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For Mariana and Santiago, my mentors









Blood


I woke at seven after a long siesta. It was hot. The summer was far too hot for a city that was almost always cold. My room was on the ground floor. My father had cobbled it together next to the guest bathroom from sheets of chipboard. No windows, lit only by a bare bulb dangling from a length of wire. A camp bed, a small desk.


Everybody else slept upstairs. Through the paper-thin walls I could hear their daily comings and goings. Their voices, their footsteps, their silences.


*


I got up dripping with sweat. I opened the bedroom door and stepped into the living room. The whole family was home. My grandmother, sitting on the brown sofa, was watching a quiz show on television – an enormous contraption that took up half the room. My mother, in the kitchen, was making dinner. My father, at the dining table, was leafing through travel brochures for their trip to Europe. It would be the first time anyone in our family had taken a transatlantic flight. My parents were leaving for Madrid the following morning to spend two months travelling through various countries. Hunkered on the floor, my brother Carlos, six years my senior, was stroking our dog King, a brindle boxer with an ugly scar on the left side of his lip, the result of a stab wound from a drunkard he had playfully jumped up on as a pup. The Australian parakeets, Whisky and Vodka, hopped nervously from perch to perch, waiting for my grandmother to throw a blanket over their cage so they could sleep.


This is the image of my family that most often comes to me when I wake. It was the last time I saw them all together. Within four years, they would be dead. My brother, my parents, my grandmother, the parakeets, King.


*


The first death – that of my brother, Carlos – came twenty-one days after that evening. This was the moment when my family began to be buried by an avalanche of death. Death upon death upon death.


*


I had two brothers. Both died because of me. Even if I wasn’t entirely to blame, I was certainly responsible.


*


I shared that dark cavern they call the womb. For eight months, an identical twin grew alongside me. We both listened to our mother’s heartbeat, suckled on the same blood, floated in the same amniotic fluid, our hands, our feet, our heads touching. These days, it’s possible for scans to show twins fighting for space in their mother’s belly. Fierce, remorseless territorial struggles in which one twin eventually dominates.


*


My mother clearly did not think of the spasms inside her as part of a brutal battle. In her mind the twins (she was convinced they were girls) lived in harmony. But she was wrong. In one of these uterine brawls I cornered my brother against the wall of the womb until he became tangled in the umbilical cord. The trap was set: with every movement the cord tightened around his throat, strangling him.


*


The battle ended four weeks before the pregnancy reached full term. Unbeknownst to her, my mother became a coffin for one of her twins. For eight days she carried the corpse deep inside her. Death’s fatal fluids leached into the amniotic sac, tainting the blood that fed me.


The brother I defeated in this foetal battle would have his revenge. He all but killed me. When the gynaecologist examined my mother – who had shown up at his surgery complaining of indigestion – he could hear only one heartbeat, and that was growing fainter by the second. The doctor put down his stethoscope and turned to her.


“We need to perform a caesarean.”


“When, doctor?”


“Right now.”


At the hospital, they took her straight into surgery and quickly made the caesarean incision. They removed my brother’s bloated body before delivering me, gasping like a tadpole pulled out of the mud.


*


I needed several transfusions. Poisoned by my brother, it took time to filter my blood and eliminate the toxins. I spent eighteen days in hospital.


*


In the six years between my brother Carlos’s birth and mine, my mother had miscarried three times. Two girls and a boy. None survived beyond five months. Desperate to conceive a child who could come through these fatal first five months and survive, they consulted one doctor after another and subjected themselves to various treatments. From herbal remedies to pelvic exercises, from hormone injections to alternating hot and cold showers, from charting basal temperature to trying different sexual positions. Something must have worked, because then I came along.


*


My parents came home devastated. My mother slipped into depression. She did not want to hold or feed me. My father rejected me. Present at the surgical procedure during which I was born, dragged into the room by the chaos and speed of events, he was sickened by the death stench that clung to the skin of his newborn child.


*


For years I slept in a room with two cots. My parents kept the neutral yellow outfit that had been intended for my brother or sister to wear once home from hospital. They laid it over what would have been his cot. Sometimes, at night, they would set spinning the mobile that hung from the ceiling, with its little giraffes and elephants. The mobile would whirl in the darkness, its lights like stars, to amuse an empty cot and a captivated mother.


*


My paternal grandmother came to my rescue. She moved in when she realised how much I repulsed my parents, and devoted herself to feeding me, changing me and dressing me until my mother finally stirred from her prolonged stupor and her maternal instinct resurfaced, just as I was about to turn one.


*


Some children grow up with imaginary friends; I grew up with an invisible brother. My parents were determined that I should know the details of the tragic stillbirth and, as a result, I felt responsible for his death. To compensate for my guilt, for years I played with my twin’s ghost, shared my toys with him, told him about my fears, my dreams. In bed I always left space for him to lie next to me in bed. And I could feel his breath, his warmth. When I looked in the mirror, I knew that he would have had the same face as I did, the same eyes, the same hair, the same height, the same hands. The same hands? If a gypsy were to read his palm, would it say the same as mine?


*


My parents named my twin Juan José, and me Juan Guillermo. On the stone marking his tiny grave, his date of death was the same as his date of birth. This was a lie: Juan José had died a week earlier. He had never been born. He never evolved beyond the life aquatic, beyond a fish-like existence.


*


I grew up obsessed by my blood. Many times, my grandmother told me I had survived only thanks to the generous donations from anonymous people who had infused my bloodstream with their red blood cells, their platelets, their leucocytes, their D.N.A., their preoccupations, their pasts, their vitality, their nightmares. For years I lived with the knowledge that within me lived others whose blood was commingled with mine.


Once, as a teenager, I considered tracking down the list of donors to thank them for saving my life. An uncle told me a truth I would have preferred not to know: “Thank them for what? The fuckers were paid dearly for every drop of that blood.” (Only years later was the blood market outlawed.) There had been no altruistic donors, only people desperate to sell their blood. Syringes extracting the crude oil of life from withered, wizened bodies. I was disappointed to discover I had been nourished by a gang of mercenaries.


*


I was nine years old when I saw my own blood flow for the first time. I was playing football with my friends out in the street when our ball landed in the garden of a divorced, alcoholic lawyer who, whenever he got out of his car, always flashed the semi-automatic strapped to his waist. The walls surrounding the house were covered in creepers and topped with broken glass to discourage trespassers. The lawyer was never home, so it was easy to climb the creepers, avoid the shards of glass and jump down to get the ball. Getting in was simple. On my way out, I shinned up the wall again, but, as I jumped down, I felt my trousers rip. I fell to the ground and scrabbled to my feet. My friends stared at me, rooted to the spot. Blood was streaming through the tear in my trousers. I looked down at my leg and saw a deep wound gushing blood. I prised open the wound with my fingers and saw something off-white. I assumed that a piece of glass or something had been buried inside me. It was my femur. The world began to turn black. Luckily a neighbour arrived just in time to see me slump to the ground, dizzy and pale, a crimson puddle spreading at my feet. She picked me up, bundled me into the back seat of her Ford 200 and drove me to a squalid medical clinic about ten minutes away on Avenida Ermita Ixtapalapa.


*


Another blood transfusion. More strangers’ blood. A new army of mercenaries pumping through the chambers of my heart: whores, drunks, single mothers, horny teens in need of cash for an afternoon in a motel, unemployed office workers, builders desperate to put food on the table for their children, labourers trying to make ends meet, addicts desperate for their next fix. People on the margins coursing through my veins.


*


The surgeon who operated told me it was a bullfighter’s wound, a deep stab wound perforating the femoral artery, like when a bull’s horn penetrates the matador’s thigh. The doctor had worked as a surgical assistant in the bullring on Plaza México. In the bleak operating theatre of the filthy clinic I was taken to, he knew exactly how to suture my torn femoral artery. It was his skill, and the prompt action of the woman who rescued me, that ensured I didn’t bleed out that day.


*


I was kept in hospital for two weeks. The clinic had only four beds. My grandmother, my mother and my brother took turns sleeping in one of them. From time to time, chronic drunks or someone injured in a road accident would turn up. A man showed up with stab wounds to the chest one afternoon; he too was saved by the young doctor’s surgical skill.


*


It was on the nights when Carlos stayed to watch over me that we really got to know each other. The six-and-a-half-year gap between us had made spending time together difficult. But as we whispered in the dead of night, as Carlos checked that my wound was draining properly, made sure the nurses did not forget my antibiotics, helped me to the toilet, used a sponge to dab the long gash across my leg, this vast age difference no longer mattered. He monitored my recovery with genuine devotion. It occurred to me that he too had shared our mother’s dark womb, that we were of the same bloodstock. I moved from my invisible brother, Juan José, to Carlos, the visible one. I understood that my true twin had been born six and a half years before me, and we became inseparable.


*


For two months I was forbidden from carrying heavy objects, crouching, and walking – even with crutches. Since my parents could not afford to pay for a wheelchair, they ferried me to school in a wheelbarrow.


*


On the first day I was allowed out on my own, I set off to find the bloodstain I had left on the pavement. I gazed at the black butterfly traced by the many bloods that made up my own, this small reminder of the life that had almost drained away there on the street.


My mother found me, spellbound, staring at the smear. She brought out a bucket, soap and a scrubbing brush, and made me scour until every last trace was gone. The stain faded away, but on the glass that had slashed my leg from thigh to calf there remained a scab of dried blood that even countless downpours could not wash away.


One year later, I scaled the wall carrying a hammer, broke off the glass shard that had cut me and put it a box. I expect this is what bullfighters do with the bull’s horn that impaled them.


*


I was left with a long scar on my leg that spanned about forty centimetres. I lost most of the feeling at the back of my knee, around my ankle and on my instep. Numbness is somehow less bearable than pain. With pain, at least it feels as though that part of the body is still alive. Numbness is a near certainty that something in you has died.


*


The woman who saved my life that afternoon was the mother of the guy who five years later would become my sworn enemy, my brother’s killer. To some degree I was complicit in this murder, the one that unleashed the chain of deaths that would destroy my family.




There exists an African tribe that believes that human beings have two souls: one light, the other heavy. When we dream, it is the lighter soul that leaves our body and roams the borderlands of reality; when we faint, it is because the light soul has suddenly disappeared; when it leaves never to return, we become insane.


The light soul comes and goes. Not so the heavy soul. It leaves the body only at the moment of death. Since the heavy soul has never ventured into the outside world, it does not know the path that leads to the land of the dead, the place where it will live forever. And so, three years before we die, the light soul makes a voyage of discovery. Not knowing which way to go, it seeks out a baobab, the first tree of creation, and from its topmost branches scans the horizon to determine the route. It then visits menstruating women. For a few days, those who menstruate hover on the border between life and death. Amid the blood and pain, they lose the being that might have been but will not be. During the days of their period, women gain wisdom. They skirt the border between existence and non-existence and thus can direct the light soul towards death’s chasm.


The light soul sets out on its journey. It traverses valleys, crosses deserts, climbs mountains. After many months, it reaches its destination and pauses at the edge of the misty precipice. Transfixed by awe it gazes into the abyss. The great mystery appears before its eyes. It returns to tell the heavy soul all that it has seen and steadily shepherds it towards death.












Moon


“You can’t be fucking serious, Cinco,” Pato said, when I told them about the African legend. I had memorised it for my World History class at school. The teacher had said that if we told a story he didn’t already know or if he couldn’t guess the ending, he would give us full marks. I found the book among the dozens that lay scattered across Carlos’s bedroom floor, and sat down and read it. Carlos had stolen most of the books from libraries and bookshops. Never from a friend’s house, he told me, because their parents had terrible taste and their shelves were lined with nothing but tacky bestsellers.


At the age of eighteen, my brother dropped out of school. My father was furious when he found out. For him, education was the key to a life he had not been able to attain. He had worked hard to give us the best he could. He and my mother worked double shifts to put us through private school. Carlos and I were the only kids on the block who didn’t go to the local state schools: Centenario, Secundaria 74 and Preparatoria 6. Bitterly disappointed, my father threatened to cut him off without a cent if he refused to go back to school. Carlos didn’t care. By the time he was nineteen, he was earning much more money than our father.


*


“I’m telling you, man, that story is seriously cheesy,” Jaibo said.


Jaibo, Pato, Agüitas and I liked to spend our nights hanging out and talking on the roof terrace where Mrs Carbajal would hang her washing. At thirteen, Jaibo was already getting through two packs of Delicados a day. He looked like an idiot when he smoked because he didn’t know how to inhale. Agüitas (as in “Drippy” – so named for his soppy nature and his tendency to tear up) would bring beers and share them with Pato. I didn’t smoke or drink. I had decided to do sober what others only dared to do when drunk.


Most of the kids in the neighbourhood found refuge on the rooftops. No-one bothered us up there. Ever since the ’68 riots, the Tlatelolco student massacre and the government’s paranoia about Commies, we would see julias roaming through the neighbourhood every day – those armoured police vans fitted with two wooden benches into which they would toss prisoners. The policemen would stand on the rear running-board, keeping watch, clinging to the bars that ran along the sides. If you were spotted hanging around on the street, they would leap down and arrest you on charges of vagrancy and sedition (although they had no idea what the word meant) and drag you off to the cells in handcuffs so tight they cut off your circulation. While you were banged up, they would beat you, kick you and administer electric shocks to your testicles until someone arrived with enough money to bribe them to release you. If you were lucky, they would only chase you down the street and hit you a couple of times with their batons – “maybe that’ll teach you to cut your hair short, not wear it like a little lady”. They would let you go after threatening: “If we catch you on the street with long hair again we’ll chop your balls off, you little fuck, that way you really will be a girl.”


The only ones who remained unscathed by these police assaults were the so-called Good Boys who belonged to the Young Catholics Movement. The Good Boys had close-cropped hair, long-sleeved shirts buttoned to the top and a crucifix around their necks. They never used swear words, they went to Mass every day, helped old ladies carry their shopping home from the supermarket and delivered food to orphanages. They were every mother’s, every mother-in-law’s dream: dutiful sons, diligent students, fine young men. Clean, decent, tidy, hard-working and honest.


It was a muggy night. The tiled roof radiated heat, and there was not a breath of air to keep us cool. Jaibo was chain-smoking. He would light each cigarette with the butt of his last.


“How is it fake?” I asked Jaibo.


“It just is.”


“What the fuck do you know, cabrón?” I laughed. “It wasn’t long ago you thought women didn’t get their period until they lost their virginity.”


Jaibo was from Tampico. His father had been a sailor who died after a drunken fall from the prow of his merchant ship. His widow, just as much of a drunk, set off for Mexico City with her five children in tow and turned up on her brother’s doorstep. The poor guy had just got married, and had no choice but to support the six of them on his paltry salary as a surveyor.


“I know a lot about women,” he declared.


“Oh yeah? Tell me, what’s a hymen?” I challenged him.


Jaibo kept quiet. Of course he didn’t know what a hymen was. Pato took a gulp of his beer and turned to look at me.


“You’re saying a woman on her period knows where to find death?” he said scornfully.


“When a woman gets her period, she loses what could have been a baby,” I said.


“So when I jerk off, do I suddenly gain in wisdom too?” Agüitas interrupted. “I mean a fuckload of sperms come out that could have been babies.”


The three of them were still laughing when we heard a voice behind us.


“Don’t be retards.”


We turned round. It was Carlos. Who knew how long he had been listening. He walked towards us and my friends stopped laughing. Carlos was respected on the block. He stood in front of Agüitas.


“Women only have between four and six hundred ova. And when they have their period, the egg comes out in bloody pieces and they feel terrible pain. Their hormones change their mood, their bodies swell up. Your sperm comes out even when you’re asleep, and when you jerk off all you feel is pleasure. Women know shit we haven’t got a clue about.”


My friends said nothing. They knew better than to argue with him: Carlos read voraciously, devouring books of philosophy, history, biology and literature. He had left school because he was bored, sick of reading what he considered to be second-rate texts. Carlos had a vast knowledge and spoke like no-one else in the neighbourhood. He used language with precision and he knew the meanings of high-flown and arcane words. Even if my friends had known as much as he did, they would never have dared challenge him. They were scared of him. Everyone was scared of him.


Carlos pointed to the box of Delicados poking out from Jaibo’s shirt pocket.


“Can I bum a cigarette?” he asked.


Jaibo sat up and handed him the packet. Carlos took out a cigarette and Jaibo passed him a lighter. Carlos lit the cigarette, studied the box as if it were some strange object, crumpled it up until it fell to pieces and tossed it into the street below. Jaibo looked at him indignantly.


“What did you do that for?”


“So you won’t die of cancer,” Carlos answered quickly as he stubbed his cigarette out on the wire fence. I smiled, and so did Carlos when he caught my eye. He turned to gaze up at the moon.


“In forty-six days, Apollo XI will land on the Sea of Tranquillity,” he said, pointing up to some unidentified location.


The four of us stared at the moon. The impossible journey dreamt up by humankind was about to be fulfilled.


“Gravity on the moon is one sixth of what we experience on Earth,” he said, without turning away.


“What?” Agüitas said.


Carlos smiled.


“I’ll explain: if your fat lump of a mother weighs a hundred kilos here, up there she’d only weigh sixteen.”


Carlos was aware of Agüitas’s sentimental temperament and knew that such a joke might make him well up, but Agüitas was too busy trying to figure out the maths to cry. In fact, Carlos was being pretty generous; Agüitas’s mother weighed a hundred and forty kilos at least.


“To return to Earth, the space capsule needs to use the gravitational force of the moon. If Apollo XI doesn’t succeed in entering lunar orbit, it will just keep drifting into space and there will be no way to bring it back.”


My brother had already explained this hypothesis to me. I had been horrified. Three men in a spaceship missing their one opportunity to return to Earth and floating off into the infinite. Three men peering through the hatchway, watching as their planet got further and further away. What would they discover on their journey into nothingness? How would they feel up there, adrift in boundless space? Would they die slowly or did they have cyanide pills they could take to end it sooner? How long would the oxygen last before they slipped into the irrevocable stupor of death? Would they fight over food in order to stay alive, if only for a few days? Far from feeling excited about the moon landing, I felt apprehensive. Triplets in a metal uterus, floating in the artificial liquid of zero gravity, fighting for survival. The metaphor was all too familiar and painful.


Carlos kicked the sole of my plimsoll.


“Let’s go have dinner.”


He held out a hand to help me up.


“See you tomorrow,” I said to my friends.


Carlos and I left, dodging wires, cables, clothes lines and water tanks as we went. We came to the edge of the Ávalos’ rooftop. To get home, we had to leap across the metre-and-a-half gap separating the houses of the Ávalos and the Prietos. Generally we made the jump without even thinking. It was part of our daily routine. But the risk was real. Four months earlier, a skinny, pretty, blue-eyed seventeen year old called Chelo and her boyfriend “Canicas” had been having sex on the roof of the Martínez house, between the clothes lines – we knew this because of the dried-out condoms we found there the next day – and, heading home in the dark, she had jumped first, but misjudged the distance and tumbled into the void. She landed on her knees on the roof of Mr Prieto’s Coronet. Her life was saved because the shock absorbers took some of the impact. Both of her legs were shattered, but her spine and her skull remained intact. Even then, she was lucky that Colmillo, the Prietos’ huge wolf-dog (a cross between an Alaskan Malamute and a Canadian wolf, they’d named him Colmillo, “Fang”, in honour of Jack London’s White Fang) was chained up. Otherwise he would have ripped her limb from limb. Alerted by the crash and Colmillo’s barking, Fernando Prieto came out into the backyard. He found Chelo on the ground with splintered bones sticking through her thighs.


It would take Chelo a year and a half of painful rehabilitation to recover from the fractures. After countless operations, her legs were left zigzagged with scars. In the afternoons, she would emerge and hobble down the street on her crutches, barely able to keep her balance, then go back home to do her intensive physical therapy routine. The physiotherapist’s instructions and Chelo’s whimpers of pain could be heard through the hedge. Despite the pain, she always had a smile. Happy, cheerful, always in a good mood. Years later, Chelo made love to me so sweetly that she saved me from going mad.


Carlos jumped first, then stopped to wait for me. I made it across with ease. I found leaping the void exhilarating. Sometimes I would deliberately make it more difficult for myself, just to experience that sense of danger: taking off with little momentum, eyes closed, hands behind my back. Carlos once caught me doing this. Furious, he started shouting at me, but I paid no heed and jumped again. Carlos caught up with me and grabbed me by the shoulders. He lifted me into the air (I was eleven at the time) and stood on the edge of the roof, threatening to throw me off.


“You like danger, motherfucker?”


I looked down. Six metres. Far from being scared, I found it funny and burst out laughing.


“What’s the matter with you?” Carlos said, taken aback.


He had done his best to teach me a lesson, but there I was in his arms, so close to slipping over the edge, and I couldn’t stop laughing.


Carlos turned and threw me down onto the Ávalos’ rooftop.


“If you ever do that again,” he said, “I’ll beat the shit out of you.”


I smiled and nonchalantly jumped back and forth across the gap before sprinting off across the rooftops.


*


We walked back towards our flat roof. As we got closer we could hear the cries of the chinchillas in the darkness. Carlos bred hundreds, he had set up a farm that spanned our roof and those of the Prietos and Martínez. Dozens of small cages stacked on top of each other, a block of flats for furry rodents. On hot days the reek of urine would invade the nearby houses. To avoid complaints, Carlos paid Gumaro, a young, slightly simple black guy, to scrub the area with bleach and disinfectant three times a day.


Carlos fished a torch from his pocket and shone it around. The bright beam set some of the chinchillas racing around in circles, bumping into the bars of their hutches. Others rose up on their hind legs to see what was going on. Carlos always carried the torch with him so he could check for feral cats, the chief enemy of his thriving business. The cats would stick their paws through the bars, grab a chinchilla’s head, clamp the muzzle to suffocate it, then rip it to shreds.


My brother kept a rusty .22 hidden in a kennel. If he saw a cat nearby, he would grab the rifle, aim for the head and shoot. The rifle’s sight was not very accurate and he often hit them in the belly. It wasn’t unusual to come across half-dead cats cowering under cars, whimpering in pain, trailing their guts behind them.


The whole chinchilla business started when one of our uncles gave Carlos a doe for his sixteenth birthday. A couple of weeks later, Carlos bought a buck. They mated, and in less than two months they produced a litter of ten kits. Carlos had read in a magazine that chinchilla was valuable. He went into the city and tracked down a Jewish furrier who bought chinchilla pelts wholesale. Carlos asked our parents if he could build hutches on the flat roof, then bought twenty more chinchillas. A year and half later, he was selling close to four hundred pelts a month. He staggered the breeding, so that the females gave birth according to the level of demand.


Although Carlos made a killing with his chinchillas, it wasn’t his most profitable business.









Wetness


My life was divided between two different worlds. One was the barrio, where I felt I belonged, a landscape of streets and rooftops. The other was a private school my parents struggled to pay for. A school where my classmates went on holiday to New York and Europe. A school where the teachers were addressed as “Miss”, made us speak English during break time, and boasted of their iron discipline. A school that felt like a prison to me, and where they refused us scholarships. “A good education costs money, señora,” the headmistress told my mother when she asked if she could pay in instalments. The humiliation of having to go to her cap in hand must have been excruciating. “Just give us until the end of the year to pay, that’s when my husband gets his bonus,” my mother said. “I’m sorry,” said the proprietor-principal-profiteer-prig, “I have teachers to pay.”


That night, over dinner, I watched my father brooding when my mother told him the headmistress planned to expel us if the school fees were a month late.


“I’ll find the money somewhere,” he said quietly.


“Where?” asked my mother.


My father said nothing for a moment. He wiped his forehead.


“I can ask the company for a loan.”


“Really? And how will we pay them back?”


My father turned his head to ease the crick in his neck.


“We should move them to a state school,” my mother said.


My father whipped round and stared at her as if she had insulted him.


“Their education is the only thing we can give them,” he snapped.


They fell silent again. My father took a deep breath and reached for my mother’s hand.


“We’ll find a way, don’t worry.”


Since I seemed to be concentrating very hard on my plate, they assumed I wasn’t listening to what they were saying. I was nine years old, and my leg was still healing. My parents had spent all their savings on my surgery and my medical bills. Mistrustful of government, they refused to send us to the public clinics. No social security, nothing that reeked of state bureaucracy, be it schools, hospitals or jobs. And now they could find no way to pay for our school fees.


Carlos helped me back to my room. My father had built it on the ground floor so I didn’t have to climb stairs while I was recuperating (I never moved back upstairs). He sat on the end of my bed, looking thoughtful.


“You think they’ll make us change schools?” I asked.


Carlos began to mutter, irritated.


“I’ll beat that old bitch’s brains out. She’s got no right to treat my mother that way.”


His jaw tensed and he stood up and pulled back the sheets.


“Get into bed.”


I got in, and Carlos covered me with the blanket.


“Night,” he said, and gently patted my forehead before he left.


*


My parents managed to pay the school on time. They paid off this and other debts by selling my father’s beloved Mercury. He was proud to have bought it with years of backbreaking work. Now the Mercury was gone, and with it his pride. With no car, my father had no choice but to take public transport. I remember him waking up at 4.30 a.m. so he could shower, have breakfast and head for the Popo-Sur 73 bus stop on the far side of Río Churubusco. I remember him coming home at ten o’clock, shattered after a double shift.


There was nobody now to take us to school. At 6 a.m. Carlos and I would walk to the bus station in San Andrés Tetepilco, crossing stretches of waste ground with uneven football pitches that were crudely sketched in chalk, which flooded when it rained and quickly turned to swamp. We would hop from stone to stone so as not to get mud on our uniforms, but would inevitably slip and get splashed. At the school entrance there was a porter whose job was to check that uniforms were spotless, boys’ hair was short, girls’ skirts were long, and details of personal hygiene were satisfactory (nails trimmed, ears washed). I was sent home several times for having mud stains on my trousers. Since there was no-one to collect me, Carlos was forced to take me home. It wasn’t a complete disaster. We would go to the Natural Science Museum to see dissected animals or sneak into the stables next to the racetrack to watch them groom and train the thoroughbreds.


Four months after my parents managed to pay the school fees, which amounted to seventy-five per cent of my father’s salary, they had an urgent phone call from the headmistress insisting that they both come to the school immediately.


My parents showed up, nervous and apprehensive. The school had never summoned them so urgently. On the long bus journey to the school, they imagined the worst: an accident, a punch-up, a robbery.


Giving no thought to the fact that both my parents had had to leave work early, that bitch of a headmistress made them wait for two hours. Two hours that could have spared them rushing to get there and missing out on a day’s pay.


Walking into the headmistress’s office and seeing me sitting there, my parents looked at me in alarm. They’d assumed they had been called because of Carlos, who was being increasingly rebellious at that time; they’d never imagined it might be about me.


The headmistress gestured for them to sit and they sat down on the leather chairs. She nodded towards me.


“We have decided to expel Juan Guillermo. The decision is final and cannot be appealed.”


My parents glanced at each other, then my mother looked at me.


“What did he do?” she asked, almost in a whisper.


The principal’s lips curled into an expression of disgust.


“This school will not tolerate pupils like your son.”


“But what did he do?” insisted my mother.


The director, who liked to be called “Miss” Ramírez, turned to me and raised her chin.


“He can tell you himself.”


My parents waited for me to speak but I didn’t dare open my mouth. The headmistress came and stood next to me, oozing menace.


“Go on, tell your parents what you did.”


I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. My mother turned to face me.


“Tell us what you did.”


Still I said nothing.


“Come on, tell them,” Miss Ramírez said in English, knowing my parents would not understand. “Don’t be a coward.”


I kept my mouth shut. Far from intimidating me, the headmistress’s attitude made me more and more angry.


“You can’t expel him in the middle of the school year,” my mother argued.


“I can expel who I want when I want, señora. And if this young man refuses to tell you what he did, I suppose I shall have to tell you myself . . .”


Just as she was about to launch into her sermon, I interrupted.


“I kissed a girl, Mamá.”


My father, who had kept quiet so far, challenged the headmistress.


“You’re going to expel my son because he kissed a girl?”


“Of course not, señor, I am going to expel him because we found him half-naked, sexually assaulting a half-naked girl. Your son committed an act of gross indecency that will not be tolerated at this school.”


“My son is a child.”


“No, señor, your son is a pervert.”


*


Class. Recess. Silence. Glances. Breaths. Heartbeats. Hands. Skirt. Knees. Thighs. Skin. Caresses. Glances. Knickers. Breaths. Heartbeats. Strokes. Crotch. Silence. Knickers. Finger. Crotch. Wetness. Moans. Gasps. Trousers. Zip. Hands. Breaths. Glances. Tremors. Buttons. Hands. Prick. Hard-on. Touches. Pussy. Strokes. Fear. Excitement. Glances. Friction. Prick. Pussy. Inside. Wetness. Sweat. Skin. Heartbeats. Breaths. Bell. Glances. Separation. Silence. Goodbye. Classroom. Door. Silence. Heartbeats. Voices. Classmates. Teacher. Classroom. Glances. Secret.


*


Carlos turned off the flashlight, grabbed the rifle from the kennel and loaded the chamber.


“Let’s see if a cat turns up,” he said, leaning back against the wall.


We kept quiet. The chinchillas squealed in the darkness. In the sky hung the moon that was about to be conquered. Is it possible to conquer the unconquerable? The stain of a spaceship sullying the Sea of Tranquillity. Mankind and his obsession with trampling over everything.


In the distance, you could hear cars driving along Río Churubusco. What had once been a river of crystalline water, home to fish, frogs, axolotls and turtles, which my father and his friends used to swim in on hot afternoons, was now a motorway. Río Piedad, Río Mixcoac, Río de los Remedios. Rivers filled in and turned into streets. Rivers levelled by tonnes of bitumen. My city’s riverine massacre.


“What was the name of that girl you fucked in primary school?” asked Carlos.


“I never fucked anyone.”


Carlos smiled, silhouetted against the darkness. The barrel of the gun gleamed in the light of the moon, about to be trampled.


“That girl, come on, you know who I mean.”


“Fuensanta.”


“That’s it, her. I forgot. Fuensanta. Shit! You couldn’t have chosen a girl with another name? Fue santa – she was a saint. Don’t hold back, come on.”


Carlos switched on the torch and checked the cages. The chinchillas’ eyes glowed red. He turned it off again.


“Did you suck your finger after you put it in her pussy?”


Of course I sucked it, smelled it, sucked it again. Savoured the taste of her on my tongue. Savoured it. Fuensanta. Fuente santa. Sacred fountain, fountain of secrets, fountain of wetness.


“I already told you, no,” I snapped.


Carlos smiled. He’d asked me the question a hundred times, and a hundred times I’d said no. I’d lied to him a hundred times, and each of those hundred times he expected me to finally tell him the truth.


“I bet your finger still stinks of Fuensanta.”


Yes, my finger still smelled of Fuensanta, it would never stop smelling of her.


“My finger doesn’t smell of anything,” I told him.


“Remember how you made Mamá cry because you were so horny for that little saint?”


We listened to the chinchillas stir agitatedly. Carlos flicked on the torch. Between the cages, a pair of yellow eyes glittered. Carlos shouldered the rifle, then shifted the torch so that he could look through the sight. Seeing the light, the cat jumped onto the parapet and was about to escape when the shot rang out. The cat hissed and tumbled into the street. We ran and peered over the edge. The cat lay for a moment with its paws in the air, then shakily stood up and crawled under a car.


“That cat won’t be eating chinchilla again,” Carlos said.


*


Some psychologists argue that when one twin loses the other – to death, separation, or for any other reason – they forever feel a deep-rooted sense of abandonment. The solitary twin lives with the scar of this amputation, a permanent wound. The solitary twin seeks out companionship to compensate for this emotional void. In my case, this did not mean friends or playmates, but women. Ever since I was a boy of four or five, all I had thought about was women, I felt a desperate need for their presence, their gaze, their nakedness. Stroking a woman’s skin relieved that itch of absence. At first, it was simply the brush of an arm, a glimpse of thigh. And then Fuensanta came along.


*


Standing in the middle of her office, the headmistress glared at me reproachfully. My mother hung her head in shame.


My father straightened in his chair.


“Who saw it?”


“Half the school, Mr Valdés. His teacher, a number of pupils. Juan Guillermo had his trousers around his knees, he had pulled down the girl’s underwear and was touching her.”


My mother quietly began to sob. My rage grew and grew. My father, confused, tried to fit the pieces together.


“And the girl?”


“What about the girl?”


“Did she consent or did Juan Guillermo force her?”


“It’s obvious that he forced her, Mr Valdés.”


I stood up and confronted the headmistress.


“That’s not true. She wanted to.”


“Shut up and sit down,” the headmistress barked.


“It’s not true,” I said again, indignant. “I didn’t force her.”


“Sit down, now.”


I remained standing. My father faced the headmistress.


“What does the girl say?”


“What could she possibly say? For goodness’ sake . . .”


“What did she say? Did he force her or did she consent?”


“Of course she didn’t consent.”


“I want to hear it from her own lips,” my father said angrily.


“Her dignity has been sufficiently tarnished without putting her through any more,” the headmistress said with an air of melodrama worthy of a telenovela.


My father began to get worked up.


“I assume she will also be expelled.”


“You assume incorrectly. There is only one person to blame here and that is Juan Guillermo. He is permanently expelled. We do not want him in this school.”


“She wanted to as well,” I insisted.


“Don’t lie!” the headmistress said.


Fury.


“I’m not lying. We both wanted to.”


The headmistress turned and went to sit at her desk.


“I will not say another word on the matter. The boy is expelled, as is Juan Carlos. I will not have them here. Now, if you would be so kind . . . I have work to do.”


My father leaned towards her, now livid.


“What has this got to do with Juan Carlos?”


“I disapprove of the way you have raised your children, Mr Valdés, and now I am asking you to leave.”


“What?” my father said, incredulous.


As if we were not even there, she picked up a sheaf of papers and began to read. Her attitude incensed me. I stalked over to the desk, snatched the papers from her hands and tossed them to the ground.


“What are you doing, you stupid bitch?”


I swept everything off her desk. The headmistress scrabbled to her feet and retreated to the window.


“Your son is a demon!” she shouted at my parents. “Get out, or I will call the police!”


My mother took me by the hand and led me towards the door. My father, still furious, was about to say something but my mother stopped him, tugging on his arm.


“Don’t humiliate yourself,” she said, then turned to me.


“Go to the classroom and get your things,” she ordered.


“She wanted it too, honest,” I said.


“Go get your things,” my mother repeated.


I went to get my belongings. They were in the middle of a lesson. The teacher allowed me in on condition that I only take a minute. I grabbed my pens, my exercise books and my schoolbooks and stuffed them into my rucksack. My classmates stared, whispering among themselves. I made ready to leave. I exchanged a look with Fuensanta and walked out. It was the last time I ever saw her.









Rain


“What did you say?” We were playing football on the street when I heard a voice behind me. I couldn’t afford to be distracted, Chato “the Flea” Tena was about to score against us.


“What did you say?” the voice said again. I kicked the ball and turned. Antonio, one of the Good Boys and a member of the neighbourhood’s venerated Young Catholics Movement, was peering at me, his eyes narrowed.


“What did I say about what?”


Antonio was three years older than Carlos, his parents owned a stationery shop on the next street. He was tall and fat, with short, curly hair, and, like the rest of the Good Boys, he wore a long-sleeved shirt, a white vest underneath and a crucifix around his neck.


“What did you say to your friend?”


“I don’t remember.”


“You’d better remember.”


I started laughing. I had no idea what the fat guy wanted.


“Well, I can’t remember.”


He took a step towards me.


“What did you shout at him?”


He pointed to Papita, who, like everyone else, had stopped playing to listen.


“Oh, to Papita? I do remember! I said, ‘Don’t be a fucking idiot, just kick the ball.’”


Antonio’s eyes bored into me.


“That’s the last time you or any of your friends say bad words on the street.”


I didn’t understand what he meant.


“What?”


“I don’t want to hear you swearing again. The women on this street deserve respect.”


I looked around; there were no women.


I laughed. “What women?”


“I’m warning you,” he said, and turned to the others. “I am warning all of you.”


He turned on his heel and left. He had not gone ten metres when I shouted at the top of my lungs:


“Go fuck your mother, you fucking motherfuckers!”


Everyone laughed. Enraged, Antonio stormed back and threw a punch that floored me. Chato Tena jumped on him, but Antonio – nine years older, and taller and stronger than the rest of us – grasped Chato by the shoulders and, using a judo move, picked him up and slammed him onto the ground (Good Boys learned judo and karate). I got to my feet and punched him in the ear, but he managed to grab my shirt and in one movement he smashed my face into the tarmac.


The others did not dare intervene. Antonio jabbed a finger at me.


“I’m warning you: I don’t want to hear another swear word come out of your mouth.”


He turned to my friends.


“Like it or not, we’ll teach you to be respectful. If not me, one of us will come and sort you out. So be careful.”


He stared defiantly at the group, then turned and left without a backward glance. Blood again, a lot of blood, gushing from my nose.


*


The afternoon that I first made love with Chelo, it rained constantly. It had been raining solidly since the morning of the previous day, when we buried my parents, just as it had been raining when we buried Carlos. My parents died three years after him. Their car skidded on the motorway and went over the edge of a cliff. Try as they might, my mother and father never came to terms with Carlos’s death. Ghost parents walking through the house, weighed down with the guilt that they had been on holiday in Europe when their son was murdered on a nearby rooftop. Ghost parents who would suddenly burst into tears in the middle of dinner. Ghost parents I would stumble upon at dawn, staring at the empty chair where my brother used to sit at dinner. Ghost parents.


They worked harder than ever. My father managed to buy another car, but this time he felt no pride or satisfaction. He bought it while in a place of terrible grief, of tears and brutal depression. So brutal that my father did not even notice the death of my grandmother, who was also depressed, inconsolable because she had not been able to prevent the death of her much-loved grandson. My grandmother died sitting in front of the T.V., watching one of her quiz shows. Frail and anorexic, she closed her eyes and passed away without a sound. Sitting at the dining room table reading the nutritional information on a cereal box for the hundredth time, my father did not realise that the life that had given him life had perished. My father was so ghostly that he switched off the light in the dining room, said goodnight to my already dead grandmother, kissed her on the forehead and went up to his room. I was the one who knocked on the door at dawn to tell him Grandmother had left the T.V. on, that she wasn’t moving. My father was orphaned by his mother, orphaned by his son.


My parents bought the car as a warhead to bring about their own deaths. A missile on four wheels they used to end it all. My father, considered by his friends to be an excellent driver and a master on the motorway, lost control on an easy bend. He and my mother fell forty metres into an abyss. They had been on their way to my grandmother’s village to deposit her ashes in a family vault in the middle of the Tamaulipas jungle.


The ten of us who braved the rain at their funeral were drenched and muddy by the end (“unkempt”, the porter at my school would have said). My friends stood by my side; Agüitas could not stop crying.


The storm did not let up during the burial. Rain filling the graves where my parents were to be buried. Rain beating down as the gravediggers shovelled dirt onto the coffins. Rain and more rain. Experts decided that the wet road had caused the car to skid. But I knew otherwise. My father had probably looked at my mother, she had looked back at him, and they’d both realised that they had neither the will nor the strength to resist anymore. My father probably took his hands off the steering wheel, allowing the car to veer out of control, towards the cliff. That is what I believe.


No-one spoke as we drove back from the funeral. Everyone was shivering and lost in thought. My uncles dropped me at the house and my friends went home, feeling sad. I was alone. I went into the house where the two parakeets and the brindle boxer were waiting. This vast house inhabited by my invisible brothers, parents and grandmother.


The following afternoon, I went out and walked in circles in the rain. I couldn’t bear to be in the house any longer. Seeing me from her window, Chelo hobbled out into the storm on crutches and hugged me. No condolences, no “I’m so sorry for your loss”, she simply hugged me.


We made love that afternoon on the cot bed in the lair of a wounded animal that was my room. Chelo asked me to switch off the light. She was worried that I would be repulsed by the ugly scars from the ten operations needed to piece her bones together.


I didn’t switch off the light. I dropped my trousers and showed her the long scar running down my leg. She knew nothing of the incident with the broken glass. I kissed her as I unbuttoned her skirt, my scar to hers, my wound against hers. After she had fallen six metres, her parents treated her with scorn. “That’s what you get for acting like a little slut up on that roof,” her father had sneered. Her boyfriend Canicas had pledged undying love, but he never called to ask how she was doing. Carlos and Fernando Prieto were the only ones to go to the hospital. Carlos visited every morning without fail.


We made love as grief welled up in my throat. I didn’t use a condom. She didn’t care if she got pregnant. She wrapped herself around my body and there I stayed, seeking refuge from so much death.


*


At the school gates, the boys would sit on long benches waiting to be collected. The girls would sit on a bench opposite. My parents had given permission for Juan Carlos to take me home. But although I didn’t need to wait for anyone, I liked to sit for a while with my classmates because Fuensanta was on the opposite bench.


Anyone misbehaving was made to sit on the opposite bench. For a boy to have to sit with the girls was considered humiliating. This was not how I saw it. I did whatever it took to be punished so I could sit next to Fuensanta, something that became a regular event.


Fuensanta was blonde, with light brown eyes and freckles. There is a Mexican saying that a woman with no freckles is like a taco with no salt. Well, Fuensanta had plenty of salt. She had freckles on her turned-up nose, at the top of her breasts, on her arms. Long hair, slim, serious, gentle. Her mother was an American from Kansas, her father a biochemist from Coahuila who ended up in politics. I fancied her from the moment I first saw her. More than any girl I had fancied in my nine years on the planet.


Our relationship – if you can call it that – began with a piece of chewing gum. I asked her for a piece. She said she only had the one she was chewing. “If I gave it to you, would you put it in your mouth?” she asked. I nodded. She spat it out and gave it to me. I put it in my mouth, excited to have her saliva on my tongue. After a while, I worked up the courage to say, “If I give it back, would you put it in your mouth too?” For ten seconds that felt like an eternity, she said nothing. Then she nodded, took the gum and delicately popped it into her mouth.


Swapping chewing gum became a daily routine at break time, it was our way of kissing.


During break time we were only allowed to speak English. “Pass me the ball.” “Do you want a piece of my sandwich?” “It’s awesome.” Iowa in the heart of Mexico. To ensure we were speaking English (and to control and monitor us) the school set up a perverse spy network they called “Safety Patrols”. Those with the best grades were the elite members of this mini-Gestapo. They policed the halls during recess. An accusation from a safety monitor (patrol) – even if made up or unjust – earned a pupil five demerits. Two fives meant a suspension for three days, three warranted a two-week suspension, and four guaranteed immediate expulsion. The safety monitors had an ample arsenal with which to threaten and blackmail. Mindless fascism in the hands of nine or ten year olds.


Being an outstanding pupil, Fuensanta was a safety monitor. At ten years and five months, she was the eldest in the class; I was the youngest at nine and two months. She had been kept back because of the year she had spent in Buenos Aires, where her father had worked at the embassy. She was different from the rest of us. She knew more than anyone else and she spoke both English and French fluently.


Over time, our chewing-gum game became more sophisticated as we passed the gum not only from hand to hand but from mouth to mouth. For a few seconds I would feel her warm lips, her tongue placing the chewing gum on mine.


At break time we would meet up in one of the deserted corners of the playground. We had only a few minutes, since she had to get back to her work as a spy. We talked very little, and never about ourselves. I was afraid that if I told her about my world of rooftops and parents who had sold their car to pay the fees she would dump me. I later found out that she was ashamed of her family: her father was a corrupt politician and a vicious drunk who would beat her beautiful but emotionally stunted mother. We kept our private lives to ourselves, limiting our conversation to gossiping about our classmates, talking about teachers we liked and disliked, and complaining about homework.


One day I saw Carlos playing a game he called arañitas with a girl. The game was simple: you placed a closed fist on a girl’s knee and opened it slowly, your fingers gently stroking her as if they were arañitas – little spiders. When Carlos did it, the girl blushed and her skin broke out in goose bumps. I decided it would be a great idea to play it with Fuensanta.


During break time, in our distant corner, I suggested we play arañitas.


“What’s that?” she asked.


“Give me your knee.”


She brought her left leg closer. I placed my right hand gently on her knee and slowly spread my fingers. She shuddered and instantly got goose bumps. I looked up and saw that her legs were parted. I could just make out the white of her underwear. She saw me looking, but did not close her legs.


“Do you want to keep playing?” I asked.


She thought for a second and nodded. I placed my fist on the inside of her right thigh and slowly moved my fingers over her skin. She wriggled and her skin prickled again.


“Did you like it?”


Fuensanta breathed deeply. Her neck began to flush red. We looked at each other for a moment, both of us panting for breath. My heart was hammering in my chest.


“One more time?” I said, my voice quavering.


She nodded. “Uh huh.”


I inched the “little spiders” to the very top of her thigh, splaying my fingers until I touched her knickers. Fuensanta flinched and looked around, breathing heavily, then she relaxed as I continued to stroke her crotch. She gazed at me, but did not try to push my hand away.


Suddenly, she closed her legs and moved away. She jerked her chin: two of her friends were coming up behind me. I stood up, tugging at my trousers to hide my erection.


“See you,” I said.


She forced a smile and tried to say something but choked up. I could not say a word. I walked past her friends and melted into a crowd of boys playing basketball.




It is said that Viking men would not marry virgins. They found the idea that a woman had not been desired by other men suspicious. To them, virginity was not a virtue but a flaw. While in Middle Eastern countries a woman may be stoned for bringing dishonour on her family by losing her virginity, among Vikings a woman was thought to bring dishonour on herself if she did not arouse men’s passions. Surely a virgin hid insufferable vices: surliness, bad breath, gracelessness, idiocy. For some perverse reason her hymen was still intact. Who could love a woman who had been scorned by others?












Smoke


Carlos, Sean and Diego ran down the street. They vaulted the gate of the Montes’ house and raced up the spiral staircase to the roof. Eight police officers brandishing guns were hot on their heels. Four followed them over the gate, while the others continued down the street. Pato and I saw them in the distance as we fed the chinchillas. Carlos and his friends zigzagged deftly between the lines of laundry, moving ahead of their pursuers.


Unfamiliar with the labyrinthine rooftops, the cops almost plunged into the gap between the Rodríguez and Padilla houses. They hesitated for a minute, unsure whether to jump or find another route – long enough for Carlos and the others to disappear across the rooftops.


Furious at losing sight of them, the officers decided to conduct a house-to-house search. They did not ask permission, they simply forced their way in. The neighbours did not protest. In neighbourhoods like ours, police did not need arrest warrants or judicial sanctions: their power and authority were enough. Laws and human rights might prevail in those parts of the city where my classmates lived, but not here. The police spent hours searching for my brother and his friends, ransacking wardrobes, looking under beds, forcing locks, scouring rooms, threatening neighbours. But they found nothing. Not a trace. My brother and his friends had vanished in a puff of smoke.


*


Sometimes Chelo would stay the night with me. She invented university field trips to reassure her parents (she was studying medicine, which required her to do social work in rural areas). Chelo would pack her bags, pile them into a classmate’s car and say goodbye to her parents, only to stop a little further down the street and sneak into my house under the knowing gaze of her accomplice.


Chelo was loving and she looked after me. I barely had the strength to eat, to bathe or make the bed. She would bring me food, shower with me, help me cook, wash up and clean. She helped prevent me being crushed by my sudden status as an orphan.


We had an unspoken agreement: our relationship was temporary, there was no future for us. Chelo told me that one night she would simply stop coming around and made me promise I wouldn’t go looking for her. I was faced with being an orphan, with losing Chelo. This time, at least, the loss would not be sudden and brutal. There would be no invisible Chelo, just a woman in a parallel existence, who might reappear later in my life.


I had no reason to fall in love, but I fell in love. With her blue eyes, her slender body, her downy skin. With her unceasing touch, her gentleness, her joy. I kissed her legs, the barbed wire of her scars. I kissed her lips, her eyes, her neck, her back, her buttocks, her clitoris, her anus. I drank her sweat, her vaginal fluids and sometimes her tears. She was not sentimental like Agüitas, quite the opposite, her joy was almost unshakable. But when we made love, she would cry and hold me tight and kiss me over and over.


We slept in each other’s arms. There was barely room in my narrow camp bed. Sometimes I would be woken by the heat of her body, by the humid sweat of our closeness. I would lift the sheet and shake it to cool us down and then wrap myself around her again.


Chelo was promiscuous. She had slept with a lot of guys in the neighbourhood. She liked to think of herself as a hippie, a free spirit unconstrained by bourgeois hang-ups. If it pained me to imagine her so much as kissing someone else, picturing her naked, being fucked by other men, drove me mad with grief. And so, when we made love, I turned my face away and stared at the floor, at a corner of the room, at nothing. I did not look into her eyes so I did not have to picture other men screwing her or her screwing them.


I didn’t want her to know about my jealousy. Why? She wasn’t mine. No matter how much I loved her, she would never be mine. She cared for me, she loved me, kissed me gently. She had numerous orgasms, often multiple ones. She told me I was the only man who could do this, and that none of her previous lovers could. Opening up the Pandora’s box of jealousy would only make her leave sooner. The death of my family was enough for me to deal with. Why poison a relationship that already had an expiry date?


Chelo promised not to get involved with anyone else while she was with me. But I couldn’t believe her. Her promiscuousness seemed more like addiction than freedom. Every day, she kissed me goodbye and I lived in permanent fear that this kiss might be the last. Chelo never knew how fearful I felt every time she left.


I had not been raised Catholic, or with any religion. The words god, sin and penitence were not mentioned at home or at school. My father was an atheist and my mother had increasingly drifted from Catholicism. They raised me to believe that poverty and social injustice, not sexuality, were the true sins. Why then did I feel so hurt by the idea that the woman I loved had a past?


I thought about the Vikings. Carlos had told me the legend. Even with her obvious scars, Chelo was a woman desired by men. I should have been happy that she made love to me, took care of me, slept beside me. Flatteringly, she said that I was the best lover on her extensive list. What comfort was that? Touched, manhandled, screwed, slavered over, licked, sullied by others. My mind was a clash of civilisations: the host of Christ and his sexless morality versus the heathen hordes of Thor and Odin joyously, lovingly accepting a woman possessed by others.


My parents had been dead barely a month and I was weathering the storm of jealousy.


*


“Which way did they go?”


Pato pointed across the rooftops.


“That way.”


“Which way exactly?”


Pato gulped nervously. The captain clearly did not have much patience.


“That direction.”


“Which direction?”


Pato swallowed hard.


“It was pretty dark, I couldn’t really see.”


The captain turned to me.


“O.K. You. Which way did they go?”


I hadn’t seen which way my brother and his friends had gone. I lost sight of them when they passed the water tanks on the Padillas’ roof.


“Dunno.”


“You don’t know?”


“No, I don’t know.”


The captain summoned another officer.


“Juárez, over here!”


A fat guy came over, his upper lip glistening with beads of sweat.


“Yes, sir?”


“Grab this little faggot’s balls.”


The fat cop reached for my testicles, but I took a couple of steps back. The fat cop smiled.


“You’ll enjoy it, girlie. Come on, come closer.”


Pato was ashen, he didn’t dare move. The fat cop suddenly turned and grabbed him by the neck. Pato tried to wriggle free.


“Let go of me.”


The fat cop squeezed his fingers tighter, paralysing him. The comandante pushed his face towards Pato’s.


“Where are they hiding?”


“I don’t know, I swear.”


The fat cop squeezed harder. Pato writhed in pain.


“Leave him alone!” I shouted.


Another policeman stood behind me.


“Shut up, bitch.”


The comandante persisted.


“Where the fuck did they go?”


“On my mother’s life, I swear, I don’t know.”


The comandante sneered.


“Fucking runt.”


He turned to the fat cop.


“Let him go.”


After one last squeeze, the fat cop let him go and he instantly took off across the rooftops. The comandante stepped towards me.


“When they eventually poke their snouts out of their hole, you tell those little rats that Captain Adrián Zurita is going to fuck them over.”


With a wave he rounded up his men and they headed back across the Martínez family’s roof.


*


Owing to her excellent grades Fuensanta always had a senior position among the safety monitors. The deputy headmistress, Mademoiselle Duvalier, a wrinkled redheaded French woman, was the one who awarded the positions of power within the spy squadrons. Fuensanta had a ninety-eight per cent average and impeccable manners, so was promoted by Miss Duvalier to second floor monitor, responsible for keeping third and fourth years under surveillance, ensuring they did not go into the classrooms during break, and patrolling the school bathrooms for any girls smoking or using make-up. Fuensanta only had to accuse someone to get them suspended for two weeks. She swore she had never snitched on anyone and never would.


To prevent students entering classrooms during break, the safety monitors hung a yellow chain across the doorways. Any student who was found crossing it was given five demerits for misconduct. Even after the bell rang, students could only go into their classrooms when the chain had been removed by a Category A safety monitor, of whom there were only three. Fuensanta, of course, was one.


One day at break time she asked me to join her on patrol. We toured the second floor and she explained her duties and responsibilities. When we came to our own classroom – Year 4, Class B – we crept inside and she shut the door. By now, we had played arañitas several times and knew it would be more exciting to play in private. It had been her idea to exploit her authority to use the classroom.


Fuensanta had been babbling non-stop, but as soon as the door was closed, we both fell silent. She sat down on the bench, I sat down next to her. We glanced at one another.


“Give me your knee,” I said.


She twisted her knee closer. She looked up towards me and for a moment we stared into each other’s eyes. I placed my closed fist on her knee and slowly splayed my fingers. She quivered more intensely than usual. A second spider inched further up her thigh, a third one found her crotch. Her breath was faster now. Again and again I let my fingers wander across her mound. She was panting now. We glanced at one another again. I pushed her legs a little wider and this time the little spider invaded her knickers. She tried to push my hand away, but I tensed my arm. I went on stroking her. I felt wetness, as though she were sweating. I didn’t want to look her in the eyes in case she told me to stop. I stroked the lips of her vagina. They were wet, really wet. Surreptitiously, I slipped a finger into her slit. She squirmed but did not try to push my hand away. I slipped my finger a little further in. I looked up, but she had closed her eyes. She moaned softly and licked her lips. With my left hand, I grabbed the waistband of her knickers and began to pull. She squeezed her legs shut, but I gently prised them open and she shyly allowed me to carry on. I pulled her knickers down to her ankles. For the first time, I was looking at a woman’s vagina. A thin slit that, when touched, opened like an anemone. I went on stroking, slowly fingering her. Fuensanta threw her head back. I unzipped my trousers and took out my dick. She didn’t notice, she was still whimpering softly. I tugged my trousers down to my knees. Keeping my finger inside her, I edged closer. When she sensed this, her eyes flew open and, seeing me with my trousers down, she pushed me away.


“What are you doing?”


My heart was beating fit to burst. My throat was dry. She edged away and started to pull up her knickers. I stopped her.


“Just let me touch my pee-pee to your pee-pee,” I said.


“No,” she said, her eyes wide. “Are you crazy? We could have a baby.”


Her chest and her throat were red and blotchy, her breathing ragged. She kept tugging at her knickers. With my left hand, I stopped her.


“Just one little touch, that’s all.”


“No, I don’t want to.”


“Just one.”


“No,” she said, flatly.


I knew the only way to convince her was to keep stroking her with my right hand. I went on tracing the lips of her vagina with my finger. She began to moan again and closed her eyes.


Her knickers were halfway up her thighs and it was difficult to manoeuvre. I tried to push them down, but though she kept her eyes closed, she would not let me. I moved closer and climbed on top of her. She opened her eyes.


“I said no!”


This time she did not push me away. My dick was only inches from her pubis.


“Let’s just touch pee-pees and that’s it.”


She didn’t say another word and she stopped resisting. I kept moving my body closer to hers until my penis was touching her. I rubbed it against her. The contact with her wetness excited me even more. She hugged me and pulled me towards her. She began to shudder. Our breathing became faster and more ragged. Suddenly she jumped back and away from me.


“That’s enough. Get away.”


“Just a little bit more,” I begged.


“No,” she said, decisively. She got to her feet, pulled up her underwear and smoothed her skirt. “Zip up your pants,” she ordered.


I did as I was told. Soon afterwards the bell rang.


“Can anyone come into the classroom?”


“No, not until I move the yellow chain.”


“So no-one could have seen us?”


“No.”


She glanced at the clock on the classroom wall.


“I need to go move the cord,” she said.


“Should I come with you?”


“No, go to the bathroom at the end of the hall and wait until everyone else is in class.”


This strategy seemed carefully planned, though it can only have occurred to her then. Carlos was right: women knew things men had no idea about.


Fuensanta got up to go, and as she opened the door she turned back to me.


“If I end up having a baby because of you, I’ll kill you.”




John Hunter was an eighteenth-century Scottish surgeon. Years spent dissecting cadavers had made him an expert anatomist. A connoisseur of the body’s labyrinthine passageways, he began to suggest innovative operations.


His scientific curiosity pushed him to extremes. He convinced friends and family to donate their bodies after death so he could perform autopsies. He had no qualms about cutting open his nearest and dearest. Whenever he heard of a death resulting from deformity or some strange illness, he would steal the body or bribe the gravediggers to get his hands on it. This is how he came into possession of the corpse of Charles Byrne, the “Irish Giant”. More than seven and a half feet tall, Byrne had drunk himself to death with the money he earned as a circus freak.


As he lay dying, Byrne asked that he be buried at sea so that he would not suffer the slash of the scientist’s scalpel. John Hunter bribed the undertakers and removed the body under cover of darkness. On the very afternoon that Byrne’s relatives sent a coffin weighted with stones to the bottom of the sea, John Hunter was dissecting the giant’s body.


John Hunter assembled a vast collection of medical and scientific curiosities: skeletons, embryos, deformed creatures, tumours, brains, fossils, albinos. Much of the Hunterian Museum survived the Nazi bombing raids on London, and Charles Byrne’s towering skeleton can still be seen by visitors.


Hunter died on October 16, 1793 during a public argument with the board of St George’s Hospital, where he worked. So obsessed was he by science that his final wish was for his body to be dissected to determine the cause of death. His students found advanced arteriosclerosis of the brain and heart.


To this day, John Hunter is considered one of the most influential scientists in the history of medicine and the study of the human body.












Formaldehyde


In a glass cabinet in the biology lab of my new secondary school, there were several glass jars containing human foetuses suspended in formaldehyde. I don’t know how the school managed to get hold of so many embryos at so many different stages of development. They must have had some kind of shady deal with an obstetrics clinic. They also had embryos of dogs, rabbits, cats, even one of a snake. I would stare at them transfixed, fascinated by their shape, their texture, their size.


It was while studying Darwin that I had a revelation: as it develops, an embryo goes through every stage of the evolution of its species. It begins when two cells fuse to become one, which immediately divides into two, then four, then eight, creating new cells, and later tiny creatures that begin to evolve. Closely observed, embryos move from being larvae, to fish, to reptiles, to birds. There is even a point at which a human foetus has a tail. Using a microscope, our biology teacher, a pathologist by profession, showed us the red blood cells of a human foetus ten days after conception, and then the red blood cells of a reptile. They were almost identical in structure: a red ring with a dark centre.


I had a nagging doubt: if a human being evolves after nine months’ gestation, what of those of us who are born premature? I came to the conclusion that, in such cases, evolution is interrupted. Those born prematurely hover somewhere between the human and the animal. And while socialisation and education can compensate for this lack of development within the womb, those of us who are premature forever bear the mark of the animal.


I grew up with the notion that I would forever be half-savage, half-animal. When we were young, my brother wanted to be “Carlos the Courageous”; I wanted to be “Juan Guillermo the Untameable”.


*


“Faggot!” shouted Carlos. Antonio, who was carrying his mother’s shopping from the supermarket, turned.


“Have some respect for my mother.”


Carlos smiled sarcastically.


“Ma’am, did you know that your son is a little fag?”


Antonio set the bags down on the ground and marched over to my brother.


“Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you!”


“I’ll break your jaw, you little queer.”


I had said nothing to my brother about the incident with Antonio, but Jaibo had. “Antonio, you know, the fat kid from the Young Catholics Movement, he punched your brother and broke his nose.” Obviously, Carlos had no intention of letting Antonio go unpunished.


There, in the middle of the street, Antonio adopted a karate pose.


“Don’t be so fucking ridiculous, lardass,” Carlos taunted. “Fight like a man, none of this faggot Japanese bullshit.”


Antonio’s mother tugged at his arm, pleading with him not to fight.


“The boy’s a thug. Come on.”


Carlos turned his anger on the woman.


“A thug? Your son here is a coward who only picks fights with little kids. He punched my brother, who’s only fourteen. Congratulations on raising a faggot coward.”


“Please, Antonio,” the mother urged her son again, “come on. You don’t want to get involved with these people.”


Antonio pushed her away.


“Let me put this troglodyte in his place.”


Good Boys never used bad language. Instead, they spoke in a stilted, absurd language, with insults that sounded as though they came from Spanish Golden Age novels.


“Egad, you scurvy varlet,” my brother scoffed, “come belabour me.”


If anyone knew Spanish Golden Age literature, it was my brother. Antonio held his karate pose, his lip trembling.


“Not scared, are you, little piggy?”


Carlos’s smile vanished, his jaw tightened, he glanced at me, then turned and lunged at Antonio. Two full metres before he reached the young man, he hurled himself with all his might and punched him square in the nose. The fat fucker toppled backwards and, when he tried to struggle to his feet, Carlos leaped on him and pummelled his head. Blood streamed down Antonio’s face.


“Leave him alone, you brute,” his mother shouted.


Nothing was going to stop my brother. The fat guy lashed out with his foot, but my brother dodged the kick. Carlos did not kick back – the code of the barrio dictated that men did not kick; such tactics were for cowards and girls. No kicking, no scratching, no hair-pulling, no hitting a man when he was on the ground or from behind.


“Big man, aren’t you, picking on little kids? Come on then.”


The fat fucker snorted to get rid of the blood streaming from his nose, then lashed out with another kick, which Carlos deftly eluded.


“I could fuck you up with my hands behind my back.”


Antonio bounded towards Carlos, trying for a judo hold, grabbing at his shirt, but Carlos slipped away. The fat guy staggered back, and as he lurched forwards Carlos followed with a right hook to his mouth. Dazed and in pain, Antonio stumbled. Carlos jabbed again, a straight punch to the head, and finished with a left uppercut. Antonio flew backwards and cowered against a wall, trying to shield himself. Carlos could smell Antonio’s fear, and in a blind fury he started to pummel him again.


Terrified, Antonio’s mother rang the nearest doorbell. One of our neighbours appeared, a retired pilot called Rodolfo Cervantes, and she begged him to intervene. Captain Cervantes got between Antonio and my brother.


“Stop it,” he declared.


Carlos stopped, but stood a few paces away, ready to attack if necessary. The captain reached out an arm to ward him off.


“Carlos, that’s enough. Get out of here.”


Carlos stared down at the fat boy, now bleeding heavily from his forehead, nose and mouth.


“Touch my brother again and I’ll kill you.”


“You’re a brute,” shouted the mother.


Carlos shot her a scornful look.


“I told you, Carlos, get out of here.”


The pilot had known us since we were little kids. He was a good man, someone we admired and respected.


“Yes, sir, captain, sir,” Carlos said, turning on his heel. “Let’s go.”


We headed home. After half a block I looked back at them. Antonio was still cringing against the wall, his mother dabbing the blood from his face with a handkerchief. We did not know it then, but the countdown to my brother’s death had begun.


*


I spent weeks planning the robbery. I decided I could get to the jar by using a scalpel to cut away the back panel of the display cabinet between classes. Like a prisoner slowly and painstakingly digging an escape tunnel in his cell to escape. The biology lab was guarded by Manuel, who was zealous about his responsibilities. He only ever left his post to answer the phone or go to the toilet. During these rare absences, I had to act quickly and precisely. One neat groove a day, no rash hacking that might reveal my intentions.


Of all the foetuses in the cabinet, I chose the one at eight months’ gestation. I would hide the heavy jar containing the almost-child – stillborn at the same moment I was born – under my bed. I would shake it at night, hold it up to the light of my bedside lamp to bring some life to its world of formaldehyde, like shaking a snow globe to bring a Christmas scene to life. I wanted to see Juan José and myself as I watched it float in formalin. To see my being reflected in that pale, crumpled thing.


After twenty-five days of cutting, the hole in the wooden panel was almost finished. All I had to do was think of a way to get the foetus out of the school. The jar was sixty centimetres high and thirty-five centimetres in diameter and weighed at least five kilos – difficult for a twelve year old to conceal. My plan was to wrap it in a lab coat, stick it in my locker – I had already emptied out my books and school supplies – and take it home one Saturday, after my technical classes in shorthand and typing. (Being a technical school, we were awarded both a secondary-school diploma and a “technical certificate”. “Bilingual secretary”, in my case. Aware that I struggled with maths, my mother had signed me up for the secretarial rather than the accountancy course. It was an astute decision: with six boys in the class and thirty girls, I learned to type without ever looking at the keys.) Few students bothered to come to class on Saturdays, supervision was more relaxed, and if I was the last person to leave I could easily sneak out the jar.


The day arrived. Through the classroom window, I spotted Manuel heading towards the school office. He would be back within ten minutes, just enough time to finish cutting away the panel and remove the jar. I asked for permission to go to the toilet and, wearing my lab coat, walked to the biology lab, took out the scalpel, and turned the cabinet around to find a thick sheet of plywood screwed over the panel I had carefully cut. Two more centimetres and I could have removed the panel and taken the specimen jar. Just two. Manuel had obviously worked out what I was up to. I accepted defeat. Weeks of painstaking work, all for nothing, thanks to Manuel’s astuteness. I turned the glass cabinet back and gazed forlornly at the eight-month-old unborn child I had come so close to possessing.


Days went by. Neither Manuel nor the biology teacher commented on the mysterious hole in the glass cabinet. School continued as always. One morning, I was sitting alone, having lunch in the cafeteria – a few rickety tables under a plastic roof that had been a handball court. The bell for class had not yet rung, but most of the pupils were already heading back in. Busy with the plantain my mother had packed in my lunchbox, I didn’t notice Manuel approaching my table.


“Mind if I sit with you?” he asked, holding a coffee.


“Yeah, sure, of course,” I said, surprised. It was unusual for teachers or technicians to spend time with students in the cafeteria.


Manuel sat, took a sip of coffee and then stared at the crumbling back wall.


“When I first started working here, this place was still a house. This is where the owner and his kids played pelota.”


I looked at the wall. At some point it had probably been painted green, with neat yellow borders. Now it was cracked and covered in graffiti.


He took another sip of coffee. Something about Manuel seemed off.


“How long have you worked here?” I asked.


“Twenty-two years,” he replied.


We both stared at the wall. Tufts of grass grew in the cracks. Manuel turned back to me.


“You still want the foetus?”


I didn’t know what to say. I swallowed hard.


“What foetus?”


“The one you tried to steal.”


“I didn’t try to . . .”


“I can get you one for a couple hundred pesos,” he said, and looked me in the eye. Two hundred pesos was a fortune back then, especially for a twelve year old.


“Why would I want one?”


“I don’t know, you tell me. You think I didn’t notice that you were trying to cut open the cabinet to steal it?”


Either I denied everything, or I could actually get my hands on one.


“Where would you get one from?”


“A cousin of mine works in a neonatal department.”


“I don’t have two hundred pesos,” I told him.


“What’s the most you think you can come up with?”


“About fifteen.”


“Fifteen? No way, hombre. Find a way to get more, then let me know.”


I managed to borrow twenty-four pesos and arranged to meet Manuel. I showed him the money. He considered me gravely.


“It’s really not much, but I think I can find you something.”


I handed it over. Three days later, he came back with a mayonnaise jar with a tiny human embryo floating inside. I felt disappointed.


“I wanted one as big as the one in the lab.”


“Hold up, Juan Guillermo! You can’t find those anywhere anymore. Parents are sentimental, they want to bury them. Besides, the law is pretty strict, you can’t get foetuses that size anymore.”


I took the jar and peered at the little larva bobbing in formaldehyde.


“But I really want a big one.”


“No can do,” Manuel snapped. “You want this one or not?”


“O.K. Give it here.”


I took it. When I got home my mother noticed the jar and I quickly tried to hide it.


“What’s that?”


“Nothing.”


“What do you mean ‘nothing’? What are you hiding? Is it booze?”


I showed her the jar.


“It’s a dog foetus,” I lied.


“Why on earth would you want such a thing? Throw it away.”


“I can’t, Mamá, it’s for a school project.”


“Well, do your project and then throw it away.”


“Yes, Mamá.”


I hid it in the chest of drawers.


*


Where did my brother hide when the police were chasing him? They never did find him. He would climb up onto the rooftops and disappear without trace. They searched and they interrogated the neighbours, but came up with nothing. Not Carlos, not Sean, not Diego. For a long time, I didn’t know, until one night he told me his secret. And confiding in me cost him his life.









Music


“Come Together.” “Octopus’s Garden.” “Yesterday.” my classmates sang in unison, conducted by the teacher, Kurt Holland, a short guy with delusions of grandeur. “Again, kids, let’s try ‘Obladi, Oblada’ . . .” Holland would say, and all the kids would enthusiastically wail the words to some Beatles song. They loved the Beatles. They knew every last detail about John, Paul, George and Ringo. They pasted photographs on their exercise books, on their rucksacks, even on their desks. Traumatised by rumours that Paul McCartney was dead, no-one talked about anything else for days. Delirious with rapture, they looked forward to music lessons – three times a week – when they could perform their infantile karaoke. For homework, we had to listen to Beatles singles, and learn the English lyrics by heart, so we could “learn through fun”.


I loathed the Beatles. Coming out of school, boarding an overcrowded bus where I was crushed to death for an hour, taking a tram for another half an hour, getting off, picking my way across muddy football fields and coming home to my barrio – to a world of chinchilla pelts, sanctimonious Catholic judo freaks, girls who plummeted from six-metre roofs and wolf-dogs and dog fights – simply did not square with listening to “She Loves You.”


Nothing in the Beatles mirrored anything in my life, absolutely nothing, not the sickly-sweet lyrics, not the catchy tunes, not their clichéd movies. I found our music lessons a grotesque experience. Dozens of boys and girls singing some hackneyed song like it was the anthem of their generation. At a school where god was never even mentioned, criticising the Beatles was blasphemy.


One of the many demerits I copped was for an anti-Beatles outburst. In English, the teacher asked me to name my favourite Beatles song. I told her that I didn’t have one. “So you love all of them, like me?” she said with an asinine smile. “No, Miss Carmelita, I don’t like any of their songs.” Still smiling, she scanned the rest of the class, as if to say “Have you ever heard anything so outrageous?”, then turned back to me. “And why not, pray tell?” I could have given a hundred different answers – “They’re just not my thing” or “I don’t really like the tunes” – but instead I blurted out something Carlos had once said about the Beatles: “It’s music for prissy, pretentious pansies.”


At our school, serious misdemeanours warranted serious punishments: you were forced to stay behind after school for three hours. They used the English word “detention”, which basically meant being locked in a classroom and forced to write out “I have to behave well in school. I have to behave well in school . . .” two thousand times. But it didn’t end there. The punishment continued the following day in P.E., when, instead of playing football or basketball, you were forced to march up and down for an hour and a half. Left, Right, Left, Right, Halt, Quick March. The P.E. teacher, a fuckwit called Toral, must have seriously hated me, because even after I had served my sentence he forced me to march with no pauses, no water, no toilet breaks during every lesson (I did so much marching in primary school, they should have awarded me a Military Service medal).


My classmates were deeply offended at being called “prissy, pretentious pansies”. Some of them didn’t even know what “pansy” meant, but Miss Carmelita’s fury convinced them it was more insulting than it really was.


*


Hiding in the empty classroom, Fuensanta and I played arañitas nine more times. We both enjoyed the game. We would emerge from the classroom breathless, panting, unable to speak, incredibly excited though we had no idea what we were doing, but eager to do it again as soon as the opportunity presented itself. As Carlos would say, we were just a couple of horny kids.


We would never have been caught if it had not rained that day. In order not to undermine the authority of their juvenile spies, even teachers did not cross the line or move the cord which was the sole responsibility of the safety monitors. Fuensanta and I counted on this inviolable rule: no-one would enter the classroom until she gave permission.


We had just started rubbing our pee-pees together when the rain started. A sudden downpour, with fierce winds gusting from every direction. Pupils sought shelter in the stairwells, but the wind whipped the sheets of rain, drenching them completely. To prevent the pupils from getting any more soaked, the teachers defied the rule of the yellow cord and set a pack of children racing down the corridor to the classrooms, where they burst through the door and discovered us half-naked, performing our caricature of copulation.


*


Juan Carlos and I were expelled from Miss Ramírez’s authoritarian school with its paramilitary platoons of student spies. Her decision – as she said until she was blue in the face – was irrevocable. She did not bargain with my parents’ stubborn defiance.


Being expelled in the middle of the school year would make it extremely difficult to enrol elsewhere. It would mean losing all academic credits, not to mention the money spent attaining them. No school would accept credits for uncompleted coursework. My parents were aware of this and camped outside Miss Ramírez’s office in an attempt to come to some kind of agreement. The headmistress refused to see them.


I did not hear from Fuensanta. After I was expelled, I had no way of communicating with her. I had never asked for her number or her address. The few classmates I had been friendly with either didn’t know or refused to tell me.


I had no idea whether she had been punished too, whether they had stripped her of the title of safety monitor. I thought about her every morning when I woke up. Not just our sexy games, but our silent walk to the classroom, those times I had misbehaved during home time so I would be made to sit next to her on the girls’ bench, and our conspiratorial glances when the break-time bell rang. In other words, I missed her.


Miss Ramírez was of the opinion that Fuensanta had been a victim. A girl with such excellent grades and exemplary manners would never have consented to the lewd act that had been witnessed by dozens of our classmates. She was convinced that I had coerced or tricked her. Only one of us could be guilty, the other was innocent. It was Fuensanta the saint pitted against a debauched Dionysus. Beauty and the Beast. Red Riding Hood and the Wolf.


My parents refused to accept this simplistic version of events. They assumed that the headmistress had expelled me – and Carlos – because she was terrified of Fuensanta’s powerful father, now undersecretary to the Treasury after a dazzling political career as a senator, deputy and house majority whip. Eager to avoid a scandal, Miss Ramírez had decided the best solution was to expel us. There was also an element of class prejudice. Why allow two scruffy students to remain, when their parents could barely manage to pay the fees?


My parents turned to friends, acquaintances, even to lawyers in search of help. Nothing. Everyone recommended they drop the matter. The undersecretary was famously corrupt and ruthless. A powerful and belligerent man. There was nothing to be done. Still my parents refused to give up.


The solution came from the most unexpected of places. My father had spent almost three years studying Chemical Engineering, only to drop out of university when my grandfather died and he found himself having to support my grandmother and my two aunts (his younger sisters) and forced to work as a chauffeur, a salesman and a waiter, until he eventually became supervisor in a dairy company – the closest thing to being a chemical engineer he could find. He enjoyed the job, though it was badly paid. He got a part-time evening job in a water treatment plant. He worked in the dairy from 9.00 a.m. to 5.00 p.m., and at the plant from 5.30 to 10 p.m. Given his comprehensive knowledge of chemistry, he was also employed to teach science at a preparatory school. He loved teaching; to him, education was the best way of changing the world.


My father mentioned my expulsion to the headmaster of the school where he taught, and asked his advice. The headmaster was not encouraging. “There’s nothing to be done, you would be taking on one of the most prestigious schools in the country, and the daughter of a government minister. Just let it drop.” He slapped him on the back – he considered my father one of his best teachers – and retreated to his office. Dismayed, my father headed to class, when a student came up to him.


“Excuse me, Profesor Valdés, I couldn’t help overhearing what you said and I think my father might be able to help you.”


“How?”


Jaime Molina was a cheerful, curly-haired boy who had been expelled from countless schools for poor grades, and – though nobody knew it – was the son of Senator Ignacio Molina, former governor of Veracruz and former Minister for Agriculture. And Senator Molina was a bitter enemy of the undersecretary to the Treasury.


The following day, my father visited the home of Senator Molina, who thanked him for the patience and attention he had lavished on his son. Although my father did not feel he had given the boy any special attention, Jaime Molina thought otherwise: he had raved about my father’s classes and was considering studying Chemical Engineering at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México.


The senator listened, amused, to the detailed account of my sexual misadventures with Fuensanta and the ensuing audience with Miss Ramírez. What the headmistress regarded as an outrage, Molina saw as “just kids playing ‘Doctor’”.


“I think you should sue the school,” the senator said.


“I don’t have money to hire a lawyer,” my father replied.


“That’s not a problem,” insisted the senator. “I’ll take care of everything.”


“The thing is . . .” my father protested.


The senator set down his glass of cognac and leaned towards my father.


“Look, Ramos is a son of a bitch. Everyone knows that. But he doesn’t know that his daughter is a little slut, and that’s something I want him and the whole world to know. Ramos is a closet prude, Profesor Valdés, so nothing could hurt him more than finding out that his pampered princess is a slutty little whore. I’ll pay for the lawyer, just for the pleasure of fucking him over.”


My father knew that he should reject the senator’s offer. Fuensanta was not a slut and it was not right to make this little girl a pawn in this sleazy political game. On the other hand, he had no alternative. My parents had spent all their savings on our education, only to have a snobbish, sanctimonious headmistress unfairly expel us.


My father agreed.


*


Rifle in hand, Carlos lay in wait for the cat so that when it crept out from under the car, he could kill it. The chinchillas, still traumatised by the cat’s smell, were scrabbling in their cages, their coats glinting silver in the moonlight.


A chinchilla’s natural habitat is among the mountains of Peru, the rocky cliffs of the Andes, where it escapes its prey by scaling steep rock faces. It is quick and cunning, and fiendishly difficult to catch. Who the hell thought it was a good idea to domesticate it, breed it, lock it in tiny cages, feed it dog food, slaughter it and skin it to make fashionable coats to be sold in New York, Paris and London? Unable to slink through chinks in the cliffs, the chinchillas found themselves at the mercy of a terrifying enemy: stray cats. Seven or eight died every week, torn to pieces, while the others panicked and scurried around in their cages, desperately seeking a cleft, a rock.


The cat crept further under the car and leaned against the tyre; all that was visible was its tail, twitching every now and then. Carlos bided his time, peering into the gunsight, waiting to take the shot, but after a while the tail stopped twitching and we saw a single paw appear next to the wheel.


“It’s a goner,” Carlos said.


He lowered the rifle and stowed it back in the kennel.


“Right, let’s go have dinner,” he said as he walked towards the spiral staircase that led down to our roof.









Chateaux


By the time my parents got back from Europe, Carlos was no more than a mass of rotting flesh and gas buried six feet deep in mud. It had not stopped raining for days. Water trickling through the earth and into the coffin of my brother. My rain-soaked corpse-brother, my corpse-brother belching putrid gases, my corpse-brother buried next to my other corpse-brother. The family of the dead. My drowned brothers being drowned again in a never-ending torrent. Rain, rain and more rain. Gas, decomposition and rain. At what point does the brother you eat breakfast with, chat with, play with, hang out with, tell secrets to, ask for advice, give advice to, care about, the brother you love, become a haze of noxious gas, an unbearable absence, an irreversible death, a desperate guilt, a premeditated murder, an uncontrollable rage, a thirst for revenge, a nightmare, a punch in the gut, an urge to vomit, an excruciating pain, a toxic miasma?


My parents found out about my brother’s death six days after it happened. We had agreed that they would phone once a week to make sure we were alright. Transatlantic phone calls were expensive, so they had to be brief. They had not left the phone numbers of their hotels where they would be staying and it proved impossible to track them down. Where could we call to tell them their eldest son had drowned, that my grandmother could not stop crying, that I was partly to blame for his death and that sooner or later I would try to murder those who had murdered him?


*


Itinerary of a day in Europe (from my mother’s travel diary):


8.15 a.m.: My parents wake up.


8.45 a.m.: They arrive in the hotel dining room for coffee, croissants and jam. Breakfast is included.


9.18 a.m.: They join eighteen people for a “Europe within Reach” tour, boarding the coach heading for the chateaux of the Loire.


Travelling through the French countryside, my father says that he thinks France is the most beautiful country in the world.


11.23 a.m.: They arrive at Chambord. The guide told them that the chateau was once used as a royal hunting lodge.


12.08 p.m.: They visit the royal bedchambers of Francis I and Louis XIV.


12.40 p.m.: They leave for Chenonceau. Through the window of the coach they spot a red deer running through the forest.


5.40 a.m. (Mexico): I am running across the rooftops, trying to save my brother.


1.37 p.m. (France): They arrive at Château de Chenonceau. The guide explains that it is known as “The Ladies’ Castle” because Diana de Poitiers and Catherine of Medici used to live there.


My mother writes: “It is the most beautiful castle I’ve ever seen, it seems to float on the water.”


6.37 a.m. (Mexico): My brother is floating inside a water tank. He has been there for hours.


3.02 p.m. (France): The tour ends. The guide jokes: “You guys must be hungry enough to eat each other alive.”


3.27 p.m.: The coach pulls into the car park of a nearby restaurant. The tour group are seated on long refectory benches as the guide announces that they are to eat like the lords and ladies of the past. The menu includes pheasant with grapes, duck à l’orange, fillet of venison au poivre, honey-glazed wild boar ribs and, for those with a less adventurous palate, chicken chasseur or steak frites. The meal is accompanied by magnificent regional wines and still mineral water.


While my parents are feasting on game, Carlos my brother is gasping for breath. It is 3.36 p.m. French time.


3.42 p.m.: Dessert: tarte aux fraises, crème brûlée, white chocolate mousse or traditional Normandy cheeses with forest fruits.


3.45 p.m. (France) / 8.45 a.m. (Mexico): Carlos is pounding on the sides of the cistern in a last desperate effort to escape. His murderers hear him pounding and they laugh.


3.48 p.m. (France): My father extols the virtues of the Brie he chose: “I’ve never tasted anything like it in my life.” My mother refuses to try it, just the smell of the cheese is too much for her.


3.59 p.m. (France) / 8.59 a.m. (Mexico): My brother is beginning to swallow water. He calls out, but his cries go unheard, and those who do hear – his killers – do nothing to save him.


4.02 p.m.: My parents board the coach heading for Amboise. My father says this is the finest meal he has ever tasted, that he now understands why hunters hunt.


4.03 p.m. (France) / 9.03 a.m. (Mexico): My brother’s kicks are weaker now. His lungs are filling with water.


4.05 p.m.: The coach pulls away. A tourist races to catch up. He had been in the toilet and the guide had not realised. They very nearly leave him marooned at a chateau two hours’ drive from Paris. “Stranded,” says the guide, who does not know the Spanish word varado.


4.05 p.m. (France) / 9.05 a.m. (Mexico): My brother Carlos finally drowns, having survived for twenty-one hours in the water tank.


5.00 p.m.: The coach arrives in Amboise. My father is delighted to find out that Leonardo da Vinci is buried in the chapel.


5.01 p.m. (France) / 10.01 a.m. (Mexico): My brother’s body is floating, lifeless.


5.29 p.m.: My parents climb the highest turret of the castle and marvel at the stunning countryside and the river Loire snaking beneath the castle.


6.02 p.m.: The coach leaves Amboise and heads back to Paris.


6.14 p.m. (France) / 11.14 a.m. (Mexico): The killers check that my brother is dead and they leave his body floating in the cistern.


On the drive back, my parents sleep in each other’s arms. My brother sleeps in his watery bier.


8.30 p.m. precisely (the time stated in the brochure): The coach arrives back in Paris. Happy and tired my parents go up to their hotel room without dinner: they are still full from their banquet in Chenonceau.


My brother is bloated with water. His corpse is increasingly swollen, painfully heavy.


10.17 p.m.: My mother’s last note in her travel diary, written in code: “W.M.L. – it was so romantic”.


Later I found out that W.M.L. meant We Made Love.


Y.E.S.D.: Your Eldest Son Drowned.


*


Chelo would hum when we made love. A soft, sweet song. She would cry quietly while we did it. Her tears wetting my cheeks, trickling into my neck. She would hum and smile and sob and cling to me. Then she would quicken her thrusts and come, arching her belly against my pelvis. She would moan for a few seconds and then her breathing would slow, she would cradle my head in her hands, look into my eyes and smile. Even when she sobbed, Chelo always smiled. Again she would hum, embrace me, smile and sob, shuddering through orgasm after orgasm. Nobody had ever made her come the way I did, she said, with other men she had two orgasms, max, but with me it was something else. Far from being happy, I was hurt. Why would she tell me about the orgasms she had with other men? What was the point? I was eaten up with jealousy. Jealousy, damn jealousy.


Sometimes I would watch her at the stove while she made dinner. She would stare at the frying pan as she fried eggs or cured meat. I found her beautiful, her blue eyes, her permanent limp, her indestructible joy. She hummed while she cooked too. So much peace for a woman who suffered from chronic pain. Whenever she caught me looking, she would smile and gesture to the napkins and the cutlery.


“Come on, help me out here. Go set the table.”


Dutifully, I would lay the table, she would serve the meal, sit next to me and kiss me.


“Go on, eat up! I don’t want you wasting away.”


When we finished, we would wash the dishes and then go back to my camp bed to make love again. She would coil her legs around me as I slipped inside her. When I came inside her, she never washed away the semen. She called it “my little potion”, she said it turned her on when she wore a skirt in class and felt my cum running down her thigh, her calf. “I want my little potion,” she would say whenever she wanted to fuck, and she insisted on doing it everywhere: the kitchen, the living room, the bathroom, my parents’ bedroom. Jealousy. How many other men had heard the words “I want my little potion”, and did she fuck them wherever and whenever?


Every night, after we made love, she would dress in silence and kiss me goodbye. I would lie there naked, alone in the house of my dead, struggling between grief and jealousy.


*


I never left the house. Chelo would do the shopping. I gave her money to do it. When I emptied my father’s drawers, I found wads of banknotes stuffed inside his socks. A small fortune, enough to live comfortably for a year, maybe a year and a half. Chelo was a born manager. She made sure that the money lasted. Without her, I would have squandered it within a month.


In the mornings, when she wasn’t there, I would go up to my brother’s room and rummage through his books. His library of stolen books was vast, ranging from Rulfo to Einstein, Faulkner to Nietzsche, biographies of Mozart and Marx, atlases, old maps, philosophical treatises, dictionaries. I would lie on his bed and read. (Do the drowned have beds, sheets, clothes? To whom do the objects of the dead belong? To the dead or those who survive them?) On every page of every book I discovered a note, an underlined word, a comment. In some places, he had crossed out a sentence he thought was badly written. Reading his books was a way of sustaining a silent conversation with him.


With King lying at my feet, I would read for hours until I heard Chelo’s key in the door and then I would go down to greet her. If it was not cold, Chelo and I would wander around the house naked. At first she was timid, she was still ashamed of her scars. But eventually she grew more comfortable and we would both walk around naked and uninhibited. Sometimes “I want my little potion” would surprise us in the living room. We would throw ourselves down onto the carpet to make love. King thought our sexual tussles were a game. He would bark or jump on top of us, licking our asses or our legs. Chelo would laugh as he covered us in drool.


It was she who introduced me to Deep Purple and John Mayall, to La Revolución de Emiliano Zapata. She would talk excitedly about Antonioni, Truffaut, Godard, Buñuel, De Sica, “El Indio” Fernández, and her favourite Mexican film, “Viento Negro”. She would lend me books by her favourite authors: Pío Baroja, Dostoevsky. Everything about her was passionate, vital, joyous, curious.


Chelo’s real name was María Consuelo Reyes López. Consuelo, consolation. Given the circumstances I couldn’t have fallen for someone with a more appropriate name. “Soy tu Consuelo,” she would say, and she was right, she was my consolation, my earth, my heaven, my dream, my country, my home. In all the ways it is possible for a woman to be a man’s homeland, Chelo was mine.


*


I can imagine Miss Ramírez’s face as she received a series of summons from Court 13 to respond to a lawsuit charging her with defamation, child cruelty and fraud . . . In total, eighteen suits were filed by Ortiz, Arellano, Portillo & Associates, the most powerful practice in the country, whose managing partner, Alberto Ortiz, had never lost a case. Well connected within the political establishment, intimately familiar with the corridors of judicial power, mindful of the bribes necessary to win over judges, lawyers and witnesses, Ortiz, Arellano, Portillo & Associates were the apex predators of the legal food chain.


If Miss Ramírez had assumed that the matter of our expulsions was settled, she had not reckoned on the avalanche of audits, court proceedings, expenses and threats now raining down on her. Senator Molina’s approach quickly bore fruit: Undersecretary Ramos and his family found themselves the subject of a tangled web of gossip, rumours and lies, Fuensanta was called to testify and Senator Molina’s people ensured this made the news. Although it was illegal to publish the name of a minor involved in legal proceedings, the mere mention that it was “one of Undersecretary Ramos’s daughters” was enough to fuel chatter.


Ramos did not expose his daughter any further. He sent her to stay with some of his wife’s cousins in Kansas, and pressured Miss Ramírez into negotiating with my parents to avoid exacerbating the scandal.


Carlos and I were re-admitted with a full scholarship, not just for the rest of the year, but for the following two, which didn’t exactly fill me with joy. I detested that school. Much to her chagrin, Miss Ramírez apologised to my family and me. Accustomed to her imperious position at the school and ordering around the employees, teachers and parents, she suddenly found herself face to face with a major adversary who had gone undercover and revealed the scale of her business: only twenty per cent of fees was spent on running the school, the rest was profit. The fine for tax evasion – she declared only ten per cent of her income – was so severe that she was nearly bankrupted. Beaten into submission by the lawsuits, she was left with no option other than to agree to my parents’ demands.


Just like Senator Molina had planned, the episode affected the undersecretary’s family life as much as it did his professional one. His clumsy attempts to alleviate the situation had the opposite effect. Every statement he made to try and make the scandal disappear got him into deeper water. The journalists paid by Molina portrayed Fuensanta as a sex-crazed Lolita. They accused him of being a bad father. His bouts of drunkenness and the beatings suffered by his wife came to light. In the corridors of power rumours began to fly around about him and Fuensanta. The corrupt moralist, deceitful in his business dealings, and his filthy eleven-year-old daughter.


Two months later Undersecretary Ramos resigned. Senator Molina was then able to go ahead with the property development projects that Ramos had been obstructing in order to benefit his own people. He bought land at giveaway prices to then build houses and sell them at hyperbolic prices.


Carlos and I returned to school, where we were seen in a whole new light. Two pupils who had never travelled to Europe, who came to school by public transport, who lived in a neighbourhood nobody had heard of, two “problem” children who had been definitively expelled, were welcomed back – with full scholarships – and were now treated with deference and respect by the headmistress while Fuensanta Ramos, the perfect girl, the exemplary student who had visited Europe, Japan, Australia and South America, the girl who had been “molested” by the precocious and degenerate boy, disappeared from school without explanation.


Fuensanta vanished. Even her closest friends never heard from her again. Did she think about me? Did she miss me as I missed her? Had I hurt her? Fuensanta faded into a distant Kansas prairie while I went back to that horrible school, to that concrete quadrangle with no grass, no trees, from which I was expelled for good after finishing Year 6 of primary school thanks to my anti-Beatles diatribes.


*


“Hello.”


“Hi.”


“Juan Guillermo?”


“. . .”


“Can you hear me, son?”


“. . .”


“Juan Guillermo, it’s Papá. Can you hear me?”


“Yes, I hear you.”


“We’re calling from Florence, in Italy. You can’t imagine how beautiful the city is. Your mother and I are having a wonderful time.”


“. . .”


“Can you hear me?”


“Yes.”


“How are things?”


“Papá . . .”


“Your mother wants to know if you’ve paid the electricity and gas bills, she left money on the kitchen counter.”


“Papá, we have been trying to get hold of you.”


“What for?”


“Something bad has happened.”


“What? What’s happened?”


“You need to come home.”


“Is your grandmother alright?”


“Yes, she’s fine . . . You need to come home.”


“I don’t understand . . . What’s happened?”


“It’s Carlos.”


“What about Carlos?”


“. . .”


“Is your brother alright?”


“No, he’s not alright.”


“Where is he?”


“. . .”


“Answer me, son. Your mother is here, she’s worried.”


“. . .”


“Juan Guillermo. Can you hear me?”


“Come home, I’ll explain everything when you get back.”


“Tell me now, what’s happened to your brother?”


“. . .”


“Tell me.”


“They killed him.”


“What?”


“They killed him. Carlos.”


“. . .”


“Papá, you have to come home.”


“Is this some kind of joke?”


“No, Papá, Carlos is dead.”


“No, I don’t believe it.”


“They murdered him six days ago. We had to bury him.”


“I don’t believe it. Who murdered him?”


“Just come home, please.”


“What happened? Tell me.”


“I’ll explain when you get here. Just come home. Grandma isn’t doing so good.”


“We’ll try and get home as soon as possible.”


“. . .”


“This isn’t a prank?”


“No, Papá.”


“Your mother is crying her eyes out here. Are you sure?”


“Yes, Papá. Carlos is dead. Come back now.”




An aboriginal tribe in Australia believes that when a person dies they journey west, towards the sun dropping over the horizon. Along the last rays of sunset towards ultimate darkness, across a bridge between light and shadow. Excepting children. Children who pass away, who are taken before their time, do not deserve to end up in the murky province of the dead. Hence, they remain forever in the golden twilight limbo.


When someone dies who should not have died, a child comes from the dusk and guides the dead soul back to its cast-off body. The corpse draws in the soul, shuddering as it returns, a shudder is proof that it has been reborn. The child looks upon the corpse returned to life and, gratified, returns home to its twilight limbo.












Chords


Felipe jemmies the window. Opens it. We creep into the house. Humberto guides us through the darkness. Faces covered by our hoods. God is with us, Humberto says. We come to the stairs. We climb them in single file. Silently. Clutching baseball bats. Hammers. Screwdrivers. Humberto jerks his chin towards a door. The master bedroom. Antonio advances two steps. Steels himself. I take a deep breath. Antonio bursts through the door. The elderly couple are in bed. The woman screams. The old man gets up. He does not know what is happening. Strike one from Felipe’s baseball bat fells him. The woman lets out a wail. Antonio drags her into the bathroom. Gags her. Felipe brings down the bat again: strike two. A strangled cry. Strike. Strike. We are god’s right arm. Another strike. For rejecting Christ. Heretic Jews. Enemies of god. The old man whimpers. I look down at him. Humberto says: Your turn. I hesitate. Humberto gestures to my bat. Do it, he orders. I raise it high. Please no, the old man moans. I lash out. The old man curls into a ball. Again, Humberto growls. I hit him again. He writhes in pain. I hit him a few more times. God is with us. I have no fear. No pity. Adrenaline. A rush of adrenaline. God’s right arm. God’s fist. God’s army here on Earth. The woman passes out. Her legs white against the tiled floor. The bluish tracery of veins. Heathen Jews. Perfidious Jews. Enemies of god. The old Kike lies on the floor. Sobs. “Don’t kill him,” Humberto orders. “This is a lesson. Nothing more.” The old man stops moving. The senseless woman sprawled on the bathroom floor. Her hair white against the blue tiles. Her pale legs, her pale arms, her grubby nightdress, her livid cheeks, her open mouth, her people, her god. God is with us. The old man. Is he dead? Felipe asks. He’s breathing, Antonio says. The old man groans. Take stuff. Make it look like a robbery, Humberto orders. We ransack drawers. Jewellery. Money. All to be donated to the Church. Nothing for ourselves. We creep out. Close the window on the old man. On the woman. Their pale legs. Their hatred of god. I take a deep breath. I am shaking. We run three blocks. We take off our balaclavas. We walk faster. God’s army.


*


We take the spiral staircase from the rooftop down to the yard. King scampers to meet us, wagging his stubby tail. He licks my hand, covers my clothes in drool. Carlos grabs a carton of eggs. Grandmother is on the living room sofa watching television. From the kitchen you can hear the nasal twang of the game show host. “You want eggs?” Carlos asks me. I say yes. He makes me the same dinner as always: three fried eggs, six pieces of bread and a litre of chocolate milk. Next week, he says, we have an order for a hundred chinchilla pelts. We need to groom the chinchillas, get them ready for sacrifice.


We finish dinner. Go up to his room. Carlos closes the door and locks it. When he does this, I know he wants to talk about his “other business” and he doesn’t want our parents to overhear.


“I need someone to collect a package. Who do you know who’s trustworthy?”


Carlos refuses to involve me in his “other business”, but sometimes he asks me to recommend a friend to pick up the merchandise or store it for a few days.


“I would send Jaibo again.”


Carlos thinks for a moment.


“Do you think he knows what’s inside?”


“No, I don’t think so. Both times we sent him, the parcel came back wrapped and sealed.”


My brother seems dubious. Jaibo is not the most intelligent of my friends, but he is the most discreet.


“I don’t think it’s a good idea to get anyone else involved.”


Carlos takes off his shirt. A small knife in a sheath is strapped to his right forearm. Carlos has learned to whip it out in a single, fluid movement. He cut himself several times while practising, but has now mastered the knack of sliding it into the palm of his hand. In his left trouser pocket, he has a knuckleduster; in his right, a flick-knife. He has honed his belt buckle with a whetstone until it is razor sharp. He could slit someone’s throat with it if he wanted. In his shirt pocket, there is a pack of cigarettes in which he hides four straws of different sizes. He never goes anywhere without them. Of all his work tools (his term for the arsenal of knives, blades and knuckledusters), the straws are the most important; no-one can know what they are for.


“O.K., ask Jaibo.”


“How much do I offer him?”


“A hundred.”


A hundred pesos was a small fortune.


“Why can’t you just give me the money?” I protest.


Carlos laughs.


“You’ll get much more than that one of these days, you’ll see.”


Almost no-one in our neighbourhood goes out without a weapon. Sometimes even I wear a small knife strapped to my forearm. Carlos needs to be extra careful because of his business. The Policía Judicial are always hanging around, using threats of prison to blackmail him. Sometimes a dispute with a client can turn violent. Or guys who try to steal his merchandise.


“Go to sleep,” he orders.


“Night.”


I go out of his room and down the stairs. My grandmother has fallen asleep in front of the television again. I put a blanket over her and kiss her forehead.


“Night,” I whisper.


I step behind her chair, noiselessly open the door to my room, go in and lie on my bed. On the ceiling I have a poster of Raquel Welch dressed as a cavewoman. I say goodnight to her, close my eyes and fall asleep.


*


At night he howled. His was a deep, piercing howl. If I had an invisible brother, Colmillo had an invisible wolf pack he summoned by his howling. His howls were answered by far-off dogs. A chorus of disparate yowls. Colmillo howled with the strength of the forest, of the tundra. His D.N.A. hungered for snow, for winter cold, for the wolf pack. Colmillo needed frozen steppes, blood, needed to run, to fight, to control, to hunt. Much wolf still lurked within him.


He was ferocious. He would attack someone simply because they were not part of the Prieto family. He couldn’t be let out without a muzzle. One afternoon Colmillo got loose and mauled the arm of a mechanic, a strapping giant of a man who was fixing the Tena family’s car. No sooner had he slipped out of the house than Colmillo launched himself at him, catching him unawares as he was peering under the bonnet. The man had no time to react. Colmillo sprang at his neck but managed only to sink his teeth into his arm, then landed heavily, without letting go, ripping a large chunk of muscle with him.


Fernando Prieto rushed over to grab him, but Colmillo pulled free and attacked again. The terrified mechanic leaped onto the roof of the car. Colmillo bounded onto the boot, trying to reach him. The man shouted frantically for the Prietos to restrain the dog. Eventually, Fernando, his father and his brother managed to subdue the wolf-dog. Once they had dragged Colmillo some distance away, the mechanic scrambled into the car and locked all the doors. His blood spattered the seats, the steering wheel, the floor. A bloodbath. A deep gouge ringed by teeth marks marked the place where his bicep should have been: Colmillo had ripped away the whole muscle.


The Prietos paid for surgery and medical bills, but the man could no longer work as a mechanic. How could he regulate a differential gear, tighten a wheel nut, change a tyre or replace a fuel pump with a useless arm? His demand for damages was so high that the Prietos refused to pay. The medical bills had exhausted their savings, they did not have the funds to offer him even three months’ salary. They were sorry, but there was nothing they could do to help.


The mechanic swore he would kill Colmillo, even if he had to burn the house down to do it.


*


I first heard this music when I went round there with Pato. One of his cousins had brought him back a record from Chicago. Hearing the first jangling guitar chords, I realised that this was music that spoke to me, understood me, thrilled me. If the Beatles were the antithesis of my neighbourhood, Hendrix epitomised it in three seconds flat. Jimi Hendrix. I didn’t understand a word of his lyrics. Hendrix could have been singing nonsense, saying la-la-la or reading out his shopping list. It didn’t matter. His intricate musical notes seduced me instantly.


I told Carlos about my discovery. He hadn’t heard of Hendrix either. Together we made a pilgrimage from one shop to the next in search of his record, until we found it in one in the Zona Rosa. It was incredibly expensive. Carlos bought it and gave it to me.


As soon as we got home we placed it on the record player. The moment Carlos heard it he turned to me. “What is this mad genius?” Mozart and Nietzsche and the torture of African slaves and the smell of the street and wisdom and nature and life and death and love and power and fire and air and storms and Faulkner and Kant. If Colmillo was a wolf-dog, Hendrix was a wolf-musician. His music was pure ferocity. Hendrix understood the street, the rooftops, wounds, scars. He must have known about fights, knives, about coats trimmed with chinchilla fur. Hendrix knew. The Beatles wrote catchy tunes that were easy to hum. It was impossible to hum along to Hendrix.


My father grumbled about how his sons didn’t listen to Mexican music or at least music with Spanish lyrics. My parents’ generation grew up with the voices of Pedro Infante, Jorge Negrete, Pedro Vargas, María Victoria. I tried listening to it all and Mexican music of other genres: ballads, polkas, boleros, even César Costa and Angélica María’s innocent rock. Nothing sounded like Hendrix. There was nothing like that discordant guitar, those unexpected harmonies, those frenzied chords.
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