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THE CROSSED-OUT NOTEBOOK


It all started with a screenplay.

A screenplay I should never have written.

Amadeus is a great screenplay.

I read it more than a dozen times, studied it, chewed it up and swallowed it, then I stuck my fingers down my throat.

Amadeus was a good play, then it became a great screenplay.

The screenplay far surpasses the play.

Peter Shaffer surpassed himself by turning his own good play into his own (or sort of his own) great screenplay.

While he was writing the play, Peter Shaffer could never have imagined that F. Murray Abraham would later do what he did before the cameras that filmed his screenplay; he was completely unaware that his play was going to end up a movie, and that the movie was going to win everything, and that F. Murray Abraham was going to put body and soul into the greatest exegesis ever seen of the struggle between an artist and his irrevocable mediocrity.

What name does the “F” in F. Murray Abraham hide?

Ferdinand?

Filomeno?

Federico?

Santiago Salvatierra says the “F” doesn’t mean anything, that F. Murray Abraham’s real name is Murray Abraham, and that Murray added the “F” because he thought it would sound better.

Santiago told me that F. Murray Abraham is a despicable person.

I asked him how he knew that, and he looked at me the way he looks at me when I ask him a question he doesn’t want me to ask, and he left the basement and shut the door.

F. Murray Abraham is a despicable genius, he’d said.

But aren’t we all despicable in some way or other?

That’s not the problem, no; the problem is that the majority of us are not geniuses.

The vast majority.

Peter Shaffer is a genius.

Is?

Was?

Peter Shaffer wrote his play, and then his screenplay, on a typewriter in a comfortable office with large windows and lamps of all sizes for the sunless hours.

I live in a basement.

Five years, I’ve lived in this basement.

I have a lamp that illuminates little to nothing.

I write in this notebook from six in the morning to seven in the morning.

Then I spend a few minutes crossing out what I’ve written, just before Santiago comes down with his chair, a cup of coffee, a dish of fruit, and printed-out scenes with his scribbled notes: margins full of comments that are usually deplorable.

This thing you are reading now (if there is a you) is nothing but crossed-out words, a text scrawled hurriedly in a Rivadavia school notebook that I brought with me from Buenos Aires.

Text in blue ink, camouflaged by neat lines of black ink that cross it out.

I am forty-five years old.

I’ve been writing for twenty years.

Though during those first few years I didn’t write, I tried to write.

I tried for eight, nine hours a day.

When I finished high school, I enrolled at the Buenos Aires School of Music.

I wanted to be a session musician.

Instrument of choice: guitar.

But you don’t get to be a session musician when you start at nineteen.

I didn’t even come close.

I fled the conservatory before I finished my second year, sick and tired of seeing and hearing those kids who were still in elementary school play their instruments as if they were natural extensions of their arms and legs and mouths.

In my hands, the guitar was an imposture.

I don’t know if “imposture” is the right word.

It sounds good.

Every morning, after breakfast—Dolca instant coffee with milk and three Lincoln biscuits that I dipped in the coffee and milk until they fell apart—I’d lock myself into my room (my tiny room that fit only a short, narrow bed, the Marshall amp I’d bought in thirty-six installments, the stand with sheet music and exercises in auditory perception and musical literacy, the four-tiered Technics stereo I bought in twenty-four installments, and some books and albums scattered over the floor), I’d pick up the Mexican Fender Stratocaster that I’d bought in twelve installments, and my hands would need at least half an hour to figure out what that long object I was forcing them to manhandle was.

When I accepted my failure as a music student and my lack of a future as a session musician, my parents, as any parents anywhere in the world would do, asked me what I planned to do with my life:

What are your plans? We want to help you, but we need to know what you plan to do, what you want to do. We need to be sure that you know what it is you want to do.

I told them that, unfortunately, I didn’t have the slightest idea.

They didn’t like it when I told them that.

For twenty minutes, in silence, they concentrated on their roast beef with pureed squash; they didn’t look at me; they didn’t look at each other; their eyes flitted from nothing to their plates and back to nothing.

My old man worked for a millionaire who owned twenty-five percent of the world’s duty-free shops.

His job was to evaluate the employees.

He traveled once a month, mainly to cities in Latin America and Europe, where he would settle into a hotel near the airport and he’d spend two days going to the various duty-free shops, jotting down details both spatial and human in a little notebook with a cream-colored cover.

He was obsessive about order and cleanliness, a fanatical believer in his own way of seeing things.

I went with him only once, to Rio de Janeiro.

He went up to one of the employees of the largest duty-free shop in the Tom Jobim International Airport, and, in perfect Portuguese, asked him why the bottles of Johnnie Walker Red were on the shelf above the bottles of Johnnie Walker Black, when clearly Johnnie Walker Red was of inferior quality to Johnnie Walker Black; and not only that, but why were the bottles of Johnnie Walker Red in their boxes while the Johnnie Walker Black bottles were not, when there was nothing impressive about the Johnnie Walker Red boxes, they didn’t catch your attention in the slightest, while the Johnnie Walker Black boxes immediately seduced you with their golden contours and golden letters, and the finish on their boxes was so much glossier, so much more striking, than the Johnnie Walker Red’s?

The employee stood for a long while without saying a word, staring at my father as if he were a serial killer calmly explaining how he planned to murder the employee, along with his family, and how he planned to dispose of the bodies.

Years later, on one of those flights, my old man got up to pee in the middle of the night, went into the plane’s little bathroom, closed the door, and, while he was peeing, rested his forehead against the curved wall. But before he finished squeezing out the last drops, the plane jolted furiously in a sudden bout of turbulence; my old man’s head was still resting against the curved wall, his thoughts who knows where, and his neck snapped.

We want to help you, son, my parents said.

It was strange for them to call me “son.”

My parents had called me “son” very rarely.

They called me “son” one night when I was sixteen years old, at the Italian Hospital, after I got into a car wreck on Libertador with my only friend, Lisandro.

We had downed a bottle of Smirnoff vodka mixed with Sprite and Minerva lemon juice.

The right front wheel grazed the guardrail, and the car spun approximately two hundred forty degrees, and another car that was coming too fast rammed into our trunk; we shot ahead, squeezed and speeding at the same time, and something exploded in one of our cars, but miraculously no one was gravely injured.

You nearly scared us to death, son.

My old lady had wanted to be an actress, and for over a decade she’d struggled to become an actress, until she got sick of the struggle and she and two friends started dressing up as Disney characters at children’s birthday parties.

It was successful.

Very successful.

So much so that five years ago, when I got onto the plane that carried me to San Martín de los Andes and ultimately into Santiago Salvatierra’s basement, my old lady, who was almost seventy years old, was still making her living from the children’s birthday party act, not as a performer but as the coordinator of a group of young actors and actresses who, like her, had struggled to make it in theater, film, and television, and had almost always been rudely rejected by the theater, film, and television.

When my old man passed away, my old lady and I moved to a smaller apartment, where we shared a king-sized bed that barely left enough room for us to open the closet doors.

After I fled the Buenos Aires School of Music, I spent several years with no idea what to do with myself.

I lived with my mother, and I had breakfast and dinner with my mother, and during the day I went to a café to read.

I read anything and everything.

I always carried around a used book, and when I finished it, I would trade it in for another used book.

In the evenings, I’d meet up with my friend Lisandro to eat or drink something.

A cup of coffee.

Sometimes a Fernet and Coke.

Swiss chocolate ice cream with strawberry sorbet.

If I met a girl in one of those cafés or bars or ice cream shops, I’d pray that she had her own place, somewhere we could be alone, that if she lived with her family she would at least have a room where she and I could lock ourselves away.

I didn’t meet many girls, and the few I did meet dumped me as soon as they found out I shared a bed with my old lady.

It was hopeless.

They didn’t even care when I showed them it was a king-sized bed, so big that my old lady and I never even touched during the night.

I don’t have a real bed here in the basement.

It took Santiago several days just to bring down a mattress.

He waited until I’d handed over the finished first act.

He waited until he’d made sure the first act worked, that I worked.

Now I spend my nights on a mattress that Santiago tells me used to belong to his son, Hilario.

A fickle kid (says Santiago) who can’t focus on something, anything, for more than five minutes. Not five fucking minutes. A kid who draws like the gods, has an innate talent for drawing, but is not the slightest bit interested in drawing. Not the slightest bit interested in anything.

I told Santiago that when I was Hilario’s age, I wasn’t interested in anything, either. Not a thing. And that my old lady had suffered a lot because of that.

But at least you read, he told me. You could finish a book, or learn a song on the guitar. This brat’s no good even for boiling an egg. He gets bored halfway through. And the egg is just left there, overcooking, until it breaks and the white gets all foamy.

You have to give him time.

Time? He’s about to turn twenty-five years old.

Twenty-five is the new fifteen.

Says who?

I don’t know.

Sounds like bullshit to me.

Santiago has spent time living in Spain, Mexico, Venezuela, Ecuador, Cuba, a few months in Bolivia, Peru, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay, three weeks in Jamaica, two in Panama, and a few days in Colombia.

He built his reputation as the greatest Latin American film director of all time by draining the coffers of the cinematic institutes of Spanish-speaking countries, winning folks over with his warm and expansive personality, his endless smooth talk.

Santiago Salvatierra is among the greatest directors of all time—the real and true greats.

His camerawork and his commitment with the actors—the demands he places on them—are unparalleled.

He is a blend of colossal energy and good taste—excellent taste.

A glut of talent that he applies to the visual field.

His shots spill from the screen, they splash you, they mess up your hair, they embrace you, they whisper into your ear.

Santiago was born to direct film.

He was built for the sole purpose of standing behind a camera.

From the cradle.

No formal education required.

An ambitious autodidact.

A flesh-and-blood balloon loaded with eternal images.

Santiago’s problem is that he can’t write.

His genius, the one that bursts from the screen, vanishes at the sight of a blank page.

Santiago is two artists at once: the director who breakfasts with Fellini and Kurosawa, and the screenwriter who timidly opens the door to the writing workshop and sits at a table with six bored housewives.

No, Santiago’s problem isn’t that he can’t write.

A lot of directors can’t write.

Santiago’s problem is that he thinks he can write.

He fancies himself a screenwriter.

He fancies himself an auteur, in the fullest sense of the word.

Many directors believe themselves to be auteurs in the fullest sense of the word, as if it weren’t enough to just be a director, as if directing a film they didn’t write meant directing someone else’s film, or a film that wasn’t all theirs, as if a movie written by one person and directed by another was authorless, an orphan; or worse, as if it had several adoptive parents—a child with too many mothers.

Most directors can’t write.

I’d bet the little I have left—which is the hope that my mother is still alive—that I’m right about that.

Ninety-nine percent of directors can’t write.

No one will care that I say this.

Who’s going to take the trouble to read what I’ve written and crossed out in this notebook?

Who really wants to decipher crossed-out text?

Ninety-nine point four percent of directors can’t write.

So what?

Don’t worry, directors.

There are thousands of screenwriters scattered around, living in ditches like Beckett characters, just waiting for the chance to help you out.

The movie will still be yours, all yours, plus a tiny bit ours.

Put your name nice and big on the poster.

Just don’t try to do what we can do and you can’t; don’t be so smug as to believe that writing a screenplay is something anyone can do.

Ninety-nine point two percent of directors think it’s possible to write like Peter Shaffer, that it’s just a matter of sitting down and doing it, a matter of reading a couple of books about the basic rules of screenwriting, and that’s that.

  *  *  *  

Santiago just left with his chair.

He came down with the cup of coffee, the little dish of fruit, and the printouts of the scenes with his notes.

Of his more than forty notes, there were only three worthwhile.

Like he does every morning, Santiago came down into the basement, turned on the light, walked over to the mattress, and held the cup of hot coffee under my nose.

Like I do every morning, I pretended to be asleep.

Then we sat down (him in his chair and me on the mattress) to discuss his notes.

Over time, over the course of the two screenplays I’ve written in the basement, I’ve learned that it’s best not to oppose Santiago, not to reject his suggestions outright even if they are completely wrong—as suggestions tend to be when people who don’t know how to write critique a written text.

Over time I’ve learned that you can write a good version of just about anything, that the best approach is to take the note (not literally), mull it over, and rummage around in it until I find what the note got right (right for me, not for Santiago), what the note contains that doesn’t upset what has been written, but rather enriches it.

An exhausting process, I’ll admit.

But all collaboration is exhausting.

It has to be.

At least, all collaboration between two artists who value each other.

Two artists who aren’t Siamese twins separated at birth.

This is the third screenplay I’ve written for Santiago.

The two previous ones, as is well known (though it’s not well known that I was the one who wrote them), wrenched Latin American cinema from its slumber and set movie theaters on fire.

Not only were Santiago Salvatierra’s last two films extraordinary successes at the box office, they also won the lion’s share of all awards in existence, from the Palme d’Or at Cannes, to the Goyas, the BAFTAs, the Golden Globes, and culminating, for both movies, with the Best Foreign Language Film at the Oscars.

It was the third time in history that a director won two Oscars in a row for Best Foreign Film; the other two: Ingmar Bergman and Federico Fellini.

But this third screenplay is the hardest.

This third screenplay is the one that, in Santiago’s words: will win everything.

Every. Thing.

And when Santiago says “ev-er-y-thing,” he is specifically referring to Hollywood.

This third screenplay (that is, the movie that will come from this screenplay) is the one that will set movie theaters ablaze in the United States, that will break all box office records, even in countries like Japan and China, and that will sweep the Golden Globes and the Oscars in the general categories, and won’t be reduced to the category of Foreign Language Film.

According to Santiago, this film is going to be so big that the award won’t even matter.

In addition to best film and best director, and best actor and actress, and best supporting actor and actress, and best cinematography, and best soundtrack, Santiago’s last two films, the ones I wrote for him, won several awards for best screenplay.

Santiago has won several awards as a screenwriter.

His madness, or his ego, or his nerve, allows him to sit in front of me and inform me of the screenwriting prizes he has won, to tell me that he is a member of the writers unions in the world’s most important countries, including the Writers Guild of America West.

I asked him if I could join Argentores, the General Society of Argentine Authors, and his exaggerated laugh echoed throughout the basement.

It was a laugh that was seven laughs at once: seven versions of Santiago, seven different ages laughing at the same time.

He told me that most writers unions in important countries offered him first-rate medical insurance, and that in recent years he had been able to get sick anywhere in the world without paying a cent.

The Writers Guild of America even covers dentists, he told me, thousands of dollars’ worth of dentistry. Sometimes, when I’m bored at home upstairs, I think about traveling to the United States, and, a few minutes after landing, yanking out a molar with a pair of pliers, just so I can use some of the money that, if I don’t spend it, will surely just be kept by a bunch of people who don’t have the slightest idea what writing is.

Santiago promised me that I’d never lack for anything down here, that my basic needs, and others that aren’t so basic, would always be met.

If your head hurts, Norma will bring you aspirin, he told me. If your stomach hurts, Buscopan. Fever, ibuprofen. If you have a toothache, Norma will call Dr. Miranda.

Luckily, in the five years I’ve spent in the basement, I’ve never had a toothache.

Last year, or the year before that, my gums started to bleed, and Norma brought me these little Gum brand picks with artificial bristles, like tiny brushes (I rub them between my teeth every night), and they eased the swelling in my gums and left them smooth and pink.

Nor do I lack for sun.

The basement has a rectangle of glass bricks that lets in a little sun in the morning.

That rectangle is essential, according to Santiago.

He asks me to sit under the ray of sun for at least an hour a day so I don’t end up with a vitamin D deficiency, because the lack of vitamin D lowers your red blood cell count, and that’s not something you can fix with pills.

Once a week (Sundays at noon), Norma brings down a vitamin supplement that I swallow with a glass of homemade kombucha.

Norma never speaks to me.

She comes down to the basement three times a day to bring me food, air the place out, make my bed, and clean up a little.

The first few weeks (the following day I woke up in the basement, after that dinner with Santiago when we talked about everything), I tried to start some kind of conversation with Norma, but since she didn’t utter a word, or even look at me, I gave up.

Norma is Mexican.

That’s what Santiago told me: he brought her here from Mexico.

Though he didn’t need to tell me, because from the very first day, Norma has been trying to murder me with her infernal food.

Only a Mexican would cook nearly every dish with chile poblano and cilantro.

Since I’ve been living in the basement, almost all the food I’ve eaten has been seasoned with chile poblano and cilantro.

It took only a few months for the first hemorrhoids to appear.

Santiago offered to call Dr. Miranda.

He offered to have Norma call Dr. Miranda.

But it wasn’t necessary.

Santiago told me that he treated his hemorrhoids with some chewable tablets of ruscus aculeatus, bacillus coagulans, and ascorbic acid.

They’re magical, he told me. And I’ve even had hemorrhoids in my balls.

The pills took effect in less than forty-eight hours.

Now I always keep a blister pack of them beside the mattress, in a Camper shoebox that I call a “nightstand.”

Down here you’ll never lack for anything, Pablo.

There are so many things I lack.

For example, news about my mother.

Whenever I ask Santiago to please find out how my mother is, he says, “Yes, of course,” and then changes the subject.

The next few days, whenever I ask him if he’s found out anything about my old lady, he says “Not yet,” until I get tired of asking.

Really, it’s not that I get tired of asking, it’s that Santiago’s silence (his non-information about my old lady) makes me think there’s only one possibility, and I don’t want to think about that possibility; I can’t bring myself to ask Santiago about that possibility.

And how are things working out?

Though this may sound ridiculous, I think I’ve gotten used to life as an imprisoned screenwriter.

No, not imprisoned; basemented.

Toward the end of the first year I found a routine that worked, and since then I’ve kept to it.

As I said before, I write in this notebook from six in the morning to seven in the morning.

Then, from seven in the morning to five after seven, I cross out what I wrote.

Then I pretend to be asleep until Santiago comes down, at seven ten in the morning, with his chair, a cup of coffee, a little dish of fruit, and the printouts of the scenes with his notes.

We work from seven twenty in the morning until one in the afternoon. We fill the blackboard with scribbles that I sometimes have trouble deciphering later.

Then Santiago leaves with his chair, and Norma comes down with lunch.

It only takes me from one ten to one thirty in the afternoon to eat.

Then I take a nap for one hour.

From two thirty in the afternoon until seven thirty at night, I write; sitting on the mattress with my back against the wall, I type on an old 15-inch MacBook Pro whose Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, and Ethernet have been disabled.

I correct the previous scenes based on Santiago’s notes (usually, I use about ten percent of his notes), and then I write new scenes based on what Santiago and I discussed (I usually use about thirty percent of his ideas).

At eight at night, Norma comes down with dinner and the external hard drive, and she takes the corrected pages and the new scenes.

It only takes me from eight ten to eight thirty in the evening to eat.

Then I take the two issues of Playboy from the nightstand (Santiago changes the magazines three times a year), and I masturbate for at least an hour; I try to make the act of masturbating last as long as possible.

Then, from nine thirty to ten thirty at night, I do nothing.

I look at the ceiling.

Maybe do a push-up or two.

Then Norma comes down to take the tray with the plates and silverware, and to air out the basement; she stands still for a while by the door, letting the oxygen tank renew the foul air.

Sometimes I talk to her, just to bust her balls.

As I said before, I don’t try to get a word out of her anymore, I don’t try to get her to look at me.

From ten forty-five at night to five fifty in the morning, I sleep.

I sleep quite well in the darkness of the basement.

From six to seven in the morning, I write in this notebook.

Except, ever since Santiago proposed I write the screenplay that has to win everything—ev-er-y-thing—this notebook has been messing with my routine.

It’s a constant presence.

Like a hard drug addict who wants to quit but can’t get up the nerve to throw away the few grams he has left and instead stashes them away, I hide the notebook during the day and I try to ignore it, but the need to write this and then cross it out ends up overpowering me.

The notebook is now the master of my solitary hours.

  *  *  *  

I’m not sure when I got sick of masturbating.

No, sorry, it’s not that I got sick of it (no one gets sick of masturbating), it’s just that I started to feel like it wasn’t enough.

One morning I mentioned it to Santiago.

He looked at me the way he looks at me when I tell him one of his notes doesn’t work, that the scene has to stay how it is, the way I wrote it, in order to be really effective, and that his note, whether it’s to add or remove something, will only hurt the scene, that the scene as it is completely fulfills the function it has to fulfill.

Three days later (I think it was a Friday), he came down to the basement with a tall, thin girl with coppery skin, hair black as the basement at night, and green eyes.

He introduced her as Anita.

He told me that, if it was all right with me, Anita would spend a couple of hours in the basement.

It took me no more than half a second to say it was all right with me.

Santiago put a hand on my shoulder, tossed a box of extra-sensitive condoms on the mattress, told me not to be an idiot and to use them, and then he left the basement whistling “Vení Raquel.”

Anita stayed still, waiting for me to tell her what to do.

I don’t know why I asked her how old she was.

There’s nothing worse than asking a woman how old she is, especially when it’s the first thing out of your mouth.

Twenty-nine, she said.

In the basement’s lousy light I wouldn’t have guessed she was over twenty.

I asked her to come closer.

She took a step and then stopped, glancing out of the corner of her eye at the mattress on the floor.

She didn’t like that there was no bed, or that the mattress was a twin; she didn’t say it, but I could see it in her eyes.

What do you do down here? she asked me.

Her voice didn’t match her height and thinness: hers was the voice of a fat girl in whose face someone, some asshole, had screamed “Fat!” at least once a day for many years.

I write, I said.

What do you write?

Movie scripts. Feature films. Dramas. Do you like dramas?

Yes. Not so much. I like comedies better.

Where are you from?

From here.

From San Martín?

No, not from San Martín, from Neuquén. I was born in Zapala.

I sat down on the mattress and gestured for her to sit beside me.

She turned toward the door and then toward me, smiled, took off her sandals, and sat down at the other end of the mattress.

The moment Anita sat down, I realized how horrible the situation was; I understood (or I thought I did) how horrible that situation was for her: locked for two hours in a basement with a stranger, no bed, no windows, no light other than the little ceiling lamp and the one on the nightstand.

I asked her if she wanted something to drink.

She nodded.

I crawled over to the minifridge and opened it: leftover fruit from the morning, a fourth of a bottle of mineral water.

I poured some water into the only glass and handed it to her.

This is all I have, I told her.

Is it mineral water?

Yes, that’s the only kind I drink.

She wet her lips, tasting it.

Then she took a sip.

Then she emptied the glass in a long gulp.

Why do you live down here? she asked me.

Santiago didn’t tell you?

Who’s Santiago?

I took the glass from her and left it on the floor, between the mattress and the wall.

That short conversation with Anita (the fact that she didn’t know that the man who brought her to the basement was Santiago Salvatierra, the greatest Latin American film director of all time) reminded me how far removed cinema was for most people—or at least so-called artistic cinema, the kind of film whose sole purpose isn’t entertainment.

Something happened in the last few decades that drove most people away from so-called art films.

An invisible wall was gradually built between so-called art films and the majority of the public: those who go to the movies for the sole purpose of being momentarily amused.

In the fifties and sixties, most people went to the movies to amuse themselves watching films by Fellini.

Fellini’s films were popular.

These days, most people don’t understand Fellini; they don’t even know who Fellini is.

A similar thing happened with theater in recent centuries: an invisible wall was gradually built between most people and so-called artistic theater.

In the seventeenth century, most people went to the theater to see Shakespeare’s plays.

They laughed and cried and were amused by Shakespeare’s plays.

People who didn’t know how to read or write.

People who were total philistines.

These days almost no one understands Shakespeare.

Not even the people who believe themselves to be eminently cultured understand Shakespeare.

I don’t understand Shakespeare.

Santiago Salvatierra doesn’t understand Shakespeare.

The all-time greatest film director in Latin America, and soon in the whole world, doesn’t understand Shakespeare.

Writing “Shakespeare” so many times has left me exhausted.

I lay down on the floor, faceup.

I picked a booger that had been stuck for a while to the top of my left nostril.

I tried to remember the lyrics to “Vení Raquel.”

Anita put a hand on my thigh; just like that, she rested her left hand on my right thigh and squeezed.

She wanted to say something.

I thought about pouring her some more water.

What’s your name? she asked me.

Pablo.

No one should spend so much time in a basement, Pablo. How often do you leave?

I never leave.

Never?

Never.

She took her hand from my thigh.

I thought about telling her my story, starting from that dinner with Santiago when we talked about everything, or even before that, from when I wrote the screenplay about the boy who throws his family into a well.

I should never have written that screenplay.

I should never have sent Santiago that screenplay.

I should never have emailed the screenplay to Santiago’s assistant so that she could give it to Santiago.

My friend Lisandro had given me an email address for Santiago’s assistant, Patricia.

Lisandro worked as a script supervisor on a Gatorade commercial that Santiago filmed in Buenos Aires.

I don’t know how Lisandro, with that face of a frightened rat, managed to seduce Patricia.

I guess he resorted to persistence.

Lisandro was a master of persistence; he was capable of talking to a girl for hours (a girl who’d decided from the very first moment that nothing was going to happen between him and her, never ever), until finally he convinced her to go somewhere else, usually his studio apartment, a room with a single window that looked out onto a brick wall.

So I guess that when he seduced Patricia, he must have resorted to persistence.

They spent almost every night together during the two weeks of the Gatorade shoot.

They declared their undying love for each other.

That’s what Lisandro told me.

They arranged to meet up in Cuzco, where Patricia lived in a little house half a block from Santiago’s Peruvian mansion.

But Lisandro never went to Cuzco, or even left Buenos Aires as far as I know.

One morning, while I was having breakfast with my old lady—mate and Vainillas Capri cookies—Lisandro came to visit.

He couldn’t stop smiling.

He took the mate gourd and brewed one for himself.

He asked me if I’d finished the screenplay I was writing.

Which one?

The one about the boy who throws his family into a well.

I still hadn’t told my old lady I was writing a screenplay about a boy who throws his family into a well, and she looked at me as if she wanted to ask me about that.

I still haven’t finished it, I said. I’m missing the third act. I’ve been stuck on the last twenty pages for a month.

Well, said Lisandro, when you finish it, send a PDF to this email address: ssassistant333@gmail.com.

Why?

Why what?

Why do I have to send a copy of the screenplay about the boy who throws his family into a well to this email address?

Because the email address belongs to Santiago Salvatierra’s assistant. Patricia. We’re dating. She told me that when you have something you should send it to her, and she’ll get it to Santiago.

My old lady asked who this Santiago character was.

An Argentine film director, I told her.

One of the most important directors in the world, said Lisandro.

Not in the world.

Yes, in the world. He’s the new Iñárritu. The new Almodóvar. Bigger than Almodóvar. Less queer. Less “Look what a queer I am, and deal with it.”

Anita stood up, turned her back to me, and started to get undressed.

Her body was a long, narrow rectangle, not a single curve.

She took off a hairband she wore as a bracelet and pulled her hair into a ponytail.

Before turning around, she asked why I didn’t escape:

Why do you agree to live in this basement?

I didn’t agree to it, I’m forced to. He kidnapped me.

Now she did turn around, and there was fear in her face, genuine fear.

Are you high? she asked.

No.

Do you drink anything other than mineral water?

Coffee in the morning. A glass of red wine when Santiago comes down at night to tell me about his shitty epiphanies.

She didn’t laugh.

Her serious expression scared me.

No, it didn’t scare me, it alarmed me profoundly.

I shouldn’t have told her everything I told her, I thought. I put her in danger.

Santiago was capable of anything, he’d already proven that.

The first day in the basement, after I’d realized what was happening, after arguing for an hour, after threatening to beat his ass (though I had one arm chained to a pipe whose purpose to this day remains a mystery), I screamed at him that I would not write a word for him, never ever, and he might as well kill me, and Santiago pulled out a gun, a revolver, put a bullet in the chamber and spun it, aimed at me, and pulled the trigger, click, and spun the chamber, aimed at me, and pulled the trigger, click, and spun the chamber, aimed at me, and pulled the trigger, click, until I burst out crying, and Santiago came over and hugged me (the butt of the gun nestled against my back), and he whispered into my ear that together we were going to make art.

The greatest art, Pablo. The only really great art. Because no one makes really great art anymore. No one. But you and I are going to. You’re going to help me do it. You’re going to help me change the world. A world that hasn’t changed artistically in decades.

I told Anita that, when she left, if Santiago asked her what we’d talked about for two hours, she should play stupid, pretend she knew nothing.

And how do you know he isn’t listening in on us? she asked me. How do you know that computer doesn’t have a hidden microphone?

I picked up the laptop, examined it, turned it over, examined it.

The MacBook Pro comes with a built-in microphone, but I doubted Santiago could use it to listen to us.

My old lady told me she thought it was a very good idea.

What is? I asked.

Sending your screenplay to that gentleman, the movie director.

He’s not a gentleman, he’s almost the same age as me.

Whatever, I think it’s a good idea. You never know what might happen. What you do know is, if you don’t do anything, then nothing will happen. You don’t lose anything by sending it to him.

Nothing’s going to come of it.

You’ve got nothing to lose.

Nothing’s going to come of it, Ma.

You’ve got nothing to lose.

Well, Ma, you were wrong, because I sent the screenplay and I lost my life, both my physical and my intellectual life, my animal and my artistic life.

Sending Santiago the screenplay about the boy who throws his family into a well was the biggest mistake I ever made.

No, the biggest mistake I ever made was accepting Santiago’s invitation to spend a weekend at his house in San Martín de los Andes.

Really, if you think about it, it was a series of mistakes, a chain of events that started when I decided to send Santiago (Santiago’s assistant) the screenplay about the boy who throws his family into a well, and continued when I accepted Santiago’s invitation to spend a weekend at his house in San Martín de los Andes, and it went on continuing when I made the stupid decision not to tell anyone about my trip, not my mother or Lisandro, out of fear I would jinx it, and it continued continuing when, during that dinner with Santiago when we talked about everything, I told him that I hadn’t told anyone about the trip out of fear of jinxing it.
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