



[image: Cover Image]









Guadalupe Nettel


After the Winter


Translated from the Spanish by
Rosalind Harvey


[image: image]







First published in the Spanish language as Después del invierno
by Editorial Anagrama, Barcelona, in 2014
First published in Great Britain in 2018 by


MacLehose Press
An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Guadalupe Nettel 2014
English translation copyright © 2018 by Rosalind Harvey


Lines from the poem Ed è subito sera taken from Tutte le poesie by Salvatore Quasimodo
© 1942 Arnoldo Mondadori Editore S.p.A., Milano;
© 2015 Mondadori Libri S.p.A., Milano.
Reproduced by permission of Mondadori Libri S.p.A.


Excerpt from Trilce by César Vallejo, transation © 1992 Clayton Eshleman.
Published by Wesleyan University Press. Used by permission.


The moral right of Guadalupe Nettel to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


Rosalind Harvey asserts her moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 0 85705 511 8


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Also by Guadalupe Nettel in English translation


Natural Histories


The Body Where I Was Born




To Ian, in memoriam.


And to my father, who has fought so hard.






On November 3, 2014, a jury consisting of Salvador Clotas, Paloma Díaz-Mas, Marcos Giralt Torrente, Vicente Molina Foix and publisher Jorge Herralde awarded the 32nd Premio Herralde to After the Winter by Guadalupe Nettel.


El imperio de Yegorov, by Manuel Moyano, was awarded the second prize.









Et de longs corbillards, sans tambours ni musique,


Défilent lentement dans mon âme; l’Espoir,


Vaincu, pleure, et l’Angoisse atroce, despotique,


Sur mon crâne incliné plante son drapeau noir.


CHARLES BAUDELAIRE


When people are about to die, all they want to do is fuck.


ROBERTO BOLAÑO







I




Claudio


My apartment is on 87th Street on the Upper West Side in New York City. It is a stone corridor very like a prison cell. I have no plants. All living things inspire in me an inexplicable horror, just as some people feel when they come across a nest of spiders. I find living things threatening; you have to take care of them or they die. In short, they take up time and attention, and I am not prepared to give those away to anyone. Although I do at times manage to enjoy it here, this city, if one lets it, can end up being maddening. In order to protect myself from the chaos, I have imposed upon my daily life a very strict set of habits and restrictions. Among them is the absolute privacy of my lair. Since I moved in, no feet other than mine have crossed the threshold of this apartment. The very idea that someone else might walk upon this floor can unhinge me. I am not always proud of the way I am. There are days when I yearn for a family, a discreet and silent wife, a child, preferably a mute one. The week I arrived I spoke to the other residents in the building – most of them immigrants – to make the rules clear. I requested, politely, with a hint of a threat, that they abstain from making the slightest bit of noise after 9.00 p.m., the time I usually come home from work. So far, my request has been respected. In the two years I have lived here, no-one has ever held a party in the building. But it also means that I am obliged to assume certain responsibilities. I have forced myself, for instance, to develop the habit of listening to music only through headphones, and to whisper into the mouthpiece if I use the telephone (whose bell I have turned right down, as with the answering machine). Once a day, at an almost imperceptible volume, I check my messages – very few, as it happens. Most of the time they are from Ruth, even though I have asked her on several occasions never to call and instead to wait until I do so.


I bought this apartment for a good reason: the price. The first time I viewed it and the woman from the real estate people uttered the figure, I felt a tingling in my stomach: at last I would be able to own something in Manhattan. My fear of embarrassment – ever vigilant – prevented me from rubbing my hands together, and the joy I felt finally settled in the region of my intestines. I like nothing better than acquiring new things at a low price. Only once the transaction was complete did I realise, with some disappointment, that there was no view of the street. The two windows must have measured all of thirty square centimetres, and they both looked out onto a wall.


I find thinking about the apartment disagreeable and yet it happens all the time. The same thing occurs with this girlfriend who insinuated herself into my life without my being able to stop her. Ruth is as careful and as obstinate as a reptile, capable of vanishing whenever my boot is about to squash her into the ground, and also of waiting until I want to see her. As soon as I settle down, she comes slithering back to me, smooth and slippery. To call her intelligent would be an exaggeration. Her skill, in my humble opinion, has more to do with her survival instinct. There are animals that have adapted to live in the desert and she belongs in this category. How else to justify her having held out against my character? Ruth is fifteen years older than I am. Her eyes always look as if she is about to cry and this gives them a certain allure. Her silent suffering beatifies her. Her wrinkles, commonly known as crow’s feet, give her an air like that of an Orthodox icon. This martyrdom makes up for her objective absence of beauty. Once a week, usually on Fridays, we go out for dinner or to see a movie. I sleep at her house and we screw until dawn, which allows me to polish my sword and satisfy my weekly needs. I will not deny my girlfriend’s virtues. She is attractive and refined. Walking around with her is almost an ostentation, like walking arm in arm with a shop window: Lagerfeld handbag, Chanel eyeglasses. In a word, she has money and style. It goes without saying that a woman like this, in the city where I live, is a key that opens every door, an Eleguá who opens all paths. What I do not forgive her for is that she is so very female. Increasing the frequency of our encounters would be impossible. I have explained to her on more than one occasion that I would not be able to endure spending any more time with her. Ruth says she understands but nonetheless continues to insist. “That is just what women are like,” I say to myself, essentially resigned to sharing my life with a lesser being.


Every morning, I open my eyes before the alarm clock set for six goes off and, without knowing exactly when, I am already looking out the window as if I had never done anything else. I can barely make out the grey wall opposite, since the glass is protected by a kind of grille. I suppose a child used to live here, or a person with suicidal tendencies. I usually sleep in the foetal position on my right side, so that when I wake up, the first thing I see is this window, through which the light enters but no images, save for the cracks in the wall which, by now, I know by heart. On the other side of the glass, the city gives off its incessant murmur. For a moment I imagine this wall does not exist and that from my window I can see people walking quickly by, heading for their offices or business meetings like worms writhing around in a glass tank. Then I am glad that chance placed a barrier between my body and the chaos out there, so that when I wake I feel clean, remote, protected. Few people escape this uniform mass whose clamour reaches my ears, few people are really capable of thinking, autonomous, sensitive, independent like I am. I have come to know a few of them in the course of my life through the books they have written. There is Theodor Adorno, for instance, with whom I identify a great deal. Ordinary individuals are deficient, and it is not worth establishing any kind of contact with them, except out of convenience. Every morning, as soon as the menacing noise of the world penetrates my window, the perennial questions arise: how to protect myself from contagion? How to avoid blending in, becoming corrupted? I believe that, if I have achieved this so far, it is thanks to a set of habits without which I would not be able to leave my apartment. Every day I execute a routine I established many years ago and upon which my existence hinges. “Execute” is one of my favourite verbs. For example: when I get out of bed, I place the soles of both my feet on the floor. This allows me to feel firm and unswerving. I get straight into the shower and wake my body up with a stream of cold water. I dry myself, always taking care to use the rough side of the towel, and rub at my skin until it goes red in order to stimulate the circulation of the blood. Sometimes, without meaning to, I glance over at the mirror – a gesture that makes me lose a few precious seconds – and am reminded with horror that my chest, just like my arms and legs, is covered in hair. I am unable to resign myself to the large quantity of animality human beings possess. “Instincts, impulses, physical needs are all worthy of our contempt,” I think to myself as I sit down to defecate on the toilet, strategically placed where it is impossible to see myself reflected anywhere. I never throw toilet paper down the pan – just the thought that the lavatory might get blocked horrifies me. Every morning I press the flush with my finger and hold it down until I am sure the product has been lost forever in the antiseptic whirlpool of water, dyed blue from the disinfectant I pour into it.


I ingest my sustenance quickly, standing up by the other window, which, as I said before, also looks out onto a wall. This window faces the building opposite, and occasionally I see one of my neighbours come out to water the pot plants on their balcony, wearing an idiotic smile. Whenever this happens I choose to put off breakfast rather than run the risk of having to respond to some greeting. The slightest contact could be irreversible. If I allow politeness to be interpreted as a friendly gesture, the neighbours might start to introduce themselves with all kinds of excuses or, worse still, ask me for a favour. This is a shame, because politeness is something that is in theory a fine thing. I like it when people I do not know behave nicely towards me. Whenever this happens, I enjoy it very much and would like to be able to reciprocate. Unfortunately, not everyone responds in the same way. Politeness can also serve as a gateway to intimacy and, needless to say, there is no shortage of opportunists in the world.




Cecilia


At different periods in my life, graves have protected me. When I was a girl, my mother began a secret relationship with a married man and would leave me at my paternal grandmother’s house so she could be with him. In Oaxaca, or at least in my family, it was not well regarded for children to go to nursery school before starting primary. It was seen as preferable for a mother to leave her four-year-old daughter in the hands of her in-laws, in the morning and the afternoon, if she could not or did not wish to take care of her herself. My grandmother’s house was an old villa with an inner courtyard and a fountain. Some of the rooms were home to my father’s younger brothers, who had not yet married. As well as my grandmother and the servants, my uncles showered me with affection, so I did not feel my mother’s absences too keenly. The images I have from this period are very hazy and yet there are things I recall perfectly. I know, for instance, that the kitchen was large and had a wood-burning stove. I also know that, every morning, my grandmother would send the housemaid to buy fresh unpasteurised milk from the market for me to drink and that, if it boiled over on the stove, she would scold her loudly. In a yard out the back where I was forbidden from going, my grandmother kept chickens. One morning I found that the door leading to it from the kitchen was open, and I slipped out to explore freely. I walked around for a while, indifferent to the shouts of my family as they searched anxiously for me inside the house. I did not want to go back yet, so I hid behind the trunk of a cherry tree from where I could see a small mound of earth with a cross on top. Even at that young age I understood that it was a grave. I had seen them before on the roadside and, from a distance, when we drove past a cemetery in the car. What I never managed to find out, despite my insistence, was to whom these remains belonged. My grandmother never relented when I asked her for an explanation and, as tends to happen when things are banned, eventually the grave became an obsession.


At the end of that year, my mother left us to go to a city in the north with her lover. Papá and I moved in with Grandmother for good. I grew up with the stigma of this abandonment. Some people teased me about it; others were overly protective. To shield myself from people’s judgments and pity, I sought refuge in my schoolbooks and at the local cinema, one of the few in the city at that time. As the years went by, I gradually gained access to the forbidden patio and the cherry tree and would spend hours under it, staring at the little mound of earth. Secretly, I decided to consider it my mother’s grave. When I needed to cry or to be alone, I would seek out this place where the chickens strutted about freely. There I would sit, to read, or to write in my diary. I began to notice other graves, the ones in the cemetery or in churchyards. On the Day of the Dead on November 2, I asked my father to take me to the municipal cemetery and gradually we got into the habit of going there together. It is easy to be passionate about graveyards when you are yet to suffer the death of anyone yourself. After Mamá left, I never lost another relative or any of the close friends on whom my equilibrium depended. Death had an impact on other people and, at times, allowed me to see it up close, but did not once meddle with me, at least during my childhood and teenage years. I must have been eight years old the first time I went to a wake. That evening, my neighbours put a black ribbon on the door of their house and, as is the custom in villages and small towns, left the door open for anyone who wished to come and pay their respects. I went into the house and walked around the living room without anyone noticing me. The deceased was an old man – the waning patriarch of the family – and had been ill with Alzheimer’s for several years. It was enough just being there for me to understand that, despite the immense sadness they felt, his passing had brought relief and liberation to the house. The scent of the candles, the resin and the chrysanthemums arranged on the wreath seeped forever into my memory. Some years later, on their way back from a holiday, two twins who had been in my class in the first year of secondary school died in a car accident. When she announced it, the headmistress asked us to hold a minute’s silence. I remember the shock we all felt for more than a week, a mixture of pity and fear for ourselves: life had become more fragile and the world more menacing than it had seemed up to then. At around this time, the painter Francisco Toledo donated his personal library to the city, creating a reading room inside an ancient monastic building – which nonetheless felt strangely comforting – situated a few blocks away from my house. The place became my refuge. There I discovered the major Latin American writers, but also many more translated from other languages, above all from the French. I devoured Balzac and Chateaubriand, Théophile Gautier, Lautréamont, Huysmans and Guy de Maupassant. I liked fantasy stories and novels, especially if they were set in a cemetery somewhere.


At around the age of fifteen, I met a group of kids who used to hang around in the Plaza de la Constitución. The clothes they wore distinguished them from the rest of the city’s inhabitants: dark, tatty garments with skull designs, heavy work boots and black leather jackets. At first glance, I had nothing in common with these people, other than that their favourite place to meet up was the San Miguel cemetery. I seized the first chance I had to show them that I knew all their hang-out spots. The penchant these kids had for all things funereal reminded me of my best-loved authors. I began to talk to them about these writers, telling them tales of apparitions and phantoms, and ended up becoming a member of their group. It was they who introduced me to Tim Burton, Philip K. Dick (whose novels I adored right from the beginning) and other authors such as Lobsang Rampa, whom I never quite got into. My father did not look kindly on these friendships. He was worried they would introduce me to certain areas of literature, to drugs and, of course, to sex, which he considered improper if not practised within an institutional context such as matrimony or prostitution. He seemed not to realise that I was painfully shy, and that my loyalty towards him far exceeded any curiosity or desire to break away. Erotic awakening – common at such ages – took place in my life like a tornado one watches from afar. My attitude could be considered anything but provocative, and by no means sexy. The only thing that interested me about this group were the walks among the tombstones in the late afternoon and the swapping of stories that made your hair stand on end. It was in this same period, however, that I gradually began to lose interest in everything, including books and my new friends. If I had spoken little before, now I took refuge in a general muteness and apathy that alarmed my family even more than my eccentric friends did. Instead of waiting until the end of adolescence, my father, consumed with worry, chose instead to consult a psychiatrist. The doctor suggested I take a cocktail of serotonin and lithium for a few months, to stabilise my brain chemistry. And so I began the recommended treatment, but my situation grew considerably worse: not only did I continue to be excessively reserved, but I also started falling asleep all over the place. As the doctor himself said, the pills had a contradictory effect on me, and so he decided to send me for some lab tests that, fortunately for me, my father did not ever take too seriously. We never returned to his consulting room. They left me as I was, au naturel. Oaxaca is full of demented people who wander the streets or pester passers-by. One mute young girl, as long as she was chaste and virtuous, could not bring the family into too much disrepute. Unlike many of my classmates’ parents, my father never minded that I chose to study humanities – quite the opposite. It was he himself who signed me up for French literature at the University of Oaxaca, and when I graduated with a top-class degree, he helped me to find a scholarship to study in Paris. Changing environments so abruptly was not easy. Until that point I had lived protected by my family and my teachers. Everything I knew about life I had learned in books, not on the streets, not even with the goths or out in the courtyard of the university.




Ruth


I became Ruth’s lover convinced that in terms of love I was handicapped. At first, my attraction to her was minimal. I was seduced in large part by her elegance, her expensive shoes and perfume. I met her one evening at my friend Beatriz’s house, a Swedish woman who had emigrated to New York at the same time as I had, and who shows in a couple of SoHo galleries. Beatriz has a loft in Brooklyn, decorated with furniture from the ’70s she has collected from the garage sales she often goes to. Perhaps I could sense that night that something was going to happen, or perhaps I felt particularly alone and this propelled me to open up to the kind of lowlife I do not tend to mingle with. In general, artists seem to me to be frivolous people who are interested only in comparing the size of their egos. Over dinner they talked without letup about their projects and how they had managed to achieve critical acclaim. Among the guests was Ruth, a fifty-something woman who just sat listening in a corner of the living room. Next to her, an old painted hag dressed in garish colours and wearing a pair of yellow spectacles was describing the recent Willy Cansino exhibition as a smash hit that was going to put every Latino artist in Chelsea in the shade. I found Ruth’s silence pleasing, and could only interpret it as a compassionate gesture: she was more adult and serene than the rest of the crowd, to the point where I felt moved to go and sit next to her in the corner. More than anything, I felt like sitting in silence at her side, resting in her calm, and this is what I did. As soon as the woman in the glittery glasses moved a few paces away to pour herself another glass of whisky, I shamelessly took her place. I smiled at Ruth with genuine warmth, and no power on earth, not even that of my friend Beatriz, could make me move from that spot all night. That was the start of our idyll. In her face, preserved by the magic of cosmetics, I discovered a fascinating weariness. I guessed – and I do not believe I was wrong – that she was a woman without energy. Her presence was so light that at no point was she going to represent a threat to me. I looked at her without saying a word for more than a quarter of an hour, and then, with no preamble or introduction, I assured her that a mouth like hers deserved my undivided attention, that with a mouth like that beside me I could spend my whole life prostrate. Ruth’s lips are large and full, but it was not this, nor the crimson colour they were stained with that night, that inspired my comment; rather it was her emphatic way of being silent. I asked for her telephone number. The following week, I forget whether it was a Saturday or a Sunday, I invited her to see a French film, “Conte d’automne” by Éric Rohmer, in which nothing happens, as in all my favourite films. There was little to talk about as we left the theatre, but I took the opportunity to dazzle her with my French, a language she had learned at school and remembered very little of. It was Ruth who chose the Tribeca bar where we had the only drink of the evening, an excellent wine at forty-five dollars a glass. I liked the restraint with which Ruth consumed alcoholic drinks. The women I have met in this city either avoid alcohol completely or abandon themselves unreservedly to it, which, most of the time, leads to some pretty embarrassing scenes. She, on the other hand, would always drink a single glass, two at the most, but never more, and this attitude seemed to me a clear demonstration of her good judgment. She insisted on paying, and this act of generosity not only convinced me of the goodness of her heart but also managed to make me feel seduced, wrapped in that protective aura rich women have, which over time I have grown accustomed to. Two weeks later I called her again, enough time to cause her a little anxiety and longing. The month of April tends to put me in a romantic, seductive mood, and with Ruth I employed my most effective technique: switching between indifference and interest, warmth and contempt, which usually brings women to their knees. Nonetheless, this impassive female remained calm and resigned. Apparently it was all the same to her whether I cherished an urgent need to kiss her or saw her as a vapid and frivolous creature. Her affability intrigued me.


Then one afternoon, Ruth called me at the office. I had put off leaving, still editing a history textbook for secondary school students, and was the only employee left on the 43rd floor. Relieved, I answered her call in the knowledge that no-one would be able to overhear us. When there are people around, I find it almost impossible to pronounce a single sentence on the telephone without feeling that everyone in the publisher’s is hanging off my every word. Revelling in the utter solitude of the office, I stationed myself in front of the main window up there. The city emitted its nocturnal murmur. At my feet lay the lights of Manhattan. I felt exalted looking out onto the view of Penn Station, whose architecture I know by heart, as if, instead of talking on the telephone to a woman I hardly knew, I were whispering into the city’s ear, this impersonal city I love precisely for the freedom it grants me. I told her the details of my day, where I had eaten lunch and the people who had joined me, the book I was editing. I told her of the gym I go to every evening and described the pleasure I felt when I increased the speed of the running machine.


“When are we going to see each other?” Ruth said, and her husky voice brought me back to reality. New York might lie before me, but there was someone on the other end of the telephone. I nearly hung up. “Would you like to come for dinner tonight?” the voice insisted. “My children aren’t staying over and we’ll be able to relax.” The word “children” resounded in my ears. I was surprised at the ease with which it was said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. This woman who, up until that moment had seemed to me translucent, tremulous as a piece of tissue paper on which one could just trace, not write or paint, had all at once acquired an unexpected dimension. For the first time I considered the possibility that she had a history, a family, a life.


“You didn’t tell me you had children.”


“I’m telling you now,” she said, serene as ever.


I arrived in Tribeca with a three-dollar wine that my tactful hostess put away in the cupboard, discreetly replacing it with one of better quality. She still has that other bottle, next to the Saint-Émilions and Château de Lugagnacs in her wine rack, like a precious souvenir of that first visit.


I screwed Ruth for the first time in the kitchen of her apartment. She had stood up on tiptoe to look for some spice or other in the cupboard. I lifted up her silk skirt and made love to her like no-one had ever done in her life, because she had never been with a Latino before, never mind one of those men they only make on the island where I was born. At her fifty-odd years of age, Ruth cried out like a cat when my cock hammered into her ovaries. We ended up in her bed between peach-coloured sheets and I slept there with her that night. In the morning, I left without a sound and turned up to work smelling of alcohol and a long, late night. Not one of my colleagues made a comment. They know me well enough to know that I cannot bear tactlessness. I did want to tell somebody about my fling, however, even though I knew there was no-one in the office it was worth my confiding in. And so at lunchtime I decided to call Mario, my closest friend, who knows every aspect of me, from the time we were children in El Cerro right up until the most recent episodes in my life, which at that moment he could not even imagine. More than a year had passed since our last conversation and neither of us had attempted to get in touch.


When I had finished telling him the story, with an excitable, almost romantic air, Mario stayed silent, a gesture I considered a sign of respect on his part. He probably wanted to bask for a few more moments in the atmosphere of my story.


“Poor woman,” he said at last, in a low voice. “What terrible thing can she have done to deserve you?”


He was serious.


When I put down the telephone, the reason Mario and I had grown distant became clear to me. The courtesy that existed between us had ended up being crushed beneath a relentless sincerity. Once more I saw the image of Ruth bent over her kitchen counter, half undressed by my furious caresses. I saw again her look of abandon, of someone who delights in offering herself to another, even though I was a stranger, her blonde hair spread out around the sink, the freckles on her shoulders. That slender body that lets itself be grabbed with a feigned innocence, resembling that of an unsuspecting fifteen-year-old girl. I felt sick, although I do not know exactly why. I did not call her again for a month.




Paris


Idyllic Paris, the Paris of films that conventional tourists hope to find on their trip, begins in May and lasts, with a bit of luck, until the start of September. In those months the whole city seems determined to grant an amnesty, to call a ceasefire in its hysteria, its frenzy. There is a smell of flowers, the Parisians hum to themselves in the streets, waiters and newspaper sellers adopt an amiable attitude, and good humour spreads through the air like a benign cloud. I arrived here to live in this season and spent the first few months enveloped in a picture-postcard atmosphere. At my twenty-five years of age, I viewed happy people with a certain amount of suspicion. I was of the opinion that intelligent people, those with the necessary valour for facing up to reality, could do nothing but go through life with a heavy heart. All this spring-like joy seemed to me not just phoney, but disappointing. I had left my country to escape the omnipresent sound of Oaxaca’s organ grinders. I found the constant clamour of Mexico oppressive. The notion I had of Paris was not this city where dozens of couples of all ages kissed each other in parks and on the platforms of the métro, but of a rainy place where people read Cioran and La Rochefoucauld while, their lips pursed and preoccupied, they sipped coffee with no milk and no sugar. Like many of the foreigners who end up staying for ever, I arrived in Paris with the intention or, rather, the pretext of studying a postgraduate degree. The French government had given me a grant and I was enrolled on a Diploma of Advanced Studies, or D.E.A., in literature at the Institute of Latin American Studies. It was June, when exams took place, and most of the professors were uncontactable, my own included. I had no friends in the city. Of the four million people in Paris, I knew not a single one. All I had were two names written in my diary: David Dumoulin and Nicole Loeffler. These distant friends of my father and my aunts and uncles were all the contacts I had. Although I thought about it several times, I failed to overcome my shyness and embarrassment to call them and ask them to put me up. Instead, I decided to lodge at a student hostel located on rue Saint-Jacques, where I shared a room with a young Romanian woman who spoke no language but her own.


One afternoon, as I waited in line at the university to pay my enrolment fees, I struck up a conversation with a girl called Haydée. It was a long queue and, as we moved forward, she had time to tell me, at dizzying speed, something of her life. She explained she had been studying for a degree in visual anthropology for four years and wanted to write her thesis on Caribbean Santería practices. When my turn came and I told her about my situation, she insisted I come and stay with her. Although I barely knew her, I much preferred Haydée to the Romanian girl. At least we could communicate with each other. And so that same afternoon I left my room in the hostel in the rue Saint-Jacques and arrived at my new friend’s apartment, situated on the sixth floor of an old building in the 17th arrondissement. In Paris, floor space is very important. People tend to talk about floor measurements as the primary characteristic of their homes, rather than the direction they face or the number of rooms. The apartment where Haydée and her partner lived was fifty-three square metres, divided up in the following way: an open-plan kitchen with a breakfast bar that served as a dining table; a living room; one small room, and another tiny one; a bathroom and a balcony. Haydée was an affectionate person with a cheerful disposition. From the day I turned up with my five suitcases, she treated me with an exaggerated friendliness that at first I found disconcerting, but which I later identified as a demonstration of Latino solidarity. When I got to her place, I felt that the best way to show my gratitude was by invading her life as little as possible, making my presence only as obvious as was necessary and, of course, contributing money towards my expenses within the house. The first few days I tried to eat breakfast and dinner at different times from her and her partner, but they would have none of it: before every meal, they would knock at my bedroom door to let me know it was time to come and sit at the table. Little by little, through the simple fact of living there, I became part of the couple’s daily life. Just what I, out of consideration, had resolved to avoid.


Haydée’s boyfriend was an art student. His name was Rajeev, and he had been born in India. The two of them occupied the bigger room and offered me the smaller one. Unlike his girlfriend, Rajeev hardly ever went out to parties. He had finished all his classes and was trying to write his thesis. Every morning, at around six, he would emerge from their bedroom, have a shower and immediately settle himself down on the living-room rug to practise some kind of breathing ritual. When he had finished, he would put on a C.D. of sitar music and make himself a vanilla tea that he left boiling for several minutes, in which time the smell impregnated the entire house. Then he opened his laptop at the breakfast bar and would sit there writing until half past nine, the time Haydée usually got up.


The main time all three of us spent together at home was at breakfast. We would drink Rajeev’s concentrated tea and eat baguettes with jam, while Haydée told us about her nightly round of the city’s bars. If it was a market day, Rajeev would go shopping while Haydée was in the shower and getting ready. When he came back, he cooked. The trips to the market, the post office and the library were the only times he left the house. At around two, Haydée left the apartment and we did not see her again until last thing in the evening. This 53-square-metre apartment was a good place to touch down in the French capital and to familiarise myself with its people and their customs. Outside, the city seemed strange and somehow menacing to me. I spent most of my time dealing with bureaucratic matters, at the police préfecture and at the university. Although my days were generally spent pleasantly, in the middle of the night anxiety and uncertainty saw me tossing and turning beneath the sheets. I could hear Rajeev’s breathing, much calmer than in the morning, and sounds in the street, which back then I found terrifying, and the purr of the building’s lift. Haydée and I were very different and it is likely that we hit it off precisely for this reason. Despite her generosity in offering me a place to live, ours was not spontaneous friendship. It took us several weeks to figure each other out, but once we had, an unwavering affection grew up between us that remains to this day. I remember that one afternoon, when I had come home exhausted after having spent the day dealing with immigration paperwork and was getting ready to have a siesta, she asked if she could come into my room. I thought she needed to look for something in the desk in there, or in her university files, and that, when she saw me sleeping, she would leave pretty fast. But once she was in the room she sat down on the edge of the bed with the clear intention of staying to chat. Try as I might, I just could not fathom her. Her voice was hypnotic and I had to make a huge effort to keep my eyes open. Who can silence a Cuban woman who wants to talk? I have yet to meet anyone who has managed it. The conversation that afternoon marked the start of a custom. Unless I had first locked the door, she would come into my room whenever she felt like it to tell me about any silly little thing going round in her head. Some of these conversations were interesting, others not at all. In the end I grew used to her badly timed visits, and even came to be genuinely interested in her daily stories.


All the time I lived in her house, Haydée applied herself to observing me. She would scrutinise my clothes and my shoes as if my way of dressing were a code to be cracked. After a few days, she summoned up the courage to voice her doubts and asked me, with evident impatience: “Are those five suitcases of yours all full of rags like those?” I was not so much offended as surprised by her chutzpah. She immediately offered to take me to a couple of shops near the Alésia métro station, where I would find something that would “stop me looking like a high school student”. I agreed so as not to displease her, but made sure she never followed through on her promise. Unlike her, I did not attribute so much importance to clothes. Trousers, to me, are not and have never been anything more than a piece of fabric, not a message we send to society. But she was very insistent about such things.


“The first thing you need to do,” she told me one day, with characteristic tact, “is buy yourself a bike to get rid of those extra kilos you’re carrying.”


I soon realised that this obsession with the body was not a personal feature of Haydée’s, but rather a typically French mindset. The ads in the métro were forever hammering home the importance of preserving one’s figure – not to mention the magazines displayed at the news-stands. The entire city seemed to be focused on the cultivation of beauty as a matter of life or death. Haydée’s bathroom, for instance, was an eloquent reflection of the way that advertisements had taken over a section of her brain. You only had to open the cabinet in there to find a whole stack of products, most of them designed to help you lose weight. Vichy, Galénic, Decléor; all the brands that can be found in the city’s pharmacies were represented on her shelves, where there was no space left for one more bottle. Every time I towelled off my chubby thighs in the same spot as she slathered her body with these luxurious concoctions, I wondered with genuine curiosity if they really worked, and whether it was worth spending a fortune on them.


Despite what you might think, Haydée was not a frivolous woman. She followed the news in the papers and had opinions on politics and art. Beneath that shock of impenetrable, curly hair, she harboured an endless string of unanswerable questions she loved to mull over out loud. With a Cuban father and a Moroccan-Jewish mother, French nationality but a very Hispanic surname, Haydée Cisneros felt implicated in the majority of the polemics that have a habit of getting whipped up in this city. I have never seen anyone so ready to be offended. She could not discuss the embargo, the conflict in the banlieues, the war in Israel, without feeling somehow involved. While everyone else defended Castro, she assumed the exile and persecution of intellectuals and gay people as something personal. If anyone criticised him, on the other hand, she would hold up the fruits and importance of the revolution in terms of increased levels of health and education, which, compared to the rest of Latin America, were undeniable.


One day, after thinking long and hard about it, I decided to take her advice and buy a bicycle in a shop in Saint-Michel, but I could not work out how to get home on it. With a great deal of effort I managed to pick it up and get it onto the R.E.R. overground train. At the time, nothing scared me more than getting lost, and so for the first few months I never went out on the bike alone. To get at least some use out of it, I started going with Haydée to the library at the Pompidou Centre, where she would stay for a maximum of two hours at a time, studying for her exams. The rest of the afternoon we would spend in a café-bar on rue Vieille du Temple, called Le Progrès, which she had nicknamed “The Communist”. She went there every day to meet up with her classmates from the institute, and anyone else who was looking for her. I soon grew used to the hours she kept and her way of life, so different from the one I would have had if I had never met her.


In the time I spent in her house, Haydée took me to some of the nightclubs in Paris. Places like Le Nouveau Casino, La Locomotive, the 9 Billiards, the Satellit Café, nearly all of them situated on the Rive Droite. We always turned up in the small hours of the morning, never before 2.00 a.m., when most bars shut their doors. My favourite place was called Le Batofar. It was a boat moored on the Seine, near the Bibliothèque Nationale, where they played jazz, reggae and Latin tunes. The best parties I went to that summer were held there, fancy dress parties where exoticism and a sense of humour were the most prized attributes of any outfit. There were cross-dressing boys, others dressed like the Jackson Five with bell bottoms and Afro wigs, and women with banana skirts like Josephine Baker. No matter where we went, the routine was more or less the same: after waiting for a while – between twenty minutes and an hour – in a queue, we went through to the cloakroom where we left the heavy bag Haydée used to take with her everywhere, full of videotapes, make-up, changes of clothes and even a bottle or two. Once we had got in, we would walk around the edge of the main room, saying hello to everyone we knew. This was how Haydée got the lie of the land. Once this phase was over, and as soon as they put on one of her favourite tunes, she would take her bow on the dance floor.
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