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‘A book to read in one frantic sitting – bold, uncanny and utterly gripping.’


Observer Best Fiction of 2017


‘A wonderful nightmare of a book: tender and frightening, disturbing but compassionate. A triumph.’


Juan Gabriel Vásquez, author of The Sound of Things Falling


‘An unnerving read, straddling the realms of the supernatural and of Argentina’s dark recent history.’


Financial Times Best Books of 2017


‘A gloriously creepy fable.’


Guardian Best Fiction of 2017


‘Dazzling, unforgettable, and deeply strange. I’ve never read anything like it.’


Evening Standard Books of the Year


‘Read this in a single sitting and by the end I could hardly breathe. It’s a total mind-wrecker. Amazing. Thrilling.’


Max Porter, author of Grief is the Thing with Feathers


‘Subtle, dreamy and indelibly creepy.’


The Economist Best Books of 2017


‘Each layer is soaked in dread, and the dread goes so deep that it works even on the third reading.’


London Review of Books


‘Samanta Schweblin’s novella is a skilfully paced and intricate omen that tears not just at ecological anxieties but at the core of maternal love.’


Times Literary Supplement


‘If you’re after creeping, insidious, psychologically compelling horror, then you won’t do better.’


Vox


‘To call Schweblin’s novella eerie and hallucinatory is only to gesture at its compact power; the fantastical here simply dilates a reality we begin to accept as terrifying and true… Schweblin’s book is suffused with haunting images and big questions.’


New York Times Book Review


‘Punches far above its weight… The sort of book that makes you look under the bed last thing at night and sleep with the light on.’


Daily Mail


‘Mesmerizing.’


Washington Post


‘Fever Dream is worth reading for its inventiveness alone. Schweblin gives us memorable characters and a haunting parable.’


Huffington Post


‘The genius of Fever Dream is less in what it says than in how Schweblin says it, with a design at once so enigmatic and so disciplined that the book feels as if it belongs to a new literary genre altogether.’


The New Yorker


‘Exceptionally written…a superlative work of the imagination, resonant, beguiling and truly memorable.’


Spectator


‘Impossible to put down even while it forces you to cower under the sheets, queasy with unnameable fear.’


Metro


‘Never have I ever been so afraid to read a book right before bed.’


Marie Claire


‘Schweblin spins a spare, hypnotic literary page-turner.’


O Magazine


‘Marvellously ambivalent… This daring, ambiguous thriller is an apocalyptic lamentation for our world in free fall, a place in which nothing and no one, not even a child or a horse in a field, is safe.’


Irish Times


‘Samanta Schweblin will injure you, however safe you may feel.’


Jesse Ball, author of A Cure for Suicide and How to Set a Fire and Why


‘McDowell captures every nauseating drop of Schweblin’s increasingly frantic text. Truly terrifying.’


Observer


‘Blistering…packs a mighty, and lingering, punch… Explosive… delivers a skin-prickling masterclass in dread and suspense.’


The Economist


‘Samanta Schweblin’s electric story reads like a Fever Dream.’


Vanity Fair


‘A nauseous, eerie read, sickeningly good.’


Emma Cline, author of The Girls


‘The unique style, the quick paced rhythm and the amazingly wise and compact storytelling create a special novel that will stay in your mind long after you put this book down.’


Etgar Keret, author of The Seven Good Years


‘This is a weird hallucination of a book – reading it feels like an experience, like something that happens to you, as infectious and mysterious and unstoppable and possibly magical as the disease that powers its plot.’


Lit Hub


‘Unsettling…The novel represents a perfect marriage of form and subject, in which its narrative instability —which is so of the literary moment —viscerally recreates the insecurities of life in the Argentine countryside today… [Schweblin] has found ways to electrify and destabilize the physical world… [Fever Dream is] the scariest of all things: a ghost story that is, in essence, true.’


Los Angeles Times


‘With Fever Dream, Schweblin has created literature that is new: literature that places an overwhelming trust and faith in the reader to complete the emotionally harrowing picture she proposes.’


Music & Literature


‘A remarkable accomplishment in literary suspense.’


New York Journal of Books


‘Samanta Schweblin is one of the most promising voices in modern literature in Spanish.’Mario Vargas Llosa,


Nobel Prize-winning author of The Feast of the Goat


‘A breath of fresh air…Those who are willing to stay with this book will find the experience like no other and well worth the effort. Readers of Samuel Beckett, Jorge Luis Borges, García Márquez, and other magical realism practitioners will devour this brilliant, unsettling novel.’


Library Journal


‘With the urgency, attention to detail and threat of an abrupt ending that define short stories, the novel builds unease seamlessly through exceptionally well-paced dialogue…Minimalist yet complex, monochromatic yet textured, Fever Dream is a delicate and marvelously constructed tale, like a bundle of our darkest worries artfully arranged into our own likeness.’


BookPage


‘Samanta Schweblin is one of Latin America’s best young authors, and Fever Dream is her breathtaking English-language debut.’


Paste Magazine


‘[A] pulsating debut…Schweblin guides her reader through a nightmare scenario with amazing skill.’


Publishers Weekly


‘Schweblin’s sparse narrative, both familiar and mysterious, quickly grows in intensity as the hazy whispers of self-doubt and death itself descend. A thought-provoking story that provides ample opportunity for readers to grapple with its unanswered questions.’


Booklist


‘In spare, lucid prose, Schweblin demonstrates again and again that she knows the weight of what is left unsaid in the comings and goings of everyday life. Then, in the turn of a phrase, she forces the reader to shift perspective; she has a gift for sketching comfortable worlds and then disrupting them with images of dark, startling power.’


Electric Literature


‘Fever Dream is a small masterpiece, a beautiful and chillingly contemporary book. Every word throbs a kind of wisdom that can only come from a meticulous and fully engaged observation of reality.’


Alejandro Zambra, author of Multiple Choice and My Documents


‘Transcends the sensational plot elements to achieve a powerful and humane vision.’


Financial Times


‘Terrifying and brilliant…dangerously addictive.’


Guardian


‘Exquisite and disquieting.’


Frieze
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HEADLIGHTS


When she reaches the road, Felicity understands her fate. He has not waited for her, and, as if the past were a tangible thing, she thinks she can still see the weak reddish glow of the car’s taillights fading on the horizon. In the flat darkness of the countryside, there is only disappointment, a wedding dress, and a bathroom she shouldn’t have taken so long in.


Sitting on a rock beside the door, she picks grains of rice from the embroidery on her dress, with nothing to look at but the open fields, the highway, and, beside the highway, a women’s bathroom.


Time passes during which Felicity throws off all the grains of rice. She still doesn’t cry; deep in the shock of abandonment, she smooths the folds of her dress, examines her nails, and, as though expecting a return, stares out at the highway down which he disappeared.


“They don’t come back,” says Nené, and Felicity screams in fright. “The highway is shit.”


The woman is behind Felicity, and she lights a cigarette. “Just shit, the very worst kind.”


Felicity gets control of herself, and as the shock dies down, she rearranges her straps.


“First time?” asks Nené, and she waits unappreciatively for Felicity to regain enough courage to stop trembling and look at her. “I’m asking if the guy is your first husband.”


Felicity forces a smile. She discovers in Nené the old and bitter face of a woman who was surely once more beautiful than Felicity herself. Amid the marks of premature old age, clear eyes and perfectly proportioned lips still remain.


“Yes, the first,” says Felicity, with that shyness that turns the sound of a voice inward.


A white light appears on the highway, illuminates them as it passes, and vanishes, glowing red.


“So? You going to wait for him?” asks Nené.


Felicity looks at the highway, at the side where, if her husband was to return, she would see the car appear. She can’t bring herself to reply.


“Look,” says Nené, “I’ll make this short because there’s really not much to it.” She steps on the cigarette, emphasizing the words: “They get tired of waiting and they leave you. It seems waiting wears them out.”


Felicity carefully follows the movement of a new cigarette toward the woman’s mouth, the smoke that blends with the darkness, the lips that press the cigarette.


“So the girls cry and wait for them . . .” Nené goes on, “and they wait . . . And especially, the whole time they’re waiting: they cry, cry, and cry.”


Felicity’s eyes stop following the cigarette. Right when she most needs sisterly support, when only another woman could understand what she is feeling in front of a women’s bathroom beside the highway after being wholly abandoned by her new husband, she has only this arrogant woman who has been talking to her, and who is now shouting.


“And they keep crying and crying at all hours, every minute of every damned night!”


Felicity takes a deep breath, and her eyes fill with tears.


“And screw all that crying and crying . . . I’ll tell you something. This is it. We’re sick and tired of hearing about your stupid problems. We, little miss . . . What did you say your name was?”


Felicity wants to say Felicity, but she knows that if she opens her mouth, the only sound will be uncontrollable sobbing.


“Hello . . . your name was . . . ?”


Then the sobbing is uncontrollable.


“Fe . . . li . . .” Felicity tries to control herself, and though she doesn’t really succeed, she does finish the word: “. . . city.”


“Well, Feli-city, I was saying that we can’t keep putting up with this situation. It’s unsustainable, Feli-city!”


After she takes a long and noisy breath, Felicity’s sobs start to swell again, dampening her entire face, which trembles as she breathes and shakes her head.


“I can’t believe . . .” she gasps, “that he’s . . .”


Nené stands up. She crushes her unfinished cigarette on the bathroom wall, looks at Felicity with contempt, and walks away.


“Rude!” Felicity shouts at her.


But a few seconds later, once she realizes she’ll be left alone, Felicity catches up with Nené out in the field.


“Wait . . . Don’t leave, you have to understand . . .”


Nené stops and looks at her.


“Shut up,” says Nené, and she lights another cigarette. “Shut up, I’m telling you. Listen.”


Felicity stops crying, chokes down something like the beginnings of another outbreak of sorrow.


There’s a moment of silence during which Nené does not feel relief. Even more nervous and distraught than before, she says:


“Okay, now listen. Do you hear it?” Nené looks out at the black field.


Felicity is quiet and she concentrates, but she cannot hear anything. Nené shakes her head in disapproval.


“You cried too much, now you have to wait for your ears to get used to it.”


Felicity looks off toward the fields and cocks her head a bit.


“They’re crying . . .” says Felicity, in a low, almost ashamed voice.


“Yes. They’re crying. Yes! They’re crying! They cry all the damned night!” Nené gestures to her face: “Can’t you see my face? When do we sleep? Never! All we do is listen to them every damned night. And we’re not going to take it anymore, understand?”


Felicity looks at her, startled. In the fields, voices of wailing and plaintive women repeat the names of their husbands over and over.


“And they all cry!” says Nené.


Then the voices begin to shout:


Psycho!


Miserable, unfeeling bitch!


And other voices join in:


Let us cry, you hysterical shrew!


Nené looks furiously all around her. She shouts into the fields:


“And what about us, you cowards . . . ? Some of us have been here more than forty years, abandoned same as you, and we have to hear your stupid little problems every damned night? Huh? What about us?”


There’s a silence, and Felicity looks at Nené in fear.


Take a pill! Crazy woman!


Although they’re out in the fields they can still see the highway. Parallel to where they are standing, a pair of white lights pulls up beside the little building.


“Another one,” says Nené, and as if this were the last thing she could bear, she drops to the ground, exhausted.


“Another one?” asks Felicity. “Another woman? But . . . is he going to leave her? Maybe he’ll wait . . .”


Nené bites her lips and shakes her head. In the fields the cries grow ever more unfriendly.


Come on, you hussy, let’s see you show your face . . .


Come on, now that you don’t have your little rebel friends . . .


Feeble old hag . . .


Felicity takes Nené’s hand and tries to pull her up, pointing toward the bathroom.


“We have to do something! We have to warn that poor woman!” says Felicity.


But then she stops and falls silent, because Felicity has seen the exact image of her painful recent past: the car driving off before the woman who got out has had the chance to get back in, and the lights, previously white and bright, disappear, reddish, in the other direction.


“He left,” says Felicity, “he left without her.”


Like Nené did before, she lets her body collapse to the ground. Nené rests her hand on Felicity’s.


“That’s how it always is, dear.” Nené pats Felicity’s hand. “It’s inevitable. On the highway, at least . . . Always.”


“But . . .” says Felicity.


“Always,” says Nené.


Where are you, slut? Say something!


Felicity looks at Nené and understands how much bigger this woman’s sadness is than her own.


Sorry ass tramp!


Ugly old bitch!


“Leave her alone!” says Felicity.


She moves closer to Nené and hugs her like a little girl.


Oh . . . Scary! says a voice. So now you’ve got a little sidekick . . .


“I’m not anyone’s sidekick,” says Felicity. “I’m just trying to help . . .”


Oh . . . she’s only trying to help . . .


“Shut up!” says Nené.


You all know why she was left on the highway?


Because she’s a skinny walrus!


No, she got left because—laughter—because while she was trying on her little wedding dress, we were already gettin’ it on with her man . . .


The laughter is closer now; it completely drowns out the crying. From the bathroom, a figure is walking, slowly, toward Nené and Felicity.


Look, here comes another one . . . tramp!


As the figure comes closer they discover the face of an old woman. Every few steps, she turns and looks at the highway. She is dressed in golden tones, and from her neckline peeks the sensual black lace of lingerie. Once she is close, before she can ask questions, Felicity cuts her off:


“Always. Always on the highway, Grandmother.”


When the old woman sees them, sitting in the field in their wedding dresses, she straightens and looks indignantly toward the road.


“But how—?”


Felicity interrupts her:


“Don’t cry, please,” says Felicity. “Don’t make things worse.”


“But it can’t be . . .” says the old woman, and in her disappointment, her hand opens and a marriage certificate falls to the ground.


She looks contemptuously at the highway down which the car has disappeared, and says, “Scoundrel! Impotent old coot!”


Come on, hussy!


“Why don’t you shut up, you windbags!” shouts Nené, and she gets brusquely to her feet.


The old woman looks at her in fright.


“Old biddies!” Nené goes on.


We’re gonna get you, you snake!


Trying to understand, the old woman looks at Felicity, who, like Nené, has stood up and is anxiously peering into the darkness of the fields.


Show your face, come on, the women’s voices can be heard ever closer.


Felicity and Nené look at each other. Beneath their feet they feel the ground tremble as hundreds of desperate women advance through the field.


“What’s happening?” asks the old woman. “Who are those voices, what do they want?” She kneels down and picks up the marriage certificate. Like Felicity and Nené, she backs toward the highway without turning around, without taking her eyes from the black mass in the dark fields that seems to be moving closer and closer to them.


“How many are there?” asks Felicity.


“A lot,” says Nené. “Too many.”


There are so many curses and insults coming from so close by that it’s useless to respond or try to placate them.


“What should we do?” asks Felicity. The three of them back up faster and faster.


“Don’t even think about crying,” says Nené.


The old woman, clutching at her wedding dress and wrinkling it in one nervous hand, grasps Felicity’s arm with her other.


“Don’t be scared, Grandmother, it’s okay,” says Felicity.


But the taunting is so loud now that the old woman can’t hear her words. On the highway, off in the distance, a white dot grows like a new ray of hope. Perhaps this is the moment when Felicity thinks, for the last time, of love. Perhaps she thinks to herself: Don’t let him leave her; don’t let him abandon her.


“If it stops, we get in,” shouts Nené.


“What did she say?” asks the grandmother. They are close to the bathroom now.


“That if the car stops—” says Felicity.


“What?” asks the grandmother.


The murmur is converging on them. They can’t see anyone, but they know the women are there, just a few yards away. Felicity screams. Something like hands brush against her legs, her neck, her fingertips. Felicity screams and she doesn’t hear Nené, who has moved farther away and is telling her to grab the old woman and run. The car stops in front of the bathroom. Nené turns back toward Felicity and tells her to move, to drag the grandmother with her. But it’s the grandmother who reacts and drags Felicity toward Nené, who is already next to the car and waiting for the woman to get out so she can get in herself and order the man to drive.


“They won’t let go!” screams Felicity. “They won’t let go of me!” And she desperately tries to break free of the last hands holding her back.


The old woman pulls. She yanks on Felicity with all her strength. Nené is waiting anxiously for the door to open, for the woman to get out. But the one who emerges is the man. With the headlights shining on the road, he still hasn’t seen the women, and he gets out in a hurry while he fumbles for the zipper of his pants. Then the din grows. The laughing, taunting voices forget Nené and fixate purely and exclusively on him. They reach his ears. In the man’s eyes, the fear of a rabbit facing the furies. By the time he stops, it’s too late. Nené has gone around and gotten into the man’s seat. She restrains the woman, who is trying to escape, and she opens a back door for Felicity and the grandmother.


“Hold her,” says Nené, and she lets go of the woman to leave her in the grandmother’s hands. The old woman obeys the order wordlessly.


“If she wants to get out, let her,” says Felicity. “Maybe these two do love each other and it’s not for us to stand in their way.”


The newcomer wiggles free of the old lady but she doesn’t get out of the car. She asks, “What do you want? Where did you come from?”—one question after another, until Nené opens the passenger door.


“Get out, quick,” she says.


They can hear the women’s cries even once they’re in the car, and in front of them, detached from the darkness by the headlights, stands the frozen, terrified figure of a man who is not thinking about the same thing he was a minute ago.


“No way am I getting out,” says the newcomer. She looks at the man without tenderness, and then at Nené: “Get going before he comes back,” she says, and she locks the door from inside.


Nené puts the car in drive. The man hears the noise and turns to look at them.


“Go!” shouts the newcomer.


The old lady claps nervously, then squeezes Felicity’s hand; Felicity looks fearfully at the man as he approaches. The tires on one side are off the road, and the car skids in the mud. Nené turns the steering wheel wildly, and for a moment the car’s headlights shine into the fields. But what they see then is not precisely the fields: the car’s light is lost in the immensity of the night, but it’s enough to distinguish in the darkness the swarming mass of hundreds of women. They’re running toward the car. Or, more accurately, toward the man standing in front of the car, waiting motionlessly for them, as though for death.


The newcomer presses her own foot down on Nené’s to floor the accelerator. And with the image framed in the rearview mirror of the crowd of women falling upon the man, Nené manages to get the car back on the road. The motor drowns out the shouts and insults, and soon all is silence and darkness.


The newcomer shifts in her seat.


“I never loved him,” she says. “When he got out of the car, I thought about taking the wheel and leaving him by the side of the road. But I don’t know, the maternal instinct . . .”


None of the other women are listening. All of them, and now the newcomer, too, just look out at the highway and are silent for a while. That’s when it happens.


“It can’t be,” says Nené.


In front of them, in the distance, the horizon starts to light up with small pairs of white lights.


“What?” asks the grandmother. “What’s going on?”


In the passenger seat, the newcomer throws glances at Nené, as if waiting for an explanation. The pairs of lights grow, coming closer. Felicity peers between the two front seats.


“They’re coming back,” she says. She smiles and looks at Nené.


On the highway, the first pairs of lights are now cars, almost on top of them, and now they pass at full speed.


“They changed their minds,” says Felicity. “It’s them, they’re coming back for us!”


“No,” says Nené.


She lights a cigarette and then, exhaling smoke, she adds:


“It’s them, yes. But they’re coming back for him.”





PRESERVES


A week passes, a month, and we gradually start accepting that Teresita will be here ahead of all our plans. I’ll have to turn down my scholarship, because in a few months it won’t be easy for me to keep studying. Maybe not because of Teresita, maybe it’s just anxiety, but I can’t stop eating and I start getting fatter. Manuel carries the food to me on the sofa, in bed, in the yard. Everything arranged on the tray, tidy in the kitchen, stocked in the pantry, as if the guilt, or whatever it is, was driving him to meet my every expectation. But he’s losing energy, and he doesn’t seem very happy: he comes home late, doesn’t keep me company, doesn’t like to talk about it.


Another month passes. Mom resigns herself, too, buys us some gifts and gives them to us—I know her well—a bit sadly. She says:


“Here is a washable diaper bag with a Velcro closure . . . These are pure cotton ankle socks . . . Here’s the piqué hooded towel . . .” Dad watches her and nods.


“Oh, I don’t know . . .” I say, and I don’t know if I’m referring to the gifts or to Teresita. “The truth is, I just don’t know,” I say later to my mother-in-law when she drops by with a set of little colored sheets. “I don’t know,” I say, not really knowing what to say, and I hug the sheets and burst into tears.


The third month I feel sadder still. Every time I get up I stand for a while in front of the mirror. My face, my arms, my whole body, and especially my belly are more swollen. Sometimes I call Manuel in and ask him to stand beside me. He, in contrast, looks thinner. He seems distracted. He doesn’t talk much. He comes home from work and sits down to watch television, his head in his hands. It’s not that he loves me any less. I know that Manuel adores me and I know that, like me, he has nothing against our little Teresita—what could he have against her? It’s just that there was so much to do before she came.


Sometimes Mom asks if she can touch my belly. I sit on the sofa and she talks to Teresita in a soft and loving voice. Manuel’s mom, on the other hand, tends to call all the time to ask how I’m doing, where I am, what I’m eating, how I feel, and anything else she can think of to ask me.


I have insomnia. I spend nights lying in bed awake, looking at the ceiling with my hands over little Teresita. I can’t think about anything else. I don’t understand it—there are so many things in this world that seem marvelous to me, like renting a car in one country and returning it in another, thawing out a fresh fish that died thirty days ago, or paying bills without leaving the house. How is it possible that in a world like that, we can’t just make a small change in the order of events? I just can’t resign myself.


Then I stop worrying about what insurance will cover and start looking for other alternatives. I talk to obstetricians, healers, and even a shaman. Someone gives me a midwife’s number and I talk to her over the phone. But they all, in their own ways, present conformist or perverse solutions that have nothing to do with what I’m looking for. It’s hard for me to get used to the idea of receiving Teresita so early, but I don’t want to hurt her, either. And then I find Dr. Weisman.


The doctor’s office is on the top floor of an old building downtown. There’s no secretary, no waiting room. Just a small entrance hall and two rooms. Weisman is very friendly as he ushers us in and offers us coffee. During our conversation he is especially interested in what kind of family we are—our parents, our marriage, the individual relationships between all of us. We answer every question he asks. Weisman interlaces his fingers and rests his hands on the desk, seemingly satisfied with our profile. He tells us a few things about his career, the success of his research and what he can offer us, but he realizes he doesn’t need to convince us, and he moves on to explain the treatment. Every once in a while I look at Manuel: he is listening attentively, nodding; he seems enthusiastic. The plan includes changes in diet and sleep patterns, breathing exercises, medicine. We’re going to have to talk to Mom and Dad, and with Manuel’s mother; their roles are important, too. I write everything down in my notebook, point by point.


“And what guarantee do we have with this treatment?” I ask.


“We have what we need for everything to turn out well,” says Weisman.


The next day Manuel stays home. We sit at the living room table, surrounded by graphs and papers, and get to work. I write down as faithfully as possible how things have happened from the first moment we suspected that Teresita had come early. We summon our parents and we are clear with them: the matter is decided, the treatment is under way, and there is nothing to discuss. Dad is about to ask a question, but Manuel interrupts him.


“You have to do what we ask,” he says, and he looks at them as though imploring them to commit, “on the right day and at the right time.”


I understand what he’s feeling: we’re taking this seriously and we expect the same from them. They are worried, and I think they’ll never really understand what it’s all about, but they promise to follow the instructions, and each of them goes home with a list.


When the first ten days are over, things are already running a little more smoothly. I take my three pills a day on time, and I respect every session of “conscious breathing.” Conscious breathing is a fundamental part of the treatment, and it’s an innovative method of relaxation and concentration, discovered and taught by Weisman himself. Sitting on the grass out in the yard, I focus on making contact with the “damp womb of the earth.” I start by inhaling once and exhaling twice. I draw out my breath until my inhale is five seconds long and my exhale is eight. After several days of practice, I inhale for ten seconds and exhale for fifteen. Then I move to the second level of conscious breathing, where I start to feel the direction of my energies. Weisman says this level is going to take more time, but he insists the exercise is within my reach and that I have to keep working at it. There comes a moment when it’s possible to visualize the speed of the energy as it circulates through the body. It feels like a gentle tickle and it generally starts in the lips, hands, and feet. You have to try to slow it down, gradually. The goal is to stop it entirely and, little by little, start it circulating again in the opposite direction.


Manuel can’t be very affectionate with me yet. He has to be faithful to the plan we made, and so for a month and a half he has to stay away, talk only when necessary, and come home late some nights. He complies diligently, but I know him: I know that secretly he’s better, that he’s dying to hug me and tell me how much he misses me. But that’s how things must be done for now; we can’t risk straying from the script for even a second.
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