



[image: image]






STRANGER TO THE MOON




Evelio Rosero


STRANGER TO THE MOON


Translated from the Spanish by
Victor Meadowcroft and
Anne McLean


[image: Image]




 


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by


Mountain Leopard Press
an imprint of
Welbeck Publishing Group
20 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JW
www.mountainleopard.press


9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Copyright © Evelio Rosero, 1992
English translation copyright © 2022 by Victor Meadowcroft and Anne McLean


The moral right of Evelio Rosero to be recognised as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988


Victor Meadowcroft and Anne McLean assert their moral right to be identified as the translators of the work


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


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


ISBN (PB) 978 1 91449 502 1
ISBN (Ebook) 978 1 91449 506 9


This book is a work of fiction. Names, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously


Front cover painting by Francisco de Goya. Bandido desnudando a una mujer. Instituto del Patrimonio Cultural de España, Madrid, Ministerio de Cultura y Deporte


Designed and typeset in Lexicon by Libanus Press, Marlborough
 Printed in Italy by Elcograf S.p.A., Via Mondadori, 15, 3131 Verona




It’s true that this house is enormous, but there are just too many of us. In order for us all to fit, there must always be one, at least, inside the wardrobe.


And it’s usually me who lives in the wardrobe.


I could claim this wardrobe is my home. It’s a relatively uncomfortable dwelling that smells of mould; but it’s not without its advantages because, over time, my nails have managed to bore a little hole that serves as a window, so I can watch everything happening outside, without anybody knowing what’s happening with me in here.


There are even times when they forget about me, and I have to poke my head out and yell so they remember I exist. I yell, and they may bring me a bowl of soup if I’m lucky. I yell, and they may say I can come out. When this happens, I must first wait for someone to leave the house; then, I hear a dull thud on my door and the question:


“Still alive in there?”


“Still here,” I say.


“You can come out now,” they tell me. “Someone’s gone outside.”


I open the door and come out. I don’t come out, I emerge, I slide, I’m a long, rickety vapour; there’s mist in my armpits, and my mouth is white, I’m a spatula of gelatin, I awaken to pain, splutter moans, I’m a roar, my foamy body fizzes with pins and needles, my eyes are stung red by the light, my eyes, desperate to make out the world, spin amid the hot fumes of the torches. On top of this, I have to wrestle my way through the multitude of yellow, naked bodies that wander, compact and clammy, across the concrete courtyards and the tortuous, brightly lit corridors. But I make an effort and manage to adapt quickly; otherwise this body – as if it were another wardrobe confining me, helpless to begin with – could end up shattered, crushed, disappeared.


I don’t bother to emerge too often. Despite the tightness of the wardrobe, the abyss of not being able to see the palms of my own hands in any detail, I don’t often emerge. Here I can breathe easily. It isn’t cold, despite the layer of mould covering the sides. There are no mosquitoes as there are outside. There’s no babbling, no unanswered cries: no-one deafens you. I should admit that I actually have more space than those who live outside. But that isn’t what’s important. What’s important to me is that I can see without being seen.


Things become more complicated when there are visitors. Then, up to five of us must be squeezed into the wardrobe. And when there’s a party, it’s even worse: above, inside, underneath the wardrobe, all of us, the Naked selected to be hidden. Naturally, there are plenty of other nooks and crannies intended for storing the Naked, the result being that there are always just as many visitors as there are those in hiding. But whenever I have company in my wardrobe, I do everything possible to make sure nobody notices the hole through which I can see out, my window. I fill the hole with wax, and remain in the dark, like everybody else, trying to sleep so time is consumed quickly, like a fast-burning log.


What would become of us without the wardrobe? Without the lofts, the attics, the alcoves and cellars, without the pantries, storerooms and cabinets?


Where would they hide us?


It’s easy to explain why some of us don’t simply go outside when there’s a party. Or why they don’t send us to someone’s house: no-one wants to see the Naked in the street, much less in their own homes. And we don’t want them to see us either. The thought horrifies us, it causes panic and fear, it sends shivers down our spines. Not because we’re terrified of going around naked, but because they themselves, those from outside, seem to be the terrified ones, and therefore do everything possible to terrify us, attacking us in all manner of ways. The fear we experience is due entirely to the imminence of these attacks; we’re never able to tell for certain what sly tricks, what state-of-the-art inventions they will employ against a recent captive. And as they are so resourceful in the creation of ever more refined instruments of torture – aimed at a perfect combination of the most prolonged exasperation and the most agonising pain – we, instructed in this condition of pain by an age-old tradition, understand that not being able to anticipate what form of torture we will be submitted to involves a further form of torture, perhaps a thousand times greater. For this very ignorance forces us to envisage, live and suffer a hundred times all forms of torture, possible and impossible, that our imagination is able to apprehend. It’s a perpetual fever, present even in our dreams; as if every minute of our lives were spent trying to predict the exact manner in which we are going to die, with the added cruelty of knowing that whatever death should befall us will be equally horrible, with no possibility of a sweet or natural end. Of course, this absurd purpose – that of trying to guess what horrible form of death we will meet – is in itself a horrible way to die. But, in our case, if only we were able to know in advance the method and apparatus used by our torturers and have some idea of the impending pain, we could familiarise ourselves with this pain, with the method, the apparatus, and it is possible that, at the crowning moment of the torture, the executioners might be confronted with the timid rictus of a bitter smile, paradoxical, but a smile nonetheless, as if we were thinking out loud: “I knew it would be this pain and no other.” And this would imply a victory, relative of course, over the executioner and the pain itself. And given that those living outside this house are permanently clothed, even when they sleep, we perceive another, equally dubious, victory: we perceive that in some respects they are just as vulnerable as we are, why wouldn’t they be? Naked and clothed, we harm each other mutually. Whatever the case, our humble victory confirms the fact that the nakedness of our double-sex intimidates, oppresses, depresses, irritates and distresses them to the point of another kind of pain: hatred.


Hatred, which is the worst pain of all.


And so, when they see us in the street, they smile nervously, at first; they cross and uncross their arms. The most peculiar expressions pass over their faces, it’s almost comical. Some run to hide their wives and children, somewhat pointlessly, since the wives and children reappear, looking down from their windows, while the older children watch everything from up on the rooftops, armed with slings and pebbles, accompanied by their cats, and occasionally participating in the insults with the approval of their parents, who, while pretending to ignore them, understand that it’s beneficial for their offspring to begin training early in the difficult art of tormenting the Naked. There are women who have been known to spur their husbands on from their balconies, who make suggestions, sparking original ideas intended to increase the rigours of the torture. The older ones, the grandmothers – those ailing from nostalgia and rheumatism – still harbour within their bodies the spontaneous capacity to blush ardently, and not exactly out of pity for the captives, or shame for themselves and their grandchildren, but rather with the fires of genuine pleasure. Some recover several years of their lives, apparently rejuvenated; they start asking for the time, seem more at home in their bodies, their hearts respond. Others forget about their aches and pains for good. The lame leap to their feet and begin to walk; the ill-tempered smile; the inactive begin to knit and sing vigorously; the apathetic stick their fingers in their mouths like little girls and begin to dance. We know of one old granny who was so stimulated by the tale of persecution she overheard her neighbours discussing that she recovered the sight she had lost some years before and was able to thoroughly enjoy a torture session she had the good fortune to witness, sharing her own highly animated impressions. Then she went blind again, but with the contentment and dignity of one who has seen everything in life and is no longer concerned with seeing anything more. Still others, the eldest among them, would die on the spot, splayed out peacefully, with smiles of dubious beatitude twisting their lips. In short, the positive responses of these limp and ancient bodies to each execution were so satisfactory that the very doctors who lived among the Clothed did not hesitate unanimously to recommend the torture of a Naked One as a sure-fire remedy for rheumatism, for example, as well as for intestinal obstruction, numbness, asthma, low blood pressure, hair loss, kidney stones or gallstones, flu, loss of hearing, hysterics and, most importantly, boredom, which is a serious condition and fatal to those in the later stages of life, because it does away with hope, and without hope no decrepit body can survive.


However, the infallibility of these medical opinions was brought into question when one of the Clothed’s most distinguished men of science decided to organise an unrivalled torture session, aimed at restoring the health of his mother (who was suffering from a case of hopelessness), and for that purpose sought out the most enlightened torturers, checked facts and consulted evidence, gathering advice and suggestions – from the type of chair and position from which his mother should witness the suffering, the alignment of the stars, the chants and cheers of the crowd, the presence of cats or absence of dogs, to the colours (black, red and violet) of the gown in which they would forcibly “clothe” one of the Naked (an original touch, never before envisaged), and the colours (pure white and sky blue) of the torturers’ garb, all with the aim of producing something memorable, something that went far beyond an ordinary torture session, a perfect assembly of parts, an unsurpassably affecting pain, with the unfortunate result that the so frequently refined process was a resounding failure. For it transpired that the scientist’s mother died, and more from disappointment at the method of torture employed than from pleasure. “Isn’t there any other way you could wear him down?” she asked, before adding: “Damn you all, we’re running out of ideas.” Afterwards, as she expired, she exclaimed: “Unless we correct this, it won’t be long before these Naked begin choosing their own form of pain, and that’s if they don’t do away with us first, forever rubbing our noses in the disgrace of their two sexes!”
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