PRESS EDITIONS

ALBERTO BARRERA TYSZKA

THE OF
EL






