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Roses against the Wind

Even though I visited him almost every day since I began working two blocks from his home, I knew very little about my grandfather apart from the fact that he loved trains and hated rats.

“You didn’t see any rats on the way up, did you?” he would ask me as soon as he opened his eyes and discovered me sitting opposite him on a chair I had dragged in from the kitchen.

His concern about a possible invasion by these sinister vermin was fully justified. My grandfather still lived in the home where he was born, in one of those old-fashioned apartments with high ceilings, huge windows, and doors that folded like accordions. Those walls had seen him be born, totter along its corridors, smoke surreptitiously, write love poems. They had seen him, as it were, prepare himself to face an unimaginable future that noiselessly fell apart at the seams into the present so that now, full of damp patches and as weary as he was, the walls seemed to be contemplating him with unexpected affection as he dozed in his armchair. In this old apartment, where daylight seemed to drag itself in because of the tall modern buildings that had sprung up around it, my grandfather survived on a miserable pension. My father had left him to his own devices a long time ago, as a result of an insult the old man had perpetrated on his wedding day that my father saw as the culmination of the many years of paternal ostracism he had been forced to bear. And yet, my grandfather did not seem at all concerned by his precarious economic situation. If my father had washed his hands of him, he seemed to have washed his hands of the world. A social worker came to clean the apartment and fill his fridge, but I’m not sure if he was even aware of this plump guardian angel assigned to watch over him every Wednesday, as he spent most of the day dozing in his armchair, sleeping with his eyes gently closed and a complicit smile on his lips, as if he knew a secret that was forbidden to the rest of us. Maybe it was the secret of how to escape death, because my grandfather was just over one hundred years old.

If everything around us spoke of the forlorn abandonment of things not even glanced at, the adjacent room was dominated by a huge table that almost entirely filled it. On the table lay the only thing that still captured my grandfather’s attention: a gigantic model railway. He’d built it with his own two hands more than half a century ago, and still, even though his fingers had lost much of their dexterity, he continued lovingly adding details: tiny figures or unnecessary trees. It was as if he was reluctant to complete it, perhaps convinced that finishing the model ran parallel with his life, the two things he did not know how to resolve. The entire model was made of wood. A steam engine, the faithful reproduction of a German Adler, plowed tirelessly across a rectangular landscape filled with hills and valleys. Among them, after rummaging in travel books and encyclopedias, my grandfather had dotted the best-known monuments and marvels on the planet. On his model, the world was stripped of all sense of distance and appeared crammed together in an effort at neighborliness that seemed monstrous if one considered the sudden mingling of disparate climes and cultures. With its gleaming dark carriages and red piston rods, the Adler proudly explored an impossible world made up of remnants torn from here and there in the reality that inspired it, as if my grandfather was dreaming of a world that could be seen in its entirety in a single day, at a glance. In his model railway, amid fairy-tale trees and picturesque bridges, the Palace of Versailles rubbed shoulders with Machu Picchu, the Eiffel Tower cast its shadow across the gleaming white expanse of the Taj Mahal, the Great Wall of China folded the Christ statue of Rio de Janeiro in its maternal embrace, Vesuvius strutted in the center of the Red Square, and like gunmen from the Far West, the giants of Easter Island stared their challenge to the buddhas of Angkor Wat.

In a corner of the same room, beneath a window that must have once offered a panorama of the horizon but now revealed only a backstreet choked with garbage, among which every so often a rat’s filthy brushstroke could be spotted, was a small table on which my grandfather had laid out his tools. There, nestled among coils of wood shavings, were small pots of paint, knives, and paintbrushes. In the center, like a half-plucked goose, was a book always open to some new monument that would soon make its appearance in a corner of the model. Whenever I saw those extraordinary miniatures, I felt like running to examine my grandfather’s hands, hoping to discover there some sign—a phosphorescent aura or something similar—that might help explain how those fingers could imitate reality with such precision. I was always slightly disappointed to see poking out from the worn cuffs of his dressing gown a pair of perfectly ordinary hands shrouded with age, the fingers crooked, the nails yellow. Hands that fit the rest of him: a skinny body, chipped like an old knife, and a cerulean, angular face dominated by a pair of gray eyes that constantly darted about as if they found it impossible to settle on anything.

During my visits, I rarely saw him contemplating his model railway, still less studying it with the smile of satisfaction that I considered more or less obligatory. It would seem my grandfather preferred to sleep, lulled by the purring of the engine on its interminable journey, as it steamed through the motley landscape created by his imagination. At first, I was surprised by this lack of enthusiasm. Then, I realized my grandfather must have every last detail of his creation engraved in his mind, where all the novelties must have appeared several days before they became reality, so that all he had to do was close his eyes to see them. Simply knowing it was there in the next room, indefinitely unfinished, eternally awaiting his additions, my grandfather would smile contentedly, surrounded by an apartment falling to pieces.

“Are you happy with your life, Alberto?” he asked me one afternoon when he came around from his lethargy.

I could scarcely believe my grandfather was capable of asking such an intimate question, the answer to which bordered on the abstract. Or that he might be worried by anything other than the presence of the rats, still less by the life of a grandson whose existence he appeared to summon and dismiss with a blink of his eyes. All I could think as a reply was to shrug my shoulders, as if the whole thing was completely without interest for me. Although, in fact, for several minutes afterward, shielded by the darkness in the room, I tried to come up with an answer to his question. I had just turned thirty-four, and had been working for the same company for the last six years; first, in its old premises and now, for four months, in its new offices on a grand avenue, only ten minutes away from my grandfather’s apartment. As a result, for a long while now, my days had been uneventful, tranquil, and monotonous: mornings in the office like an insipid overture that led into lazy evenings of crosswords and coffees, and nights that found me leaning over the balcony with a chilled cocktail and enveloped by the tortured piano music of Tchaikovsky, feeling that there was not much more I needed, except perhaps to be in the arms of a girl that I had caught sight of on the street, or another one that I had glimpsed on the bus. I had no idea what might make other people happy, but I was sure that the gentle to-and-fro of my days was close to my idea of happiness. Would I really be happier doing other things, leading a life different from this peaceful, secure existence I had unintentionally created for myself? I didn’t think I was made for anything else: after all, socializing with my colleagues at the local bar was proof enough that everyone leads similar lives, that the shroud of night covers all these familiar existences, that they are only distinguished by the body wearing a cucumber mask on the far side of the mattress, the urgent sobs of a child, or even sometimes only by a stamp collection or necktie patterns.

And yet, there must have been some kind of dissatisfaction behind the fact that I visited my grandfather every afternoon. Maybe I did so in the secret hope that he would do or say something that would make that day stand out from all the rest. Perhaps I wanted to hear him talk of some battle or other that I knew of only from history books, or for him to plunge me, as befits every grandfather, into an ocean of atrocities and hardships from which I would emerge frozen stiff but ready to reassess my own anodyne existence. Or it might have been to prove what I already suspected, that it made no difference how one lived, because in the end, when our achievements are all behind us, the result is always the same: we are all just trying to fill the empty hours as we wait for death.

The following afternoon, I found my grandfather bent over his worktable. This was a scene I had almost forgotten. The weak evening light dusted his absorbed profile as he busied himself with heaven knows what.

“Come over here,” he called out when he heard me arrive.

I walked around the model and stood beside him, expecting to see his knife poised over the carving of yet another monument to add to his scaled-down world. But what I found when my grandfather withdrew his bony hands with a magician’s theatrical gesture wasn’t a monument but the tiny figure of a gray-suited man carrying a leather briefcase. I studied it in astonishment, admiring every detail: the folds of his suit, the buckles on the briefcase, the twisted knot on the necktie, even the infinite humanity with which in four brushstrokes he had managed to capture the expression of tedium on his face. A shiver ran down my spine when I realized that the little figure I had been examining for almost a minute was me.

Once I recovered from the shock, the shame of seeing myself portrayed so exactly in this diminutive copy, from my gray suit to my briefcase and my constantly twisted tie, made my cheeks burn. Was the image I had of myself so different that it took me a whole minute to recognize myself? I was face-to-face with the sad reality, the uninspiring image that my grandfather, and with him probably the rest of the world, had of me. This was me, an insignificant little man with an eternally resigned expression, no more than a speck of dust in a universe that belonged to others.

The placid smile on my grandfather’s lips contradicted any sense of judgment. This was not a criticism, even if when I recognized myself in the figurine I had felt that treacherous thrust of a knife in my back. No, it was a gift. A gift my grandfather had decided to offer me without my being able to guess the reason why. Still smiling with an expression that gave his mouth a frail look, like a sweet made by nuns, my grandfather picked up the figure and went over to the model railway. He halted the Adler, lifted the roof off of one of the carriages, and very carefully sat me inside it.

As he did so, I could not help but recall my father and see, as though I had been there in person, his wedding day, when, drunk on wine, he had risen from his chair and accused my grandfather of not bringing any gift, in reality seeking to reproach him for many other things he had neither the wish nor the strength to list. He himself had told me hundreds of times how, in the silence caused by his outburst, my grandfather had replied that if he wanted to see his gift, all he had to do was go home with him. My father had immediately taken him at his word and, not giving a damn about disrupting the reception, had almost dragged my mother and most of the guests with him to come and stand in this very room, in front of what in those days was a much less cluttered model railway, still demanding his gift like an insistent, spoiled child. My grandfather pointed to one of the train carriages. Inside, my astonished parents could see two painted wooden figures, perfect copies of themselves. My father took this as an insult, one more in the long list of veiled offenses that had marred the relationship between father and son. This was the worst one of all, as it seemed aimed not only at him, but also at the woman he loved.

My father had stoically put up with my grandfather’s numerous outrages, his lack of interest and affection toward him, his exclusive dedication to that dratted model railway, where now, in a clumsy joke only he could understand, he found himself included. But on this occasion, my grandfather had gone too far. It took my father several minutes to react, as if he was somehow taking stock, taking his time to draw out from within himself all the hatred that had been accumulating for years. When he was ready, he stopped the locomotive with a furious swipe of his hand and picked up the insulting figures. Staggering with wine and rage, the tails of his morning coat giving him the air of a swallow in flight, he rushed into the bathroom and threw them down the toilet. The watery roar of the cistern seemed to go on for hours, engulfing the dumbstruck guests in a horror show. That gesture from my father caused the frail thread that still united him and his father to snap. It was as if from that moment on they turned their backs on each other, as in a duel for their honor, so that they paced through life refusing to acknowledge the tug of the blood bond that they shared.

My father repeated the story many times over the years. In time, it began to lose much of its dramatic effect, so that in the end it seemed to me no more than a misunderstanding played out in front of too big an audience; a stupid argument between two people who were too different to understand each other. There was no asking my father to reconsider and make peace with my grandfather, despite the fact that his life was drawing to a close. Perhaps that was why I went to see him every afternoon, thinking I was keeping his loneliness at bay, when in reality I was trying to scare mine away. That was also why I put on my best smile when the locomotive moved off again, taking me with it in its bowels.

That night, while waiting for sleep to overcome me, I thought about my grandfather’s strange gift, that curious way of his of making a globetrotter out of a grandson who had never left his own neighborhood. I thought it was amusing to be traveling around the world while lying in my bed. I imagined myself taking the place of my tiny replica, speeding through a toy reality that would transform the moment I decided to suspend my disbelief and accept the laws of the model railway. I saw myself seated in that old-fashioned carriage, imagining the gentle rocking of the Adler in my bones and trying to visualize the landscapes and monuments parading nonstop before my eyes. The Champs-Élysées, the Süleymaniye Mosque, the Atomium. I fell asleep, fantasizing of those remote places I had only ever seen in photographs, and went on doing so in my dreams. Upon awakening, I could sense the afterglow of exotic visions, the nebulous recollection of things I had never seen.

I reached the office brandishing a radiant smile. I knew that I had only traveled in my dreams, but it had seemed so lifelike, so real, that it was not hard to fool myself into thinking I had really been in all those places, the memories of which still fluttered in my mind like extremely fragile butterflies. All morning, I couldn’t get the image of the little figure out of my mind. I was overwhelmed by an odd nostalgia that occasionally seemed like envy, imagining him traveling tirelessly around and around the model railway, seeing things I never would, even if it was only a make-believe world.

However, I did not understand the real gift my grandfather had given me until almost the end of my day, when, weary of so many idiotic reports, I closed my eyes to rest. All of a sudden, I found myself in a railway carriage, lulled by its rattling wheels and blinded by the stream of light flooding the compartment. Terrified, I opened my eyes once more, only to find myself back in my small office with the hum of the computer and embalmed by a chilly October’s leaden light. Had I been the victim of a hallucination? Taking a deep breath, I settled in my chair, holding on tightly to the arms, and tried again, this time closing my eyelids deliberately slowly. I found myself in the compartment once more, seated by the window. There was no doubt it was a carriage pulled by the Adler. The compartment was lit by oil lamps, and my nostrils were filled with the smell of burning coal. Outside the window, the castle at Elsinore rose like an apparition, wrapped in a shroud of fog, with its fairy-tale spires and high redbrick walls, where Hamlet was struggling with his phantoms. I opened my eyes again: I was back in the all-too-familiar setting of my office. Everything was the same all around me. There was no longer any smell of coal or oil. In the background, I could hear the clamor of telephones, the banging of fingers on keyboards. And yet all I had to do was close my eyes for all of this to disappear, and for another reality to take its place. I tried to relax. I mustn’t allow myself to be carried away either by panic or by the excitement of this discovery. I waited patiently for my workday to finish, and then, back at my apartment, after fortifying myself with a glass of wine, I sat on the sofa to continue with my experiments. I was in Berlin, Istanbul, the Alps. I discovered that all I had to do was lower my eyelids to be transported into my tiny wooden double, to see with his eyes and no longer with my own. With no more effort than that, I could pass from my insignificant reality to the one my grandfather had built; between the two there was no more than a momentary sense of vertigo, an instant when I swung in the air, too short to feel anything worse than the fleeting anxiety acrobats must experience as they fly toward the hands of their colleague.

I spent that evening, and many more thereafter, traveling the world from the threadbare sofa in my living room. The crosswords piled up on the table while I greeted the floating houses on the canals of Amsterdam, wished for love by tossing a coin into the Fontana di Trevi, or fell head over heels for a Malaysian girl playing with a turtle on a beach in China. At nightfall, I would go out onto the balcony and stare at the snowy peak of Mont Blanc, the national lottery building, the multicolored temple of Toshogu, the kiosk of the association for the blind, the man in the cobbler’s setting off a stampede of antelopes when he pulled the noisy shutter down. And as the colors drained from my neighborhood, I would prepare a pot of coffee that I would drink amid the aroma of lilies in a Japanese garden, followed by the elegant beauty of the Acropolis, and ending at Westminster Abbey. The bite of a hermit crab on a Greek beach still stung as I caressed the plumage of a toucan in the Amazon rain forest. I wore a Naga warrior’s bearskin-lined headdress decorated with wild boar’s teeth, and came across a precious gemstone as I sifted through mud in the mines of Ratnapura. At night, when my eyes were closed by the will of Morpheus, I also traveled ceaselessly: Berne, Montreal, Dublin, a kaleidoscope of cities covered in clouds of steam, a feast of monuments and architectures that swallowed one another up and procreated at the whim of the tracks, giving rise to delirious hybrids, aberrations of a bastardized history of which I retained only a vague awareness upon waking. When I took a shower, I could not help but be aware of the pleasant tiredness of someone who has been on a long journey, a slight aftertaste of alien experiences as the water soothed my muscles, a trace of unknown perfumes mixing with the smell of my shaving cream, the caress of a distant breeze as I did up my tie.

This extraordinary way of traveling soon became an addiction. Before long, it wasn’t enough for me to use it as an escape from my daily routine, to lessen the boredom of my evenings. I started to feel an irrepressible hunger to see the world, a desire for new places that forced me to set off even during office hours. Every morning, I worked without any breaks and completed my reports with unheard-of diligence, so that by midday I had nothing left to do. I would shut myself in one of the bathroom stalls and escape to the temple at Karnak, to Mount Rushmore, the beaches of Sri Lanka. Later, I would leave the office as stealthily as someone hiding a secret, feeling overwhelmingly transparent whenever a work colleague’s eyes rested on me. Despite everything, I also couldn’t help feeling an immense sense of pity toward them. After returning from New Guinea, where, daubed in mud and wearing a bird-of-prey mask, I had taken part in a ritual battle against the spirits, my colleagues seemed painfully ordinary, without depth or color, satisfied with a life that was as narrow as a coffin to me. A life that for many years had been mine, where there was nothing beyond what could be seen or touched.

I was enjoying myself so much, gorging myself on landscapes the way others binged on sweets, that I had barely paused to reflect on the causes and consequences of those astral journeys. But one evening, after returning from my enthralled contemplation of the grass roof of the church at Funningur, I saw myself reflected in the windowpane. My drowsy posture on the sofa seemed to me identical to the one my grandfather adopted for most of the day. This led me to wonder whether I was the only one who traveled this way, or whether my grandfather had known about it for years. That would explain a lot of things; it would solve the mystery of an entire life. I ran to his apartment and searched the model railway in the hope of also finding a diminutive replica of my grandfather. None of the tiny figures seemed to represent him. This inexplicable absence of his own double came as a huge disappointment. Did it mean my grandfather was immune to the magic of the model, that for him it was no more than a pointless amusement, that he was unaware of everything I was experiencing?

This was what I thought until one evening, as I was rummaging in a sideboard drawer for his cough mixture, my eyes caught one of the portraits standing on top of it. It showed my grandfather as a young man, a stocky, sinewy lad smiling shyly at the camera while adjusting a checkered cloth cap. I stared at it a long while without being able to grasp what was so familiar about it. As soon as I did, I ran to the model railway. There, on the side of a hill, I found what I was looking for: the figure of a robust young man wearing a checkered cap. The hill gave way to the extraordinary Saint Basil’s Cathedral, and I realized that, curled up on his armchair in the living room, my grandfather must be agreeing with Ivan the Terrible, who had ordered that the eyes of its architect should be gouged out so that he would never again create anything so beautiful.

I brought in a chair from the kitchen and sat in my usual spot opposite him, but I looked at him in a very different light. No longer was he a poor old man, unable to stay awake until his hour arrived. Now my grandfather seemed to me a compulsive hedonist, a devoted sybarite who all these years had the world at his feet. He had cut himself off from everything, had given himself over to pure pleasure, regardless of the price he paid. Possibly, he had his doubts before he sacrificed what might be called his corporal existence; perhaps he had them when he understood that this would also ruin most of his son’s as well. Or maybe he didn’t have a choice—once he had tried it, he couldn’t leave it alone—and maybe sharing this treasure with his son and the woman he loved was the only way he could find to resolve his weakness.

My grandfather had offered his son the most rewarding gift anyone could possibly give him, but my father had seen only two ridiculous small figures, and he had thrown them down the drain. That same night, I had dinner with my parents to confirm what I already knew, to glimpse once more, beneath their impeccable manners, their unsophisticated happiness as a well-off couple, that dark shadow that had troubled me since childhood and whose origin I finally understood. By pulling the toilet chain, my father had rejected heaven and embraced hell. Now I knew the reason for the clouded look in their eyes. I understood all the pointless visits to psychoanalysts, my father’s frequent bouts of insomnia, my mother’s desperate need to wrap herself in a cocoon of glittering luxury. I knew now that they were suffering a punishment they did not understand, sharing a sickness they found impossible to combat, and that they were unable to dream as they slept. They lived without understanding why when they closed their eyes all they could see was an ocean of turbulent, muddy waters; a horrific, putrid world, a sewer they were condemned to descend into every night.

Unlike my father, I had understood my grandfather’s gift. I accepted it as a blessing, with infinite thanks. Those journeys were a paradise to me. But there was something missing. And like Adam, I also begged the creator of all this for a female companion.

“I don’t want to go on traveling alone,” I dared confess to him one evening, kneeling beside him in a woolly silence disturbed only by the hypnotic thrum of the Adler locomotive on the tracks in the adjacent room. “Beauty is increased if it’s shared.”

My grandfather did not reply. He still had his eyes shut, which I preferred; I probably would never have revealed my feelings in this way if he had been looking at me. But I knew from experience that my grandfather would hear my voice floating over all the places he had imagined, and so I described as best I could the woman I desired, so that he would have no problem creating her in wood. I told him that she should be as delicate as a teardrop, with eyes like mint among weeds, and a slender body so light that the slightest puff of wind could steal her from me. I rounded off her portrait in a voice aching with desire and filled with melancholy. Then I fled from my grandfather’s apartment feeling slightly ashamed, as if he had discovered me masturbating. I spent all the next morning tortured by doubts, wondering if my grandfather’s fingers were at that very moment giving my wish a shape, or whether on the contrary my request had seemed to him an impertinence he had no wish to satisfy. The moment work was over, I walked to his apartment full of expectation. My grandfather was dozing in his armchair. I went into the adjoining room to look at the model railway, afraid that my plea had not been heeded. Tears filled my eyes when in the carriage of the Adler I came upon a female figure who would put an end to my solitude.

As soon as I closed my eyes that night, I could smell a woman’s perfume struggling to overpower the smell of oil in the compartment. She was sitting beside me, and I could admire her face while the green of her irises reflected a rushing kaleidoscope of the wonders of the world: the Parthenon rising above the walls of the Kremlin, Notre Dame Cathedral followed instantly by the Blue Mosque of Istanbul, then Prague, Helsinki, and Vienna crashing against the train window like machine-gun bullets. The entire world was ours: mankind’s achievements and the caprices of nature, jumbled together in a unique, demented geography, an itinerary devised according to my grandfather’s wishes.

That night, and many of those that followed, I became an improbable seducer, a dramatic Don Juan who could call on all the most beautiful backdrops in the world to win the heart of the woman he loved. I invited her to a crazy menu made up of cheese fondue with truffles, Hungarian goulash, and Peking-style duck, all of it washed down with a French sparkling wine laid down in a Rheims wine cellar. We smiled at each other from behind Venetian masks. We took each other in Oslo. And in Tierra del Fuego, like two silly lovers, we planted roses against the wind.

Every morning, when I walked through the lobby of my office building, she gazed at me in a way she never had before. Beautiful and dazed-looking, perched behind the receptionists’ desk, she watched me come in and go over to the elevators without taking her eyes off me. I had been in love with her for months. According to her badge, her name was Celia Riquelme, and she was not born of my rib (my bones didn’t have that much imagination) but from the last round of new hires. Although previously she had not paid me the slightest attention, for some days now, she registered my arrival as though spellbound. She was obviously wondering who this unremarkable guy was that she dreamed of every night with oneiric punctuality, the prophet of a wondrous world where a hunter seemed to have painstakingly shot all the tigers one by one, and torn up all the nettles. With my back to her, I could hear the telephone ring without her making any effort to pick it up. I could tell she was staring at me as if trying to solve a riddle, her mind still full of the tumultuous sensations of a crazy night that had never existed, in which the lips of the stranger now waiting for the elevator had slid like a slimy slug’s all over her dappled body, specially doused for the occasion in Armenian brandy. And occasionally, when I had to go out for some reason, I would find her leaning back in her chair, her eyes gently closed and a contented smile on her face. This was when I realized that, like me, she was no longer afraid and had learned to enjoy my grandfather’s gift without asking herself any questions. She gave in to it with all the blind trust of a little girl in her father’s arms, enjoying the twists and turns in midair without ever thinking those hands could let her fall. She loved me; she was loving me well ahead of reality. Every night, we gave ourselves to each other despite the fact that we had never actually touched, and I was in no hurry to transfer this joyous love to our insipid world, where it could crumble at the slightest obstacle.

It was then that I discovered, from so often pleasurably studying the model railway, the deceitful, miniature world where our romance could blossom, that the figures moved around in it. Every evening, I found them in different places in the landscape. I didn’t want to ask my grandfather if it was he who moved them, if he was the one who decided on a whim each morning what was to be the backdrop to our dreams. What did one more mystery matter if we lived in a gingerbread house in an enchanted wood?
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