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      ‘A skilfully constructed and engaging work of fiction from an author to watch out for’ Financial Times

      
      ‘Hériz’s examination of generational myth-making is an elegantly plotted and absorbing read … it is impossible not to
         be drawn in’ Daily Mail

      
      ‘I was gripped from the start with this novel … The characters are fascinating … and Hériz perfectly coneys the female
         voices of mother and daughter’ Independent

      
      ‘The author … shows great taste and style … there is a world here to be relished’ Daily Express

      
      ‘Isabel García Luna is an anthropoligist, iding deep in the Guatemalan jungle. The rest of the world thinks that she is dead,
         and although she knows that her children will be grieving, Isabel has decided not to tell anyone she is alive. Magnificent’
      

      
      The Times

      
      ‘A penetrating consideration of truth, lies and the power of words that deftly interweaves two persepctives to create a powerful
         family saga’ Metro

      
      ‘Yields … thoughful insights into the power of myth-making’

	  Observer

      
      ‘This is a Russian doll of a novel, with story after story emerging from the one before’ New Statesman

      
      ‘This enchanting novel expands into a captivating kaleidoscope of impossible truths and beautiful lies … delightful’

      
      Sunday Telegraph

      
      ‘Lies is that rare thing – a fully realized novel of both ideas and emotions whose ambitions are pushed along by vivid characterizations
         and a plot whose pace, while measured, nevertheless unfolds as a sort of intellectual thriller. There are a avariety of satisfying
         pleasures to be had from this book, but one of the major ones is the author’s sympathetic and believable delineation of his
         two protagonists, both of whom are women’
      

      
      Los Angeles Times

   



      
      
      
      Enrique de Hériz was born in Barcelona in 1964. He has worked as a translator and editor.
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      To Hector Orlando Chimirri,
who knew how to tell stories. 
Go get ’em
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      And to a mother who was able to overcome death
and dedicate the victory to us.

   



      
      
       

      All we don’t know is astonishing. Even more astonishing is what passes for knowing.

	  PHILIP ROTH

      
      The strongest guard is placed at the gateway to nothing… Maybe because the condition of emptiness is too shameful to be
         divulged.

		 F. SCOTT FITZGERALD
      

      
      There is a taint of death, a flavour of mortality in lies – which is exactly what I hate and detest in the world – what I
         want to forget.

		 JOSEPH CONRAD
      

      
      I knew a harbour, safe and wide. 
To say I knew it means something has died.

	  RAÚL GONZÁLEZ TUÑÓN

      
      [The earth] is a carpet on one side and a blanket on the other, a thin frontier between those who walk upon it and those who
         lie under it, between the armies of movement and the armies of repose, two hosts united in mutual oblivion.

		 JESÚS DEL CAMPO
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      Dead? Me, Isabel, dead? Not a chance. Not while I still have something to say about it. I’m at an inn, the Posada del Caribe.
            I’ve been here for nearly a month and a half without seeing a single soul. That’s a lie: once a week, Amkiel brings me provisions.
            On Tuesdays, I believe, although my notion of time isn’t too reliable. Out here, all the days look the same.

      
      Posada del Caribe, the Caribbean Inn. What a name! Six rectangular cabins grouped around a larger square one that serves as
            both dining room and administration centre. All the cabins have palm-frond roofs, and thick tree trunks comprise the lower
            half of the walls. Big windows in the upper half. Awful mosquito nets. They’re so dense they block out almost all of the jungle
            light, which is scarce enough to begin with, because this is the Petén jungle in northern Guatemala. The Caribbean is very
            far away.

      
      First, a ten-hour flight from London to Miami. Two more hours to Guatemala City. Fifty minutes in a light plane to Flores.
            Sixty-two kilometres in a van, along the dirt roads that lead to Sayaxché. Not bad for a woman my age. In Sayaxché, you have
            to negotiate with the motorboat drivers. It costs more patience than money. I made a deal with Amkiel because I liked the
            look of him. He had the typical smile – half-discouraging and half-sardonic – of people who make their living from tourism,
            but he struck me as serious and responsible. My choice was also influenced by the fact that his flat-bottomed boat looked
            more stable than the others. They call them ‘launches’ but they’re really just motorised canoes. Amkiel’s boat is called Pampered Girl, which would be a memorable name if they weren’t all like that: Pampered, Forgetful, Jealous, Silent. If such things still interested me, I’d investigate the origins of their names. Who gave his boat the first one, and why? Who copied whom? I was good at questions like that in the old days.

      
      Anyway, whichever launch I choose, the money’s always going to wind up in the same place: the Boss’s pocket. I assume he has
            a name, but I don’t know what it is. Everyone just calls him ‘the Boss’, and since I arrived in Sayaxché, every step I’ve
            taken has required his indirect approval. Although I’ve never even seen his face, I know that it’s to him I owe the privilege
            of having this inn all to myself, even though it has room for nearly twenty people. This doesn’t exactly represent an outpouring
            of generosity: under normal circumstances, the Posada del Caribe would be closed at this time of year, waiting for the wet
            season to end and the annual mosquito plague to disappear. But mosquitoes don’t bother me.

      
      Pampered Girl is made of aluminium. Judging by her shade of green, I’d guess she must have belonged to some sort of army in the past. She’s
            about two and a half metres long, and I doubt she has room for more than three passengers, four at a pinch, despite Amkiel’s
            insistence that he’s transported as many as seven or eight people in the thing. He also enumerates for me, nearly every time
            we meet, the advantages of having an aluminium vessel to navigate these rivers. The other boats are made of carbon fibre.
            They’re as light and manoeuvrable as his, but much more fragile; if they receive a sharp blow, they don’t just dent, they
            come apart like dried stalks of cane, especially when they’re already old and cracked. I explain to him that I like the few
            remaining wooden boats, and he replies that nobody wants them because they’re heavy and impractical. In another period of
            my life, I would have spoken to him of ships and oceans, of sailing boats and Italian steamers, of all the things I know about
            the sea. I would have told him the story of my life, my family. Not now. I smile and agree from time to time, as if the conversation
            really matters to me. It doesn’t. It’s not his fault. There aren’t many things that matter to me now.

      
      Amkiel brought me here for eighteen dollars. I suppose his share will be five or six; the rest is for the Boss. I don’t know
            how many kilometres we travelled on the Río Pasión. I know we travelled for quite some time, and these launches are very fast.
            The river is calm, unobstructed and broad, with a channel almost thirty metres across. The vegetation on both banks grew thicker the further we left Sayaxché behind. First we passed through a zone
            of savanna, then a tropical forest and finally a premonition of jungle. The thick muddy waters of the river barely reflected
            the sky in reddish hues. Suddenly, the Río Pasión forked into twin branches; Amkiel took the one on the right. Floating vegetation
            appeared, a few scattered water lilies at first, then increasingly dense clusters. As we rounded a bend, the islands came
            into view. Real islands, each one greener and more luxuriant than the last. We spotted bamboo growing there, or something
            very much like it; rushes and reeds that sometimes reached more than three metres in height, thick tangles of vegetation,
            floating forests. Amkiel aimed Pampered Girl’s bow at one of these little islands, and approached it at such high speed I thought he was trying to impress me, or maybe
            simply to scare me. Then I realised it was no mere threat: not even a last-minute manoeuvre could avoid the impact, we had
            only three seconds left, two, one… and then we were inside. Inside the island.

      
      We spent more than half an hour going through these lush islets. In and out; in and out. Without ever striking anything that
            could be called a shore, and without ever seeing a channel other than the one our boat made when its nose ploughed into the
            greenery and parted it, the way you open a passage between two curtains with the slightest movement of your hand.

      
      I soon turned my back on Amkiel and fixed my gaze beyond the bow. Maybe he thought I was fascinated by the landscape, but
            he was wrong. I was thinking about my own affairs, pondering old memories and recent discoveries, things I might not even
            consider important enough to record here if it weren’t for the fact that my alleged death makes me see them in a different
            and much brighter light. The Russian woman – I was thinking about the Russian woman. Five days in London had been enough for
            me to find evidence about something I’d long suspected: the Russian woman was a walking, talking lie. I didn’t find this astonishing,
            because I already knew it to be true. What is astonishing is that the entire town of Malespina, not content with believing
            her lies, dedicated itself to amplifying them and turning them into genuine legends, right from the beginning. During that
            river journey, I thought about the Russian woman a great deal, without malice, without blaming her too much, perhaps because we basically belong
            to the same category. Death suits us both. I didn’t think so then, but now that I’m dead, I do. Now that it’s assumed I’m
            dead. Men win themselves a place in the history books by pushing. And yelling. Shouting enhances their stature. Some women
            find themselves a little niche in the book of legends by means of their silence. The Russian belonged to this category. So
            do I, I suppose. To a more modest degree, of course, but I too have managed to make my silences so dense that other people
            could build a minor legend from them. This thought struck me the day before yesterday, when I read my obituaries. When I learned
            that my children are not capable of recognising me.

      
      I was also thinking about Judith on that trip up the river. Now Judith is dead. Yes, she’s the one who’s really dead. I can’t
            say I knew her – we spoke for no more than twenty minutes. She sat next to me on the flight to Guatemala City. She was travelling
            alone, like me. She was an older woman, like me. Sixty-something, perhaps. I didn’t ask her. As a matter of fact, I hardly
            asked her any questions at all. I remember noticing her and thinking, ‘She looks like me. If I were a nun, that’s the way
            I’d look.’ I went to a convent school, so I’d met a few women like that. One day they might lay their habits aside, but their
            look would always give them away: the precise length of their skirts, the propriety of their heels, their scrubbed faces,
            a particular sort of hairdo. But Judith was not and had never been a nun. She was a nurse; for Médecins Sans Frontières. She
            was most probably German, judging by her accent, although she spoke impeccable Spanish. She acted as a liaison among different
            aid projects throughout Latin America. Administrative operations. Supervising the transfer of medicines left over from one
            project and needed in another. Organising emergency evacuations of sick people. She’d dedicated the past fifteen years of
            her life to this work. I didn’t ask her if she had children. Now I’d like to know. After we landed at the airport in Guatemala
            City, her suitcase came out before mine; she bade me a polite farewell, and as I watched her leave, I thought, ‘There goes
            another legend.’ A woman on her own, surrounded by silences. Like the Russian. Like me. If I were writing a novel, I’d say
            that the bond that was going to link our two destinies was formed in that last moment. In novels, assertions like this – grandiose words that lend
            some weight to chance, however ethereal chance may be – can sound appropriate. But not in real life; in real life, it’s enough
            to say that a person I didn’t know, someone with whom I happened to exchange twenty minutes’ worth of courtesies, died in
            my place. Poor Judith. Of course, nothing that happened to her was my fault, and when I thought about her, the idea that she
            would meet such an unpleasant end so soon was farthest from my mind. But poor Judith, all the same.

      
      While we were inside them, all the islets looked the same. But each time we broke out of one, the stretch of water separating
            it from the next was narrower. I had the impression that we were lost. Every now and then, Amkiel lifted the motor out of
            the water to keep the propeller blades from striking the isolated tree trunks he spotted in the water ahead. His movement
            was automatic, instantaneous, like when you lift your foot to avoid a rock in your path without slowing your pace. At these
            moments, the propeller spun in the empty air above the water, and the echo multiplied the roar of the motor until it sounded
            as though a squad of light aeroplanes were flying over our heads.

      
      After the umpteenth islet, I said, ‘We’re lost, right?’

      
      ‘No, señora. We’re in the Petexbatún River.’

      
      Well, it may be a river, I thought, but it looks like a drowned planet. When it finally stopped raining and Noah stuck his
            head out of the ark, he must have seen something like this. A floating world. A world with no shores.

      
      I don’t know exactly how long it took us, but eventually the trip was over. Amkiel slowed the boat down as we approached another
            islet, but this time, instead of plunging into it, he pulled up alongside. It took me a while to realise what was going on,
            to discern the muddy sand beneath the greenery and understand that this was terra firma, solid ground you could walk on. The
            silence that fell upon us when Amkiel cut his motor cannot be described. He jumped out of the boat, gave a slight tug and
            grounded Pampered Girl in about eight inches of mud.

      
      ‘Now what?’ I asked. ‘A breakdown?’

      
      
      ‘No. This is it. We’re here. Lake Petexbatún is behind those trees’ – he gestured at the vegetation barely twenty metres ahead
            of us – ‘and that over there is the Posada del Caribe.’

      
      I looked to where he was pointing, and could just about make out the first cabin amongst the dense foliage.

      
      Amkiel put my bag on the ground, held out his hand for his eighteen dollars, thrust the money into his pocket and then took
            his leave as if he hadn’t a moment to spare: ‘Enjoy your stay señora this key works for all the doors the Boss gave it to
            me for you the radio’s connected to a car battery all you have to do is press the “on” button and then you operate the microphone
            with the switch but of course you already know that there are candles in the room under the beds I’ll come back next Tuesday
            if you have any problems you can tell me then.’

      
      He started the motor with a jerk, put it in reverse to extract Pampered Girl from the mud and disappeared upriver. I was puzzled. During the whole journey, he’d behaved like a man of few words, slightly
            shy, maybe a little proud, but never disagreeable. My professional obsession led me to think that his sudden haste might be
            the vestige of some ancient tribal superstition, fear of the jungle spirits or something like that. But after two seconds
            – or rather, two steps – I understood. Two steps into the jungle, and I was enveloped by what had caused such a hasty departure.
            Mosquitoes. My old friends. Millions of mosquitoes. I turned back to the shore, got the repellent out of my backpack and smeared
            it over my face and hands, my ankles, my ears. I’m not afraid of mosquitoes, and I’m not overly concerned about the diseases
            they can transmit. I’ve been living for years with sudden, prolonged bouts of high temperature, tropical fevers that doctors
            can’t identify and whose symptoms they can scarcely mitigate. I’ve learned to put up with them – I don’t even take antibiotics.
            It’s part of the job. That’s what I was told on my first trip to Africa, and my life has confirmed it. A real anthropologist
            has no choice but to make fever her friend. As for malaria, I don’t underestimate it, but I’ve learned not to fear it. If
            it has respected me so far, I don’t see why it would decide to consume me now, when all my body has to offer are weakened
            bones and sagging flesh. Malaria can be fatal in the long run, I know. Well, so is life. When I use repellent, it’s only so I can avoid the mosquito bites themselves and the stinging sensation that accompanies them. I also
            do it a little out of nostalgia for the jungle. That’s what brought me here, among many other things. And that’s why I have
            five cans of mosquito repellent. Too many – even if I stay here a year, I’ll never use them all. Maybe I brought so many because
            I didn’t know when I was going to return. Or I brought them just in case, like smokers who accumulate cartons of cigarettes
            because they’re terrified of going without. Not just any type of repellent will do. It must contain at least forty per cent
            diethyltoluamide. The smell of this repellent is the perfume of my life. Sometimes I even put a spot on when I’m in Barcelona,
            just a little, like those preening ladies who dab a few drops of scent behind their ears and along their décolletage. When
            I die, they should put a can of it inside my coffin, in case the next world is a jungle or I start longing for the old days.
            I ought to put such a request in writing, but I suppose it’s a little late for that. Let them ask my children. Alberto – let
            them ask Alberto. Let them tell him to smell me to see if he can recognise me.

      
      It took me barely two minutes to settle into the Posada del Caribe. I shifted my backpack onto a shaky old bed. Then I went
            to the central cabin and checked that the pantry had been filled in accordance with the instructions I’d passed on to the
            Boss the previous day. I hadn’t asked for much. I’ve always been told I eat like a bird, so it must be true. I suppose my
            profession has accustomed me to frugality. A lot of white rice. I can make a feast out of some pasta and a clove of garlic.
            After seeing that everything was in order, I went over to the radio and disconnected it. In my line of work, it’s good practice
            not to let a battery run down even if you don’t plan on using it. I could cite that as the reason why I disconnected the radio,
            a mere precaution, but I’d be lying. One of the advantages of these words I’m writing is that I don’t need to lie, because
            no one’s ever going to read them. I don’t even think I’m going to read them myself. These pages aren’t a monument to the truth,
            nor are they a pedestal for exhibiting it; they’re more like a sewer for the truth, a place where I can get rid of it. I disconnected
            the radio because I had come here to be alone. Alone and in silence. When I want to break that silence, I connect the radio, I ask the Boss for what I need and I disconnect it again. Then Amkiel brings me what I’ve requested. I’d also be lying
            if I said I left the radio disconnected because I’d anticipated what was going to happen. No one can anticipate a thing like
            that.

      
      It’s a joke. The whole thing’s a joke. A colossal, hysterical, monumental joke. A clumsy move on the part of chance, aggravated
            by an unpardonable mistake on the part of my children. The reasons why don’t matter much. If I insisted on uncovering whatever
            made this random combination of circumstances possible and – especially – what led to such a mistake, I’d wind up like my
            daughter Serena. Serena treats the past the way flies treat a windowpane: she runs up and down it, bangs her head against
            it and wears herself out trying to reach the light, without noticing that the light and the glass are two separate things.
            Poor Serena. Poor all of them. When I think about them, it makes me feel like rising from the dead. Going back, in other words.
            But if I didn’t do that the day before yesterday, when I learned about this absurd confusion, I don’t see why I should do
            it now. I don’t know. The moment will come. If it comes.

      
      That isn’t to say that their grief doesn’t affect me. And I know that it’s in my power to put an end to it. All I’d have to
            do is call on the radio and ask Amkiel to come and pick me up and take me to Sayaxché, where I could make a phone call. In
            fact, I wouldn’t even have to do that. I could just ask the Boss to call on my behalf and say I’m alive and well. On the other
            hand, I don’t feel I can destroy this perfect construction that fate has woven together out of several loose strands. However
            ridiculous it may seem, however absurd and macabre, this situation has its own transparent logic. Nobody chose it and nobody’s
            entirely responsible for it, although if I had to distribute blame, my son Alberto would probably receive the largest share.
            Nonetheless, the situation is so absolutely coherent that if it were the work of a playwright, I could do nothing but beat
            my hands sore applauding his mastery. In the first place, think of all the times I dreamed of a solution such as this, maybe
            without realising it. All the times I thought about not going back. On almost every trip, I found something that held me,
            something that begged me to stay, but I never dared. Fear of the sorrow my desertion would cause Julio and our children always won out. Perhaps it’s different now; after all, they’re grown up. My desire to remain far away from them didn’t mean I didn’t
            love them. The mere thought that I could cause them irreparable harm was enough to prevent me from staying. Sometimes I imagined
            a brilliant solution to my problem, very much like the one that has just been handed to me on a plate: I would fake my own
            death. It would be the best for everyone. For me and for them. I’d avoid going back to a life that seemed less like life every
            time. And they… well, I supposed a mother’s death would be easier to accept than her disappearance. But I’ve never been
            capable of plotting a situation like this. Besides, if I had been capable of doing such a thing, I would have done it twenty or thirty years ago, not now. What would be the point? Soon
            I’m going to be seventy. Inventing a death for myself isn’t going to give me any more time. What happened may have coincided
            with my wishes, but that doesn’t mean it was the result of my will. Sometimes life does things for you that you don’t do for
            life.

      
      There are many reasons to welcome this mistake. After all, death is my speciality. Not the dead, but death itself. Or rather,
            what we the living do with our dead. I’ve travelled around half the world, following the rituals of grief, trying to find
            out how men and women of every race and culture face up to the loss of a loved one. I’ve published seven books on the subject
            and hundreds of articles, field studies, comparative analyses. I’m supposed to know everything about how the living grieve
            for the dead. Had I been offered the possibility of mounting the ultimate investigation, producing the definitive thesis,
            I couldn’t have found a better way of doing it – to live my own death without being dead. It’s something I’ve even dreamed
            about. Should anyone want to blame me because chance has placed this opportunity within my reach, I’ll accept that blame with
            a smile.

      
      There’s still another reason, no less important. This could have happened to me anywhere in the world. The jungle doesn’t
            have exclusive rights to an accidental death in murky circumstances. Nevertheless, it had to be here, in a place like this,
            a place I didn’t even know about two months ago, but where I feel I absolutely belong. So much so, I could die here. So much
            so, I could live here. I don’t exactly know why.

      
      
      I often have my moments of doubt. Ever since I discovered I was dead, I’ve done nothing but think about righting this wrong.
            About putting my few soiled belongings in my bag and retracing the steps that brought me here.

      
      I think about my children crying. How they must have wept for me, how they must be weeping for me still. I don’t count the
            quantity of their tears as a measure of their grief; weeping is a learned skill, and everyone cries the way they know how,
            the way they can. In the south-eastern Bay of Bengal, in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, when a funeral is held, the men
            weep with a degree of intensity inconceivable to any Westerner. They tremble and howl in such a savage way that their bodies
            appear to be on the point of bursting apart. They suffer a kind of acute pulmonary convulsion, yet somehow they manage to
            take in enough air to emit shrieks capable of shattering the thickest glass. The first anthropologists to visit the islands
            couldn’t believe their eyes. When they returned home, they announced their discovery in the academic journals. Their essays
            were dense, teeming with imaginative hypotheses, in which the authors asserted that they had found a community which, when
            faced with the death of its members, manifested feelings much more profound and more authentic than those of any other group.
            Then the technicians, the sceptics, arrived on the scene. They landed on the islands with their cameras and their tape recorders,
            calculated and registered the amount of weeping per person per death, measured the precise characteristics of every howl.
            Soon, they came up with a whole series of explanations related to Andamanese familial structures, or to the Andamanese males’
            lack of inhibition around weeping, or to a particularly dolorous conception of the afterlife. Rubbish. Nobody stayed there
            long enough to find out the truth or ask the necessary questions at the appropriate time. Except for me. This wasn’t especially
            praiseworthy; the other groups were financed by large institutions and were driven by the necessity to return home and publish.
            Return and publish, make and broadcast documentaries, place photographs in magazines, as if these were the only ways to demonstrate
            that they’d been there. This was all during the first flowering of anthropology. Publishing a curious photograph was beginning
            to prove more profitable than possessing a thorough knowledge of the reality behind it. But I digress …

      
      I went about freely, my disadvantages accidentally working in my favour. I had less money than the others because Julio paid
            for my first trips. He sold a few paintings and told me, ‘We have a million pesetas. You can go wherever you want.’ It was
            the Julio Fellowship – that’s what we called it. Without it, I would never have been able to travel. Official research grants
            for a female anthropologist at the end of the 1950s? Properly speaking, anthropology didn’t even exist.

      
      So I financed my trips with the family savings. It wasn’t much money, of course. I had to travel on cut-price tickets, stay
            in the most uncomfortable places and limit my field work to projects that could be carried out alone. In exchange, I was free
            to go wherever I liked, I could stay longer than anyone else and, above all, I was in no hurry to publish. I travelled all
            over the Andamans for two months without ever having the good fortune to come across a funeral. My trip was a disaster, a
            waste. I decided to stay another month. I moved around constantly, from island to island. I witnessed a wedding. The men wished
            the bride happiness by laying their heads on her shoulder and weeping with her. They literally broke down in tears. I didn’t
            say anything to anyone. I didn’t rush to publish. A short while later, I found two men weeping in the street. Several other
            people were looking on. I asked where the funeral would be held, but they told me there wasn’t going to be any funeral. These
            were two old friends; it had been years since they’d seen each other, and they were celebrating their reunion in this way.
            I took notes, but continued to say nothing.

      
      A few weeks later, the family whose house I was staying in invited me to attend a festival. Two neighbouring villages, long-time
            enemies because of an old dispute over the ownership of a well, were sealing a peace agreement reached after years of negotiation.
            About two hundred people were there, mostly men and boys, sitting on the ground in two separate groups. A representative from
            each village stepped forward. They exchanged things: sacks of corn, some tools. Then they embraced. At that moment, everyone
            who was present broke down and wept. I’m certain that such weeping, such a river of collective tears, has never been seen in Europe. Not even in the most dramatic
            moments of its history. Almost forty years have passed since that day, and I still get goose pimples every time I remember
            it. Later that afternoon, I left the village to take a walk in the countryside. On my way, I met a group of farm workers.
            I did what I should have done from the beginning: I asked. It was as simple as that. I stopped the four men and asked them
            how they could produce such heart-rending tears, and how those tears could express even the most radiant jubilation. My perplexity
            amused them. They answered that it was easily done. Laying their staffs aside, they sat on the ground and burst into unrestrained,
            convulsive weeping, as though they had just received news of the death of the person dearest to them in all the world.

      
      For them, weeping is a convention, like shaking hands to establish a bond. I went back home and published my report. The most
            powerful figures in the international anthropological community had to accept my theory, but not before they’d wasted two
            years in a polemic that seemed perfectly ridiculous to me; unfortunately, it was but the first of many. I’ve been at the centre
            of disputes far more bitter than that one, although those who know me know I’ve never pursued notoriety. Well, the upshot
            of all this is that these days no one doubts that weeping is a form of cultural expression, a reaction that can be learned.

      
      I’m not saying that my family doesn’t love me or that their tears are false. Far from it. I’m just saying that almost everything
            they attribute to emotion is cultural. I admit I’d love to be watching them through a peephole, but I don’t really need one.
            I know them well enough. The one I feel the least bad about is Julio. Maybe he doesn’t even know I’m dead yet. How that man
            loved me! Despite all his tricks, despite that way he had of absenting himself from reality, how he loved me. Right from the
            beginning. So much so that he ended up inventing me. Nevertheless, the news of my death may not even have registered with
            him. Or maybe it has; maybe he heard it one minute and forgot it the next. Better for him.

      
      And then there are my children. Alberto will have shed the correct amount of tears. Not one more, not one less. Not because
            he’s mean. On the contrary, he’s no doubt been so busy consoling the others, so immersed in resolving the practical matters related to my death and making sure no one else has to worry, that
            he won’t have yielded to his grief for any longer than was strictly necessary. I must be fair: even though Alberto is the
            principal cause of this confusion, even though I still haven’t forgiven him for his mistake, I can’t deny the evidence – he’s
            a good man. Generous to a fault, always busy solving everyone else’s problems. Now he’ll be more devoted than ever to his
            son Luis. The sick boy. To tell the truth, at nineteen he doesn’t seem like a boy to me any more. And not in the least bit
            sick. Maybe his brain is different, but sometimes I envy him. If anyone’s going to say something beautiful and true about
            my death, it will surely be him.

      
      I know that Pablo, the middle one, has made up for any shortfall in Alberto’s tears. He’ll be overwhelmed. Undone. Incapable
            of speech. By now, his face must be as swollen as a toad’s. Poor Pablo. I’m sure he’s smoking like a chimney. I’d give anything
            if I could see him for a moment. Or rather, if he could see me. I’d have a few things to tell him. Stop crying. Take a deep
            breath. Look at yourself. You look fifty years old. Don’t smoke so much. Go to the bathroom and shave. And do me the favour
            of running a comb through your hair. Has he composed something in my honour? I can imagine it: a tremendous piece, like piano
            strings played with a bow. Or maybe not, maybe he’s chosen the tribute of silence instead. In that case, he’s capable of locking
            up the piano and leaving it untouched for years.

      
      The one I’m most worried about is Serena, the youngest. She’ll be weeping questions. I’m sure she doesn’t understand a thing,
            as always. Where did she get that burning need to know and the naivety to believe she can? Serena’s determined to learn the truth about the past, without realising that the past, like the future, can only be imagined.
            There must be a law that requires such a silent mother to have such an imaginative daughter. And so full of questions. As
            a child, Serena listened to her father’s stories as if her life depended on it. Her head would be filled with Simóns and Russian
            women and Chinese tales and medieval battles, and then she’d have bad dreams and would not be pacified. Sometimes she’d even
            run a fever. I should have intervened, because Julio didn’t notice. I did, but it never seemed important. Mistakes always
            come back to you in the end. By the time she was a teenager, Serena knew that stories were only stories, and whereas her brothers
            accepted them quite naturally and kept them stored in the musty trunk of nostalgia, she did not; she took them as an injustice,
            she felt deceived and she insisted that Julio should indemnify her with the truth. She started asking questions at all hours.
            She insisted on knowing. When she was about to turn seventeen, her father asked her what she wanted for her birthday. The
            truth, she said, I want you to give me the truth. The truth about what, her father said. The truth about every story you’ve
            ever told me. She subjected him to pitiless interrogations and noted down his replies, forever scribbling in her notebooks.
            She dragged some answers from her father and worked others out for herself, without understanding that the alleged truth that
            was supplanting those stories was nothing but an even bigger story, much more complex and therefore more difficult to take
            apart. She was always striving for certainty. That’s why she worries me more than her brothers. If I don’t go back, if I decide
            not to clear up this mistake, the days will pass and life will resume its normal course for them. I’ll be dead, and they’ll
            go on as before. But not Serena. Serena will keep asking questions and looking for explanations. Why, Mama, why that boat,
            that river, that jungle, since when, what for, and what happened before and before and before? She’ll go back into our family
            history, years and years, centuries if necessary, until she finds something she can be certain of. God, how naive she is.
            She’s spent half her life like that, indignant and surprised when the rest of us didn’t join her in the struggle. She has
            a fabulous memory, like her father, like – or so they say – her grandfather Simón, her father’s father. But she notes everything
            down so she won’t forget. Now that I mention it, I’m sure she’ll be having another go at Simón’s story. I can’t blame her.
            Two imaginary shipwrecks in the same family is far too tempting for someone like her.

      
      What obstinacy – she should have studied law. Alberto’s a great lawyer, but she would have been even better. No court would
            have been able to resist her perseverance, that determination of hers to submit everything, including the inexplicable, to
            logic. Maybe I should have tried to set her straight, but I never felt capable of doing so. I don’t know, I suppose I wanted
            to give my children the freedom of choice I never had. They’ve all done pretty well and that should be enough for me, but I regret not having
            intervened in their lives more often. Maybe I reinforced their mistakes with my silence. Maybe I spent too much time away
            from them. Back then, it seemed like a good idea; I was convinced it would help them mature more quickly and learn to make
            their own decisions.

      
      Of course, I can’t pretend that these words will correct whatever mistakes I may have made in the past. Words have formidable
            power, not always for the good, but they’re not capable of swimming back up the river of time and changing its course. Besides,
            I don’t want to waste them. They are life. In Africa, in north-west Uganda, the Lugbara use the same term to refer to an achievement,
            an event and a word. When a man is about to die, it’s his duty to gather his children around his deathbed and speak his final
            words to them. His final words, in a sense so literal that even if death holds back, even if the man survives for years, he
            will not speak again. The word is authority itself. When the man finally dies, a period of chaos begins. This is a common
            feature in all the cultures I know. Death introduces social chaos until the living undertake to reorder reality in some way.
            That’s what funeral rites are for: to symbolise the arrival of a new order. In the case of the Lugbara, when someone dies,
            it’s said that ‘his words have ended’. Chaos recedes only when the local witch doctor makes contact ‘with the mouth of the
            dead man’ to inform him that his heirs have accepted the order established by his final words. Only then can the spirit of
            the dead man rest in peace and cease to represent a threat to the living.

      
      This has never happened before. Apart from my professional work, I’ve rarely written anything more than the occasional letter.
            But now the words are boiling up furiously, and I need to get them out, to leave a record of them, even though no reader is
            possible in this kingdom of the dead. Maybe it’s because I’m alive, and I don’t have anything else. Maybe it’s because one
            day I really am going to die, and that day can’t be so very far off. These will be my final words. The day before yesterday,
            when I learned I was dead, I decided to write them down. It’s the only way to get rid of them.

   



      
      Sunday

      
      ‘Be careful what you write,’ Alberto says. ‘You don’t want to tell any lies.’ He’s come up to the terrace to make sure everything’s
         OK. Papa and Luis have gone to bed. ‘You know what happens to liars.’
      

      
      ‘What happens?’ I ask. I know, of course, but I feel like hearing it again.

      
      ‘The usual two possibilities: imprisonment, like Simón; or exile, like Li Po.’ He makes a show of being serious, but a smile
         betrays him. He looks so much like Papa when he smiles. ‘Good night, Serena. Try not to stay up too late.’ He kisses me on
         the forehead. As he leaves, he can’t suppress a few more big-brotherly comments: ‘Have you got enough light? If you want,
         I’ll turn on the halogen lamps, but then the terrace will be full of insects. Are you all right here? You’re not cold? Shall
         I get you a coat?’
      

      
      ‘Alberto,’ I protest, more fondly than angrily. I know he just can’t help himself.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’m thirty-eight years old.’

      
      ‘You’re right. Sorry. Well. See you tomorrow.’

      
      Before going, he gives me a hug and another kiss. Ever since Mama’s accident, he’s been more anxious than ever, but also more
         affectionate.
      

      
      Before he disappears, he says, ‘I’d give anything to know what you’re writing about.’

      
      So would I. I’ve already filled a page with scored-out scrawls and a few isolated, disconnected words. I don’t know where
         to begin, how to find the opening sentence. I lift my eyes from the paper at any excuse, tear out the page, crumple it into
         a ball and crush it in my hand. I take another page and put the word ‘Sunday’ at the top, even though I’m not writing a diary. The only connection between these words and the present is my hope that
         they’ll help explain a past that made it possible.
      

      
      Maybe it would be easier to relate the events of the recent past. For example: my mother died in Guatemala last week. There
         it is; I’ve said it. She drowned in a river with an absurd name: Río Pasión, ‘the River Passion’. Río Pasión really exists;
         it’s not some ridiculous invention. (I myself saw its sandy banks just last week.) Mama was in a launch, a small motorboat
         with three other people. Everyone died except the skipper. What else can I say? That we were surprised? Well, Mama was sixty-nine
         and that doesn’t count as old nowadays. I mean, not too old to live. Too old to take off for Guatemala, yes, and too old to
         be getting into launches. Whose idea was that? She was in perfect health. No one expected her to die so soon, much less die
         in that way, dragged down into the water, her lungs full of mud and her face sliced to pieces.
      

      
      Alberto took care of cutting through all the red tape required to bring her ashes back to Spain, but Pablo and I had to go
         and identify her first. That’s why we’re all here in Malespina now. Even Papa has come, despite his condition. The only one
         missing is Pablo, and he’ll arrive tomorrow. We’re going to take advantage of one of Papa’s lucid moments to dispose of the
         ashes by scattering them in the sea from the Russian woman’s beach. We’re assuming that’s what Mama would have wanted. It’s
         strange – she never told us what we were to do if something like this should happen, even though this was precisely her field.
      

      
      That’s it. There’s nothing else worth saying. And what I’ve said is of no use to me anyway. It’s all about the end, and I’m
         looking for the beginning. The first step that explains the next step and the one after that. I’m holding one end of a ball
         of tangled thread. I yank on it, trying to find the other end, but every pull tightens the knots and tangles them further.
      

      
      Maybe this is how it has to be. Maybe you just have to accept that the only way to relate the history of a family – or of
         a person – is like this, backwards, in fits and starts: this is the story of Serena, daughter of a father who was the son
         of a father who in turn … And the mothers: the mother of the father of a mother, like that, swimming upriver in the current
         of life, always looking for a previous cause, until you come to the first monkey that stretched its legs and climbed down out of its tree, itself a remote
         descendant of the first amphibian, which was the distant relative of an atypical fish capable of breathing out of water and
         endowed with sufficient curiosity to penetrate the forest and, who knows, maybe with enough memory to recall parents and grandparents
         and great-grandparents, and still further back, until the inevitable end, which is the beginning of everything: the first
         cell, born by chance, more than 3,500 million years ago at a depth of 3,500 metres, when the core of the earth happened to
         release a bubble of warm air into a sea like the one I’m listening to right now as it beats against the cliff. An aberration.
         A monumental coincidence, an error perhaps, resulting hundreds of thousands of millions of coincidences later in me. Telling
         the story of any life is a work of archaeology. I can’t go quite that far.
      

      
      I feel a little dizzy. I never used to be like this. I used to believe in things. In signs, and in my ability to interpret
         them. One summer afternoon twenty years ago, in this very house, I announced to the whole family my intention to study meteorology.
         Mama didn’t say a word, and I assumed that meant she thought it was a good idea. Papa proposed a game, a challenge: I had
         to guess which wind was blowing without looking out of the window. I went through the house. The garbí, I said. It was easy. The towels in the big bathroom, which faced south, were damp. The kitchen floor, which Mama had scrubbed
         almost twenty minutes before, hadn’t yet dried. The garbí, therefore, the moist southern wind. One plus one equals two. My brain processed this data automatically; the activity had
         as little to do with my will as my heartbeat. I was eighteen years old: knowing things was a source of pride, an incentive
         to learn more.
      

      
      Now it simply makes me tired. This evening, as soon as I reached Malespina, even before I got out of the car, I saw the detritus
         whirling around next to the woodshed under the open window of the laundry room, and it took me only a moment to understand
         what that meant: at least two consecutive days of garbí, sweeping up all the pine needles and dead leaves that have accumulated in the back patio since autumn began and piling them
         against the wall.
      

      
      
      The open window meant that someone was in the house. Since I didn’t hear any music, it couldn’t be Pablo. If it was Alberto,
         Papa and Luis would be with him. If Alberto hadn’t swept the patio, it was because he couldn’t leave Papa. Conclusion: Papa
         wasn’t well. All deduced from an open window. If A, then B, followed by C, as if the only law I’ve ever believed in, the law
         of logic, truly existed. It’s exhausting. It isn’t the first time I’ve felt like this, of course, but it’s never overwhelmed
         me before; I’ve never felt such an intense weariness, as if life has been secretly forging a metal band around my chest and
         now it’s so tight I can barely breathe. I feel as though my life were a film I’ve seen too many times; it bores me because
         I know it by heart, and yet I don’t understand it.
      

      
      I stayed in the car, motionless, without even taking the trouble to stop the engine, one hand on the ignition key and the
         other on the door handle, incapable of moving a single muscle. The chain of mechanical gestures – opening the door, lifting
         my leg out of the car, placing my foot on the ground – seemed to require a superhuman effort, both mental and physical. I’m
         thirty-eight. I probably have half my life ahead of me. And yet, at that moment, I felt as if a thousand years of knowledge
         were weighing on my shoulders. Which is a fancy way of saying I felt old.
      

      
      I don’t know how long I stayed there. I cried for a good while, I suppose. Ever since I received the news of Mama’s death,
         weeping has become one of my habits. At first there was grief, of course, and surprise; later, when we went to claim her body,
         I cried from sheer nerves. Now, I don’t know. It comes over me like this, all of a sudden, a tremendous weariness coupled
         with the urge to bawl my eyes out. I could also blame it on my hormones. I’ve been pregnant for only six weeks, but already
         I can detect the revolution that’s taking place in my body. I’ve stopped using eye make-up. Like a drunk in a cartoon, I have
         a red nose round the clock. When I’ve been crying, I don’t look at myself in the mirror.
      

      
      All that notwithstanding, when Luis opened the door for me, he said I looked prettier than ever. Had he been anyone else,
         I would have raged at him for lying, but my nephew can’t lie, not even for the sake of politeness. He always says what he
         thinks. I want to have a long talk with him, just the two of us. Prettier than ever, he says. He put a hand on my stomach. Am I showing? No, I know I’m not showing. Maybe my lips are a little thicker,
         but I don’t think anyone’s noticed. They don’t know yet. It doesn’t make sense to say anything until I decide whether I’m
         going to keep it or not. Alberto was nervous, solicitous and clumsy all at once, as if he were walking on a carpet of eggshells.
         Every time I come to Malespina, he shows me the whole house, room by room, as though it were new. Or as though he’s just the
         custodian who takes care of it in my absence. With regard to Papa, it’s best for me not to say anything, although I think
         he at least recognised me. I don’t know, it could also be that his smile is a reflex, a trick employed by his wandering brain
         to hide the fact that he has no idea who he’s talking to. I’d rather not talk about Papa. The four of us had dinner together.
      

      
      I feel better now, up here on the terrace, alone. Writing is a comfort to me. It would take a warehouse to store all the notebooks
         I’ve filled up over the years. For a long time I kept them, but two or three years ago I decided to throw them all away because
         they contained nothing but questions. This afternoon, before leaving Barcelona, I bought three new notebooks like this one.
         I hope it’s different this time – I hope some answers find their way onto these pages. I have a great deal to write about.
         Lies I’ve been told, truths I’ve learned, recent events. I’m in no hurry. I’ve requested a fortnight’s holiday, and I don’t
         suppose this whole procedure with Mama’s ashes is going to take more than three or four days. I’m going to ask Alberto to
         let me stay here after everyone else leaves, so I can keep writing; so I can think. He’ll be put out by my request – he may
         even be offended. He’ll say I don’t need anyone’s permission, he’ll say it’s my house too. That’s a lie. I have my own key
         and my own room and I know I can come and go as I please, but the house is still his. I’m not complaining; I’m just calling
         things by their proper name.
      

      
      Sometimes I write a word without knowing what the next one will be. Such uncertainty doesn’t bother me. I’m confident that
         these words will follow the thread back to the other end of what I am and take me back to the beginning of everything I want
         to relate. Until that happens, at least they’ll keep me awake and I’ll be able to avoid the nightmare that persecutes me,
         the dream of churning mud, the vision of my mother’s flayed hands and mangled fingers that invades my brain whenever I close my eyes to
         sleep. Ever since Mama died, I’ve been at war with my own mind. It betrays me while I sleep, and sometimes even when I’m awake,
         pounding me with terrible images: fantasies of shipwrecks involving not only my mother, but also myself, and even the little
         creature I’m going to bear. In return, I exact from my brain a miserable revenge: its punishment is to spend these endless
         nights with me, compelled to supply me with one word after another. If a single word remains to be written, I won’t sleep.
         We’ll see who wins.
      

      
      I get up and walk towards the end of the terrace. There’s a new moon tonight and I can barely make out the balustrade, but
         I could describe the view from here with my eyes closed. There’s a pine tree over there – about three metres beyond the balustrade.
         That tree’s more than a hundred years old, maybe even two hundred. It’s grown almost horizontally, sticking out at a dizzying
         angle over the edge of the cliff, as though bewitched by the waves lapping below. When we were children, we used to clamber
         up it all the way from the Russian woman’s beach, holding on to the tough, stout roots that protruded from the earth like
         so many ribs. It seemed incredible to me that the roots of a tree could run so deep and spread so wide. Like the roots of
         lies. But I didn’t think that then; I only say it now.
      

      
      Before me, on the other side of the bay, rises the headland of Cabo San Sebastián, the site of a lighthouse built in 1857
         that has a great deal to do with the story of my life. I close my eyes and play a game. I try to open them at the exact moment
         when the light from the lighthouse sweeps across the terrace and seems to pause on my face. I always guess correctly, but
         I don’t deserve much credit for that, because I know that the lighthouse beam returns to this spot every 3.47 seconds, so
         I count to three and then I open my eyes. My father taught me that. And I have evidence that this one thing, at least, is
         true.
      

      
      Everything else was a lie. Or a half-truth. The Battle of the Formigues Islands, for example. The Islas Formigues, the Ant
         Islands, are to my right, two or three miles out to sea. They barely break the line of the water like a rash, a sketchy string
         of rocks, like ants swarming over the foaming waves. The most important battle fought in the western Mediterranean during the whole of the Middle Ages took place nearby, more than a hundred and
         twenty vessels, their bows splintering from their crews’ ferocious efforts to close with the enemy. Why do I say ‘vessels’?
         Because that’s the word my father uses; I would say ‘ships’. More than a hundred and twenty ships, facing one another like
         angry dogs. There were thousands of deaths. When we were little, Papa would describe this battle to us as if it had been an
         innocent fight between children wielding nothing more harmful than catapults.
      

      
      The village of Malespina is a lie, too. It’s over to my left. If it were daylight, I’d say I couldn’t see the village from
         here because a pine grove blocks the view in that direction. It’s just like me to try to describe a view the night prevents
         me from seeing. That is, a view that’s not a view. Maybe it’s better this way – the night hides the cranes rising above the
         roofs of the village and the concrete blocks starting to appear in clearings in the pine grove. From here, I can maintain
         the nostalgic fantasy that Malespina hasn’t changed; I can pretend it’s still the same idyllic fishing village where I passed
         the long summers of my childhood. The place near where my grandfather Simón fell off a ship and where he survived, after struggling
         against the sea for three consecutive days. The place where my father chose to build a house with his own hands, a house that
         looked out to sea in honour of Simón. To the right of the house, a couple of kilometres south, is the Russian woman’s castle.
         I don’t need to see it, either. I could say that the wind carries the fragrance of her botanical garden, but in fact the wind
         smells only of dampness and salty air.
      

      
      Imprisonment or exile. Simón or Li Po. According to my father’s tales, which I do not necessarily continue to believe, the
         poet Li Po was exiled for lying to the emperor. My grandfather Simón was locked up for deceiving his father. When we were
         little, my father used to tell us, ‘You’ve told a lie, and I’ve caught you out. You know the punishments. Choose for yourself:
         imprisonment, like Simón, or exile, like Li Po.’ In reality, it made no difference which one you chose, because the punishment
         was always the same. Go to your room. To bed without supper. Nothing serious. My parents weren’t terribly strict; in fact,
         they were just the opposite. And, although it’s true that Papa was particularly obsessed with teaching us not to lie, the punishment was usually symbolic. You had to have practised a very great deception for your imprisonment,
         or your exile, to be prolonged beyond a couple of hours. But that’s not what is bothering me. What bothers me is that Li Po
         wasn’t exiled. And it may be true that my grandfather Simón was locked up, but there are so many obscure elements in his story that
         sometimes I prefer to believe the whole thing is entirely false.
      

      
      You don’t need a lighthouse to know that the night is strewn with lies. They’re everywhere; they’re evidence of life. They
         grow around a person by dint of his mere presence, like the lowly greenery that will spring up between two stones if oxygen
         and light should countenance its existence.
      

      
      It took me years to accept the impossibility of knowing the past, as distinct from knowing accounts of the past. A legacy
         of centuries, of superimposed generations, of tales complementing or contradicting or denying or getting entangled with one
         another. That’s why ‘explain’ and ‘tell’ are synonyms. A law of life: at the precise instant when someone tells a truth, that
         truth is transformed into a story. Only then did I stop blaming my father. I stopped wishing him a long exile or imprisonment
         as a punishment for his fictions. So why am I feeling that old frustration again now, when I thought I’d finally overcome
         it? Should I blame this, too, on my hormones? It is possible I may decide to become a mother. I wasn’t looking to get pregnant,
         and I’m not sure I want to be pregnant. But suppose I do go ahead. Suppose I allow myself to become one more link in the chain
         of generations that every family represents. In that case, I’d like to be certain that the other end of the chain is solidly
         anchored somewhere. In a beginning – no matter how remote – worthy of the name. A beginning more substantial than a bubble
         of air and the first cell. A beginning that will someday allow me to tell my child the story of who he is. Because that won’t
         depend on my will or on his: we are who we’re told we are. Grandfather Simón’s story, if it were true, would be a good beginning.
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      This isn’t the ends of the earth. Maybe it looks that way, but it’s not. There aren’t any hotels at the ends of the earth,
            and the Posada del Caribe, although it’s not in the best of shape and is abandoned for months at a time, is indeed a hotel.
            Or something similar. Within two or three weeks, when the dry season begins, the mosquito plague will disappear and the human
            epidemic will return in small, well-organised groups. They’ll be taken in canoes to see the lake and the Mayan ruins. Someone
            will cook black beans and rice for them; at breakfast, they’ll eat scrambled eggs and ham. They’ll be carrying instant coffee
            and powdered milk and consider themselves intrepid. At night, by the light of a lantern, they’ll all check the pockets in
            their backpacks to make sure their return tickets are still safely stashed.

      
      I don’t know what I’m going to do when they begin to arrive. I definitely won’t stay here, but I don’t know where I’ll go.
            It’s too bad I’m no longer young and strong enough to build myself a cabin on the other side of the lake. That’s the only
            reason why I wish I were younger: not twenty years younger, or thirty, but twelve thousand years younger. Hunting my food
            every day and eating it half raw. Maybe growing something. I know how it’s done. I’ve seen corn growing in unlikelier places
            than this. Drawing an animal on a rock without knowing why. Believing that heavenly bodies can tell me things. Interpreting
            the flights of birds. Swimming in the lake. Well, I can still do that. Every morning, I walk down to the shore, slide slowly
            into the water and swim with my eyes closed, or rather I float, holding my head up like a crocodile. I go out thirty or forty
            metres almost without moving my limbs, as if it were forbidden to break the glassy surface of the water with so much as a
            ripple. When I reach the middle of the lake, I open my eyes. It’s overwhelming.

      
      The first time, when I was standing on the shore with the water around my ankles, I decided to take off my swimsuit. After
            all, I thought, there’s no one here to see me and even if I am being spied on, I doubt that the sight of my naked body would
            be much of an occasion for sin. I remember thinking about the Russian woman right before I lowered myself into the water,
            and I had to smile. I let the current carry me. It flows soundlessly but steadily, renewing the lake with the abundant outpourings
            of the river. I opened my eyes and laughed out loud. I don’t know why. I was so surprised by my own guffawing that I even
            swallowed a little water. Then I started yelling: ‘I’m here!’ At first, the water ignored me, as if it were shrugging its
            shoulders, shaming me with its silence, but suddenly the echo came rolling back: ‘I’mhereherehereI’mI’m-I’mheeereI’mheeere!’
            Dozens of white herons rose in flight, and the mirror image of their undersides flashed on the surface of the water. Then
            I felt depressed about my apparent inability to shout something more impressive and dignified, something worth remembering.
            To me, ‘I’m here’ sounded like something scrawled by a bored prisoner on an old stone wall.

      
      The water of Lake Petexbatún is so dense that, to float on it, you almost don’t need to know how to swim. Every morning, I
            play dead, suspended in the water like a cork. I watch the sky pass by like someone watching the steady flow of time. I can’t
            bring myself to dive, however. What am I saying, ‘dive’? I can’t even bring myself to put my head under the water. You can’t
            see a thing, not even a few inches away, and it makes me afraid. The dead are down there. Of course I know they aren’t really
            there. No one knows better than I that the dead survive only in the worm that eats them; that they live again only in the
            apple that houses the worm; that they breathe again only in the bird that pecks at the apple; that their eternity is as short
            as the flight of the arrow aimed at the bird. The Great Beyond? Please. We don’t even survive in the memories of the living.
            Science has destroyed that myth. Whenever we remember something, what we’re doing is remembering the last time we remembered
            it; our memory doesn’t go back to the original notch, the first one that was cut, but to the last one. Human memory is virtual, like that of a computer. When we open a file, we’re not opening it as it was when we first
            created it, but as it was the last time we used it. It’s called hypercathexis and is our brain’s most sophisticated recourse
            when it comes to confronting pain. We’re often surprised by the fortitude of other people; we marvel at the instinct that
            enables them to overcome horrific situations and rebuild their lives: abused children, or mothers whose children have died,
            or survivors of massacres. But they aren’t any stronger than anyone else, nor do they have a greater capacity for forgetting.
            It’s not that their memory blocks out the source of their pain. What it does is defer it, interposing itself between the sufferer
            and their sorrow and offering them a recollection not of their pain, but of themselves.

      
      Take the Wari' Indians of the Amazon, for example. A few days after a Wari' dies, his relatives gather in the part of the
            forest where he used to station himself for the hunt. They clear away the vegetation from the area and burn the leaves and
            brush. For a good while, until the undergrowth returns and takes possession of the place again, it remains a kind of sanctuary.
            The idea is that every time someone passes by, they’ll remember the dead person. They don’t know that they’re really remembering
            themselves, because the most recent notch in their memory isn’t the dead man, it’s the gesture they made in his honour when
            they sanctified his hunting ground.

      
      There are hundreds of examples. Perhaps the clearest one comes from the Laymi of Bolivia. The Laymi inherit land directly
            through the male line; that is, the property of a deceased father passes to his firstborn son and no one else. In exchange,
            the son must take on the support of the rest of the family. He also inherits the moral responsibility for preserving his family’s
            ancestral memory in a specific way: he has to remember the names of the male ancestors who preceded him in the succession
            – the more he remembers, the better. I claim no credit for the discovery of this custom. I went to Bolivia for the first time
            in 1968, and by then the practice had been recorded in the anthropological literature for more than fifteen years. But I did
            discover a curious coincidence: no one remembered more than six names in his ancestral line. Most people stopped at four generations,
            others could go back five, but only two of the heads of families I interviewed could name six. A magic number? No, land registry. The obligatory registration
            of rural property in Bolivia first began in 1884. The numbers speak for themselves, and that’s what I discovered: no matter
            how hard you squeeze them, and no matter how generous you are in attributing extraordinary precociousness to all the members
            of a single ancestral line, there’s just no way of making room for more than six generations between 1884 and 1969. In other
            words, even in a society that prized memory as a moral duty, no one was able to remember what had never been written down.

      
      Which is to say, the dead don’t even survive in memory. They’re not under the water. They’re not anywhere; that’s the essence
            of being dead. The word ‘where’ is for the living. The word ‘word’ is for the living. But I’m still afraid and I can’t help
            it. It’s a concrete, physical fear, like needles pricking my skin, as if someone’s going to pull me down the moment I duck
            my head below the surface. I imagine the arms of the dead waving like sea anemones. In every culture I know about, the dead
            are associated with water. The souls of the Laymi transmigrate to a paradise called tacna. To reach this paradise, the soul
            has to cross the sea in the nose or ear of a black dog. If the dog doesn’t make it, the soul remains trapped in the water
            and turns into what we call a lost soul. If the dog succeeds in crossing the sea, it comes to a subterranean place where the
            happy community of the dead dedicate themselves to the cultivation of chilli peppers. Once a year, the souls return to the
            village, where they’re welcomed with great celebrations. After the festival is over, the living participants must cross a
            river to wash off the souls that may have attached themselves to them.

      
      Under the water. The souls of the Wari' dead live in the river, under the water. To get out, they must become incarnate in
            some animal; sometimes it’s a fish, more often it’s a bird, but wild pigs are preferred above all. White-snouted wild pigs,
            which the relatives of the dead hunt with the utmost respect: the dead person lives again, nourishing his loved ones. When
            they hunt him, his spirit returns to the river. There’s not much for the dead to do in the river, beyond waiting for a new
            dead person to arrive. But when that happens, when a fresh soul joins them, the dead throw huge welcome banquets, at which,
            supposedly, gallons and gallons of corn beer are consumed. The Wari' community has no leader; instead, there’s a kind of council of elders which in turn is
            divided into various family councils. The dead Wari', however, the ones in the river, do have a leader, a giant whose name
            is Towira. ‘Towira’ means ‘testicle’; that is to say, the leader of the dead is a gigantic testicle. The Wari' would have
            been my great project, the high point of my whole career, the definitive study: death and life, fertility and death, sex and
            regeneration, virility and death. It was not to be. I was abruptly kicked out and my life threatened. For more than thirty
            years now, I’ve been barred from entering Brazil. And even if I should manage to get back in, even if I were to get hold of
            some fake papers and slip into the country via Ecuador, Peru or Bolivia, as soon as I got close to the state of Rondônia,
            and long before I could reach the Wari' villages – Tanajura, Deolinda, Negro-Ocaia – they’d arrest me and deport me back to
            Spain. That’s if I was lucky. If not, they’d probably murder me. More than one of them has spent thirty years hoping to get
            their hands on me. They’d like me to give in to curiosity and nostalgia, to ignore the warnings of common sense and try to
            revisit the Wari'. The few that are left, that is.

      
      I’ve never dared to go back, and I know I’ll never walk in that jungle again. I have no choice but to settle for pale imitations
            like Petexbatún, an inferior but beautiful substitute. Where I can be alone. Where I can swim in the lake, look at the sky
            and ignore the waters beneath me. Where I can ignore the dead, and the great Towira.

   



      
      Monday

      
      To tell the story of my grandfather Simón, perhaps I should forget my questions and avert my eyes when contradictions appear.
         Maybe I should just assume that the tale is true, and tell it the way I’ve heard Papa tell it so many times. I’m going to
         try, even though my doubts are so considerable, it’s as if I were trying to construct a medieval castle with bricks made of
         foam. I’ll use borrowed words. Old, grandiloquent words. I have no others.
      

      
      On the evening of 10 January 1922, Simón – who had recently had his nineteenth birthday – obtained his father’s permission
         to go out shortly after eight-thirty, allegedly to study for an exam with some fellow students from the university. His real
         intention was to attend the premiere of Jacinto Benavente’s play, El collar de las estrellas, ‘The Necklace of Stars’, at the Teatro Goya in Barcelona.
      

      
      This innocent prank, typical of a boy his age, was the only lie Simón told his father. It seems easy to excuse, especially
         since it was part of the ongoing conflict that had pitted father against son for more than two years: Simón wanted to be an
         actor, and his father refused to allow the boy to indulge what he, the father, considered a passing fancy. The first time
         Simón told his father of his ambition, the reply was unequivocal: ‘Don’t even think about it. It’s not a decent profession
         – in fact, I don’t consider it a profession at all. Besides, you already cause enough drama at home.’ On many subsequent occasions,
         Simón begged his father to reconsider, but the stern parent remained unmoved. Furthermore, he took every opportunity to make
         it clear that, in his view, the theatre was an occupation for idlers, and that Simón would find nothing there but characters
         with dubious morals and opportunities to ruin his future. ‘I’ve spent my life working like a donkey so you could have a decent education,’ Simón’s father used to say, repeating his words so exactly and unchangingly
         that he seemed to be reciting them from memory, and thrusting out his hands to exhibit his extensive calluses. ‘And I’m not
         going to let you throw everything away on a whim. Besides, you don’t really want to be an actor. That little seamstress has
         turned your head, her and your rich pals. The subject is closed. Your sainted mother, may she rest in peace, would have wanted
         you to take up a respectable profession, and my mind is made up: you’re going to be a lawyer. If you refuse, you have only
         one other choice – you’ll work with me in the family business.’
      

      
      The aforementioned ‘family business’ was a small fruit and vegetable shop in the Born district of Barcelona. The shop was
         located in a narrow street adjacent to the rear of the big market; that is, in a place where customers rarely ventured, except
         for those who had already made their purchases, realised they’d forgotten something and wanted to avoid going back into the
         market proper. It was a minuscule shop that faced north so directly it was never blessed by a single ray of sunlight. The
         rear of the shop was a leaky atrium that harboured an ancient dampness and exuded an odour of old socks, against which even
         the fresh apples struggled in vain. Simón’s hatred for this cranny stemmed from his childhood when his father used to make
         him sit amongst the boxes of oranges while he dictated his homework, and by now that hatred was so deeply rooted in his heart
         that the place caused him genuine physical revulsion. A few hours of its damp exhalations and penetrating odours were enough
         to provoke an allergic reaction, including an itchy rash that covered his whole body. For this reason, Simón had opted to
         study law, even though he felt nothing remotely resembling a vocation.
      

      
      Simón’s ‘sainted mother, may she rest in peace’, who surfaced with irritating regularity in the stream of the paternal discourse,
         had died of dysentery many years before, when her son was barely two years old. And if his father invoked her every time he
         wished to criticise the boy’s behaviour, Simón used her as well, as the explanation and cause of all his misery, since with
         her premature death she had not only deprived him of maternal affection, but also left him at the mercy of this unfeeling
         and ignorant brute of a father. As a result, Simón, instead of venerating his mother’s memory, tended to look down on her; any woman capable of
         loving such a man, he thought, would not have made a very good mother.
      

      
      And, finally, there was Amparo Ortuño, Simón’s girlfriend, contemptuously dubbed ‘that little seamstress’ by his father because
         she spent her time sewing and mending costumes for the Compañía del Corral, a drama company that specialised in performing
         the works of classical Spanish theatre and in which Simón hoped to make his debut some day in the not-too-distant future.
         He was preparing himself by performing as the principal actor in an amateur group whose members – the ‘rich pals’ who were
         the object of his father’s scorn – unceasingly praised Simón’s histrionic prowess and his powerful, resonant voice. It is
         said, moreover, that his prodigious memory enabled him to remember entire classical works as if they were mere cradle songs,
         and that he was also handsome and well built. These gifts, coupled with his obsessive sense of vocation, meant that the only
         thing Simón was missing was a lucky break, his big chance. Simón was certain that this lack of opportunity was due solely
         to his humble origins, which denied him access to the necessary resources and contacts. Therefore, instead of telling his
         father once and for all that he felt not the slightest interest in the malodorous family business, Simón had opted for pretending
         to accept the paternal rules, convinced that he would be able to keep seeing Amparo and frequent the intimate world of the
         theatre in secret.
      

      
      It wouldn’t be entirely correct to say that Simón led a double life, for there were not two but three existences that he found
         himself obliged to combine. Three lives that were completely distinct, not to say irreconcilable.
      

      
      The worst of these existences, the one he most desired to leave behind, occupied his every morning, with the sole exception
         of Sundays. To be more precise, it occupied his every daybreak, because Simón always rose before dawn to accompany his father
         to the shop. The first three hours – dedicated to sweeping and scrubbing the floor, unloading the merchandise from the trucks
         and stacking it according to his father’s instructions – left Simón physically exhausted. These hours were not, however, the
         most galling, because he could concentrate on his chores and largely ignore the maddeningly slow passage of time and the growing
         weariness in his muscles. The worst came later, around ten o’clock in the morning, when most of the few regular customers
         had come and gone, and there hung over Simón the prospect of spending yet another four hours in that detested place, praying
         that some confused shopper might take a wrong turn and drop in. When such a thing happened, Simón considered himself lucky.
         He was charming and attentive to the customers, he spoke to them most courteously and, if they happened to live in the area,
         he even went so far as to offer to carry their purchases home for them; anything to avoid remaining alone in the shop with
         his father, exposed for long hours to the verbal pummelling that represented the paternal idea of conversation. Should no
         customer appear, Simón had no choice but to submit to his father’s endless monologues about the obstacles lying in wait for
         him, the ephemeral and deceitful nature of pleasure, the necessity of strengthening and hardening his will. Simón avoided
         these sermons like the plague, and to this end he had developed an ample and imaginative inventory of excuses, with which
         he reduced to the absolute minimum the amount of time he passed in his father’s company. Nevertheless, when all the daily
         chores were done, there was often no escape.
      

      
      At such times, Simón pretended to contribute to the conversation with frequent nods of assent, but his mind would begin to
         drift and he would picture himself on a stage far away, declaiming ageless verses to an enraptured audience. Although this
         was his chief desire, imagining it failed to bring him the relative happiness that fantasies can elicit; for the more he surrendered
         to his daydream, the more conscious he was of the enormous distance that separated it from his real life, the more the damp
         surroundings of the shop made their presence felt and the meaner his father appeared to him. At those moments, Simón felt
         like a prisoner: imprisoned by his father, by that place, by his unattainable desire. Imprisoned by life.
      

      
      Once or twice a week, he managed briefly to escape from his trap with the excuse of shutting himself up alone in the rear
         of the shop to balance his father’s accounts. This was a perfect alibi, because his father was barely capable of adding up
         small sums on his fingers and the rear of the shop wasn’t big enough for two people. A table and a single chair, both equally wobbly and
         wedged against the wall between sacks and crates overflowing with produce, served as an office. In this narrow, uncomfortable
         space, the elaborate gilded mirror that hung on the wall above the table might have seemed like a concession to luxury, if
         it weren’t for the decades of dust that covered it and the punishment its quicksilver had sustained at the hands of time,
         so that every face reflected in the glass took on a phantasmagoric aspect. Simón sat at the table and raced through the accounts
         in a matter of minutes. Then, in order to postpone the moment when he would have to return to the paternal monologue, he tried
         to find some way of amusing himself. It was at the back of the shop that Simón perfected his skills as a cardsharp and juggler.
         He was capable of keeping six and even seven pieces of fruit in the air at the same time. At the beginning of winter, when
         the first smooth, firm mandarins – ideal for juggling – arrived, he was able to handle eight of them at once. When his arms
         grew tired, he took out the shiny pack of cards he always carried and played solitaire, but not just any old solitaire: before
         he began, he took all the aces and queens from the pack and hid them in his sleeves, in his pockets and in folds of his clothing.
         His trick was to complete a game of solitaire while making sure – by means of a few furtive glances into the murky depths
         of the mirror – that no hypothetical observer could spot how he was able to produce card after card from the most innocuous-seeming
         places. When he had time, Simón would also set himself the challenge of building a house of cards, which he considered successful
         only if he managed to use up the whole pack before the structure collapsed.
      

      
      And so he spent many a stolen moment, waiting for his father to give him permission to leave the shop at a little before two
         in the afternoon. Then, and despite his overwhelming desire to step into the street, Simón delayed his exit by performing
         a ritual he deemed indispensable – he would soak a sponge in bleach and scrub his hands energetically for ten minutes, as
         though he intended to clean them right down to the bone. He knew it was useless: the odour of onions succumbed to the bleach
         for a few hours, but then, in the middle of the afternoon, it would come creeping back, little by little reclaiming full possession of his skin.
      

      
      That smell was the only thing Simón brought with him in his transition from one existence to the next, from the shop to the
         university. His humble clothing set him apart from his fellow students, and so did a barely conscious gesture: every few minutes,
         pretending to scratch his nose, he would sniff his fingertips. In all other respects, he was a normal student; he tried not
         to miss classes and even dedicated a few nocturnal hours to going over his textbooks. Not too many; just enough to pass and
         thus ensure that his father would continue paying for his studies. Since he never imagined that he would actually become a
         lawyer, his classes struck him as nothing more than ridiculous monologues intoned by pompous professors, but they were infinitely
         preferable to his father’s sermons.
      

      
      A prisoner in the mornings, reluctant student in the afternoons. Only his third life – kept secret by a web of elaborate lies
         and delicate alibis – brought him pleasure and satisfaction, although not enough to compensate for the wretchedness of the
         other two. For one thing, his nocturnal forays were rare. His alibi was that he was joining some fellow students, an excuse
         that Simón could hardly have recourse to on more than a couple of nights a month. Because of this, he was prudent in availing
         himself of opportunities and planned his outings with great care.
      

      
      Two comrades, always the same ones, from his group of theatre enthusiasts, would pick him up around eight o’clock in the evening.
         They would be soberly dressed, their breath cleansed of all traces of alcohol, and they carried the hefty legal tomes that
         Simón had taken care to provide them with in advance. For ten minutes or so, they would pay court to Simón’s father, making
         a show of agreeing with his outpourings of platitudinous advice; then, with great formality, they would take their leave and
         disappear with Simón down the stairs, holding in their guffaws until they were sufficiently far away.
      

      
      It’s not surprising that Simón planned those evenings so meticulously, because they offered in concentrated form the only
         three pleasures of his life: theatre, card playing and Amparo. The evening would begin with two or three hours of rehearsal;
         afterwards, while they consumed a late dinner, they played cards. To avoid giving himself away, Simón sometimes kept his cheating skills
         in check, but nevertheless, he almost always won. Or rather, he always won when he needed to. Since the money his father gave
         him barely sufficed to pay for his university textbooks and transportation, these card games, as far as Simón was concerned,
         were more than just entertainment; they were a secondary source of income. The stakes weren’t high, but his winnings allowed
         him to indulge the odd whim and, above all, to buy Amparo the occasional present. Whenever he did this, she’d object – ‘Simón,
         you’re crazy. Don’t forget, you’re even poorer than I am,’ but she accepted his gifts: cheap jewellery, perhaps an article
         of clothing, and so on. Humble objects, in short, with which Simón expressed his appreciation for Amparo’s admiration at rehearsals,
         her silence during card games and the liberties she allowed him to take on the way home when they embraced in the sheltering
         darkness of a doorway.
      

      
      From time to time, the money my grandfather won at cards also permitted him the luxury of attending a professional theatrical
         performance. Whenever he learned that an interesting troupe was scheduled to arrive in Barcelona, Simón would mark the date
         in the calendar and during the two months leading up to the play, he made sure to win every game. At the risk of tacitly conceding
         that his father was right, he soothed his guilty conscience by telling himself that his comrades were rich kids for whom the
         theatre was little more than a passing fancy and whose money flowed through their hands like water, so they would scarcely
         notice their losses.
      

      
      Such special skills allowed Simón and Amparo to see the opening performance of El collar de las estrellas on the evening of 10 January 1922. And so we return to the lie that caused Simón’s terrible confinement, and I still can’t
         get over my astonishment that a lie so insignificant – and, given the circumstances, so justifiable – was to play such a transcendent
         role in his life. He deceived his father with the usual story, made his exit and set off to pick up Amparo. They went to the
         Goya and saw the play, which they found monotonous and vulgar, despite Mateo Alonso’s efforts to bring a certain sobriety
         to his leading role. Their respect for the actors’ work obliged Simón and Amparo to keep quiet during the performance, but
         it did not prevent Simón from actively participating in the rousing chorus of whistles and boos at the end of the play. We shouldn’t blame him for behaving this
         way. He was young, he was passionate about theatre and he had every right to express his convictions. And …
      

      
      And that’s as far as we can go. The story goes on, of course, and I know it by heart. I could carry on writing for pages and
         pages, but I just can’t. It’s as simple as that. My questions bring the tale to a screeching halt. To start with, how do I
         know all these things? I never knew Simón; I’ve never even seen a photograph of him. Everything I know about him was told
         to me by my father. The problem is that my father never knew him either, because Simón died before he was born, probably without
         ever even imagining that Amparo was pregnant. Amparo died years ago. I did know her, but I was too young to formulate the
         right questions. Nor can I ask Papa; his brain isn’t capable of accounting for anything any more. So here’s my situation:
         it’s not that there aren’t any answers to the questions buzzing around my mind; it’s that I don’t even know to whom I should
         address them. I’m looking for a lighthouse in the desert.
      

      
      Because my father was born without a father, I imagine that Amparo created a legend for him. She wanted to provide her son
         with a filtered image of his absent parent: the most flattering image possible, even the most heroic, although not necessarily
         false. I have no problem accepting this. What surprises me is how completely that legend turned into history. Normally, with
         the passage of time, the account of Simón’s life would have been stripped of embellishments and hypotheses and reduced to
         its essentials, until the bare framework of a few certain facts was all that remained. But that’s not what happened.
      

      
      When I look over what I’ve written, I can’t believe it. There are too many details; and yet there aren’t enough details. It’s
         certain that Amparo knew Simón and that she was his girlfriend, and it’s probably true that she would have wound up marrying
         him had fate not intervened, making her a widow before she could have a wedding. But the story’s so precise. Take Simón’s
         father’s shop, for example. We know how the dust gathered on the frame of the mirror in the rear of the shop, we even know
         the way the place smelled, but no one has ever said the name of the street it was in. A narrow street adjacent to the market, that’s all. Strange, isn’t it? At one time, I thought it would be a good idea to
         begin my investigations with that shop. Maybe the Barcelona municipal records would contain some information about the shop
         and its proprietor; maybe the place still exists; maybe it’s still a fruit and vegetable shop to this day. But in order to
         find out, I’d have to know exactly where it was. It’s maddening. I know what Simón’s thoughts were as he sat by himself at
         the rear of the shop, but I can’t know a simple fact like its address. Am I expected to believe that we know how Simón ‘soothed his guilty conscience’ about cheating his friends in the card games they played together? We know it was
         Mateo Alonso who played the leading role in the play Simón and Amparo saw that night, but who in hell was Mateo Alonso? Best
         of all was the way Papa always introduced the passage on Simón’s three lives: ‘It wouldn’t be entirely correct to say that
         Simón led,’ et cetera. In the midst of this enormous symphony of confusion, we pay homage to meticulous accuracy.
      

      
      No. I have too many doubts. I know for a fact that Papa had doubts as well and that he tried to clear them up when he was
         younger, just as I did twenty years ago. He interrogated his mother, he did a little investigating, but I seriously doubt
         that his investigations were as methodical and tenacious as mine. I suspect that in the end his imagination – or his curiosity,
         or his need to construct a complete history for Simón in order to alleviate the awful task of inventing himself out of nothing
         – was giving him answers that were more or less credible, although not necessarily correct. After we children came along,
         Papa took the next logical step and dedicated hours to telling us the same stories he’d been telling himself for so many years.
      

      
      This story, this extravagantly shadowy legend in which my grandfather left a theatre in Barcelona and almost immediately found
         himself fighting for his life in the sea off Malespina – and according to which, incidentally, he could suspend mandarins
         in the air with impossible, interplanetary weightlessness and declaim classical verses in a voice like thunder – this story
         wouldn’t hold up. It worked for a while, of course, but only because we were children.
      

      
      Indeed, I was the first to demand, as children do, that the story be told the same way, word for word, every time; I was the first to protest when Papa substituted lemons for mandarins, or
         when he forgot to mention Mateo Alonso, or when he took the liberty of changing any adjective applied to Simón, even if he
         chose that adjective’s perfect synonym. Unfortunately, today I no longer believe that the successive transmission of all those
         words – from Simón to Amparo, from her to my father, from him to me, from me to whomever – was some sort of generous loan.
         The price I pay for them, the price of not knowing who I am, is too high. Nevertheless, I can’t help acknowledging their power.
         I say that the story slips away from me whenever I try to tell it as it really was, but at the same time, I have to admit
         that it makes me jealous. How Simón grew in Papa’s voice, how easy it was to imagine him. Until the character of Simón fell
         apart and revealed itself as a worm-eaten dummy with rusty metal joints. I started asking questions. I must have been fourteen,
         maybe fifteen. ‘How do you know this? Why don’t you know this other? Who told you that? How did she know?’ Poor Papa. Sometimes
         he’d forgotten, sometimes he had no idea, and he’d start blinking and saying things like, ‘Who knows, sweetheart? I don’t
         remember. Ask your mother. If your grandmother were alive…’
      

      
      I bombarded him for almost three years, opening holes in his defences with my questions, like so many cannonballs. It was
         a long, extremely hard-fought battle, but in the end I won, or I thought I won. And what a triumph. Not only did Papa agree
         to re-examine Simón’s story with me, it was even his idea, my seventeenth birthday present. I remember our conversation as
         if it were yesterday. We talked until well past dawn. I remember Papa sitting across from me, as handsome as always and closer
         than ever. And above all, I remember myself, excited and proud, an adult at last, worthy of inheriting not just stories, but
         something more: doubts, complaints, heartaches, uncertainties. Papa was fifty-two years old back then, but it was still a
         pleasure to walk by his side and watch people’s eyes fasten onto him like brooches. Maybe beauty was the only legacy Simón
         left him. Beauty and the authority that resonated in his voice. As for the rest – his magnetism, his elegance, his composure
         – I don’t know where they came from. Now, it’s too sad. To say that he’s a mere shadow of his former self would be an understatement; he’s a shadow projected onto a glass pane shattered into a million pieces.
      

      
      It does me good to remember that night. Papa was chatty as usual, but more restrained, and he let me do most of the talking.
         Like any self-respecting teenage girl, I was using my charm on my father. For the first time, I didn’t have the impression
         that he was simply regaling me with a legend; instead, I felt that he was placing the entire manuscript in my hands, complete
         with deletions and emendations, its indecipherable corrections, its footnotes scribbled on every page. Now I know that all
         the crossings-out and changes made the manuscript unintelligible, but that doesn’t change the fact that, at the time, I considered
         it a treasure.
      

      
      ‘Before we begin, let’s discuss the question of method,’ he said to me. We were having dinner in a restaurant. This was my
         present: dinner together, just the two of us, and a discussion of whatever it was I wanted to know. Of course, this arrangement
         didn’t imply that Papa would not impose his own conditions. He said, ‘I’ll tell you whatever you want. But when I say I don’t
         know, that means I don’t know. And if I tell you I don’t remember, that means I don’t remember. And one more thing – don’t
         forget that my father died before I was born. Almost everything I know about him comes from my own reinventions, which are
         based on a few vague stories my mother told me. In other words, when all is said and done, they’re lies.’
      

      
      ‘Lies? Grandmother Amparo deceived you? I thought the liar was Simón.’

      
      ‘Well, maybe “deceived” is too strong a word. Deception requires deliberation and I believe that my mother only improvised.
         Her portrait of my father wasn’t false, but it was incomplete. I spent years trying to complete it, more or less the way you’re
         doing now. For example, she never mentioned a single one of his flaws. All right, maybe she said he was a little stubborn,
         but nothing else. Doesn’t that strike you as unusual?’
      

      
      ‘Come on, it’s only logical. Grandmother adored him.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘You don’t mean…’

      
      ‘No, I don’t mean anything specific, it’s just an example. Sometimes you accuse me of telling you things as if they were true without offering any proof, but you do the same thing. You take it for granted that my mother adored my father. That’s fine,
         but stop and think about it. They went out with each other for a couple of years at most, and they were never even formally
         engaged. I’m not saying they didn’t love each other, but suppose Simón hadn’t died? Or suppose she hadn’t fallen pregnant?
         Who can tell what the passage of time would have done to them?’
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