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Thou art the ruins of the noblest man . . .


William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar (Act 3, Scene 1)




I


The Man Who Spoke of Inauspicious Dates


The last time I saw him, Carlos Carballo was climbing with difficulty into a police van, his hands cuffed behind his back and his head hunched down between his shoulders, while a news ticker running along the bottom of the screen reported the reason for his arrest: the attempted theft of the serge suit of an assassinated politician. It was a fleeting image, spotted by chance on one of the late-night newscasts, after the loud-mouthed assault of the advertisements and shortly before the sports news, and I remember having thought that thousands of television viewers would be sharing that moment with me, but only I could say without lying that I wasn’t surprised. The place was the former home of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, now a museum, where armies of visitors arrive every year to come into brief and vicarious contact with the most famous political crime in Colombian history. The serge suit was the one Gaitán was wearing on April 9, 1948, the day Juan Roa Sierra, a young man with vague Nazi sympathies, who had flirted with Rosicrucian sects and often conversed with the Virgin Mary, awaited him as he left his office and shot him four times at close range in the middle of a busy street in the broad daylight of a Bogotá lunchtime. The bullets left holes in the jacket and the waistcoat, and people who know that visit the museum just to see those dark empty circles. Carlos Carballo, it might have been thought, was one of those visitors.


That happened on the second Wednesday of April in the year 2014. It seems Carballo had arrived at the museum around eleven in the morning, and for several hours had been wandering through the house like a worshipper in a trance, or standing with his head tilted in front of the books on criminal law, or watching a documentary with stills of burning tramcars and irate people with raised machetes shown repeatedly over the course of the day. He waited for the last group of uniformed schoolchildren to leave before going up to the second floor, where a glass case protected the suit Gaitán was wearing on the day of his assassination, and then he began to shatter the thick glass with a knuckleduster. He managed to put his hand on the shoulder of the midnight blue jacket, but he didn’t have time for anything else: the second-floor guard, alerted by the crash, was pointing his pistol at him. Carballo noticed then that he’d cut himself on the broken glass of the case, and began to lick his fingers like a stray dog. But he didn’t seem too worried. On television a young girl in a white blouse and tartan skirt summed it up: “It was as if he’d been caught painting on a wall.”


All the newspapers the next day referred to the frustrated robbery. All of them were surprised, with their hypocritical surprise, that the myth of Gaitán still awoke such passions sixty-six years after the events, and some made the comparison for the umpteenth time to the Kennedy assassination, the fiftieth anniversary of which had been marked the previous year without the slightest diminution of its power to fascinate. All of them remembered, in case anyone had forgotten, the unforeseen consequences of the assassination: the city set on fire by the populist protests, the snipers stationed on the rooftops firing indiscriminately and the country at war in the years that followed. The same information was repeated everywhere, with more or less subtlety and more or less melodrama, sometimes accompanied by images, including those of the furious crowd, which had just lynched the murderer, dragging his half-naked corpse along the cobblestones of Carrera Séptima, in the direction of the Presidential Palace; but on no media outlet could you find a speculation, as gratuitous as it might be, about the reasons a man who wasn’t mad might have for deciding to break into a glass case in a guarded house and make off with the bullet-ridden clothing of a famous dead man. Nobody posed that question, and our media memory gradually began to forget Carlos Carballo. Swamped by everyday violence, which doesn’t give anyone time even to feel discouraged, Colombians allowed that inoffensive man to fade away like a shadow at twilight. Nobody thought of him again.


It’s his story, in part, that I want to tell. I can’t say that I knew him, but I had a level of intimacy with him that only those who have tried to deceive themselves achieve. However, to begin this story I must first speak of the man who introduced us, for what happened to me afterwards only has meaning if I first tell of the circumstances in which Francisco Benavides came into my life. Yesterday, walking around the places in central Bogotá where some of the events that I’m going to explore in this report happened, trying to make sure once more that nothing has escaped me in its painstaking reconstruction, I found myself wondering aloud how I’ve come to know these things I might be better off not knowing: how had I come to spend so much time thinking about these dead people, living with them, talking to them, listening to their regrets and regretting, in turn, not being able to do anything to alleviate their suffering. And I was astonished that it had all started with a few casual words, casually spoken by Dr Benavides inviting me to his house. At that moment, I thought I was accepting in order not to deny my time to someone who had been generous with his own at a difficult moment, so the visit would simply be one more commitment out of the many insignificant things that use up our lives. I couldn’t know how mistaken I’d been, for what happened that night put in motion a frightful mechanism that would only end with this book: this book written in atonement for crimes that, although I did not commit them, I have ended up inheriting.


*


Francisco Benavides was one of the most reputable surgeons in the country, a drinker of fine single malt whisky and a voracious reader, though he made a point of emphasising that he was more interested in history than in invented things, and if he had read a novel of mine, with less pleasure than stoicism, it was only due to the sentimentalism his patients stirred in him. I was not, in the strictest sense, a patient of his, but it was a matter of health that had put us in touch the first time. One night in 1996, a few weeks after moving to Paris, I was trying to decipher an essay by Georges Perec when I noticed a strange presence beneath my jaw on the left side, like a marble under the skin. The marble grew over the next few days, but my concentration on the change in my life, puzzling out the rules of the new city and trying to find my place in it, prevented me from noticing the changes. In a matter of days, I had a growth so swollen that it deformed my face; in the street people looked at me with pity, and a classmate stopped greeting me out of fear of some unknown contagious disease. I underwent many examinations; a whole legion of Parisian doctors were unable to reach a correct diagnosis; one of them, whose name I do not wish to recall, dared to suggest the possibility of lymphatic cancer. That was when my family turned to Benavides to ask if that were possible. Benavides was not an oncologist, but in recent years he had devoted himself to caring for terminally ill patients: a sort of private labour he carried out on his own and for no payment whatsoever. So, although it would have been irresponsible to diagnose someone who was on the other side of the ocean, and more so in those days before telephones sent photos and cameras were integrated into computers, Benavides was generous with his time, his knowledge and his intuition, and his transatlantic support was almost as useful to me as a definitive diagnosis would have been. “If you had what they’re looking for,” he told me once by telephone, “they would have found it by now.” The complex logic of the sentence was like a lifebuoy thrown to a drowning man: you grab onto it without wondering if it might have a puncture.


After a few weeks (which I spent in a timeless time, coexisting with the very concrete possibility that my life was ending at the age of twenty-three, but so numbed by the blow that I couldn’t even feel true fear or true sadness), a general practitioner I met by chance in Belgium, a member of Médecins Sans Frontières recently returned from the horrors of Afghanistan, needed just one look to diagnose me with a form of lymphotuberculosis that had disappeared from Europe and could only be found (it was explained to me without the quotes I will now use) in the “third world”. I was admitted to a hospital in Liège, shut away in a dark room, examined in a way that made my blood burn, then anaesthetised, and an incision was made on the right-hand side of my face, below my jawline, so they could extract a lymph node and do a biopsy; a week later, the lab confirmed what the recent arrival had said without needing so many expensive tests. For nine months I followed a triple course of antibiotics that dyed my urine a lurid shade of orange; the inflamed node gradually shrank; one morning I felt dampness on the pillow, and realised something had burst. After that, the contours of my face went back to normal (except for two scars, one discreet and the other, the result of the surgery, more flagrant) and I was finally able to put the whole business behind me, although in all these years I haven’t managed to forget it entirely, for the scars are there to remind me. The feeling of being in debt to Dr Benavides has never left me. And the only thing that occurred to me when we saw each other for the first time, nine years later, was that I had never thanked him properly. Maybe that was why I accepted his entry into my life so easily.


We met by chance in the cafeteria of the Santa Fe clinic. My wife had been admitted fifteen days earlier, and we were trying as best we could to cope with the emergency that had forced us to extend our stay in Bogotá. We had landed at the beginning of August, the day after the Independence anniversary celebrations, intending to spend the European summer holidays with our families and return to Barcelona in time for her due date. The pregnancy had reached its twenty-fourth week in complete normality, for which we gave thanks every day: we knew from the start that any pregnancy with twins goes by definition in the column labelled high risk. But the normality was shattered one Sunday when, after a night of discomfort and strange pains, we visited Dr Ricardo Rueda, the specialist in problematic pregnancies we’d been consulting from the beginning. After a careful ultrasound, Dr Rueda gave us the news.


“Go home and get some clothes,” he told me. “Your wife is staying here until further notice.”


He explained what was happening with the manners and tone of someone announcing a fire in a cinema: the gravity of the situation must be clear, but not so forcefully that people kill each other in a stampede for the exit. He described in detail what cervical insufficiency meant, asked M if she’d had any contractions and finished by communicating the necessity of an urgent operation, to delay the irreversible process we’d begun without knowing it. Then he said – finding a fire, trying to prevent a stampede – that premature delivery was an inevitable reality; now we had to try to see how much time we could gain in such an adverse situation, and on the length of this time my daughters’ survival depended. In other words: we had begun a race against the calendar, and knew that the risks, if we lost, were the kind that destroy lives. From then on, the objective of every decision was to delay the delivery. By the time September began, M had been hidden away in a room on the first floor of the clinic for two weeks, lying down, not allowed to move and undergoing daily examinations that had put our endurance, our courage and our nerves to the test.


The day’s routine was built around cortisone injections to develop my unborn daughters’ lungs, such frequent blood tests that very soon my wife had no unpunctured spots on her forearms, infernal ultrasounds that could last up to two hours and during which the health of their brains, spinal columns and two hearts with their accelerated rhythms that never beat in unison were determined. The nightly routine was no less busy. The nurses came in at any moment to check some detail or ask a question, and the constant lack of sleep, as well as the state of tension we were living in, made us irritable. M had begun to have contractions she didn’t feel; to reduce them (I never knew whether their intensity or frequency) she was given a drug called Adalat, responsible, as they explained to us, for her having violent hot flashes that forced me to open the windows wide and try to sleep in the inclement cold of the small hours in Bogotá. Sometimes, when sleep was already frightened off by the cold or the nurses’ visits, I would go for a walk around the deserted clinic; I’d sit on the leather sofas in the waiting rooms; if I found a place with the lights on, I’d read a few pages of Lolita in an edition from the cover of which Jeremy Irons observed me; or I’d wander down the dim corridors, in those hours when the clinic shut off half the neon panels, walking from the room to the Neonatal Unit and from there to the waiting room for out-patients surgery. On those nocturnal strolls through white corridors I would try to remember the latest explanations received from the doctors, and to figure out the risks the twins would run if they were born in that instant; then I’d make mental calculations of how much weight the girls had gained in the last few days and the time it would take them to get up to the minimum required for survival, and it unnerved me that my well-being depended on that obstinate counting of grams. I tried not to get too far away from the room, and in any case to have my phone in my hand rather than in some pocket, so I’d be sure to hear it ring. I looked at it frequently: to confirm that I had coverage, that the signal was good, that my daughters would not be born in my absence due to the lack of four black lines on the small grey firmament of a liquid screen.


It was during one of these nocturnal excursions that I recognised Dr Benavides, or rather he made himself recognised by me. I was unenthusiastically stirring milk into my second coffee, sitting at one of the back tables of the cafeteria that never closed, far from a group of students who were taking a break in the middle of the night shift (which in my city is always busy, full of small and big violence); in my book, Lolita and Humbert Humbert were beginning to cross the United States, from Functional Motel to Functional Motel, filling parking lots with tears and illicit love, putting geography into motion. A man approached me, introduced himself without any fuss and asked me two things: first, if I remembered him; then, how had that whole story with my lymph nodes turned out. Before I could answer, he had sat down with his own cup of coffee clutched tightly between both hands, as if someone might suddenly take it away. It wasn’t one of those refugee-camp plastic cups that the rest of us were given, but a solid ceramic mug painted dark blue; the logo of some university peaked out from between half-open fingers.


“And what are you doing here at this hour?” he asked.


I gave him the abridged version: the threats of premature birth, the number of weeks and the various prognoses. But I discovered I didn’t feel too keen to discuss the matter, so I headed off any comments. “And you?” I asked.


“Visiting a patient,” he told me.


“And what does your patient have?”


“A lot of pain,” was his brutal summary. “I came to see what I could do to help.” Then he changed the subject, but it didn’t seem like he was trying to avoid answering: Benavides was not the kind of person who shies away from talking about pain. “I read your novel, the one about the Germans,” he said. “Who would have imagined: my patient turned out to be a writer.”


“Who could have imagined.”


“And besides, he writes things for old people.”


“Old people?”


“Things about the forties. Things about the Second World War. April 9 and all that.”


He was referring to a book I’d published the previous year. Its origin went back to 1999, when I met Ruth de Frank, a German-Jewish woman who, after escaping the European debacle and arriving in Colombia in 1938, witnessed how the government, in alliance with the Allies, broke diplomatic relations with the Axis countries and began to imprison citizens of enemy nations – propagandists for or sympathisers with European fascism – in luxury hotels in the countryside converted into internment camps. Over the course of three days of questioning, I had the pleasure and privilege of having this woman tell me almost her whole life story, which she remembered astonishingly well, and I took notes on the excessively small pages of a squared notebook, which was the only thing I could find in the hotel in the tropical lowlands where we met. In the thrilling confusion of Ruth de Frank’s life, which spanned two continents and more than seven decades, one anecdote stood out in particular: the moment in which her Jewish family, in one of those cruel ironies of history, had ended up being persecuted in Colombia, for being German. This misunderstanding (but misunderstanding is an unfortunate and inadequate word) turned out to be the first heartbeat of a novel I called The Informers; and the life and memories of Ruth de Frank became, distorted as fiction always distorts, one of the fundamental characters of the novel, a sort of moral compass of its fictitious world: Sara Guterman.


But the novel was about many other things. Given that its centre was in the 1940s, it was inevitable that at some moment the story or its characters would come across the events of April 9, 1948. The characters of The Informers talked about that nefarious day; the narrator’s father, a professor of oratory, could not recall without admiration Gaitán’s supernatural speeches; in a couple of brief pages, the narrator goes to central Bogotá and visits the scene of the crime, as I have done many times, and Sara Guterman, who goes with him that day, crouches down and touches the rails of the tram that still ran on Carrera Séptima in the 1940s. In the white silence of the nocturnal cafeteria, each in front of his cup of coffee, the doctor confessed that it had been that scene – an older woman reaching down to the surface of the street in front of the place where Gaitán was shot and touching the rails of the extinct tram the way one might take the pulse of an injured animal – that led him to look me up. “I’ve done the same thing,” he said.


“You’ve done what?”


“Gone into town. Stopped in front of the plaques. Even crouched down to touch the rails.” He paused. Then: “How did you get the bug?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve always had it, my whole life. One of my first short stories was about April 9. It was never published, luckily. All I remember is the snow falling at the end.”


“In Bogotá?”


“Yes, in Bogotá. On Gaitán’s body. On the rails.”


“I see,” he said. “No wonder I don’t like reading made-up things.”


That’s how we started talking about April 9. I noticed that Benavides did not refer to it as the Bogotazo, the grandiloquent nickname that we Colombians gave to that legendary day a long time ago. No: Benavides always used the date, and sometimes the complete date with the year, as if it were someone’s first and last name and deserved respect, or as if using the nickname was a gesture of intolerable familiarity: after all, one cannot allow oneself to take little liberties with the venerable events of our past. He began to tell me anecdotes, and I tried to hold my own. He told me about the detectives from Scotland Yard the government hired in 1948 to supervise the investigations, and about the brief correspondence he maintained with one of them many years later: a very polite man who remembered with fresh indignation the long ago days of his visit to Colombia, when the government asked the detectives for daily results and at the same time seemed to put all the obstacles in the world in front of them. For my part, I told him about my conversation with Leticia González, my wife’s aunt, whose husband, Juan Roa Cervantes, was chased by a small band of machete-wielding liberals who confused him with the assassin who shared his name; when I met him, he himself told me about those anguished days, but what he remembered best (making a visible effort to contain his tears) was the punishment the confused Gaitanistas inflicted on him: setting his library on fire.


“What a name to have on that day,” Benavides said.


Then he told me the tale he’d heard from Hernando de la Espriella, a patient from the coast who’d found himself in Bogotá when the chaos broke out, and spent the first night face down on top of a pile of corpses to keep from being killed as well; and I told him about my visit to Gaitán’s house, once they’d turned it into a museum and you could see his midnight-blue suit, displayed on a headless mannequin in a glass case, with the bullet holes in the cloth (two or three, I don’t remember anymore), for all the world to see . . . For fifteen or twenty minutes we stayed there, in the cafeteria after the night-shift students had left, exchanging anecdotes the way boys exchange stickers for football albums. But Dr Benavides got the feeling at a certain point of having outstayed his welcome or interrupting my silent time. That’s the impression he gave me: Benavides, like all doctors who have lived close to the pain or worries of other people, knew that patients and their relatives need moments of solitude, of not speaking to anyone and not having anyone speak to them. And so he said goodbye.


“I live nearby, Vásquez,” he said as he shook my hand. “When you want to talk about April 9, come by my house, have a whisky and I’ll tell you things. I never tire of the subject.”


I sat for a moment thinking that there are people like that in Colombia: those for whom talking about April 9 is the same as playing chess or bridge is for other people, or doing crossword puzzles, or knitting, or stamp collecting. There aren’t many left, truth be told: they’ve been dying out without replacing themselves or leaving heirs or founding a school, defeated by the implacable amnesia that has always stifled this poor country. But they still exist, and it’s normal, for the assassination of Gaitán – the lawyer of humble origins who had reached the heights of politics and was called to save Colombia from its own heartless elites, the brilliant orator able to blend in his speeches the irreconcilable influences of Marx and Mussolini – is part of our national mythology, the way the assassination of Kennedy might be for an American or February 23 for a Spaniard. Like all Colombians, I grew up hearing that Gaitán had been killed by the Conservatives, that he’d been killed by the Liberals, that he’d been killed by the Communists, that he’d been killed by foreign spies, that he’d been killed by the working classes feeling themselves betrayed, that he’d been killed by the oligarchs feeling themselves under threat; and I accepted very early, as we’ve all come to accept over time, that the murderer Juan Roa Sierra was only the armed branch of a successfully silenced conspiracy. Perhaps that’s the reason for my obsession with that day: I’ve never felt the unconditional devotion that others feel for the figure of Gaitán, who strikes me as more shadowy than is generally admitted; but I know this country would be a better place if he hadn’t been killed, and most of all would be able to look itself in the mirror more easily if the assassination were not still unsolved so many years later.


April 9 is a void in Colombian history, yes, but it is other things besides: a solitary act that sent a whole nation into a bloody war; a collective neurosis that has taught us to distrust each other for more than half a century. In the time that has passed since the crime we Colombians have tried, without success, to comprehend what happened that Friday in 1948, and many have turned it into a more or less serious entertainment and their time and energy have been consumed by it. There are also Americans – I know several – who spend their whole lives talking about the Kennedy assassination, its details and most recondite particulars, people who know what brand of shoes Jackie was wearing on the day of the crime, people who can recite whole sentences from the Warren Commission report. And yes: there are also Spaniards – I don’t know too many, but I know one, and he’s enough – who never stop talking about the failed coup on February 23, 1981 in the Chamber of Deputies in Madrid, and who could find the bullet holes in the domed ceiling with their eyes closed. People are the same all over the world, I imagine, people who react like that to their countries’ conspiracies: turning them into tales that are told, like children’s fables, and also into a place in the memory or the imagination, a place we go to as tourists, to revive nostalgia or to try to find something we’ve lost. The doctor, it struck me then, was one of those people. Was I as well? Benavides had asked me how I’d got the bug, and I’d told him of a story I’d written in my university years. But I hadn’t told what had provoked the story or when exactly I’d written it. I hadn’t remembered all that in a long time, and it surprised me that it should be now, in the midst of a particularly relentless present moment, that these memories should decide to return.


*


It was during the arduous days of 1991. Since April 1984, when the drug lord Pablo Escobar had the Minister of Justice Rodrigo Lara Bonilla assassinated, a war between the Medellín cartel and the Colombian state had taken my city by storm or turned it into its theatre of operations. Bombs exploded in locations carefully chosen by the drug traffickers to kill anonymous citizens who had no part in the war (apart from the fact that we all had a part in the war, and it was naive and innocent to believe otherwise). The evening before Mother’s Day, to give one example, two attacks on Bogotá shopping malls left twenty-one dead; a bomb in the Medellín bullring – to give another example – killed twenty-two. The explosions blotted the calendar. With the passing months we began to understand that we weren’t free of risk, because any one of us could be caught by a bomb blast at any time and in any place. The locations of the attacks, through a sort of barely discovered atavism, began to be off-limits to pedestrians. Bits of the city were gradually lost to us or turned into a kind of memento mori of bricks and cement, and at the same time we began to glimpse this still timid revelation: that a new type of chance (the fate that separated us from death, which is, along with the fate of love, the most considerable of all and also the most impertinent) had entered our lives in the invisible and especially unpredictable shape of a wave of explosions.


Meanwhile, I had begun to study for a law degree at a university in central Bogotá, an old seventeenth-century cloister that had served as a prison for the Independence revolutionaries, some of whom descended its staircase to the scaffold, and its thick-walled classrooms had produced several presidents, not a few poets and, in certain unfortunate cases, some president poets. In our classes we barely spoke about what was happening outside: we argued over whether a group of speleologists, trapped in a cave, have the right to eat each other; we argued whether Shylock in The Merchant of Venice had the right to cut a pound of flesh from Antonio’s body, and whether it was legitimate for Portia to prevent him from doing so on a cheap technicality. In other classes (in most of the classes) I was bored with an almost physical boredom, a sort of disquiet in my chest, similar to a mild anxiety attack. During the ineffable tedium of procedural or property law I began to sit in the back row of the lecture hall, and there, protected by the motley bodies of the other students, I’d take out a book by Borges or Vargas Llosa, or by Flaubert on Vargas Llosa’s recommendation, or by Stevenson or Kafka on Borges’ recommendation. I soon reached the conclusion that it was not worth attending classes to play out this elaborate ritual of academic imposture; I began to skip classes, to waste my time playing billiards and talking about literature, or listening to recordings of poetry by León de Greiff or Pablo Neruda in the room filled with leather sofas in the Casa Silva, or walking around the neighbourhood of my university, without a routine or method or destination, going from the shoe-shine stands in the square to the café beside the Chorro de Quevedo fountain, from the noisy benches in the Parque Santander to the tucked away and quiet ones in the Palomar del Principe, or from the Centro Cultural del Libro, with its one-square-metre stalls and their crowded together booksellers who could get their hands on every single novel of the Latin American boom, to the Templo de la Idea, a three-storey house where they bound books for private libraries and where one could sit on the stairs and read other people’s books while inhaling the fumes of the binder’s glue and hearing the noisy machines. I wrote abstract stories with the poetic excesses of One Hundred Years of Solitude, and others in which I imitated Cortázar’s saxophonist punctuation from “Bestiary”, for example, or “Circe”. At the end of my second year I understood something I’d been incubating for several months: that my law studies were of no interest or use to me whatsoever, for my only obsession was reading fiction and, finally, learning how to write it.


One of those days, something happened.


In a History of Political Ideas class, we were talking about Hobbes or Locke or Montesquieu when two detonations were heard outside. Our classroom was on the eighth floor of a building that overlooked Carrera Séptima; from our window we had a privileged view of the street and the western pavement. I was sitting in the last row, with my back against the wall, and I was the first to stand up and look out the window: and there, on the pavement, in front of the windows of the Panamerican Stationery Shop, the body that had just been shot was lying and bleeding in plain sight. I looked for the gunman, without success: nobody seemed to have a pistol in hand, nobody seemed to be running to vanish behind a complicit corner, and in any case there were no heads turned in the direction of someone fleeing, or curious gazes or pointing fingers, because the people of Bogotá had learned not to get mixed up in other people’s business. The wounded man wore a business suit but no tie; the jacket had opened when he fell and revealed the white shirt stained with blood. He wasn’t moving. I thought: he’s dead. Then two passers-by lifted the body up; someone else stopped the driver of a white, flat-bed truck. They put the body in the back of the truck and one of those who had carried him got in beside him. I wondered if he knew him or if he’d just recognised him at that moment, if he’d been walking with him when he was shot (if he was his partner, for example, in who knows what dodgy business) or if he was simply moved by solidarity or contagious pity. Without waiting for the light on Avenida Jiménez to change to green, the white truck pulled out of the traffic, turned abruptly left (I imagined they were taking the wounded man to the San José hospital) and disappeared from view.


When the class ended, I walked down the eight flights of stairs to the university entrance hall and then out into the Plazoleta del Rosario, where there was a statue of the city’s founder, Don Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada, whose armour and sword appear in my memory eternally coated with pigeon shit. I walked down the narrow alley of 14th Street, which was always cold because the sun only reaches it in the early morning and never after nine, and crossed Carrera Séptima at Panamericana. The blood stain was the size of an open hand. I got close enough to see it between my feet, as if to protect it from the footsteps of the others, and then I did exactly that: I stepped in it.


I did so with care, with barely the tip of my shoe, like a child dipping his toes in the water to check the temperature. The clean and well-defined outline of the blood was broken. Then I must have felt a sudden shame, because I looked up to see if anyone was watching me and silently condemning my behaviour (which was somehow disrespectful or profane), and I walked away from the stain trying not to draw attention to myself. A few steps from there were the marble plaques that commemorated the assassination of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán. I stopped to read them or pretend to read them; then I crossed Carrera Séptima along Jiménez, walked around the block, went into Café Pasaje, ordered a black coffee and used the paper napkin to clean the tip of my shoe. I could have left the napkin there, on the café table, under the porcelain saucer, but I preferred to take it with me, taking care all the time not to touch with my bare hand the man’s dry blood. I threw the napkin away in the first bin I saw. I didn’t speak to anybody about it, not that day and not on the days that followed.


The next morning, however, I returned to the pavement. The stain was no longer there; barely a trace of it remained on the grey concrete. I wondered what had happened to the wounded man: if he’d survived, if he would now be recovering in the company of his wife or children, or if he’d died and at this very moment his wake was being held in some part of the furious city. Just like the previous day, I took a couple of steps towards Jiménez and stopped in front of the marble plaques, but this time I read them in their entirety, every line of each of the plaques, and I realised I’d never done so before. Gaitán, the man who had formed part of the conversations in my family as far back as I could remember, was still virtually unknown to me, a silhouette passing through the vague idea I had of Colombian history. That afternoon I waited for Professor Francisco Herrera at the end of his Oratory class and asked him if I could buy him a beer so he could tell me about April 9.


“Better make it a coffee,” he said. “I can’t go home with beer on my breath.”


Francisco Herrera – Pacho, to his friends – was a thin man, with large, black-rimmed glasses and a reputation as an eccentric, whose baritone voice didn’t prevent him from perfecting imitations of almost any of our politicians. His main subject was the philosophy of law, but his knowledge of rhetoric and most of all his talent as an impersonator had enabled him to organise an evening class in which we listened to and deconstructed the great speeches of political oratory, from Antony in Julius Caesar to Martin Luther King. Not infrequently, the class ended up serving as a prelude to some of his students accompanying him to a nearby café and exchanging his best impressions for a brandy-laced coffee, to the curiosity, amusement and sometimes sarcasm of the neighbouring tables. He was especially good at imitating Gaitán, since his aquiline nose and his black slicked-back hair gave the illusion of resemblance, but also because his exhaustive knowledge of Gaitán’s life and work, which had enabled him to publish a brief biography with a university press, filled each of the phrases he pronounced with a precision that made him seem more like a medium in a spiritualism session: Gaitán coming back to life through his voice. Once I told him that: it seemed like Gaitán possessed him when he pronounced his speeches. I saw him smile the way a person might smile when he’s devoted his life to an extravagance and just realised, to his own slight surprise, that it hasn’t been a waste of time.


At the door to the Café Pasaje – we were on our way in as a bootblack was on his way out with his wooden crate under his arm, and we stopped to let him pass – Pacho asked me what I wanted to talk about.


“I want to know exactly how it happened,” I said. “What Gaitán’s assassination was like.”


“Oh, well then, we won’t even sit down,” he said. “Come and we’ll walk around the block.”


That’s what we did, and we did so without exchanging a word, both of us walking in silence, descending in silence the steps on the Jiménez side of the Plazoleta, waiting in silence for a break in the heavy traffic to cross Séptima. Pacho seemed to be in a hurry and I strained to keep up with him. He was acting like an older brother who had left home and was showing his younger sibling, who’d come to visit him, his new city. We passed in front of the marble plaques, and I was a bit surprised that Pacho didn’t stop to look at them, that he didn’t even show an awareness of their existence with a nod of his head or a wave of his hand. We arrived at the space where in the year 1948 the Agustín Nieto building stood (I realised that we were a few steps away from the spot where the blood stain had been the day before and today only its ghost and its memory remained) and Pacho steered me to the glass door of a shop. “Touch it,” he told me.


I took a second to understand what he was saying. “You want me to touch the door?”


“Yes, touch the door,” Pacho insisted, and I obeyed. “Here, through this door, Gaitán emerged on April 9,” he continued. “Of course, it wasn’t this same door, because it wasn’t this same building either: it’s been a while since they demolished the Agustín Nieto to build this monstrosity. But at this moment, here, for us, this door is the door Gaitán came out of, and you’re touching it. It was one o’clock, more or less, and Gaitán was going for lunch with a couple of friends. He was in a good mood. Do you know why he was in a good mood?”


“No, Pacho,” I said. A couple came out of the building and stopped to look at us for a second. “Tell me why.”


“Because the night before he’d won a case. That’s why, that’s why he was happy.”


His defence of Lieutenant Cortés, accused of having shot dead the journalist Eudoro Galarza Ossa, had been less of a judicial success than a full-blown miracle. Gaitán had given an astonishing speech, one of the best in his life, alleging that the lieutenant had killed the journalist, it was true, but he’d done so in legitimate defence of his honour. The crime had occurred ten years earlier. The journalist, director of a newspaper in Manizales, had allowed the publication of an article that denounced the abusive way the lieutenant treated his troops; Cortés arrived at the newspaper office one fine day and complained about the article; when Galarza defended his reporter, saying he’d done nothing but print the truth, the lieutenant drew his pistol and shot him twice. And that’s what happened. But Gaitán used his best rhetorical weapons to speak of human passions, military honour, the sense of duty, the defence of the values of the fatherland, of proportionality between aggression and defence, of how certain circumstances dishonour a military officer but not a civilian, of how an officer who defends his honour is also defending at one and the same time the entire society. It didn’t surprise me that Pacho should know by heart the closing lines of the defence. I saw him transform himself slightly, as I’d seen him do so many times before, and I heard his changed voice, the voice that was no longer the deep and dense voice of Francisco Herrera, but the sharper voice of Gaitán, with his deep metronome breathing and his marked consonants and his exalted rhythms: “Lieutenant Cortés: I do not know what the jury’s verdict will be, but the multitude awaits it and feels it! Lieutenant Cortés: you are not my defendant. Your noble life, your pained life can offer me your hand, which I clench in mine knowing I shake the hand of a man of integrity, honour and goodness!”


“Honour and goodness,” I said.


“What a marvel, no?” Pacho said. “What vulgar manipulation, but what a marvel. Or rather: what a marvel precisely for being such a vulgar manipulation.”


“Vulgar but successful,” I said.


“Exactly.”


“Gaitán was a magician at that.”


“A magician, yes,” Pacho said. “He was a defender of freedoms, but had just got a journalist’s murderer out of prison. And nobody thought that might be contradictory. Moral: you must never believe a great orator.”


The crowd exploded in applause and men carried Gaitán out on their shoulders, like a bullfighter. It was ten past one in the morning. Gaitán, tired but triumphant, ended up accepting the obligatory celebrations, drinking toasts with friends and strangers and arriving home at 4 a.m. But five hours later he was already back at his office, impeccably combed and dressed in a three-piece suit: a dark-blue, almost black suit with very fine white pinstripes. He received a client or two; took calls from journalists. Towards one some friends had gathered in Gaitán’s office just to congratulate him: Pedro Eliseo Cruz, Alejandro Vallejo, Jorge Padilla were there. One of them, Plinio Mendoza Neira, invited everyone out to lunch, for the events of the previous night had to be celebrated.


“Agreed,” Gaitán laughed. “But I’m warning you, Plinio, I’m expensive.”


“They came down in an elevator that would have been about there, more or less,” Pacho told me, pointing at the entrance to the building (the eyesore). “The elevator didn’t always work, because there wasn’t always power in the Agustín Nieto. That day there was. That’s where they came down, look.” I looked. “And they came outside. Plinio Mendoza took Gaitán by the arm, like this.” Pacho took me by the arm and made me walk ahead, away from the door of the building towards the edge of Carrera Séptima. Unprotected by the building’s wall, Pacho had to speak up and lean closer to me to be heard above the noise of the vehicular and pedestrian traffic. “There, on the other side of the street, was a poster for the Faenza cinema. They were showing ‘Rome, Open City’, the Rossellini film. Gaitán had studied in Rome, and it’s not impossible that the poster might have caught his attention. But that we’ll never know: we can’t know what goes on in a man’s head just before he dies, what buried memories might surface, what associations of ideas. Whatever the case, thinking of Rome or not, thinking of Rossellini or not, Plinio Mendoza took a couple of steps to distance them from their other friends. As if he had something confidential to discuss with Gaitán. And, you know what? Maybe he did.”


“What I have to tell you is very short,” Mendoza said.


Then he saw Gaitán stop short, begin to back up towards the door and hold his hands to his face, as if to protect himself. Three quick shots rang out; a fraction of a second later, there was a fourth. Gaitán collapsed on his back.


“What’s the matter, Jorge?” Mendoza said.


“What a stupid question,” Pacho said. “But who could think of anything more original at a moment like that.”


“Nobody,” I said.


“Mendoza managed to see the assassin,” Pacho said, “and grabbed him. But the assassin pointed his pistol at him and Mendoza had to back off. He thought he was going to be shot too and tried to get back to the building, to the door to the building, to hide or take cover.”


Pacho took me by the arm again. We returned to the vanished door of the Agustín Nieto. We turned around, looking towards the traffic on Séptima, and Pacho raised his right hand to point out the place on the pavement where Gaitán had fallen. “From his head a trickle of blood spilled down onto the tarmac. Juan Roa Sierra, the assassin, was over there. It seems he had been waiting for Gaitán beside the door of the Agustín Nieto building. This is not certain, of course. After the crime, witnesses thought they’d remembered him because they’d seen him enter the building and go up and down in the elevator more times than normal. They’d noticed that, rather. But it’s not possible that they were sure: after such a serious event, a person starts to think he saw something, that something struck him as suspicious . . . Some said later that Roa was wearing an old, worn-out, grey striped suit. Others, that the suit was striped, but brown. Others said nothing about any stripes. You have to imagine the confusion, everyone shouting, people running. How was anybody going to notice anything? Anyway: Mendoza saw the assassin from here, where we are now. He saw him lower the revolver and point it at Gaitán again, as if to finish him off. According to Mendoza, Roa didn’t fire. Another witness says that yes he did fire, that the bullet had ricocheted off the tarmac, like this, and that it almost killed Mendoza. Roa began to look around everywhere, to look for a way to escape. There, on the corner,” Pacho said, moving his hand in the air towards Avenida Jiménez, “was a policeman. Mendoza saw him hesitate for a second, a very brief second, and then draw his pistol to shoot Roa Sierra. Roa began to run towards the north, up there, see?”


“I’m looking.”


“Then he turned around, as if to threaten those who accompanied Gaitán, I don’t know if you understand, as if to cover his get-away. And that was when the people in the street pounced on him. Some say that the policeman also pounced on him, the one who was going to shoot him or maybe another one. Others say that the policeman came up behind him and stuck his gun in his back, and that was when Roa put his hands up and the rest of the people pounced on him. Other people say that he tried to cross Séptima, over to the east side. They grabbed him there, at that point on the pavement, before he made it across. When Gaitán’s friends saw that they’d grabbed the assassin, they went back to Gaitán, to see if they could help him. His hat had fallen off and was a step away from the body. The body was like this,” Pacho said, drawing horizontal lines in the air. “He was parallel to the road. But the confusion was such that each one of his friends later gave a different version. Some said that Gaitán’s head was pointing south and his feet north, others the exact opposite. They agreed on one thing: that his eyes were open and horribly still. Someone, maybe Vallejo, noticed he was bleeding from his mouth. Someone else shouted to bring water. On the main floor of the building was the Gato Negro, and a waitress came out with a glass of water. ‘They killed Gaitancito,’ it seems they were shouting. People approached Gaitán, bent down to touch him the way people touch a saint: his clothes, his hair. Then Pedro Eliseo Cruz arrived, who was a doctor, and crouched down beside him and tried to find a pulse.”


“Is he alive?” Alejandro Vallejo asked.


“Just call a taxi,” Cruz said.


“But the taxi, a black taxi, had approached without anyone having to call,” Pacho said. “People fought over the right to lift Gaitán up and put him in the car. Before they lifted him, Cruz caught sight of the wound on the back of his head. He tried to examine the wound, but when he moved Gaitán’s head he made him vomit blood. Someone asked Cruz how he saw the situation.”


“He’s lost,” Cruz said.


“Gaitán emitted a series of moans,” Pacho said. “Sounds that were like moans.”


“So he was alive,” I said.


“Still alive, yes,” Pacho said. “Another waitress from one of the other cafés around here, the Molino or the Inca, later swore that she’d heard him say: ‘Don’t let me die.’ But I don’t believe it. I believe more in what Cruz says: that Gaitán was already beyond all help. At that moment a guy with a camera showed up and started taking photos.”


“What, Pacho?” I said. “There are photos of Gaitán here, after the shots?”


“So they say. I’ve never seen them, but it seems there are. Or rather: someone took some, that is known. Whether or not they have survived is another matter. One can’t imagine that something so important might have been misplaced, but they might have been lost in a move, or something like that. But it’s quite likely that’s what happened. Otherwise, why haven’t they reached us? Of course, it’s also possible that someone destroyed them. Since there are so many mysteries about that day . . . anyway: it seems that’s what happened. The photographer pushed his way through the crowd and began to take pictures of Gaitán.”


One of the witnesses present got indignant. “The dead man doesn’t matter,” he told the photographer. “Take a picture of the assassin.”


“But the photographer didn’t,” Pacho said. “People were already lifting Gaitán to put him in the taxi. Cruz got in with him and the rest of his friends got into another one that had pulled up behind it. And they all drove off south to the Central Clinic. They say at that moment several people crouched down in the place where the body had been, took out their handkerchiefs and soaked them in Gaitán’s blood. Then somebody came with a Colombian flag to do the same.”


“And Roa Sierra?” I asked.


“A policeman grabbed Roa Sierrra, remember?”


“Yes. There, beside the building.”


“Almost at the corner. Roa Sierra was backing away towards Jiménez when a policeman came up behind him and stuck his pistol in his ribs.”


“Don’t kill me, corporal sir,” Roa said.


It turned out to be a private just coming on duty. He disarmed Roa (took a nickel-plated pistol from him and put it in the pocket of his trousers) and took him by the arm.


“Jiménez he was called,” Pacho said. “Private Jiménez walking the Avenida Jiménez beat: sometimes I think history is lacking a little imagination. Well anyway, the private was taking Roa Sierra prisoner when a guy on the street jumped on him and punched him, I don’t know if it was with a fist or a crate, and Roa Sierra was smashed up against the shop window and he stayed right here.” Pacho pointed at the door next to the Agustín Nieto building. “This building was called Faux, I think, and there was a display window here that shattered, a Kodak shop, I seem to recall, though I’m not sure. We don’t know whether from the blow he received or from crashing through the glass, but Roa Sierra began to bleed from his nose.”


Seeing that people began to surround them, Private Jiménez sought refuge. He walked south, passing in front of the facade of the building. “That’s him,” the mob shouted, “that’s the one who killed Dr Gaitán.” The private, leading Roa Sierra by the arm, began to move towards the door of the Granada Drugstore, but in that short distance he couldn’t prevent the bootblacks from landing blows with their heavy wooden crates.


“Roa was scared to death,” Pacho told me. “The people who’d seen him fire, Vallejo and Mendoza, said later they’d seen a terrible expression of hatred on his face: that they’d seen a fanatic’s hatred. Everyone also said that at the moment of firing, Roa had behaved with total self-control. But later, when he was already surrounded by enraged bootblacks, when he was being beaten and thinking, I imagine, these people want to lynch me . . . then no longer, then there was no fanaticism or self-control. Pure fear. The change was so shocking that many thought they were two different guys, the fanatic and the fearful one.”


Gaitán’s assassin was pale. He had olive-coloured skin and an angular face; his straight hair was too long and his mediocre shave had left dirty shadowy patches on his face. His general appearance was that of a stray dog. Some witnesses testified that he looked like a mechanic or a manual labourer, and one even said he had an oil stain on his sleeve. “Let’s lynch the assassin!” someone shouted. With his nose broken from one of the blows, Roa let himself be shoved inside the Granada Drugstore. Pascal del Vacchio, a friend of Gaitán, asked the pharmacist to protect the assassin so he wouldn’t be lynched. They got Roa inside; he seemed resigned to his fate and didn’t put up any resistance, and they saw him crouch down in a corner of the drugstore that wasn’t visible from the street. Someone lowered the metal shutters. One of the pharmacist’s employees went over to him then: “Why did you kill Dr Gaitán?” he asked him.


“Oh, señor,” Roa said, “powerful things that I can’t tell you.”


“People began to try to break through the metal shutters,” Pacho said. “The owner was frightened or didn’t want his place damaged, and ended up opening them himself.”


“The people are going to lynch you,” the employee said. “Tell me who sent you.”


“I can’t,” Roa said.


“Roa tried to hide behind the counter, but they grabbed him before he could get to the other side,” Pacho said. “The bootblacks pounced on him and dragged him out. But before getting him outside, someone found a dolly, you know those little iron carts for moving stacks of boxes. Well, someone grabbed that dolly and dropped it on top of Roa. I’ve always thought that was when Roa lost consciousness. People dragged him out onto the cobblestones. They kept hitting him: fists, kicks, smashing their crates on him. They say someone showed up and stabbed him with a pen several times. They started dragging him south, towards the Presidential Palace. There’s a photo, a famous photo that someone took from an upper storey of some building further up, when the mob was almost at Plaza de Bolívar. You can see the people dragging Roa and you can see Roa, or his dead body. Along the way he has lost his clothing and he’s almost naked. It’s one of the most horrible photos that came out of that horrible day. Roa is already dead by then, and that means he died at some point between there and the Granada Drugstore. Sometimes I think that Roa died at the same moment as Gaitán. Do you know exactly what time Gaitán died? At five minutes to two. 1.55 p.m. It’s not impossible that he might have died in the same instant as his assassin, is it? I don’t know why it’s important, or rather, I don’t know that it is important, but sometimes I think about that. From here they took Roa Sierra. This is where the Granada Drugstore was and they took him from here. Maybe when he passed this point where you and I are standing now he was already dead. Maybe he died later. We don’t know and we’ll never know.”


Pacho fell silent. He opened one hand and looked up at the sky.


“It’s drizzling, darn it” he said. “Did you need to know anything else?”


We were no more than five steps away from the place where an anonymous man had fallen a few hours before. I thought of asking Pacho if he knew, but then it struck me as a superfluous piece of information leading nowhere, and even disrespectful to the man who had made me a gift of his knowledge. I thought they were two very different deaths, Gaitán and the anonymous man, and they were separated by many years besides, but the two puddles of blood, the one where people had dipped their handkerchiefs in 1948 and the one that had dirtied the tip of my shoe in this year of 1991, were not so different really. Nothing linked them aside from my fascination or my morbid curiosity, but that was enough, for the morbid curiosity or fascination were just as strong as the visceral rejection of the city I was beginning to feel in those years, the murderous city, the cemetery city, the city where every corner had its corpse. That’s what I was discovering in myself with something like dread, the dark fascination with the dead who swarmed the city: the dead of the present and of the past as well. There I was, in the furious city, going to look at the locations of certain crimes just because they horrified me, chasing the ghosts of the dead who died violent deaths precisely out of fear of one day being one of them. But that was not easy to explain, not even to a guy like Pacho Herrera.


“Nothing else,” I said. “Thanks for everything.”


I watched him disappear into the crowd.


That night I arrived home and wrote in one go the seven pages of a story that repeated or tried to repeat what Pacho Herrera had told me, standing on Carrera Séptima, on the very pavement where my country’s history had been overturned. I don’t think I managed to understand how Pacho’s tale had captured my imagination, nor do I think I realised how thousands of Colombians over the past forty-three years accompanied me in that. The story wasn’t good, but it was all mine: it wasn’t written in a voice borrowed from García Márquez or Cortázar or Borges, like so many other attempts I made and would make around that time, but rather held, in its tone and its outlook, something that for the first time seemed mine. I showed it to Pacho – a young man seeking approval from his elders – and at that moment began a new relationship with him, a different relationship, more complicit than before, based more on camaraderie than authority. A few days later, he asked me if I’d like to go to Gaitán’s house with him.


“Gaitán has a house?”


“The house where he was living when he was killed,” Pacho said. “It’s a museum now, of course.”


And there we arrived on a sunny afternoon, a big two-storey house I haven’t returned to since, surrounded by green (I remember a small lawn and a tree) and entirely occupied by the ghost of Gaitán. There was an old television downstairs that showed a documentary on his life in a continuous loop, further on some speakers that spat out recordings of his speeches, and upstairs, at the top of the broad staircase, we encountered the square glass case in which the midnight-blue suit stood up straight. I walked around the case, looked for the bullet holes in the cloth, and found them with a shiver. Later I went to look at the grave in the garden and stood facing it for a while, remembering what Pacho had told me, lifting my face, watching the leaves of the tree rustle in the wind and feeling the afternoon Bogotá sun on my head. Then Pacho left, without giving me time to say goodbye, and got into a taxi he hailed on the street. I saw him close the door, saw his mouth move to give an address and saw him take his glasses off, the way we do to get a speck of dust out of our eye, or an eyelash that’s bothering us, or a tear that’s clouding our vision.


*


The visit to Dr Benavides took place a few days after our conversation. On the Saturday I’d spent a couple of hours in the food court of a nearby shopping centre, for a break from the routine cafeteria food, and then I’d spent another while in the Librería Nacional, where I found a book by José Avellanos I thought might be useful for a novel I was trying to write in stolen moments. It was a picaresque and capricious story about a possible visit Joseph Conrad had made to Panama, and with every sentence I realised that writing it had only one purpose: to distract or distance me from my medical anxieties. When I got back to the room, M was in the middle of one of the examinations that measured the intensity of her clandestine contractions: her belly was covered in electrodes; a robot stationed close to the bed emitted an electronic murmur and we could hear, above the murmur, the delicate sweeping of a little pen tracing lines of ink on a roll of graph paper. With each contraction the lines altered, shook, like an animal whose sleep has been disturbed. “You just had one,” a nurse said. “Did you feel it?” And M had to confess that she hadn’t, that she hadn’t felt it this time either, and she revealed her annoyance as she did so, as if her own insensitivity absurdly annoyed her. For me, on the other hand, the line on that paper was one of the first traces of my daughters in the world, and I even thought to ask the nurses if I could keep the printouts or if they could make me a copy. But then I said to myself: and what if it all goes wrong? If the delivery goes wrong and the babies don’t survive or they do but in difficult circumstances and there’s nothing in the future to commemorate, much less celebrate? That possibility had not yet lost validity; neither the doctors nor the tests had ruled it out. So the nurses left without my asking them for anything.


“How’d the examination go?” I asked.


“The same,” M said with half a smile. “These two are ready to come out, seems like they’ve got a date.” And then: “Someone dropped something off for you. Over there, on the table.”


[image: image]


It was a postcard that I immediately recognised, or rather a photograph the size of a postcard and with a message written on the back. Sady González had not only been one of the great photographers of the twentieth century but was now acknowledged as the preeminent witness of the Bogotazo. This was one of his best-known images. González had taken it in the Central Clinic, where they brought Gaitán to try to save his life. By the time of the photo, the doctors’ efforts have turned out to be in vain and the injured man has been pronounced dead, spruced up a little and strangers have been allowed in, so Gaitán appears covered in a white sheet – impeccably, disturbingly white – and surrounded by people. Some of those around him are doctors: one of them has his left hand, which wears a rough-hewn ring, on top of Gaitán’s body, as if to keep him from falling; another, who might be Pedro Eliseo Cruz, is looking back, maybe at the policeman who is leaning in to appear in the photo (having sensed the importance of the moment). On the left of the frame is Dr Antonio Arias, in profile, looking nowhere with an especially discouraged expression, or one that looks especially so to me because Dr Arias is the only one who seems to be not looking towards the photographer, whose genuine sadness seems to be preventing him from noticing what’s going on in the room. Between them all is Gaitán, whose head someone is raising a little – the position is not natural – so his face is very visible in the photo, for the photo was taken for this reason, as a testimony to the death of the caudillo, though for me its achievement is much greater, for what you can see on the face of Gaitán was, as a line of verse I like puts it, the flat anonymity of pain. I don’t know how many times I’ve seen that image before, but there, in the room in the clinic, beside my wife confined to her hospital bed, I seemed to see for the first time the girl who is behind Gaitán, the one who seems in charge of holding up the dead man’s head. I showed the photo to M and she said no, it was the man wearing glasses who was holding it up, because the girl’s hand was closed and at an angle that would make it impossible to support anything. I would have liked to believe she was right, but I could not: I saw the girl’s hand, I saw it supporting Gaitán’s head, which seemed to float above the white sheet, and that troubled me.


On the back of the postcard, using a Kilometrico pen (so the ink wouldn’t smudge on the laminated surface), Dr Benavides had written:






Esteemed Patient,


Tomorrow, Sunday, I’m having a dinner party. A very petit comité, I’ll invite you in French to pretend to be cultured. I hope to see you at 8 to talk about things that no longer interest anybody else. I know you’re busy with more important things, but I promise I’ll try to make it worth your while. Even if only for the whisky.


Fond regards,


F.B.








That’s how the next day, September 11, I found myself heading to the north of Bogotá, where the fraying city starts to turn into a haphazard alternation of gated clusters of buildings and malls and then, with no warning, a huge wasteland, broken here and there by constructions of dubious legality. On the radio they were talking about the 2001 attacks in New York, and the newsreaders and commentators were doing what would soon become customary on each anniversary: remembering where they were at that moment. Where was I four years earlier? In Barcelona, finishing lunch. I didn’t have a television at the time, so I didn’t know anything about it until Enrique de Hériz phoned me: “Come over to my place right now,” he said. “The world is ending.” And now I was driving north up Carrera Novena and the station was broadcasting recordings from that day: the newscasters describing the events as they were happening, declarations full of astonishment and rage after the collapse of the first building, the reactions of politicians unable to show true indignation even in a case like this. One of the commentators said they’d deserved it. “Who?” another asked, as surprised as I was. “The United States,” said the first. “For decades of imperialism and humiliation. Finally, somebody answered back.” At that moment, when I was arriving at the address, I didn’t have the directions Benavides had given me to get to his house in mind, but rather my visit to New York eight months after the attacks, my interviews with people who had lost someone and my experience of the pain of a city reacting to the attacks with solidarity and integrity. The presenter kept talking. In my head disorderly replies were forming themselves, and I only managed to say, out loud, but to no-one: “What a jerk.”


The doctor was waiting for me, filling the entire doorframe. Although he was barely half a head taller than me, I sensed that he was one of those men who walk with their heads bent so they don’t knock themselves on low beams. He wore glasses with metal frames and tinted lenses, perhaps the kind that change colour according to the intensity of the light, and there, on the threshold, beneath the swift clouds passing over our heads, he seemed like a spy out of a novel, a sort of slightly chubbier, and most of all, more melancholy George Smiley. Just fifty years old, and barely protected from the cold of the Bogotá evening in an old, unbuttoned cardigan, Benavides gave me the impression of a weary man. Other people’s pain can wear us down in more or less subtle ways; Benavides had spent many years of his life fighting it, sharing patients’ suffering and their fear, and that compassion had sapped his energy. Outside their workplaces, men age suddenly, and sometimes we attribute their aging to the first thing that comes to mind: what we know of their lives, a misfortune we’ve followed from afar, an illness someone told us about. Or, as in Benavides’ case, the particular features of his work, which I knew enough about to admire him, or rather admire his dedication to others and regret the fact of not being like him.


“You’re early,” the doctor said. He led me into the interior patio, where there was still a bit of slanted evening light; in a few minutes of excited conversation he spoke to me again of my novel, asked how my wife was doing and about possible names for my daughters and told me that he, for his part, had two children in their twenties, a boy and a girl; he then told me that the bench I was sitting on was a railway sleeper that he’d put legs on himself, and then pointed to the wall and explained that those hooks were the bolts (I don’t know the technical term) that corresponded to this sleeper. The chair he was sitting in, he went on to tell me, had come from a hotel in Popayán that collapsed during the earthquake of 1983, and the only ornament on the table was part of a propeller from a merchant ship. “I still don’t know how I put up with all these things, but I do,” he said. I’ve since thought that the doctor was testing me at that moment: trying to find out if I shared that irrational interest in objects from the past, those silent phantoms.


“Well, let’s go inside, the dew’s catching up with us,” his now invisible or blurred features said through the growing darkness. “It seems people are finally starting to arrive.”


It turned out the comité was not as petit as Benavides had suggested. The small house was full of guests, most of them my host’s age: they were, I thought without any proof, his colleagues. People clustered around the dining-room table, each with a plate in hand, maintaining a precarious balance as they served themselves more cold meats, or attacked the potato salad, or tried to tame some unmanageable asparagus that fell from forks. Invisible speakers whispered the voice of Billie Holiday or Aretha Franklin. Benavides introduced me to his wife: Estela was a small woman with well-defined bone structure and an Arabian nose, whose generous smile compensated to some extent for her permanently ironic gaze. Then we made the rounds of the room (through its air now rarefied by smoke), for Benavides wanted to introduce me to some of my fellow guests. He began with a man wearing thick glasses who looked a lot like the one M thought was holding Gaitán’s head in the photo, and another short, bald man with a moustache, who had to make an effort to let go of the hand of a woman with dyed hair in order to shake mine. “A patient of mine,” Benavides said to introduce me, and I thought it amused him to deliver this unimportant lie. Meanwhile, I had begun to feel uncomfortable and uneasy and it wasn’t hard to figure out why: some part of my consciousness had begun to wonder how my still-future family was, those girls growing precariously in my wife’s womb. There, wandering around Benavides’ house, I began to feel a new anxiety; I wondered if this – this sudden sensation of solitude, this conviction that the worst things happen in our absence – was what fatherhood amounted to; and I regretted having come to talk about banalities in society instead of staying with M to keep her company and help in whatever way I could. Someone, behind me, was reciting some lines of verse:






This rose was witness


To this, which if not love,


No other love could be.


This rose was witness


When you gave yourself to me!








It was León de Greiff’s worst poem, or in any case the one that had always struck me as the least worthy of his fantastic oeuvre, but the one all Colombians invariably know and which never takes long to crop up at certain types of gatherings. It seemed the gathering in Benavides’ house was one of those. And again I regretted having come. Beneath a hanging fern, beside a sliding door that led to a small garden, now black in the night, there were two cupboards with glass doors that immediately caught my attention, for their contents were arranged like pieces in an exhibition. I stopped in front of the doors, looking without seeing, with the initial intention of escaping the social obligations occurring behind me. But little by little the contents of the cupboards began to arouse my curiosity. What was all this?


“That’s a copper kaleidoscope,” Benavides said. He had arrived stealthily at my side and seemed to have heard my thoughts, maybe from being used to first-time visitors stopping in front of this cabinet and starting to ask questions. “That’s a real stinger of an Amazon scorpion. That is an 1856 LeMat revolver. That is the skeleton of a rattlesnake. Small, yes, but you know size doesn’t matter.”


“Your private museum,” I said.


He looked at me with evident satisfaction. “More or less,” he said. “They are things I’ve accumulated over the years.”


“No, I meant the whole house. The whole house is your museum.”


Here Benavides smiled a wide smile and pointed to the wall above the piece of furniture: two frames adorned it (though I don’t know if I should say adorned in this case, since the intention of these objects was not esthetic). “That’s the cover of a Sidney Bechet album,” Benavides said. Bechet had signed and dated it on May 2, 1959. “And that,” he said, pointing to a small piece almost hidden beside the cupboard, “that’s a set of scales someone once brought me from China.”


“Is it original?” I asked stupidly.


“Down to the last piece,” Benavides told me. It was a beautiful instrument: it had a carved wooden frame, and from the crossbar hung an inverted T with two bowls. “See that lacquered box? That’s where I keep the lead weights, the prettiest thing there is. Here, I want to introduce you to someone.”


Only at that moment did I realise there was someone with him. Behind my host, hidden as if out of shyness or prudence, a pale-skinned man with a glass of fizzy water in his left hand was waiting. He had large bags under his eyes, although he didn’t look, in other respects, much older than Benavides, and in his strange get-up – brown corduroy jacket, high-collared starched shirt – what most attracted one’s gaze was a red cravat, red like the red of a bullfighter’s cape. The man in the red cravat held out a soft, damp hand and introduced himself in a low voice, perhaps insecure, perhaps effeminate, the kind of voice that forces other people to lean closer to understand.


“Carlos Carballo,” said the character alliteratively. “At your service.”


“Carlos is a friend of the family,” Benavides said. “Old, very old. I don’t even remember when he wasn’t here.”


“I was a friend of his father’s first, you see,” the man said.


“First a student, then a friend,” Benavides said. “And then my friend. An inheritance, rather, like a pair of shoes.”


“Student?” I asked. “Student of what?”


“My father was a professor at the National,” Benavides said. “He taught forensic science to law students. One day I’ll tell you about it, Vásquez. He had more than a few anecdotes.”


“More than a few,” Carballo said, or corroborated. “He was the best professor in the world, if only you could have seen him. I think he changed the lives of several of us.” His face grew solemn and he even seemed to stand taller as he said: “A first-rate mind.”


“When did he die?” I asked.


“In ’87,” Benavides said.


“Almost twenty years,” Carballo said. “How time flies.”


It unsettled me that someone who would wear that cravat – that affront of fine silk – should also speak in clichés and set phrases. But Carballo was, evidently, an unpredictable guy; perhaps for that reason he interested me more than the rest of the guests, and I didn’t flee from his company or invent an excuse to escape that corner. I took my phone out of my pocket, checked the intensity of the small black bars and the absence of missed calls and put it away again. Someone caught Benavides’ attention then. I looked in the direction he was looking and saw Estela, who was waving her arms at the opposite end of the room (and the sleeves of her loose blouse bunched up and her arms looked as pale as a frog’s belly). “I’ll be right back,” Benavides said. “It’s one of two things: either my wife is drowning or we’ve run out of ice.” Carballo was now talking about how much he missed his maestro – that’s what he called him now, maestro, and perhaps in his head the word was capitalised – especially in those moments when one needs someone to teach one how to read the truth of things. The phrase was a gem found in the mud: at last, something that matched the cravat.


“Read the truth of things?” I asked. “What are you referring to?”


“Oh, it happens to me all the time,” Carballo said. “Doesn’t it to you?”


“What?”


“Not knowing what to think. Needing some guidance. Like today, for example. I was listening to the car radio on my way here, you know, the evening programmes. And they were talking about September 11.”


“I was listening to that too,” I said.


“And I was thinking: how much we miss Maestro Benavides. To help us see the truth hidden behind the political manipulation, behind the criminal complicity of the media. He would not have swallowed that fairytale. He would have known how to uncover the deceit.”


“The deceit?”


“All this is a deceit, don’t tell me you hadn’t noticed. Al-Qaeda. Bin Laden. Pure bullshit, pardon my French. These things don’t happen like that. Does anyone believe that buildings like the Twin Towers can collapse just like that, because they get nailed by an airplane? No, no: this was an inside job, a controlled demolition. Maestro Benavides would have realised at once.”


“Wait a second, let’s see,” I said, halfway between interested and morbidly curious. “Tell me about this demolition.”


“It’s quite simple. Buildings like those, with perfectly straight lines, only collapse the way those collapsed if someone sets off an explosion from below. You have to take their legs out, not shoot them in the head. The laws of physics are the laws of physics: or have you seen a tree fall when you cut the top branches?”


“But a building is not a tree. The planes crashed into them, the fire spread and weakened the structures, and the towers came down. Wasn’t that what happened?”


“Well,” Carballo said. “If you want to believe it.” He took a sip of his drink. “But a building like that doesn’t fall in its entirety, doesn’t fall so perfectly. The collapse of the towers was like a commercial, don’t tell me it wasn’t.”


“That doesn’t mean anything.”


“No, of course not,” Carballo sighed. “It doesn’t mean anything if one doesn’t want to see it. There is definitively no worse blindness than not wanting to see.”


“Don’t talk to me in silly proverbs,” I said. I don’t know where this unusual discourtesy came from. I dislike wilful irrationality and I can’t stand people hiding behind language, especially if it involves the thousand and one formulas language has invented to protect our human tendency to believe without proof. Even so, I try to control my worst impulses, and that’s what I then did. “I’ll allow myself to be convinced if you convince me, but up to now you haven’t convinced me of anything.”


“So it doesn’t all strike you as strange?”


“What’s strange? The way the towers fell? I’m not sure. I’m not an engineer, I wouldn’t know . . .”


“Not just that. What about the Air Force not being in a state of readiness on that very morning? Or the airspace defence system being turned off on that very morning. That the attacks led directly to such a necessary war, or a war so necessary at that moment to maintain the status quo.”


“But they’re two different things, Carlos, don’t tell me I have to explain that,” I said. “It’s one thing that Bush used the attack as a pretext for a war he’d been wanting to wage for a while. His allowing the deaths of three thousand civilians is quite another.”


“That’s exactly how it seems. They seem to be two separate things. That’s the great triumph of such people: to make us believe that things are separate that are actually right together. Nowadays, only a dupe believes that Princess Diana died in an accident.”


“Princess Diana? But what does she have to do . . .”


“Only a dupe believes that there are no points in common with her death and that of Marilyn. But there are some of us who see clearly.”


“Oh, don’t talk rubbish,” I spat out. “That’s not clairvoyance, that’s idle speculation.”


Benavides approached us at that moment, and heard the last sentence. I felt embarrassed, but found no words to make apologies. My irritation was exaggerated, of course, and I didn’t quite know what mechanism had produced it: no matter how impatient I might be with those who read the whole world as a code of conspiracies, that didn’t justify my rudeness. I remembered a novel by Ricardo Piglia where he says that even paranoid people have enemies. Contact sustained with other people’s paranoias, which are multifarious and lie hidden behind the most tranquil personalities, work on us without our noticing, and if you don’t watch out, you can end up investing your energy in silly arguments with people who devote their lives to irresponsible conjectures. Or perhaps I was being unfair to Carballo: perhaps Carballo was only a skilful reiterater of information obtained in the sewers of the Internet, or even one of those men who has an involuntary addiction to more or less subtle provocation, to the scandal of easily shocked people. Or maybe it was all even simpler: Carballo was a damaged man, and his beliefs were defence mechanisms against the unpredictability of life: the life that at some unfathomable moment had done him harm.


Benavides had noticed the bad atmosphere; also that the bad atmosphere could transform into something else, after my rude reaction. He held out a glass of whisky, apologising as he handed it to me: “It took me so long to get from one side of the house to the other that the serviette is damp.” I took the glass without a word and felt its solid weight in my hand, its hard crystal edges. Carballo didn’t say anything either: he was looking at the floor. After a long uncomfortable silence, Benavides said: “Carlos, guess who Vásquez is a nephew of.”


Carballo grumpily answered the riddle: “Who?”


“José María Villareal,” Benavides said.


Carballo’s eyes moved, or at least that was my impression. I can’t say that they widened, according to the conventional expression of surprise or admiration we’ve come to accept, but there was something in them that interested me: not for what they showed, I also need to make that clear, but for the obvious attempt not to show too much. “José María Villareal was your uncle?” Carballo said. He was alert again, just as when he’d been talking about the Twin Towers, while I was wondering how Benavides knew about that kinship. It wasn’t too surprising given that my great-uncle José María had been an important member of the Conservative Party, and in Colombian politics everyone always knows everyone. In any case, that relationship was the sort of thing that might have come up in our first conversation, in the hospital cafeteria. Why hadn’t Benavides mentioned it then? Why was Carballo interested in it? I couldn’t know then. It was obvious that Benavides, mentioning my uncle, was trying to diffuse the hostility he’d found. It was also immediately obvious that he’d done so.


“And did you know each other?” Carballo asked. “You and your uncle, I mean. Did you know him well?”


“Less well than I would have liked,” I said. “I was twenty-three when he died.”


“What did he die of?”


“I don’t know. Old age.” I looked at Benavides. “And how is it that you two know of him?”


“How wouldn’t we know of him?” Carballo said. He was no longer hunched over; his voice had recovered its previous vivacity; our clash had never taken place. “Francisco, bring the book and we’ll show him.”


“Not now, hombre. We’re in the midst of a dinner party.”


“Bring the book. Please. Do it for me.”


“What book?” I asked.


“Bring it and we’ll show him,” Carballo said.


Benavides made a comical grimace, like a child who has to run an errand, which is really a whim of his parents. He disappeared into the next room and returned in a flash: it hadn’t taken him long to find the book in question, perhaps it was the one he was currently reading or perhaps he had his bookshelves rigorously ordered so he could find a title without looking through all the rest. I recognised the red slipcover long before the doctor handed it to Carballo: it was Living to Tell the Tale, the memoir Gabriel García Márquez had published three years earlier, copies of which had then flooded all Colombian bookshops and a good part of those elsewhere. Carballo took the book and began to flip through it, looking for the page he was interested in, and before he found it my memory (and instinct) had already suggested what he would show me. I should have known: we were going to talk about April 9, 1948.


“Yes, here it is,” Carballo said.


He handed me the book and pointed out the passage: it was on page 352 of that edition, the same one I had at home in Barcelona (page 295 of the English translation). In the chapter in question, García Márquez was remembering the Gaitán assassination, which had caught him in Bogotá, studying law with no vocation for it and living from hand to mouth in a boarding house on Carrera Octava downtown, less than two hundred steps from the place where Roa Sierra fired those four fateful shots. Speaking of the riots, the fires and the violent and generalised chaos that the assassination provoked (as well as the efforts the Conservative government took to maintain control), García Márquez wrote: “In the neighbouring department of Boyacá, famous for its historic Liberalism and its harsh Conservatism, Governor José María Villarreal – a hard-nosed Goth – had not only repressed local disturbances at the start, but was dispatching better-armed troops to subdue the capital.” A hard-nosed Goth: García Márquez’s words about my uncle were even gentle, since they were about the man who, on the orders of President Ospina, had authorised a police corps whose members were chosen by the single criterion of their Conservative Party affiliation. Shortly before April 9 that overly politicised police force had already got out of hand, and would soon turn into a repressive organisation with pernicious consequences.


“Did you know about this, Vásquez?” Benavides asked me. “Did you know your uncle was mentioned in here?”


“I knew, yes,” I said.


“‘A hard-nosed Goth’,” Carballo said.


“We never talked about politics,” I said.


“No? You never talked about April 9?”


“Not that I recall. There were anecdotes.”


“Oh, that’s interesting,” Carballo said. “Isn’t it, Francisco? We’re interested in this, aren’t we?”


“Yes, we are,” Benavides said.


“Tell us, let’s hear,” Carballo said.


“Well, I don’t know. There are several. There was that time when a Liberal friend visited at dinner time. ‘My dear Chepe,’ he told him, ‘I need you to go and find somewhere else to sleep.’ ‘Why?’ my uncle asked. And the Liberal friend told him: ‘Because tonight we’re going to kill you.’ He told me things like that, about the attempts on his life.”


“And about April 9?” Carballo asked. “Didn’t he ever talk to you about April 9?”


“No,” I said. “He gave a few interviews, I think, nothing else. I didn’t talk to him about it.”


“But he must have known tons of things, no?”


“What kinds of things?”


“Well, he was Governor of Boyacá that day. Everybody knows that. He received information and that’s why he sent the police to Bogotá. One imagines that he would have continued finding out what was going on. He would have asked questions, he would have talked to the government, isn’t that true? And over the course of his long life he would have talked to many people, one imagines, he would have known a lot about things that happen, how to put it, out of the public eye.”


“I don’t know. He never told me.”


“I see,” Carballo said. “Look, and did your uncle never talk to you about the elegant man?”


He wasn’t looking at me when he asked me this question. I remember well because I, for my part, looked towards Benavides, and found his gaze absent or maybe evasive: I found him making an effort to appear distracted, as if the conversation had suddenly ceased to interest him. I later realised that it interested him more than ever in that second, but I had no reason to suspect hidden intentions in that apparently casual dialogue.


“What elegant man?” I asked.


Carballo’s fingers started leafing back through the pages of Living to Tell the Tale. They soon found what they were looking for.


“Read this,” Carballo told me, putting the tip of his index finger over a word. “From here.”


After killing Gaitán, García Márquez wrote, Juan Roa Sierra was chased by a furious mob, and had no choice but to hide in the Granada Drugstore to avoid being lynched. Some policemen and the owner of the drugstore were in there with him, so Roa Sierra must have thought himself safe. Then the unexpected began to happen. A tall man wearing an irreproachable gray suit as if he were going to a wedding incited the crowd, and his words were so effective, and his presence was so authoritative, that the owner of the pharmacy raised the iron shutters and let the bootblacks force their way in, hitting out with their wooden crates, and dragged away the terrified assassin. Right there, in the middle of Carrera Séptima, under the eyes of the police and at the urgings of the elegant, well-dressed man, they beat him to death. The elegant man – in his irreproachable grey suit – began to shout: “To the Palacio!” García Márquez wrote:


“Fifty years later, my memory is still fixed on the image of the man who seemed to incite the crowd outside the pharmacy, and I have not found him in any of the countless testimonies I have read about that day. I had seen him up close, with his expensive suit, his alabaster skin, and a millimetric control of his actions. He attracted my attention so much that I kept an eye on him until he was picked up by a too new car as soon as the assassin’s corpse was dragged away, and from then on he seemed to be erased from historical memory. Even mine, until many years later, in my days as a reporter, when it occurred to me that the man had managed to have a false assassin killed in order to protect the identity of the real one.”


“To protect the identity of the real one,” Carballo repeated at the same time as I did, so that we sounded like a bad choir in the middle of the racket of the party. “How strange, don’t you think?”


“Strange, yes,” I said.


“It’s García Márquez talking, not any old idiot. And he says it in his memoir. Don’t tell me it’s not strange. Don’t tell me there’s not something to this guy. To the fact that he’s been swallowed up by oblivion.”


“Of course there’s something to it,” I said. “A still-unresolved murder. A murder surrounded by conspiracy theories. It doesn’t surprise me that this interests you, Carlos: I’ve already seen that this is your world. But I don’t know if you should latch onto a novelist’s isolated paragraph as if it were the revealed truth. Even if he is García Márquez.”


Carballo, more than disappointed, was annoyed. He took a step back (there are disagreements so strong that we feel assaulted, and little keeps us from raising our fists like boxers), closed the book and, without yet putting it down or back in its red slipcase, crossed his hands behind his back. “I see,” he said in a sarcastic tone. “And what do you think, Francisco? How can I get out of this world of mine where we’re all crazy?”


“Now, Carlos, don’t get offended. What he meant was . . .”


“I know very well what he meant to say. He already said it: that I’m an idle speculator.”


“No, no, forgive me for that,” I said. “That’s not what . . .”


“But there are those who think the opposite, right, Francisco? There are those who can see where others are blind. Not in your world, Vásquez. In your world there are only coincidences. It’s a coincidence that the towers collapsed when they shouldn’t have. It’s a coincidence that a man was in front of the Granada Drugstore able to get it opened without having to ask. It’s a coincidence that your uncle’s name appears fourteen pages after that incident.”


“O.K., now I really don’t understand,” I said. “What does my uncle have to do with that guy?”


“I don’t know,” Carballo said. “And neither do you, because you never asked him anything. Because you never talked to your uncle about April 9. Because you don’t know whether your uncle might have known the man who made them open the Granada Drugstore. Wouldn’t you like to know, Vásquez? Wouldn’t you like to know who that guy was who had Juan Roa Sierra killed in front of

everyone, and then hopped into a fancy car and disappeared for ever? We’re talking about the most serious thing to ever happen to your country and you seem not to care. A relative of yours participated in that historic moment and might have known who the guy was, everyone knew everyone back then. And you seem not to give a shit. You lot are all the same, brother: you go and live somewhere else and forget about the country. Or maybe not, now that I think about it. Maybe you’re just protecting your uncle. Maybe you don’t forget anything, but know very well what happened. You know very well that your uncle organised the Boyacá police. You know very well that police force later turned into an assassination squad. What do you feel when you think of that? Do you worry about being well informed? Have you worried? Or don’t you give a shit, do you think that it has nothing to do with you, that it all happened a quarter of a century before you were born? Yes, that’s probably what you think, that this thing is for others to worry about, other people’s problems not yours. Well, you know what? I’m glad destiny has forced your children to be born here, has forced your wife to give birth here: I’m glad of that. So your country can teach you a lesson, teach you not to be so selfish. So maybe your daughters can end up giving you a lesson on what it means to be Colombian. That is if they’re born properly, right? If they don’t die right there, like sickly kittens. That would be a lesson too, now that I think of it.”
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