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Praise for This World Does Not Belong to Us


A ‘Best Book Written in Spanish in 2019’ according to the New York Times


‘One of the debut novels that most stood out this year in Latin America.’


New York Times


‘A deliciously menacing read which I just couldn’t put down. Every word punches hard.This World Does Not Belong to Us treads the fine line between beauty and horror effortlessly.’


Jan Carson, author of The Raptures


‘A wronged, bitter young man welcomes his fate in Natalia García Freire’s novel This World Does Not Belong to Us. Lucas was just a child when his father sold him to another farmer as a labourer. Years later, Lucas returns, full of resentment and burning for revenge… Visceral prose captures Lucas’s obsession with death, bugs, and other unpleasant aspects of life… There is a strange, unconventional beauty to his morbid world – a beauty that helps him endure pain and humiliation and achieve an unnerving final calm.’


Foreword Reviews


‘I am moved by its tenderness, the shadow of its flight, the kingdom it comes from. Insect and poverty. Larva and death.’


Dara Scully, author of Animal de nieve


‘There’s an echo of Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo in this novel. The return home, the search for a father or at least the memory of him. The ghosts. Only here, instead of the murmurs, we have a constant buzzing of insects and the noise of animals.’


María José Navia, author of SANT


‘Tremendous, a delight.’


Mónica Ojeda, author of Jawbone


‘García Freire manages to make us sweat with her characters, feel the sting of their bites. This novel demonstrates a salient maturity, exudes literary knowledge and takes risks. The writer masters the world of emotions and the words to encapsulate it.’


El País


‘This World Does Not Belong to Us is, in the end, a work capable of elevating the reader to poetry and, at other times, pulling the reader down. But more than anything it is a journey to the bowels of the earth… Who would have thought that a novel so overflowing with animals, insects, flowers, and shrubs could teach us so much about ourselves?’


Latin American Literature Today


‘This book is pure beauty, pure love for the written word.’


Cope Blog


‘García Freire takes us to the deepest parts of the human condition.’


Página Dos


‘Natalia García Freire is unbelievably young to have written a first work of such talent.’


Relatos en construcción


‘Full of courage and lucidity, Natalia García Freire writes against the current, she doesn’t care about buzz or dogmas. Her writing is inhabited by the voices of literary masters [with] echoes of Poe, Nabokov, Ursula K. Le Guin, William Gass or Colette… What a mature novel this twenty-nineyear-old author has produced.’


El Universo




‘Natalia García Freire has written a poetic novel, in which the lyricism of her writing is emphasised by her abundant use of symbolism and imagery.’


infoLibre


‘Why do we need to read this book? Because like all good literature, as full of inventions as it may seem, it contains a core of truth about human nature. We need to read this book because we are all parents or children and at some point we have questioned or question what it is to be a father, what it is to be a child. And above all because it tells us about a completely alien world that exists right next to us, or next to our feet – the world of insects.’


Recordo


‘This World Does Not Belong to Us leads the reader into the deepest, darkest regions of human existence, where what is most infected and rotten becomes beautiful and liberating.’


Toda Literatura


‘A maturity that leaves you breathless. This great writer forces us to lie down on the earth and be touched by insects, plants, and matter.’


Radio Nacional España
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For Matías and Bartleby (our cat)




 


 


 


‘We listen to insects and human voices with different ears’


KOBAYASHI ISSA





PROLOGUE
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I don’t believe my dead father is watching me. But his body is buried in this garden, what is left of my mother’s garden, surrounded by slugs, camel spiders, earthworms, ants, beetles and woodlice. Perhaps there’s even some scorpion that sits beside my father’s semi-decomposed face, together resembling the depictions in an Egyptian pharaoh’s tomb.


We buried him near this spot where I’m resting, behind these stone statues. If I scrabbled all night, I might come across him. Who knows whether I would first grab hold of his hands or his feet or the ends of his black suit trousers? Who knows how his body might have repositioned itself to rest in peace? We buried him without so much as changing that old suit he was wearing, because the body was starting to smell.


Everything happened so quickly that it’s only now, after these many nights and days have passed, that I’m beginning to think of him as truly dead, dead enough to return and haunt a place. And at night I sometimes speak to him.


If you’re watching me right now, Father: I’ve come home. Although it seems more like I’ve come back to some other place, some other time, some other world, in which we never existed. I’m sorry if I occasionally get distracted and focus, incessantly, on the things you called worthless. But right now, surrounded by all those earthworms, you must be thinking these things weren’t so unimportant after all, right? If they get in through your mouth and your ears and even, who knows, through your anus, and gnaw away at you through the night; if they traverse your body from top to bottom searching for anything left of you they can use and then settle upon your hands and feet and wriggle. Don’t you think that, after our deaths, after everything, it is they who are the stronger ones? And that, all things considered, perhaps this world does not belong to us but to those minuscule beings, so numerous they could bury us completely if they ever came together.


Cover the entire Earth, like a huge carpet that from outer space would look black and shiny.


This is not our home, Father. It hasn’t been for a long time. I think you already knew that, which is why you let yourself be killed. Isn’t that true, Father? Isn’t that what happened? You let yourself be killed. And isn’t it also true that no one could have helped you, because what you wanted was to go. Go once and for all. Even if by the shortest route.


Damn it, Father. You always chose the shortest route.


I’ve come home, but have not yet dared go in. They’re still there. I watched them dine on quails this evening, and as I stood before the door I shuddered.


Childishness, you say? Bah! What are you saying, Father? In the time you’ve been dead I’ve grown, and while working Señor Elmur’s land – because, yes, that’s where they took me, Father, to till foreign soil – my arms became strong and brown, and my legs, scrawny as they were, are now capable of crushing the skull of a small animal, a monkey, or perhaps a cat, or let’s say a rat, with a single blow. There’s no childishness, Father. But you can’t see this because you’re lying down there, dead. And you’re the one to blame. And you know it. Remember how it was you who insisted that they stay a little longer? That we ought to look out for strangers and treat them as our brothers. That God commanded this, and God commanded that. Well, tell that God of yours they’re now sleeping in your bed, wearing your clothes, and have left your body lying beneath the earth in your own garden, so they can trample over it each day.


Your body, Father, which in its shrunken state must resemble mine more than either of us can imagine.


This earth is like a mirror.


Me on one side. You on the other.





CEMETERY FLIES
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No one calls me Lucas any more, Father.


Though I may have relinquished my name, I did once have a family. Our house waits for me like a succession of dreams in which I’m unable to stop falling. I arrived here drawn by it, by this house with its yellow walls and scabbed earth.


I travelled barefoot up and down hills, walking over naked earth, over rocks and plains, dead earth cobbled with tombstones. I left behind all those paths swept by wind and breeze, and the closer I came, the more I could sense this foul air that now envelops everything in this place, escaping through cracks in the old adobe walls, through the gaps left by the wallpaper that peels away like dead skin; this air that appears to obscure the space until it attains a sepia-like tone of abandonment, leaving behind deposits of all those indefinite forms of filth.


Crouching like some kind of vermin, I spy on the house. About my head swarm flies, minute and razor-sharp, cemetery flies. I envision them flying over imaginary countries. It’s a miniature war. Below, the ants, marching single file across the tiled floor, are soldiers preparing for an attack on the last crumbling fortress. I rest my fingers on the wooden window frame and examine the hollows left by moths. Cannonballs!


High above these near-secret beings there’s another world, full of great catastrophes.


Which does not matter.


You used to go on tirelessly about how I didn’t focus on what was useful. ‘For the love of God, Lucas! That’s not important,’ you would tell me every time I prepared to launch into some story about the insects inhabiting my mother’s garden: caterpillars that advanced one after another in procession, devouring weeds; praying mantises that captured hummingbirds and elegantly ingested them; red ants that banded together to form rafts for the crossing of small puddles.


You were right, Father. The dead always are.


It’s true, I don’t focus on what’s useful. I notice insignificant things, waste my time on trifles. I believe that the greater an event, the more easily it fades away. We Torrente de Valses disappeared from town and it’s like nothing ever happened. They happily wrote off my mother as mad; after all, they’d always yearned to be able to declare it openly: ‘We saw it coming, Josefina never came to Mass and she wasn’t baptised.’ This is what was said in the market lanes by respectable-looking ladies – which is to say, ladies who were horrid but well dressed.


And even the fact I’d been sold into slavery was seen as something good, something deserved, because what else could be done with the child of a madwoman?


There’s nothing left of us, Father, except for these tiny animals attracted by the warmth surrounding death. More alive than the living who walk and talk.


Squatting down, I peek inside the house, with only my head appearing in the window, like the Devil. ‘God sees all, Lucas,’ is what you always used to say. But I no longer believe this, as God is far too prim and proper for that. The Devil, on the other hand, must be a real voyeur. And so am I.


I peer through the windowpane, the raindrops acting as magnifying glasses, but everything looks blurry. I have to strain to see. It looks as if it’s all still there. The living room with the antique diamond-patterned armchairs where my mother used to sit and read, the bentwood benches, the dining room at the back. Felisberto is sitting in your place, Father, at the head of the table, with Eloy to his right. The evening light coming through the front window softens their features, as if they were but a pair of shepherds. They’re having quails for dinner. Such an appetite for quails! For eating them whole. They grab them by the legs, leaving their bones picked clean from nape to talon. They’re wearing your clothes, that pair of grey flannel jackets, and still sport those long, grisly beards, flecked with bits of beer foam.


Things inside the house haven’t changed since I left. The portraits of the grandfathers are still visible on the wall behind Felisberto, as are the burnt-out candles on the table, the Persian rug, the dusty china dinner set in the cabinet in the corner topped with glass bottles of sulphate, tartrate and bicarbonate, bottles as white as bone and with the scent of an apothecary’s shop; the bargueño chest on the adjacent table, with its secret drawers in which my mother kept desiccated flowers for her herbaria; even the tablecloth is the one we used on the last day we all sat down to eat together, the only tablecloth my mother ever knitted.


Everything is there, Father, but nothing speaks of us.


Those two men in the paintings, the grandfathers, could be any old men, short and solemn-looking.


One would think that, having held us inside it for so long, the least this house could do would be to conspire to entrap the intruders, like a spider: spinning its web and keeping them in there until they dried out. But houses also grow old and forget.


From somewhere, Noah and Sarai appear. They walk gazing blankly, in those starched smock uniforms Esther makes them wear, dressed up like dolls. They remove the plates of quail from the table and serve two baskets of fruit, bread and toasted corn nuts. Eloy doesn’t hesitate, snatching the food from the receptacles. I look at his face, that face devoid of a chin, the trembling jowls, the permanently flared nostrils; I watch him eat, become an idiot, scraps of food dropping everywhere, eyes always on the move. Anything he doesn’t like he throws on the floor.


Perhaps this was the thing that most frightened us about Eloy, this semblance of a village idiot who might at any second be capable of killing us all and then heading out to eat roasted broad beans on the patio, in the genteel shadow of the elm.


Felisberto, on the other hand, is cunning. Cunning as a guinea pig, as Esther used to say. Like a circus ringmaster, there’s never any doubt about the limits of his wickedness and vulgarity. He implements these fearlessly. I know him well.


When Sarai removes his plate, his hand is already at her waist and climbs up to her breasts as, with the other hand, he snatches up another quail’s wing by its delicate bone. I imagine him saying: ‘Man shall not live by bread alone!’ The kind of thing Felisberto used to say and that you, Father, applauded. But I can’t hear anything, I only see that he is laughing.


I crouch down and rest my back against the wall. A smell of urine, which may come from my clothes or from the gaps between the tiles, somehow relaxes me. This has always been the case; perhaps that’s why I was so fond of the chamber pot that used to be left in my room in case I needed to pee. Sometimes I would wake in the middle of the night, lie there rigid as a tree trunk, and experience a primitive form of fear: the fear of fear. Then I’d make for the chamber pot, the room filling for a moment with vapour, and be sent back to sleep by that pleasant rust-like smell that comes from each of us.


Now the sun sets in the distance and the hills are changing colour, becoming their own shadows; the paths darken and stray and the trees nearby do not move, because here, in this house, there’s no longer any wind and everything is still.


What have I come in search of, Father? Silence? An illusion? A homeland?


The one who returns is nameless, knows not what he seeks, and lives as a guest in his own home.


Perhaps I should have stayed away, as my mother told me to. ‘Say you’ll leave here forever, Lucas! Swear it!’ That is what she said to me one day at the Sisters of Saint Mariana sanatorium. A place where everything expires, the end of ending. It was hard to find, but I saw it, Father. There aren’t even any gardens; only good and evil, heaven and hell: rooms for the nuns and rooms for the sufferers. ‘Swear it, Lucas!’ my mother begged me, gripping my hand urgently, because the nuns with hairs protruding from their moles were taking her away. And I looked directly into her eyes, which were already fading. I looked back at her mutely, as though from inside a mirror.


And I didn’t heed her advice.


I didn’t heed her advice because, as they carried me away from this house, something emerging as though from my sternum became taut and pulled me back as if I’d been born chained to this land. Just as the winds are chained to the mountains.


And perhaps it’s for the best that you sent my mother away, Father, because if she could see her garden now she might die from sheer sorrow, as I always imagined she would. There’s nothing left but the carved stone animals she commissioned, scattered like remnants of an extinct civilisation, covered in vines and mildew; the roots of the solitary elm have surfaced, full of moss, its branches desiccated.


All the rose bushes are dead. The chrysanthemums too.


Of the wallflowers there remain only small stalks with projecting slivers, like mutilated tree trunks. The spiral of buds that used to overflow with different colours now contains nothing but a few clusters of Chinese bellflowers and some cockscombs. The rest of the garden has been invaded by brambles, poppies, crabgrass and thistles that prickle me where my trousers are torn.


I pull up dandelions and chew them root first, resting my head on the ground of the invaded garden. The memory of my mother rings out among the dead plants. Or perhaps it’s the cicadas, singing for my return.





THE NIGHT THE COWS LOWED
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That long day was growing cold and the cows would not cease their lowing. Esther had set about plaiting the hair of my nursemaids, pulling the strands tightly as if strangling minuscule beings between the black hairs.


‘The master will have to put them down,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘And they won’t even yield good meat,’ she added.


No one responded and she carried on tugging at the disordered strands on that cold, dirty night. Every evening that month had seemed filled with dust, while the days brimmed with a milky light and little dry flowers that floated on the ponds. Time had become faltering, impeded by that sound, a purulent sound, draining. Anyone walking near the cows was assaulted by nausea, for the lowing emanated as if from an ulcerated stomach and a parched larynx.
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