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Do you mind if I interview you?”


“Go ahead, but keep it brief.”


“Do you realize that you’re the youngest writer ever to win this prize?”


“Is that so?”


“I’ve just spoken to one of the organizers. I got the sense that they were moved.”


“I don’t know what to tell you. . . . It’s an honor. . . . I’m very happy.”


“It seems everyone is happy. What are you drinking?”


“Tequila.”


“Vodka here. Vodka is a strange drink, isn’t it? It’s not what most women would choose. Vodka neat.”


“I don’t know what women drink.”


“Oh, no? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. A woman’s drink is always secret. Her true drink, I mean. Her infinite pour. But never mind. It’s such a clear night, isn’t it? From here we can see the farthest towns and the most distant stars.”


“That’s an optical illusion, miss. If you look carefully, you’ll observe that the windows are oddly fogged. Go out on the terrace. I believe we’re in the middle of the woods. Practically all we can see are tree branches.”


“Then those are paper stars, of course. But what about the town lights?”


“Phosphorescent sand.”


“You’re so clever. Please, tell me about your work. Yourself and your work.”


“I feel a little nervous, you know? All these people singing and dancing nonstop, I’m not . . .”


“Don’t you like the party?”


“I think everyone is drunk.”


“They’re the winners and runners-up of all the previous prizes.”


“Good God.”


“They’re celebrating the end of another contest. It’s . . . natural.”









 


Ghosts and ghostly days passed through Jan’s mind. I think it was quick, a sigh, and then there was Jan on the floor, sweating and howling in pain. Worth mentioning, too, are the signs he was making, the frozen flurry of gestures, as if to show me that there was something on the ceiling, what? I asked as his index finger rose and fell with exasperating slowness, oh, shit, said Jan, it hurts, rats, mountain-climbing rats, you dumbfuck, and then he said, ah, ah, ah, and I grabbed him by the arms, or I pulled him up, which is when I realized that he wasn’t just sweating rivers but cold rivers. I know I should have run for a doctor, but I got the sense that he didn’t want to be left alone. Or maybe I was afraid to go out. (This was the night I realized that the night is really big.) Actually, from a certain perspective I think Jan didn’t care whether I stayed or left. But he didn’t want a doctor. So I said, don’t die, you’re like the prince from The Idiot. I’d bring you a mirror if we had a mirror, but since we don’t, trust me and try to calm down, don’t die on me. Then, after he had sweated a Norwegian river, he said that the roof of our room was plagued with mutant rats, can’t you hear them? he whispered, my hand was on his forehead, and I said, yes, it was the first time I’d heard rats shrieking on the roof of an eighth-floor room. Ah, said Jan. Poor Posadas, he said. His body was so long and thin that I promised myself that from now on I would do a better job of keeping him fed. Then he seemed to fall asleep, his eyes half closed, his face turned to the wall. I lit a cigarette. Through our only window, the first rays of dawn began to appear. The street below was still dark and deserted, but cars went by with some regularity. Suddenly, behind me, I heard Jan’s snores. I looked at him. He was asleep, naked on his bare mattress, a lock of blond hair drying slowly on his forehead. I slumped against the wall and let myself slide down until I was sitting in a corner. Through the window, I saw an airplane go by: red, green, blue, yellow lights, the kernel of a rainbow. I closed my eyes and thought about the past few days, the big sad scenes, what I could see and touch, and then I got undressed and lay down on my mattress and tried to imagine Jan’s nightmares, and suddenly, before I fell asleep, I was as certain as if it was being dictated to me that Jan had felt many things that night, but not fear.









 




Dear Alice Sheldon:


I just want to tell you that I admire you deeply. . . . I’m a devoted reader. . . . When I had to get rid of my books (I never had a lot, but I had some), I couldn’t bring myself to give away all of yours. . . . So I still have Up the Walls of the World, and sometimes I recite a little from memory . . . just for myself. . . . I’ve read your stories, too, but I gradually lost those, unfortunately. . . . Here they were published in anthologies and magazines, and some made their way to the city where I live. . . . There was a guy who loaned me rare stuff. . . . And I met a science fiction writer. . . . People say he’s our only science fiction writer, but I don’t believe it. . . . Remo tells me that his mother met another one, ten or fifteen years ago at least. . . . His name was González, or that’s how my friend remembers it, and he worked in the records department at Valparaíso Hospital. . . . He gave money to Remo’s mother and the other girls to buy his novel. . . . He published it himself with his own money. . . . González waited outside the bookstore, and Remo’s mother went in and bought the book. . . . And of course the only books the store sold were the ones bought by the kids from the records department. . . . Remo remembers their names: Maite, Doña Lucía, Rabanales, Pereira. . . . But not the title of the book . . . Martian Invasion . . . Flight to the Andromeda Nebula . . . The Secret of the Andes. . . . I can’t think what it was. . . . Maybe someday I’ll find a copy. . . . After I read it, I’ll send it to you as a small token of gratitude for the hours of pleasure you’ve given me . . .


Yours,


Jan Schrella












 


Then let’s talk about the winning book.”


“There isn’t much to say. Do you want me to tell you what it’s about?”


“I’d be delighted.”


“It begins in Santa Bárbara, a town near the Andes, in the south of Chile. It’s a horrible place, or at least that’s how I see it, nothing like these charming Mexican villages. But there’s one thing that gives it class: the houses are all built of wood. I have to confess that I’ve never been there, but this is how I imagine it: wooden houses in every shade of brown, unpaved streets, nonexistent sidewalks—or, actually, rickety wooden ramps like in westerns, so that when it rains, mud isn’t tracked inside. It’s in this nightmarish, hellish Santa Bárbara that the story begins. To be precise, it begins at the Potato Academy, a kind of three-story grain shed with an iron weather vane on the roof, probably the bleakest building on Calle Galvarino and one of the many secret faculties of the Unknown University that are scattered around the world.”


“Truly fascinating. Tell me more.”


“On the first floor, there are just two rooms. One of them is so huge that tractors used to be kept there; the other is tiny, tucked away in a corner. In the big room, there are tables, chairs, filing cabinets, even sleeping bags and mattresses. Tacked to the walls are posters and drawings of different kinds of tubers. The small room is empty. It’s a room with a floor, a ceiling, wooden walls—not old wood from when the grain shed was built but new wood, neatly cut and polished, nearly jet-black. I’m not boring you, am I?”


“No, go on, go on. This is a nice break for me. You wouldn’t believe all the interviews I had in Mexico City this morning. They work us like slaves at the paper.”


“All right. On the second floor, reached by stairs without a handrail, there are two more rooms, each of the same size. In one of them, there are a few mismatched chairs, a desk, a blackboard, and other items that give the room the vague feel of a classroom. In the other room, there’s nothing but rusty old farm equipment. Finally, on the third floor, which is reached from the tool room, we find a ham radio set and a profusion of maps scattered on the floor, a small FM transmitter, some semiprofessional recording equipment, a set of Japanese amplifiers, et cetera. I say et cetera because anything that I haven’t mentioned either isn’t important or else will be described later in full detail.”


“My dear friend, the suspense is killing me.”


“Spare me the ironic commentary. As I was saying, the third floor, which is actually a huge single attic room, is scattered with all of these modern or quasi-modern communication devices. The ham radio set is the only surviving piece of a collection of equipment that the academy once used for teaching purposes but that had to be sold due to general neglect by the UU and because the caretaker needed to eat. The room is a complete mess; it looks as if no one has bothered to sweep or mop for months. There are a couple of windows with wooden shutters, too few for the size of the room. From the eastward-facing one, you see the mountains. From the other, the view is of an endless forest and the beginning or the end of a path.”


“An idyllic landscape.”


“Idyllic or terrifying, depending how you look at it.”


“Hmm . . .”


“The academy is surrounded by a yard. In the old days, it was full of carts and trucks. Now the only vehicle in the yard is a BMX bike belonging to the caretaker, a man in his sixties; he’s a health nut, hence the bicycle. Around the yard is a wooden-and-wire fence. There are only two entrances. The main gate is big and heavy, and on the front of it is a yellowish metal sign stamped with black letters reading POTATO ACADEMY—ALIMENTARY RESEARCH 3, and beneath, in tiny print, the street name and number: 800 GALVARINO. The other door is in what a normal visitor would call the backyard. This door is small, and instead of opening onto the street it leads into a vacant lot and beyond to the woods and the path.”


“The same path you can see from the attic?”


“Yes, the tail end of it.”


“It must be nice to live in an attic, even a tiny one.”


“I lived in a rooftop room for centuries. I don’t recommend it.”


“I didn’t say a rooftop room, I said an attic.”


“Same thing. The view is the same. A view of the gallows, but with depth. With sunrises and sunsets.”









 


It was the ideal scene on which to pin images or desires, I thought—a young man, five foot eight, in jeans and a blue T-shirt, standing in the sun on the curb of the longest street in the Americas.


This meant that we were in Mexico at last and that the sun shining down on me between buildings was the sun of the Mexico City I’d dreamed of for so long. I lit a cigarette and searched for our window. The building where we lived was greenish gray, like the uniform of the Wehrmacht, Jan had said three days ago, when we found the room. There were flowers on the apartment balconies. Higher up—smaller than some flowerpots—were the windows of the rooftop rooms. I was tempted to call Jan to come to the window and see our future. And then what? Skip out of there, say, Jan, I’m off, I’ll pick up avocados for lunch (and milk, though Jan hated milk), and good news, super queer, perfect poise, eternal faggot in the antechambers of greatness, I’ll be star reporter of the poetry section, every telephone at my disposal.


Then my heart began to hammer strangely. I thought, I’m a statue frozen between the road and the sidewalk. I didn’t scream. I walked on. Seconds later, when I had yet to emerge from the shadow of our building or the weave of shadows that covered this stretch, my reflection appeared in the windows of Sanborns, strange mental duplication—a young man with long hair in a ripped blue T-shirt who bowed, genuflecting strangely before the jewels and the crimes (but what jewels and what crimes I forgot immediately) with rolls and avocados in my arms, and a liter of Lala milk, and the eyes, not my eyes but eyes lost in the black hole of the window, narrowed as if they had suddenly seen the desert.


I turned around slowly. I knew it. Jan was watching me from the window. I waved my arms in the air. Jan shouted something unintelligible and leaned farther out. I jumped. Jan responded by moving his head back to front and then in circles, faster and faster. I was afraid that he would throw himself out the window. I started to laugh. The passersby stared at me, and then they looked up and saw Jan, who was lifting his leg, pretending to kick a cloud. He’s my friend, I said. We just moved here a few days ago. He’s wishing me luck. I’m on my way out to look for work. Oh, well, that’s nice, what a good friend, someone said, and walked on, smiling.


I believed that nothing bad would ever happen to us in that welcoming city. How near and how far from what fate had in store for me! How sad and transparent that first Mexican smile appears now in memory!









 


I dreamed about a Russian guy. . . . What do you think of that?”


“I don’t know. . . . I dreamed about a blond girl. . . . It was getting dark. . . . Like on the outskirts of Los Ángeles, but pretty soon it wasn’t Los Ángeles anymore. It was Mexico City, and the girl was walking in clear plastic tunnels. . . . She had sad eyes. . . . But that was yesterday, on the bus.”


“In my dream, the Russian was happy. Somehow I could tell that he was going to go up in a spaceship.”


“Then it was Yuri Gagarin.”


“More tequila?”


“Ándele, pal, simonel.”


“At first I thought it was Yuri Gagarin, too, but you won’t believe what happened next. . . . In the dream, it made my hair stand on end.”


“You were sleeping soundly, though. I was writing until late, and you looked fine.”


“Well, then the Russian got into his space suit and turned his back on me. He left. I wanted to go after him, but I don’t know what was wrong with me; I couldn’t walk. Then the Russian turned and waved good-bye. . . . And you know what he looked like, what he was?”


“No . . .”


“A dolphin . . . there was a dolphin inside the suit. . . . My hair bristled, and I wanted to cry . . .”


“But you weren’t even snoring.”


“It was terrible. . . . It doesn’t seem like it now, but in the dream it was awful, like a knot in my throat. It wasn’t death, you know? It was more like erasure.”


“The dolphin of Leningrad.”


“I think it was an omen. . . . You didn’t sleep?”


“No, I wrote all night.”


“Are you cold?”


“Extremely. Fuck, I thought it would never be cold here.”


“The sun is coming up.”


Our heads barely fit in the window frame. Jan said he’d thought about Boris. He said it in an offhand way.


The sunrise said: I’m out of this world. Get used to it. Once every three days, you’ll be seeing me.


“Jesus, what a sunrise,” said Jan, his eyes wide and his hands in fists.









 


I started to do work for the arts supplement of the newspaper La Nación. The supplement’s editor, Rodríguez, an old Andalusian poet who had been a friend of Miguel Hernández, let me write something for each issue. Once a week, in other words. With what I made on four pieces a month, we could get by for eight or nine days. The other twenty-one days, we lived off the articles I wrote for a magazine of pseudohistory run by an Argentinean just as old as Rodríguez, though he had the smoothest, most flawless skin I’d ever seen. People called him “the Doll,” for obvious reasons. The rest was put up by my parents or Jan’s parents. It worked out more or less like this: 30 percent of the money came from La Nación, another 30 percent from our parents, and 40 percent from History and Society, which was the name of the Doll’s misbegotten creation. I could turn out the four assignments for La Nación in a couple of days; they were reviews of poetry books, a few novels, and the occasional essay collection. Rodríguez gave me the books on Saturday mornings, which was when everyone, or almost everyone, who wrote for the supplement gathered in the tiny cubicle that served as the old man’s office, handing in assignments, picking up checks, and proposing ideas that must have been really bad, or if not, maybe Rodríguez had rejected them, because the supplement was always the worst rag. The real reason people came on Saturdays was to talk to their friends and bad-mouth their enemies. They were all poets, they all drank, they were all older than me. It wasn’t much fun, but I never missed a Saturday. When Rodríguez wrapped things up, we went to the cafés and talked until, one by one, the poets went back to their jobs and I was left alone at the table, legs crossed, watching the view through the window: the boys and girls of Mexico City, ecstatic policemen, and a sun that seemed to keep watch over the planet from the rooftops. With the Doll, things were different. First of all, pride—it makes me blush now—led me to refuse to publish any pieces under my own name. When I told the Doll this, he blinked, hurt, but agreed. What do you want to call yourself, kid? He grunted. Without hesitation, I said, Antonio Pérez. I see, said the Doll. You have literary ambitions. No, I swear I don’t, I said, lying. Whether you do or not, I’m going to demand quality work from you, he said. And then, more sadly, to think of all the pretty stories you can write on these topics. My first piece was on Dillinger. The second was on the Naples Camorra. (Antonio Pérez went so far as to quote entire paragraphs from a Conrad story!) Then came the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, the life of a poisoner from Walla Walla, the Lindbergh kidnapping, et cetera. The offices of History and Society were in an old building in Colonia Lindavista, and the entire time I was bringing in work, I never saw anyone but the Doll. Our meetings were short: I turned in the pieces, and he gave me new assignments and loaned me reference material, photocopies of magazines that he had published in his native Buenos Aires and photocopies of sister magazines from Spain and Venezuela that I used as sources but also sometimes shamelessly plagiarized. Occasionally the Doll asked about Jan’s parents—they were old friends—and then he sighed. How is the Schrellas’ son? Fine. What’s he doing? Nothing, he’s in school. Ah. And that was all. Jan, it goes without saying, wasn’t in school, though we fed the lie to his parents to keep them quiet. Actually, Jan never left the room. He spent all day there doing God knows what. He did go out to the toilet or the shower that we shared with the other roof tenants, and sometimes he went down to take a walk along Insurgentes, two blocks at most, moving slowly and seeming to sniff around for something, and very soon he was back. Meanwhile I was lonely; I needed to meet other people. The solution came from a poet at La Nación who worked on the sports section. He said: go to the poetry workshop at the Faculty of Literature. He said: you’ll find young people there, people your own age, not shitty drunks and has-beens who just want to be on a payroll somewhere. I smiled. Now the old bastard is going to cry, I thought. He said: poetesses, there are poetesses there, kid, get in on the action. Ah.









 




Dear James Hauer:


I read in a Mexican magazine that you’re planning to form a committee of American science fiction writers in support of Third World countries, especially Latin America. It’s not a bad idea, maybe a little vague, though the magazine’s reporting may be more to blame for that than your proposal. Just so you know, I’m a Latin American science fiction writer. I’m seventeen, and I have yet to see anything I’ve written in print. I did show a few stories to a teacher of mine back home, a decent man, madly in love with Scott Fitzgerald (and, in a calmer way, the Republic of Letters) as only a reader from one of our Latin American countries can be. Think of a pharmacist from the Deep South or someone stuck in a small town in Arizona, a fanatic admirer of Vachel Lindsay, and you’ll get the idea. Or not and just keep reading. Anyway, as I was saying, I delivered my gibberish into the hands of this person, and I waited. When he had read my story, the good man said: dear Jan, I hope you haven’t been smoking. He was referring erroneously to marijuana, which as far as I know doesn’t cause hallucinations, but he meant that he hoped I wasn’t fucking myself up on acid or something. (I have to warn you that in high school I had a reputation as a bright student, though prone to “absentmindedness” and “distraction.”) Sir, I said, it’s a science fiction story. The man thought for a few seconds. But, Jan, he replied, those things are so remote. His index finger drifted upward in a northwesterly direction and then almost straight down south, poor tremor-afflicted soul, or poor mind of mine, which even back then could be rattled and unfocused by Reality. Most respected sir, I argued, if you believe that we can’t write about interplanetary travel, for example, you leave us at the mercy of the dreams—and amusements—of others, in saecula saeculorum; notice, too, that my characters are Russian, which isn’t a random choice at all. Our dream, spluttered my never-too-esteemed teacher, should be 1928 France. Since I didn’t quite know what had happened in Paris that year, I took this to be the end of our conversation. The next day, when we met again at school, I said: teacher, someday you’re going to get fucked up the ass by 1939 France, lock, stock, and barrel. If I’d been able to read the future, such an insult surely would never have passed my lips. My oft-remembered teacher died just a few months later when he went for a walk by the light of the moon after curfew. The stories, meanwhile, were lost. So do you think that we have any hope of writing good science fiction? Will your committee, God bless it, award grants—Hugo grants, Nebula grants—to the Third World natives who do the best job describing robots? Or maybe the group that you head proposes to testify on our behalf—in solidarity, of course—on the political stage? I await your immediate response.


Affectionately,


Jan Schrella












 


The workshop was led by Jeremías Moreno, prizewinning poet, and it was held in a small room on the third floor of the Faculty of Literature. On one wall, someone had written ALCIRA SOUST SCAFFO WAS HERE in red spray paint, ten inches from the floor, clear but unobtrusive, impossible to see if the visitor didn’t look down. Though at first glance the graffiti seemed completely innocent, after a few minutes of repeated reading it began to feel like a shout, an agonizing display. Judging by the paint, it wasn’t recent, and I wondered who could have written it, what good fairy had rescued it from the vigilantes of good manners, who this Alcira was who had set up camp a few inches from the floor.


To make things even more confusing, Jeremías asked me in a whisper what I wanted. I explained, maybe too eagerly, that Colin, the baseball expert at La Nación, had recommended his workshop to me. I used the words “advice” and “suggestion”; I was about to precede them with the adjectives “brilliant” and “happy,” but I was halted by his expression of complete bafflement. It had been only a few seconds, and everyone hated me already.


“Never heard of the man.”


“Short, dark . . . big nose,” I stammered.


“No clue.”


We were silent for a moment. I think it was the graffiti, the magnetic attraction of those red letters—which for some reason I immediately associated with poverty and kindness—that kept me from fleeing. I can’t remember when exactly Jeremías Moreno asked me to sit down or when he made the obligatory remarks about the country I was from. The members of the workshop had arranged their chairs in a circle, broken only by the door. There were no girls among the apprentice poets, I noted with a surge of discouragement, heightened, if possible, upon scanning their faces and discovering that not a single one of them looked like someone I’d want to get to know.


Who’s reading first? A skinny kid passed out three copies of a poem. I didn’t get one, but by craning my neck I could read the title on my neighbor’s copy. “The Willow,” said the kid. Heh-heh, it’s metaphysical, kind of. Go on, then. Threatened by a creeping mental fog, I counted twenty lines the way an insomniac counts sheep. Or maybe thirty. Or maybe fifteen kicks planted on the writer’s backside, followed by a silence, and some “hmm”s, some coughs, some faint smiles, some “uh-huh”s. I get the sense, said a fat kid, that you’re trying to con us. The rhythm, I think. No, it’s the gerunds—there should never be two in a row. And why all the “and”s? To make it more powerful. Make the willow more powerful. Fucking college kids, I thought. I learned everything I know from Mariano Pérez, said the author, trapped. (Mariano Pérez, as I later learned, was Jeremías’s buddy and the coordinator of the other workshop, the official Faculty of Literature workshop.) Is that so? said Jeremías resentfully. Well, I still think it sounds bad, said the fat kid. I know for a fact that you’ve done better work. Actually, to me it sounds like Frost, broke in a kid with glasses. Jeremías almost erupted. The only Frost you’ve read is in anthologies, you bonehead. Let me see, read that line again, the one about the willow weeping. T. S. Eliot? Bonifaz Nuño? Mariano? Let’s not implicate Mariano in this crime, please. Interesting the way the lines are arranged, said the kid with glasses. Jeremías grabbed a copy from the poet next to him. If you turn it upside down and look hard at it, it could be a willow. Spatial arrangement, I suppose—Jean-Clarence Lambert? I swear it’s a coincidence. Maybe you’re just a bad reader, said Jeremías, conciliatory and weary of the discussion. Who wants to read it again? You do it, Jeremías, you’re the best reader. All right, then. Ahem, let’s give it a try. Does the willow remember its horizon? Why, yes—crocodile smile—there’s a hint of Mariano here, no doubt about it. That’s because Mariano is my model. I can see that. Look, cut the first twenty lines and keep the ending, it’s really powerful. Who wants to read next?
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