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Para Claudia






El preámbulo de la muerte no es ni el nacimiento ni la vida, es el sueño. El ser humano debería vivir eternamente aterrorizado por la posibilidad de despertar a una pesadilla.

—Unknown in conversation








ONE






1st entry: a light alight THE ARGUMENT



A man responds to horror with flight. But evasion and connection are bipolar.



That was about the time I put my faith in nothing.

I don’t mean to say there wasn’t anything I put my faith in. I’m asserting something like the opposite. Because, above all, I had acted. The action was placing all my dwindling faith in a very particular entity, and that entity was the referent we invoke whenever we form the word Nothing.

Thing about doing that is the freedom. But is freedom even a good? Nothing begets nothing and that includes no restrictions. If you expand outward what you might do, with little regard for notions like precedent or consequence, the result can be a kind of drive to negation. Seeing what I’d seen in my debtors’ prison of an apartment? Man, there was nothing I wouldn’t do after that.

So, Colombia?

Even just buying the plane ticket my head’s already in Spanish. So when I choose nonrefundable to save money I recall how, growing up, my sister Genevieve and I would call cash effective in deference to the brilliant Spanish-speaking maniacs who looked at that damned force and decided that only the word efectivo could do it justice. And I’m relying mostly on third-party observation here, but when it comes to cash, inventions don’t come any more effective.

Cartagena is my initial thought, but further reflection results in Cali, Colombia, instead. Because I don’t need a historic walled city right now, I need a descent into simple instinct. And forgive me, Jane, but this is the magic potion I’m going to ingest in hopes of erasing all this.



The airport in Cali. It’s been an era since I’ve been, so the sight of so many authorized machine guns unsettles at first.

Now the minimally nice woman in customs wants to know the purpose of my trip, and when I say the purpose is «amnesia» I know immediately that’s a mistake. But instead of fixing it I make it worse when I can’t answer an even simpler question: Where are you going?

Where am I going?

She means ¿hotel o familia? but I’m off on the deeper question.

Her voice doesn’t help. All Colombian women talk the same way and it’s magical. Couple syllables and I’m two feet tall in Jersey City and it’s okay to not understand anything that’s happening because any one of those many angelic voices can individually make everything all right.

Back in the urgent here and now, Colombia doesn’t want to let me in. My answers are satisfying no one. And things are maybe starting to escalate in the special way that place has, when I remember Cousin Mauro. Mauro, who months ago called to no response but who will still be a missed call on my phone so I can change my story for at least the third time to one where that is who I will be staying with. Only I’ve misplaced the address, one of those Colombian postal messes with the Valle del Maracuyá fucking Diagonal Norte whatever the fuck.

No one official takes kindly to this latest flourish, but I’m ignoring them and dialing and before anyone really knows what’s happened I’ve got Mauro on the line and am reminding him of my arrival and how I need his address so that the fine folks at Aeropuerto Internacional Alfonso Bonilla Aragón de Palmira with the palm trees and lithe women and ungodly humidity and gleeful yelps can verify that I will not be an undomiciled ward of the state wandering the streets of Cali without aim.

It works. If you need to improv into any kind of confidence operation, this particular primo of mine is your man.

Later, at the hotel in Ciudad Jardín, picked on the recommendation of a taxi driver whose middle name somehow features a strange symbol [image: ] that I swear an argument could be made is subtly formed by the official Colombian stamp on my passport, the full implication of my rashness hits me.

I had intended a kind of… I don’t know what I’d intended. I was running. Away or to or from, I didn’t know. But all that depended on invisibility and instead here’s my phone blowing up with disbelief that I’m in jueputa Cali, mijo. Also the realization, as I look out the window and listen to the messages, that I have come to Cali, Colombia, seeking solitude during its annual post-Christmas, end-of-the-year Feria de Cali, which is like Rio de Janeiro’s Carnaval, only fun.

Tomorrow I’ll claim jet lag and tomorrow I’ll worry about how I’m going to pay for this loft in what is a pretty fucking killer hotel. Tonight we drink.

Only there’s no we. Drink, thankfully, there is. And is. Until one of those voices again and:

—Hay, mi amor, estamos cerrados.

Yes, I say. I’m all wit when fueled by aguardiente, man. We’re all closed.






2nd entry: permanence THE ARGUMENT



A desperate woman conceives of a possible solution.



Next day’s night Mauro is running through a series of options for the rest of the evening. And I’m not saying yes to any of them but not exactly no either, and the more and more aguardiente, the tougher to keep up the politeness. Truth is, kinetic activity builds organically around us until leaving that impromptu family reunion would be impossible anyway.

Part of that is my aunt Fanny. During one of those natural lulls where I’m free to be quiet, I stare at her undetected. How old is she? Nineties? I see her hanging in our American living room, some medical contraption making her a marionette. More than three decades ago now. Hanging from that doorframe before immigration machinations send her back to Colombia and the woman I’m looking at now is the same woman, the same face. Nothing about the face is the same except everything. What’s in a face so persists that all Time’s damage cannot erase it entirely?

And Mauro picks that moment, with my head diffused in a cloud, to introduce a foreign element he’s been teasing all night.

“About dah favor, primo.” All day he’s giving me English and I’m in Spanish, like we’ve silently agreed to not be at our best.

—Unless the favor is for me to black out drunk, what shame, but I will have to say no.

“Remember Doña Carlotta?”

—The words, not so much the person. ¿She wore those fancy headscarves? ¡In this ungodly heat!

No, apparently that was the original Carlotta, this is her daughter.

Either way, seems she’s requested a meeting with me, the improbability of which starts to hit me hard as I learn that Mauro, ever helpful, has already accepted on my behalf. So that will happen tomorrow.

A tragedy, really, he says, and everyone around us nods in agreement.

I nod too, which in my complete ignorance of the tragic contours makes no sense at all.

But still.






3rd entry: all that is the case THE ARGUMENT



The problem is introduced. Interrogated from more than one angle is not just its potential solubility but also whether the party being courted is even in position to help.



Waking life in Cali, for me, has many dreamlike qualities. So opening my eyes isn’t clearly a return to reality from imagination. And the two little girls staring at me in concert are like guides betwixt the two worlds. They’re relatives, I know that much, but before I can even begin to investigate they giggle and run away.

Mauro replaces them and is apologetic but also thinks I shouldn’t keep the latest Doña Carlotta waiting any longer. I have an unfortunate quality that no matter how much I drink I still remember everything. But remembering is not the same as understanding and all this makes even less sense than it did the night before.

—¿What does this treat of?

“Is about her daughter.”

He hands me something that he says will help, but when I study the saucer and cup it’s tea. Am I in fucking Okinawa? Where’s the black tar tinto, man? I keep this to myself and walk into a room that’s half indoors, half outdoors, with one of those prototypically Colombian tile floors.

The woman is familiar. But I can’t tell if it’s specific or just the type. In the air is not exactly grief, but a kind of defeated anxiety that’s ready to activate into grief at any second. She almost smiles, says she remembers me. Is she saying she recognizes me? Unclear, but apparently her mother would tell how when I was maybe four, I would break rooms up by announcing I was starting to get angry. And now look at my grays.

She says she can’t believe this is my first time back, and I don’t correct her that I was back at eight, twenty, and twenty-four but that, yes, it’s been a long time.

Carlotta has heard a lot about me, she says, but most of it confusing. Was I a poet? A philosopher?

Was I? Some lines a few times in magazines with circulation in the teens. Unceremoniously ejected two classes shy.

But aren’t I now un ojo privado, words I’d never before heard in that combination so that I almost laughed.

—¿I guess I’m like a poet/philosopher/private eye?

—¿Is that a good job in the States?

—It’s a weird country.

At any rate it’s the last part of my occupation she’s interested in. She takes a deep breath and I notice she’s holding a rosary.

—Oh, my son. I used to say, I like to say, that Angelica is my gringa daughter. She was our only, our baby. A uterine miracle from God and medicine. Her education was bilingual, we had more money by then. Her father, my husband, was a very prepared man. A medical doctor. He died ten years ago when she was twelve. A stroke they said. But I persevered. She was my life. The rest…

She stops and suddenly it’s as if a censor has entered the room.

—¿What came to pass? —is all I can manage.

—I would prefer to know with certitude that she is dead than some of the things living in my mind. The mental life. That’s where true suffering is. The body is nothing in comparison.

—¿When did you last see her?

—Four days. Four days that have landed on my soul like the forty Jesus spent in the desert with Satan. The day after my birthday, a great reunion then this.

—¿This a picture of her?

—Si, mi amor.

It’s an odd photo to have framed. Certainly not professionally done. And full of peculiar lighting and angles. But also the face. Her daughter was an extremely beautiful woman with decidedly eerie, maybe unattractive, features. I want to explore the eeriness but the beauty won’t allow it.

—¿What do the police say?

—¿What are they going to say? If they’re pure garbage.

—¿Where’s her boyfriend these days?

—She doesn’t have one. ¿See? A sound girl. A genius. A cerebrum. MIT. You’re from the States, you know what MIT means. ¿From where did you graduate?

—From Rutgers I didn’t.

—¿What’s that?

—Precisely. So this is a good time for me to ask how you think I can help.

—Find her, find my Angelica.

—¿How?

—You’re a detective.

—A private detective, not even an especially good one.

—God sent you, many orations.

—No, he would have sent someone better. I mostly take pictures of cheap men leaving cheap hotel rooms.

—¿If she dies, what will they say about those who rejected my pleas for help? I have money.

Peripheral vision, a strength. Mauro is nodding greedily.

—You’ll need it —I say.

—You can have all that’s mine.

—No, for whoever you get and the bribes he’s going to have to pay.

But people get things in their heads, man, things they shouldn’t. Like this idea that I’m heaven-sent and her only hope. So we go on like that until I just surrender to it all with instructions to take me to her house and Angelica’s room within, and also to write down a list of things I’ll need.

Truth is, I’m starting to think I may never go back. May not return stateside is how I put it mentally to make it seem more dramatic.

That and I can probably find a dead body as well as the next guy.






4th entry: she’s only sleeping THE ARGUMENT



The indeterminacy of just Everything is what gets you.



Rooting around a dead woman’s room, what a way to make a living. The only thing worse is not making one.

She wasn’t kidding about having money, my only client. Not if the house is any indication.

No cellphone anywhere is a potential positive sign, no? Not a huge deal, just that finding her phone would portend almost certain death, the only event left that can reliably separate privileged humanity from their devices.

So no device of any kind in the room feels like planning, and I start to adjust my pessimism downward.

Downstairs, in the living room, like a museum depicting long ago opulence.

—¿What’s her boyfriend’s name again?

—I told you, she doesn’t have one.

—¿If she did, who would it be?

—I don’t understand.

—¿Who’s her closest female friend?

—No one, she doesn’t, she…

This should surprise me more than it does, but I was already getting that distinct feeling.

—This is a very nice house.

—Thank you, Rivilerto, I decorated it myself.

“It’s Riv.”

—¿Reev? ¿Qué es eso?

—Es mi nombre, Riv.

—¿A que horas?

“At all hours, from birth certificate on.”

—¿No Rivilerto?

—No.

—¿No Rivilerto del Rio?

—del Rio, yes. But Riv, not that thing you’re saying.

—¿And Riv is short for?

—Nothing, you are hearing it in all its extended glory.

—Uy.

—Anyway, you have expensive taste.

—Hmm.

—Maybe everyone does. Difference is you get to feed yours. ¿How come?

—¿How so, how?

—¿How have you paid for all this?

—¡You insult me!

—Not intentionally.

—Apology accepted.

—I’m more interested in the answer.

—¿To what?

—¿To how you pay for all this?

—I told you my husband was a doctor. ¿Do you not listen to me when I speak? ¿Is it because I’m a woman? ¿Are you a sexist?

—Yes, I’m a sexist. I believe the female sex is superior. As far as being a doctor, there must be a lot of well-heeled sick people around here to cover all this.

—He was a healer, he was loved.

—¿By all? ¿Is there anyone, or anyones, he failed to heal who maybe took it personally?

—No one, of course.

—¿What about Angelica? You say she had no friends. ¿Anyone most not her friend?

—I didn’t say she had no friends. She was a young lady of the house, of that ambience.

—Sure but…

—Her studies, her work, is what mattered to her. I’m sure in the States… she kept to herself. She’d only been back less than a year.

—¿What do you mean when you say her studies, her work? ¿What did her work relate to specifically?

—I don’t know. ¿She was working on a paper?

—¿What about her behavior? ¿Had it changed recently? ¿Anything you wanted to discuss with her but she refused or was evasive?

—No.

—¿Her health?

—Perfect health, always. From the moment she was born, right there, in this very house, her father handled all her medical care.

She looks around in memory, but I keep perfect eye contact. She continues at length how the good doctor had been obsessive (my word) about Angelica’s health, even restricting in his will who was authorized to handle her future medical care, in the unlikely event she would need any, and the tests they could and could not run. Yes, that.

I send her to find that will and, if possible, the Angelica monograph or whatever.

She goes, and takes forever. During this forever I’m able to mostly avoid the significant staff and have a research run of the place.

Carlotta has told me the truth as she knows it and the space is full of her thoughts on Angelica and related topics. What it lacks is what the world entire will likely lack hereafter: any sense of the missing’s voice.

When Carlotta eventually returns she is armed with nothing, just more prayers.






5th entry: obsolescence THE ARGUMENT



Some action being preferable to inaction, a plan is initiated. But what about the path from essential to inessential, and is it reversible?



Mauro and I are at an open-air café. Everything’s open to the air in Cali, not that there’s ever any fucking air to open to. And I’m sticking to my claim that there are none, Mauro! As in zero. Not a single telephone booth left in all of NYC.

“Impossible that this is possible,” he says. “The communication, you must have it.”

“We must and do, but no more payphones.”

Cali has at least one because we are staring right at it. Across the street from us and next to the police station, sometimes you get breaks.

“Uy, look at this one, Riv. Look at the shorts, my God.”

—Yes, very impressive. But I’m going to ask you to keep your eyes on the phone booth.

“For supposition!”

—You say of course, but even now you’re still looking at her.

“No, no. I’m focus.”

I make him repeat the plan and he does so perfectly. Maybe he is focus, hell do I know?

A police station is a police station, Colombia or not. Walking to the front desk, I am imagining a corruption and malevolence that’s likely indistinguishable from the truth. I imagine deep, blameful loss and an unfeeling universe responding with stony silence. This might be memory.

I start slow. Just checking on a missing person’s report. Angelica Alfa-Ochoa. The dude pulls out a binder the size of those old phone books.

The bulk is not due to extensive documentation. I’m realizing each person gets one page. Mysteriously evanesce into invisibility one day and a single sheet of paper will replace you. And eventually no one will read it unless someone like me comes in and asks.

Reported by Carlotta Ochoa five days ago, I add.

I want to ask him to put the book away. That together we can find everyone. If we can only remove the ugly film that is the world from our eyes.

Reported here, at this station.

Yes, I’m sure.

He is not with me. Maybe no one is. Maybe no one is ever with anyone else. And we just all feel our way haltingly forward into missing person.

Who I am is something he wants to know so he can write it down.

—¿What in the puta hell does my name matter? Angelica Alfa is the name that signifies here. She’s my cousin and I would very much like to know what steps have been taken to find her. If you can’t answer, it’s because nothing’s been done. ¡And that makes you murderers! ¿Is that the explanation?

Yelling in a police station is a good way to gather a crowd. I start visually scanning it and registering faces, all while continually upping the ante. So now the American embassy is somehow involved and do they know who her father was? For that matter, do they know who I am?

Before they can correctly answer no one, I am being forcibly ejected. These guys are all in militaristic green and quick to violence, so I have to be careful to resist just enough to prove a point but not enough that it converts into something annoying like a fracture.

Ultimately, I declare loudly, to all whom my sound waves might reach, that I am deeply offended by the rampant investigative negligence and that their punishment will be that they will never again see or hear from me. They seem comfortable with that. I storm off in the opposite direction of the phone booth.

In contravention of our plan, Mauro is blatantly watching my every step.






6th entry: a grim prediction THE ARGUMENT



On second thoughts and what comes before first impressions.



“But how did you know?”

—I didn’t know know. But you rarely go wrong predicting human frailty.

Mauro and I are in a park with a lake. The park, Parque de la Babilla, is named after a damned alligatoroid creature that resides in the lake and is depicted in a man-made stone representation that arrogantly rises out of the water. The two genocidal maniac brothers who are irrelevant now but ran Cali in the eighties and early nineties (the Orejuela brothers) used to live feet from the park in two houses that comprised multiple city blocks. And they are almost certainly responsible for the creature’s aberrational presence there the way another mass murderer of the buried past (Escobar) gets credit for the Medellín hippos.

“Because it happen just like you say. You should to seen me. I pretended to be eating my arepa and got right up to the phone like you instruct.”

—¿What do you mean, you pretended to eat an arepa? ¿How do you do that?

“No, I ate it. But I pretend that is all I am doing, you see?”

—I do.

“Look, I took a picture of the name of the cop.”

—That was a needless risk, I just asked you to remember his name.

“Yes, pero I got his face too, this way’s better!”

—¿But you kept recording from the view we had at the café, right?

—¡Por supuesto!

—Great, send it to me with the picture.

“Send you the, how you say, surveillance?”

—Please.

“Transmissioned,” he says, and my phone pings.

—¿More importantly, where’s your friend? He’s late and I’m spent.

“Late? This is Cali, if he appears anytime in the next half hour, that’s considered early.”

—I forgot.

“You do look rendered.”

—Thank you. ¿And he’s going to deliver when he finally arrives?

“He’s high up with the phone company.”

—Nice to know, but that’s not my question.

“He will delivery, sure. The phone number the police call from the phone booth after you left.”

—¿More than that, right? ¿The name it attaches to and, if a landline, the address?

“Yes, if you pay, for supposition.”

“Of course.”

“Of course you pay.”

An eternity passes before Mauro answers his phone then informs me that his friend is claiming success but refuses to pierce the digital realm in any way to prove it. Also, this informant is running late even by his own definition. I give Mauro an envelope.

—Pay him with that if what he says is true. I’ll come by tomorrow at dawn to get the information.

“Where are you going? Is only eleven thirty.”

—I can’t do another Cali night, man. I need sleep bad.

“Pero come early, I have to work tomorrow.”

—¿What do you even do?

“I work for a plastic surgeon, here that’s like being a priest. Y este tipo, man. An office in Miami and one here. The number of patients? You would think is free!”

—¿And what do you specifically do, the surgeries?

“Ha, ha! No, I bring in the patients, mijo. I know everyone in this city.”

—That I can definitely believe. I’ll come super early and text you when I’m outside so I don’t disturb Claudia and the kids.

“Ready.”

—Good.

“Wow.”

—¿What’s wrong? ¿Mauro?

“Mal aguero, man.”

—¿What does that mean?

“Is mean…”

—No, I know what it means. ¿But why are you feeling it? The bad omen.

“It’s just… when that guy come out and walk right to the phone like you predicted. I knew I had to get close like you said and I did, but…”

He turns to look right at me.

—¿What?

“I felt, like, danger, you know?”

—That’s all right.

“You ever feel that? Danger like that?”

—Listen, don’t get offended here, but anytime I’ve ever been in Cali I sense at least a constant low-level menace.

“True, pero I live here and I felt it. That’s serious, no?”

—Maybe. But, look, just get me this info and we’re good. I don’t mean to rope anyone else into this.

“So you agree it’s a serious rope?”

—She’s probably on a romantic getaway —I lie. —I’ll find her and get her to call her mom, easy money.

“I don’t think so. Remember Nelson?”

—¿Remember him? ¿Kind of question?

“He was so much older, more like father than a brother. I was only fifteen, but as soon as they said he’s sick. And they tried to make minimal, you know? Soon as they said he was sick I knew. And less than a year.”

—That… I don’t.

“You were fifteen when your father, right?”

—No, I turned fifteen a few days later.

“Our family, man. You know about our grandfather, shot like that in a plaza. Your father, a child, having to watch him die right there before his eyes.”

—Well, ¿who takes a ten-year-old to a Colombian political demonstration?

“It’s us, no?”

—Okay, every family has their…

“When I got close to that guy outside the police station? It all come up, that past. I felt the part that’s true of all of that. Even though those things are different, ¿entiendes?”

—Very different. Terminal illnesses and random violence. The violence, by the way, in 1948. This stuff is ancient history by now.

“And the feeling in my chest?

—Let’s stick with facts for now, not premonitions.

“Drop the case, primo. I feel it. In the bloodstream.”

—Christ, Mauro.

“I’ll tell Carlotta you found nothing, that Angelica’s almost for sure dead.”

—I don’t think she is.

“Who cares? Is not your business!”

—It literally is.

“I won’t give you the phone information unless you drop the case.”

—If I dropped the case I wouldn’t need it, but I won’t consider dropping until you give me the information.

“And I won’t… wait, ¿que?”

—I don’t know, see you tomorrow.

“I think this is a very bad thing that’s happening. I think there’s another world that’s on the side of this one. If you’re on this side then you’re lucky and blessed and you don’t go to the other. You don’t go there on purpose. You just pray you are never pulled into it. You’re talking about going there without force. You’re not being forced to go, you want to go! You been better off not even coming here if this is why you came. Why did you come? I’m responsible, I connect you with Doña Carlotta, now what? The other side, why? Tell me you will to abandon all this. I’m responsible.”

—Easy, man. It’s not all you’re making it out to be.

“It’s worser, I was being optimism!”

And as we wallow in that, the sound of disturbed water. Then a horizontal V of teeth is emerging from the lake and moving toward us as if the earth itself were expelling an infant dragon through its watery birth canal. Mauro notices but just concedes that the lake and the park belong to this creature. Easy enough when it’s not you being stared at by primordial eyes. I take Mauro by the shoulder and we leave the park for the adjoining sidewalk.

I need this day to end. Events just keep coming. I guess that’s always true but usually they don’t stay long in order to make room for the new ones. These events are persisting until they crowd each other impossibly.

But even then it’s not really worser like Mauro claimed. It’s neither worse nor better.

It is, more than anything, the Present.






7th entry: the vast unremembered THE ARGUMENT



The relationship between the incidental and the momentous exists outside the scope of recollection.



Only thing this present is good for is distracting from the past. But something that relentless can only ever be quieted, never erased. The past part that keeps coming back to me now shouldn’t even be particularly memorable.

Not long after Jane moved in, so maybe two years ago, there emerged the need for a lampshade. And through the silent and invisible relationship machinations that often proliferate, the task fell squarely on Jane. While she attended to that, I busied myself with the kind of empty domestic gestures that serve mainly to distract the mind. Empty except that one of them resulted in the irreparable destruction of the very lamp at issue.

About this lamp. To the eye there was nothing distinctive about it. But to Jane it had resonances. One of those objects with the ability to involuntarily transport a person through time. Jane said it wasn’t so much a question of remembering the lamp as it was an inability to remember a time before the lamp, and what that does to the mind involved. And Jane very rarely spoke of her past, so that imbued the whole thing with a special, as in limited, potency for me.

At least until I destroyed all that. I remember I tried to contact her so she could abandon her pursuit as suddenly unnecessary. But getting Jane to accept a communication was always a fifty-fifty proposition at best and this one dissolved unanswered into the ether.

Next thing was her in the doorway, palpably pleased with her purchase, though I confess to detecting nothing extraordinary about it.

The next moment was like I had lost the power of speech as I silently gestured toward the wreckage. Jane also avoided words. Instead she slid onto her knees, that’s what I most remember, and began to sift through the remains of the lamp like a jaded archaeologist. When she stood up, it was as if an unseen force had initiated her rise.

“It’s just a lamp. After all. A lamp.”

“Sorry?”

“It was here and now it isn’t. And you’ll say where’s the receipt? That if I had kept it I could return the shade.”

“You don’t need a receipt. I’ll get them to take it back.”

“Let’s say you do, will that bring the lamp back? What about the light, everything now in the dark, the light. Ever think how much of human history was spent just making it so we can see in the dark?”

“No, but it’s a brilliant thought.”

“Hmm.”

“Get it?”

“Not now.”

“You’re right, sorry.”

“Oh, no! Not that kind of thing really. Probably just being dramatic for the fun of it. The world comes at us how it wishes and we must accept it in that form if at all. I’m not actually upset anymore.”

It kind of ended there, but this brief Jane performance stayed with me. It was multilayered, true, but also disturbing in its failure to convince. Hard to pinpoint exactly, but it wasn’t that I was unconvinced she had emotionally accepted the loss. It was worse than that. What struck me then was how the whole thing combined to create an intimately weird effect. See, I didn’t conclude that Jane was not upset about the lamp anymore. But I also didn’t believe that she was still upset but pretending otherwise to abate my guilt. It was stranger than both those options. I had a nagging feeling that grew into a belief that the truth was she had never been upset at all but intuited that such an absence would be inappropriate so essentially performed what she thought that kind of upset looks like. Then, because that causes tension, shifted into pretending that she was pretending to no longer be upset out of politeness. Which meant that at the end of it all she was telling the truth while pretending to lie.

Jane was like that.

What is a person? It can’t just be the body they occupy, which can change drastically without any resulting controversy over identity. If it’s what we call personality, then what is personality? If personality is a kind of involuntary unconscious performance, there still has to be an underlying consistency that creates predictability, not necessarily in actions but at least in the actor.

With Jane, she was just never going to give you that consistency. Too often it felt like someone had been given the relevant facts and was doing an impersonation of Jane, and now the world would have to learn this new Jane. Then she would switch back as if all that never happened and you had merely imagined it. And even though you grew to realize how enervating it could be to not have that kind of consistency, any anger wasn’t really going to land on her because, above all, you knew no one wanted that consistency more, and would have benefited from it more, than Jane herself.

When Jane left she took all that with her, replacing herself with an explanatory letter but cruelly leaving behind my thoughts on it all.






8th entry: the view from here THE ARGUMENT



Stare at something long enough and you can see through to its pneuma.



The hotel is haunted. This is fact, not opinion.

The tall suit with the intimidating woman inside is explaining this to me. Not because I’ve betrayed any interest in the topic, just to kill time while her coworkers cowork to rectify the problem. The problem is that I am in almost tearful need of my bed, their bed, and the access key that worked fine this morning won’t work now when the stakes are much higher.

The spirits grant or deny access at their discretion, she says. I’ve probably heard how Colombia is known for its haunted hotels. Everyone wants to talk about the Santa Clara in Cartagena. A former seventeenth-century monastery. And it is beautiful and it is haunted. But the spirit world has no less of a geography than our own, do I understand?

I tell her I do so she’ll stop, but instead it functions as a kind of invitation.

—¿For example, you’re American, yes? ¿Are the States and Colombia the same? Surely you see the profound differences. ¿Why do people think the spiritual world functions otherwise? ¿Tell me, would you rather live in a Bolivian penitentiary or in a Tuscan village? This place has been here, in some form, for all of the city’s almost five hundred years. Imagine the events that have occurred here, this very spot we now stand on, you can feel it if you try. This is no pearl of beauty in Tuscany.

—Looks fine.

—¿And what do you tell me of people, are all people the same? ¿No one would say they are, but what happens when we picture phantasms? We always stupidly project uniformity when we picture the unknown, like when space invaders or people from the future all dress and look alike. The story here is worse even than allowed by human imagination, the same we just said is so weak it can’t even conceive how the world of spirits is as rich and varied as our own. Now imagine the kind of ghosts the slave trade produced. You’re thinking of the victims, and in the case of Cartagena, the major Colombian slave port, you would be right. ¿But you know who lived here, where we now stand? The same devils who’ve always lived in Cali: the architects of Pandemonium.

—Okay.

—¿You know about Pandemonium? Then you know that when God defeated and cast out the rebellious Satan, he and his minions of fallen angels had to regroup and plan their next move. Coming to in hell, Satanás called for the formation of a council. This demonic council would advise on the best course of action, so long as it was steeped in vengeance. The resulting debate was held in Pandemonium, the newly created palace and capital of hell. Less known is the fact that the response they decided on, perverting human affairs at every turn, required an earthly base of operations.

Just then, blessedly, a new key card arrives. Now she’s simultaneously letting me in and telling me I should check out the next morning.

—¿Do you understand what I’ve been explaining? —she wonders.

—I don’t believe in haunted places. Or the spirits who would do it.

—¿Truth?

—Truth. Places are just that.

—¿Do you have a childhood home?

—¿A what?

—Where you grew up.

—Yes.

—¿If I told you today it was going to be destroyed tomorrow for firewood, would you want to see it one last time? You would, because places and locations have spirits, no different than you.

—The hotel is haunted, you’re saying.

—More than that.

—The hotel is Pandemonium on earth.

—No.

—¿The hotel’s not haunted?

—It is, but only because of where it is.

—I see, Cali’s haunted.

—No, ¡the entire valley! ¿Can’t you tell?

—¿That the entire valley is haunted or infernal? No. This is one of the most naturally beautiful places on earth, explain that.

—Nothing to explain if you’re familiar with the ways of Satan. And you only see beauty because you’re unaware of everything that’s happened here. Especially the rivers. ¿Should I put you down for checkout tomorrow morning?

—Boy, the owners must love you.

—I am the owner.



I wake up as if into a conspiracy and right away know it’s wrong. Too early and too awake with no alcohol or noise to distract. Making everything worse is that I fell asleep with the Mauro video on the giant TV screen and with it frozen on a close-up of the corrupt cop at the pay phone.

I can’t find how to turn it off, so I just end up staring at that face until it feels totemic. Is there any way I know this person? Because the face is familiar.

Then the spell breaks and I reflect on how little I know.

Maybe Mauro’s phone company connect will come through.

Because something happened. Something.

And how often that’s the only thing I’m sure of. I may not ever be able to identify or explain what that something is precisely. But I will be able to confirm to Carlotta, and anyone else who cares, that she didn’t imagine it all.

She was born into this world, Carlotta. No one can explain why. And if she was the sort who never thought deeply, or did but the result was a détente of tolerance with meaninglessness, that was only until now, when forced to face the aggressive nullity of not Death but something worse.

A sudden disappearance is worse than mere loss, the greater harm intellectual and therefore spiritual in nature. Where once she murmured anonymously, spectral Angelica now has the potency of an infinite sun.

And here I am, tasked with defeating all that in a place the hotel owner claims is the seat of human evil. And I can’t turn off the screen and I am alone without noise and, but for that face, it is otherwise perfectly dark.

Including me, I am dark, still spellbound by the face and in particular its eyes. Eyes that I’ve decided are the element I’ve seen before.

Black eyes in a strange shape.

I need to sleep. To forget then remember instead of always presently sensing. Because of the eyes I’m not thinking, autonomic responses only.

I force myself to think, not just see or feel, about those black orbs. They are hate, toxicity, avarice, deceit, and I suddenly know where I’ve seen them before so that finally I can rest.

The caiman that skulked out of that lake before.

That creature had the same eyes.
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